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PROLOGUE

Ancient Egypt holds a unique fascination. No other civilisation of the ancient world has such popular
appeal, none is as significant for the history of human society and its organisation. The valley of the River
Nile witnessed the world’s first example of that enduring and now omnipresent political structure, the
nation state. Today, practically the entire land surface of the earth is divided among nation states, which
number nearly two hundred. But the origins of this phenomenon go back five thousand years, to the
formation of a unified territory and government in Egypt. Moreover, that government, centred on the
royal court and the person of the king, succeeded in creating and promoting an ¢€lite culture which
expressed itself on a grand scale. Hence, ancient Egyptian civilisation has left an unparalleled series of
monuments to allure and intrigue countless generations of visitors.



The pyramids of the Old Kingdom are perhaps the most remarkable, and certainly the most captivating, of
Egyptian monuments. Those at Giza were hailed as one of the wonders of the ancient world; to modern
eyes they are perhaps the quintessential symbol of the ancient Egyptians’ extraordinary creativity and
craftsmanship. Yet the cultural and political developments which led to the construction of the pyramids
have been comparatively neglected. Without central control of the economy, the royal court would not
have had the resources to engage in monumental building projects. Without the ability to command the
necessary manpower, the pyramids could not have been raised. Without the religious and ideological
motivation, the construction of huge funerary monuments would, quite literally, never have got off the
ground. All these prerequisites for pyramid-building have their roots in the Early Dynastic period. Hence
to understand the most potent symbols of ancient Egypt, we must look at what went before. Five hundred
years separate the birth of the Egyptian state and the erection of the pyramids. This half-millennium
constitutes the formative period of civilisation in the Nile valley, when Egypt’s early kings developed the
mechanisms of rule and the élite culture that were to characterise their country for the next three thousand
years. This crucially important formative stage is the subject of the current work.

The chapters that follow seek to explain not only the background to the formation of the Egyptian state,
but also the means by which its early rulers controlled the people, the land and its resources. Central
authority, however, is only one side of the coin. At all periods, Egypt’s governing
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¢lite strove to convey the impression that the nation was unified politically and culturally, that all its
institutions revolved around the king and took their lead from the royal court. The true picture is rather
more complex: in reality, local and regional concerns were important, and often had a direct impact on the
pace and direction of change. Egypt was never a monolithic state, despite the wishes and protestations of
its rulers. The current work addresses this interesting question, examining the character of Early Dynastic
Egypt at the provincial level.

The evidence for local and regional variation is by no means straightforward; but here, as elsewhere in the
study of early Egypt, recent scholarship has led to major advances in understanding. Indeed, research into
the formative period of ancient Egyptian civilisation has intensified exponentially over the past thirty
years. The re-evaluation of material from old excavations has been accompanied by dramatic new
discoveries. Record numbers of archaeological expeditions have been concentrating their efforts on
illuminating the remotest periods of Egyptian history, and in particular the processes which led to the
formation of the Egyptian state. As a result of this new information, a comprehensive study of the Early
Dynastic period can now be attempted for the first time.

Early Dynastic Egypt has traditionally suffered from being squeezed between two, more obviously
glamorous, neighbours. On the one hand, the prehistoric origins of ancient Egypt and the unification of the
country at the beginning of the historic period have intrigued scholars, attracting much comment and
debate. On the other hand, the glories of the pyramid age, combined with a wealth of artistic and written
evidence, have given the Old Kingdom an undeniable appeal for professionals and public alike. While the
Predynastic period and the Old Kingdom have been intensively studied, the intervening phase of Egyptian
history—the Early Dynastic period—has been comparatively neglected. The current work seeks to redress
the imbalance, giving the first three dynasties the attention they deserve as a period of great innovation
and lasting importance, a period, moreover, which paved the way for the familiar glories of ancient Egypt.

This book is arranged in three parts. Part I forms an introduction to the study of Early Dynastic Egypt.
The re-discovery of Egypt’s remote past, although very much a feature of the last three decades, began
more than a century ago. A long line of distinguished archaeologists and scholars have added pieces to the
puzzle, although the picture is by no means complete. Chapter 1 tells the extraordinary story of how
‘Egypt before the pyramids’, once an obscure dark age, has emerged from the shadows into the spotlight
of academic inquiry and popular interest.

The formation of a unified state marks the beginning of Egyptian history and this pivotal development is



examined in detail in Chapter 2. The roots of the process lie far back in prehistory, in the period called
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‘Predynastic’ (that is, before the dynasties). Southern (Upper) Egypt was the heartland of social change,
since it was here that hierarchies and social divisions based upon inherited status first developed. During
the second half of the fourth millennium BC, political and economic power came to be concentrated in the
hands of a few ruling ¢lites. Advances in technology and an intensification of trade benefited some centres
more than others, and at these favoured sites the local rulers began to adopt the trappings of royalty. As
these trends accelerated, Egypt was transformed and a nation was born.

The five centuries which followed comprise a fascinating period of Egypt’s history, but one which is all
too often glossed over in standard books on the subject. Chapter 3 presents the first ever, detailed, reign-
by-reign account of the period, drawing on the results of the latest research by an international community
of experts. The discussion includes an evaluation of the historical sources for the first three dynasties, and
examines the splendid achievements of Egypt’s early kings.

With Part I, the scene is thus set for an in-depth analysis of Early Dynastic Egypt.

The dominant themes of early Egyptian civilisation are examined in Part II, which forms the core of the
book. Subtitled The establishment of authority’, Part II analyses the various mechanisms by which Egypt’s
early rulers first developed and then exercised authority over a newly unified country. The word
‘establishment’ has been deliberately chosen for its dual meaning: the setting up of an ideology of rule,
and the institutional structures by which this ideology was put into effect. The most obvious facet of the
‘establishment’ is the administration, the governmental apparatus which allowed the royal court to
supervise and control Egypt and its resources. Very little has been written about early Egyptian
administration, mainly because the source material is fragmentary and difficult to interpret. However, a
close look at the surviving evidence for administrative practices indicates that—in ancient Egypt as in
countries today—control of the economy lay at the heart of the government’s activities. The court itself
comprised a bewildering array of officials, and there are tantalising glimpses of how political power was
exercised at this earliest period of Egyptian history. Of course, control of the national economy was
dependent upon control of the various provinces; provincial government seems to have developed initially
as an adjunct to economic supervision, later taking on a life of its own (as the history of the Old Kingdom
demonstrates). Chapter 4 examines all these aspects of Early Dynastic administration, and seeks to draw a
coherent picture of how early Egypt was governed.

Egypt was not alone in the ancient world. To the north and south were other lands and cultures, and
contact with them was unavoidable. If the

Page xiv

continued supply of commodities to the court lay at the heart of Egyptian administration, it also formed
the backdrop to early Egypt’s foreign relations. In its quest for raw materials and prestige goods, the royal
court had to look beyond the Nile valley to the adjoining desert regions and other lands further afield. The
desire to gain access to trade routes with Palestine and Nubia may have been a key factor in the process
of state formation. Once Egypt had been unified, mere access to foreign imports was no longer sufficient:
direct control of foreign trade or of the commodity sources themselves became both desirable and
feasible. Economic interest provided grounds for political expansionism. There is evidence that Early
Dynastic kings launched military campaigns against neighbouring lands, and the motive is likely to have
been largely economic, even if such activities were dressed in a cloak of ideology. Egypt’s foreign
relations during the Early Dynastic period highlight both the concerns of the early state and the ways in
which these affected, and were affected by, the geo-politics of the wider region. The complex interaction
between the Nile valley, Egypt’s desert margins, and neighbouring lands is discussed in Chapter 5.

In order to control Egypt and its people, the early kings followed a number of different strategies.
Together with the overt political and economic control attested in administrative records, more subtle



psychological means were deployed to ensure the loyalty and subservience of the population. Perhaps the
most powerful and pervasive ideology in ancient Egyptian culture was the ideology of divine kingship: the
belief that the king was the earthly incarnation of the supreme deity, a channel of communication between
the divine and human spheres, and the unifying force that held Egypt together, without whom chaos
would ensue. Such an ideology obviously suited the system of government since it ensured strong support
for the status quo and made any return to the political fragmentation of the Predynastic period
unthinkable. Divine kingship is often cited as the defining characteristic of ancient Egyptian civilisation.
Yet its success and longevity as an ideology of rule owes much to the efforts of the Early Dynastic kings,
who formulated and promoted it. The origins and early development of this most fundamental aspect of
Egyptian culture are explored in Chapter 6. The nature of early kingship—how the rulers saw themselves
and their office—can be gauged from a variety of sources, in particular the names and titles adopted by
successive monarchs, and the activities deemed worthy of record in the royal annals. The means by which
kingship ideology was promulgated are equally fascinating. They included a repertoire of symbols
(iconography) which became indelibly associated with royal authority, and whose preponderance in
official art constantly reinforced the message that Egypt depended on the king for its well-being.
Ceremonies and rituals provided the early Egyptian kings with carefully controlled, symbolically charged
occasions on which they could demonstrate their legitimacy and authority.
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Finally, the potency of architecture to express ideas of status was appreciated from an early stage.
Through the development of an explicitly royal architectural style the Early Dynastic kings sought to
secure their position by appealing to the Egyptian psyche.

The concern to provide for life after death is one of the best known aspects of ancient Egyptian
civilisation. To it is due such characteristic features as mummies and pyramids. The most impressive
monuments to have survived from Early Dynastic Egypt are the funerary structures built for the kings and
their relatives. The development of the royal tomb, leading eventually to the concept of the pyramid, is
explored in Chapter 7. The changes in the form of the royal burial over the course of the Early Dynastic
period reflect not only advances in architecture and building technology, but also changes in the concept
of the afterlife. Moreover, as the most important project of a king’s reign, the royal tomb can tell us much
about the self-image and public portrayal of kingship.

Religion plays an important role in most societies and early Egypt was no exception. The bewildering
array of cults so characteristic of pharaonic Egypt was a feature of religious life in the Nile valley from the
beginning of Egyptian history. Numerous gods and goddesses are attested from Early Dynastic Egypt,
together with religious festivals and other cultic activities. Chapter 8 presents the evidence for early
Egyptian religion, and examines the way in which religion was manipulated by the royal court for its own
ends. The concerns of the individual and those of the state rarely coincide where interaction with the
divine sphere is involved. Nothing illustrates the divide between the early Egyptian state and its subjects
better than temple building: whilst care was lavished on a few, nationally significant, temples, local shrines
received little or no state attention. An analysis of religion in the first three dynasties highlights the tension
between rulers and ruled: a tension that Egypt’s first kings sought to contain, and which forms a central
theme of the current work.

Tombs and temples are certainly impressive and informative, but they tell only part of the story. To get to
the heart of Early Dynastic Egypt, to understand life in the Nile valley and how it developed, we must
escape the alluring world-view promoted by the court and look instead at individual communities and
regions. This is the focus of Part III, which seeks to provide a counterbalance to the court-centred culture
so dominant in books about ancient Egypt. The growth of urban communities marks an important stage in
the history of human society. The process of urbanisation in Egypt is particularly instructive as it seems to
reflect local and regional factors more than centrally inspired policies. In recent years the number of
settlements excavated in Egypt has increased markedly. Chapter 9 discusses the evidence for early
urbanism, pointing out the factors which influenced the development of each community.
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This leads on to the final chapter of the book, which stands back and takes a regional view of
developments in Early Dynastic Egypt. Much of the history of Egypt is the history of its regions.
Particular combinations of natural and strategic advantages favoured some parts of the country over
others; the interplay between regions affected the development of Egyptian society as a whole. Chapter
10 seeks to explain why some areas prospered during the first three dynasties while others declined; for in
the answers to such questions lies the history of Egypt’s formative period.
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Those words in bold throughout the text can be found in the glossary at the end of the book.
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< Map 1 Map of Egypt and Nubia showing sites mentioned in the text. Small capitals denote ancient
place names. Key: 1 En Besor (included here to help relate Map 1 to Map 2); 2 Tell el-Fara’in/BUTO; 3
BEHDET; 4 Kom el-Hisn; 5 SAIS; 6 Tell er-Ruba/Tell Timai/ MENDES; 7 Ezbet et-Tell/Kufur Nigm; 8
Tell el-Farkha and Tell el-Iswid (south); 9 Tell Ibrahim Awad; 10 Tell ed-Daba; 11 Minshat Abu Omar; 12
SETHROE?; 13 el-Beda; 14 Beni Amir; 15 Tell Basta/BUBASTIS; 16 LETOPOLIS; 17 HELIOPOLIS;
18 Giza; 19 Maadi and Wadi Digla; 20 Tura; 21 Saqqara; 22 MEMPHIS; 23 Dahshur; 24 Tarkhan; 25
es-Saff; 26 Medinet el-Fayum; 27 Seila; 28 Maidum; 29 Abusir el-Meleq; 30 Haraga; 31
HERAKLEOPOLIS; 32 Zawiyet el-Meitin; 33 Matmar; 34 Badari; 35 Hemamia; 36 Qau; 37 el-Etmania;



38 Akhmim; 39 THIS?; 40 ABYDOS; 41 Abu Umuri; 42 Hu; 43 Abadiya; 44 Dendera; 45 Qena; 46
Qift/COPTOS; 47 Quseir; 48 Tukh; 49 Nagada and Ballas; 50 Deir el-Bahri; 51 Medamud; 52 Armant; 53
Gebelein; 54 Adaima; 55 el-Kula; 56 Elkab; 57 HIERAKONPOLIS; 58 Edfu; 59 Gebel es-Silsila; 60
Kubania; 61 ELEPHANTINE; 62 Aswan; 63 Shellal; 64 Seyala; 65 Toshka; 66 Qustul; 67 BUHEN; 68
Gebel Sheikh Suleiman; 69 Balat; 70 BERENICE. For sites in the Hierakonpolis, Abydos and Memphite
regions, please refer to Figures 10.1, 10.2 and 10.3.
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Map 2 Map of the Near East showing sites mentioned in the text. Small capitals denote ancient place
names. Key: 1 KNOSSOS; 2 Habuba Kebira; 3 Sheikh Hassan; 4 Tell Brak; 5 Uruk; 6 SUSA; 7 UGARIT;
8 BYBLOS; 9 Mt Hermon; 10 Azor; 11 Tel Erani; 12 Nizzanim; 13 Tel Maahaz; 14 LACHISH; 15 Ai; 16
Nabhal Tillah; 17 Rafiah; 18 Taur Ikhbeineh; 19 En Besor; 20 Tell Arad; 21 Tell el-Fara’in/BUTO; 22
Saqqgara; 23 HIERAKONPOLIS; 24 ELEPHANTINE (sites 21-24 are included here to help relate Map 2
to Map 1).
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CHAPTER ONE
EGYPTOLOGY AND THE EARLY DYNASTIC PERIOD

THE PIONEERS: 1894-1935

Abydos: Amélineau and Petrie

The history of Egypt began at Abydos. Here in Upper Egypt, on the low desert beneath the towering
western escarpment (Plate 1.1), the Predynastic rulers of the region, and their descendants, the earliest
kings of a united Egypt, were buried with their retainers and possessions. Amongst the tombs of the
ancestral royal cemetery, a burial of unparalleled size was prepared around 3150 BC for a leader who may
already have ruled over most, if not all, of Egypt. About a century later, another king was buried nearby:
Narmer, who was apparently regarded by his immediate successors as the founder of the First Dynasty,
and whose ceremonial palette recalls the unification of the Two Lands, in ritual if not in fact. The
mortuary complex of Narmer’s successor, Aha, was also constructed at Abydos. Aha’s reign may mark
the systematic keeping of annals, and it may thus be regarded as the beginning of Egyptian history in a
strict sense of the word.

Egyptian history also began at Abydos in another sense: it was here, in the dying years of the nineteenth
century and in the early years of the twentieth, that archaeologists first uncovered evidence of Egypt’s
remote past. The excavation and re-excavation of the royal cemetery at Abydos—which still continues
after more than a century—has transformed our understanding of the earliest period of Egyptian history.
Today, as a hundred years ago, each new discovery from the sands of Abydos enhances or modifies our
picture of the Nile valley during the formative phase of ancient Egyptian civilisation. As we shall see,
many other sites have contributed to the total picture, but none more so than Abydos. Abydos, above any
other site, holds the key to Egypt’s early dynasties.

Before the first excavations in the royal cemetery at Abydos, there was not a single object in the Egyptian
Museum that could be dated securely to the First or Second Dynasty (de Morgan 1896:181). Indeed,
before excavators began unearthing the burials of the Early Dynastic kings, ‘the history of Egypt only
began with the Great Pyramid’ (Petrie 1939:160). The pyramids of the late Third/early Fourth Dynasty at
Maidum and Dahshur were the oldest monuments known to scholars. The Step Pyramid
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Plate 1.1 The Umm el-Qaab at Abydos, burial ground of Egypt’s early rulers (author’s photograph).

complex at Sagqara had not yet been excavated from the drift sand. As for the kings of the first three
dynasties recorded in the king lists of the New Kingdom and in Manetho’s history, they were no more
than names, legendary figures for whom no historical evidence existed.

Emile Clément Amélineau (1850—-1915) was the first to clear the royal tombs of the First and late Second
Dynasties in a systematic way, although Auguste Mariette (1821-81) had worked at the site some forty
years before. Amélineau’s excavations at Abydos from 1894 to 1898 yielded important results, but his
unscientific methods drew criticism, especially from his great rival and successor at Abydos, Petrie. It is
probably fair to say that the Mission Amélineau was driven more by the ambition of private collectors
than by academic or scientific concerns for the culture of early Egypt. However, the same was
undoubtedly true of many other excavations in the Nile valley at that time and later. Amélineau’s
contribution—in bringing the importance of Abydos to the attention of Egyptologists
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—should not be dismissed, despite his obvious failings by modern standards. The objects he found in the
royal tombs were published in four volumes (Amélineau 1899, 1902, 1904, 1905) and were sold at auction
in Paris in 1904. Some entered museums, others ended up in private collections. Scholarly interest in
Egypt’s earliest historical period had now been well and truly awakened, and archaeologists were swift to
follow in Amélineau’s footsteps.

William Matthew Flinders Petrie (1853—1942), the founding father of Egyptian archaeology, had been
interested in Egypt’s formative period for some years. His pioneering mission to Coptos in 1893—4
revealed material of the late Predynastic and Early Dynastic periods for the first time—most famously the
colossal statues of a fertility god—and effectively pushed back Egyptian history by some 400 years, from
the beginning of the Old Kingdom to the beginning of the First Dynasty (Petrie 1896). Petrie’s subsequent
excavations at Nagada and Ballas in 1895 yielded extensive Predynastic material (Petrie and Quibell
1896) and led him to formulate his famous sequence dating system, the principle of which has been used



by scholars ever since to date Predynastic contexts.

Petrie’s ‘discovery’ of the Predynastic period was followed by new insights into the earliest dynasties,
gained through his excavations at Abydos in 1899-1903. He rushed to the Early Dynastic royal cemetery
following the departure of Amélineau and was able ‘to rescue for historical study’ (Petrie 1900:2) what
had been left behind. Petrie no doubt exaggerated Amélineau’s failings and his own achievements, but
there is no denying that Petrie’s discoveries were of great significance, and dramatically enhanced
understanding of Egypt’s early history, not least by establishing the order of the First Dynasty kings
(Petrie 1900, 1901). In the later seasons, Petrie turned his attention to the early town and temple of
Abydos (Petrie 1902, 1903). His excavations uncovered a small cemetery of the early First Dynasty, a
jumble of walls belonging to the Early Dynastic temple, and three deposits of votive objects.

At the same time as Petrie was re-excavating the royal tombs at Abydos, his colleague John Garstang
(1876—-1956) was investigating Predynastic and Early Dynastic sites a little to the north, in the vicinity of
the villages of Mahasna, Reqagna and Beit Khallaf. Near the first two he revealed a cemetery of Third
Dynasty tombs (Garstang 1904), while on the low desert behind Beit Khallaf he excavated several huge
mastabas of mudbrick (Plate 1.2), also dated to the Third Dynasty (Garstang 1902). From the point of
view of Early Dynastic history, the most important finds from Beit Khallaf were the seal-impressions. One
of these, from mastaba K2, shows the name of King Sanakht opposite the lower end of a cartouche. This
is the earliest attested occurrence of the frame used to enclose the royal name, and the sealing provides
the sole evidence for equating the Horus name, Sanakht, with the cartouche name, Nebka.
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Plate 1.2 Mastaba K1 at Belt Khallaf, dating to the reign of Netjerikhet, Third Dynasty (author’s
photograph).

Discoveries further south: de Morgan, Quibell and Green

Whilst Amélineau and Petrie were arguing over the spoils of Abydos, discoveries in southern Upper Egypt
were shedding important new light on Early Dynastic Egypt, its rulers and their achievements. Together
with Abydos, two sites are of key significance for the process of state formation and for the early
development of Egyptian civilisation, Nagada and Hierakonpolis, and it was at these two sites that
excavations at the turn of the century yielded spectacular results. One of the outstanding achievements of
Jacques Jean Marie de Morgan (1857—1924) was the discovery and excavation of the royal tomb at
Nagada (de Morgan 1897). Identified at first as the tomb of the legendary Menes (Borchardt 1898), but
subsequently as the burial of Queen Neith-hotep (probably the mother of Aha), this was the first



substantial structure of the First Dynasty to be excavated in Egypt, and it demonstrated the scale of
monumental architecture at the very beginning of Egyptian history. De Morgan also established the link
between the Predynastic period and the early dynasties, thus implicitly recognising the Early Dynastic
period as the culmination of a long sequence of cultural development.

In the same year as de Morgan’s great discovery at Naqada, excavations began on the town mound at
Hierakonpolis, the Kom el-Ahmar. They were directed by James Edward Quibell (1867-1935), who had
excavated
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with Petrie at Coptos in the pioneering season of 1893—4. Assisted by Frederick Green and Somers Clarke,
he worked at Hierakonpolis from 1897 to 1898, before handing over to Green for the following season
(Quibell 1900; Quibell and Green 1902). In the temple area of the town mound the archaeologists found a
circular revetment belonging to the Early Dynastic temple and a crude limestone cylindrical statue similar
to the colossi from Coptos. The temple also yielded spectacular objects of Old Kingdom date, including
life-size copper statues of two Sixth Dynasty kings and a golden hawk head. Most significant for Early
Dynastic studies was the discovery—in circumstances which remain unclear—of the so-called ‘Main
Deposit’, a hoard of early votive objects including the famous Scorpion and Narmer maceheads and the
Narmer palette. These provided the earliest images of Egyptian kings, bringing life to the otherwise
obscure royal names attested at Abydos and Nagada. They also represent the earliest expression of the
classic conventions of Egyptian artistic depiction, and indicate that these principles were formalised and
canonised at the very beginning of the Egyptian state. The complex iconography of the palette reveals
much about early conceptions of kingship, whilst the quality of workmanship gives an indication of the
sophisticated taste of the early Egyptian court. Since its discovery, the Narmer palette has acquired
something of the status of an icon of early Egypt. Today it is displayed in the entrance hall of the Egyptian
Museum, where it serves as an admirable starting-point for the glories of Egyptian civilisation. The palette,
together with the other Early Dynastic objects that had flooded into the museum since Amélineau’s work
at Abydos, was catalogued by Quibell in his capacity as a member of staff of the Antiquities Service. The
two volumes of Archaic objects (Quibell 1904-5) represent the first published corpus of early material.

Excavation intensifies: Petrie and Quibell joined by Reisner, Junker and Firth

The first two decades of the twentieth century witnessed a substantial increase in the number of early sites
excavated. Spurred on by the spectacular discoveries at Abydos and Hierakonpolis, archaeologists turned
their attention to cemeteries throughout Egypt. The American interest in the early periods of Egyptian
civilisation began in earnest with the Hearst Expedition to Egypt, directed by George Andrew Reisner
(1867-1942). From 1901 to 1903, Reisner excavated the sequence of cemeteries at Naga ed-Deir, a site
on the east bank of the Nile in the Abydos region, directly opposite the modern town of Girga. Assisted
first by Green, fresh from his excavations at Hierakonpolis, and subsequently by Arthur Mace, Reisner
uncovered graves of virtually every period at Naga ed-Deir, stretching from the early Predynastic period
to modern times (Reisner 1908; Mace 1909).
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The Early Dynastic period was particularly well-represented, with four cemeteries covering the period of
the first three dynasties (Cemeteries 1500, 3000, 3500 and 500). By the standards of the time, Reisner’s
excavations were conducted in a thorough and professional manner. As well as providing a wealth of
information on Early Dynastic burial practices and provincial culture, the Naga ed-Deir excavations
yielded a few finds which indicated contacts between Egypt and other early civilisations of the Near East.
Contacts of some form had already been suggested by the decoration of late Predynastic €lite objects
(palettes and knife handles) which included elements of Mesopotamian iconography. The discovery of
cylinder seals—a class of object indisputably Mesopotamian in origin—in graves at Naga ed-Deir offered
tangible evidence for trade between the two cultures.



In concentrating on the rich remains of Upper Egypt, Reisner was following the pioneering missions of the
late nineteenth century. At the end of the first decade of the twentieth century a change of emphasis
occurred, and sites in the Memphite area were investigated for the first time. Petrie (1907) excavated a
series of Early Dynastic mastabas to the south of Giza, one of which had already been investigated by
Daressy (1905) for the Cairo Museum. However, the pioneer of archaeological investigation in the
Memphite area was Hermann Junker (1877-1962). He significantly enhanced the understanding of Early
Dynastic Egypt by his work at Tura, a site on the east bank of the Nile about 10 kilometres south of
central Cairo. It was Junker’s first excavation in Egypt, and he certainly struck lucky. During the winter of
1909-10, a large cemetery of some 500 late Predynastic and Early Dynastic graves was revealed, together
with a wealth of grave goods, particularly pottery (Junker 1912). This was the first time that early material
had been discovered on the east bank of the Nile in the Memphite region, and it paved the way for later
excavations in the vicinity by Brunton and Saad. What made the Tura cemetery so important for future
studies was its linear growth over time: the earliest graves were located in the southern part of the site, the
latest graves in the northern part. The contents of each grave were recorded in detail; this information, in
conjunction with the cemetery plan, could therefore be used to chart the development of artefact
assemblages over time, and the growth of the cemetery itself.

In 1911, responding to reports of looting by local villagers, Petrie turned his attention back to early Egypt
and to the extensive cemetery on the desert edge behind the hamlet of Kafr Tarkhan (Plate 1.3), near the
entrance to the Fayum (Petrie ez al. 1913; Petrie 1914). In two seasons of excavation, from 1911 to 1913,
Petrie uncovered many hundreds of tombs dating to the very beginning of Egyptian history, including
several large mudbrick mastabas decorated with recessed niches, in the style exemplified by the royal
tomb at Naqada. The wealth of grave goods shed considerable light on the accomplishments of the Early
Dynastic Egyptians,
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Plate 1.3 The Early Dynastic cemetery at Tarkhan (author’s photograph).

particularly in the spheres of arts and crafts. A number of burials contained objects inscribed with early
royal names. Analysis of the other objects in these graves enabled characteristic types of pottery and stone
vessels to be associated with the reigns of particular kings. This provided useful comparative material to
help with the dating of other tombs which did not contain any inscriptions. Just as important, Petrie’s work
at Tarkhan enabled him to extend his sequence dating system down to the Third Dynasty, thus linking the
first three dynasties with the preceding Predynastic period in one continuous sequence of ceramic
development. This built upon de Morgan’s work at Naqada and firmly established the cultural and
historical context of the Early Dynastic period.



Following his spectacularly productive excavations at Hierakonpolis, Quibell was appointed to the post of
Chief Inspector at Saqqara. His attention turned to the myriad monuments of the Saqqara plateau, and he
began by excavating two small areas of the Early Dynastic cemetery in the years 1912 to 1914. This
marked the beginning of a period of intensive archaeological investigation in the cemeteries of Mempbhis,
which was to continue for over forty years. Quibell uncovered many tombs, including that of Hesira, a
high official in the reign of Djoser/Netjerikhet (Quibell 1913, 1923). The systematic excavation of
Netjerikhet’s Step Pyramid complex-perhaps the outstanding architectural achievement to have survived
from Early Dynastic Egypt—occupied QuibelPs later years (Firth and Quibell 1935). He directed work at
the complex from 1931 until his death in 1935.
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Plate 1.4 An élite First Dynasty tomb at North Saqqara (author’s photograph).

The complex of buildings surrounding the Step Pyramid had been discovered by Cecil Mallaby Firth
(1878-1931), who had succeeded Quibell as Inspector of Antiquities at Saqqgara in 1923. Firth conducted
excavations at the complex from 1924 to 1927, his results completely transforming theories about the
origins of stone architecture in Egypt. Excavation and restoration of the Step Pyramid complex has
continued ever since, yielding important information on many aspects of early Egypt, including material
culture, architecture, kingship, the order of succession and, of course, funerary religion. After he handed
control of the Step Pyramid excavations to Quibell, Firth turned his attention to the Early Dynastic
cemetery at North Saqqara (Plate 1.4). The excavation of this site was to have been Firth’s second major
project, but fate cruelly intervened. He was about to start clearing the cemetery when he returned to
England on leave in 1931. On the journey home he contracted pneumonia and within a few days he was
dead. It was left to his young assistant, Emery, to carry out Firth’s plans, with spectacular results.
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THE CEMETERIES OF MEMPHIS: 1936-1956

Emery at North Saqqara

Walter Bryan Emery (1903—71) took over as director of excavations at North Saqqara in 1935, in
succession to Firth. Rejecting the piecemeal approach to excavation pursued by his predecessors, Emery
decided that only a systematic clearance of the entire cemetery would do the site justice and produce the
best results. He was keenly aware of the importance of the cemetery for the early history of Egypt (Emery
1938: vii), and his first season of excavation did not disappoint. In 1936 he cleared the tomb of Hemaka,



which Firth had partially excavated five years earlier (Emery 1938). The tomb’s contents included several
masterpieces of Egyptian craftsmanship, notably an inlaid gaming disk and the earliest roll of papyrus ever
discovered. Although uninscribed, it proved that this writing medium—and therefore a cursive version of
the Egyptian script for use on papyrus—already existed in the First Dynasty. In the following season of
1937-8, Emery and his team excavated the earliest tomb in the ¢élite cemetery, number 3357, dated to the
reign of Aha (Emery 1939). The Second World War interrupted work at Saqqara, but Emery returned to
the site to re-commence excavations in 1946. Another break of three years followed from 1949 to 1952,
before Emery was able to complete his work in the cemetery during the years 1952 to 1956. The years of
excavation succeeded in revealing an entire sequence of large First Dynasty tombs, strung out along the
edge of the escarpment (Emery 1949, 1954, 1958). Emery was particularly impressed by the size and
splendour of the tombs, especially by comparison with the contemporary royal tombs at Abydos. He
formed the belief that the Saqqara tombs were the true burial places of the First Dynasty kings, and that
the Abydos monuments excavated by Petrie were merely cenotaphs. Thus began a long debate between
Egyptologists, one which continues to this day. There can be no doubt that Emery’s results at North
Saqqara represented ‘the most important contributions made to the history of the 1st Dynasty
since...Petrie’s excavations at Abydos’ (Lauer 1976:89). The numerous seal-impressions and labels have
added greatly to knowledge of Early Dynastic titles and kingship, whilst the artefacts of copper, stone,
wood and ivory are some of the most impressive achievements of early Egyptian craftsmanship to have
survived. Emery limited his excavation reports to ‘the hard facts’ (1949: iv); the interpretation of his finds
was left for a later, semi-popular work (Emery 1961). Whilst some of the theories it expresses can no
longer be substantiated, it none the less remains an important source-book for the Early Dynastic period,
and in particular for Emery’s own discoveries at North Saqqara.

In contrast to the important series of First Dynasty mastabas, the numerous minor tombs of the First
Dynasty, plus the Second and Third
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Dynasty burials excavated by Emery before and after the Second World War (19349 and 1945-7), were
never published. This is much to the detriment of Early Dynastic studies, since the later tombs, in
particular, yielded important evidence for the evolution of mortuary architecture in the latter half of the
Early Dynastic period, providing a link between the First Dynasty élite tombs and the mastabas of the Old
Kingdom.

Saad at Helwan

In his first five years at North Saqqara, up to the outbreak of the Second World War, Emery was assisted
by Zaki Youssef Saad (1901-82). Saad was to make his own major contribution to Early Dynastic studies
by excavating the huge necropolis across the river at el-Maasara (Plate 1.5) (Saad named the site
‘Helwan’ after the nearest large town). The excavations lasted from 1942 to 1954, and revealed in excess
of 10,000 graves (Saad 1947, 1951, 1957, 1969). All but a handful dated to ‘Dynasty 0’ and the Early
Dynastic period. The necropolis must have served the city of Memphis, which lay directly opposite on the
west bank of the Nile. The sheer size of the Helwan burial ground is staggering, and reflects the size of the
capital’s administrative class, even at the beginning of Egyptian history. Some of the tombs clearly
belonged to individuals of considerable status (Wood 1987), almost equalling in size the contemporary



Plate 1.5 The Early Dynastic necropolis at Helwan/el-Maasara (author’s photograph).
Page 13

mastabas at North Saqqara (Wilkinson 1996a). Unfortunately, to the great loss of Early Dynastic studies,
the results of Saad’s later seasons were never published (although some finds from the later seasons are
discussed in Saad 1969), and the wealth of material that must have been uncovered in the years 1947 to
1954 remains inaccessible.

Montet at Abu Rawash

Jean Pierre Marie Montet (1885-1966), best known as the excavator of Tanis, directed work at Abu
Rawash, at the northernmost end of the Memphite necropolis, in the late 1930s, at the same time that
Emery was excavating at North Saqqara. Montet’s discoveries on so-called Hill M-a prominent knoll close
to the edge of the cultivation—paralleled those of Emery further south: ¢élite mastaba tombs of mudbrick,
their facades decorated with recessed niches, dating to the First Dynasty (Montet 1938, 1946). The
cemetery at Abu Rawash seems to have been used exclusively during the reign of Den, and may have
served as an ‘overspill’ burial ground from North Saqqara. As at the latter site, one of the large tombs at
Abu Rawash was accompanied by two boat burials.

Lauer at the Step Pyramid complex

After two years of excavation at the Step Pyramid complex, it became clear to Firth that the skills of an
architect were required to reassemble the mass of confusing fragments and reconstruct the original
appearance of Netjerikhet’s great funerary monument. So, in 1926, Firth called upon the services of the
young Jean-Philippe Lauer, who has since devoted his entire life—in a career spanning the last seventy
years—to the restoration of the complex. Most of the architectural elements that are visible today owe
their appearance and restoration to Lauer’s patience and insight. More than any other scholar, Lauer has
been responsible for elucidating the history and symbolism of the Step Pyramid complex (Lauer 1936,
1939, 1962).

Discoveries of great importance were made by Lauer during the clearance of the galleries beneath the
Step Pyramid. Particularly interesting is the hoard of stone vessels amassed by Netjerikhet to furnish his
burial. The vessels seem to have been gathered together from the royal stores as they include many
inscribed for earlier kings (Lacau and Lauer 1959). Nearly every king before Netjerikhet is attested,
including some ephemeral rulers unknown from other sources. Some vessels are inscribed with the names
of successive rulers, including a group of bowls bearing the names of the last four kings of the First



Dynasty. The stone vessels from the Step Pyramid thus comprise one of the most important sources of
historical information for the first two dynasties. Many vessels bear
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inscriptions not incised but written in ink (Lacau and Lauer 1965). These attest the use of cursive script as
early as the First Dynasty—already suggested by the papyrus discovered by Emery in the tomb of
Hemaka — and provide valuable insights into the workings of the Early Dynastic administration. They
include the earliest known occurrence of the title of ‘vizier’ (the executive head of the administration),
and the earliest reference to an administrative division or nome. The inscriptions from the Step Pyramid
complex form one of the largest bodies of early writing from Egypt.

Goneim at the Sekhemkhet complex

Zakaria Goneim (1911-59) was responsible for one of the most important and unexpected discoveries at
Saqqgara: the unfinished Step Pyramid complex of King Sekhemkhet, the successor of Netjerikhet whose
own mortuary complex so dominates the Saqqara plateau. Goneim was appointed Keeper of the Saqqara
necropolis in 1951 and almost immediately began excavations to the south-west of the pyramid of Unas.
His discovery and excavation of an unknown mortuary complex built for a previously unknown king of
the Third Dynasty caused something of a sensation (Goneim 1957). In some respects, the architecture of
the Sekhemkhet complex is more developed than that of the Netjerikhet monument, illustrating a gradual
refinement in the monumental use of stone. A pen holder from the chambers beneath the pyramid is
inscribed with the second name of King Sekhemkhet, confirming his identification with the Djoserty of the
New Kingdom lists. Goneim’s discovery not only resolved one of the outstanding problems of Third
Dynasty chronology, it also helped scholars to see the Step Pyramid complex of Netjerikhet in context: as
part of a sequence of development in the sphere of royal mortuary architecture, rather than as a unique
and unparalleled monument.

A change of perception

During the two decades of excavation in the Memphite necropolis, Early Dynastic studies struggled to
keep up with the wealth of new evidence provided by archaeologists. However, despite the continuous
flow of excavation reports, critical examination of some of the overriding issues did not cease altogether.
An important transformation in the understanding and perception of Early Dynastic Egypt came with the
publication of Emile Massoulard’s book, Préhistoire et protohistoire d’Egypte (Massoulard 1949). He
seems to have been the first scholar to recognise, or at least to articulate in print, that the civilisation of
dynastic Egypt was largely an indigenous development, with its most fundamental roots in the culture of
the Predynastic period (Massoulard 1949:333). By contrast,
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the theory of the ‘dynastic race’—a ‘master race’ of invaders from the east, thought to be responsible for
imposing civilisation on the ‘primitive’ and unsophisticated indigenous Egyptians—had been articulated
by Petrie only ten years before (Petrie 1939) and was still being espoused enthusiastically by scholars
such as Emery (1961) and Edwards (1971) two decades after the publication of Massoulard’s work. The
recognition of the indigenous roots of classic Egyptian civilisation emphasised the continuities between
Predynastic and Early Dynastic culture. The achievements of the First Dynasty, it was realised, were the
result of a long period of cultural and political development, rather than a radically new order imposed
from outside. This change of perception undoubtedly influenced the course of Early Dynastic scholarship,
and has now totally replaced the discredited ‘dynastic race’ theory.

A TIME OF TRANSITION: 1957-76

The end of an era: Klasens and Emery in the Memphite necropolis



From 1953 until the break in excavations in 1956, Emery was assisted at North Saqqara by Adolf Klasens.
The following year, Klasens took his own team to the northernmost site of the Memphite necropolis, Abu
Rawash. Here, he directed three seasons of excavation for the Leiden Museum of Antiquities, from 1957
to 1959 (Klasens 1957, 1958, 1959, 1960, 1961). He re-investigated the ¢lite cemetery excavated by
Montet, uncovering several more mastabas of the First Dynasty (Klasens 1961). Immediately below Hill
M, at the edge of the cultivation, Klasens revealed a sequence of four Early Dynastic cemeteries, spanning
the period from ‘Dynasty 0’ to the late Second Dynasty. The graves yielded abundant quantities of stone
vessels and pottery, including imported Syro-Palestinian jugs, providing concrete evidence for trade
between Egypt and the Near East during the First Dynasty. One of the most significant objects was an
ivory plaque, originally covered in gold foil, decorated in relief with the head of a cow goddess (Hathor or,
more likely, Bat) between two ‘thunderbolt’ symbols of Min (Klasens, 1958:50, fig. 20 (y) and 53, pl.
XXV). This small object is an important piece of evidence for Early Dynastic religious iconography.

Emery resumed his excavations in the Early Dynastic necropolis in 1964, after an interval of nearly nine
years. He directed his attention to the western part of the site, where he still hoped to locate the
Asklepieion and the associated tomb of Imhotep (H.S.Smith 1971:199). Emery uncovered several
mastabas of the Third Dynasty, overlying cult places of the Late Period, and this gave him hope that the
tomb of Imhotep lay nearby. The Early Dynastic tombs discovered in these seasons were published
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only as preliminary reports (Emery 1965, 1968, 1970); an analysis of Emery’s field notebooks might be
expected to reveal significant information about the development of mortuary architecture in the Third
Dynasty.

Pointing the way: Kaiser, Kaplony and Kemp

Following the end of Klasens’ excavations at Abu Rawash and the change in emphasis of Emery’s work at
North Saqqara, little archaeological interest was shown in Egypt’s early periods throughout most of the
1960s. The Egyptological world was largely preoccupied with the campaign to record and salvage the
monuments of Lower Nubia, threatened by the construction of the Aswan High Dam. Few scholars paid
much attention to questions surrounding the origins of Egyptian civilisation, with two notable exceptions.

Werner Kaiser may be credited with the rebirth of interest in early Egypt. His article on the internal
chronology of the Naqada culture (Kaiser 1957) revolutionised Predynastic studies, replacing Petrie’s
sequence dating system for establishing the relative date of Predynastic graves. A series of seminal articles
in the late 1950s and early 1960s (Kaiser 1959, 1960, 1961a, 1964) reviewed the state of knowledge on
early Egypt and investigated particular questions relevant to the birth of the dynastic state. Kaiser was
particularly interested in the possibility that the legend of a line of kings ruling Egypt before Menes might
have a basis in reality, and he explored the evidence for a degree of political unity prior to the beginning
of the First Dynasty (Kaiser 1961a). In doing so, Kaiser made an important contribution to the problem of
reconciling the later king lists with the names recorded on monuments of the Early Dynastic period, and
he produced a valuable new reconstruction of the Palermo Stone, one of the key documents for early
Egyptian history. Kaiser was the first Egyptologist to recognise the significance of early serekh marks, and
the possibilities of arranging them in chronological order by reference to the types of pots on which they
occurred. His analysis of the Tura cemetery led him to conclude that up to ten generations of kings had
ruled a united Egypt before the reign of Aha (Kaiser 1964). Whilst this dramatic suggestion can no longer
be entirely sustained, there is no doubt that state formation was well advanced before the beginning of the
First Dynasty, and that the credit for developing this new picture of Egyptian origins belongs to Kaiser. He
was also the first scholar to recognise the spread of Upper Egyptian cultural traits northwards during the
late Predynastic period (Kaiser 1964), and this model of cultural development remains at the heart of
present theories of state formation. Kaiser’s interest in early Egypt was to have a profound impact on the
direction taken by Egyptian archaeology in the 1970s and 1980s. As director of the German
Archaeological Institute in Cairo, he was to launch major new projects at Abydos and
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Buto, which continue to shed new light on the Predynastic and Early Dynastic periods. However, his
influence was not restricted to the world of German Egyptology. Kaiser’s work also had a pivotal role in
reawakening interest in the site of Hierakonpolis, one of the key sites for the rise of the Egyptian state. He
was the first scholar to re-examine the material excavated by Quibell and Green at the turn of the century,
and to suggest an important role for Hierakonpolis in the process of state formation (Kaiser 1958). The
publication of an extensive field survey of sites in Upper and Middle Egypt revealed the extent of early
remains at Hierakonpolis, and the great potential of the site for further study (Kaiser 1961b). As a direct
result of this information, the Hierakonpolis Project was launched in 1967 (see below).

Another scholar of Kaiser’s generation is Peter Kaplony. His interest lies primarily in the fragmentary
inscribed material to have survived from early Egypt, and his pioneering work unlocked some of the
secrets of the earliest Egyptian script for the first time (Kaplony 1962, 1963, 1964, 1966). Much of what
we know about Early Dynastic administration is based upon Kaplony’s analysis of seal-impressions.

The late 1960s witnessed a revival of interest in the monuments of the first three dynasties, in particular
the royal tombs and funerary enclosures at Abydos. Since Emery’s excavations at North Saqqara, the
balance of scholarly opinion had shifted in favour of his firm belief that the First Dynasty royal tombs
were located at Saqqara, the monuments of Abydos being no more than southern ‘cenotaphs’. In two
articles Barry Kemp re-examined the evidence in favour of Abydos as the true burial ground of Egypt’s
earliest kings (Kemp 1966, 1967). He established beyond all reasonable doubt the claim of Abydos to be
the Early Dynastic royal necropolis, a view which is now shared by most Egyptologists. Kaiser picked up
on Kemp’s work and showed how the Step Pyramid complex of Netjerikhet, from the beginning of the
Third Dynasty, was related, both architecturally and symbolically, to the late Second Dynasty enclosures
of Peribsen and Khasekhemwy at Abydos (Kaiser 1969). Together, Kemp and Kaiser contributed
enormously to our understanding of Early Dynastic royal mortuary complexes, and the process of
development that led from mastabas to pyramids.

New beginnings in Upper Egypt: Hierakonpolis and Elephantine

The late 1960s also saw the launch of two important new projects in southern Upper Egypt, projects that
continue to reveal important information about their respective sites. The Hierakonpolis Project, under the
direction of Walter Fairservis (1921-94), began survey and excavation in 1967. Hierakonpolis had been
visited sporadically by archaeologists since Quibell’s and Green’s pioneering excavations, but no
systematic survey
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of the whole site had ever been attempted. The project was formed to examine the site from a regional
perspective, establishing both the geographical and the chronological range of the surviving archaeological
material. Fairservis was primarily interested in the Early Dynastic period, and he began by excavating on
the Kom el-Gemuwia, the ancient town site of Nekhen. Preliminary results indicated that the site had
great potential, and a full-scale expedition was launched. The early seasons of excavation yielded a
spectacular discovery: a mudbrick gateway from a monumental building, decorated with an elaborate
series of recessed niches in the ‘palace-facade’ style (Weeks 1971-2). The context of the gateway
indicated that the adjoining building probably served a secular purpose, and a royal residence seemed the
most plausible explanation. This identification has been generally accepted, and the building confirms the
suitability of the term ‘palace-facade’ to describe the style of recessed niche decoration common in the
Early Dynastic period. The political situation in the Middle East forced the abandonment of the
Hierakonpolis Project in 1971, to be resumed again seven years later.

In 1969, a joint German-Swiss mission, under Kaiser’s overall direction, began excavations on the island
of Elephantine, on ancient Egypt’s southern border. Buildings of many periods have been investigated by
the Elephantine mission, including important Early Dynastic structures. One of the most revealing sites is



the small temple of Satet, a shrine serving the local community on the island and built initially in a natural
niche between granite boulders (Dreyer 1986). Excavations between 1973 and 1976 revealed the walls of
the earliest building, dating back to the Early Dynastic period, and a large number of early votive objects
from the floor of the shrine. Together, the evidence forms an important source for provincial cults in early
Egypt. Like the Hierakonpolis Project, the excavations at Elephantine were to yield more important
results for the understanding of Early Dynastic Egypt in subsequent seasons.

EARLY EGYPT REDISCOVERED: 1977-90

The German revival

The reawakening of scholarly interest in Egypt’s Predynastic and Early Dynastic periods was driven very
largely by the activities of German archaeologists, particularly from the German Archaeological Institute
in Cairo. With the easing of the Middle East political situation in 1977 and the resumption of foreign
excavations, the resources of the German Archaeological Institute were directed towards exploring the
problems of early Egypt through the excavation of key sites known to have played an important part in
the process of state formation. The first such site,
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important since the very beginning of archaeological interest in Egypt’s early history, was Abydos.

The Umm el-Qaab

Over seventy years after Petrie had worked on the Umm el-Qaab, a third re-excavation of the Early
Dynastic royal tombs was launched in 1977, under Kaiser’s direction. The stated aim of the mission was to
investigate the construction of the tombs, illuminating changes in royal mortuary architecture over the
course of the Early Dynastic period, a subject which had been dealt with only summarily in Petrie’s
publications. The early seasons of excavation concentrated on Petrie’s Cemetery B, comprising the tombs
of Aha, Narmer and their immediate predecessors of ‘Dynasty 0’. The clearance of these tombs resulted in
a much better understanding of the royal tomb’s early development, and inscribed pottery from tomb
complex B1/2 has suggested to some the possible existence of a late Predynastic king called *Iry-Hor.
Kaiser made an important contribution to the history of early Egypt by suggesting an order of succession
for Aha’s predecessors based upon the early royal names incised on vessels. Clearance work in Cemetery
B uncovered late Predynastic burials belonging to an adjacent cemetery, named Cemetery U. This seems
to have been the burial ground of the Thinite rulers, ancestors of the First Dynasty kings. Systematic
excavation of Cemetery U has revealed numerous tombs spanning almost the entire Predynastic period.
Vessels from one of the late Predynastic brick-lined tombs, U-s, bear ink inscriptions which include some
of the earliest serekh marks known from Egypt. They confirm the ¢lite status of those buried in Cemetery
U. The most dramatic discovery was made in 1988: an eight-chambered mudbrick tomb, designated U-j,
which is by far the largest tomb of its date anywhere in Egypt. The tomb contained a massive collection of
imported vessels, bone labels bearing the earliest writing yet attested in Egypt, and an ivory sceptre,
symbol of kingship.

Concurrent with excavation of Cemetery U, clearance began of selected First Dynasty royal tombs, to
record details of their construction. During clearance of the tomb of Den, an impression from the king’s
necropolis seal was discovered, which lists the first five kings of the First Dynasty (Narmer to Den) and
also names the king’s mother, Merneith. This is the first ancient document to confirm the order of
succession in the first half of the First Dynasty, and it further suggests that Narmer was regarded in some
way as a founder figure by his immediate successors. Further re-excavation of Den’s tomb revealed the
unique annex at the south-western corner, which seems to have housed a statue of the king (a statue
which could act as a substitute for the king’s body in providing a dwelling-place for his spirit or ka). In
1988 the south-west corner of Djet’s tomb was
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investigated to clarify the original appearance of the superstructures of the royal tombs. These
investigations discovered the vestiges of a ‘hidden’ tumulus, covering the burial chamber but completely
enclosed within the larger superstructure, a fact which has dramatically enhanced our knowledge of early
royal mortuary architecture and which raises important issues about its symbolic nature. Regular
preliminary reports (Kaiser and Grossmann 1979; Kaiser and Dreyer 1982; Dreyer 1990, 1993a; Dreyer et
al. 1996) have presented the findings from the ongoing excavations on the Umm el-Qaab.

Buto

In order to shed light on the role of the Delta in the process of state formation, the German Archaeological
Institute launched a preliminary geological and archaeological survey of the area around Tell el-Fara’in
(ancient Buto) in 1983 (Plate 1.6). The team, directed by Thomas von der Way, investigated the various
settlement mounds (tells) in the vicinity and carried out a number of drill cores to establish the
whereabouts and depth of early occupational strata; full-scale excavations began in 1985. Aided by
pumping equipment, which Hoffman had pioneered at Hierakonpolis, von der Way and his team were able
to excavate far below the water

Plate 1.6 Tell el-Fara’in, the site of ancient Buto in the north-western Nile Delta (author’s photograph).
The tents in the distance are those of the German Archaeological Institute’s expedition.
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table, reaching strata dating back to the early Predynastic period (von der Way 1984, 1986, 1987, 1988,
1989, 1991; von der Way and Schmidt 1985). The results were spectacular: sherds of spiral reserved
slipware suggested contacts between Buto and northern Syria, whilst imported Palestinian vessels
indicated trade with areas further south. The excavation of a second area, a little to the north, from 1987
to 1990, revealed a large building of the Early Dynastic period comprising a series of interconnected
corridor-like rooms leading to two central chambers; it may have served a cultic purpose, perhaps
connected with divine kingship. Seal-impressions from the building dated its later phase of occupation to
the Second Dynasty. An earlier building in an adjacent location may also have had a religious significance,
perhaps associated with the cult of a divine bull kept at Buto. Careful analysis of the pottery from the
complete stratigraphic sequence at Buto revealed a ‘transition layer’, where pottery manufactured in the
indigenous, Lower Egyptian tradition was superseded by pottery made according to the more advanced
ceramic technology of Upper Egypt (Kohler 1992). This discovery was hailed as proof of an Upper
Egyptian expansion believed to have characterised the process of state formation (von der Way 1991,



1992). Although the interpretation of the transition layer has since been revised (Kohler 1995), there is no
doubt that Buto provides unique evidence for the technological and social changes which accompanied
the rise of the Egyptian state. Excavations resumed at Buto in 1993 under the direction of Dina Faltings;
to date, these have concentrated on the Predynastic settlement levels (Faltings and Kohler 1996).

Minshat Abu Omar

During the 1960s a number of late Predynastic and Early Dynastic objects, said to have come from the
north-eastern Delta, had appeared on the international antiquities market. Some were bought by the
Staatliche Sammlung Agyptischer Kunst in Munich, which subsequently launched an exploratory survey
of the Delta to try and locate the source of the objects. As early as 1966, the site of Minshat Abu Omar
was identified for future excavation by the frequency of early pottery and stone vessels on the surface.
The Munich East Delta Expedition was launched in 1977 and excavations at Minshat Abu Omar began in
1978, continuing until 1991, under the direction of Dietrich Wildung and Karla Kroeper (Kroeper and
Wildung 1985, 1994; Kroeper 1988, 1992, 1996). A cemetery spanning the late Predynastic and First
Dynasty periods was revealed, comprising some 420 graves. Close contacts with southern Palestine were
indicated by imported vessels in some of the tombs. The richest grave in the entire cemetery was further
distinguished by a unique architectural feature: signs of recessed niche decoration on the inner faces of
three walls. The use of
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‘palace-fagade’ decoration in a location which would have been invisible after the burial illustrates the
strength of the symbolism inherent in this style of architecture. Moreover, the identification of the tomb
owner as a child of nine has important implications for the social structure of the local community, which
seems to have been characterised by hereditary status even after the foundation of the Egyptian state.

Intensive excavation throughout Egypt

The north-eastern Delta

The success of the Munich East Delta Expedition proved that good results could be obtained from
excavating in the Delta, and prompted other archaeological missions to investigate the region for early
sites. An expedition of Amsterdam University, directed by Edwin van den Brink, conducted four seasons
of geo-archaeological survey in the north-eastern Delta between 1984 and 1987, identifying eight Early
Dynastic sites (van den Brink 1989). Soundings at Tell el-Iswid South revealed a settlement spanning the
transition between the late Predynastic and Early Dynastic periods, whilst contemporary cemetery and
settlement material was excavated at the nearby site of Tell Ibrahim Awad in three seasons from 1988 to
1990. The level dating to the period of state formation yielded several sherds incised with early royal
names, including the serekhs of ‘Ka’ and Narmer. An Italian mission conducted small-scale excavations at
nearby Tell el-Farkha in 1988 and 1989, revealing mudbrick buildings of the Early Dynastic and Old
Kingdom periods, whilst excavations by the University of Zagazig at Ezbet et-Tell/Kufur Nigm in the late
1980s uncovered a substantial cemetery of the early First Dynasty. The upsurge of interest in the
archaeology of the Delta—particularly in the early periods—was marked by a symposium held at the
Dutch Institute in Cairo in 1986. The publication of the proceedings from this meeting (van den Brink
1988) sparked further interest in the potential of the Delta to reveal important information about the
process of state formation, a potential which is increasingly being realised.

Abydos

Whilst the German Archaeological Institute has been excavating on the Umm el-Qaab, an American team
under the overall direction of David O’Connor has concentrated on the accompanying funerary enclosures
on the low desert nearer the cultivation. A new clearance of the area in 1988 yielded firm evidence of a
built structure within the enclosure of Djer, previously demarcated only by a rectangle of subsidiary tombs



(O’Connor 1989). This discovery links the enclosures of the early First Dynasty with
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their later counterparts, and enhances our understanding of Early Dynastic royal mortuary architecture.
Even more striking was another discovery made in the same season. Excavations within the funerary
enclosure of Khasekhemwy (the Shunet ez-Zebib) revealed the lower courses of a mudbrick mound in the
centre of the enclosure. Reconstructed as a substantial massif with sloping sides, this feature has been
dubbed a ‘proto-pyramid’ (O’Connor 1991, 1995). The funerary enclosure of Khasekhemwy seems,
therefore, to have foreshadowed in many ways the architecture of the Step Pyramid complex, built in the
following reign. The recent discoveries at Abydos have highlighted the step-by-step development of royal
mortuary architecture during the Early Dynastic period, and the striking links between the late Second and
early Third Dynasties.

Hierakonpolis

Archaeological work resumed at Hierakonpolis in 1978 with the excavation of the temple area of the early
town. The complex stratigraphy of the temple, published in a rather confusing manner by Quibell and
Green, was clarified, proving beyond doubt that the circular stone revetment identified as the early temple
platform did indeed date back to the beginning of the Early Dynastic period. Fairservis returned to
Hierakonpolis in 1981 for a final season of excavation as director, concentrating on the Early Dynastic
buildings east of the niched gateway. Other commitments forced him to hand over direction of the entire
project to Michael Hoffman (1944-90), who subsequently followed his own particular interests and sought
to illuminate the diverse Predynastic activity in the Hierakonpolis region. One of the most important sites
investigated by Hoffman’s Predynastic Research Team is the ¢lite cemetery at Locality 6. Between 1979
and 1985, excavations revealed high-status burials from Nagada I and the period of state formation.
Hoffman even speculated that the largest tomb, numbered 1, may have been the burial of King ‘Scorpion’,
whose ceremonial macehead was found in the ‘Main Deposit’ at Hierakonpolis at the turn of the century.

Elephantine

Excavations at Elephantine from 1981 to 1988 revealed the extent and development of the Early Dynastic
town, providing an important picture of provincial life early in the history of the Egyptian state. Equally
significant was the discovery of a substantial fortress, built on the eastern edge of the island at the very
beginning of the First Dynasty (Ziermann 1993). The fortress clearly represents a state-sponsored project
to secure Egypt’s southern frontier and provide a base from which to launch punitive expeditions against
Lower Nubia. The construction and subsequent
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strengthening of the fortress had a major impact on the life of the local community and provides a striking
illustration of the realities of power in the Early Dynastic period: namely, the absolute authority of the
central government from the earliest times, and its blatant disregard for local sensibilities if these
threatened to impede court initiatives (Seidlmayer 1996b).

AN INTERNATIONAL EFFORT: THE 1990s AND BEYOND

A century after the discovery of Early Dynastic Egypt, scholarly interest in the formative period of
Egyptian civilisation is probably stronger than at any time over the last one hundred years. An
unprecedented number of archaeological missions from a wide variety of countries are excavating
throughout Egypt at sites with Predynastic and/or Early Dynastic material. Following the success of the
missions to Minshat Abu Omar and Buto, a particular focus in the late 1980s and 1990s has been the
archaeology of the Delta. This interest was reflected in an international conference held at the
Netherlands Institute in Cairo in 1990, devoted specifically to the topic of the Nile Delta during the period



of state formation. The published proceedings (van den Brink 1992) included reports from excavations
conducted some time ago, such as the Egyptian Antiquities Organisation excavations at Beni Amir carried
out in the late 1960s and the 1970s, as well as the results of recent or ongoing missions. Thus, a large body
of new and important information concerning Lower Egypt in the late Predynastic and Early Dynastic
periods has been made available to scholars. A particular focus of the meeting and published proceedings
was the evidence for connections between Egypt and southern Palestine. The results of Israeli excavations
at sites such as Tel Erani and En Besor indicate substantial Egyptian activity in southern Palestine during
the late Predynastic to Early Dynastic transition, possibly extending to an Egyptian presence at the two
sites. This evidence has necessitated a reassessment of Egypt’s early foreign relations, and suggests that
the phenomenon of core and periphery associated with the rise of other early states was also a feature of
state formation in Egypt. Excavations at Early Bronze Age sites in southern Palestine, particularly in the
Negev Desert, continue to yield evidence for contacts with Egypt, as illustrated by the discovery of a
sherd bearing the serekh of Narmer at Nahal Tillah in 1995 (Levy et al. 1995).

The growing interest in early Egypt was also marked in 1993 by the opening of a new gallery at the British
Museum in London especially dedicated to the formative period of Egyptian civilisation (Spencer 1993),
and by the holding of an international conference there on the same theme (Spencer
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1996). As archaeological missions in Egypt make increasing use of specialist expertise—from ceramicists
to archaeo-botanists, geologists to palaco-pathologists—the level of detailed information gained from
excavations increases accordingly. Specific aspects of early Egyptian culture and society are now far more
amenable to investigation than ever before. Yet some major problems remain to be solved, not least the
chronology of the Second and Third Dynasties. As the study of Early Dynastic Egypt enters its second
century, excavations both long-established and new continue to yield exciting new information. The most
significant of these projects are described briefly below.

Two separate missions promise to shed new light on Egypt’s first capital, Memphis, and its main cemetery,
Saqqara, in the Early Dynastic period. The Egypt Exploration Society’s ongoing Survey of Memphis,
directed by David Jeffreys, has established the probable course of the Nile in the Early Dynastic period,
considerably further west than its present course. Extensive drill cores have succeeded in pin-pointing the
most probable location for the Early Dynastic city which, it is hoped, may be revealed by future
excavations. The National Museums of Scotland Saqqara Survey Project, directed by lan Mathieson, has
used sophisticated remote sensing techniques, including magnetometry and resistivity, to map structures
on the Saqqara plateau which lie hidden beneath deep accumulations of drift sand. A survey of this type
and limited test excavations have been conducted at the mysterious ‘Great Enclosure’, or Gisr el-Mudir,
in the desert to the west of the Step Pyramid complex. They have confirmed that the enclosure is not an
unfinished step pyramid complex of the Third Dynasty, but rather a structure reminiscent of the First
Dynasty funerary enclosures at Abydos. Furthermore, the construction of the Great Enclosure suggests
that it pre-dates the Step Pyramid complex, and is probably the oldest substantial stone building in Egypt.
The identity of its owner is still a mystery, but may be solved by future excavation.

Further important and unexpected discoveries have been made in the vicinity of the Abydos funerary
enclosures. Clearance of the area adjacent to Khasekhemwy’s enclosure (the Shunet ez-Zebib) in 1991
revealed a fleet of twelve boat burials, moored alongside the western wall of the enclosure. The date of
these unparalleled structures remains uncertain: their location would suggest a date contemporary with the
Shunet ez-Zebib, but they may be earlier (O’Connor 1995). First Dynasty élite burials at Abu Rawash,
Saqqara and Helwan were occasionally accompanied by boat burials, but such features have not
previously been found in association with the mortuary complexes of kings. Once again, new material has
forced a rethink of Early Dynastic beliefs and practices.

A short distance away on the Umm el-Qaab, the re-excavation of Khasekhemwy’s tomb promises to
clarify the design of the royal tomb at the end of the Second Dynasty, on the threshold of the pyramid age.
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Seal-impressions from the tomb entrance, discovered in 1996, seem to indicate that Netjerikhet/Djoser
was Khasekhemwy’s immediate successor, confirming previous suspicions and solving one of the principal
problems of Early Dynastic chronology. Another important contribution was made by discoveries in the
tomb of Qaa, cleared in 1991 and 1992. An impression from the necropolis seal of Qaa lists all eight kings
of the First Dynasty in their expected order, confirming the results of painstaking research over decades,
and emphasising Narmer’s position at the head of the First Dynasty. Seal-impressions of Hetepsekhemwy
from chambers near the tomb entrance clarify the succession at the end of the First Dynasty, but do not
explain why the kings of the Second Dynasty chose to move the royal necropolis north to Saqqara.
Finally, the sifting of Petrie’s spoil-dumps from the tombs in Cemetery B has yielded some significant
finds, including a year label of Narmer identified by the same event as is depicted on the king’s famous
palette.

With these latest results from the royal tombs at Abydos, the discovery of Early Dynastic Egypt has come
full circle. Archaeologists working at the end of the twentieth century at a site first excavated a century
before continue to shed new light on the earliest period of Egyptian history. The chapters that follow seek
to make sense of the wealth of evidence about early Egypt now available to scholars, and to present it in a
coherent and accessible fashion. Whilst the most recent discoveries from the Nile valley have been
utilised in this exploration of Early Dynastic Egypt, there is little doubt that our understanding of early
Egyptian society will continue to develop in the light of fresh evidence.
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CHAPTER TWO
BIRTH OF A NATION STATE

INEQUALITY IN LIFE AND DEATH

Ancient Egypt gives the impression of having been obsessed with status. From the hierarchical scaling
seen in relief decoration to the sentiments expressed in ‘wisdom literature’, Egyptian civilisation made
constant reference to rank, and the inhabitants of the Nile valley seem to have been acutely conscious of
their relative position within the pyramidal structure of society. The formation of the Egyptian state at the
end of the fourth millennium BC crystallised social distinctions in a particularly marked way, placing the
king at the apex of the pyramid, almost removed from the human sphere. Beneath him the ruling élite,
minor officials and peasant farmers occupied progressively lower and larger tiers. Above all, therefore, it
was the socio-economic dynamic within Predynastic Egyptian society which led ultimately to the birth of
Egypt as a nation state. The structure of Egyptian society in the historic period may be seen as an extreme
manifestation of inequality, but the roots of the phenomenon go back to the earliest settled cultures of the
Nile valley.

For most of the Predynastic period, society in Lower Egypt seems to have been relatively egalitarian.
There is little mortuary evidence for status differentiation (Rizkana and Seeher 1989:80) so if social
hierarchies did exist they were not reflected in burial practices. An exception to this general picture is a
grave (A35) from the site of el-Omari, dated by radiocarbon to ¢. 4600—4400 BC (Debono and Mortensen
1990:81), but perhaps somewhat later, closer to c¢. 4100 BC (F.A.Hassan 1995:674). The burial of an adult
male contained a carved wooden staff (Debono and Mortensen 1990:67, pls 28.1 and 43.2) which is
generally interpreted as a symbol of office (Hoffman 1980:196; F.A.Hassan 1995:674; for a more cautious
view see Debono and Mortensen 1990:75), although the other grave goods do not seem to indicate
particular wealth or status. However, despite the greater propensity for display at el-Omari than in other
Lower Egyptian communities (reflected in the frequency of imported ornaments), the settlement material
indicates an egalitarian social structure based on the family unit (Hoffman 1980:195). It is likely that the
man buried with a staff was someone with special power and prestige, though not necessarily of a political
or economic nature.
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In contrast to Lower Egypt, Upper Egyptian society seems to have been characterised by hierarchies as
far back as the Badarian period (c. 4500-c. 3800 BC). Badarian graves show variation in their size and
wealth, indicating that different levels of status were accorded to the deceased (Anderson 1992).
Mortuary practices generally reflect aspects of living society (but note the reservations expressed by
R.Friedman 1994:2), and we may assume that within Badarian communities certain individuals enjoyed
greater status and the preferential access to resources which went with it. The presence of local élites is
even more apparent in the mortuary record of the Naqada I period. The differentiation of graves in terms
of size and number of grave goods is marked, and some graves were furnished with luxury or imported
items. For example, a Naqada I grave at Matmar (number 3075) contained no less than 18 pottery vessels,
the largest number of any contemporary burial in the local cemetery (Wilkinson 1996b: 75). In addition,
the contents included an ivory tag, bracelets and an ostrich eggshell (Brunton 1948: pl. X). At several sites
in Upper Egypt, particular graves were furnished with distinctive artefacts which may be termed ‘badges
of status’. Most common are maceheads, found in five Naqada I graves at Mahasna (numbers 6, 23, 29,
39 and 41) and one at el-Amra (number 144); but a grave of the same date at Matmar (number 3131)
contained a fine axe, one of the earliest examples of advanced metalworking from Egypt (Brunton 1948:
pl. XVIL.47). Such a rare object would undoubtedly have conferred great prestige and reflects the status of
its owner within the local Predynastic community. The stratified nature of Upper Egyptian society in the
Nagada I period is also highlighted by the presence, in certain graves, of objects which seem to indicate a
special role for the tomb owner, though not necessarily a position of political power. Two burials at
Mahasna (numbers 33 and 42) each contained a female figurine made from clay (Ayrton and Loat
1911:13-14). These almost certainly possessed some magical or religious significance, and their inclusion



amongst a deceased person’s grave goods probably indicates special status. Significantly, one of the
graves (number 33) also yielded a vessel of Petrie’s black-incised ware, a rare class of pottery probably
imported from Nubia (Needier 1984:224; but cf. Bourriau 1981:23).

Within any community, ¢lite status may be conferred on an individual in one of two ways. It may either be
achieved—that is, gained by an individual as a result of his or her actions—or inherited, that is ascribed
from birth as a result of descent (Renfrew and Bahn 1991:176). In general, inherited status is considered
to be a characteristic of more complex societies in which the heredity principle operates to the benefit of a
restricted élite (Bard 1988:52). The change from achieved to inherited status as the primary means of
distinguishing a privileged class marks an important stage in socio-economic development. In the Egyptian
case,
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kingship—that hallmark of Egyptian civilisation—would not have existed without the heredity principle.
If the Predynastic period is seen as a precursor to dynastic Egypt, a long trajectory with the end-point
being the codification of certain cultural traits, then the earliest evidence of inherited status is an
important milestone. Burials of the Badarian period show no signs of inherited status, in marked contrast
to the mortuary record of the following Nagada I period. A grave at Mahasna (number 41) belonged to a
family group, consisting of a man, a woman and a child. The whole family obviously enjoyed a privileged
position in the local community, since the grave goods included a female figurine, several ivory objects,
gold and silver beads, and a diorite macehead (Ayrton and Loat 1911:16). Elaborate child burials are the
clearest evidence of inherited status, since for there to be greater expenditure of time and resources on the
burial of a child than of an adult must indicate that the child occupied an exalted position within the local
community, and this could only have come about through descent. The largest Nagada I grave at Armant
(number 1461) was identified as belonging to a child (Mond and Myers 1937:28), and the status of the
deceased is also reflected in the grave goods, which included two ivory wands. The Predynastic
community buried at Armant seems to have been a small, undistinguished farming village, removed from
the growing centres of political power at sites like Hierakonpolis and This/Abydos. None the less, status
was clearly inherited by some members of the community, as early as the Nagada I period.

In the following Naqada II period (c. 3500-c. 3200 BC), social differentiation becomes even more
apparent in the mortuary record of Upper Egypt. Badges of status continued to be buried with important
individuals. For example, a large grave of Nagada IIb (c. 3500-c. 3400 BC) at Matmar (number 3129)
contained a macehead made from travertine as well as two stone vessels (Brunton 1948: pls X,
XII1.31-2), rare at such an early date. A contemporary burial at Armant (number 1466) was furnished
with a number of unusual artefacts, including a gazelle skull, three painted objects made of plaster and a
bed. A second grave in the same cemetery also contained a bed and it has been suggested that both burials
may have belonged to leaders of the local village (Bard 1988:52). Country-wide, the wealth of burials
increases in the Naqada II period, both in terms of the number of objects interred with the deceased and
their costliness (Bard 1988; Seidlmayer 1988; Wilkinson 1996b). Thus, in the Predynastic cemetery at
el-Amra south of Abydos (Randall-Maclver and Mace 1902), graves of Naqada II were commonly
furnished with palettes, jewellery and items made from prestige materials such as ivory, lapis lazuli,
copper, silver and gold (Wilkinson 1993a: 183). Again, elaborate child burials point to a ranked society
with inherited status. The wealthiest early grave (number 66) in the Tort” cemetery at Hierakonpolis—a
cemetery representing the local population from which the ¢lite had already been

Page 31

separated, to be buried in discrete areas—was identified as belonging to a child. The artefacts in the grave
included 24 pottery vessels, palettes and copper objects (B.Adams 1987:67-8). As Egypt progressed on
the path to statehood, social distinctions became greater and these became increasingly explicit in the
mortuary record. By the end of the Predynastic period, local ¢élites—now royal families in every
sense—had successfully monopolised the economic resources in their territories to such an extent that
they were able to command sufficient labour to construct monumental tombs. Moreover, they could call



upon the services of professional administrators to obtain prestige goods from abroad by long-distance
trade, and employed skilled craftsmen to manufacture further elaborate grave goods. The birth of the
Egyptian state with its rigid hierarchies can therefore be charted in the growing differentiation and
elaboration of mortuary provision.

THE ICONOGRAPHY AND IDEOLOGY OF RULE

Power can be expressed in many ways, both explicit and subtle. One of the most effective ways of
appealing to people’s deeper feelings is through art. A repertoire of distinctive symbols, employed in a
consistent and highly symbolic way (iconography) was a feature of Egyptian kingship from the earliest
times. The series of carved stone palettes and ivory knife handles from the late Predynastic period are well
known examples of royal iconography (Williams and Logan 1987; Davis 1989, esp. 141-9, figs 6.9—-14;
Cialowicz 1991). Some motifs are borrowed from contemporary Mesopotamian iconography (Boehmer
1974; Teissier 1987; H.S.Smith 1992 plus references), but the total compositions reflect a peculiarly
Egyptian view of rule. The king is presented in animal form, emphasising both his coercive power and the
concentration of the powers of nature in his person. By the end of the Predynastic period, many of the
characteristics of Egyptian art had already been canonised, including the conventions of representation,
the hierarchical scaling of figures, the use of registers to order the composition, and the attributes of
kingship. However, the roots of royal iconography—and of the ideology it expresses — go back much
further.

At the end of the Naqada I period (c. 3500 BC) we have the first indications that an ideology of power
was being formulated by the ruling lineages of Upper Egypt. Iconography is the articulation of beliefs
through the medium of art, and the earliest example of royal iconography—trecognisable as such from
later parallels—marks the beginning of a phase of rapid social change which, with accelerating speed, led
to the emergence of classic kingship ideology within the space of some two hundred years. Recent
excavations in the earliest part of the Predynastic Cemetery U at
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Abydos have revealed some astonishing examples of Nagada I craftsmanship, in graves which clearly
belonged to persons of high status. The burial of a premature baby (U-502) was furnished with an
elaborate pottery vessel of unique appearance: eight female figurines, modelled in clay, are arranged
around the rim of the bowl, holding hands; each figure is distinctive, and traces of bitumen wigs survived.
Three larger, male figurines found in the same grave may once have decorated a similar bowl (Dreyer
1996). Most striking of all, however, was a vessel from another, contemporary grave. On a red
background, the decoration in off-white paint included a scene of pregnant women, and a male figure
wearing a tail and with a feather on his head, holding a mace in the classic smiting pose of later royal
iconography (Dreyer 1995a). It is hard to interpret this latter motif as anything other than the depiction of
a ruler, so close are the parallels with royal scenes on monuments from the period of state formation. To
date, the Abydos vessel is the earliest example of the ruler figure in Egyptian art. It highlights not only the
high standard of craftsmanship available to Upper Egyptian rulers, but also the ideological sophistication
of the miniature courts that must have surrounded such individuals.

The most extensive example of early royal iconography is the series of scenes painted on the internal walls
of an ¢lite tomb at Hierakonpolis, numbered by its excavators tomb 100 and dubbed ‘the painted tomb’
(Quibell and Green 1902: pls LXXV-LXXIX; Case and Payne 1962; Payne 1973; Kemp 1973). Situated
in a Nagada II cemetery south of the prehistoric town of Hierakonpolis and close to the cultivation, the
painted tomb was one of a number of high-status burials in the cemetery, but was apparently unique in
having painted decoration. The scenes covered one long wall and a cross wall half the width of the tomb.
The scenes have been illustrated and reproduced many times since their discovery (for example,
W.S.Smith 1949:124, fig. 43; 1981:31, fig. 9; Spencer 1993:36-7, fig. 20), and their importance lies not
only in the royal nature of much of the iconography but also in the Mesopotamian influence apparent in
some of the motifs. The Predynastic rulers of Upper Egypt, when formulating a distinctive iconography of
rule, seem to have borrowed various elements from contemporary Mesopotamian culture. Motifs such as



the ‘master of the beasts’—a hero figure standing between and reconciling two opposing wild animals,
usually lions—are found on other royal artefacts from late Predynastic Egypt, but this particular motif
makes its first appearance in Egyptian art in the Hierakonpolis painted tomb, which has been dated by its
pottery to Nagada Ilc (c. 3400 BC) (Case and Payne 1962). The main scene on the long wall shows a
procession of boats, one of which is provided with an awning amidships, sheltering a figure who is
probably the ruler and the person for whom the tomb was built. A more explicit indication of royalty is the
motif of the ruler smiting a group of bound
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captives, clearly already established in Egyptian iconography as the expression of kingship par
excellence. The Hierakonpolis painted tomb illustrates the extent of socio-political development in Upper
Egypt since the end of the Naqada I period (when the Abydos painted vessel was made for a local ruler of
This). Different artistic motifs depicting the ruler engaged in various activities—including a ritual
water-borne procession, perhaps an ancestor of some of the later festivals of kingship—were being woven
into a more highly developed iconographic repertoire which sought to express the multiple roles of the
king in relation to his people and the supernatural realm. What is striking about the scenes in the
Hierakonpolis painted tomb is the number of features characteristic of classic Egyptian art in the historic
period that are already present some three hundred years before the beginning of the First Dynasty.

A similar set of scenes and motifs, with at least one important addition, is depicted on a painted cloth from
a broadly contemporary élite grave at Gebelein (Galassi 1955:5-42, pl. I; Aldred 1965:39, fig. 28). The
grave has never been published in detail, and only fragments of the painted cloth now survive (in the
Egyptian Museum, Turin), but it is clear that it must have belonged to an individual of considerable status,
probably a local ruler. A procession of boats and a ritual dance formed major parts of the original
decorative scheme, while a detached fragment of cloth shows a hippopotamus being harpooned (Galassi
1955:10, fig. 5, pl. I [top]; Behrmann 1989: Dok. 34). In historic times, the hunting of the hippopotamus
was imbued with great religious significance, and there are several references to the activity from the reign
of Den in the middle of the First Dynasty. It would appear that, in early times at least, hippopotamus
hunting had a special connection with kingship. The Gebelein painted cloth is one of the earliest attested
depictions of this event, and further emphasises the likely royal status of the object’s original owner.

Both the Hierakonpolis painted tomb and the Gebelein painted cloth show close stylistic similarities to a
contemporary class of Upper Egyptian pottery produced by specialist potters. This is Petrie’s decorated
ware, comprising closed vessels of marl clay, fired to a pale buff colour and decorated on the outside with
scenes painted in red ochre (Bourriau 1981:26-9; Needier 1984:202—11). The earliest decorated ware
appears in graves at the beginning of Nagada II (¢. 3500 BC) and remains a distinctive feature of the
Upper Egyptian funerary ceramic repertoire until early Naqada III (c. 3200 BC). Some examples are
decorated with patterns of dots or spirals, in imitation of stone vessels. Others bear figurative decoration:
flora, fauna (principally birds, but also animals such as crocodiles), and more complex ritual scenes
involving human figures in distinctive postures and ships with many oars. This latter type of decoration
—probably the output of a few specialist workshops—is rich in symbolism and must have conveyed some
ideological meaning both to those who created
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the vessels and those who received them. We cannot be certain of their precise significance, but they
seem to hint at the relationship between the human, natural and supernatural spheres. This theme was also
explored in the emergent ideology of divine kingship being formulated in Naqada II Upper Egypt.

TECHNOLOGY AND SOCIAL CHANGE
As well as illustrating developments in iconography and ideology, decorated ware is an important indicator

of another sphere where profound changes were taking place in the courts of Upper Egypt: technology.
The rise of local élites, attested from early Predynastic times, accompanied increasing social



stratification and craft specialisation. Elites require prestige objects with which to display their social and
economic status, which in turn requires dedicated, full-time specialists to make such objects. As the
economic influence of certain individuals within a community increased, so did their power of patronage.
A local ruler, with more agricultural produce at his disposal than was necessary for mere subsistence,
could afford to employ craftsmen on a permanent basis, providing for them out of his surplus income. The
release of a growing number of people from agricultural production and their engagement in specialist
production brought with it major technological advances, as new skills were developed and old ones
passed down from generation to generation. The development of early metalworking and the unsurpassed
ability of the early Egyptians to fashion elaborate vessels from some of the hardest stones were the result
of Predynastic socio-economic trends which facilitated craft specialisation.

Pottery is abundant in Predynastic contexts. Hence, the technological development which is the easiest to
trace in the archaeological record is the one that occurred in the sphere of ceramic production. During the
transition from Naqada I to Naqada II (c. 3550-c. 3450 BC), hand-made pottery with a high degree of
variation was swiftly replaced in Upper Egyptian settlements by Petrie’s rough ware, its greater uniformity
and rapid domination of the ceramic repertoire being signs of mass production (R.Friedman 1992:204, n. 8
and 1994; Adams and Friedman 1992:327). This fundamental change marks the beginning of a process
that was eventually to take hold throughout Egypt, bringing with it important socio-economic
developments. Until the beginning of the Nagada II period, pottery in the Nile valley was made
exclusively from alluvial clays. These have the advantage of being easy to work, shape and fire, requiring
only primitive technology available at the household level. Most of the pottery from Badarian and Naqada
I sites was probably made in this small-scale way. There is evidence from Hierakonpolis of specialist
pottery production
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as early as the Naqada I period (R.Friedman 1994:401), but this is unusual, reflecting the advanced state
of social stratification and craft specialisation at Hierakonpolis. The output of the Hierakonpolis kilns
seems to have been intended primarily for funerary consumption, probably grave goods for the local élite
buried in large tombs at Locality 6 (Hoffman 1982; B.Adams 1996). This type of specialist workshop
became much more common from the beginning of Naqada II, and was marked by the advent of a more
complex ceramic technology, producing vessels of a new and distinctive type. Pots made from desert or
marl clays require much more controlled firing conditions than vessels made from alluvial clays. The kiln
must also reach a far higher temperature for the process to be successful. The appearance of decorated
ware—made from marl clay-in the ceramic repertoire of Upper Egypt represents a major technological
advance, one which seems to have been made possible by the increasing activity of specialist potters.

The production of pottery for a market by professional workshops had a profound impact upon methods
of distribution and exchange in Predynastic Egypt. In the archaeological record, one of the most striking
phenomena is the spread of Upper Egyptian ceramic technology northwards during the latter part of the
Naqada II period (Kaiser 1956, 1990; Kemp 1995:682). By Naqada Ilc (c. 3400-c. 3300 BC), pottery
made in classic Upper Egyptian fashion appears in graves at sites such as Haraga and Girza, near the
entrance to the Fayum; whilst by Naqada 11d2 (c. 3300-c. 3200 BC) it has spread to sites in the
extremities of the Delta like Buto and Minshat Abu Omar. This phenomenon has been interpreted as a
broader ‘cultural superposition’, reflecting a northward expansion of Upper Egyptian cultural
characteristics, if not people (von der Way 1991). However, this may be an over-ambitious reading of the
evidence, which merely attests the gradual displacement of indigenous, Lower Egyptian patterns of
ceramic production, distribution and exchange by patterns developed in Upper Egypt (Kohler 1993:253—4
and 1995; cf. Kemp 1995:683). Three factors may be at work in this process. First, the technological
superiority of Upper Egyptian pottery, which must have made it attractive to the inhabitants of Lower
Egypt. Second, the marl clays used to make decorated ware and other specialist ceramics, such as the
class of wavy-handled jars imitating imported Palestinian forms, were probably restricted to Upper Egypt
where the advanced firing technology required to make marl pottery was first developed. Third, we may
speculate that the specialist pottery workshops of Upper Egypt were keen to seek out new markets for
their products, and the thriving communities of the Delta seem to have provided them. Certainly, the



Predynastic graves at Minshat Abu Omar in the north-eastern Delta were furnished with pottery almost
entirely in the Upper Egyptian style, giving rise to the theory that Minshat was an Upper Egyptian ‘colony
site” (Kemp 1995:687; cf. Kaiser 1987),
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perhaps established to conduct trade with Palestine. Vessels made from marl clay probably represent
imports from Upper Egypt.

The spread of Upper Egyptian patterns of ceramic production, distribution and exchange northwards
during late Nagada II accompanied other socio-economic developments which fundamentally changed the
character of Lower Egyptian society. For the whole of the Predynastic period prior to late Naqada II,
Lower Egypt seems to have been characterised by a generally egalitarian social structure. From the period
before the advent of Upper Egyptian cultural characteristics, four substantial cemeteries have been
excavated in Lower Egypt: at Heliopolis south (Debono and Mortensen 1988), Maadi and Wadi Digla
(Rizkana and Seeher 1990), and es-Saff (Habachi and Kaiser 1985). The individual burials vary little in
their size or wealth, and in general were furnished with few grave goods. There are certainly none of the
prestige artefacts commonly found in contemporary Upper Egyptian graves. From the beginning of
Naqada III (c. 3200 BC), however, this picture changes. At Minshat Abu Omar, the orientation of burials
alters, bodies being laid on their left side rather than their right side (Kroeper 1988:12—-13). A
simultaneous change in the pottery repertoire reinforces the division between earlier and later phases,
indicating perhaps a change in the nature of funerary beliefs. Settlements excavated in the Delta also show
a marked change, lightweight structures of timber and matting giving way to mudbrick architecture (van
den Brink 1989). In Upper Egypt, the appearance of mudbrick architecture—in both domestic and
funerary contexts—seems to be connected with the rise of élites, and it may indicate a similar process in
Lower Egypt at the beginning of Naqada III (Wilkinson 1996b: 95). Several prestige artefacts, notably
carved stone palettes, have been found at sites in the north-eastern Delta (Leclant 1952; Fischer 1958,
1963; Kroeper 1989), apparently confirming the existence of local élites in the area during the last phase
of the Predynastic period. All the evidence seems to point towards the incorporation of the Delta into the
socio-economic pattern characteristic of Predynastic Upper Egypt: local ¢élites enjoying differential access
to resources, expressing their status in the conspicuous consumption of prestige materials and in the
wealth of their burials. In short, by the beginning of the Naqada III period, Upper and Lower Egypt shared
the same material culture, and were increasingly characterised by the same social structure (von der Way
1993:96). The stage was set for the process of state formation to begin in earnest.

EARLY CENTRES OF KINGSHIP

The heartland of the technological, social, ideological, economic and political changes that led Egypt to
statehood was the southern part of the Nile
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valley. Here, in the narrow floodplain of Upper Egypt, the conditions seem to have been most favourable
for the rise of early élites (Bard 1987). Basin irrigation could be practised with little difficulty, the fertile
alluvial land producing more food than was necessary for mere subsistence. At a number of key locations,
wadis gave access to the mineral resources of the western and eastern deserts, providing communities
with the prestige materials required by their leaders for conspicuous consumption. Control of trade routes,
whether overland or by river, gave certain sites a further advantage, allowing local élites to dominate
economic exchange over a wider area than their immediate hinterlands. The combined effect of these
factors was to give rise to a number of flourishing Predynastic communities ruled by highly developed
¢lites displaying some of the features later associated with kingship (Kaiser and Dreyer 1982:242-5). Four
sites in particular seem to have played a major part in the concentration of political and economic power
that was to characterise the formation of the Egyptian state (Figure 2.1).

The site of Naqada has given its name to the Predynastic material culture of Upper Egypt as a whole, and



to the chronological divisions which modern archaeologists impose on the development of that culture. On
the west bank of the Nile, opposite the entrance to the Wadi Hammamat that gives access to the
mineral-rich Red Sea Hills, a large settlement grew up in early Predynastic times, accompanied by
extensive cemeteries on the desert edge (Kemp 1989:36, fig. 9). Since the name for Naqada in historic
times was Nubt, ‘city of gold’, it is possible that the site’s early prosperity was founded on this precious
commodity, available at various sites in the eastern desert and no doubt traded throughout Predynastic
Egypt (Trigger et al. 1983:39). Certainly, by the Naqada II period, the local ruling class had grown
wealthy and differentiated themselves increasingly from the general population. This is most noticeable in
the mortuary sphere, élite burials being located in a separate cemetery (which, however, continued to
include less wealthy interments as well). Cemetery T, as it is known, contained a number of large
brick-lined tombs, furnished with abundant grave goods, many of them in prestige materials (Kemp
1973:38-43, 1989:35-7, esp. 36, fig. 9). Judging from the size and splendour of their burials, the
Predynastic rulers of Nagada seem to have controlled a territory of some size, perhaps amounting to a
‘kingdom’. The importance of Naqada and its ruling family in the process of state formation is highlighted
by the construction of two royal tombs to the south of the Predynastic necropolis at the very beginning of
the First Dynasty (Kemp 1967:24-5, footnote). One of these belonged to Queen Neith-hotep (de Morgan
1897), probably the wife of Narmer, who may have been a descendant of the Predynastic rulers of
Nagada. Moreover, the local god of Naqgada, Seth, was closely associated with the kingship in Early
Dynastic times, being one of the two deities embodied in the person of the king. Hence, a title borne
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Figure 2.1 Early centres of kingship. Tombs of late Predynastic rulers: (1) Abydos tomb U-j (after Dreyer
1993:33, fig. 4); (2) Nagada tomb T5 (after Kemp 1989:36, fig. 9); (3) Hierakonpolis Locality 6 tomb 1
(after Hoffman 1982:44, fig. 1.13); (4) Qustul tomb L.24 (after Williams 1986:358, fig. 170).

by First Dynasty queens was ‘she who sees Horus-and-Seth’, whilst the Second Dynasty king Peribsen
chose to emphasise Seth as his protector deity in preference to Horus. As we shall see, Nagada may have
played a key role in the political consolidation of Upper Egypt that preceded the unification of the whole
country (Kemp 1989:35-7).



A large Predynastic settlement, extensive cemeteries and a concentration of élite burials in one cemetery
are also features of another Upper Egyptian site, Hierakonpolis (B.Adams 1987, 1995, 1996; Hoffman
1982; Kemp 1989:37—41, esp. 40, fig. 11). The area covered by the Predynastic town exceeds any other
contemporary settlement in Egypt, marking Hierakonpolis out as perhaps the dominant centre in the
fourth millennium BC (Kemp 1989:44). Like Naqada, Hierakonpolis benefited from access to the mineral
resources of the eastern desert, via the Wadi Abbad.
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Close contacts with Lower Nubia may have given the rulers of Hierakonpolis control of, or at least access
to, lucrative trade routes connecting Egypt and sub-Saharan Africa, whilst a broad expanse of cultivable
land provided the necessary base for a growing population and an expanding sector of non-productive
specialists. As early as Naqada I, members of the local élite were buried in a remote spot out in the desert,
designated Locality 6 (B.Adams 1996). Their successors of the Nagada II period chose a cemetery closer
to the cultivation, and it was here that the famous painted tomb was discovered. During the final phase of
the Predynastic period, Naqada III, the local élite moved its burial ground back to Locality 6, constructing
massive rock-cut tombs with offering places. Tombs are not the only sign of the important role played by
Hierakonpolis in the late Predynastic period. A large ceremonial centre excavated on the low desert and
dating back to the early Naqada II period has been interpreted as a temple, closely resembling shrines
depicted on First Dynasty seal-impressions (R.Friedman 1996). At the end of Nagada II, the main focus of
local religious activity was apparently relocated to the walled town of Nekhen, where a circular stone
revetment and an adjoining paved area represent the earliest temple on the town mound (Quibell and
Green 1902: pls LXV, LXXII; Hoffman 1980:131-2). It was here that Egypt’s first historic kings
(‘Scorpion’ and Narmer) dedicated votive palettes and maceheads, to honour the local god, Horus of
Nekhen. Although Narmer was probably descended from the Predynastic rulers of This, King ‘Scorpion’
may have been a member of the ruling family of Hierakonpolis (Trigger, in Trigger et al. 1983:50). In
common with Seth of Naqada, the close identification of Horus of Nekhen with divine kingship
emphasises the important role played by Hierakonpolis and its rulers in the process of state formation, and
in the formulation of kingship ideology (R.Friedman 1994:17), a role already attested in the decoration of
the painted tomb.

One of the earliest examples of classic kingship iconography is a decorated incense burner from the
Nagada III royal cemetery at Qustul in Lower Nubia (Williams 1986: pls 34 and 38). So many motifs are
presented together—including the ruler wearing the white crown, the god Horus, and a niched building
similar to early serekhs—that the cemetery’s excavator argued in favour of a Lower Nubian origin for
Egyptian kingship (Williams 1986:163-90, 1987). Whilst earlier Egyptian examples of royal iconography
(for example, the Abydos vessel and the Hierakonpolis painted tomb) make such a theory unlikely
(W.Y.Adams 1985; Baines 1995:104-5), there is no doubt that the rulers buried in Qustul Cemetery L had
adopted much of the symbolism of rule developed by their Upper Egyptian counterparts. Cattle burials are
a feature of the Qustul royal cemetery and are also attested at Hierakonpolis Locality 6 (Hoffman
1982:55—-6; Williams 1986:176). Together with the iconographic evidence, this

Page 40

seems to indicate significant cultural exchange between these two late Predynastic kingdoms on the Upper
Nile. The size and wealth of the Qustul royal tombs make it likely that their owners were powerful rulers,
perhaps exercising authority over much, if not all, of Lower Nubia. The basis of their economic and
political power seems to have been the trade between Egypt and sub-Saharan Africa in which the rulers of
Qustul would have acted as middlemen. As we shall see, access to and control of trade routes were key
factors in the process of state formation.

The fourth centre of early kingship is the site where that institution is first attested iconographically,
Abydos. Cemetery U, the site of high-status burials since Naqada I, continued to be used by the local
rulers and their associates throughout the Predynastic period, although graves dating to Nagada II are
rather scarce, perhaps suggesting that high-status tombs were located elsewhere in this period. In the final



phase of the Predynastic, Cemetery U clearly underwent a transformation into a burial ground reserved
for the rulers of the Thinite region. Whereas in Naqada I ¢lite burials were intermingled with simple
sand-cut pits, the Nagada III tombs are exclusively high status (cf. Dreyer 1993a; Dreyer et al. 1996).
This demarcation of a separate élite cemetery, paralleled at the other three sites discussed above, is one of
the key indications of political consolidation and incipient kingship (Baines 1995:109). The earliest town
levels at Abydos also date to the Naqada III period (Petrie 1902:22; Kemp 1977:189; Wilkinson 1993a:
218-19), demonstrating a link between the concentration of political power and the beginnings of
urbanism. If some of the votive objects from three deposits are to be dated to the late Predynastic and
Early Dynastic periods, as seems plausible, then Abydos, like Hierakonpolis, appears to have been the site
of an early shrine (for further examples, at less prestigious sites, see Chapter 8). Unlike the situation at
Naqgada and Hierakonpolis, there is no evidence at Abydos for significant Predynastic settlement. The
regional capital—and presumably the residence of the rulers buried at Abydos—was This, an ancient site
which has not been located but which probably lies beneath the modern city of Girga. As at Naqada and
Hierakonpolis, we would expect evidence of substantial late Predynastic construction at This as well. In
the absence of such evidence, it is impossible to compare the three Upper Egyptian sites directly, but the
mortuary record certainly indicates the primacy of This/Abydos towards the very end of the Predynastic
period. The Naqgada III tombs in Cemetery U are large, brick-lined structures, several of them with
multiple chambers (Dreyer 1993a: 32—6, pls 4.d and 5). The most lavish burial, tomb U-j (¢. 3150 BC),
comprises eight chambers, some of them linked by small slits which probably symbolise doorways. The
tomb as a whole may represent the royal palace in microcosm (Dreyer 1992b: 295), in which case it would
be the earliest example of palace symbolism in Early Dynastic mortuary architecture (Baines 1995:107).
The provision
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of an arena for the ritual of kingship, modelled on the courts and buildings of the royal residence, was a
key component of the royal mortuary complex in the first three dynasties. Tomb U-j may allow us to trace
this aspect of royal mortuary architecture and ideology back into the Naqada III period, once again
emphasising the Predynastic origins of Egyptian kingship. One of the objects recovered from tomb U-j was
an ivory hega-sceptre in the form of a shepherd’s crook (Dreyer 1993a: pl. 7.a, 1993b: 11). This remained
one of the essential elements of royal regalia throughout Egyptian history, and its presence among the
grave goods of tomb U-j leaves no doubt as to the royal status of the occupant. Moreover, the tomb is by
far the largest of its date anywhere in Egypt, suggesting the strong possibility that its owner exercised rule
or at least hegemony over much, if not all, of the Nile valley. The extent of his influence is highlighted by
the other grave goods with which tomb U-j was furnished.

TRADE, OWNERSHIP AND POWER

Perhaps the most striking categories of object from Abydos tomb U-j are those which illustrate the
economic and administrative apparatus at the ruler’s command (Figure 2.2). Dozens of inscribed bone
labels constitute the earliest corpus of writing yet found in Egypt (Dreyer 1992b: pls 6.1-4, 1993a: pl.
7.c-j). The short inscriptions, comprising no more than two or three individual signs, refer to places which
presumably supplied the ruler’s court with commodities. The labels themselves would originally have been
attached to these consignments, recording their quantity and provenance. Localities mentioned on the
labels include Delta towns such as Bubastis (Dreyer 1992b: 297, pl. 6.4, 1993a: pl. 7.i). Either the Thinite
king already ruled Lower Egypt or he possessed sufficient status to command supplies from the Delta.
There is no doubt that his court engaged in large-scale trade with the Near East: the tomb contained over
400 imported vessels from Syria-Palestine (Hartung, in Dreyer 1993a: 49-56, pl. 9). (Note that the word
‘trade’ as used here refers to the exchange of commodities without the profit motive that characterises
trade in the modern world.) Many types are previously unattested in Egypt, and petrographic analyses
have led to the conclusion that some of the vessels may have come from as far afield as northern Israel
and the Lebanon (van den Brink, personal communication). The closed forms indicate that the pots were
used as containers for liquids; the residues which have survived inside some vessels suggest wine as one of
the principal commodities (Dreyer 1992b: 297). We do not know what Egyptian products passed in the
other direction, but the sheer number of pots illustrates the scale of trade conducted between Upper Egypt



and the Near East in the late Predynastic period.
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Figure 2.2 Trade, ownership and power. Objects from Abydos tomb U-j: (1) Bone labels (enlarged),
originally attached to commodities. The short inscriptions record the quantity or provenance of the goods:
(a) the number eight; (b) Bubastis (ancient Egypt B3st) in the north-eastern Delta (after Dreyer 1993: pl.
7.d, 1). (2) Some of the hundreds of imported vessels found in the tomb; petrographic analysis suggests
many of the vessels were manufactured in northern Israel, and may have contained wine (author’s
photograph).
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Long-distance trade in high-status goods had been practised by Egyptians from early Predynastic times.
Lapis lazuli from the mountains of Badakhshan (present-day Afghanistan) is attested in graves of the
Nagada I period (Matmar 3005: Brunton 1948: pl. LXX); imported vessels from Syria-Palestine and even
Mesopotamia turn up sporadically in burials from this time onwards (Kantor 1965:6—14, figures 3-4),
whilst Nubian hand-made bowls are a rare, but characteristic, type of pottery in graves of early Nagada II.
As the élites of Upper Egypt grew increasingly powerful during the second half of the fourth millennium



BC, they came to require prestige goods to demonstrate and reinforce their exalted social status. A
particular type of Palestinian vessel—a jar with wavy ledge handles—was evidently so sought after that it
inspired Egyptian potters to copy it, giving rise to a whole class of Naqgada II Egyptian pottery known as
wavy-handled jars (Bourriau 1981:130-3; Needier 1984:212—-17). Demand for genuine imports grew, and
with it the intensity of foreign trade practised by middlemen such as the Predynastic inhabitants of
Minshat Abu Omar. The frequency of Palestinian pottery in the Predynastic graves at Minshat indicates
that the community maintained close contacts with its neighbours to the north-east (Kroeper and Wildung
1985:97-8). At the other end of the Nile valley, the Lower Nubian rulers buried at Qustul undoubtedly
derived their power and influence from their ability to control Egyptian access to goods from sub-Saharan
Africa, such as ebony, ivory and ostrich eggs. Qustul seems to have been at the hub of an extensive
long-distance trade network, since some of the royal tombs were furnished with imported vessels from
both Upper Egypt and Syria-Palestine (Williams 1986: pls 17-24 and pl. 25, respectively). With
communities (and their rulers) on the frontiers of Egypt growing rich and powerful from trade, it is
perhaps not surprising that the jealous eyes of the most influential Upper Egyptian rulers should have
turned to trade routes. As we shall see, gaining direct access to imported commodities seems to have been
one of the main motives behind the process of political unification.

The mass of foreign vessels from Abydos tomb U-j illustrates the commodities imported by Egypt from the
Near East, but the other side of the trading relationship is less well attested. Gold may have been an
important export for Predynastic Egypt; it was highly valued throughout the ancient world and, as we
have seen, the early importance of at least one major Upper Egyptian centre, Naqada, may have been
based upon exploitation of this precious metal. Egypt may also have exported cereal crops, its fertility and
agricultural potential the envy of other, less fortunate lands. Such exports would be difficult, if not
impossible, to detect in the archaeological record, but a few indications of trade with Egypt have been
found in the Near East. Pottery storage vessels (or sherds from vessels), made in Egypt and incised before
firing with marks of the royal
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treasury, have turned up throughout northern Sinai and southern Palestine, at sites such as el-Beda,
Rafiah, Tell Arad and Nahal Tillah (van den Brink, in preparation). Some of these sites may have been
Egyptian ‘colonies’, established to exploit local economic resources directly (Brandl 1992; Porat 1992).
Others, notably Tell Arad, are known to have been flourishing centres of the indigenous late
Chalcolithic/Early Bronze Age Palestinian civilisation (Amiran 1978), and it comes as little surprise that
they maintained active trade links with Egypt.

The identification of commodity consignments—both those destined for foreign markets and those traded
within Egypt—by means of pot marks illustrates the growing obsession of the Upper Egyptian rulers with
ownership, accounting and the detailed management of economic resources. The very development of
Egyptian writing can be seen in this context (Postgate et al. 1995), and the bone labels from tomb U-j
emphasise the link between economic activity (especially long-distance trade) and bureaucratic
sophistication. Since their control of resources gave the rulers of Predynastic Upper Egypt their political
authority, it was clearly of great importance to ensure that accurate records were kept of receipts and
deliveries, and that property was easily identified. The serekh—a panelled rectangle representing a section
of the facade of the royal palace—seems to have been chosen as a mark of royal ownership. A serekh
incised or painted in ink on a vessel denoted that the contents were the produce and/or property of the
royal court. At first, a simple serekh was enough to convey this message; later, the individual ruler
incorporated his name within the panel to specify ownership more precisely (Miiller 1938:13—17; cf.
Kaiser and Dreyer 1982: fig. 14). Serekhs incised or painted on pottery vessels for this purpose constitute
our earliest corpus of royal names. The distribution of particular royal names gives an indication, albeit a
rough one, of the extent of a king’s economic influence or political power. Hence, it is possible in some
degree to trace the rise of the Egyptian state. Whereas vessels bearing the names of some kings (such as
‘Ka’) are attested rather rarely, Narmer’s name has been found incised on vessels from sites throughout
Egypt and southern Palestine, emphasising that his rule probably extended over the entire Nile valley and
beyond.



THE DYNAMICS OF STATE FORMATION

As we have seen, the various trends which led to the formation of the Egyptian state were gradual
processes which began in the early Predynastic period. Increasing social stratification, the development
and expression of an ideology of rule, the spread of Upper Egyptian technology and other cultural
attributes throughout the country, the concentration of economic
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and political power in the hands of a few ruling families, the intensification of foreign trade, the invention
of writing and the emergence of a literate bureaucracy: these were not sudden developments, although the
pace of change seems to have accelerated during the last quarter of the fourth millennium BC. What is
clear is that these processes did not affect all regions of the country to the same extent. Local and regional
factors such as the economic resource base, topography, communications and distance from the centres of
power affected to a considerable extent the pace of developments at individual sites (Malek 1986:26;
Wilkinson 1996b: 89-90). Those localities which already enjoyed economic and political influence
continued to develop rapidly, whilst the quieter backwaters (for example, Middle Egypt) participated
hardly at all in the momentous changes sweeping the country. Indeed, it is likely that many smaller
farming communities were relatively unaffected by Egyptian unification and the advent of a national
government, except that they now paid taxes to the central treasury rather than to local or regional ¢lites.
When considering state formation in Egypt, it is important to recognise this pattern of regional variation,
and of local variation within regions. The process was not a monolithic one, and although its ultimate
effects were felt throughout Egypt, certain localities played a much greater role in determining the
outcome.

Although the characteristics of early states are broadly similar for different regions of the ancient world,
the factors involved in state formation are likely to have varied according to particular circumstances
(Cohen 1978). Different authors have postulated different ‘prime movers’, that is principal factors, for the
emergence of the Egyptian state (Bard 1994:1-5). These include population pressure (Carneiro 1970;
Bard and Carneiro 1989), prompting Upper Egyptian rulers to annex the fertile fields of the Delta to
support a growing population (F.A.Hassan 1988:165-6); the influence of irrigation in the concentration of
power (Wittfogel 1957); trade (Bard 1987); and ideology (Bard 1992; cf. Kemp 1989:32 and 35).
Although all these factors are likely to have played a part in the concentration of political and economic
power, some can be rejected decisively as ‘prime movers’.

For example, given the carrying capacity of agricultural land in Upper Egypt and the probable size of the
ancient population, it seems unlikely that population pressure was a significant factor in the formation of
the Egyptian state (F.A.Hassan 1988:165; Kemp 1989:31; contra Hoffman 1980:309). Even though the
strip of cultivable land is often very narrow in Upper Egypt, it seems always to have been sufficient to
support the ancient population. None the less, the end of the Neolithic subpluvial and the accompanying
desiccation of the savannahs probably caused an influx of desert pastoralists into the Nile valley in the late
Predynastic period. Such a phenomenon seems to be attested at Hierakonpolis (Hoffman
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et al. 1986), and it may have played a part in the social processes which led to the formation of the state.
The Scorpion macehead is an exception amongst early royal iconography which generally makes no
reference to irrigation works. It is also unlikely that water management in the Nile valley was organised on
a national scale in Early Dynastic times. The evidence from later periods of Egyptian history indicates that
irrigation was not centrally controlled, nor would central control have been practicable: basin irrigation
was the most efficient way of harnessing the floodwaters of the Nile, and this would have been most
effectively managed at the local or regional level by communities, perhaps overseen by local governors.
Hence, the control of irrigation on a nation-wide basis can probably be discounted as a major factor in
Egyptian state formation (Janssen 1978:217; Lamberg-Karlovsky and Sabloff 1979:129; F.A. Hassan
1988:165; cf. Hoffman 1980:315-16). It has been argued that the need for ever more complex information



processing was a key factor in Mesopotamian state formation (Wright and Johnson 1975). In Egypt, too,
there is little doubt that the increasing centralisation of political and economic authority required

sophisticated forms of administration — notably record-keeping and the invention of writing (Postgate et
al. 1995). However, this seems to be a correlate or effect of state formation rather than a primary cause.

It is now generally accepted that a combination of factors was responsible in the Egyptian case (Lamberg-
Karlovsky and Sabloff 1979:207-11, 329-30; F.A.Hassan 1988:164—6; Wilkinson 1996b: 90). The
archaeological and iconographic record emphasises two factors, trade and ideology. In discussing them, an
obvious danger arises: because these two factors were clearly at work in late Predynastic Egypt (more
clearly, perhaps, than other factors mentioned above), it is all too easy to overstate their influence on the
process of state formation as a whole. The emergence of the Egyptian state is best understood as having a
‘multiplicity of causes’ (F.A.Hassan 1988:165).

Recent excavations at Abydos and in the Delta—at sites such as Buto and Minshat Abu Omar—have
highlighted the important part played by foreign trade in the dynamics of state formation (contra Kemp
1989:31). Of course, the increasing demand for prestige goods acquired by trade was a consequence, not a
cause, of social inequality (F.A.Hassan 1988:165). None the less, a strategic location for trade seems to
have been the common factor in the rise of particular Predynastic centres. From Buto and Minshat Abu
Omar in the Delta to This, Naqada and Hierakonpolis in Upper Egypt, and Qustul in Lower Nubia: all
seem to have gained importance and power through access to, or control of, trade routes. The vast
numbers of imported vessels buried in tomb U-j at Abydos demonstrate the importance of foreign
commodities to the late Predynastic rulers of Upper Egypt, and the active part they played in
long-distance trade.
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It is probably no coincidence that the territory conquered by the kings of Upper Egypt to achieve political
unification was that which gave them direct access to Near Eastern trade routes, via land and sea. The
rapid demise of the indigenous Lower Nubian A-Group at the beginning of the First Dynasty can also be
attributed to Egyptian expansionism, as the early kings sought to eliminate the middlemen in their trade
with sub-Saharan Africa. The desire for direct access to foreign commodities is manifested in the
phenomenon of ‘core and periphery’, attested for other early civilisations (Rowlands et al. 1987; Algaze
1993). In the process of political and economic consolidation, the kings of the late Predynastic period and
early First Dynasty temporarily extended their power beyond the natural borders of Egypt, mounting raids
into Lower Nubia to subdue the local population and establishing outposts in southern Palestine to exploit
the local resources directly. The character of the Egyptian presence in southern Palestine has been
understood only recently, and it underscores the central importance of trade in the state formation
process.

A factor which must have played a part in the unification of Egypt is the ‘generative power that works
from the top downwards and from the centre outwards’ (Kemp 1989:7) or, to put it another way, political
ambition and the charisma of particular rulers (Service 1975:291; Wilkinson 1996b: 89). Although
Hierakonpolis and its rulers appear to have been at the heart of the unification process, it was the royal
family of This that ultimately seized the prize of kingship. The reasons behind this are not clear, but
perhaps the character of the competing rulers played a part in the final outcome. Once a unified state had
been forged, Egypt’s early kings lost no time in promulgating an ideology of kingship which presented the
unification of the country as the fulfilment of a predestined order. We cannot hope to know if a similar
belief in the divine ordination of Egyptian unity inspired the late Predynastic rulers of Upper Egypt with
the missionary zeal to annex the north and make Egyptian unity a political reality (Lamberg-Karlovsky
and Sabloff 1979:133; cf. Kemp 1989:35). However, ideology is a powerful force for historical change
and, as one leading scholar has pointed out, ‘states are...built on the urge to rule and on visions of order’
(Kemp 1989:9; cf. Wenke 1991:283—4). We must now examine the process of conquest and annexation
that resulted in Egyptian unification, and attempt to reconstruct the course of events that led to the birth
of Egypt as a nation state.



POLITICAL UNIFICATION: A HYPOTHESIS

The archaeological evidence makes it clear that, by the end of Naqada II (c. 3200 BC), the most powerful
centres were This, Naqada and Hierakonpolis in Upper Egypt (Kemp 1989:34, fig. 8). The regional
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traditions of pottery manufacture identified in Nagada I Upper Egypt may hint at the existence of incipient
territories even earlier (R.Friedman 1994:4-5); these ‘social regions’ may have formed the basis for the
later political divisions (R.Friedman 1994:569). There is an unbroken sequence of élite/royal tombs at
Hierakonpolis from the Naqada I period to the very threshold of the First Dynasty. At Nagada, there is a
slight hiatus between the sequence of ¢lite tombs in Cemetery T—the latest of which (T36) dates to early
Nagada III, even though a relatively poor grave (T33) in the same cemetery dates to the threshold of the
First Dynasty (Hendrickx 1993; cf. Baumgartel 1970: LXIX)—and the royal tombs of the early First
Dynasty. This break is probably significant, and suggests that Naqada was eclipsed by one of its
neighbouring territories (either Abydos to the north or Hierakonpolis to the south) during the final stages
of the state formation process. At Abydos, the First Dynasty royal tombs on the Umm el-Qaab are the
direct successors of the Predynastic ¢lite burials in Cemetery U which span the period between late
Nagada I and the end of the Predynastic period, with an apparent, unexplained gap during the middle of
Nagada II. Moreover, the size of tomb U-j may indicate that its occupant already ruled much of Egypt as
early as Naqada III (c. 3150 BC). The process of political unification seems to have been well under way,
if not already complete, by the time tomb U-j was constructed. Indeed, the wide geographic distribution of
similar types of pottery by the end of Nagada II may suggest that a degree of political unity already
existed several generations before tomb U-j was built (R. Friedman 1994:435). The royal cemetery at
Qustul attests the short-lived existence of a powerful Lower Nubian polity during the Naqgada III period.
The largest grave in Cemetery L—which contained the decorated incense burner mentioned earlier—is
roughly contemporary with Abydos tomb U-j. Rock-cut inscriptions in the vicinity of the Second Cataract
seem to record punitive expeditions mounted by Egyptian rulers against Lower Nubia, leading to the
extirpation of the indigenous A-Group and the demise of the Qustul kingdom by the beginning of the First
Dynasty. Hence, the evidence of tombs provides some clues about the dominant players in the final
centuries of state formation.

Iconography and ideology may also be of some help. The later importance of Horus and Seth in the
doctrine of divine kingship points to the significance of Hierakonpolis and Naqada in the process of
unification (Kemp 1989:37). The two crowns associated with the king from the very beginning of the First
Dynasty may have originated at these two places. The red crown is shown in relief on a sherd from a
large black-topped red ware vessel from Naqada (Payne 1993:94, fig. 34.774; Baines 1995:149, fig. 3.1).
The vessel probably dates to late Naqada I (c¢. 3600 BC), making this by far the earliest occurrence of the
red crown and suggesting that this item of royal regalia may have originated at Naqada,
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perhaps as the headgear worn by the local ruler. The white crown is first attested on two royal artefacts
from the late Predynastic period, the carved ivory handle of a flint knife (Williams and Logan 1987, esp.
273, fig. 1) and the decorated incense burner from Qustul Cemetery L. The knife handle is unprovenanced
but is likely to have come from somewhere in Upper Egypt. Given the evidence for cultural contacts
between Qustul and Hierakonpolis in Naqada III, it is tempting to locate the origins of the white crown at
Hierakonpolis. In this case, the red crown would have symbolised a northern power to the Predynastic
kings of Hierakonpolis, just as in the historic period the red crown was transferred to symbolise Lower
Egypt (cf. F.A.Hassan 1988:174). The so-called ‘monuments of unification’—the decorated ceremonial
palettes and maceheads commissioned by rulers of the late Predynastic period and early First
Dynasty—were traditionally interpreted as records of actual events in the process of state formation. The
Narmer palette, in particular, was thought to represent the king’s victory over a Lower Egyptian ruler.
Even recently, it has been suggested that this latter ruler may have been based at Buto, and that he
controlled a territory which may have included Memphis and Tarkhan. This line of argument leads to the



romantic suggestion that Buto was the last, northernmost refuge of a Lower Egyptian dynasty
contemporary with the late Predynastic kings of Upper Egypt, giving rise to the later myth about two
competing kingdoms (von der Way 1993:96). The argument against such hypotheses centres around the
purpose and interpretation of artefacts like the Narmer palette. They may just as easily depict symbolic or
ritual activities as actual events in the political consolidation of Egypt (Millet 1990; Fairservis 1991;
Baines 1995:117). Literal interpretations of the scenes are now generally regarded as old-fashioned (Shaw
and Nicholson 1995:197), and it is perhaps safer to ignore the palettes and maceheads as potential
historical sources. (Note, however, that an historical interpretation of the Narmer palette may be given
new weight by the recent discovery of a label of the same king which names the event depicted on his
palette.)

Taking into account all the evidence, it is possible to suggest the following hypothetical reconstruction of
events leading to the political unification of Egypt. As early as Nagada I, powerful centres had developed
at This, Naqada and Hierakonpolis in Upper Egypt, whilst local élites at other sites exercised varying
degrees of economic and political control over their respective territories. During the course of Naqada II
(c. 3400 BC), powerful local rulers are attested at Abadiya (Kaiser and Dreyer 1982:244; Williams
1986:173) and Gebelein, but it was the three major centres and their ruling families that continued to
dominate the processes associated with state formation. Towards the end of Naqada II, a flourishing polity
arose in Lower Nubia, ruled by kings who shared the
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emergent iconography of rule with their counterparts in Upper Egypt. At some point early in Naqada III,
the Predynastic kingdom of Naqada was probably incorporated—whether by political agreement or by
military force cannot be established—into the territory of a neighbouring kingdom. The amalgamation of
these two polities would then have preceded the unification of Upper Egypt as a whole (F.A.Hassan
1988:165). The Cairo fragment of the Palermo Stone shows, in the top register, a line of kings wearing the
double crown (hand copy by [.LE.S.Edwards in the library of the Faculty of Oriental Studies, Cambridge
University; cf. Trigger et al. 1983:44 and 70). If the red and white crowns originated at Naqada and
Hierakonpolis respectively, then these figures—often interpreted as kings of a united Egypt before the
beginning of the First Dynasty—may represent rulers of an Upper Egyptian polity comprising the
territories of Hierakonpolis and Naqada. Furthermore, the adoption of the local god of Hierakonpolis,
Horus of Nekhen, as the supreme deity of kingship, and the special attention paid to the temple of Horus
by early kings, suggests that it was the rulers of Hierakonpolis who made the first move in the game of
power-play that was ultimately to lead to the unification of Egypt. The annexation of Nagada would
explain the gap in the sequence of ¢lite burials at the site at the end of Naqada III, a period which is
marked at Hierakonpolis by the large tombs at Locality 6. Alternatively, Nagada may have been eclipsed
by its northern rival: despite the undoubted importance of Hierakonpolis, the unparalleled size of Abydos
tomb U-j (slightly earlier in date than the ¢lite tombs at Hierakonpolis Locality 6) suggests that the
kingdom of This was already dominant by early Naqada III, at least in the northern part of the Nile valley.
Perhaps the ruler of This also exercised hegemony over Lower Egypt by this time, giving him access to
the foreign trade which is so dramatically attested in the imported vessels buried in his tomb.
Nevertheless, it is still possible that several rulers, each with his own regional power-base, continued to
co-exist and to claim royal titles. This may account for a number of the royal names attested at the end of
the Predynastic period.

It is not clear how politically advanced the Delta was in late Predynastic times. A more hierarchical social
structure may have developed rapidly in the wake of Upper Egyptian cultural influences which permeated
Lower Egypt in late Nagada II (von der Way 1993:96). There were probably powerful local élites at
several sites, notably Buto and Sais. Some Lower Egyptian rulers may have adopted elements of early
royal iconography, particularly the serekh, since many of the vessels incised with serekh marks have a
Lower Egyptian provenance (Kaiser and Dreyer 1982: figs 14 and 15). It is quite likely that the Upper
Egyptians who spearheaded the drive toward political unification had to overcome or accommodate local
Lower Egyptian rulers. None the less, we cannot discount the possibility that the Delta had been
incorporated into a larger polity centred on This by
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the Naqada III period (c. 3200 BC). Certainly it was the rulers of This who ultimately triumphed in the
contest for political power and claimed the prize of kingship over the whole country, even though
Hierakonpolis seems to have remained important until the very end of the Predynastic period. Control of
Lower Egypt would undoubtedly have given the Thinite rulers a major advantage over their southern
rivals.

Given that King ‘Scorpion’ dedicated his ceremonial macehead in the temple at Hierakonpolis, and that he
is not attested at Abydos, the theory that he belonged to the royal house of Hierakonpolis is an attractive
one. If this was the case, there may have been two rival polities governed from This and Hierakonpolis up
to the very threshold of the First Dynasty. The reverence shown to Hierakonpolis by the Early Dynastic
kings may reflect the site’s importance during the final stages of state formation. The end of Scorpion’s
reign may have marked a decisive turning-point, the moment at which the king of This assumed an
uncontested position as sovereign of all Egypt. During the peak of activity that accompanied political
unification, Egyptian control was extended beyond the borders of Egypt proper into Lower Nubia,
crushing the local kingdom centred at Qustul and leading to the rapid disappearance of the indigenous
A-Group culture. Military raids by early Egyptian rulers are commemorated in two rock-cut inscriptions at
Gebel Sheikh Suleiman in the Second Cataract region (Needier 1967; Murnane 1987). Egyptian ‘colony
sites’ also seem to have been established in southern Palestine, suggesting a degree of political control, or
at least influence, in the region. The final stages of state formation may have been accomplished quite
quickly, within two or three generations, and Narmer may, after all, have been the first king to exercise
authority throughout the country unchallenged. He seems to have been regarded by at least two of his
successors as something of a founder figure (Shaw and Nicholson 1995:18). It remains impossible to
define the moment at which a single king ruled Egypt for the first time. From the evidence, this must have
occurred at some point between the lifetime of the owner of Abydos tomb U-j (¢. 3150 BC) and the reign
of Narmer (c. 3000 BC) (cf. Malek 1986:26). Many scholars favour an earlier rather than a later date for
political unification, but the evidence is by no means unanimous.

The actual means by which the rulers of This ultimately gained control over the whole country is not
known. Annexation of neighbouring territories must have involved negotiation and accommodation at the
very least. It is not unlikely that more forceful tactics were required, and the possibility of military action
cannot be ruled out, despite the difficulties involved in interpreting monuments like the Narmer Palette.
The ‘Libyan Palette’ depicts attacks on a number of fortified cities (Petrie 1953: pl. G; Kemp 1989:50, fig.
16; Spencer 1993:53, fig. 33), but again the symbolism of the decoration may not be straightforward.
However, the campaigns
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of Khasekhem against northern, perhaps Lower Egyptian, rebels at the end of the Second Dynasty may
provide a later parallel for the sort of action that was required to subjugate the Delta.

KINGS BEFORE THE FIRST DYNASTY

As we have seen, there is convincing evidence for the emergence of at least three Upper Egyptian polities
by the Nagada II period (c. 3500 BC). The sites of This (with its cemetery at Abydos), Nagada and
Hierakonpolis appear to have stood at the centres of powerful territories, each ruled by an hereditary élite
exercising authority on a regional basis. The rulers of the three territories—plus an individual buried at
Gebelein, who may have controlled a smaller area—used recognisably royal iconography to express the
ideological basis of their power, and may justifiably be called ‘kings’. However, the respective owners of
the Abydos vessel, the tombs in Nagada Cemetery T, the Hierakonpolis painted tomb and the Gebelein
painted cloth are anonymous. Whilst their status is clear, they are quite literally prehistoric, having left no
written evidence. It has been proposed that these kings exercising only regional authority might be
grouped together as ‘Dynasty 00’ (van den Brink 1992a: vi and n. 1), recognising their royal status but
emphasising their place in prehistory. The term is perhaps rather contrived, and has not won general



acceptance. None the less, the place of these late Predynastic anonymous rulers at the head of the later
dynastic tradition should be acknowledged.

History begins with the advent of written records, in Egypt’s case the bone labels from Abydos tomb U-j.
Despite the number of inscribed labels from the tomb, the name of the owner himself is not certain.
Several pottery vessels from U-j were inscribed in ink with the figure of a scorpion (Dreyer 1992b: pl. 4),
and this has been interpreted as the owner’s name, not to be confused with the later King ‘Scorpion” who
commissioned the ceremonial macehead found at Hierakonpolis (Dreyer 1992b: 297 and n. 6, 1993a: 35
and n. 4). Other vessels from tomb U-j bear short ink inscriptions consisting of a combination of two signs
(Dreyer 1995b: 53, fig. 3.a-d). Some of the inscriptions have one sign in common, interpreted by the
excavator as a stylised tree, perhaps indicating ‘estate’. It has been suggested that the accompanying sign
in each case is a royal name, giving the sense ‘estate of King X’ (Dreyer 1992b: 297, 1993a: 35, 1995b: 52
and 54). This hypothesis is based upon later parallels which may not be appropriate to the Nagada II1
period, and the identification of a large number of new royal names on vessels from a single tomb may be
questioned. However, many scholars accept the hypothesis, even if the existence of late Predynastic kings
called ‘Fish” and ‘Red Sea shell’ seems somewhat unlikely.
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‘Dynasty 0’

Subsequent kings of the Thinite royal family were interred in the same ancestral burial ground, those rulers
prior to Djer being buried in the section known to modern scholars as Cemetery B. The name of at least
one pre-First Dynasty king is known, whilst inscriptions on vessels and on rocks in the eastern and western
deserts attest the existence of further named kings before the reign of Narmer (Figure 2.3). Other
inscriptions which may or may not be kings’ names have also come into the discussion. It is these rulers
that collectively constitute ‘Dynasty 0°. The term has caused some confusion, and it is rather unhelpful as
the word ‘Dynasty’ suggests a single ruling line, moreover one which exercised control over the whole of
Egypt. The various names undoubtedly represent rulers of various polities from different regions of the
country, and it is practically impossible to establish which king was the first to rule over the whole of
Egypt. However misleading it may be, the term ‘Dynasty 0’ has nevertheless come into general use and is
unlikely to be discarded. A preferable and more neutral term might be ‘late Predynastic kings’.

! L
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Figure 2.3 Kings before the First Dynasty. Royal names of four late Predynastic rulers, incised on pottery
vessels to indicate royal ownership of the contents: (1) serekh of ‘Scorpion’ (after Kaiser and Dreyer



1982:263, fig. 14.34); (2) serekh of ‘Ka’ (after Kaiser and Dreyer 1982:263, fig. 14.23); (3) serekh of
unidentified King A (after van den Brink 1996: pl. 30.a); (4) serekh of unidentified King B (after
Wilkinson 1995:206, fig. 1.b). Names not to same scale.

Page 54

Several tall storage vessels from Tura and el-Beda (at the western end of the north Sinai coastal route) are
incised with the motif of a serekh surmounted by two falcons (Junker 1912:47, fig. 57.5; Clédat 1914; van
den Brink 1996: table 1 nos 5-6, pl. 25.a). Some scholars have suggested that this represents the name of a
particular late Predynastic ruler, perhaps based in Lower Egypt (von der Way 1993:101). It could equally
be a mark designating royal ownership without specifying the ruler in question.

The more famous of the two rock-cut inscriptions at Gebel Sheikh Suleiman in Lower Nubia shows an
early serekh presiding over a scene which apparently records a punitive Egyptian raid into the Second
Cataract region at the end of the Predynastic period. Once erroneously dated to the reign of Djer, the
inscription has now been shown conclusively to date to the period of state formation (Murnane 1987; cf.
Shaw and Nicholson 1995:86). The serekh is empty and therefore anonymous, but we may hazard a guess
that the ruler who ordered the inscription to be cut was an Upper Egyptian king, perhaps based at
Hierakonpolis. The Gebel Sheikh Suleiman inscription proves that Egyptian military involvement in Lower
Nubia—probably aimed at maintaining Egyptian access to sub-Saharan trade routes—began before the
start of the First Dynasty. The process of Egyptian expansionism which led to the collapse of the Qustul
kingdom and the disappearance of the indigenous A-Group culture may therefore have lasted several
generations (cf. Williams 1986:171).

Although the rulers buried at Qustul in Cemetery L adopted royal iconography, they do not seem to have
recorded their names in recognisable form. An incised inscription on a pottery vessel from tomb L2 has
been interpreted by the excavator as the name of an otherwise unattested Lower Nubian king, *Pe-Hor
(Williams 1986:149). However, once again, the inscription may not be a name at all, but rather a general
mark of royal ownership.

Two pottery vessels from the Early Dynastic cemetery at Tura (Junker 1912:47, fig. 57.3—4; van den
Brink 1996: table 1 nos 7-8, pl. 25.b and d) are inscribed with a serekh which has been read as *Ny-Hor
(Kaiser and Dreyer 1982:264-8) but which may simply be a cursive rendering of the name of Narmer
(Fischer 1963:44-7), since abbreviated writings of this king’s name are common (cf. Kaiser and Dreyer
1982: fig. 14.38). The same may be true of the serekh from Tarkhan (Petrie 1914: pls VI and XX.I; van
den Brink 1996: table 1 no. 9, pl. 26.a), read by some scholars as *Hat-Hor (Kaiser and Dreyer 1982).
However, in both cases, the vessels themselves suggest a date somewhat earlier than the reign of Narmer
(van den Brink 1996), and the possibility that they record the names of earlier rulers cannot be excluded.
The name written in ink on a vessel from tomb 412 at Tarkhan (Petrie ef al. 1913: pl. XXXI.71) is unlikely
to be royal (contra von der Way 1993:100-1), as it is not written within a serekh. More probably the tomb
owner was a member of the local or regional élite.
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The owner of Abydos tomb B0/1/2

Many sherds and complete vessels from tomb B1/2 and the adjacent pit BO at Abydos are inscribed with a
device consisting of a falcon perching on a mouth-sign. This has been read as the name of a king and the
presumed owner of the tomb, *Iry-Hor (Kaiser and Dreyer 1982:212; cf. Petrie 1902:4). There are
problems with such an interpretation (Wilkinson 1993b; O’Brien 1996:131-2), not least the fact that the
‘name’ is never found in a serekh, despite this device already having been in use for royal names prior to
the construction of tomb B0/1/2 (von der Way 1993:99, seeks to counteract this argument by citing the
pot mark from Qustul Cemetery L discussed above). None the less, the existence of a King *Iry-Hor has
gained wide acceptance (for example, van den Brink 1996). Whilst it is possible that the tomb belonged to
a contemporary of Narmer’s (Wilkinson 1993b), the recent re-excavation of chambers B1 and B2 and the



discovery of an adjoining pit BO (Dreyer et al. 1996) make it more likely that the whole complex belongs
in the sequence of royal burials stretching back from the First Dynasty tombs in Abydos Cemetery B to
their Predynastic forerunners in the adjacent Cemetery U. Moreover, the twin chambers closely resemble
the tombs of kings ‘Ka’ and Narmer, and the location of B0/1/2—if not the pottery—also suggests that the
owner of the complex should be placed immediately before ‘Ka’ in the order of succession (Hendrickx,
personal communication, contra Kaiser 1990:289, fig. 1, who seems to place *Iry-Hor rather earlier, to
account for the lack of a serekh).

King A

In contrast with some or all of the above cases, two royal names from the late Predynastic period almost
certainly refer to particular kings. Because neither can be read as yet, they are designated here as King A
and King B. The first is attested on a vessel from the eastern Delta. The inscription consists of a serekh,
surmounted by a falcon, with three hd signs/maces in its upper part (Fischer 1963:44, fig. 1, pl. Vl.a and ¢;
van den Brink 1996: pl. 30.a). Although the signs may be a writing of a royal name, it should be noted that
maces and serekhs occur together on several other vessels dating to the threshold of the First Dynasty
(van den Brink 1996: pls 26.a, 28, 30.b-c). Hence, the three maces on the eastern Delta jar may simply
represent general symbols of royal authority, and the inscription as a whole could be ‘an extended version
of an anonymous serekh’ (Hendrickx, personal communication). Two similar serekhs are attested on
vessels from Tura (Junker 1912:46 and 47, fig. 57.1 and 2), though both lack the Horus falcon. Moreover,

in both cases the hd signs/maces occur in the lower part of the frame, replacing the more usual
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vertical strokes by which the palace facade is indicated, and three circles are shown beneath the serekh
(van den Brink 1996: table 1 nos 18—19). Because of these differences, the Tura serekhs may not
represent the ruler whose mark appears on the jar from the eastern Delta. If, on the other hand, the three
inscriptions do signify one and the same king, the fact that he is unattested outside Lower Egypt may be
significant (van den Brink 1996:147), but it would be dangerous to reconstruct the extent of a ruler’s
authority on the basis of a few pot marks.

King B

Two rock-cut inscriptions in the western desert behind Armant show another royal name (Wilkinson
1996a). The epigraphy of the inscriptions, particularly the rendering of the falcon atop the serekh,
confirms that the king in question reigned at the very end of the Predynastic period (‘Dynasty 0°, c. 3100
BC). Because of difficulties in deciphering early Egyptian script, a plausible reading of the name has not
yet been proposed. Given the southerly location of the inscriptions, it is possible that the king was a
member of the royal family of Hierakonpolis, which seems to have maintained control over the
southernmost part of Upper Egypt until the threshold of the First Dynasty. The extent of King B’s
authority cannot be ascertained, but he was clearly in a position to mount expeditions into the western
desert. The inscriptions highlight the extent of Egyptian interest in the peripheral areas prior to the First
Dynasty. The serekh of King B may occur again, but without the falcon, on a rock-cut inscription in the
eastern desert (Winkler 1938,1:10 and 31). The site lies on the ancient Qena to Quseir route to the Red
Sea coast, in an area visited regularly by Egyptian expeditions in late Predynastic and Early Dynastic
times.

‘Scorpion’ and/or ‘Crocodile’

One of the most striking royal monuments from the period immediately preceding the First Dynasty is the
Scorpion macehead from Hierakonpolis. Despite the objection of some scholars (for example, Malek
1986:29), the scorpion sign almost certainly records the name of the king, since it has been convincingly
demonstrated that the rosette/palmette sign above the scorpion signified the ruler (H.S.Smith 1992:244).
In view of the close stylistic similarities between the Scorpion macehead and the monuments of Narmer,



the two kings were probably near contemporaries (Kaiser 1990:289, fig. 1). However, since no evidence
of Scorpion has been found at Abydos—but note that the four-chambered tomb B50, devoid of any
inscriptions, has been suggested as a possible burial place for Scorpion (Dreyer 1990:71)—he may not fit
into the Thinite dynastic sequence at
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all. Instead, he may have belonged to the royal house of Hierakonpolis (Trigger et al. 1983:46), as
suggested by the place he chose to dedicate his ceremonial macehead. In this case, he may have been at
least partly contemporary with Narmer. The serekh of ‘Scorpion’ may occur on a wine jar from Minshat
Abu Omar (Wildung 1981:37, fig. 33; van den Brink 1996: pl. 28), although this inscription has also been
read as the name of Aha (Wildung 1981:35) Two serekhs written in ink on pottery vessels from Tarkhan
(Petrie et al. 1913: pl. LX; Petrie 1914: pl. XL) have been read as ‘Scorpion’ (Kaplony 1963, II: 1090),
although in the absence of any further comparable inscriptions a definitive reading remains impossible for
the present.

A recent hypothesis assigns the Tarkhan inscriptions to another proposed king of ‘Dynasty 0’, the Horus
‘Crocodile (Dreyer 1992a). This reading is based upon new infra-red photographs of the inscriptions and
their comparison with a seal-impression from a third tomb at Tarkhan, dated to the reign of Narmer. The
sealing, which may have belonged to a governor of the Tarkhan region, shows a series of crocodiles above
coils which probably represent water. On the basis of the inscribed vessels themselves and the form of the
serekhs, the Horus ‘Crocodile’ is identified as a usurper or alternatively a king reigning concurrently with
the main Thinite royal family, early in the reign of ‘Ka’. Following this interpretation, the Minshat Abu
Omar serekh mentioned above has now been attributed to ‘Horus (Crocodile) the Subduer’ (van den
Brink 1996:147). The proposed new reading of the three inscriptions and the existence of a King
‘Crocodile’ is not universally accepted. By contrast, the Scorpion macehead remains a powerful piece of
evidence for the existence of a late Predynastic king of this name.

SKa ’

The horizontal stratigraphy of the royal burials at Abydos and the ceramic evidence—the types of pottery
associated with the early royal names — make it fairly certain that Narmer was immediately preceded (as
ruler of This, and perhaps as king of all Egypt) by the king whose Horus name shows a pair of arms, the
hieroglyph later read as £3. King ‘Ka’, as he is generally known (but note Kaplony 1958), was buried in
the double tomb B7/9, situated between the graves of his Predynastic forebears in Cemetery U and the
tombs of his successors, the kings of the First Dynasty (Petrie 1901: pl. LIX). (The theory that the serekhs
of ‘Ka’ from tomb B7/9 refer to the ka(-tomb) of Narmer [Baumgartel 1975:31; repeated by O’Brien
1996:132] would seem to be invalidated by the occurrences of the same serekh at sites other than
Abydos.) Clay sealings from tomb B7/9 confirm its attribution (Petrie 1901: pls 1.1 and XIII.89). ‘Ka’ is
the best attested king before Narmer, his name having been found at sites from Tell
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Ibrahim Awad in the north-eastern Delta (van den Brink 1992b: 53, n. 14) to Abydos in Upper Egypt. Two
jars incised with the serekh of ‘Ka’ were found in graves at Helwan (Saad 1947:111 and 112, figs 11-12),
apparently indicating that the city of Memphis—which the Helwan necropolis served—was already in
existence before the reign of Narmer. This is despite later tradition that Menes founded Egypt’s new
capital at the beginning of the First Dynasty. The serekh of ‘Ka’ also occurs on a cylinder vessel from
Tarkhan (Petrie ef al. 1913: pl. LXI). Here, and in the numerous inscriptions from the king’s tomb at
Abydos (Petrie 1902:3, pls I-III), the accompanying signs refer to revenue received by the royal treasury.
They illustrate the functioning of the centralised economy before the beginning of the First Dynasty, and
they confirm that, from earliest times, tax collection was organised separately for Upper and Lower Egypt.

A NATION IS BORN



From the beginning of the First Dynasty, the Nile valley and Delta, from Elephantine to the Mediterranean
coast, was under the control of a single government, presided over by a king from the Thinite royal family.
Although the First Dynasty kings chose to be buried in their ancestral royal necropolis at Abydos, for at
least part of the year they probably resided at and governed from a new capital city, located strategically
at the junction of Upper and Lower Egypt, ‘the balance of the two lands’. The foundation of Memphis as
the national administrative centre really represents the culmination of the unification process. The earliest
¢lite tomb at North Saqqara dates to the reign of Aha (c. 2950 BC), but burial activity at Helwan—which
served as the capital’s second cemetery—began at least as early as the reign of ‘Ka’ (cf. Saad 1947:111
and 112, figs 11-12). It was ‘Ka’s’ successor and Aha’s predecessor, Narmer (probably the historical
Menes), who became associated in later tradition with the foundation of Memphis, and he may have been
the first king to establish his residence in the city.

Once the prize of national unity had been won, Egypt’s early kings set about establishing mechanisms of
rule that would maintain and bolster that unity, guaranteeing their own privileged position at the same
time. The ideology of divine kingship, elements of which had been developed by Upper Egyptian rulers in
Predynastic times, was promulgated vigorously through iconography, architecture, ritual and royal
activities. The king was presented as the binding force of national unity and as the champion of Egypt and
its people against the forces of chaos, embodied in Egypt’s neighbours. Official xenophobia, nationalism
and a strong sense of Egyptian identity were deliberately fostered by the early state as part
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of its propaganda of rule. In essence, the concept of the nation state, so dominant in world politics today,
was the invention of Egypt’s early rulers. The means they employed to promote this concept and the
character of the state they moulded form the subjects of Parts II and III.
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CHAPTER THREE
HISTORICAL OUTLINE

THE EARLY DYNASTIC PERIOD: TERMINOLOGY AND DEFINITION

Ancient Egyptian civilisation—as defined by the use of monumental hieroglyphics and the institution of
divine kingship—endured over a period of some three millenniums. With such a long stretch of time to
study, Egyptologists have found it necessary to divide Egyptian history into broader periods. These tend to
follow the known pattern of internal political developments, corresponding to eras of unified government
and the intervening periods of political fragmentation. The time-span that concerns us here is the first such
period, standing at the beginning of the Egyptian historical sequence. The formative phase of Egyptian
civilisation is sometimes referred to as the ‘Archaic’ period (Emery 1961). However, the term ‘archaic’
implies a value-judgement based upon hindsight. Moreover, it seems an unfair label to apply to the
dynamic and sophisticated early culture of the Nile valley, and its use is waning amongst Egyptologists
who study the period (for example, Spencer 1993). Hence, the more neutral and descriptive term, ‘Early
Dynastic’, is preferred here.

For convenience, Egyptologists have adopted the finer division of Egyptian history into dynasties drawn
up by the third-century BC historian, Manetho. Although based upon the ancient sources available to
Manetho at the time, in most cases the dynasties are not divisions which would have been recognised by
the ancient Egyptians themselves. The composition and demarcation of Manetho’s dynasties have been
continually modified as scholarly understanding of Egyptian history has improved.

The pyramids of the Memphite necropolis have struck Egyptologists, both ancient and modern, as the
most characteristic, and awesome, ancient Egyptian monuments. The construction of the first pyramid,
under King Netjerikhet/Djoser of the Third Dynasty, has therefore been regarded as a major turning point
in Egyptian history. For this reason, the Third Dynasty is often assigned to the Pyramid Age, more usually



termed the Old Kingdom (for example, Trigger et al. 1983; Malek 1986:124; Kemp 1989:14). This view of
the past—whereby the pyramids were seen as the beginning of the first major flowering of Egyptian
civilisation—relegated Manetho’s first two dynasties to a dimly known and poorly studied position at the
beginning of the dynastic age. Dramatic advances in our understanding of early Egypt have taken place in
the last half-century. No longer
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is the formative phase of Egyptian civilisation a half-understood ‘dark age’. Important though they are,
the royal mortuary complexes (including the pyramids) no longer constitute the sole landmark or index of
achievement from third millennium BC Egypt. Our appreciation of Egyptian culture in a broader sense
continues to deepen and, as it does so, the similarities between the Third Dynasty and the preceding
period become increasingly apparent. Despite the innovation of pyramid-building, Egyptian civilisation of
the Third Dynasty shares more in common with the First and Second Dynasties than with the Fourth, Fifth
and Sixth, the age of true pyramids. For this reason, a number of recent studies have placed the Third
Dynasty in the Early Dynastic period, beginning the Old Kingdom with the Fourth Dynasty (for example,
Quirke and Spencer 1992:33 and 36; cf. Shaw and Nicholson 1995:89). Although a scholarly convenience
with little ancient relevance, this view seems to accord much better with the evidence for early Egyptian
civilisation, and is adopted here.

Although, for our purposes, the end of the Early Dynastic period is fixed at the accession of King
Sneferu—the first king of the Fourth Dynasty—the precise beginning of the period is, and is likely to
remain, impossible to define. As we have seen, we now know of several kings who lived and reigned
before the beginning of Manetho’s First Dynasty. A new chronological term had to be found to describe
these rulers, and logic dictated ‘Dynasty 0°. Although this is a rather unsatisfactory term on many
accounts, it has been widely adopted. It is fairly certain that at least some of the rulers assigned to
‘Dynasty 0’ exercised only regional power. Although a few of the kings at the end of the sequence—and
therefore on the threshold of the First Dynasty—may have ruled over much or all of Egypt, it is as yet
impossible to pin-point the exact moment at which the country was first unified politically under a single
king. For this historical outline, the beginning of the First Dynasty, and more specifically the reign of
Narmer, will be taken as a starting-point.

SOURCES

The source material for the history of the Early Dynastic period is diverse and often fragmentary, but with
care it can be pieced together to provide a reliable picture of the first three dynasties. Sources can be
divided into two broad categories, contemporary records and later accounts, each carrying its own
inherent biases and problems. An understanding of the context in which particular inscriptions were
produced is necessary before they can be used as historical sources.
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Contemporary records

Obviously, contemporary records are more reliable as they present firsthand information about the
activities of Egypt’s early rulers. As we shall see in Chapter 6, contemporary sources such as year labels
are by no means objective. They recorded only those events which the court considered significant and
which presented the institution of kingship in the best light. None the less, they can be used, with care, to
illuminate the time in which they were made. The same is true of royal monuments, comprising ceremonial
palettes, maceheads, inscribed slabs, stelae and stone architectural elements from royal buildings. These
present the iconography of early kingship, but in doing so may yield historical information, for example by
recording the king’s (inevitable) victory over his enemies in a military campaign. A number of rock-cut
inscriptions from the eastern and western deserts and the Sinai provide valuable information about the
extent of Early Dynastic activity in Egypt’s peripheral regions, and the ability of the court to organise
expeditions outside the Nile valley. Perhaps the most abundant inscriptions from the first three dynasties



are the numerous seal-impressions from tombs and settlements. These are the main source for analysing
the structure and functioning of the Early Dynastic administration, and the context of particular
seal-impressions may afford important historical information, such as the order of succession. Here, two
recent discoveries have made a significant impact. Excavations in the royal cemetery at Abydos have
revealed impressions from the necropolis seals of Den and Qaa (Figure 3.1). The former lists in
chronological order the kings of the First Dynasty from Narmer to Den, with the addition of the queen
mother (and probable regent during Den’s minority), Merneith. Qaa’s seal lists all eight kings of the First
Dynasty, confirming the order established by scholars from other, more fragmentary, sources. Finally, a
large number of artefacts bearing royal inscriptions can be useful in filling in some of the gaps in our
historical knowledge. In particular, the stone vessels amassed by Netjerikhet to furnish his Step Pyramid
complex (Lacau and Lauer 1959) include many examples from earlier reigns, and these have proved
invaluable in establishing the internal history of the Second Dynasty. Moreover, inscribed stone vessels
provide the only evidence for a few ephemeral rulers. During the First Dynasty especially, large pottery
vessels were often inscribed with the name of the king, sometimes accompanied by a short inscription
detailing the contents.

Later accounts

Accounts of the first three dynasties written in later periods have clearly been filtered through a number of
generations, and must therefore be treated with caution. In general, the later the account, the more prone
it
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Figure 3.1 Rulers of the First Dynasty: contemporary lists. Reconstructed impressions from necropolis
seals: (1) the seal of Den (after Dreyer 1987:36, fig. 3); (2) the seal of Qaa (after Dreyer ef al. 1996:72,
fig. 26).



will be to distortion. The various king lists of the New Kingdom (Redford 1986) offer a starting-point for
reconstructing the Early Dynastic order of succession but, with the exception of the Turin Canon, they
only record the kings who were viewed as legitimate in the eyes of the New Kingdom pharaohs. The Turin
Canon (Gardiner 1959) does seem to have aimed at historical accuracy, and must have drawn upon
temple archives for much of its information, but it remains doubtful whether the reign lengths given for
kings who lived more than a millennium before the document was compiled can be treated as reliable.
Even less reliable is the historical information gleaned by Herodotus in the fifth century BC—although
some details have subsequently been corroborated by archaeological excavation — and that by Manetho a
century-and-a-half later, the latter preserved
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only fragmentarily in the works of later writers. The accounts of Herodotus and Manetho were written at
least two-and-a-half thousand years after the Early Dynastic events themselves. At such a distance,
accuracy cannot be expected. As with all ‘history’, the material presented reflects the concerns of the
chronicler’s own period. Manetho’s division of Egypt’s rulers into dynasties has been adopted by
Egyptologists and does seem partially to reflect historical circumstances. However, the royal names given
by Manetho have proved notoriously difficult to equate with the names recorded in the Early Dynastic
sources themselves; moreover, some of the more fantastic details about individual kings appear to stem
from the realm of myth and cannot be taken as historically accurate. For these reasons, in the historical
outline which follows, details provided by Manetho and Herodotus have been deemed too unreliable for
inclusion (contra Emery 1961). The emphasis has been placed upon contemporary Early Dynastic sources,
with one notable addition. The later source which has been used is not without its problems, but is
generally accepted by scholars to present an accurate, if partial, view of Early Dynastic history. This is the
Palermo Stone and its associated fragments which together comprise the royal annals.

The Palermo Stone is the name given to the main fragment of an annals stone which records the reigns of
the kings of Egypt from before the First Dynasty to the Fifth Dynasty (Schéifer 1902; Helck 1982). The
original stone, a large basalt slab, must have been considerably larger than the portion preserved in the
Palermo Museum, and various attempts have been made to reconstruct its original dimensions and
appearance (Daressy 1916; Borchardt 1917; Ricci 1917; Kaiser 1961a; Helck 1974; O’Mara 1979; Barta
1981). A second substantial, but heavily abraded piece from the same stone or a close copy is displayed in
the Egyptian Museum in Cairo and is known as the Cairo fragment (Gauthier 1914; and see Figure 3.2).
Several smaller fragments in Cairo and London fill in small gaps (Gauthier 1914; de Cénival 1965),
although the authenticity of at least one of these fragments is questionable (O’Mara 1979). There is still
some debate about the age of the Palermo Stone and the Cairo fragment. The entries on the Palermo Stone
end in the Fifth Dynasty, and an Old Kingdom date has been proposed for the monument. However, it is
also possible that the stone represents a later copy of an Old Kingdom original. Clearly, the later the
monument, the greater the potential for inaccuracies, copying mistakes and invention. What makes the
Palermo Stone and Cairo fragment so important are the registers which record the reigns of Early Dynastic
kings. Each reign is divided into compartments, with one compartment for each year. Each year is
identified by one or more significant events, recorded in very abbreviated form. Many of these
eponymous events are concerned with the festivals and rituals of kingship, shedding light on the nature of
that institution in the Early Dynastic period but providing very little information
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Figure 3.2 Royal annals. The Cairo fragment (new collation from the original).

for the writing of ‘history’. Indeed, given the practicalities of administration, it seems very likely that each
year of a king’s reign would have had to be ‘named’ in advance. The events chosen would, therefore,
necessarily have been of a predictable nature, such as pre-planned royal visits, recurrent festivals and the
dedication of cult statues. From the middle of the First Dynasty, the compartments on the Palermo Stone
also record the height of the annual inundation in palms and cubits. If accurate, these records are an
invaluable source for climatic and ecological fluctuations over a period of some five-hundred years (Bell
1970). The topmost register of both fragments records, in more abbreviated form, a line of kings
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who ruled before the beginning of the First Dynasty. It is impossible to say whether this reflects the
historical reality of late Predynastic Egypt, or is simply an articulation of the later tradition of mythical
rulers before Menes. The fact that some of the kings are shown wearing the double crown led to early
speculation about the possible political unification of Egypt before the beginning of the First Dynasty,
speculation which recent excavations have confirmed as having some foundation. Much of the historical
value of the annals lies in their presumed original completeness, and many scholars have attempted
reconstructions in order to establish both the Early Dynastic order of succession and the reign lengths of
the early kings. None of the reconstructions to date can be treated as anything other than informed
guesswork, and all assume that the annals began with the reign of Aha—a supposition which may be
erroneous, in the light of the recent discovery of a year label of Aha’s predecessor, Narmer (Giddy
1996:30). We may have to admit that a totally convincing reconstruction of the royal annals is not
achievable, unless further fragments of the same or similar stones come to light. None the less, the
individual records contained in the surviving portions can yield significant information about the first three



dynasties. Just as important, they tell us something about the Egyptians’ own sense of history (O’Mara
1996).

THE FIRST DYNASTY

Ironically, it is the First Dynasty, the remotest sequence of kings in the Early Dynastic period, that is the
best understood, in terms of the number of rulers and the order of their succession. The Abydos king list
and Manetho agree in recording eight kings for the First Dynasty, and this number is confirmed by the
recently discovered necropolis sealing of Qaa. Indeed, this sealing provides the best contemporary
evidence for the historical accuracy of Manetho’s First Dynasty. The original identification of Merneith as
a king, rather than a queen regent (Petrie 1900:5, chart opposite p. 1), caused some confusion, leading to
Narmer’s exclusion from the dynasty and a focus on Aha as the first king. There is no doubt that Aha’s
reign was marked by important innovations; none the less, first place in the sequence of eight kings
properly belongs to Narmer (Lauer 1966:169—70; Shaw and Nicholson 1995:18 and 89; contra Baines
1995:131), and the Den and Qaa necropolis sealings confirm that this was the belief of subsequent
generations of Egyptians as well. The difficulties in correlating the names recorded in later king lists
(usually the nbty names) with those attested on the monuments (usually the Horus names) have confused
what should be a relatively straightforward picture. The debate about the true identity of Menes—first
king of the First Dynasty according to the Abydos list and Manetho—has also muddied the waters (Emery
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1961:32—7). Those scholars who identify Menes with Aha posit the existence of an ephemeral King
Athothis between Aha and Djer (Dreyer 1987:39) in order to make up the required eight rulers for the
dynasty as a whole, although no such ruler is attested on contemporary monuments or inscriptions. (The
possible royal tomb at Abydos comprising the pit B40 with or without the adjacent tomb B50 has been
attributed to ‘Athothis’ on the basis of its location and design [Dreyer 1990:67-71], although there are no
inscriptions to support this view, and the necropolis sealing of Qaa would seem to argue against the
existence of an extra king between Aha and Djer.) Despite such difficulties, something of a consensus has
been reached about the composition of the First Dynasty, greatly assisted by new discoveries, especially in
the royal cemetery at Abydos. The duration of the First Dynasty cannot be estimated with any precision,
since accurate historical records are, for the most part, absent from this early period. Estimates depend to
a large extent on hypothetical reconstructions of the Palermo Stone and its associated fragments, together
with a notional figure of twenty-five to thirty years for a generation. Various scholars have proposed
figures ranging from two hundred to two-hundred-and-forty years for the eight kings of the First Dynasty
(Lauer 1966:184, especially n. 5), but such guesses are unlikely to be improved upon without new, more
precise, historical evidence.

Narmer

Some time around 3000 BC the king whom we know as Narmer acceded to the throne of Egypt. The
contemporary writings of his name—usually abbreviated to a single sign, the catfish (which had the

phonetic value n r in later periods)—make it rather unlikely that his name was read as ‘Narmer’; however,
this name is universally used and will no doubt remain so until an acceptable alternative reading is
proposed. According to Manetho, the First and Second Dynasty kings originated from Thinis (or This), the
capital of the Abydos region, thought to lie near—or indeed under—the modern town of Girga. The
presence of First and late Second Dynasty royal tombs at Abydos seems to confirm Manetho’s account,
since Abydos was the principal necropolis of the Thinite region. Whether or not Narmer had a royal
residence at This, he clearly felt strong enough ties to the region and to his Predynastic forebears to
maintain the tradition of being buried in the ancient ancestral necropolis. If Narmer is to be associated
with the historical and/or legendary figure of Menes (Lloyd 1988:10), he may have been the first King of
Egypt to reside at Memphis. Herodotus recounts how Menes diverted the course of the Nile to found his
new capital. However, it is noteworthy that, to date, no monument of Narmer has been found at Saqqara,
the élite necropolis serving Memphis.
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One of the most heated and protracted debates in Egyptology has raged over the identification of Menes:
Narmer, Aha, a conflation of the two, or a mythical figure representing several rulers involved in the
process of state formation? Dependent upon this argument is also the proper placement of Narmer: at the
end of so-called ‘Dynasty 0’ or at the beginning of the First Dynasty? Although there is perhaps stronger
evidence for the latter view (and for the identification of Menes as Narmer), the entire debate is actually
rather anachronistic, since the dynasties were not invented until some two-and-a-half-thousand years after
Narmer’s lifetime. Nor did the Egyptians have the same sense of history as ourselves. What is of
significance is the position held by Narmer in the eyes of his immediate successors, the kings of the First
Dynasty. For at least two of them, Den and Qaa, Narmer seems to have been regarded as a founder figure,
at least in the context of the royal burial ground at Abydos. In this context, it may also be significant that
the earliest inscribed stone vessel from the hoard of thousands buried under the Step Pyramid at Saqqara
dates from the reign of Narmer (Lacau and Lauer 1959:9, pl. 1 no. 1). It has been suggested that the
inscribed ‘heirlooms’ collected together by Netjerikhet to furnish his burial may have represented an
attempt to harness the authority and legitimacy of the king’s predecessors (F.D.Friedman 1995:10).

It is tempting to interpret the significance of Narmer’s reign in the light of his most famous monument, the
ceremonial palette from the ‘Main Deposit’ at Hierakonpolis (Quibell 1898a: pls XII-XIII, 1900: pl.
XXIX; Petrie 1953: pls J-K; Kemp 1989:42, fig. 12). The scenes carved on this object are probably the
best-known and most intensively studied from early Egypt. Whilst the symbolism of the scenes is
clear—they convey Narmer’s triumph and dominion over both Upper and Lower Egypt, particularly the
latter—the occasion for which they were carved will never be known. A straightforward historical
interpretation of the monument is now generally considered to be unsophisticated and old-fashioned.
Instead, it is argued, the palette may commemorate the ritual re-enactment of an earlier military victory
(the ‘Unification of the Two Lands’ was an integral component of early coronation rituals), or may belong
entirely within the realm of myth and symbol, conveying the omnipotence of the king without alluding to
any specific historical incident. However, a partially preserved year label of Narmer, found during the
recent German excavations on the Umm el-Qaab, may offer support for the older, historical interpretation
of the Narmer palette. The label apparently records the same event as the palette: it shows the catfish of
the king’s name smiting a bearded captive, identified by the papyrus plant on his head as an inhabitant
(and leader?) of Lower Egypt.

Another important monument of Narmer’s reign is the decorated macehead, also from the Hierakonpolis
‘Main Deposit’. Like the palette, the
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macehead has been variously interpreted. An earlier generation of scholars believed it to commemorate
Narmer’s wedding to a northern princess. However, the (female?) figure in a carrying-chair shown before
the enthroned king may represent a deity, and given the likely southern origin of Queen Neith-hotep there
is no corroborative evidence that Narmer sealed the political unification of Egypt by marrying a northern
heiress. None the less, a Lower Egyptian setting for whatever ceremony is depicted seems to be confirmed
by the depiction of a shrine with a pitched roof, surmounted by a heron: this was the shrine of Djebaut, a
district of Buto in the north-western Delta. A complicating factor is the wavy-walled enclosure shown
beneath this shrine, which has been compared with the ceremonial centre recently excavated at
Hierakonpolis (R.Friedman 1996:33).

Compared to his known predecessors, Narmer is much more widely attested in archaeological contexts.
His name has been found on sherds as far afield as Tel Erani (Ward 1969:216, fig. 2), Tell Arad (Amiran
1974,1976) and Nahal Tillah in Israel’s northern Negev (Levy ef al. 1995). Similar sherds have been
excavated in the north-eastern Nile Delta (for example, van den Brink 1992b: 52, fig. 8.3; in preparation),
suggesting active trade between Egypt and southern Palestine in Narmer’s reign. It has been suggested
that the Narmer Palette records a military campaign against Palestine (Yadin 1955; Weill 1961:20),
although this interpretation is disputed (Ward 1969). More convincing evidence for direct contact



between Egyptians and Asiatics during the reign of Narmer is provided by a fragment of inscribed ivory
from Narmer’s tomb (B17) at Abydos. It shows a bearded man of Asiatic appearance in a stooping
posture, perhaps paying homage to the Egyptian king (Petrie 1901: pl. IV.4-5). In the Delta, a complete
vessel bearing Narmer’s serekh was found in a grave at Minshat Abu Omar (Kroeper 1988: fig. 141) and a
sherd incised with a damaged serekh which may be the name of Narmer was excavated at Buto (von der
Way 1989:293, fig. 11.7). Further objects bearing the name of Narmer have come to light at Zawiyet
el-Aryan (Kaplony 1963,1:65-6; II: nn. 252-3, 255; III: pl. 120, no. 721; Dunham 1978:26, pl. XVIa),
Tura (Junker 1912:47, fig. 57.3—4; Fischer 1963:46, fig. 3c-d, 47) and Helwan (Saad 1947:165, fig. 13a) in
the Memphite region; Tarkhan, near the entrance to the Fayum (Petrie et al. 1913: pl. LXI; Petrie 1914:
pls VI, XX.1, XXXVIII; Fischer 1963:44 and 45, fig. 2; Kaplony 1964: figs 1061-2); and Abydos (Petrie
1900:5, pl. IV.2; 1901: pls 11.3, 4, 6, 7, X.1, XI11.91-3, LI1.359), Nagada (Spencer 1980:64, pls 47, 52
[Cat. 454]) and Hierakonpolis (Quibell 1900: pl. XV.7=Kaplony 1963, III: pl. 5, fig. 5; Garstang 1907: pl.
II1.1=B. Adams 1995:123—4) in Upper Egypt. Finally, there is a rock-cut inscription comprising the serekh
of Narmer and a second, empty serekh at Site 18 in the Wadi Qash, half-way between the Nile valley and
the Red Sea coast in the eastern desert (Winkler 1938:
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10, pl. XL.1). Activity in Egypt’s desert border regions is attested from Predynastic times, and the
attractions of the eastern desert (principally its stone and mineral resources) clearly encouraged state-
sponsored expeditions from the beginning of the First Dynasty.

Aha

There is little doubt that Narmer was succeeded by a king whose name is rendered as Hor-Aha, or more
simply as Aha (‘the fighter’). One of the most impressive monuments from the early First Dynasty was the
royal tomb at Naqada (de Morgan 1897), now sadly lost through erosion. Identified originally as the tomb
of Menes, it is now generally acknowledged to have been the burial place of a senior female member of
the First Dynasty royal family named Neith-hotep (see de Morgan 1897:167, figs 550-5; Spencer 1980:63,
pls 46 and 51 [Cats. 449, 450]; 1993:61, fig. 41). The occurrence of several labels and sealings of Aha in
the tomb probably indicates that the occupant died during the king’s lifetime, and that he oversaw the
burial. In this case, Neith-hotep is most plausibly identified as the mother of Aha. The location chosen for
her tomb may indicate her provincial origins. Nagada is known to have been a major centre of political
and economic influence in the Predynastic period, and it is not unlikely that Narmer—a member of the
Thinite royal family — would have taken as his wife a member (perhaps the heiress?) of the ancient
Nagada ruling family, to cement an important political alliance between two of the key centres of Upper
Egyptian authority.

Aha seems to have made a decisive choice in favour of Memphis as the principal centre of government:
the earliest ¢lite mastaba tomb on the escarpment at North Sagqara—overlooking the site of ancient
Memphis—dates to his reign (Emery 1939), and belonged to a senior figure in the national administration,
perhaps a brother or other male relative of the king’s. Aha himself maintained the tradition of his
forebears, and was buried in the ancestral necropolis at Abydos (Petrie 1901). One of the accompanying
subsidiary burials yielded objects bearing the name Benerib (Petrie 1901: pls II1.1, IIIA.13; Spencer
1993:79, fig. 57)—literally ‘sweet of heart’—and this may have been the name of Aha’s wife. The design
of the king’s mortuary complex shows important new features; taken together with the Nagada and North
Saqqgara tombs, it marks out Aha’s reign as a period of architectural innovation and sophistication.
Craftsmanship, too, seems to have flourished under Aha. A few inscribed objects have survived to attest
the skills which the king could command: two copper axe-heads; a fragment of an ivory box bearing the
king’s name and that of Benerib (Emery 1961:53, fig. 13; Spencer 1993:79, fig. 57); a fragment of a large
vessel of glazed composition (faience), with the king’s serekh inlaid in a darker glaze (Petrie 1903:23, pls
1V, V.32; Spencer 1993:
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73); and two immaculately inscribed white marbles (Kaplony 1965:6 and 7, fig. 4).

Although Aha’s name has been found at several sites—Abu Rawash (Klasens 1959:57, fig. 8, pl.
XXVIL]), Zawiyet el-Aryan (Kaplony 1963, I: 66; II: n. 1592; Dunham 1978:1, figs 1, 1a), Saqqara
(Emery 1939:20-5, figs 13-20; 1949:76, fig. 38 and 78, fig. 39; Kaplony 1965:9, pl. I fig. 14, pl. 11 fig.
15), Helwan (Kaplony 1965:8 and 7, fig. 11), Abydos (Petrie 1901: pls I11.2, 6, IIIA.5-6, XI.1-2, XIV)
and Nagada (Emery 1961:50, fig. 10)—he is not as widely attested as his predecessor, nor yet has his
name been found outside the Nile valley. It is difficult to gain an accurate impression from the limited
evidence, but a change in the nature of Egypt’s relations with southern Palestine may have been the
beginning of a long-term trend which saw reciprocal trade between Egypt and its neighbours ultimately
replaced by more direct Egyptian exploitation of resources via outposts (such as the First Dynasty
‘residency’ at En Besor in southern Israel) or entrepots (principally Byblos on the Lebanese coast). To
date, only one fragment of Syro-Palestinian pottery has been found in a context datable to the reign of
Aha: a sherd of combed ware from Abydos tomb B19 (Adams and Friedman 1992:328, n. 9 [Ashmolean
E4029]). Two ebony labels of Aha may record royal visits to the Delta (Petrie 1901: pl. IITA.5-6), while
another label from Abydos depicts a campaign against Ta-Sety (Petrie 1901: pl. II1.2), the name given in
later periods to Nubia. Whether the label records a real event or a symbolic activity, in a way the message
remains the same: Egypt was now looking south with hostile intent, its eyes perhaps fixed on the lucrative
trade in exotic goods which passed through the Nubian Nile valley.

Djer

Aha was succeeded by King Djer who, if the various reconstructions of the Palermo Stone are to be
believed, must have reigned for a considerable period. Nine years from Djer’s reign are recorded on the
main Cairo fragment of the royal annals. Apart from recording the biennial royal progress, ‘the following
of Horus’, and the fashioning and/or dedication of a variety of cult statues, the Cairo fragment also
mentions an expedition to a land named S&. This is the name given later to Western Asia generally, and it
is difficult to be more precise about which locality is intended. The En Besor ‘residency’ seems to have
been maintained well into the First Dynasty, and it is possible that the Cairo fragment refers to a trade or
punitive expedition to southern Palestine. Other authors, however, have interpreted S# as referring to the
Sinai, and this must be a strong possibility. Either way, the royal annals seem to indicate renewed
Egyptian interest or activity beyond Egypt’s borders to the north-east. Fragments of at least a dozen
vessels of Syro-Palestinian origin were found in Djer’s
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tomb, demonstrating trade between Egypt and the Near East (Petrie 1902, pl. 8.2, 4-6; Bourriau 1981:128
[Catalogue 253]; Serpico and White 1996).

It used to be thought that a rock-cut inscription at Gebel Sheikh Suleiman in Lower Nubia, recording a
punitive expedition by Egyptian forces against the local inhabitants, bore the serekh of Djer (for example,
Emery 1961:60). It has been conclusively shown that this is not in fact the case; the serekh is anonymous,
and the inscription dates to the late Predynastic period (Murnane 1987, following Helck 1970:85; cf.
Baines 1995:102; Shaw and Nicholson 1995:86).

Djer’s burial on the Umm el-Qaab at Abydos (Petrie 1901) was accompanied by numerous subsidiary
burials, some of which accommodated women of the royal harem. The short inscriptions—testricted to
names and a few titles—on the private funerary stelae from these subsidiary burials provide some
evidence for the composition of the royal court in the early First Dynasty, although some of the
inscriptions are not easily understood (Amélineau 1899: pls XXXIV-XXXVII, 1904: pl. XVIII; Petrie
1901: pls XXVI-XXIXB). The layout of the royal mortuary complex shows important innovations, and for
the first time the tomb on the Umm el-Qaab was accompanied by a separate funerary enclosure, itself
surrounded by further subsidiary burials, on the low desert nearer the town and cultivation (Petrie 1925:
pl. XVI; Kemp 1966; O’Connor 1989).



As in the previous reign, craftsmanship of a high quality was maintained under Djer. Among the most
impressive artefacts to survive is a flint knife, the handle of which is covered in gold leaf embossed with
the king’s serekh (Needier 1956). Metalworking reached new levels of excellence, as attested by an
impressive hoard of copper tools, weapons and vessels found in mastaba S3471 at North Saqqara, dated
by inscriptions to the reign of Djer (Emery 1949). Even one of the subsidiary graves around the king’s
Abydos funerary enclosure yielded a copper adze incised with the royal serekh (Petrie 1925:4, pls I11.1,
IV.8). Marbles similar to those of Aha have survived from Djer’s reign (Kaplony 1965:6 and 7, fig. 5),
whilst another artefact probably represents the oldest known example of three dimensional royal statuary:
a headless statuette of light-blue glazed composition from the Satet temple at Elephantine, showing a
figure seated on a throne, bears a sign on one side which has been read as O (Dreyer 1981). Further
objects bearing the name of Djer have been found at four sites: Saqqara (Quibell 1923: pls VIIL.5, X1.2-3,
5, top; Emery 1938:35, fig. 8, pls 17A, 18A; 1961:59, fig. 21; 1939:31, fig. 31; 1949:13; 1954:169, figs
225-7; 1958:66, pl. 78.1; 1961:60, fig. 23; Lacau and Lauer 1959:9, pl. 1 nos 2-3, pl. 2 nos 4, 14), Tura
(Kaiser 1964:103, fig. 3), Helwan (Saad 1947:165, fig. 13b), and Abydos (Petrie 1901: pls V.1-2, XV;
1925:4, pls 11.8, 14—15, XIL.1; Spencer 1980:64, pls 47, 53 [cat. 458]). An ivory label of Djer from Abydos
seems to record a royal visit to Buto and Sais in the Delta (Amélineau 1904: pl. XV.19; Emery 1961:59,
fig. 20),
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suggesting that Djer may have maintained his predecessor’s policy of honouring important shrines. The
institution of the biennial royal progress, first recorded in Djer’s reign, may have been initiated for the
same reason. Djer is not attested from outside Egypt, despite the tantalising reference to Setjet on the
Cairo fragment of the royal annals.

Djet

The name of Djer’s successor is rendered by modern scholars in a variety of forms: Djet is the most
common, but Zet, Wadji and Uadji are also used by some authors. In fact, there is good evidence for an
initial ‘W having formed part of the ancient pronunciation: a rock-cut inscription of the king in the
western desert south of Edfu preserves a unique writing of the king’s name, the w3d'sign accompanying
the usual ¢ sign in the serekh (Legrain 1903:221, fig. 7; Porter and Moss 1937:207). Wadjet or Wadji
may, therefore, be a more accurate realisation of the king’s name; but, as the most frequently used form,
Djet will be retained here. The Horus-falcon in the rock-cut inscription just mentioned was reported as
wearing the double crown. If so, it would be the earliest attested occurrence of this element of royal
iconography, pre-dating the more famous Abydos label of Den by a generation.

The indications are that Djet did not enjoy a long reign. Sealings from the royal tombs at Abydos suggest
that the career of one high official, Amka, began in the reign of Djer, spanned the entire reign of his
successor and continued into the early part of Den’s reign, when the country was under the regency of
Queen Merneith (Petrie 1900: pls XIX.10, XX.12—-15, 18; 1901: pl. XVI.121, 123). The implication is that
Djet occupied the throne for a comparatively short period, probably less than twenty years. None the less,
his reign has furnished us with one of the masterpieces of ancient Egyptian art, the king’s magnificent
funerary stela from Abydos, now in the Louvre (Vigneau 1935:4; Emery 1961:70, pl. 2b; Kemp 1989:38,
fig. 10).

In his mortuary provision, Djet followed the pattern established by his predecessor (Petrie 1900, 1901,
1925: pl. XVII; Kemp 1966). Other major funerary monuments dating from the reign of Djet include two
large mastabas at Tarkhan, decorated with niches in the so-called ‘palace facade’ style (Petrie ef al. 1913;
Petrie 1914). They probably belonged to regional governors who were keen to demonstrate, by the
architecture of their tombs, their functional and ideological proximity to the royal court (Wilkinson 1993a:
211). A niched mastaba of even larger proportions, labelled by its excavators mastaba V, was excavated
near the village of Nazlet Batran, just south of Giza (Petrie 1907). Sealings of Djet (Petrie 1907:5, pl. IIIA)
have given rise to the suggestion that it was constructed for Djet’s queen. An alternative explanation is
that it belonged to Djet’s mother, and therefore a wife of Djer’s. Like the Nagada royal tomb,



Page 74

mastaba V may represent a lavish burial for the king’s mother, constructed in the lifetime of her son. The
name of the occupant is unknown, as are the reasons for the novel location of the tomb.

In addition to the fine funerary stela, other artefacts from Djet’s reign include an ivory comb, engraved
with the king’s serekh and symbols with probable cosmological meaning (Petrie 1925:4, pls 11.6, XIL.5;
Malek 1986:35; Quirke 1992:21-2). Metalworking is represented by a massive copper axe and a large,
copper adze, both from a subsidiary burial surrounding Djet’s tomb at Abydos (Petrie 1925: pl. V.5, 7). A
fragmentary limestone base from the town enclosure at Hierakonpolis may once have supported a statue
of King Djet (Quibell and Green 1902:48, pl. LIX.1). Trade with Syria-Palestine is attested by the pottery
vessels of foreign origin found in tombs of Djet’s reign at Saqqara (Emery 1954:75), Tarkhan (Petrie et al.
1913:16, pls XVL1, XIX.24) and Abydos (Petrie 1925: pl. IV.9-10).

Merneith

One of the royal tombs excavated by Petrie at Abydos clearly belonged to an individual called Merneith
(Petrie 1900): two large funerary stelae with this name in raised relief were discovered near the tomb
(Petrie 1900: pl. LXIV.6; Emery 1961:65, fig. 29; Spencer 1993:82, fig. 60). Despite the fact that the
name is not written in the customary serekh, Petrie at first believed Merneith to be a king, like the owners
of the other tombs on the Umm el-Qaab. It has since been realised that the name belonged to a queen,
more properly realised as Mer(t)neith, ‘beloved of Neith’. From the many sealings of Den found in
Merneith’s tomb, Egyptologists surmised that Merneith must have been the king’s mother. This has been
confirmed by the recently discovered necropolis sealing from the tomb of Den, which ends with the signs
denoting ‘king’s mother Mer(t)neith’. It is clear that Merneith must have occupied an unusually important
position for her to have been granted the privilege of a tomb on the Umm el-Qaab. (Interestingly, the
necropolis seal of Qaa, modelled closely on Den’s, omits Merneith from the list of First Dynasty rulers;
this may indicate that, after the reign of Den himself, Merneith was no longer accorded equal status to the
de jure kings of the First Dynasty.) It seems virtually certain that Merneith acted as regent during Den’s
minority; Djet must therefore have died while Den was still a child. Merneith may have been the senior
royal wife of Djet, although her influence seems to have derived from her position as the mother of the
next king. Certainly, Den’s name features prominently on the sealings from her tomb, even those which
are thought to date to her own regency. One Egyptologist has speculated that she was also the daughter
and heiress of Djer, and thus connected with three consecutive kings of Egypt (Lauer 1966:175—7). This is
an attractive theory, but one which cannot, at present, be proven.
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The regency of Merneith is the first attested occasion in Egyptian history when a woman held the reins of
power. As de facto ruler of Egypt, Merneith seems to have been accorded a full royal mortuary complex
at Abydos. However, outside Abydos she is poorly attested. This is not surprising, since all official
documents (including seals) drawn up during her regency would have borne the name of the reigning king,
Den, despite his minority. An unprovenanced alabaster cylinder vessel bears Merneith’s name in relief
(Kaplony 1964: fig. 1075), and a further three vessel fragments from Saqqgara show her name scratched on
the surface (Emery 1954:141 and 142, figs 205-6). The most notable object marked with the name of
Merneith is a small ivory vessel from the Saqqara region (Kaplony 1964: fig. 1073).

Den

The name of Egypt’s next ruler is usually rendered as Den, although this is unlikely to be an accurate
realisation. The meaning of the name is as obscure as its proper pronunciation, despite the efforts of
several scholars at decipherment (S.Schott 1956:59; Kaplony 1958; Meltzer 1972; Godron 1990). Den has
been called ‘one of the most important rulers of the First Dynasty’ (Lauer 1966:177-8), his reign lauded
as marking ‘a significant stage in the cultural and material development of Early Dynastic Egypt’
(Whitehouse 1987:261). Without doubt, he is the best attested king of the First Dynasty.



His tomb at Abydos (Petrie 1901)—marked in traditional style by a pair of funerary stelae, of which only
one survives (Amélineau 1899: pl. XLI; Baity et al. 1988:15)—shows an important new feature in
Egyptian mortuary architecture, an entrance stairway giving access to the burial chamber. This facilitated
the provisioning of the tomb and the burial itself, and was swiftly adopted throughout Egypt in private as
well as royal tombs. It highlights the reign of Den as a period of innovation; and this is reflected, too, in
the king’s titulary. The title nswt-bity, literally ‘he of the reed and bee’, and best translated as ‘dual king’,
first appears in the reign of Den. It probably signifies a corresponding development in the ideology of
divine kingship. The invention of the double crown — combining the older red and white crowns—is
another innovation usually attributed to the reign of Den (Edwards 1971:26); although, as we have seen, it
may have already occurred in the preceding reign of Djet.

Den seems to have enjoyed a long reign, even taking into account his accession as a child. A recently
discovered limestone vessel fragment from the south-west annex to Den’s tomb mentions ‘the second
occasion of the Sed(-festival)’ (Dreyer 1990:80, fig. 9, pl. 26.d). This is the first indication that Den may
have celebrated two such festivals (cf. Petrie 1900: pl. XIV.12), which would imply a long reign. (For the
significance
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of the Sed-festival, see Chapter 6.) The number of ¢lite tombs at North Saqqara is greater for Den’s reign
than for any other reign of the First or Second Dynasty. Moreover, insufficient space at this site seems to
have necessitated the establishment of a new ¢lite cemetery at Abu Rawash (Plate 3.1), on the northern
edge of the Memphite necropolis (Montet 1938, 1946; Klasens 1961). Together with several large tombs
at Abusir (Leclant and Clerc 1992:242, 1994:376, pls XV, XVI, figs 13, 14) and Helwan, the North
Saqqara and Abu Rawash mastabas form a collection of well over 30 élite burials dated to Den’s reign.
Such a dramatic increase in the number of officials able to command a high-status tomb must reflect more
than the mere length of Den’s reign: it seems likely that changes were carried out in the structure of
government. Institutional change is also suggested by the Palermo Stone entry for year x+4 of Den’s reign,
which records a ‘census of all the people of the north, west and east’ (Schiafer 1902:19). It would not be
surprising if an accurate assessment of the country’s population and resources accompanied administrative
reforms.

Other salient events of Den’s reign are recorded on several contemporary year labels and in the third
register of the Palermo Stone. The king seems to have taken a particular interest in Egypt’s relations with

her neighbours to the north-east: his second name (Zmti or H3sti), written with the sign for high

desert/foreign land, may have been chosen to reflect



Plate 3.1 Abu Rawash: the élite First Dynasty cemetery on Hill M (author’s photograph). The pyramids of
Giza are visible on the horizon.
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the king’s particular preoccupation with Egypt’s north-eastern frontier zone (Godron 1990). No fewer
than five labels record military activity in southern Palestine, whether real or ritual (see Chapter 5).
Possible sealings of Den from the First Dynasty Egyptian building at En Besor provide further evidence
for Egyptian involvement in the area (Schulman 1980, 1983:250). Year x+2 of Den’s reign on the Palermo
Stone records the smiting of the ‘/wnw, a word indicating the nomads of the eastern or western desert.
Eight years later, the annals record the destruction of an unidentified, possibly Asiatic, locality named
Wt-k3. At least 76 complete examples of imported Syro-Palestinian vessels, plus countless fragments,
have been excavated from contexts datable to the reign of Den, by far the largest number from any Early
Dynastic reign. The impression they give is one of sustained and intensive contact between Egypt and the
Near East during the middle of the First Dynasty.

Cultic activity, too, is well attested during Den’s reign. Visits to important shrines, the foundation of a new
temple called ‘thrones of the gods’, and the fashioning or dedication of divine images are all mentioned on
the Palermo Stone. The fierce feline goddess Mafdet—probably a royal protectress—is unusually
prominent, featuring both on the Palermo Stone and on an alabaster jar from Abydos (Petrie 1901: pl.
VII.7). The running of the Apis bull—revered at Memphis—is recorded in the annals for year x+12,
corroborated by a sealing from Saqqara (Emery 1938:64, fig. 26). Particularly noteworthy are the
references from Den’s reign to rituals involving a hippopotamus (see Chapter 8). A group of graves near
the Serapeum at Saqqara may once have delineated a cultic enclosure built for Den (Kaiser 1985a),
although there are problems with this interpretation (see Chapter 7).

Finally, objects from Abydos and Saqqara highlight the extraordinary artistic achievements of Den’s
craftsmen. The lavish tomb of Hemaka (Emery 1938)—chancellor and perhaps the most important figure
in the administration after the king himself—yielded a wealth of artefacts, ranging from inlaid gaming
discs to a circular wooden box containing the oldest papyrus to survive from Egypt. A copper bowl
inscribed with the name of Den was included as an heirloom in the tomb equipment of King Semerkhet,
whilst an inscribed ivory was buried in the ‘Main Deposit’ at Hierakonpolis (Whitehouse 1987). Amongst
the most remarkable products of Egyptian craftsmen from any period are the Early Dynastic stone vessels
carved in a bewildering array of forms, ranging from imitations of reed baskets to flowers. Several
complete examples have been excavated from graves dating to the reign of Den, including a three-lobed
dish from the tomb of the king himself (Petrie 1901: pl. L). Many fragments from the same context (for
example, Amélineau 1899: pls XX VII-XXVIII, 1904: pl. IX) are currently being studied, and show highly



sophisticated designs. A number of simpler stone vessels inscribed
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with one or other of Den’s names were among the hoard found in the galleries beneath the Step Pyramid
at Saqqara (Lacau and Lauer 1959).

Anedjib

A series of inscribed stone vessels from this same hoard first allowed scholars to establish the sequence of
kings from Den to the end of the First Dynasty (Lacau and Lauer 1959: pl. 4, nos 19-21; cf. Emery
1961:73). More recently, the order has been confirmed by the necropolis sealing of Qaa from Abydos.
There is thus no doubt that Den was followed by a king named Anedjib. In comparison with Den, little is
known of his successor. He seems to have enjoyed a relatively long reign, since at least two stone vessel
fragments, one from Saqqara (Quibell 1923: pl. XXXIIIL.5) and the other from Abydos (Petrie 1900:20, pl.
VIL.6; Kaplony 1965), mention a Sed-festival. Anedjib’s name has been found at only three sites in Egypt:
Saqqara (Emery 1949:82, fig. 45; Lacau and Lauer 1959:10-11, pl. 5 nos 23—4, pl. 6 nos 26-7, 29, pl. 7
nos 30-3; Porter and Moss 1974:443), Helwan (Saad 1951:109, pl. LIla) and Abydos (Amélineau 1899:
pl. XXXII (left middle), 1902: pl. XXI.4; Petrie 1900: pls VI.9-11, XXVI-XXVII, XLVI, 1901: plL
XLIV.7; Porter and Moss 1937:82; Emery 1949:82, fig. 47). His name may also occur on two sealings
from the Egyptian building at En Besor (Schulman 1980,1983:250). The production of royal statuary is
attested indirectly: several stone vessels with Anedjib’s serekh show statues of the king in various guises.
Otherwise, almost the only artefacts from his reign are two inscribed white marbles, unprovenanced and
now in a private collection (Kaplony 1965:6 and 7, fig. 8).

Like his predecessors, Anedjib was buried on the Umm el-Qaab at Abydos (Petrie 1900). However, the
most important monument of his reign is the large mastaba S3038 at North Saqqara (Emery 1949:82-94,
pls 21-35), probably built for the highest official in the royal administration. What makes S3038 unique,
and a landmark in the longer-term development of Egyptian mortuary architecture and symbolism, is the
hidden tumulus covering the burial chamber. Entirely covered by the superstructure of the tomb, this
tumulus is not a simple mound but rather a stepped construction. It seems to point the way to the design of
the Step Pyramid adopted for royal tombs in the Third Dynasty (Emery 1961:146, fig. 85). It is, of course,
possible that earlier tombs at Saqqara may have contained forerunners of the mound which were not
recognised at the time of excavation. Likewise, because of the poor state of preservation of the First
Dynasty royal tombs at Abydos, we cannot be certain that the tomb of Den did not originally include a
modified version of the hidden mound discovered in his predecessor’s tomb (Hendrickx, personal
communication). However, in the absence of such evidence, the reign of Aned;jib remains most
noteworthy, not for the achievements of
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the king himself, but for an architectural innovation in the tomb of one of his officials.

Semerkhet

Some doubts have been raised concerning the legitimacy of the next king, Semerkhet. His tomb at Abydos
contained a number of stone vessels of his predecessor, reinscribed for Semerkhet. This suggested to some
scholars that Semerkhet may have been a usurper (Emery 1961:84; Lauer 1966:178, n. 5). However, it has
been rightly pointed out that the stone vessels from the Step Pyramid at Saqqara bearing a sequence of
four royal names (Den-Aned;jib-Semerkhet-Qaa) argue against such an interpretation (Lauer 1966:178-9).
Most recently, the necropolis sealing of Qaa seems to prove beyond doubt Semerkhet’s legitimacy, at least
in the eyes of his successor.

Semerkhet’s reign was probably the shortest of the First Dynasty. The Cairo fragment of the annals
preserves a complete record of his eight-and-a-half years on the throne of Egypt. Unfortunately, the



events recorded on the annals are nothing more than the regular ceremonies of kingship (such as the
biennial ‘following of Horus’ and the ritual ‘appearances’ of the king) and the fashioning or dedication of
divine images. A year label of Semerkhet from the tomb of Qaa (Figure 3.3) records the planning of a
building named Hrw-ib-ntrw, perhaps Semerkhet’s funerary

—
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Figure 3.3 Year label of Semerkhet. The label was recently discovered during re-excavation of the tomb
of his successor Qaa (after Dreyer ef al. 1996: pl. 14.d).
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enclosure at Abydos (Dreyer et al. 1996:73, pl. 14.d). Trade with the Near East seems to have been
maintained during his reign, albeit on a reduced scale compared with the middle of the First Dynasty.
Fragments from 10 or 11 imported Syro-Palestinian vessels were found in Semerkhet’s tomb (Petrie 1901:
pl. LIV; Kantor 1965: figs 5B, 5E; Adams and Friedman 1992:328, n. 9), and a contemporary grave at
Abusir contained a painted, handled flask typical of Early Bronze Age vessels from Syria-Palestine
(Bonnet 1928:35-10, pl. 27; Kantor 1965: fig. 5F). The year label mentioned earlier was originally
attached to a container of oil, described as ‘first-quality choice oil from the MJ-plant’. It has been

suggested that bs3-oil may have been imported from Libya (Dreyer et al. 1996:74).

Semerkhet’s is the only First Dynasty reign not represented among the élite tombs at North Saqqara. This
is not surprising if he only reigned for eight years: the high official who served Semerkhet no doubt
survived his royal master, and may have continued to serve in the government under Semerkhet’s
successor. Several élite tombs at North Saqqara are dated to the reign of Qaa, and one of these may well
have belonged to a leading figure at Semerkhet’s court. Indeed, an official named Henuka evidently
served both Semerkhet and his successor Qaa, since Henuka’s name appears on year labels of both kings
from Abydos (Petrie 1900: pl. XVIL.26, 28; Dreyer 1993b: 10; Spencer 1993:67). Semerkhet’s tomb
shows a change of plan from previous generations (Petrie 1900). The subsidiary burials are arranged
immediately adjacent to the main burial chamber, and would probably have been covered by the same
superstructure. This implies that the occupants of the subsidiary burials—the king’s retainers and perhaps
women of the harem—were buried at the same time as the king, in turn suggesting retainer sacrifice. The
architecture of Semerkhet’s tomb complex may represent a deliberate attempt to emphasise the king’s
power of life and death over his subjects in a rather literal way. The only object of note to survive from
Semerkhet’s reign is a black granite funerary stela, one of a pair which originally stood in front of the
king’s tomb (Amélineau 1899:245, fig. 65).



Qaa

Qaa was the builder of the last tomb and funerary enclosure at Abydos until the site was re-adopted as the
royal burial ground towards the end of the Second Dynasty. Qaa’s tomb on the Umm el-Qaab (Petrie
1900) follows the same plan as his predecessor’s, suggesting a continuation of the practice of retainer
sacrifice. The accompanying funerary enclosure has not been positively identified, but it is likely that the
walled Coptic village of Deir Sitt Damiana incorporates the monument (Kaiser 1969:2). Several large
mastabas at North Saqqara are dated to the reign of Qaa, suggesting that it may have been a long one. This
view is supported by a
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fragment of a siltstone bowl from Saqqara which mentions the king’s second Sed-festival (Lacau and
Lauer 1959:12, pl. 8 no. 41). Moreover, the different building phases of his tomb at Abydos seem to have
been separated by a significant period of time (Engel, in Dreyer ef al. 1996:57—71). The first year of his
reign is recorded on the main Cairo fragment of the royal annals; the compartment lists the usual
ceremonies associated with the accession of a new king. Several year labels discovered in the king’s tomb
at Abydos record events ranging from the royal progress (‘the following of Horus’) to the collection of
timber for the royal workshops, from the foundation of a religious building (named g3w-nfirw) to the
celebration of various cultic festivals. The running of the Apis bull and the festival of Sokar seem to have
been celebrated periodically during Qaa’s reign, whilst an obscure festival involving a divine or royal bark
is also recorded (see Chapter 8).

In addition to sealings and labels from the three major Early Dynastic cemeteries—Saqqara (Emery
1949:116 and 123, fig. 67B, 1954:107, figs 123 and 127, fig. 200, 1958:33, 97, 109, pls 28e, g, 37.1-5,
106.11, 124.1-2; Lacau and Lauer 1959:12, pls 8 nos 40—1, 9 nos 44—6) and its northward extension at
Abusir (Leclant and Clerc 1992: pl. X VI, figs 17, 18), Helwan (Saad 1951:29 and 30, fig. 11, pl. XXIXa;
Kaplony 1963, I: 149) and Abydos—Qaa is also attested in the deep south of Egypt, near Elkab. A
rock-cut inscription in the Wadi Hellal shows the serekh of Qaa facing a figure of the local goddess,
Nekhbet. In between are some less easily identifiable signs, perhaps an ankh and a was-sceptre. A similar
rock-cut inscription, though without the additional signs, occurs near the small hamlet of Naga el-Oqbiya,
about ten kilometres north of Elkab (Huyge 1984; Hendrickx, personal communication, has pointed out
that Huyge erroneously located the inscription at es-Siba’iya). The nature of Qaa’s activity in this region is
unknown, but an expedition to exploit the desert’s resources is a plausible suggestion. Contacts further
afield are hinted at by an ivory gaming rod from the king’s tomb (Petrie 1900: pl. XII.12—13, pl. XVIL.30).
One side shows the figure of a bound Asiatic captive, identified by the hieroglyph above his head as an
inhabitant of S&. The figure probably stands for Egypt’s enemies in general, and cannot be taken as proof
of punitive raids against southern Palestine in the reign of Qaa. None the less, the gaming rod does
demonstrate Egyptian acquaintance with the inhabitants of Western Asia, and 18 imported
Syro-Palestinian vessels from tombs at North Saqqara dating to the reign of Qaa point to continued trade
between Egypt and its north-eastern neighbours. Craftsmanship from the reign of Qaa is represented by
three copper bowls from his tomb at Abydos (Dreyer ef al. 1996:75-6, pl. 15.b). Two of them are
inscribed with the king’s serekh and an accompanying text mentioning court institutions including the
royal palace.
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‘Ba’ and Sneferka

The change of dynasty after the reign of Qaa is likely to have had a political ingredient. It may be no
coincidence that two ephemeral Horus names are attested from the period. The first of these, written with
a bird and possibly read as ‘Ba’, occurs only once, on a stone vessel fragment from the Step Pyramid
(Lacau and Lauer 1959: pl. IV.7). The similarity of the accompanying text to known inscriptions of Qaa
suggest that the vessel may originally have been inscribed for Qaa, and usurped by the Horus ‘Ba’ (Helck
1979:124). The second name associated with the end of Qaa’s reign is the Horus Sneferka. The name is



attested twice: once on a fragment of a siltstone plate found in the surface debris of the North Saqqara
¢lite cemetery (Emery 1958: pls 28a, 38.1); and once on a similar plate from the Step Pyramid galleries
(Lacau and Lauer 1959:15, pl. 17 no. 86). In both cases, the other sign groups in the inscription are
associated elsewhere with the serekh of Qaa (Emery 1958:31). On the plate from the Step Pyramid, the
name Sneferka seems to be a later addition within the serekh. Neither ‘Ba’ nor Sneferka appears in later
king lists. If they were usurpers, they are likely to have been viewed as illegitimate by their successors,
and expunged from the historical record. Perhaps more plausible, at least in the case of Sneferka, is the
suggestion that this was an alternative Horus name, adopted by Qaa for a short period. The discovery of
sealings of Hetepsekhemwy in the tomb of Qaa seems to prove that there was a smooth transition between
the First and Second Dynasties (see below).

THE SECOND DYNASTY

The kings who ruled Egypt between the death of Qaa and the accession of Netjerikhet/Djoser are some of
the most shadowy figures from the entire span of Egyptian history (cf. Dodson 1996). The inscriptions and
monuments from the period record a plethora of royal names, as do the surviving king lists. The names
from these two sets of sources bear little relation to each other. It has proved difficult, if not impossible, to
reconcile the varying lists and sequences, and scholars today are scarcely more confident about the
internal history of the Second Dynasty than were their predecessors a generation ago. The identity and
order of the first three kings is certain, thanks to an inscribed statue in the Cairo Museum. The
contemporary monuments and the later king lists can be reconciled with reasonable certainty for the first
five rulers of the dynasty, whilst Khasekhemwy is universally acknowledged as the last king of the
dynasty. In contrast, the positions of the intervening rulers—and indeed the extent of their authority—are
obscure. Internal tensions during the middle of the Second Dynasty are suggested by the appearance of
Seth in the royal

Page 83

titulary under Peribsen, the very different king lists drawn up for the dynasty in later periods (whereas the
king lists agree to a notable extent on the composition of the First Dynasty), and the references under
Khasekhem to battles against northern enemies (Kaiser 1992:184-5, n. 44). It is possible that, for a period
in the middle of the dynasty, power was divided between kings in the north and south of the country. A
study of Nile levels recorded on the Palermo Stone (Bell 1970) indicates that there was a significant drop
in the average height of the annual inundation after the end of the First Dynasty. Hence, it is possible that
ecological factors may have played a part in the apparent tensions (Hoffman 1980:312). With
considerable uncertainties surrounding the order and number of rulers, an accurate estimate for the length
of the Second Dynasty is impossible. A figure of one hundred and twenty-one years has been proposed
(Baines and Malek 1980:36), but this is no more than an educated guess.

Hetepsekhemwy

We cannot be certain why the death of Qaa marked the end of a dynasty. The first king of the Second
Dynasty seems to have legitimised his position by overseeing the burial of his predecessor, or at least by
honouring his mortuary cult: sealings of Hetepsekhemwy have recently been discovered in the offering
chambers nearest the entrance of Qaa’s tomb (Dreyer 1993b: 11; Dreyer ef al 1996:71-2, fig. 25, pl.
14.a). For his own burial, Hetepsekhemwy broke with tradition and abandoned the ancestral necropolis of
Abydos in favour of a site adjacent to the capital. The relocation of the royal mortuary complex to
Saqqara represents a fundamental change, and must have some historical significance, even if we are
unable to be more specific. Furthermore, the design of the royal tomb at Saqqara was entirely new,
necessitated, at least in part, by the different nature of the rock strata at Saqqara compared with Abydos

(see Chapter 7).

The large gallery tomb at Saqqara was identified as Hetepsekhemwy’s on the basis of numerous
seal-impressions (Barsanti 1902; Maspero 1902). Apart from these sealings, the tomb was virtually empty.



Objects bearing the name of Hetepsekhemwy have, however, come to light elsewhere. The best known is
the pink granite statuette of Hetepdief, a priest who evidently served the mortuary cults of
Hetepsekhemwy and his two successors (Fischer 1961:46, fig. 1; Malek 1986:32). In addition, an Early
Dynastic grave at Badari contained an alabaster vessel fragment inscribed with the serekh of
Hetepsekhemwy, the name of an estate, and the title of a mortuary priest (Brunton 1927: pl. XIX.25). A
cup of black granite bearing the name of Hetepsekhemwy is unprovenanced (Kaplony 1965:23, pl. 1V, fig.
48), while a bone cylinder which probably formed the finial of a shaft or part of a piece of furniture is said
to be from Helwan (Needier 1984:375, 379, pl. 84, fig. 44). Two inscribed stone bowls were found in
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the pyramid complex of Menkaura at Giza (Reisner 1931:102 and 186, fig. 57.37, pl. 70.c). Further
examples of ‘heirlooms’ are the stone vessel fragments from the tombs of Peribsen (Petrie 1901: pl.
VIIL.8-11) and Khasekhemwy (Amélineau 1902: pl. XXI.6), and numerous inscribed stone vessels from
the Step Pyramid complex (Lacau and Lauer 1959: pls 10-12). These latter formed part of the
accumulated ritual material from the royal magazines, collected together by Netjerikhet to furnish his
burial. The inscriptions provide most of our meagre information on the reign of Hetepsekhemwy.

Nebra

Very little is known about Hetepsekhemwy’s successor; there is even some dispute about the reading of

his name. It used to be realised as ‘Raneb’, for R c—nb(. 1), ‘Rais (my) lord’ (for example, Baines and Malek
1980:36; Trigger et al. 1983:70); but recently, the favoured reading of the king’s name reverses the two

elements to give Nb-r ‘lord of the sun’. According to this view, the word r “would simply be the name of
the sun, not yet the name of the solar deity (Quirke 1990:23-4).

Sealings of Nebra were found together with those of Hetepsekhemwy in the royal gallery tomb at Saqqara
(Barsanti 1902; Maspero 1902), suggesting that Nebra oversaw the burial of his predecessor. Confirmation
that Nebra succeeded Hetepsekhemwy is provided by a stone bowl from the Step Pyramid which shows
the juxtaposed serekhs of the two kings (Lacau and Lauer 1959: pl. 11 no. 58), and by the statue of
Hetepdief mentioned earlier. There is also a flint bowl of Hetepsekhemwy, reinscribed by Nebra, from the
Menkaura pyramid complex (Reisner 1931:102, pl. 70.c). The same practice was evidently continued by
Nebra’s successor, since a bowl with the serekh of Nebra, reused by Ninetjer, was found in the tomb of
Peribsen at Abydos (Petrie 1901: pl. VIII.12). The most famous artefact created for Nebra is his fine
funerary stela of pink granite (Fischer 1961). It is the first royal stela to come from a site other than
Abydos, and lacks the raised border typical of First Dynasty funerary stelae. Although found at Mit
Rahina, it seems certain that Nebra’s stela once stood in front of his tomb, which must therefore be
located at Saqqgara. One possibility is that the gallery tomb constructed for Hetepsekhemwy was in fact
appropriated by his successor. Alternatively, the galleries beneath the Western Massif and below the
North Court of Netjerikhet’s Step Pyramid complex may have been Second Dynasty royal tombs. Nebra is
further attested only once: his serekh is cut on a rock at Site 34, behind Armant in the western desert
(Winkler 1938, I: pl. XI.4; Emery 1961:93, fig. 56). The site is close to an ancient trade route linking the
Nile valley with the western oases, and the inscription suggests that Nebra mounted an expedition outside
the Nile valley.
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By far the best attested king of the early Second Dynasty is Ninetjer, Nebra’s successor. The position of
his titulary on the Palermo Stone suggests that he must have been on the throne for at least thirty-five
years (cf. Helck 1979:128). Three high-status tombs in the ¢€lite cemetery at North Saqqara contained
sealings of Ninetjer (S2171: Quibell 1923: pl. XV.3; Porter and Moss 1974:436; S2302 (which probably
belonged to the Overseer of Sculptors, Ni-rw-3b): Quibell 1923:30, pl. XVIL.3; Porter and Moss 1974:437;



S2498: Quibell 1923:44-5; Porter and Moss 1974:440), as did a tomb across the Nile in the Early Dynastic
necropolis at Helwan (505 H.4: Saad 1951:17, pls XIl.a, b, XIIL.a). Five different jar-sealings of the king
were discovered in a large mastaba near Giza (Petrie 1907:7, pl. VE). Further sealings of Ninetjer
(S.Hassan 1938:521; Porter and Moss 1974:613) led to the identification of the king’s own tomb at
Saqqara. Located some 130 metres east of Hetepsekhemwy’s (/Nebra’s?) monument, Ninetjer’s tomb
follows a similar design (Kaiser 1992:180, fig. 4d).

Much of what we know about Ninetjer’s reign derives from the annals of the Palermo Stone. The whole of
the fourth register of the stone comprises years from the early and middle parts of his reign, namely year 5
or 6 to year 20 or 21 (Schafer 1902:22-6, pl. I). The foundation of a chapel or estate, named Hr-rn, is
recorded for year 7; but, otherwise, most of the eponymous events are the regular ritual appearances of
the king and various religious festivals. The festival of Sokar seems to have been celebrated at intervals of
six years, while the running of the Apis bull is recorded twice, in years 9 and 15. With the exception of a
ceremony in year 19 associated with Nekhbet, goddess of the Elkab area, the festivals recorded for
Ninetjer’s reign are closely connected with the Memphite region. This may be significant: apart from stone
vessels reused for the burials of Peribsen and Khasekhemwy at Abydos (Petrie 1901: pl. VIII.13; and
Amélineau 1902: pl. XXI.5, respectively), Ninetjer is not attested outside the Memphite region. It is
possible that court activity in the early Second Dynasty was largely, if not entirely, confined to Lower
Egypt. This might account for the internal tensions—maybe amounting to civil war — which appear to
have engulfed the country towards the end of Ninetjer’s reign. The Palermo Stone hints at possible unrest
in Ninetjer’s year 13 (Schifer 1902:24). The entry reads ‘first feast of Dw3-Hr-pt. Attacking the towns of

Sm-r and H3’. The name of the second locality means ‘north land’, and some have interpreted this entry
as recording the suppression of a rebellion in Lower Egypt (Emery 1961:93). Although the Palermo Stone
breaks off after year 19, two further events which probably belong to the latter part of Ninetjer’s reign are
known from stone vessel inscriptions. The ‘fourth occasion of the Sokar festival’ (Lacau and Lauer
1965:88, fig. 172 [no. 273]; Helck 1979:128) probably took place in year
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24, judging by the periodic nature of its celebration; the ‘seventeenth occasion of the [biennial] census’
(Lacau and Lauer 1965:89, fig. 173 [no. 274]; Helck 1979:128) will have occurred in year 34.

With so long a reign, it is likely that Ninetjer celebrated at least one Sed-festival. No contemporary
inscriptions attest such an occasion, although the statuette of the king discussed below is certainly
suggestive. The stock of stone vessels found in the Step Pyramid galleries may originally have been
prepared for Ninetjer’s Sed-festival (Helck 1979). According to this theory, the vessels remained in the
magazine at Saqqara and were never distributed because internal unrest had already broken out, disrupting
communications and weakening the authority of the central administration; the vessels were subsequently
appropriated by kings of the late Second and early Third Dynasties. This hypothesis is certainly appealing
and has received recent support from Buto (Faltings and Kéhler 1996:100 and n. 52): an analysis of the
pottery from the Early Dynastic level V indicates a date not later than the reign of Peribsen; the same
level also yielded seal-impressions naming ly-en-khnum, one of the most prominent officials mentioned on
stone vessels from the Step Pyramid galleries, and placed by Helck in the reign of Ninetjer.

The statuette of the mortuary priest Hetepdief indicates continuity between the first three kings of the
Second Dynasty, their mortuary cults



Plate 3.2 King Ninetjer. Crude stone statuette of unknown provenance, now in the Georges Michailides
Collection (photograph courtesy of the Egypt Exploration Society).
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being served by one and the same individual. Ninetjer certainly maintained the mortuary cult of one
predecessor: an inscribed stone vessel from the Step Pyramid juxtaposes the serekh of Ninetjer and the
ka-chapel of Hetepsekhemwy (Lacau and Lauer 1959: pl. 15 no. 74). Apart from the numerous inscribed
stone vessels (Lacau and Lauer 1959: pls 13—16), only two objects bearing the name of Ninetjer have
survived. One is a small ivory vessel from the Saqqara region (Kaplony 1964: fig. 1074). The other is of
far greater importance in the history of Egyptian art: an alabaster statuette of the king, enthroned and
wearing the close-fitting robe associated with the Sed-festival (Simpson 1956). The statuette represents
the earliest complete and identifiable example of three-dimensional royal statuary from Egypt.

Weneg

As we have seen, there are indications of a breakdown in central authority at the end of Ninetjer’s reign.
Before order was re-established towards the end of the Second Dynasty, the kingship seems to have been
held by a number of ephemeral rulers who are only poorly attested in contemporary inscriptions (Figure
3.4). Ninetjer’s immediate successor, at least in the north of Egypt, was a king whose nswt-bity name has
been read as Weneg (Grdseloff 1944:288-91). His Horus name remains unknown (cf. Wildung 1969b;
Helck 1979:131). An unpublished inscription of Weneg from a mastaba at North Saqqgara (S3014: Lacau
and Lauer 1959:16,
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Figure 3.4 Ephemeral rulers, 1: Weneg (1) and Nubnefer (2). Both kings seem to have ruled in the middle
of the Second Dynasty. The royal names were incised on stone vessels found in galleries beneath the Step
Pyramid of Netjerikhet at Saqqara (after Lacau and Lauer 1959: planches V.4, V1.4).
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n. 2) is very similar to an inscription of Ninetjer (Lacau and Lauer 1959: no. 68), suggesting that this may
be another case of a king re-cutting one of his predecessor’s stone vessels (Helck 1979:124). A second
stone vessel from the same Saqqara tomb names the two tutelary goddesses of Upper and Lower Egypt,
Nekhbet and Wadjet (Kaplony 1965:7, figs 6 and 8, 16 n. 6; Helck 1979:131). However, Weneg is
unattested outside Saqqara and there is no evidence to confirm that his rule extended into the south of the
country. Twelve stone bowls from the Step Pyramid complex name Weneg (Lacau and Lauer 1959: pls 19
no. 105, 20 nos 101-7). Weneg’s tomb has not been located. If, as is likely, it followed the pattern of
earlier Second Dynasty tombs and comprised a set of subterranean galleries, then it may lie beneath the
North Court of Netjerikhet’s Step Pyramid complex. Alternatively, there is a possibility that other Second
Dynasty royal tombs once stood to the south of the Hetepsekhemwy and Ninetjer galleries; this would
explain the location of Sekhemkhet’s step pyramid enclosure some distance to the west. The whole area
was levelled by Unas for the construction of his pyramid and causeway.

Sened

According to later king lists, Ninetjer’s second successor was a king with the nswr-bity name Sened (Helck
1984c). Unfortunately, there are no proven contemporary inscriptions of this ruler. The best piece of
evidence is a block, inscribed with the words nswt-bity Snd, reused in the funerary temple of King Khafra
at Giza (Steindorff, in U.Holscher 1912:106). It may be Second Dynasty, although the epigraphy of the
inscription would tend to suggest a slightly later date. An undisputed Fourth Dynasty inscription, in the
tomb of Shery, provides the second mention of a King Sened, and indicates that his mortuary cult was
celebrated at Saqqara and was still current over one hundred years after his death (Grdseloff 1944:294;
Wildung 1969b: pl. 111.2; Kaiser 1991). Shery’s titles suggest a connection between the mortuary cults of
Sened and Peribsen, a king of the Second Dynasty who is otherwise only attested in Upper Egypt. If Sened
ruled only in the north of Egypt and Peribsen only in the south, the juxta-position of their two mortuary
cults at Saqqara may indicate that the territorial division of the country which is proposed after the reign
of Ninetjer was amicable at first (Helck 1979:132). The only other occurrence of Sened’s name is on the
belt of a Late Period bronze statuette of a king (Wildung 1969b: pl. IV.1). This suggests that, however
obscure Sened may be to modern Egyptology, he was still remembered by his countrymen centuries after
his death. As with Weneg, Sened’s tomb has not been identified. Given the reference to his mortuary cult
in the inscription of Shery, it must have been located somewhere in the Saqqara necropolis. It has been
suggested, though without firm evidence, that the galleries beneath
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the Western Massif of the Step Pyramid complex may have been Sened’s tomb, since the tomb of Shery
(overseer of the king’s mortuary priests) probably lay a short distance to the north (Dodson 1996:24).

Nubnefer

This name is attested just twice, on stone vessels from the Step Pyramid (Lacau and Lauer 1959: pl.
VI.3—4 [nos 99-100]). By a network of associations, we may conclude that Ninetjer and Nubnefer were
near contemporaries (Helck 1979:124). Nubnefer cannot easily be the nswt-bity name of Ninetjer, since
this name is known (it is also Ninetjer). Nubnefer may, therefore, have been an ephemeral ruler who held
the kingship briefly during the period of unrest which seems to have followed the death of Ninetjer. His
exact place in the order of succession cannot be established.

Peribsen

Considerable uncertainty likewise surrounds another king from the middle of the Second Dynasty who,
uniquely in Egyptian history, chose to replace the Horus-falcon surmounting the serekh with the
Seth-animal. Just why Peribsen chose to break with custom and emphasise the latter god is a mystery.
The change may have had ‘real political implications’, perhaps indicating a new development in the
ideology of kingship (Hoffman 1980:351). Some scholars have seen a connection between the change of
title and two other aspects of Peribsen’s reign: his decision to be buried in the First Dynasty royal
cemetery at Abydos, and the fact that he is not attested by contemporary inscriptions outside Upper
Egypt. It is possible that Peribsen ruled only in the southern part of the country; he may have been
descended from the First Dynasty royal family, hence his decision to be buried at Abydos. Alternatively, if
he was an Upper Egyptian usurper, the choice of the Umm el-Qaab as his burial place may have been
intended to confer legitimacy, by association in death with the kings of the First Dynasty. The special
features of Peribsen’s reign easily lend themselves to speculative historical reconstructions, but caution
should be exercised.

To judge from the tomb inscription of Shery, Peribsen’s mortuary cult seems to have been celebrated at
Saqqara despite the fact that his tomb (Petrie 1901: pl. LXI) and funerary enclosure (Ayrton et a/
1904:1-5, pl. VII; Kemp 1966; sealings: Ayrton et al. 1904: pl. IX.1, 2) are located at Abydos. It is at the
latter site that Peribsen is best attested. Some of the sealings from his tomb bear the epithet inw S&,
‘tribute (or ‘conqueror’?) of Setjet’ (Petrie 1901: pl. XXII.181). The town determinative after Setjet seems
to indicate that the locality lay within Egypt, rather than being the land of Syria-Palestine (also called
Setjet by the Egyptians). The town has been plausibly identified as Sethro€ in the north-eastern
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Delta (Grdseloff 1944:295-9), known to have been a cult centre of the god Seth in later times. It is
possible, though not provable, that the town was incorporated into the Egyptian realm and a cult of Seth
established during the reign of Peribsen. However, this would clearly require Peribsen to have ruled
Lower Egypt as well as Upper Egypt.

Two funerary stelae were discovered in front of Peribsen’s Abydos tomb (Fischer 1961:52, fig. 7, BM
35597: Spencer 1980:16, pls 8-9 [Cat. 15]). An official’s sealing from the reign of Peribsen was recently
discovered on the island of Elephantine, in the settlement area north of the Satet temple (Dreyer, in Kaiser
et al. 1987:107-8 and 1009, fig. 13a, pl. 15a). The inscription names the ‘seal(er) of all the things of Upper
Egypt’, and thus indicates the existence of state administrative structures on Elephantine from at least the
late Second Dynasty (Patznick, in Kaiser ef al. 1995:180). Mastaba K1 at Beit Khallaf, dated to the reign
of Netjerikhet, none the less yielded a sealing of Peribsen (Garstang 1902: pl. X.8). An unprovenanced
cylinder vessel of red limestone is decorated with the serekh of Peribsen in raised relief (Kaplony 1965:24
and 26, fig. 51 [line drawing], pl. V fig. 51 [photograph]). Curiously, the name of Peribsen also occurs on a
stone vessel fragment found by Petrie in the First Dynasty tomb of Merneith (Petrie 1900: pl. IV.7). The
only possible explanation is that it represents later contamination of the tomb contents, perhaps from
Amélineau’s excavations.



Sekhemib-perenmaat

The final king whose identity and place in the succession are uncertain bore the two-part name Sekhemib-
perenmaat. There are two main hypotheses concerning Sekhemib-perenmaat (Quirke 1990:45): first, that
he is one and the same king as Peribsen, in a different guise (for example, Grdseloff 1944:295; Emery
1961:95; Shaw and Nicholson 1995:220; Dodson 1996:25); second, that he was the successor of Peribsen
(Kaplony 1963; Helck 1979:132). For those who hold the first view, the occurrence of sealings bearing the
name Sekhemib-perenmaat in both the tomb and funerary enclosure of Peribsen is significant (Petrie

1901: pl. XX1.164-72; and Ayrton et al. 1904: pl. IX.3, respectively). Moreover, on inscribed stone vessel
fragments from the Step Pyramid complex (Lacau and Lauer 1959: pl. 18 nos 87-94), Sekhemib-

perenmaat is given the epithet inw h3st, ‘tribute (or ‘conqueror’) of foreign land(s)’ (Lacau and Lauer

1959: pl. 18 no. 93), reminiscent of the phrase inw S&, discussed above, which appears on sealings of
Peribsen from his Abydos tomb. Those who hold the second view point to the fact that the sealings from
Peribsen’s tomb bearing the name of Sekhemib-perenmaat were found in the entrance, a parallel situation
to the sealing of Hetepsekhemwy found in the tomb of Qaa. On balance, the evidence seems to weigh
slightly in favour of identifying Sekhemib-perenmaat as the same person as Peribsen, perhaps before he
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made the unusual move of adopting a Seth-name. The similarity of the two names, Sekhemib-perenmaat
and Peribsen (both include the elements /b and pr), hint at a close connection. Apart from the instances
already cited, the name Sekhemib-perenmaat is attested on a sealing from the debris of the Old Kingdom
town at Elephantine (Leclant and Clerc 1993:250), and on the inside of an unprovenanced alabaster bowl
(Kaplony 1965:24, pl. V fig. 52).

Khasekhem (wy)

The last king of the Second Dynasty is an important, and in many ways transitional, figure (cf. Hoffman
1980:348-54). More is known about his reign than any other of the dynasty, and his surviving monuments
are by far the most impressive of any Early Dynastic ruler before Netjerikhet. At the beginning of his
reign, the last king of the Second Dynasty adopted the Horus name Khasekhem, ‘the power has appeared’.
Later, however, he added the Seth-animal to the top of his serekh, and changed his name accordingly to
the dual form Khasekhemwy, ‘the two powers have appeared’, together with an additional epithet nbwy
htp im=f, ‘the two lords are at peace in him’. The new name seems consciously to have been modelled on
that of the dynasty’s founder, Hetepsekhemwy. It may therefore have been intended to proclaim national
renewal under Khasekhemwy (Kaiser 1992:184-5, n. 44). It used to be thought that the two forms of the
name belonged to two different kings (Emery 1961:98); but it is now generally accepted that they were
borne at different periods by one and the same monarch (for example, Quirke 1990:46; Shaw and
Nicholson 1995:150).

In the early part of his reign, Khasekhem seems to have shown particular interest in, and reverence for,
Hierakonpolis, the ancient Predynastic capital in the far south of the country. Indeed, Khasekhem is
attested only once outside Hierakonpolis, on an inscribed diorite vessel from the Step Pyramid complex
(Lacau and Lauer 1959: pl. 3 no. 18). Travertine and granite vessels of Khasekhem were discovered inside
the temple of Horus at Hierakonpolis (Quibell 1900: pl. XXXVI). In all cases, the inscription shows the
goddess Nekhbet standing on a ring containing the word bs, ‘rebel’. The accompanying legend describes
the scene as ‘the year of fighting the northern enemy’. The Horus-falcon atop the king’s serekh wears
only the white crown, associated with Upper Egypt (Quibell 1900: pl. XXXVIII). Unless the scene
represents nothing more than a traditional duty of kingship or a ritual, an historical interpretation would
seem likely. It is probable that, when he acceded to the kingship, Khasekhem ruled only Upper Egypt.
Campaigns against the rebellious north ultimately resulted in Khasekhem’s victory, and he was able to



reunite Egypt. To commemorate this achievement, he changed his name to the dual form,
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to demonstrate that peace and harmony had returned through his actions. In the absence of hard evidence,
this reconstruction of events must remain speculative, though it does fit the available data well. In
particular, two famous seated statues of Khasekhem from Hierakonpolis, one of limestone (Quibell 1900:
pl. XXXIX), the other of siltstone (Quibell 1900: pl. XLI [left]), carry inscriptions which show defeated
enemies in contorted positions, labelled as ‘northern enemies 47,209’ (Quibell 1900: pl. XL). These two
statues clearly suggest hostile activity undertaken by Khasekhem against a northern foe, though a precise
identification of the enemy is not possible. It has been suggested that the gap in the later sources,
transmogrified into the name ‘Hudjefa’ by the New Kingdom scribes who compiled the Saqqara and Turin
king lists, may once have contained the name of Khasekhem’s opponent(s), later expunged from the
record (Dodson 1996:28). If a fragmentary stela from Hierakonpolis is to be interpreted at face value,
Khasekhem may have preceded his attacks on the north by a campaign southwards into Nubia. The stela
fragment shows part of a kneeling captive resting on a platform which ends in the head of a foreigner. This
last is surmounted by a bow, the sign used to write the name applied to Nubia, Ta-Sety. Moreover, an
inscription below the scene gives the serekh of Khasekhem and the phrase ‘humbling the foreign land’
(Quibell and Green 1902: pl. LVIII). The other known occurrence of Khasekhem’s serekh is on an
unprovenanced copper axe-head in a private collection (Kaplony 1965:24 and 29, fig. 55).

Under the later version of his name, Khasekhemwy, the king is much more widely attested, from
Hierakonpolis in the far south of Egypt to Byblos on the Lebanese coast. A fragment of a breccia stone

vessel was recovered from the Egyptian temple area at Byblos, incised with the phrase H -shmwi di nh,

‘Khasekhemwy, given life’ (Montet 1928:84, fig. 1). Unusually, the Seth-animal on top of the serekh
appears to be wearing the red crown, whereas the Horus-falcon wears the usual double crown. This vessel
may easily have reached Byblos through trade and/or at a later period. None the less, it seems likely that
foreign relations reached a new level under Khasekhemwy, since a seal-impression of his reign gives the

first occurrence of the title imi-r3 h3st, ‘overseer of foreign land(s)’ (Kaplony 1963, III: pl. 72 fig. 269). It

strongly suggests the imposition of Egyptian hegemony on foreign territory. This may be confirmed by a
damaged stone block with a list of foreign countries from the temple area at Hierakonpolis (Quibell and
Green 1902: pl. XXIII [bottom]). The inscription seems originally to have included numerals (some are
partially preserved), and may therefore have recorded tribute or enemies slain in battle. Other inscriptions
of Khasekhemwy have been found at Saqqara—in a private tomb (S3043: Kaplony 1963, I: 163), and in
the Step Pyramid complex (Firth and Quibell 1935,1:141, fig. 22; Lauer 1939:21, pl. XIX.7-8; Lacau and
Lauer 1959: pl. 19 no. 95)—and Abydos (Petrie
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1901: pls XXHI-XXIV; Amélineau 1902: pls XXI, XXII; Ayrton ef al. 1904:3, pl. IX.9).

Khasekhemwy’s mortuary constructions at Abydos are truly impressive. In their design and symbolism
they point the way towards the Step Pyramid complex of Netjerikhet a generation later. The burial
chamber of Khasekhemwy’s tomb was lined with blocks of dressed limestone (Petrie 1901: pl. LVI1.4-6),
representing the largest-scale use of dressed stone to that date. His funerary enclosure, known today by its
Arabic nickname, the Shunet ez-Zebib, is a mammoth structure of mudbrick (Ayrton et al. 1904:1-5, pl.
VI). A ‘“fleet’ of funerary boats discovered adjacent to the enclosure may have formed part of the overall
building programme (O’Connor 1991, 1995). Buildings inside the court of the enclosure foreshadow some



of the elements of the Step Pyramid complex (Kemp 1989:56, fig. 18; O’Connor 1995:7). The Shunet
ez-Zebib is still one of the most visible monuments at Abydos, its massively thick walls having withstood
forty-five centuries. Despite its vast size and the investment of labour that it represents, the Shunet
ez-Zebib is not the only such building attributable to Khasekhemwy. A parallel construction can be found
on the northern side of the Great Wadi at Hierakonpolis (see Chapter 7). Why Khasekhemwy should have
constructed two such funerary enclosures remains a mystery. In addition to the Tort’, a granite door-jamb
from the town site at Hierakonpolis may have belonged to a temple erected by Khasekhemwy (Quibell
1900: pl. IT; Engelbach 1934). Two further blocks found nearby (Quibell and Green 1902: pls LIX.8,
XXIII [bottom]) suggest a major building programme undertaken by Khasekhemwy at Hierakonpolis.
Across the river at Elkab, a granite block with the king’s serekh was discovered within the town
enclosure, hinting at another large building (Sayce and Clarke 1905:239). The Palermo Stone may provide
further evidence for temple building, if the beginning of the fifth register comprises the last years of
Khasekhemwy’s reign. The entry for year 13 records the construction of a stone building called Mn-ntrt
(Schifer 1902:26). The reference to stone probably indicates a temple, since secular buildings of the Early
Dynastic period were more usually made from mudbrick. If the Early Dynastic relief blocks from the
temple of Hathor at Gebelein are also to be dated to the reign of Khasekhemwy (W.S.Smith 1949:137-8),
he would emerge as a major patron of temple construction in Upper Egypt, and by far the most prolific
builder of the Early Dynastic period as a whole.

The achievements of Khasekhemwy’s reign are not restricted, however, to architecture or administration.
The objects from his tomb at Abydos are among the glories of Early Dynastic craftsmanship. They include
a sceptre fashioned from the precious stone sard with bands of gold (Petrie 1901: pl. IX.1); dolomite
limestone vases with sheet gold covers (Petrie 1901: pl. IX.2, 5-10; Spencer 1993:86, fig. 65); and a ewer
and basin of
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bronze (Petrie 1901: pl. IX.13—15; Spencer 1993:88, fig. 68). Advanced metalworking is also indirectly
attested by an entry on the Palermo Stone. The major event of year 15 was the fashioning of a copper
statue called ‘high is Khasekhemwy’ (Schéfer 1902:27; Sethe 1914). Life-size copper statues which would
fit such a description have survived from the late Old Kingdom. The entry for year 15 may also contain a
reference to shipbuilding. According to the Palermo Stone, the king whose reign is recorded at the
beginning of the fifth register died in his sixteenth or seventeenth regnal year. However, on both the
statues of Khasekhem from Hierakonpolis the king wears the close-fitting robe associated with the
Sed-festival, usually—though not always—celebrated after a considerable period of time on the throne.

The reign of Khasekhemwy marks a turning point in Egyptian history and culture, linking the early
development of dynastic civilisation during the First and Second Dynasties with the full flourishing of that
civilisation from the beginning of the Third Dynasty. His mortuary constructions foreshadow the pyramid
age, and his political achievements seem to have re-established the internal stability and prosperity needed
for the great cultural achievements of his successors. A sealing from Khasekhemwy’s tomb at Abydos
demonstrates the family link between him and Netjerikhet. The sealing names the ‘mother of the king’s
children, Nimaat-hap’ (Petrie 1901: pl. XXIV.210). This same personage is named, this time as ‘mother of
the dual king’, on a sealing from mastaba K1 at Beit Khallaf (Garstang 1902: pl. X.7), dated by other
sealings to the reign of Netjerikhet. In other words, Netjerikhet was Nimaathap’s son, either by a second
husband or, perhaps more likely (given the phraseology on the sealing from Khasekhemwy’s tomb), by
Khasekhemwy himself.

THE THIRD DYNASTY

The later king lists and the contemporary monuments are in rare agreement concerning the number of
Third Dynasty kings. Both the Abydos king list and the Turin Canon record five rulers, whilst five Horus
names are attested in Third Dynasty inscriptions. Unfortunately, the history of the dynasty is not without
its problems. There remain difficulties in correlating the different royal names, and the order of the five
kings is far from clear, as is the attribution of the royal funerary monuments at Zawiyet el-Aryan and



Maidum. The archaeological evidence contradicts the Abydos and Turin lists by indicating that
Netjerikhet succeeded Khasekhemwy directly. By contrast, the archaeological and historical sources agree
concerning Netjerikhet’s successor, now that the nbty name Djeserty has been irrefutably linked with the
Horus Sekhemkhet. There is no doubt that the king known by his nswt-bity name Huni was the last
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ruler of the Third Dynasty, but the ordering of the remaining three Horus names (Sanakht, Khaba and
Qahedjet) and one nswt-bity name (Nebka) is open to differing reconstructions. The duration of the Third
Dynasty is also a matter of conjecture. The figures given for the five kings in the Turin Canon total
seventy-four years, a comparatively short period. There is no independent means of checking these
figures; we can only gauge how likely a particular reign-length is for a particular ruler, given the scale of
his monuments or other known achievements. The end of the Third Dynasty has been plausibly placed at
2575 BC (Baines and Malek 1980:36).

Netjerikhet

The weight of archaeological evidence favours Netjerikhet as Khasekhemwy’s successor and thus the first
king of the Third Dynasty. The sealings of Nimaathap, already mentioned, probably indicate that
Netjerikhet was Khasekhemwy’s son. Sealings of Netjerikhet found in the tomb of Khasekhemwy at
Abydos (Petrie 1901: pl. XXIV.211; Kaplony 1963, II: 1187,1190; III: figs 768, 798; Giddy
1996:30,1997:29), and further examples from the Shunet ez-Zebib (Newberry 1909: pl. XXIII; Kaplony
1963, I: 164; I1I: pl. 131, figs 800—1), suggest that Netjerikhet, as son and heir, oversaw the burial of his
predecessor. Moreover, the architectural and symbolic parallels between the funerary enclosure of
Khasekhemwy (the Shunet ez-Zebib) and the Step Pyramid enclosure of Netjerikhet argue in favour of the
close proximity of the two reigns (O’Connor 1991, 1995). The same store of ritual stone vessels seems to
have supplied both kings’ tombs, since both contained fragments with identical ink drawings of the god
Min, clearly drawn from the same collection (Petrie 1901: pl. I11.48; Lacau and Lauer 1965: pl. 15.1-5).
Two sealings from mastaba K1 at Beit Khallaf bear an identical inscription—referring to the ‘house of
provisioning of the vineyards of Memphis’—except for the serekh, which is that of Khasekhemwy in one
case (Weill 1908:83) and that of Netjerikhet in the other (Weill 1908:101). A plausible conclusion is that,
after the death of Khasekhemwy, the original cylinder-seal was simply re-cut with the name of the new
king. The archaeological evidence is supported by at least one historical source: the Saqqgara king list
names Djoser (Netjerikhet) as the immediate successor of Beby (a misreading of the name Khasekhemwy)
(Weill 1908:13).

Netjerikhet is better known by the name preserved in the later king lists, Djoser. Unfortunately, this
name—presumably the king’s nbty or nswt-bity name—does not appear on any contemporary monument
or inscription, and the equation of Djoser and Netjerikhet (the king’s Horus name) depends on the much
later Sehel Famine Stela (Barguet 1953: esp. 14, pl. III). Since later tradition also revered Djoser as the
king for whom the Step Pyramid complex was built (Grimal 1992:65), there
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can be no doubt about the correctness of the identification. When the New Kingdom scribe drawing up
the Turin Canon came to the name of Djoser, he changed the ink in his pen from black to red (Gardiner
1959: pl. II; Malek 1986:37). By writing the name of Djoser in red ink, he was indicating the special place
held by that king in the minds of later generations of Egyptians. Despite the continuities between the end
of the Second and the beginning of the Third Dynasty, the scribe was justified in recording the accession
of Netjerikhet/Djoser as a significant milestone in Egyptian history. The king made a decisive break with
the past, by abandoning for good the traditional royal burial ground of Abydos in favour of a site
overlooking the capital (cf. Shaw and Nicholson 1995:149). This decision is likely to have been made for a
variety of reasons. The rebellions in the north of the country recorded on the statue bases of Khasekhem
may have been a factor. By siting the royal mortuary complex—the pre-eminent symbol of centralised
authority—closer to Lower Egypt, the king may have been making a statement about royal control of the



north. If the king now resided permanently at the capital, it would have been logical to site the royal tomb
nearby. Furthermore, Netjerikhet may have had family ties with the Memphite area, since Manetho
records that the Third Dynasty kings were from Memphis.

The mortuary complex of Netjerikhet at Saqqara is one of the most impressive monuments in the
Memphite necropolis (Lauer 1936, 1939). It represents a staggering achievement, and remains one of the
most important sources for Early Dynastic religion and kingship. The name of the king features most
prominently on the six panels from the galleries beneath the pyramid and South Tomb (F.D.Friedman
1995). Lintels from the false doors framing the inscribed panels give the king’s complete titulary (Firth
and Quibell 1935, II: pls 16, 39, 43), whilst boundary stelae from the complex are inscribed with the
names of the king and female members of his family (Firth and Quibell 1935, II: pl. 87; Porter and Moss
1974:407; reconstructed by Lauer 1936:187, fig. 209). Seal-impressions with Netjerikhet’s serekh have
also been found in the galleries beneath the North Court granaries (Firth and Quibell 1935, I: 141, figs
19-21) and beneath the pyramid itself (Lauer 1939:74, pl. XIX.9). Recently, some unique decorated
blocks thought to derive from a gateway in the complex have been published (Hawass 1994). They feature
the king’s serekh and a series of recumbent lions, the whole design framed by snakes.

The dominance of the Step Pyramid complex is something of a mixed blessing for ancient historians. It
certainly highlights the reign of Netjerikhet as a period of great artistic, architectural and administrative
innovation. However, it tends to obscure the king’s other accomplishments and the evidence for his
activities in other parts of Egypt. Only fragments now survive of a decorated shrine from Heliopolis
(W.S.Smith 1949:133-7, figs 48—53). The scenes in raised relief may be connected with the
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celebration of a Sed-festival and/or with the ennead (assembly of nine gods) worshipped at Heliopolis.
Relief blocks from the temple of Hathor at Gebelein probably date to the reign of Khasekhemwy;
however, it is possible that they date to the beginning of the Third Dynasty, if the ‘archaic’ style of
decoration is due more to the provincial origin of the work (W.S.Smith 1949:137). Although the royal
burial ground at Abydos was abandoned after the death of Khasekhemwy, the region remained a location
for high-status burials into the Third Dynasty. Mastaba K1 at Beit Khallaf (Garstang 1902) dwarfs even
the Abydos and Hierakonpolis enclosures of Khasekhemwy. It yielded a large number of seal-impressions,
most of them dating to the reign of Netjerikhet, including the sealing of Queen Nimaathap discussed
above. One possibility is that mastaba K1 was her tomb. Other tombs were built at Beit Khallaf during the
reign of Netjerikhet, though none of them equals K1 in size. A sealing of Netjerikhet was found in each of
the mastabas K2, K3, K4 and K5 (Garstang 1902). These monuments may have belonged to minor
members of Nimaathap’s family, perhaps the descendants of the First Dynasty royal family who still
exercised local authority as governors of the Thinite region. The only other site within Egypt where
Netjerikhet is attested is Elephantine. Four jar-sealings have been excavated from the eastern area of the
town (Dreyer, in Kaiser et al. 1987:108 and 109, fig. 13c, pl. 15¢). Each bears the king’s serekh; one gives
the titles of an official, ‘controller of the cellar and assistant in the magazine of provisions...of Upper and
Lower Egypt, follower of the king every day’. A further sealing has been found more recently in the Old
Kingdom debris of the eastern and southern sectors of the town (Leclant and Clerc 1993:250). At
Saqqara, sealings of Netjerikhet have been found in three élite, private tombs (52305 and S3518: Porter
and Moss 1974:437, 448, respectively; Emery 1970:10, pl. XVIL]; G.T.Martin 1979:18, pl. 19.5),
including the tomb of Hesira (Quibell 1913:3, pl. XXVIII.23), famous for its carved wooden panels.

By far the most significant development of Netjerikhet’s reign, aside from the construction of his mortuary
complex, was the instigation of regular Egyptian activity in the Wadi Maghara, the turquoise mining area
of the south-western Sinai. Whilst there is evidence for sporadic Egyptian involvement in the Sinai from
Predynastic times, centrally organised expeditions to exploit the area’s mineral reserves, attested by
rock-cut inscriptions, apparently began only in the early Third Dynasty (Gardiner and Peet 1952, 1955). It
is possible that the administrative sophistication required to mount such long-distance enterprises was only
developed as a result of the pyramid-building activity which characterised the Third Dynasty.
Alternatively, state-sponsored activities outside the boundaries of Egypt proper may have been impossible



during much of the Second Dynasty when the country seems to have been riven by internal tensions.
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The Turin Canon gives Djoser a reign of just nineteen years. This seems rather brief, given the
achievements of his reign. However, the Step Pyramid complex was left unfinished, and it is likely that the
king died before his grand project could be completed.

Sekhemkhet

For once, the archaeological evidence and all the later king lists agree on the identity of Netjerikhet’s

successor (Figure 3.5). His Horus name was Sekhemkhet, his name given in the king lists, Djeserty. The
correspondence of the two names was proven by the discovery of an ivory plaque in Sekhemkhet’s step
pyramid complex (Goneim 1957: pls LXV.B, LXVI). The plaque was engraved with the inscription nbty
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Figure 3.5 The Third Dynasty: a problem solved. A rare example of textual and archaeological sources in
agreement: (1) cartouches of Djoser (Netjerikhet) and his successor ‘Djoser-teti’ from the king list in the
tomb of Tjuneroy at Saqqara (after Gardiner, 1961: fig. 8); (2) corresponding entries from the Turin Royal
Canon, naming Djoser’s successor as ‘Djoserty’ (after Gardiner 1959: pl. III); (3) the royal name from an
inscribed ivory plaque found in the unfinished step pyramid complex of Sekhemkhet at Saqqara, giving the
king’s ‘Two Ladies’ name Djesert(i)-ankh and thus confirming the identification of Sekhemkhet as
Netjerikhet’s immediate successor (after Goneim 1957: pl. LXVI). Not to same scale.
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The king’s mortuary complex is the principal monument to have survived from his reign (Goneim 1957). It
seems that Imhotep, chancellor under Netjerikhet and fabled as the architect of his Step Pyramid complex,
also had a hand in Sekhemkhet’s mortuary complex: a graffito on the northern enclosure wall of the
Sekhemkhet complex names Imhotep (Goneim 1957:4, pl. XIII), although the context is unclear. The high
quality of workmanship in Sekhemkhet’s reign is eloquently attested by finds from his pyramid enclosure,



particularly the set of gold jewellery discovered in the main corridor of the substructure (Goneim 1957: pls
XXXI-XXXII bis).

Sekhemkhet continued the programme of expeditions to the Wadi Maghara instituted by his predecessor.
A rock-cut inscription on a cliff above the valley shows the king smiting a Bedouin captive (Gardiner and
Peet 1952: pl. I). (This inscription was once attributed to the First Dynasty king of a similar name,
Semerkhet.) A seal-impression bearing the name of Sekhemkhet has been discovered recently in the Old
Kingdom town at Elephantine (Leclant and Clerc 1993:250; Patznick, in Kaiser et a/ 1995:181 and 182,
fig. 29a; Seidlmayer 1996b: 113). The sealing gives the titles of an official who was both ‘overseer of
Elephantine’ and ‘sealer of gold of Elephantine’. The seal represents the earliest known occurrence of the
town’s name (Egyptian 3bw) (Seidlmayer 1996b: 113).

The Turin Canon assigns Djoser’s successor a reign of just six years. Given the unfinished nature of
Sekhemkhet’s step pyramid complex — presumably the major construction project of his reign—and the
paucity of other monuments dated to his reign, this figure seems reasonable (cf. Goedicke 1984).

Khaba

The Horus Khaba is attested at four, perhaps five, sites in Egypt. Eight stone bowls from a high-status
mastaba at Zawiyet el-Aryan (Z500) in the Memphite necropolis are inscribed with the king’s serekh
(Arkell 1956; Kaplony 1965:27, pl. VI, fig. 57; Dunham 1978:34, pls XXV-XXVI). The mastaba is located
in a cemetery adjacent to the so-called ‘layer pyramid’, an unfinished royal mortuary complex of the late
Third Dynasty (Dunham 1978). There is no evidence from the pyramid itself to link it with Khaba, but it is
generally attributed to him on the basis of the inscribed stone bowls found nearby (cf. Stadelmann
1984:496; Edwards 1993:64).

In Upper Egypt, the name of Khaba has been found on sealings from Hierakonpolis and Elephantine
(Figure 3.6). The Hierakonpolis sealing came from the Early Dynastic town, either from houses or from
the Early Dynastic stratum under the Old Kingdom temple of Horus (Quibell and Green 1902: pl. LXX.1).
The Elephantine sealing was excavated from the eastern town, and shows a divine figure (possibly the god
Ash, connected
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Figure 3.6 Ephemeral rulers, 2: Khaba. Sealings with the king’s serekh: (1) from the early town at
Hierakonpolis (after Quibell and Green 1902: pl. LXX.1); (2) from the early town at Elephantine (after
Dreyer, in Kaiser et al. 1987:109, fig. 13.b).

with royal estates) holding a long sceptre, flanked by serekhs of Khaba (Dreyer, in Kaiser et al. 1987:108
and 109, fig. 13.b, pl. 15.b). The inscription on the other side of the sealing is almost illegible, but does
include the title 43%i- ; ‘mayor’, one of the earliest references to this office. The serekh of Khaba is also
inscribed on an unprovenanced diorite bowl in London’s Petrie Museum (Arkell 1956) and on another
diorite bowl in a private collection, said to have come from Dahshur (Arkell 1958).

We must admit that next to nothing is known for certain about the reign of Khaba. His nswt-bity and nbty
names are unknown. Even his position within the order of succession has not been established beyond
doubt, though he clearly reigned in the latter part of the Third Dynasty. Many scholars identify him as the
penultimate king of the dynasty (for example, Baines and Mélek 1980:36), though it has been suggested
that Khaba was the Horus name of the last king, better known as Huni (Stadelmann 1984:496). This is
because stone bowls incised with the name of a king are common in the First and early Second Dynasties
but, otherwise, are not
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attested again until the reign of Sneferu. This tends to suggest that Khaba preceded Sneferu by only a
short period. Moreover, the sealings of Khaba come from two sites where Huni erected small step
pyramids. The coincidence of the Khaba sealings and these monuments suggests at least the possibility
that Khaba and Huni were one and the same king. None the less, the general consensus identifies Khaba
as one of Huni’s predecessors. In view of the evidence, discussed below, for the position of Sanakht
within the Third Dynasty, and the close architectural similarity between Sekhemkhet’s unfinished pyramid
and the one at Zawiyet el-Aryan, Khaba may be most plausibly identified as Sekhemkhet’s immediate
successor, and thus the third king of the dynasty.

Sanakht and Nebka

The position of these two names in the order of succession remains to be firmly established (Seidlmayer



1996a: 198, n. 14). With a single exception, Sanakht is attested on contemporary monuments by his Horus
name. His other names are not known for certain, although a fragmentary sealing from mastaba K2 at Beit
Khallaf shows the king’s serekh facing the lower portion of a cartouche (Garstang 1902: pl. XI1X.7;
Seidlmayer 1996b: pl. 23). Since the sign in the bottom of the cartouche resembles an archaic ka-sign, the
name has been restored as Nebka, and this has been taken as the nswet-bity name of the Horus Sanakht.
The fact that the nswr-bity name written in a cartouche did not come into regular use until the late Third
Dynasty clearly argues in favour of Sanakht having reigned towards the end of the dynasty. Although the
Abydos and Turin king lists record a King Nebka at the beginning of the Third Dynasty, between
Khasekhemwy and Netjerikhet, this is contradicted by the archaeological evidence.

A number of further sealings from mastaba K2 at Beit Khallaf bear the Horus name of Sanakht (Garstang
1902: pl. XIX.2-6, 8). A seal-impression with the king’s name was found in an Early Dynastic building on
the island of Elephantine (Seidlmayer, in Kaiser et al. 1982:303—6 and 304, fig. 15, pl. 65b; Pitznick, in
Kaiser ef al. 1995:180; Seidlmayer 1996b: 121). The sealing gives a string of titles, translated as ‘royal
seal-bearer and judicial official connected with the royal estate’. The inscription suggests that an
administrative building connected to a royal domain or estate was once located on the island, attached to
the small step pyramid nearby. This monument, one of several similar structures throughout Egypt, has
been dated to the last reign of the Third Dynasty (Seidlmayer 1996a, 1996b: 119-20). For this reason, the
Elephantine sealing tends to favour a date for Sanakht towards the end of the dynasty. Seal-impressions of
Sanakht from the Step Pyramid complex of Netjerikhet (Firth and Quibell 1935:141, fig. 18; Lauer 1936:5,
fig. 3) do not help to resolve Sanakht’s place in
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the Third Dynasty since they were found in a room in the north-east corner of the North Temple, a
structure which post-dates the Step Pyramid itself. In the absence of any direct evidence to link the
so-called ‘brick pyramid’ at Abu Rawash with Sanakht (Dodson 1996:30, after Swelim), it must be
admitted that no royal tomb can be assigned to this king. Although it is perhaps unlikely that Sanakht
would have failed to start work on a funerary monument, it is possible that a fundamental reorganisation
of economic and administrative structures in the late Third Dynasty disrupted temporarily the sequence of
imposing royal tombs (Seidlmayer 1996a: 210-12).

The most significant monument attributable without doubt to the reign of Sanakht is a pair of rock-cut
inscriptions in the Wadi Maghara, Sinai (Gardiner and Peet 1952: pls I, IV). One scene shows the king
wearing the white crown, preceded by the standard of Wepwawet and a shrine surmounted by a falcon. In
the other scene (BM 691: Spencer 1980:16, pls 8-9 [Cat. 18], 1993:101, fig. 77), the king wears the red
crown and is shown in the pose of smiting a captive (now lost). A fragment of vertical inscription
accompanying the scene contains the oldest known reference to turquoise (mfk3t), making clear the
reason for the Egyptians’ interest in the region.

The combination of sealings in mastaba K2 at Beit Khallaf suggests that Sanakht succeeded Netjerikhet
(Sethe, in Garstang 1902:25). However, it seems certain that Netjerikhet’s immediate successor was
Sekhemkhet, builder of the second step pyramid complex at Saqqara. Sanakht may therefore have been
Netjerikhet’s second successor, and he has been identified as such by a number of scholars (for example,
Helck 1984a: 375). If this theory is correct, then the rock-cut inscriptions in the Wadi Maghara would
have been made in three successive reigns, marking a period of intense Egyptian activity in the turquoise
mining region. In the Turin Canon, Djeserty/Sekhemkhet’s successor is named as Hudjefa; but, rather than
being a name, this word probably indicates no more than a gap in the records from which the list was
compiled (Goedicke 1956a). Given the epigraphy of the Beit Khallaf sealing, Sanakht was probably
Huni’s immediate predecessor, and thus the penultimate king of the dynasty. An unnamed king in this
position is given just six years by the Turin Canon. This figure seems quite plausible, in view of the fact
that Sanakht is so sparsely attested.

On the basis of the Beit Khallaf seal-impression, Sanakht is almost certainly to be identified with the king
whose nswe-bity name, written in a cartouche, was Nebka (Seidlmayer 1996b: 121, pl. 23). Nebka is



attested only indirectly: in the tomb of a late Third Dynasty priest at Saqqara (Weill 1908:262-73, pls
VI-VII; Porter and Moss 1974:500) and in the Middle Kingdom Tales of Wonder’ preserved in Papyrus
Westcar (Erman 1890:7). The earlier reference occurs in the autobiographical inscription from the tomb of
Akhetaa, an official who, amongst other positions, was
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‘priest of King Nebka’. The position of Nebka within the Third Dynasty depends upon the precise
interpretation of Akhetaa’s title. If he was a priest serving the cult of the reigning king, then Nebka must
be placed at the end of the Third Dynasty. However, if Akhetaa was a priest in the mortuary cult of
Nebka, this king would probably have reigned somewhat earlier in the dynasty. The reference to Nebka in
Papyrus Westcar may help to resolve the problem. The tale of wonder set in his reign comes after the tale
set in the reign of Netjerikhet/Djoser and before a tale set in the reign of Huni. If the order of the tales is
chronological then, as suggested here, Nebka will have reigned after Netjerikhet and preceded Huni on the
throne. The Turin Canon places a King Nebka—with a reign of nineteen years—before Netjerikhet, but
this is flatly contradicted by the archaeological evidence. The conclusion must be that Nebka reigned
towards the end of the Third Dynasty, and this agrees with the available evidence for Sanakht.

Huni and Qahedjet

With the last king of the Third Dynasty, we stand on the threshold of the Old Kingdom. Just as the reign of
Khasekhemwy at the end of the Second Dynasty marks something of a turning-point, so does the reign of
Huni at the end of the Third Dynasty. Substantial construction projects and the possible restructuring of
regional administration paved the way for the frenzy of pyramid building characteristic of the Fourth
Dynasty. However, we still know comparatively little about the king who presided over these
achievements. The Turin Canon records a reign-length of twenty-four years for Huni. A shorter reign
would seem unlikely, given the scale of his completed building projects.

Huni is attested on contemporary monuments by his nswz-bity name, written in a cartouche. Alternative
readings have been suggested (for example, Goedicke 1956b); but in the absence of an agreed
transliteration, the name recorded in the later king lists, Huni, has been adopted by Egyptologists, even
though it probably represents a corruption of the original. Huni’s position as last king of the Third Dynasty
and Sneferu’s immediate predecessor is confirmed both by Papyrus Prisse (Jéquier 1911; Gardiner 1946)
and by the autobiographical inscription in the tomb of Metjen at Saqqara (Goedicke 1966).

The most impressive monument which can be attributed to Huni directly is the small granite step pyramid
on the island of Elephantine. This is now recognised as the provenance of a granite cone, bearing the
inscription ssd Hwni, ‘Diadem of Huni’, followed by the determinative of a palace. The cone suggests that
Huni built a palace or building associated with the royal cult on the island (Seidlmayer 1996a, 1996b).
Other small step pyramids, similar in size and construction to the Elephantine
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monument, have been identified at sites throughout Egypt (Dreyer and Kaiser 1980; Edwards 1993): Seila
in the Fayum (Lesko 1988); Zawiyet el-Meitin in Middle Egypt; south Abydos (Dreyer and Swelim 1982);
Tukh near Nagada; el-Kula near Hierakonpolis; and south Edfu. On the basis of the Elephantine
monument, all but the Seila pyramid have been dated to the reign of Huni; excavations have shown that
the Seila pyramid was built by his successor, Sneferu (Edwards 1993:69). The function of the small step
pyramids has been hotly debated (Seidlmayer 1996a). It is probable that stone was reserved for royal
building projects at this period, and the pyramids may have served as territorial markers, perhaps
associated with cult places of the king or royal estates (there was an administrative building attached to
the pyramid at Elephantine). The distribution of the monuments suggests that there was one pyramid for
each nome, at least in southern Upper Egypt; and it is tempting to link their construction with the
reorganisation of provincial government posited for Huni’s reign.



The pyramid at Maidum has been attributed to Huni, despite Middle and New Kingdom graffiti from the
site which credit Sneferu with its construction. It is possible that Sneferu only finished the monument,
converting it into a true pyramid (but note Edwards 1993:93). If the initial stage of the Maidum pyramid
was not intended as Huni’s funerary monument the location of his tomb remains a mystery. It may have
been at Saqqara, but the only obvious location—the unexcavated Ptahhotep enclosure to the west of the
Netjerikhet complex—Ilacks any substructure, making it highly unlikely that it represents an unfinished
step pyramid complex. One suggestion is that the construction of a series of small step pyramids may, in
some way, have lessened the importance attached to the principal royal monument, the king’s tomb.
According to this view, the absence of a pyramid securely datable to the reign of Huni may be no
coincidence (Seidlmayer 1996a: 210—11). An estate of Huni is listed on the Palermo Stone in the reign of
the Fifth Dynasty King Neferirkara (Schiafer 1902:40); this indicates that the memory of Huni was still
revered, and at least one of his foundations still in existence, a century-and-a-half after his death.

Until some thirty years ago, the four Horus names discussed above (Netjerikhet, Sekhemkhet, Sanakht and
Khaba) were the only ones attested on monuments of the Third Dynasty. Then, in the late 1960s, an
unprovenanced limestone stela was purchased by the Louvre, inscribed for a king with the previously
unknown Horus name Qahedjet (Vandier 1968). The iconography of the stela is of great significance for
Egyptian art history, since it shows the earliest representation of a god (in this case Horus) embracing the
king. The style is very reminiscent of the relief panels from the Step Pyramid of Netjerikhet; on stylistic
grounds, therefore, the stela may be placed close in time to the reign of Netjerikhet. However, the
execution of the carving is superior to the Netjerikhet relief
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panels, and the more developed iconography of the Qahedjet stela tends to favour a date towards the end
of the Third Dynasty. The precise identification of the Horus Qahedjet is impossible without further
epigraphic evidence, but the scholar who published the Louvre stela favours Huni in preference to the
shadowy Nebka (especially if the latter is equated with the Horus Sanakht).

Irrespective of whether the Qahedjet stela was carved for Huni or for one of his predecessors, the
achievements of Huni’s reign are impressive, and clearly set the scene for the great flourishing of Egyptian
court culture in the Old Kingdom. The structure of provincial government recorded in the tomb of Metjen
probably marks a decisive break from the Early Dynastic past, and presages the absolute central control of
manpower and resources reflected in the pyramid building of the Fourth Dynasty. Thus, with the reign of
Huni, the formative period of Egyptian civilisation comes to an end.
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PART I
THE ESTABLISHMENT OF AUTHORITY
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CHAPTER FOUR
ADMINISTRATION



INTRODUCTION

An analysis of Early Dynastic administration highlights the achievement of Egypt’s early kings in
fashioning a system of rule that was to survive for three thousand years. The word ‘administration’ can be
used in two senses: the entirety of the state apparatus of government, and the more detailed system of
recording and distribution employed by it (Husson and Valbelle 1992:44). This chapter will seek to
investigate both aspects, presenting the evidence for the various institutions of government, their
organisation, operations and personnel. The section at the end of the chapter gives outlines of some
individual careers of Early Dynastic high officials, in order to illustrate the possibilities of advancement
within the ranks of the government.

While several authors have written about the administrative apparatus of the Old Kingdom and later
periods (for example, Helck 1954; Strudwick 1985), to date ‘no systematic analysis of the political
organization of the Early Dynastic period has yet been attempted’ (Trigger ef al. 1983:56). There are
several reasons for this, primarily the difficulties in deciphering the earliest stage of the Egyptian script
(Kahl 1994), coupled with the paucity and imbalance of the available evidence. Important contributions
have been made to our understanding of early seal-impressions and the institutions and offices to which
they refer (Kaplony 1963); autobiographical tomb inscriptions from the late Third Dynasty have likewise
been analysed, shedding light on administrative organisation at the end of the Early Dynastic period
(Junker 1939; Goedicke 1966); and individual studies have examined the origins of particular
administrative mechanisms, such as phyles (Roth 1991) and the nome system (Martin-Pardey 1976). But
it seems no attempt has been made to combine all the evidence from the first three dynasties in a coherent
account of the early development of Egyptian administration. As we shall see, the evidence is patchy and
partial; but the administration itself may not have been thorough or all-embracing (Malek 1986:35). By
taking an inclusive approach to all the potential sources, something of the nature of Early Dynastic
government, its structure and priorities, can be discerned. This is an important goal, for it was under the
kings of the first three dynasties that the administrative mechanisms that were to characterise the Old
Kingdom were first developed. The solutions adopted by Egypt’s early rulers to the problems
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of political and economic control laid the foundations for the governmental apparatus of the mature
Egyptian state.

The source material and its limitations

Any investigation into the structure of the Early Dynastic administration depends to a great extent upon
the numerous seal-impressions recovered from royal and private tombs of the period. For the First
Dynasty, these are supplemented by inscribed labels—of wood, bone or ivory—originally attached to
various commodities. Private stelae from First Dynasty graves at Abydos and Saqqara record the
occasional official title, or longer sequences of titles in the case of two stelae from the reign of Qaa. Many
of the stone vessels found beneath the Step Pyramid bear incised or painted inscriptions which convey
significant information about administrative activities. The majority of the inscribed vessels have been
plausibly dated to the Second Dynasty, hence plugging what otherwise would be a serious gap in the
evidence for early administration. From the very end of the Third Dynasty, the tomb inscriptions of
Metjen, Akhetaa and Pehernefer provide detailed accounts of the careers of three professional
administrators.

Although the different categories of source material span most of the Early Dynastic period, they are very
uneven and give only partial insights into the administrative apparatus of the first three dynasties (Malek
1986:35). Seal-impressions are an invaluable source of information about early Egypt. Indeed, without an
analysis of the inscriptions they provide, no comprehensive history of the Early Dynastic period could be
written (Kaplony 1963, I: 3). Nevertheless, they provide only a partial glimpse of government activities.
Seal-impressions represent the surviving physical traces of administrative acts involving officials of the
central government, so it is not surprising that indications of provincial administration are almost entirely



lacking (Martin-Pardey 1976:34). Instead, the seal-impressions from royal and élite tombs are primarily
concerned with the provisioning of the tomb in question. Hence, most of the titles preserved on these
sealings refer to the administration of royal estates and foundations (Martin-Pardey 1976:35)—which
provided the income for maintaining mortuary cults, in the form of agricultural produce—and of the
various departments of the royal treasury, which was the central institution responsible for collecting and
redistributing such produce. Much can be learned about the development and administration of economic
institutions during the course of the first two dynasties; but seal-impressions afford almost no information
about other branches of the administration. We are largely ignorant about the early development of the
mechanisms of political (as opposed to economic) control (Trigger et al. 1983:56). In particular, the
surviving sources tell us nothing about military control, the
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specifically coercive face of political authority which was an important aspect of Egyptian government in
later periods (cf. O’Connor, in Trigger ef al. 1983:215). As we shall see in Chapter 6, the iconography of
early kingship stressed the coercive power of the ruler. Moreover, the message of early royal artefacts
such as the Scorpion macehead seems to have been directed as much towards the subject population of

Egypt (rhyt) as the king’s foreign enemies. We may infer that the authority of the Early Dynastic state

was bolstered by a degree of military might, but in the absence of any contemporary evidence this must
remain no more than an educated guess.

The source material changes markedly in the Third Dynasty. Very few seal-impressions have survived
from tombs constructed after the reign of Netjerikhet. The practice of furnishing burials with large
numbers of sealed commodities seems to have died out early in the Third Dynasty. Instead, a tomb was
provided with an offering-stela depicting the items considered necessary to sustain the deceased in the
afterlife. Tombs of high officials began to be inscribed with biographical texts, several of which, from the
end of the Third Dynasty, illuminate both economic and provincial administration. The private stelae of
the Early Dynastic period usually bear few titles. Exceptions are two stelae from the reign of Qaa,
inscribed for the high officials Sabef and Merka, which preserve a range of titles associated with the court.
Taken together with occasional references on seal-impressions, these stelae provide much of our
information about the structure of the royal household. The inscribed stone vessels from beneath the Step
Pyramid comprise a rich and varied source of Early Dynastic titles, including religious, administrative and
economic offices. Because they date mostly from the Second and Third Dynasties, they cannot be used
reliably to illuminate the workings of the administration in earlier periods. This is a general problem with
the source material for Early Dynastic administration: although the evidence as a whole covers many
branches of government, the chronological spread is very uneven, making general trends in administrative
development difficult to deduce. The following picture of the administration over the whole course of the
Early Dynastic period therefore relies on a certain amount of extrapolation and informed guesswork,
based upon the fragments of information available.

Origins

Some time around 3100 BC, Egyptians found themselves under the control of a single, unified
government, presided over by a king claiming divine authority. The various political groupings of the
Predynastic period had coalesced during the period of state formation, leaving the ruler of This as king of
the Two Lands. Administration was now conducted on a
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national scale, bringing with it advantages as well as constraints. The burden of taxation imposed by the
court may have exceeded that levied by provincial rulers, and corvée labour for royal building projects



may have made increasing demands on the rural population. But in return, a centralised administration
provided a stabilising influence and, critically, a guarantee of emergency relief in times of famine through
the maintenance of central stocks of grain (O’Connor 1972:99).

Though the impact of political decisions was now felt country-wide, the existence of a bureaucratic
apparatus was by no means a new phenomenon. The invention of writing in the late Predynastic period
was undoubtedly a result of the need for detailed accounting and record-keeping (Postgate ef al. 1995), as
the courts of Upper Egypt intensified their involvement in specialised craft production and foreign trade.
The continuities between late Predynastic and Early Dynastic Egypt in other spheres—such as material
culture and kingship ideology—make it likely that at least some of the institutions of the Early Dynastic
administration were inherited (Roth 1991:1-2). Indeed, the sealings from Abydos tomb B2 and the
accompanying pit BO which mention the office of nbi (Kaiser and Dreyer 1982:231 fig. 9; Dreyer et al.
1996:49)—connected with managing the produce of royal domains—indicate that some of the
characteristics of Early Dynastic administration were already in existence towards the end of the
Predynastic period.

It has been suggested that the system of government, during the first two dynasties at least, ‘kept many of
its Predynastic trappings’ (Hoffman 1980:348). In particular, the composition of the court—the highest
officials surrounding the king—is likely to have been based on family ties and bonds of kinship (Hoffman
1980:325), reflecting the social organisation of the late Predynastic period (Roth 1991:216). However, it
must be admitted that there is little explicit evidence for the operation of a strongly kinship-based system
in ancient Egypt. The mortuary record of the late Predynastic period suggests a society which was already
highly structured (though not necessarily along kinship lines), and the evidence for kinship as a major
factor in the government of Early Dynastic Egypt is largely architectural: the use of ‘palace facade’
decoration on the tombs of high officials at North Saqqara. It is generally assumed that in the First
Dynasty many, if not all, of the most senior administrators were royal relatives, but this cannot be
established beyond doubt.

The reign of Netjerikhet at the beginning of the Third Dynasty appears to have been marked by the
establishment of a more structured administration, comprising different departments each with its own
bureaucracy. For the first time, all the branches of government may have been brought together in one
location, at Memphis (Helck 1954:132). The reforms may have been designed to improve efficiency, not
least in the area of levying taxation. An efficient bureaucracy and an uninterrupted
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flow of income into government coffers would certainly have been pre-requisites for the construction of
the king’s Step Pyramid complex which represented an unprecedented mobilisation of manpower and
resources. The administrative changes brought about at this time are reflected, above all, in the
appearance of the office of vizier. The vizier was in charge of the entire apparatus of government and was

personally responsible to the king. To indicate his rank, the vizier adopted old courtly titles such as iri-p 7
Indeed, titles which, in earlier periods, had distinguished the officials in the personal service of the king
now became mere ranking titles.

The priorities of Early Dynastic administration

If we follow the modern assumption that all states are motivated, if not by self-interest then at least by an
institutional instinct for self-survival, and apply this to the early Egyptian state, the priorities of Early
Dynastic administration become clearer. As we have seen in Chapter 2, the very process of state
formation seems to have been driven—at least in part — by the desire, on the part of Upper Egypt’s rulers,
to gain and then control access to trade routes with lands to the north and south. Prestige commodities
from Syria-Palestine—and, to a lesser extent, from Nubia—were not simply coveted by the princelings of
Upper Egypt, they were necessary for the conspicuous consumption which proclaimed and maintained the
power of the ruling ¢élites. It seems to have been Lower Egypt’s close contacts with the Near East, coupled
perhaps with its abundant and fertile agricultural land, that made it the object of Upper Egyptian



expansionism during the period of state formation. Once the rulers of the Thinite region had established
themselves as sovereigns of the entire country—reigning as kings of the First Dynasty—their priorities
need not have changed dramatically. With the trade networks and economic resources of the whole of
Egypt now at their command, the opportunities for conspicuous consumption were greater than ever. The
central theme of this book is the supreme achievement of Egypt’s early rulers in creating mechanisms of
rule which were to survive, virtually unchanged, for the next three thousand years. These mechanisms
—economic, political and ideological—enabled the king and his court to go on doing what they had done
before the unification of Egypt: exercising authority and commissioning grandiose projects to emphasise
that authority. At its most basic level, political power depends upon economic control. A guaranteed
income from taxation is also a prerequisite for supporting specialist craftsmen and undertaking major
construction projects. The economy, then, emerges as the central concern of the Early Dynastic
administration, for without adequate command of Egypt’s economic resources, the state simply could not
function. Hence, the annals make frequent reference to surveys of Egypt’s resources, human, agricultural
and mineral. An entry from the
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reign of Den apparently records a census of Egypt’s population, and a regular occurrence from the early
Second Dynasty onwards was the biennial cattle-count (fnwt). This operation would probably have
recorded all the details of Egypt’s agricultural base, including the size and location of herds, the
productive capacity of fields, and so forth. A later entry on the Palermo Stone indicates a more general
assessment of the country’s wealth, referring as it does to the ‘census of gold and fields’. Government
concern for economic matters is reflected in the detailed records that were kept of the height of the annual
inundation, a factor which had a direct impact on agricultural yields. From the reign of Djer, nearly every
year in the annals records this measurement in cubits, palms and fingers.

The following analysis of Early Dynastic administration is divided into three sections for convenience,
although all three spheres of activity are closely interrelated. As the driving force behind all administrative
effort, the economy and the mechanisms employed to control it are examined first. The second section
considers the activities of the court which were funded by taxation of Egypt’s economic resources. In a
way, economic management was simply a means to an end. The end was the ability to mount impressive
projects to glorify the king and maintain the status of those around him. Inevitably, close control of the
economy on a national scale required a regional approach. The administrative mechanisms introduced by
the early state to exploit Egypt’s resources and facilitate efficient taxation led to the development of a
system of regional administration. At various periods of Egyptian history, when the power of the central
government waned and the influence of the regions increased correspondingly, the administrative
divisions imposed upon the country by its early rulers were transformed into political divisions. The Early
Dynastic origins of provincial administration are thus of great importance for the later history of Egypt.
Moreover, they illustrate how the self-interested ambitions of the court were translated into mechanisms
of authority which were to characterise pharaonic civilisation.

Personnel

The word ‘bureaucracy’ has modern connotations of unnecessary complexity and overstaffing. It is not,
perhaps, an altogether inappropriate term to describe ancient Egyptian administration, since the
indications are that the government apparatus was multi-faceted and employed large numbers of people,
even in the Early Dynastic period. The highest office-holders were probably royal kinsmen and members

of the ruling élite, the p 1 (Malek 1986:35). The lower ranks would have been open to persons of non-royal
birth, though it is to be expected that many of the leading families of the Predynastic period retained some
degree of influence in
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government, even after the unification of Egypt (Kemp, personal communication). The massive Early
Dynastic necropolis at Helwan—which served as the burial ground for all but the highest officials of the



Memphite court and comprised in excess of 10,000 graves—gives some idea of the size of the early
administration (Wilkinson 1996a).

In discussing the composition of Egyptian administration at any period, it is important to be precise in our
use of vocabulary, to avoid imposing on the ancient record modern distinctions which the ancient
Egyptians themselves would not have recognised (Quirke, personal communication). Particular care must
be taken with the use of the word ‘title’, since there is a tendency to describe any appellation of
officialdom or administrative authority as a title. Strictly speaking, the word ‘title’ should be applied only
to terms which indicate rank or distinction; by contrast, most of the ‘titles’ found in the Early Dynastic
sources were probably mere descriptive terms, indicating membership of the ruling élite or a particular
branch of the administration. (Compare, for example, the terms ‘civil servant’ and ‘First Secretary’, both
used to designate members of the present-day British administration; strictly speaking, only the latter is a
title.) However, in the absence of sufficient evidence to distinguish between the two categories, the word
‘title’ is applied in the following discussion to all appellations of office, except those few terms which
were clearly used as general descriptive labels. A second point to bear in mind concerns Egyptologists’
use of the term ‘ranking title’. There has been a tendency to apply this label to terms whose significance is
not properly understood, suggesting that they were used solely to designate relative status within the
administrative hierarchy rather than particular offices. This may be misguided, reflecting more on our own
imperfect understanding of the Egyptian language than on the ancient Egyptian administrative system.
‘Titles’ are well represented on the surviving Early Dynastic administrative documents, and they even
allow the management structure of some government departments to be analysed. Specific titles relating to
particular duties will be discussed under their appropriate heading. Here we will restrict ourselves to the
more general designations of administrative competence.

At the most basic level, all officials employed by the administration would have required a certain degree
of literacy. The use of writing as a means of political control has been described as ‘the key factor in the
administration of Early Dynastic Egypt’ (Shaw and Nicholson 1995:15). Moreover, the very origins of
writing in Egypt can be linked to a nascent national administration. Supervision and control of the
economy on a national scale required detailed accounting, which could only be achieved by means of the
written record (Postgate et al. 1995). Hence, all administrators were scribes, and the designation ‘scribe’

(zh) seems to have been borne by certain individuals whose low rank in the government did not

Page 116

permit them the use of a grander title but who were, none the less, members of the literate élite. A good
example is Metjen’s father, Inpuemankh, who must have lived in the second-half of the Third Dynasty. He

is described by two designations, z3b and zA, ‘noble, official’ and ‘scribe’ (Goedicke 1966). (The

transliteration z4 for ‘scribe’ is generally preferred by modern philologists; note, however, a late Second or

early Third Dynasty seal-impression from the Shunet ez-Zebib which gives a phonetic spelling zs
[Newberry 1909: pl. XXV.XVII].) The meaning of the first, not attested before the Third Dynasty, is not
entirely clear. It probably indicated membership of the administrative class. The second term indicates
Inpuemankh’s status as a literate administrator, but does not tell us any more about his actual
responsibilities. The designation ‘scribe’ is first attested at the end of the First Dynasty on a private stela
from Abydos dating to the reign of Semerkhet or Qaa (Petrie 1900: pl. XXXI1.43). Further examples of the



term occur in the reigns of Peribsen and Netjerikhet (Petrie 1901: pl. XXII.189; Lacau and Lauer
1965:60, no. 144, respectively). Other general administrative terms attested from the Early Dynastic

period include ind-hr, ‘counsellor’ (Petrie 1900: pl. XXI1.30; Emery 1958: pl. 106.4); imi-hnt, ‘he who is

at the front’ (Lacau and Lauer 1965:17, no. 23); and two connected but obscure terms from the reign of

Netjerikhet, wn- “and hrp wn- § perhaps meaning “assistant” and ‘controller of assistants’ (Lacau and

Lauer 1959:9, 76). The designation iri-At, ‘functionary’, attested on sealings of Hetepsekhemwy and

Nebra (Kaplony 1963, I11: figs 294, 295; Dreyer 1993b: 11; Dreyer et al. 1996:72, fig. 25, pl. 14.a),

appears more frequently in the form iri-ht-nswt, ‘concerned with the king’s property’ (Weill 1908:220,

226, 256, 257-9; Junker 1939; Goedicke 1966). The precise nature of the office is not clear (for the
transliteration of the title see Wood 1978:15; contra Junker 1939:70; cf. Goedicke 1966:62). The term
may have designated someone with particular responsibility for palace income or property, or may simply
have reflected access to the ultimate source of power.

THE ECONOMY

Two different spheres of economic administration are discernible in the Early Dynastic sources. The first
involves the exploitation of Egypt’s agricultural resources, achieved by means of an organised network of
royal foundations throughout the country. These land-holdings seem to have acted both as primary
producers of agricultural income for the court and as collection points for the taxation levied by the state
on all production in Egypt. They were thus the structural backbone of the economic system. The second
sphere was concerned with the processing of government revenue and its redistribution to the various
state operations which were funded in
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this way. These operations were carried out by the treasury, the government department with overall
responsibility for the management of the economy. We shall examine each of these two administrative
spheres in turn.

Royal foundations

Ostensibly, a new royal foundation was established by each king to support his mortuary cult.
Seal-impressions from the royal and élite tombs of the Early Dynastic period name many of these
foundations, most of which can be linked to a particular ruler. Whilst each king seems to have established
a new mortuary foundation, it is clear that the foundations of earlier kings were frequently maintained.
Hence, an estate founded by Huni was maintained as late as the Fifth Dynasty, while Netjerikhet’s
foundation was still recognised in the Nineteenth Dynasty. As we have seen, the surviving sources for
Early Dynastic administration are undoubtedly biased, and the emphasis they give to royal foundations
should be regarded with caution. None the less, royal estates clearly played an important part in the



apparatus of the early state, through their primary economic role in production and collection (Helck
1954:131). The gradual increase in the number of royal foundations must have brought a larger swathe of
agricultural land directly under court control. The income from these land-holdings would probably have
exceeded what was required to maintain the royal cult, and any surplus could have been used to support
other government activities. The ideological justification for the creation of royal foundations remained
divine kingship and its central importance to Egyptian civilisation. Just as the governing Egyptians in New
Kingdom Nubia used state temples as agents of economic exploitation, so in Early Dynastic Egypt the
victorious kings of the First Dynasty and their successors used the royal cult in the same way (Seidlmayer
1996b: 124-6). This method of imposing effective economic management on the country is another
example of the early state’s adeptness in fashioning mechanisms of rule inextricably interwoven with
ideology.

In the First and Second Dynasties, most, if not all, of the royal foundations may have been located in the
Delta—where they were to form the backbone for the administration of the region as a whole—and more
specifically in the western half. As well as being one of the most extensive fertile areas in Egypt, it is
possible that the western Delta was less densely populated and politically developed than the eastern
Delta in late Predynastic times. Hence, it may have been regarded by Egypt’s new rulers as ‘conquered
territory’, ripe for annexation and economic exploitation (Wilkinson 1996b: 96). Although the deity
closely associated with royal foundations on Early Dynastic sealings is Ash, in later times a local god of
the western desert oases, it is unlikely that royal estates would have been located in the oases themselves
(contra Helck 1954:83).
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Towards the end of the Third Dynasty, royal land-holdings seem to have been distributed more widely.
We may discern the beginnings of the Old Kingdom’s nome-based economic system in the distribution of
the small step pyramids—markers of the royal cult—erected by Huni and his successor throughout Egypt.
‘Constructing these monuments throughout the country could have served to make explicit and intelligible
the ideological background of the economic demands of the state on a local level’ (Seidlmayer 1996b:
122). Recent excavations in the vicinity of one of these small pyramids, at Elephantine, have revealed an
administrative building of the Third Dynasty (Seidlmayer 1996a; 1996b: 121-2). Seal-impressions from
the site indicate that the building was connected with the administration of the pr-nswt (see below), and

that it employed bureaucrats with the general titles ‘scribe’ (z&) and ‘functionary’ (iri-ht). The pottery

assemblage is noteworthy for its huge numbers of bread moulds and beer jars, indicating that the complex
prepared and distributed basic rations to a large number of people. Both the architecture of the building
and its associated artefacts point to an economic role, and more specifically to involvement in the
administration of the royal estate. The complex was ideally located for such a role, being close to the
river—for the loading and unloading of commodities—and near an area of cultivable land which may
have belonged to the pr-nswt.

In addition to the pr-nswt, which seems to have supported the royal household directly, the Early Dynastic
sources distinguish two different types of land-holding associated with the maintenance of the royal cult.
The first type is denoted by a crenellated oval frame enclosing the name of the foundation. The second
type is indicated by a rectangular enclosure with a small building in one corner which forms the hieroglyph
hwt. For convenience, these two types of foundation will be referred to as domains and estates
respectively (Figures 4.1 and 4.2). The precise difference between the two is difficult to establish from the
fragmentary sources, but there are some indications that domains and estates differed in both size and
function, although both contributed income to support the royal cult and other state projects. Each domain
was established by a particular king, above all to guarantee the maintenance of his mortuary cult. The oval
frame probably represents the totality of the institution in question: its land, work-force and administrative
apparatus. We may envisage domains as substantial, though not necessarily contiguous, areas of farming



land in the Delta, each with its dependent communities and each served by its own bureaucracy. In
contrast, an estate (hwt) seems to have designated a more specific institution, either a particular locality or
a foundation supplying a particular commodity. To confuse matters, the royal palace and royal tomb also
seem to have been denoted by the term Awr. As the larger and more general economic foundations, it is
domains that are attested more frequently in the inscriptions.
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1

Figure 4.1 Royal domains. Names of royal foundations preserved on Early Dynastic seal-impressions

from Abydos and Saqqara: (1) Hr-shnti-dw (after Petrie 1901: pl. XIX.153); (2) W3d-Hr (after Petrie

1900: pl. XVIIL5); (3) tpi-t-w (after Petrie 1900: pl. XX1.22); (4) Hr-tpi-ht (after Petrie 1901: pl.

XVIII.139); (5) Hr-sb3-ht (after Petrie 1900: pl. XXVI.63); (6) Hr-dsr-ht (after Petrie 1900: pl.

XXVIIL.76); (7) Hr-nbw-ht (after Petrie 1900: pl. XXIX.84); (8) Hr-h “sb3 (after Kaplony 1963, III: fig.

281); (9) widw-iti(?) (after Petrie 1901: pl. XXI1.179); (10) two writings of Hr-sb3-b3w (after Kaplony



1963, 11I: fig. 303; and Petrie 1901: pl. XXII1.200); (11) Hr-sb3-hnti-pt (after Kaplony 1963, III: fig. 304).

Not to same scale.

Consequently, we know rather more about the administration of domains than of estates.

Domains

The oval frames denoting royal domains were once identified as vineyards, because of the close
association of one such foundation of Netjerikhet with wine production. However, it has become clear
that they represent a more general type of royal land-holding—often, though by no means exclusively,
associated with vineyards (Kaplony 1963, I: 123) — established to support royal activities, especially the
king’s mortuary cult.
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Figure 4.2 Estates. Names of estates connected with provisioning the royal tomb, preserved on Early
Dynastic seal-impressions and inscribed stone vessels from Abydos and Saqqara: (1) hAwt hnn (after Emery
1954:118, fig. 159); (2) hwt Zmti-gstw(l) (after Kaplony 1963, III: fig. 182); (3) hwt Hr-P (after Kaplony
1963, 111: fig. 295); (4) hwt ihw (after Petrie 1900: pl. XX.15); (5) hwt ihw-nbw nswt-bity Mr-(p-)bi3 (after
Petrie 1900: pl. XXVIIL73); (6) hwt (s)nlr ntrw(?) (after Kaplony 1963, I1I: fig. 749); (7) (8) (9) estate of
unknown reading, attested in the reigns of Den, Anedjib and Nebra (after Kaplony 1963, I11: figs 249, 251,
264); (10) hwt ipti(?) (after Petrie 1900: pl. XXVIIL.77); (11) hwt p-Hr-msn (after Petrie 1900: pl. IX.1);
(12) hwt p-Hr-msn nswt-bity Mr-p-bi3 (after Petrie 1900: pl. XXVI1.58); (13) hwt p-Hr[-msn] iri-nbty



(after Petrie 1900: pl. XXVIIL.72); (14) hwt nswt-bity nbti Htp (Kaplony 1963, I1I: fig. 282); (15) hwt
z3-h3-nb (after Petrie 1900: pl. IX.2); (16) hwt z3-h3-Hr (after Lacau and Lauer 1959: pl. 6, no. 27); (17)
(18) department responsible for raising (and slaughtering?) pigs (after Petrie 1900: pls XXII1.33, XXVI.60);
(19) unidentified department denoted by two sealed jars (after Petrie 1900: pl. XXI1.29). Not to same
scale.
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It appears that each king of the Early Dynastic period founded a new domain, the name of which usually
expressed an aspect of the god Horus (Kaplony 1963, I: 104).

The earliest attested domain, Ar-shnti-dw, ‘Horus who advances the mountain (?)’, first appears on a

sealing from the reign of Djer (Petrie 1901: pl. XVI1.124). It was maintained throughout the following reign
under the management of the same individual (Amka), and survived into the reign of Den when it was
successively the responsibility of Ankhka (Emery 1938:64, fig. 25, 1949:75, fig. 37), Medjedka (Emery
1958: pls 80—1) and Hemaka (Emery 1938:62, fig. 19, 1958: pl. 8.21). For some reason, the tomb of

Merneith contained no references to hr-shnti-dw, a fact which is of clear, but unknown, significance

(Kaplony 1963, I: 92). A seal-impression from the reign of Djet mentions a second royal domain, W3d hr,
‘Horus flourishes’ (Petrie 1900: pl. XVIIL.5; Emery 1954:116, fig. 50). Given the striking similarity
between this name and the king’s Horus name (W3g), the domain was probably Djet’s own foundation,
though it was maintained into the succeeding reign. Throughout its existence, W3d-hr was apparently
administered by the same official, Sekhemkasedj. The regency of Merneith, early in the reign of Den, saw
the foundation of two new domains. The first, tpi-t-w, is rarely attested (Petrie 1900: pl. XX1.22); the

second, Ar-tpi-ht, ‘Horus, first of the corporation (of gods)’ (Petrie 1900: pl. XX1.23), continued to

flourish throughout Den’s majority, being administered by the high official Hemaka (for example, Petrie
1900: pl. XXV.53-6; Emery 1938:63, figs 21, 23). After the death of Den, each of his successors founded

a new domain. The one established by Anedjib was called Ar-sb3-ht, ‘Horus, star of the corporation’

(Petrie 1900: pl. XXVI1.63; Emery 1949:95, fig. 55); Semerkhet’s foundation was named Ar-dsr-ht,

‘Horus, holy of the corporation’ (Petrie 1900: pl. XXVIIL.76); Qaa’s domain was called hr-nbw-ht,

‘Horus, the gold one of the corporation’ (Petrie 1900: pl. XXIX.82—4; Emery 1958: pl. 106.11). Hence,
the three foundations of the late First Dynasty seem to have been named according to a convention. A
new naming scheme appears to have been introduced at the beginning of the Second Dynasty.



Hetepsekhemwy called his domain ar-h‘-sb3, ‘Horus risen as a star’ (Kaplony 1963, III: fig. 281). No

domains are attested from the reigns of Nebra and Ninetjer, but this is probably due to the general paucity
of inscriptions from the early Second Dynasty. It is highly likely that both these kings established their
own domains or, at the very least, maintained the domains founded by their predecessors. The record
becomes clear again towards the end of the Second Dynasty. The general non-conformity of Peribsen’s
reign is reflected in the unusual name given to his domain, wi3w-it/ (?), ‘boats of the sovereign’ (Petrie
1901: pl. XXI1.178-80). This foundation was maintained by his successor Khasekhemwy (Kaplony 1963,
III: fig. 297), who also founded a new domain with a more traditional name, 4r-sb3-b3w, ‘Horus, the star
of souls’
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(Petrie 1901: pl. XXIII. 199-200). Finally, at the beginning of the Third Dynasty, Netjerikhet established a
domain by the name of Hr-sb3-hnti-pt, ‘Horus, the foremost star of the sky’ (Kaplony 1963, III: fig. 304).

This was to survive longer than any previous royal foundation: at the end of the Third Dynasty it was
administered by Pehernefer (Junker 1939), and it was still in existence in the Nineteenth Dynasty, an
amazing 1400 years after Netjerikhet’s death (Sethe, in Garstang 1902:21).

THE ADMINISTRATION OF DOMAINS

Three principal titles were connected with the administration of domains, ‘@mr, hrp and hri-wd3. Many,
if not all, of the officials delegated to administer royal foundations were probably royal relatives (Malek
1986:35). The titles ‘@tmr and hrp are first attested in the reign of Djet (Petrie 1900: pls XVIIL6, XI1X.8

and 1901: pl. XXXI.8, respectively); hri-wd3 appears in the reign of Den (Petrie 1900: pl. XXIV.47). For
some domains, only one title is attested; other domains appear in combination with two or more titles. So
it is not entirely clear what distinguished the three offices. Evidence from other areas of the administration
suggests that the ‘@lmr may have been the administrator with overall control of the domain’s

land-holdings (since ‘@mr later came to designate a district administrator with a particular geographical
responsibility). An exact translation of the title is difficult. Any lasting connection with irrigation would

seem to be ruled out by the titles ‘@mr zmit, ‘administrator of the desert’, and dmr h3st, ‘administrator

of the hill-country’, attested from the reigns of Qaa and Netjerikhet respectively (Gardiner and Peet
1955:53; Emery 1958:31, pl. 39; cf. Martin-Pardey 1976:44). Perhaps by the end of the First Dynasty the
title had lost its original meaning and had simply come to designate an administrative position (Martin-



Pardey 1976:44). The hrp (‘controller’) may have been in charge of the personnel belonging to and/or

employed by the domain. The Ari-wd3 may have exercised a more executive power, implementing royal
wishes and decrees with regard to the operations of the domain. Towards the end of the Second Dynasty,

this distinction of roles seems to have become blurred: no 4rp of a domain is attested after the reign of

Peribsen, and the last 2ri-wd3 of a domain is attested in the reign of Netjerikhet (Kaplony 1963, III: fig.
304). It was the office of d-mr which survived throughout the Early Dynastic period.

Several other, more minor, titles connected with domain administration are attested in Early Dynastic
inscriptions, particularly from the first-half of the First Dynasty. The title Ari-wd3 hrpw is confined to the

reign of Den (Petrie 1900: pl. XXIV.47-8, 1901: pl. XX.153; Emery 1958: pls 8.21, 79.16-17), and seems
to indicate an official with delegated authority to implement decisions. The exact translation and
significance of many other titles remains obscure. For example, the title written with the hieroglyph
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of a swimming man has been read nbi (from the verb ‘to swim’), but the meaning of this in the context of
domain administration is unclear, unless it involves a pun on the word b, ‘lord’. An ingenious, though
speculative, suggestion makes a connection between the title nb7 and the word for ‘smelter’ (also nbi),
known from Old Kingdom scenes of metalworkers. If both words share a common derivation, the root
meaning of nbi may be ‘to pour’. In this case, the title may have designated the official who actually filled

containers with produce (by pouring) from a given domain (Kaplony 1963, I: 126). A compound title, 4rp
nbi, is more common from the reign of Den onwards (for example, Petrie 1901: pl. XIX.146-50).

Difficulties also surround the meaning of the title read as nhnw (for example, Petrie 1901: pl. XVI.122) (or

hrp nhnw in the reign of Den [for example, Petrie 1901: pl. XVIII.142-3]). A connection with the town of
Nekhen (Hierakonpolis) seems unlikely, given the contexts in which the title occurs, as does a link with

the word nhn, ‘fortress’. Rather easier to understand are the pair of titles A4ri-ib (Petrie 1901: pl. XIX.153)



and hrp hri-ib (for example, Petrie 1901: pl. XVIIL140). They refer to a position ‘at the heart of the

system and probably designated senior officials within the administration of domains.

A notable feature of the administration during the reign of Den is the preponderance of titles compounded
with the word /rp ‘controller’. Examples already quoted are hrp nbi, hrp nhnw and hrp hri-ib. Whether

the appearance of such compound titles indicates administrative reforms cannot be proven, but other
evidence suggests that Den’s reign was a period of innovation.

By the reign of Peribsen, only the titles hrp, hrp hri-ib, hri-wd3 and (gimr remained in the context of

domain administration (Kaplony 1963, I: 155). Only the last survived into the Third Dynasty. This may
suggest a rationalisation of domain administration, possibly by discontinuing some of the ancient
(honorific?) titles in favour of a more explicit and stream-lined structure.

Estates

Specific estates are attested from the reign of Djet onwards. Some are impossible to identify with
certainty; others probably indicate individual localities, specialised production centres, or particular
institutions closely associated with the king and his household. The identity of the earliest known estate,
hwt hnn (Emery 1954:118, fig. 159), is unclear, as is the foundation named after King Den, hAwt
Zmti-gstw(?) (Emery 1958: pl. 81.36). A seal-impression of Nebra may record an estate in the vicinity of
Buto, hwt Hr-P (Kaplony 1963, III: fig. 295). Certainly, Buto was an important centre from Predynastic
times and undoubtedly maintained close ideological links with the monarchy throughout the Early
Dynastic
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period. A sealing from the tomb of Merneith mentions Awt thw (Petrie 1900: pl. XX.15), and judging by
the much later inscriptions of Metjen and Pehernefer, this may have been the name of a particular locality
in the western Delta, perhaps in the vicinity of Kom el-Hisn (Wenke and Brewer 1996:268). The Delta
seems to have been closely associated with cattle rearing—as reflected in the prevalence of cattle amongst
the emblems of the Delta nomes—and Awt 7hw may have been the most important cattle-producing centre
of early times. A further connection between the western Delta and cattle rearing may be indicated by the
herds depicted on the so-called ‘Libyan palette’ (Wenke and Brewer 1996:268). Another estate connected
with cattle, ‘the estate of the golden cattle of the dual king’ (hwt ihw-nbw nswt-bity Mr-(p-)bi3) is
mentioned on sealings of Aned;jib from Abydos (Petrie 1900: pl. XXVIIIL.73—4). An estate perhaps set up
to supply the court with a particular commodity is the foundation called awt (s)nlr n&rw (?), ‘the estate of
natron of the gods’, mentioned in an inscription from the reign of Ninetjer (Kaplony 1963, III: fig. 749). A
further estate of unknown reading is mentioned on sealings of Den and Anedjib, and may still have been in
existence during the reign of Nebra (Kaplony 1963, I11: figs 249, 251, 264).

A seal-impression from the tomb of Semerkhet makes reference to Awt ipti (?) (Petrie 1900: pl.
XXVIIIL.77). This may be an estate connected with the queen’s household, since the word ipt means
‘harem palace’. The institution called Awt p-Hr-msn (for example, Lacau and Lauer 1959: pl. 4 no.



21)—also read iwt p-Hr-w j (Dreyer et al. 1996:71)-has been identified as the royal palace, perhaps
located in Buto for the king as ruler of Lower Egypt (Weill 1961:135). It is mentioned in inscriptions of
the First, Second and Third Dynasties (Lacau and Lauer 1965:80, no. 216; Dreyer et al. 1996:76, fig. 28,
pl. 15.b left, and 72, fig. 25, pl. 14.a). In the reigns of Anedjib and Semerkhet, the estate—perhaps
representing the entirety of the palace, its lands and income—bore the king’s name: hwt p-Hr-msn
nswt-bity Mr-p-bi3 and hwt p-Hr[-msn] iri-nbty, respectively (Petrie 1900: pls XXVI.58-60, XXVIII.72).
A different, though perhaps related, estate is known from the reign of Hetepsekhemwy at the beginning of
the Second Dynasty, once again bearing the king’s name: hwt nswt-bity nbty Htp (Kaplony 1963, III: figs
281-2). The other iwt closely associated with the king, the hAwt z3-h3-nb/hwt z3-h3-Hr, appears in
inscriptions from the end of the First Dynasty (Petrie 1900: pls IX.1-2, XXX; Lacau and Lauer 1959: pl. 6
nos 26-9; Dreyer et al. 1996:75, pl. 15.b right). It too has been interpreted as the royal residence (Weill
1961:141), but more likely refers to the royal tomb as a separate institution with its own economic
demands and administrative apparatus (Roth 1991:166-8).
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The treasury and its activities

We have seen how Egypt’s agricultural resources were exploited by the court through the mechanism of
royal foundations. The actual collection of revenue, its storage, processing and redistribution was the
responsibility of a separate institution, the treasury (Figure 4.3). This was the government department
which directly managed the income of the state, and as such stood at the very centre of the administration.
It was the treasury that assessed and levied taxation, filled the government coffers with agricultural
produce, and supplied the various branches of the court with revenue to fund their activities and
commodities to sustain their employees.

Taxation and collection

Ink inscriptions on pottery vessels from the late Predynastic period make it clear that, right from the
beginning of the Egyptian state, taxation was levied separately on the two halves of the country (Figure
4.4). Inscriptions on vessels from the tomb of ‘Ka’ at Abydos mention either Lower Egyptian or Upper
Egyptian revenue (Petrie 1902: pls I-III). A similar division in the collection of produce is attested in the
following reigns of Narmer and Aha (Kaplony 1964: figs 1061, 1063; Emery 1939: pls 14 [sic], 20-2). The
separate collection of revenue from Upper and Lower Egypt is also indicated by a sealing of Peribsen

which mentions the seal-bearer of the Lower Egyptian delivery (htmw inw-H3), probably the individual

responsible for the treasury’s income from Lower Egypt (Petrie 1901: pl. XXI1.184, 186). As well as
highlighting the duality which pervaded Egyptian thought, this binary division in the treasury’s operations
probably reflects geographical and topographical factors. The physical difference between Upper and
Lower Egypt would have made the collection of agricultural produce a very different undertaking in each
region. In Upper Egypt, where the fields are distributed along the narrow floodplain, gathering revenue
could have been achieved by a fleet of barges cruising slowly up-or downstream. By contrast, access to
the fields of Lower Egypt, spread throughout the Delta, would have been far more difficult. It is quite
likely that central collection points would have been established at strategic locations, probably on the
major Nile branches. In short, the collection of revenue by the central treasury would have been most
efficiently organised by dividing the country into two halves.

This practice may be reflected in the two different names given to the treasury in the Early Dynastic
period. Inscriptions mention either the pr-A¥, ‘white house’, or the pr-dsr, ‘red house’. The former seems
to be the earlier name for the treasury and is first attested early in the reign of Den, on seal-impressions
from the tomb of Merneith (Petrie 1900: pls XXII.36, XXII1.40). Towards the end of the First Dynasty,
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Figure 4.3 The treasury and its functions. The chart shows the principal operations carried out by the
treasury in the Early Dynastic period (based upon information from contemporary sources:
seal-impressions, inscribed stone vessels, and the Third Dynasty tomb inscription of Pehernefer).
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Figure 4.4 Taxation. Ink inscriptions of King ‘Ka’ on cylinder vessels from his tomb complex at Abydos.
They record produce received by the royal treasury through separate taxation of (1) Lower Egypt and (2)
Upper Egypt (after Petrie 1902: pls 1.2, 111.30). These inscriptions provide evidence for the early division
of Egypt into two units for administrative purposes.

which are unclear, the name for the treasury was changed to pr-dsr. This institution is attested in the
reigns of Anedjib (Petrie 1900: pl. XXVIIL.68), Qaa (Petrie 1900: pls XXIX.85, XXX) and Ninetjer (Lacau
and Lauer 1959: pl. 14 no. 70; Kaplony 1963, I11: figs 746, 748). With the accession of
Sekhemib/Peribsen, the name reverted to pr-hd (Petrie 1901: pls XXI1.167, 169, and XXI1.182, 183), only
to be changed back to pr-dsr under Khasekhemwy (Petrie 1901: pl. XXIII.191, 192, 196). The name
remained pr-dsr during the reign of Netjerikhet (Kaplony 1963, I11: fig. 318), and was changed for the last
time under his successor Sekhemkhet to prwi-hd ‘the two white houses’ (Goneim 1957:14—15), perhaps
reflecting an amalgamation of two previously separate institutions. Because the colours white and red are
also the colours of the Upper and Lower Egyptian crowns respectively, it is tempting to see the pr-hdas
an Upper Egyptian institution, the pr-dsr as its Lower Egyptian counterpart. The two names would then
reflect the logical division of the treasury’s operations into two halves. However, the two seem never to
have coexisted, so the preference given

Page 128

to one name or the other might reflect the central administration’s shifting centre of gravity. The initial
change from pr-hd'to pr-dsr might indicate a relocation of the state redistributive apparatus to Memphis
in the latter part of the First Dynasty. The continued use of the name pr-dsr by the kings of the early
Second Dynasty certainly complements the location of their tombs at Saqqgara and the general Lower
Egyptian emphasis of the court at this time. The change of name back to the older pr-hdunder
Sekhemib/Peribsen ties in with the Upper Egyptian emphasis of his reign: Peribsen re-adopted Abydos as
the site of the royal mortuary complex and he is attested only in Upper Egypt. The final change in
nomenclature (to prwi-hd) under Sekhemkhet possibly indicates an ideological compromise, reconciling
the competing traditions of Upper and Lower Egypt in a new, unified institution.

Storage

Inscriptions of the Second Dynasty mention a sub-department of the treasury called the pr-sn ‘(Lacau and
Lauer 1959: pl. 18 no. 90; Kaplony 1963, I1I: fig. 367). The derivation of the word is not altogether clear,
but it seems to have been either the department responsible for (corvée?) labour or, more likely perhaps,
the department charged with the storage of agricultural produce prior to its redistribution. The pr-sn ©
would then have comprised large-scale storage facilities and would probably have managed the
government surpluses held in long-term storage—for example, the ‘buffer’ stocks of grain—as well as the



produce received in the form of taxation and later redistributed.

Cereals were probably the staple crops of Egyptian agriculture in the Early Dynastic period, as in later
times, and grain supplies must have lain at the heart of the treasury’s operations. The storage of large
stocks of grain was a vital necessity, not only to pay the court itself with its hundreds of dependent
officials, but also to guard against years with poor harvests. At such times, the emergency supplies held by
the government provided the only security for ordinary Egyptians, the vast majority of whom were
peasant farmers. The ability of the government to provide a degree of economic security must have
brought real benefits to the Egyptian population, and would have been one of the most tangible benefits of
a united country with a centrally controlled economy. Curiously, the central government granaries are not
explicitly attested before the Third Dynasty, although they must have existed from the very beginning of
the Egyptian state, perhaps under a different department of the treasury. They may have been an integral
part of the pr-hdpr-dsr in the first two dynasties, only to be given separate status at the beginning of the
Third Dynasty. Granaries are mentioned on a seal-impression of Sanakht from Beit Khallaf (Garstang
1902: pl. 19.7; Seidlmayer 1996b: pl. 23), while the
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official Pehernefer was ‘overseer of all the king’s granaries’ (imi-r3 snwt nb nt nswt) at the end of the
Third Dynasty (Junker 1939).

Redistribution

Another institution closely connected with the operations of the treasury was the pr-hri-wgb, the ‘house
of redistribution’ (sometimes translated ‘house of largesse’). This is attested from the reign of
Khasekhemwy (Petrie 1901: pl. XXIII1.197) and is mentioned quite frequently in official sources of the
Third Dynasty (for example, Junker 1939). The pr-hri-wdb was probably the department of the treasury
directly responsible for the redistribution of agricultural produce to recipients throughout Egypt, including
state employees and provincial cults (Gardiner 1938:85-9; Malek 1986:35; but note Warburton 1997:72).
Standing at the centre of the state economic apparatus, the pr-hAri-wdb must have been a key department
of the Early Dynastic administration.

Provisioning

An important activity connected with the collection and redistribution of income is attested from the reign
of Sekhemib/Peribsen. This is iz-gf3, the ‘provisioning department’ (Petrie 1901: pl. XX1.165). It seems to
have acted as a constituent department of the treasury, whether the pr-hdunder Sekhemib/Peribsen
(Petrie 1901: pl. XX1.167, 174, pl. XXII.183) or the pr-dsr under his successor Khasekhemwy (Petrie
1901: pl. XXIII.192). A provisioning department of the pr-nswt is also attested in the reign of
Khasekhemwy (Petrie 1901: pl. XXIII.201), indicating that this administrative innovation was not
restricted to the management of state income but was applied equally to the personal economic resources
of the king. At the end of the Second and beginning of the Third Dynasty, seal-impressions mention a
provisioning department connected with the vineyards of Memphis (Kaplony 1963, I1I: figs 310, 318).

Manufacture of secondary products

The treasury was not only responsible for the collection, storage and redistribution of income in the form
of agricultural produce, it also controlled the manufacture of secondary products from these primary
commodities. Products such as oil and meat, bread and beer, were required for the provisioning of the
royal household and the court in general. The manufacture of secondary products seems to have been
divided amongst a number of specialist departments. Some of these are attested from the First and Second
Dynasties. Many more are listed in the tomb inscription of Pehernefer at the end of the Third Dynasty.
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The earliest attested specialist department is the oil-press, named on an ebony label of Den from Abydos
(Petrie 1900: pl. XV.16). Many of the so-called year labels of First Dynasty kings were originally attached
to jars of oil. The oil-press department of the treasury would have undertaken the processing of this
valuable commodity. Also from the reign of Den, an unidentified department denoted by two sealed jars is
mentioned on several seal-impressions. It probably had some connection with the production of
commodities, but it is impossible to be more precise.

A department responsible for raising (and slaughtering?) pigs is mentioned on a sealing from the tomb of
Merneith (Petrie 1900: pl. XXI1.33) and on another from the reign of Aned;jib (Petrie 1900: pl. XXVI.60).
A further reference to meat production is a seal-impression from the reign of Peribsen which seems to
have been made by the ‘seal-bearer of the daily meat ration’ (transliteration uncertain) (Petrie 1901: pl.
XXII.185). The inscription of Pehernefer mentions a ‘house of beef-fat” (pr- @) as a department of the
treasury (Junker 1939), perhaps indicating that products such as tallow were the responsibility of a
separate operation. Meat must have been a prestigious commodity, beyond the means of many ordinary
people. It comes as little of a surprise, therefore, that the government had its own slaughterhouses and that
meat production was delegated to a specific department of the treasury.

The specialist departments listed in Pehernefer’s tomb inscription (Junker 1939) include those concerned
with the production of the primary staples of the ancient Egyptian diet, bread and beer. The manufacture
of bread was divided between the millers and the bakers. These tasks were subdivided in turn. The millers
were split into at least two different departments, responsible for the milling of different grades of flour:
flour to be made into £d3 bread in one case, wheat-grain (i) in another. Two different categories of baker
are attested, rth bakers and fsw bakers, although it is not entirely clear how their functions differed. These
two types of baker are named again in the Old Kingdom tomb of Kaninisut at Giza, where they are shown
bringing offerings of bread to the tomb owner (Junker 1939). The word fsw (or its variant psj) is the most
common verb associated with bread manufacture (Verhoeven 1984:85) and seems to have been the
general term for ‘bake’, ‘prepare (bread)’; it could refer to the baking of bread directly over a fire or in a
mould (Verhoeven 1984:208). The meaning of the rarer term rth is less clear, though a connection with
bread used for cultic purposes is possible (Verhoeven 1984:169). Perhaps the two types of baker
mentioned in Pehernefer’s inscription were responsible for baking bread for cultic purposes on the one
hand and bread for normal domestic consumption on the other. The brewers seem to have been divided on
geographical lines into those attached to the Lower Egyptian storage facility (pr-sn “‘Mhw) and those

attached to the Upper Egyptian storage facility (pr-sn ‘Hnwt).
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The processing of dates into sweet cakes and/or date wine was the prerogative of a separate department,
as was the preparation and manufacture of linen and basketwork. Old Kingdom tomb scenes indicate that
flax was an important crop in ancient Egypt, and this is reflected in the careful organisation surrounding
the processing of this resource. The raw flax was supervised by one department (Awt mh 9, the fulling
(washing) of the flax by a second (Awt hmwt), and the final manufacture of linen by a third (hwr §m %).
Basketwork, using the abundant supplies of reeds from the Nile valley, was organised into a further
specialist unit (hwt m3t).

The departments of the treasury attested in the tomb of Pehernefer thus reflect the principal crops of
ancient Egypt, and emphasise the importance of bread and beer in the Egyptian diet, even the diet of the
court.

Treasury officials



The earliest attested title connected with the treasury is an ‘official of the white-house’ (hri- ‘pr-hg) early
in the reign of Den (Petrie 1900: pls XXII.35, XXIII1.40). In the Third Dynasty, the official with similar
responsibility was the ‘overseer’ (imi-r3 pr-hd), a title borne by Nefer, Meri (Weill 1908:236-42, pl. IV,
Helck 1954:61) and Pehernefer (Junker 1939). Pehernefer also held three other titles connected with the

treasury: iri-ht pr-hd, shdiri-ht pr-hdand hri-sd3t pr-hd. The first of these seems to indicate merely a

functionary of the treasury, the second a higher level of official with a supervisory role over other
employees. The third title probably designated the seal-bearer, an important role in ancient Egyptian
administration; it was the bearer of the seal who, as the representative of authority, had ultimate
responsibility for the daily management of a particular institution. However, the hri-sd3t pr-hd does not
seem to have been at the very top of the treasury hierarchy; this position was occupied by the king’s

personal representative, the htmw-bity, ‘royal seal-bearer’ (also translated as ‘royal chancellor’). This title

is sometimes rendered as ‘chancellor of the king of Lower Egypt’. Rather than being a geographical
designation, however, it is more likely that the word bity refers to the secular role of the king as head of
state and government (see Chapter 6). Two ‘royal seal-bearers’ are known from the reign of Den: Setka
(Emery 1958: pl. 81.37), and the more famous Hemaka (Emery 1938:64, fig. 24), whose status is reflected
in his huge palace-facade tomb at North Saqqara, equipped with a wealth of grave goods. The pre-eminent

position of the hAtmw-bity in the royal administration (Malek 1986:35) is further illustrated by the fact that

the title was borne by Imhotep, famed as Djoser’s chief minister and the architect of the Step Pyramid
complex. In ancient Egypt, all political authority derived ultimately from the king. Hence, the individual
who carried the king’s own seal was the representative and agent of the supreme power in the land. The

title of Atmw-bity must
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therefore have carried considerable symbolic as well as executive authority. A seal-impression from the

reign of Peribsen gives a title which may be read as Atmw-nswt (Petrie 1901: pl. XXI.164). (The proposed

reading of this title on a sealing from the Shunet ez-Zebib [Newberry 1909: pl. XXV.XVII] seems rather

more doubtful since the ‘itmw’ sign looks indistinguishable from an ankh.) If so, this could be interpreted



as an explicitly Upper Egyptian alternative to the more usual title 4tmw-bity and would provide yet
another indication of the emphasis placed upon Upper Egypt and Upper Egyptian titles by Peribsen. (The
other possible reading of the title, itmw Sm ( ‘seal-bearer of Upper Egypt’, would have similar

connotations.) Two further seal-bearers are attested during the reign of Peribsen, a seal-bearer of the daily
meat ration and a seal-bearer of the Lower Egyptian delivery (see above), emphasising the important role
played by such officials in the Egyptian administrative system.

We know comparatively little about the administration of the state granaries, and what evidence there is
comes from the Third Dynasty. A ‘controller’ (hrp) of granaries is mentioned on a sealing of the reign of

Sanakht from Beit Khallaf (Garstang 1902: pl. 19.7; Seidlmayer 1996b: pl. 23), whilst at the end of the
dynasty Pehernefer was in overall control of the central grain stocks in his capacity as ‘overseer of all the
king’s granaries’ (imi-r3 snwt nb nt nswt).

The redistributive function of the treasury involved a number of different officials. A sealing from the

reign of Khasekhemwy mentions an ‘executive of the house of redistribution’ (hri-wd3 pr-hri-wdb) who
was probably in overall charge (Weill 1908:102). The other titles come from Third Dynasty sources and

seem to indicate different ranks within the department: zh pr-hri-wgb, a scribal post (Weill 1908:226);

wd-mdw (pr)-hri-wdb, a title borne by Akhetaa, possibly denoting an official with decision-making
authority (Weill 1908:262-73); shd pr-hri-wdb, a supervisory role, performed by Metjen (Goedicke
1966); and imi-r3 pr-hri-wdb, the ‘overseer’ of the department, a position held by Pehernefer (Junker

1939). The obscure ‘estate of life’ (hwt cl’l/:l) seems to have had its own redistributive function at the end of

the Third Dynasty: in addition to his many other titles, Akhetaa held the post of Ari-wdb hwt ;1@, ‘head of

redistribution of the estate of life(?)” (Weill 1908:262-73). In later periods, the ‘house of life’ (pr- n}g) was

the name given to the temple institution where religious texts were composed and copied, but the Early



Dynastic hwt ;1@ probably performed a different role.

The provisioning department would clearly have required a literate bureaucracy to keep detailed accounts

of income and outgoings, and a ‘scribe of the provisioning department’ (zk iz-gf3) is attested from the

reign of Peribsen (Petrie 1901: pl. XXI1.166).

The specialist departments of the treasury which processed the agricultural produce and manufactured
secondary products were each
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controlled by an ‘overseer’ (imi-r3), except for the bakers and date processors who were under the

supervision of ‘controllers’ (hrp). At the end of the Third Dynasty, certain vineyards were also

administered by Pehernefer in his capacity as ‘controller’ (hrp). In general, the usual title for an official at

the head of a department or operation during the Third Dynasty seems to have been imi-r3, whereas hrp

appears to have been used to refer to an individual with a supervisory role over other employees.
The pr-nswt

Although in theory all land probably belonged to the king, in practice a distinction was made between
state income and the king’s private income. From the reign of Djet, inscriptions attest, in parallel with the
pr-hd pr-dsr, a separate department of the administration responsible for the personal estates and income
of the king (Petrie 1900: pl. XXXI.8). This institution, the pr-nswt, was presumably concerned with
supporting the king, the royal family and the royal retinue, as distinct from royal building projects which
were the responsibility of the central government. The pr-nswt was probably under direct royal control
(Husson and Valbelle 1992:29), in contrast to the more outlying royal domains and estates which were
administered on behalf of the king. Unlike these foundations, little is known about the composition,
structure and organisation of the pr-nswt. At the end of the Third Dynasty, the inscription of Metjen
mentions a parallel institution serving the queen mother (pr-mwt-nswt) (Goedicke 1966). (Note that a
possible identification of the pr-nswt as the palace buildings seems to be ruled out by explicit references to
‘the palace’ [ %] in Early Dynastic titles: see below.)

The pr-nswt seems to have had a separate administration. Three titles referring to the pr-nswt are known



from the Early Dynastic period: ‘controller’ (4rp) in the reign of Djet (Petrie 1900: pl. XXXI.8);

‘companion’ (smr) on the stela of Sabef from the reign of Qaa (Petrie 1900: pl. XXX); and
‘servant/employee’ (hm) in the late Third Dynasty (Weill 1908:262-73; Goedicke 1966). Both Akhetaa
and Metjen bore the last title, suggesting that it enjoyed a certain status due to its close connection with
the person of the king. Metjen was also a ‘servant/employee’ (hm) of the queen mother’s estate.

THE ACTIVITIES OF THE COURT

Royal works

The effective management of royal building projects—mortuary complexes and state-sponsored temple
construction—must have required a
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substantial administrative apparatus. Unfortunately, very little evidence survives from the Early Dynastic
period concerning the organisation and administration of these activities. What sources there are date
exclusively to the Third Dynasty, so that we know nothing of how royal construction projects were
organised during the first two dynasties. Several individual craftsmen are mentioned in inscriptions of

Netjerikhet’s reign, including a controller of craftsmen (hrp hmww) (Lacau and Lauer 1965:64, no.156),

an inspector of masons (shdmdhw) (Weill 1908:180; Kaplony 1963, I1I: fig. 324) and a royal mason (mdh
nswt), the last being a member of a turquoise-mining expedition to the Sinai (Gardiner and Peet 1952: pl.
I). At the very end of the Third Dynasty Pehernefer bore the title imi-r3 k3t nb nt nswt, ‘overseer of all
the king’s works’. This was the office held in the Old Kingdom by the person in charge of royal building
activities. Whether a similar position existed in the first two dynasties, or whether the advent of pyramid-
building in the Third Dynasty made such a post necessary for the first time, cannot be ascertained from
the meagre evidence at our disposal. According to the biographical inscriptions of Old Kingdom overseers
of works, the position included responsibility for all projects requiring large resources of materials and/or
manpower: royal building projects, the construction of boats and fashioning of large-scale statuary,
expeditions to quarry stone, the transport of goods and materials, irrigation works, perhaps even
agricultural work (Husson and Valbelle 1992:42).

Demanding activities such as construction projects and the maintenance of cults required a disciplined and
effective work-force, and a specialised administrative mechanism was employed to maximise the
efficiency of work teams. This was the rotational phyle system, whose origins go back at least as far as the
First Dynasty (Roth 1991).

Expeditions, festivals and the royal boat

A development of great significance at the beginning of the Third Dynasty was the organisation of regular
mining expeditions to the Sinai, to obtain supplies of turquoise from the area of the Wadi Maghara.
Expeditions under Netjerikhet, Sekhemkhet and Sanakht each left a record of their visit, in the form of a
rock-cut scene (Gardiner and Peet 1952: pls I, IV). The inscriptions from the reigns of Netjerikhet and
Sekhemkhet depict the expedition leader, complete with titles. In both cases the operation was under the
control of the imi-r3 ms  ‘overseer of the expedition’. An additional member of the Netjerikhet
expedition, named as Hemni, was designated as iri-(3-) 3mwr, keeper of the (door to the) Asiatics’. He
therefore seems to have been responsible in some way for the local (Palestinian) inhabitants of the Sinai.



Just as the economic exploitation of the Delta through a network of royal foundations seems to have led
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to the development of a system of regional administration for Lower Egypt, so Egyptian economic
involvement in the Sinai and Near East may have underlain the imposition of more direct state control in
the desert and border regions of Egypt (see below).

The titles preserved on the stelaec of Merka and Sabef from the reign of Qaa (Emery 1958: pl. 39; and
Petrie 1900: pl. XXX, respectively) include unique references to certain royal activities which must have
been a feature of the Egyptian court throughout the Early Dynastic period. Qaa clearly enjoyed a lengthy
reign, and Sabef was charged with overseeing arrangements for the king’s Sed-festival (imi-r3 hb-sd). The
responsibility for organising this pre-eminent celebration of kingship would have been assigned to a
trusted member of the king’s entourage. Sabef s status in this respect is emphasised by his burial within the
king’s own mortuary complex at Abydos. Merka also performed important duties at court. One of these

was hrp wi3-nswt, ‘controller of the royal bark’, indicating responsibility for the ship that may have been

used by the king on his regular progresses. The character of early kingship seems to have been peripatetic,
the monarch travelling throughout Egypt on a regular basis, not only to visit major shrines and take part in
important annual festivals but also to reinforce the bonds between ruler and ruled. Royal travel must have
played a significant role in the mechanism of early Egyptian administration, and the importance attached
to the title ‘controller of the royal bark’ no doubt reflects this.

Courtly titles

As well as employing distinct bureaucracies for particular activities, such as those listed above, the court
seems to have comprised numerous officials with general competence rather than specific duties. We
should probably envisage a circle of trusted individuals in the service of the king, whose duties were rather
fluid and were assigned according to needs and circumstances. These most influential of state employees
were probably royal kinsmen, and the titles they bore expressed their proximity to the king, the ultimate
source of all authority. Such titles, which we may call ‘courtly’, are the most numerous in Early Dynastic
inscriptions. They shed some light on the internal workings of the royal household, but rather more on the
nature of early Egyptian administration, which emphasised relative status within the hierarchy more than
specific responsibilities.

A good example is iri-p 7. This may have had a specific meaning in the Predynastic period, but by the time
it is first attested, in the middle of the First Dynasty (Emery 1958:60, pl. 83.1), it seems to have designated

membership of the ruling élite (p ct), as opposed to the general populace (rhyt). More specifically, it is

likely that the p 7 were royal kinsmen (Baines 1995:133), for whom the highest echelons of government
were reserved
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until the threshold of the Old Kingdom. On the stela of Merka, from the reign of Qaa (Emery 1958: pl.
39), the title appears in a prominent position, subordinate only to s(¢)m, indicating the status (and political
power?) attached to being an 7ri-p % in the First Dynasty.



Another title with possible Predynastic significance is i7i-Nhn, ‘keeper of Nekhen’ (cf. Fischer

1996:43-5). When Nekhen (Hierakonpolis) was an important centre, playing a pivotal role in the process
of state formation, the ‘keeper of Nekhen’ may have been a prestigious position. By the Early Dynastic
period, however, the meaning of the title may have been lost (at least, it is impenetrable to modern

scholars), leaving iri-Nhn as an honorific designation borne by high officials, for example Nedjemankh in

the reign of Netjerikhet (Weill 1908:180; Kaplony 1963, III: fig. 324). Two possible courtly titles of
unknown meaning from the early part of Den’s reign are i£ associated with Ankh-ka and Sekh-ka (Petrie
1900: pls XXI.29, XXI1.30; Emery 1958: pls 80—1,106.4) and ‘rp(?), associated with the latter (Petrie
1900: pl. XXI1.30; Emery 1958: pl. 106.4). However, even the reading of the two groups of signs is
uncertain, and they may not represent titles at all.

A number of different titles expressed the position of the holder within the circles of power which
surrounded the ruler. Merka, at the end of the First Dynasty, was sms-nswt, ‘a follower of the king’
(Emery 1958: pl. 39), while an official of the Second or Third Dynasty was content to call himself
hm-nswt, ‘servant of the king’ (Lacau and Lauer 1965:36, no. 47). A parallel title may be the one borne by
the king’s sandal-bearer on the Narmer palette and macehead (Winter 1994). In both cases the title may
perhaps be read as ‘servant of the ruler’. A more exalted position was indicated by the title Ari-tp nswr,
‘chief one of the king’, mentioned in inscriptions from the late Second and Third Dynasties (Petrie 1901:
pl. XXI.165; Junker 1939; Lacau and Lauer 1965:33, no. 43). Akhetaa, who lived during the latter half of
the Third Dynasty, appears to have been one of the king’s innermost circle of advisors, if the meaning of

his title ‘privy to all the secrets and affairs of the king’ (hri ss5t3 nb ht nbt n nswt) is to be taken at face

value (Weill 1908:262-73). (Note, however, that some commentators have identified sri-sst3 as a
religious title [cf. Fischer 1996:45-9 who reads the title zhy-ntr].) Pehernefer’s title, Ari-sdm, ‘he who has
the ear (of the king)’ would also seem to indicate a position at the very centre of the court, even though
the king is not mentioned explicitly.

Another category of courtly titles makes reference to particular chambers within the palace as a way of
indicating proximity to the king. The titles held by some members of the court in present-day Britain may
be cited as parallels, for example, ‘Lord Chamberlain’ (the person having control over many of the royal
household’s employees). In ancient Egypt, access to the innermost rooms of the palace must have brought
with it access to the person of the ruler, considerable prestige which went with
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this access, and perhaps real influence in the decision-making processes of government. Titles in this
category are attested only in the reign of Qaa and in the Third Dynasty, but they must have existed
throughout the Early Dynastic period. Two titles are connected with the running of the palace itself ().

The official Merka in the reign of Qaa bore the title zrp %, ‘controller (perhaps ‘comptroller’ would be a

better English equivalent) of the palace’ (Emery 1958: pl. 39). Abneb, who lived in the late Second or
early Third Dynasty, held a similar position, imi-r3 ‘h, ‘overseer of the palace’ (Weill 1908:220). Within



the palace, two chambers seem to have been of particular significance: iz, sometimes translated as
‘council chamber’, and zA, possibly ‘dining-hall’ or ‘audience chamber’. Thus an imi-iz, ‘one who is in the
council chamber’ (Lacau and Lauer 1965:16, no. 21), and a smsw-iz, ‘elder of the council chamber’, are
known from the Third Dynasty (Gardiner and Peet 1952: pl. I). At the end of the First Dynasty, Merka, as

well as being comptroller of the palace as a whole, was also ‘comptroller of the audience chamber’ (hrp

zh); this title was later held by Pehernefer at the end of the Third Dynasty. Merka’s contemporary, Sabef,

described himself as ‘foremost of the audience chamber’ (hnti-zh), whilst Ankh, an official who lived

early in the Third Dynasty, was simply a ‘functionary of the audience chamber’, (iri-ht zh) (Weill

1908:185).

The vizier

We now come to the position at the very head of the administration, the official closest to the king. At
different stages of the Early Dynastic period, this person bore the titles & and ¢3it/ z3b d3ti (Figure 4.5).
An individual designated as & is the earliest attested official of any kind, depicted on the Narmer palette.
He walks in front of the king, carrying what appears to be an item of the royal regalia. On the Narmer
macehead he appears again, this time standing behind the enthroned king, where he is labelled simply as d
The meaning of the title is uncertain, but the position of the holder vis-a-vis the king seems clear enough.

It is tempting to link this title with the one borne by the vizier in later periods: d3#, or in its fuller form,
t3iti z3b d3ti. The vizier stood at the head of the Egyptian administration and was responsible directly to
the king for the government of the country. The position was certainly in existence by the beginning of the
Third Dynasty. The earliest-known holder of the title was a man named Menka who is mentioned on a
number of ink inscriptions from beneath the Step Pyramid (Lacau and Lauer 1965:1, no. 1). These may
date to the middle of the Second Dynasty (Shaw and Nicholson 1995:15), perhaps to the reign of Ninetjer
(Helck 1979). Alternatively, it is possible that the construction of the Step Pyramid, which must have
required a degree of administrative organisation and
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Figure 4.5 The titles of the vizier. The earliest attested reference to the highest administrative office in
Egypt, written in ink on a stone vessel from the Step Pyramid complex of Netjerikhet at Saqqara. The
inscription, which probably dates to the middle of the Second Dynasty, names the vizier as Menka, and
gives the tripartite title associated with the vizierate throughout Egyptian history, ¢3it/ z3b {3t (after
Lacau and Lauer 1965: pl. 1.3).

sophistication previously unknown in Early Dynastic Egypt, necessitated the creation of a new executive
post at the head of the government apparatus, to oversee all its activities and report directly to the king.
The viziers of the Third and early Fourth Dynasties seem to have been royal princes, perhaps younger
sons removed from the direct line of succession. Only in the reign of Menkaura was the position ‘opened
up’ to a commoner (Husson and Valbelle 1992:37).

The tripartite title held by a vizier may indicate the threefold nature of his authority. The first element,
t3iti, emphasises the courtly aspect of the office. The literal meaning of ¢3:#7 is ‘he of the curtain’, an
epithet reminiscent of positions in the Ottoman court. In Early Dynastic Egypt, it may have carried an
ancient significance of which we are unaware. The second element, z3b, is usually translated ‘noble’, and
was probably no more than a general designation for an official. Some scholars have interpreted the term
as expressing the judicial aspect of the vizierate (Husson and Valbelle 1992:37); certainly, in later periods
the vizier was the highest legal authority in the land under the king, the ultimate court of appeal (barring
an appeal to the king himself), and the official who decided important legal cases. The third part of the
title, £3¢/, cannot be translated, but may designate the administrative aspect of the vizier’s office. It is
perhaps related to the dt of Narmer’s reign. The three component elements
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of the title may originally have been separate and distinct (Husson and Valbelle 1992:36), but it is equally
possible that they were used in conjunction from the very beginning, to describe the highest position in the
administration.

Perhaps as a further indication of rank, viziers of the Old Kingdom generally bore the additional title
iri-p ¢. It may be no coincidence that the two earliest-known holders of the title were buried at North
Saqqara, overlooking the seat of Early Dynastic government. It is tempting to identify the owners of all
the major tombs at North Sagqara—including S3506 and S3505, each built for an iri-p ¥—as ‘proto-
viziers’; in other words, the officials at the head of the national administration (cf. Baines 1995:138).

THE ADMINISTRATION OF THE PROVINCES

State control of the means of production, achieved through the mechanism of royal foundations, gave the
court a ready-made network of institutions and administrators by which to exercise political control over



the provinces. The system was best developed in the Delta, where the majority of royal foundations were
probably located. It is thus in the context of Lower Egypt that the earliest evidence for regional
administration is found.

Lower Egypt

At least as early as the middle of the First Dynasty, the Delta seems to have been divided into two for
administrative purposes. Sealings from the tomb of Merneith refer, in one case, to the ‘fields of the west’,
in another to the eastern Delta (Petrie 1900: pl. XXIII.37-8; Martin-Pardey 1976:17). The administrative
division of the Delta was apparently maintained until the Third Dynasty—as indicated on a sealing from
Beit Khallaf mastaba K5, dated to the reign of Netjerikhet (Garstang 1902: pl. XXVI.8; Weill
1908:86)—when a widespread reorganisation of regional government seems to have taken place.

The titles most closely connected with provincial administration in Second and Third Dynasty sources are
hq3 hwt- 3t and “d-mr (Martin-Pardey 1976:24, 54, 57). Both seem to refer exclusively to localities in
Lower Egypt, especially in the western Delta. The connection with the administration of royal domains
and estates is clear. Throughout the First Dynasty, the title ‘@mr, ‘administrator’, was borne by officials
in charge of domains and their produce. Likewise, the other title, hg3 hwt- 3t, ‘governor of the great
estate’, may originally have designated the official responsible for the royal mortuary estate, since this is
the likely meaning of Awt- 3¢ (Husson and Valbelle 1992:28). Although ‘@ mr is the usual
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title for a provincial administrator in the Third Dynasty (for example, in the inscription of Metjen), it may
have been replaced by hg3 hwt- 3t in the Old Kingdom when the former title retained purely ranking
significance (Martin-Pardey 1976:43, 54, 45). Since both titles are of great antiquity— ‘@ mr is first
attested in the reign of Djet, while a Awz- 3¢ is first mentioned on the stela of Sabef from the reign of
Qaa—it is impossible to determine at which point they began to be applied to the sphere of provincial
administration, rather than the management of royal land-holdings.

Developing, as it did, out of the system of domain administration — with both ideological and functional
links to the court—provincial government of Lower Egypt seems to have maintained much closer links
with the residence than did the government of the Upper Egyptian regions. During the Early Dynastic
period and into the Old Kingdom, the regional administrators of the Delta may have resided at Memphis,
rather than in the province(s) for which they had responsibility (Husson and Valbelle 1992:53). Even

though at the end of the Third Dynasty Metjen was both priest of the local god of Letopolis and {gimr of
the Letopolite nome, there does not appear to have been an explicit link between political and priestly
office in Lower Egypt (Martin-Pardey 1976:42).

Upper Egypt

Evidence for the early administration of Upper Egypt is extremely scarce. It has been suggested that the
ancient title /ri-Nhn was held by the ‘governor of the Upper Egyptian regional capital’ (Kaplony 1963, I:
450), though there is no evidence to support such an interpretation (Martin-Pardey 1976:37). In the light
of recent evidence from Elephantine, an alternative suggestion, that i7i-Nhn was the title of the fortress-

commander responsible for guarding Egypt’s southern frontier (Martin-Pardey 1976:38), must also be



rejected. None the less, a distinctive pattern of central control—indicated by different titles—seems to
have evolved for Upper Egypt in the Early Dynastic period, and aspects of this system may have been
inherited from the preceding Predynastic period (Helck 1954:81).

Possibly the earliest type of local administrator in Upper Egypt was the office of ‘mayor’ (h3¢i- ). This title
is first attested on a sealing from the tomb of Merneith, where it occurs in conjunction with the name of
the official Sekh-ka (Petrie 1900: pl. XXII.32). The title recurs on a Third Dynasty sealing from Beit
Khallaf (Kaplony 1963, III: fig. 324), and the overseer of a mining expedition to the Wadi Maghara in the

reign of Sekhemkhet also held the title 43#- c(Gardiner and Peet 1952: pl. I). (Exceptionally, the title

h3ti- occurs in the context of nome administration in the tomb inscription of Pehernefer; he apparently
held the office of ‘mayor’ of the Busiris nome of Lower Egypt [Martin-Pardey 1976:40].)
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Another title applied in the later Third Dynasty to Upper Egyptian administrators, 4¢3, is undoubtedly a
very ancient designation of office. In the reign of Den, Setka bore the title g3 (Emery 1958: pl. 82.38),
though a connection with provincial administration is not made explicit. A seal-impression from a Third
Dynasty context at Elephantine mentions the governor (hg3) of a locality called iti-3w (Kaplony 1963,
III: figs 282, 285—6; Seidlmayer 1996b: 121) whilst the governor of the island community itself bore the
title imi-r3 3bw, ‘overseer of Elephantine’ (Leclant and Clerc 1993:250; Patznick, in Kaiser et al.
1995:181 and 182, fig. 29a; Seidlmayer 1996b: 113). During the course of the Third Dynasty, the title g3
seems to have been superseded by a different administrative designation, ssm-¢3. This is first attested on a
stone vessel from the Step Pyramid galleries (Lacau and Lauer 1965: pl. 28.5) and was the title borne by
Metjen in connection with Upper Egyptian regions at the end of the Third Dynasty. The transition from
the earlier to the later designation seems to have been gradual, since both titles are attested for the
sixteenth Upper Egyptian nome in the Second Dynasty (Martin-Pardey 1976:63).

In the reign of Netjerikhet, the high official Hesira bore the title wr mdhv Sm w, ‘greatest of the tens of
Upper Egypt’. This may indicate a position in the provincial administration, since in the Sixth Dynasty the
same title carried responsibility for conscripting men for corvée labour in the particular districts under the
official’s control (Wood 1978:15). Further, it has been suggested that the variation in the lists of titles
carved on the relief panels from Hesira’s tomb ‘might reflect (his) official functions in various
geographical districts’ (Wood 1978:20).

The origins of the nome system

As an administrative mechanism, the nome system—the division of Egypt into regional administrative
units—allowed the king to appoint trusted officials to various specific duties which were easiest to
undertake on a regional basis, such as irrigation and tax assessment (Martin-Pardey 1976:22). The nomes
of Lower Egypt, apparently based on the location of royal domains, probably originated as collection
points for agricultural produce destined for the royal treasury (Helck 1954:80). There is considerable
uncertainty about whether the nome system was originally devised for Lower Egypt or for Upper Egypt.
Its main purpose was to allow a tighter, more uniform control of the provinces by the state (Martin-Pardey
1976:28). This would probably have been a greater concern with respect to the regions of Upper Egypt,
more distant from the capital and traditionally more independent-minded than the Delta. However, the
nome sign itself depicts an area of irrigated land, and this has suggested to some that the system originated
in Lower Egypt. The north of the country seems to have lacked any well-defined, pre-existing political
structures, and it was
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therefore more suited to the imposition of a new system of central control by the state (Martin-Pardey
1976:25). Moreover, the similarities in terminology between the administration of royal domains and the
early nome system tend to suggest a direct link between the two.



The division of Egypt into nomes clearly occurred at some point before the beginning of the Third
Dynasty (Martin-Pardey 1976:18). A seal-impression from Abydos dating to the reign of Netjerikhet may
show the standard of the eighth Upper Egyptian nome, the Thinite nome (Newberry 1909: pl. XXIII. VIII;
Martin-Pardey 1976:33), suggesting that the system was already in existence. Ink inscriptions on stone
vessels from the Step Pyramid complex, plausibly dated to the reign of Ninetjer (Helck 1979:129), show
the sign of the sixteenth Upper Egyptian nome, as does a seal-impression from the tomb of Khasekhemwy.
A fragmentary sealing of Sekhemib from the tomb of Peribsen also appears to show the lower part of a
nome standard (Petrie 1901: pl. XX1.172). Some scholars have suggested that the nome system was
established as a deliberate policy of the early state at the time of Egypt’s political unification (Kaiser,
quoted in Martin-Pardey 1976:29; Martin-Pardey 1976:19), arguing that a system of regional
administration would have been essential for the cohesion of the newly unified state (Martin-Pardey
1976:40). Others have linked the origins of the nome system to the new economic demands created by
pyramid-building (Helck, quoted in Martin-Pardey 1976:30). The latter view may be rejected since the
earliest occurrences of nome standards pre-date the beginning of the Third Dynasty, and substantial
building projects—which would have required the mobilisation of considerable manpower and
resources—were undertaken during the first two dynasties, notably the enclosures of Khasekhemwy at
Hierakonpolis and Abydos.

The annals of the Palermo Stone indicate that the biennial ‘following of Horus’ (Sms-Hr) was an important
event in the life of the court. One of its functions may have been as a tour of inspection, allowing officials
of the central administration to keep up-to-date records on the agricultural potential of the provinces.
However, the ‘following of Horus’ seems not to have occurred during the reign of Den, and it is likely that
an alternative system of tax assessment and economic control would have been required (Martin-Pardey
1976:33—4). The nome system may therefore have been devised in Den’s reign as a substitute. However,
in the absence of any firm evidence for the existence of nomes in the First Dynasty, we should probably
place the origins of the system somewhere in the Second Dynasty. It is possible that the court’s move to
Memphis at the beginning of the Second Dynasty—highlighted by the relocation of the royal necropolis
from Abydos to Saqgara—necessitated a new mechanism for exercising control over the distant provinces
of Upper Egypt. The experience of administering royal domains in the Delta provided a template, and the
nome system was devised along the same lines.
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Peripheral regions

Administration of the desert regions bordering the Nile valley is first attested in the reign of Qaa. The
official Merka was both limr zmit and hrp zmit, ‘administrator of the desert’ and ‘controller of the

desert’ (Emery 1958: pl. 39). One title may have been connected with civil, the other with military
administration (Martin-Pardey 1976:51), though this cannot be confirmed. Both titles also occur in the

reign of Netjerikhet, the @ mr zmit Nitankh being mentioned in a rock-cut inscription at the turquoise
mines of the Wadi Maghara (Gardiner and Peet 1952: pl. I). Clearly, the individual responsible for the
desert approaches to the Sinai would have been an important member of a mining expedition. It is possible
that Nitankh’s position gave him a degree of authority over the Sinai as well. At the end of the Third
Dynasty, Pehernefer’s sphere of responsibility was defined more precisely as the western desert: one of
his titles was @ mr zmit imnit, ‘administrator of the western desert’. The inscriptions of Metjen and
Pehernefer suggest that the locality called Awt iit, possibly Kom el-Hisn, may have been the headquarters

of the desert administrator ( bimr zmit). This official would have been responsible primarily for the desert
region bordering the western Delta (Martin-Pardey 1976:52), which formed a strategically important
buffer zone between Egypt and the Libyan peoples to the west.



The distinction in nomenclature (Husson and Valbelle 1992:62) between, on the one hand, the low desert

fringing the Nile valley (zmit) and, on the other, the high desert and foreign lands (%3st), must be

significant. From an administrative perspective, the low desert—valued as a source of minerals and wild
game—could be exploited by means of small-scale expeditions mounted from the Nile valley itself. The
desert fringes and their resources could easily have been administered from within Egypt, and the titles
attested in the Early Dynastic period seem to be proof of this.

Foreign conquests

By contrast, exploitation and/or administration of the high desert and lands outside Egypt required a more
expansionist programme. The imposition of Egyptian control in areas distant from the Nile valley could
only be achieved by transplanting the appropriate administrative structures into foreign territory. Such a
practice may be attested by the construction of an Egyptian First Dynasty ‘Residency’ at En Besor in
southern Palestine. The only evidence for Egyptian administrative control over neighbouring lands during
the Early Dynastic period comes in the form of two seal-impressions from the Shunet ez-Zebib, dated to

the reign of Khasekhemwy, which bear the title imi-r3 h3st, ‘overseer of the foreign land’ (Ayrton et al.

1904:
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pl. IX.9; Newberry 1909: pl. XXIL.IV). The ‘foreign land’ in question is not specified; from later parallels,
territory to the east of Egypt—i.e. the Sinai or southern Palestine—was probably indicated. An important
piece of supporting evidence in this respect is a fragment of stone relief from the temple area at
Hierakonpolis. Also dated to the reign of Khasekhemwy, it lists a number of conquered territories, each

name determined by the sign 43st, ‘foreign land’. It is tempting to link the appearance of the title imi-r3

h3st at the end of the Second Dynasty with the start of systematic exploitation of the turquoise reserves in

and around Wadi Maghara in the Sinai from the beginning of the Third Dynasty.

Increasing Egyptian involvement in neighbouring areas and the imposition of political control over
territory outside the borders of Egypt are important indicators of the court’s growing confidence and
coercive power. The dynamics of Egypt’s foreign relations in the Early Dynastic period are a complex
mixture of ideology and practical economics, illuminating some of the problems and priorities which faced
Egypt’s early rulers. The detailed nature of Egypt’s contacts with the outside world is explored in the next
chapter.

CONCLUSION: THE EXERCISE OF AUTHORITY IN EARLY DYNASTIC EGYPT

The picture presented above represents no more than isolated pieces of a puzzle. It is unlikely that we will
ever understand the precise structure of the Early Dynastic administration, given the limitations of the



available evidence (see Figure 4.6 for an educated guess). What is possible at the present time is an
investigation of particular aspects of government, as practised by the early Egyptian state. The central
theme of this book, the fashioning of ancient Egyptian civilisation by the country’s early rulers, requires at
least an attempt at explaining one further theme under the heading of administration: how authority was
exercised by members of the government apparatus in the first three dynasties. Here, a final category of
evidence is invaluable: the careers of prominent individuals.

Individual careers

Amongst the large number of seal-impressions recovered from the First Dynasty royal tombs at Abydos
and the contemporary ¢élite burials at North Saqqara, a few high officials are mentioned quite frequently,
sometimes at different stages of their career. A tentative reconstruction of these careers can be made,
illustrating the opportunities for advancement within the Early Dynastic administration. From the very end
of the Third Dynasty, the tomb of Metjen at Saqqara preserved numerous titles held
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Figure 4.6 The structure of Early Dynastic administration. The chart shows the principal departments and
functions of government, together with the titles of some of the major administrative officials ( based upon
information from contemporary sources: seal-impressions, inscribed stone vessels and Third Dynasty tomb
inscriptions).
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by its owner during his long career, which probably began in the reign of Huni and came to an end early in
the reign of Sneferu. The inscriptions provide valuable information about many aspects of the
administration on the threshold of the Old Kingdom.

Amka

The career of Amka (‘m-k3) seems to have begun in the reign of Djer, spanned the entire reign of his
successor, Djet, and continued into the early part of Den’s reign, when Egypt was under the regency of
Merneith. Seal-impressions naming Amka have been found in the tombs of all three rulers, Djer, Djet and
Merneith. The different titles associated with Amka in these three contexts shed some light on his
progression through the ranks of the administration. Throughout his career, Amka served in the
administration of royal domains. In the reign of Djer, he was already involved in managing the domain



called Hr-shnti-dlv, and held the titles nbi and (hri) nhn(w) (Petrie 1901: pls XVI.121 and XVI.123,

respectively). Amka retained the last of these positions under Djer’s successor (Petrie 1900: pl. XIX.10).
It was in the regency of Merneith, however, that Amka’s career seems to have peaked. In addition to his

previous title of nbi, now in the variant form /rp nbi, he became a mortuary priest (zhnw-3h) (Petrie 1900:

pl. XX.18) and an administrator (‘@tmr) (Petrie 1900: pl. XX.15). He finished his career as district
administrator ( ‘dmr) of hwt ihw, the locality in the western Delta which probably lay in the vicinity of
Kom el-Hisn. Hence, he seems to have moved from managing specific royal foundations to a position in
the regional administration of the western Delta, the area where most of these foundations were probably
situated.

Sekhemkasedj

A second high official whose career spanned more than one reign is Sekhemkasedj (shm-k3-sd), almost

certainly the owner of tomb S3504 at Saqqara (cf. Kaplony 1963, I: 89). Seal-impressions from the tomb,
and from the burial of Djet at Abydos, indicate that it was under this king that Sekhemkasedj began his

career, again in the sphere of administering royal domains. At first, he held the title nin(w) (Petrie 1900:

pl. XVIIL.6, 1901: pl. XVII.129) and a parallel title nb (Petrie 1900: pl. XVIIL.6), perhaps connected in

some way with the town of Elkab. His principal office, however, was as administrator ( ‘@tmr) of Djet’s
own foundation, the domain W3d- Hr. Sekhemkasedj retained this responsibility throughout his career.
Indeed, it has even been suggested (Kaplony 1963:110) that the domain was maintained under Merneith

only until Sekhemkased;j died, then to be replaced by a new domain (possibly Hr-tpi-hf). During
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the regency of Merneith, Sekhemkasedj was ‘controller’ (4rp) rather than ‘administrator’ of W3d-Hr



(Emery 1954:119, fig. 163). He also bore his earlier title nhn(w) in its later variant srp nhn(w) (Emery

1954:119, fig. 164) and the obscure title 4rp nbi (Emery 1954:120, fig. 165). In addition to his duties

concerning the domain W3d Hr, Sekhemkasedj was also connected with a royal estate ~wt hnn(?) (Emery
1954:118, fig. 159), and towards the end of his career achieved the prestigious position of dmr of the

domain Hr-shnti-adw (Emery 1954:116 fig. 151), which seems to have been the most important royal

foundation of the early First Dynasty.

Hemaka

Although Hemaka (hm3-k3) served under only one king, namely Den, it is possible to chart something of
his career. Kaplony (1963, I: 113) proposed that Hemaka may originally have managed the domain

Hr-tpi-ht as both administrator ( (d-mr) and controller (hrp). Later, he seems to have taken control of the

more prestigious domain Hr-shnti-dh, in succession to the officials Ankhka and Medjedka. Hemaka then
continued to exercise authority with respect to both domains until the end of his career. The peak of
Hemaka’s achievement must have come with his appointment as royal chancellor (htmw bity), the position

at the head of the treasury. He seems to have made the leap from a career connected with the
management of royal domains to being the king’s own seal-bearer and thus the acknowledged
representative of royal authority. The size and wealth of Hemaka’s tomb at North Saqqara (Emery 1938)
is an eloquent testament to the position he achieved by the end of his life.

Metjen

From the disposition of the many titles throughout his tomb chapel, it may be possible to reconstruct
something of Metjen’s career (Goedicke 1966). Certainly, the latest titles, inscribed on the walls of an
unfinished section of the tomb, relate to a temple of Sneferu and a mortuary estate of Huni, both in the
Letopolite nome (the second Lower Egyptian nome). The autobiographical inscription contains a rare

piece of direct evidence for career progression: Metjen states that he became district administrator ( & mr)
of the Xoite nome (the sixth Lower Egyptian nome) after he had been z3b and hri-sgr of the same nome.
Whether this represented a common pattern of promotion is, of course, impossible to ascertain without
comparative evidence. However, it does indicate that an official employed in the administration of a



region could expect to advance within that administration, even as far as the top job.
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Merka: a high official of the late First Dynasty

Merka was buried in an ¢élite tomb at North Saqqara, mastaba S3505, in the reign of Qaa, the last king of
the First Dynasty. The funerary stela of Merka (Emery 1958: pl. 39) presents the most extensive list of
titles held by a single individual in the Early Dynastic period. The combination of administrative, courtly
and religious titles tells us something, if not about the precise demarcation of responsibilities within the
Early Dynastic government, then about the titles and offices which gave an individual status within the
royal court.

Three titles are written larger than the rest and appear directly above Merka’s name. We may take these
to be the titles considered most important by the deceased himself, and therefore to have indicated most
clearly his rank within the highest echelons of the state (Baines 1995:132-3). Surprisingly, perhaps, two of
the three titles are religious: sm3 and s(z)m. The first, usually translated ‘stolist’, was held in later periods
by the priest who clothed the cult statue of a god (Faulkner 1962:227). Its significance at the end of the
First Dynasty is entirely unknown. The s(2)m priest was apparently closely connected with the celebration
of royal ritual, and the title may additionally have designated the king’s son. It was apparently the most
important title held by Merka and appears immediately before his name. In other words, despite
occupying a number of administrative offices and positions connected with the royal household (detailed
below), Merka gained his exceptional status—reflected in the size and sophistication of his tomb,
complete with its own funerary chapel—from an ancient religious function strongly associated with the
cult of divine kingship. This fact speaks eloquently about the ultimate source of power and authority in
Early Dynastic Egypt. That Merka was a member of the royal family is probably indicated by the third

title, which appears between sm3 and s(¢)m. This is the designation iri-p } which marks Merka as a
member of the group of royal kinsmen that constituted the ruling ¢élite in the First Dynasty.

Merka’s remaining titles are written in two columns, although the rudimentary carving and arrangement of
the signs at this early period make precise identification difficult. Religious titles include a possible
connection with the cult of Anubis, an obscure reference to the scorpion (a cultic object attested in other
Early Dynastic sources), and hm-nfr Nt, ‘priest of Neith’. The association between the goddess Neith and
the royal family is well attested in the First Dynasty (see Chapter 8), and provides yet another indication
that Merka was a close member of the king’s immediate circle. Specific administrative offices are
comparatively few, suggesting—as indicated earlier—that status came from proximity to the king rather
than from occupying particular positions within the apparatus of government. Apart from two obscure
references to the ‘office’ (iz) and
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a possible reference to the organisation of phyles, Merka’s primary administrative function was as ‘district
administrator of the desert” ( ‘@mr zmit). The sphere of authority of such a position is not known, but it
may have entailed responsibility for guarding Egypt’s desert frontiers as well as administration of the
deserts themselves, their inhabitants and resources (notably stones and minerals). Whether Merka ever
carried out such duties in person cannot of course be gauged, but it seems somewhat unlikely that an
official based at the capital would have had much direct contact with the desert regions over which he

exercised nominal authority. A further title (h7p Wnt) may indicate administrative responsibility for the

region of the Hare-nome, later the fifteenth nome of Upper Egypt, which included the important travertine
quarries at Hatnub. It is possible that this combination of regional administrative authority for the desert(s)
and the Hare-nome reflects responsibility, above all, for the procurement and supply of raw materials for



the stone-cutters of the royal workshops. The other titles held by Merka concern functions within the
royal household, once again indicating his membership of the innermost circle of the court. Hence, he was

a ‘follower of the king’ (§ms-nswt) and ‘controller of the royal bark’ (hrp wi3-nswt), the latter being a

position which must have been closely involved with royal visits and the periodic ‘following of Horus’. As
we shall see, these two types of event were important means by which the doctrine of divine kingship was
promulgated, and by which newly won political control over the whole of Egypt was maintained and

bolstered. The titles ‘comptroller of the palace’ (hrp %) and ‘comptroller of the audience chamber’ (hrp

zh) may have been purely honorary, or they may point to Merka having effectively controlled access to
the person of the king; this would have given him great political influence in a country where the king was
the ultimate source of authority. Finally, an apparent reference to singers (mrwt) (Emery 1958:31) cannot
be confirmed, since the stela is damaged at this point.

In summary, Merka’s titles reflect a society and an administrative system in which the king was at the
pinnacle, both ideologically and politically. The stela of Merka adds to the impression that, aside from the
departments of government responsible for state and royal income-the treasury and its sub-departments,
royal foundations and the pr-nswt — Early Dynastic administration was perhaps rather loosely organised,
lacking precise demarcation of responsibilities.
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CHAPTER FIVE
FOREIGN RELATIONS

Ancient Egyptian civilisation has traditionally been viewed as a civilisation apart. Separated from the rest
of the ancient world by the effective natural borders of the eastern and western deserts and the
Mediterranean Sea, the Nile valley fostered a distinctive, and in many ways unique, culture. The
comparison and contrast of ancient Egypt with its neighbouring civilisation, Mesopotamia, is a familiar
theme for ancient historians. However, to the Egyptologists working earlier this century, the surviving
archaeological material from the beginnings of Egyptian civilisation suggested much closer contacts
between these two great cultures. Particularly striking to archaeologists like Petrie and Emery were the
many borrowings from Mesopotamian iconography manifest on the earliest royal objects from Egypt.
Coupled with the extraordinary explosion of creativity and organisational skill which seemed to have
occurred at the very inception of the Egyptian state, the artistic evidence prompted these scholars to
advance the theory of the ‘Dynastic race’ (Derry 1956; Emery 1961:39—40). An invasion of people from
lands to the east, superior to the indigenous Predynastic Egyptians, was proposed as the driving force
behind the foundation of the Egyptian state and the emergence of ‘classic’ Egyptian civilisation. By the
1970s this theory had been largely discredited, mainly due to the results of subsequent archaeological
work at sites dating to the Predynastic period. These demonstrated the long and indigenous development
of many of Egyptian civilisation’s most distinctive features. Moreover, they proved that the processes of
craft specialisation, state formation and artistic formalisation had begun many centuries before the
beginning of the First Dynasty, in the emergent territories of Upper Egypt. Over the last twenty years, the
intensive investigation of Egypt’s origins has enhanced our understanding of these processes
immeasurably. Studies have all tended to stress, explicitly or implicitly, the indigenous genius of Egyptian
civilisation, eager to claim originality and independence for the achievements of Nile valley culture (cf.
Kantor 1965:12-13).

However, discoveries made within the last few years, particularly at Buto and Abydos, provide tantalising



glimpses of a rather different picture of early Egypt. There is a small, but growing body of evidence to
suggest that the birth of Egyptian civilisation may, after all, have owed a significant amount to other
neighbouring cultures, particularly those of the ancient Near East (see Map 2 for location of sites). In light
of this new
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and immensely exciting evidence, it is perhaps time to begin a reappraisal of early Egypt’s place in the
ancient world, the extent and intensity of Egyptian interaction with neighbouring cultures, and the
influence of those cultures on the development of Egyptian civilisation.

THE NEAR EAST AND EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN

Relations with southern Palestine

There is some evidence for sporadic contacts between Egypt and southern Palestine as early as the
Badarian and Naqada I periods, the Chalcolithic in southern Palestine (Prag 1986; Marfoe 1987:26;
Ben-Tor 1991:3—4; Ward 1991:13). However, intensive contacts between the two regions do not seem to
have begun until later in the Predynastic period. Direct Egyptian involvement in southern Palestine seems
to have occurred in two phases, separated by an intervening period of reduced Egyptian activity in the
region (Gophna 1992b; Hartung 1994). The first phase occurred during the EBIa period in southern
Palestine (Hartung 1994:108-9), which corresponds to the beginning of the Naqada II period in Upper
Egypt (Amiran and Gophna 1992). From this time, there is evidence of Egyptian settlers, belonging to the
Lower Egyptian cultural sphere (Gophna 1992b: 388-9, fig. 4; Porat 1992:435; Hartung 1994:108), at a
few sites in southern Palestine: Site H in the Wadi Ghazzeh (Gophna 1990,1992b), Taur Ikhbeineh (Oren
and Yekutieli 1992), Nizzanim (Gophna 1990), Lachish (Gophna 1976, 1992b; Oren and Gilead 1981;
Brandl 1992 plus references) and Tel Erani (Weinstein 1984; Kempinski 1992).

From the middle of Naqada II (Nagada He) until the end of the Predynastic period (Nagada IIIb/‘Dynasty
0’) the evidence for an Egyptian presence in southern Palestine is greatly reduced (Hartung 1994:109-11).
A small population may have remained at Taur Ikhbeineh and Tel Erani, but even here the percentage of
Egyptian pottery declines markedly compared to the previous phase (Hartung 1994:109). There is a clear
hiatus in the En Besor area between the Egyptian activity at Site H (in EBIa) and the resumption of an
Egyptian presence at nearby En Besor (in late EBIb). Interestingly, it is precisely during this period of
reduced Egyptian involvement in southern Palestine that imports from the Near East are most numerous in
Egyptian contexts, the most dramatic example being the hundreds of imported vessels found in tomb U-j
at Abydos. So trade between the two areas was clearly maintained (cf. Amiran 1985). The evidence points
to a major realignment of Egyptian-Palestinian contacts during the Nagada II and early Naqada III
periods, when the courts of Upper Egypt were expanding their political and economic influence (Hartung
1994).
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Colonisation

The very end of the Predynastic period (late EBIb in the Palestinian chronology) witnessed a resumption
of direct Egyptian involvement in southern Palestine, but on a much larger scale than before. This
development is undoubtedly linked to the process of state formation that was reaching its culmination in
Egypt during ‘Dynasty 0 (Marfoe 1987:26). Instead of small-scale trade, perhaps involving middlemen,
the Egyptians seem to have engaged in larger, more frequent, state-sponsored expeditions into southern
Palestine (Moorey 1987:43). These were supported by minor way-stations along the north Sinai coast,
trading-stations, caravan-serais and even permanent settlements in southern Palestine itself (Marfoe
1987:26; Oren and Yekutieli 1992:381). This extension of the ‘core’ into the ‘periphery’ for a restricted
period of time is part of a general phenomenon associated with the rise of early states. The establishment



of ‘colonies’ would clearly have allowed the Egyptians to gather resources and control trade more
effectively. More than twenty sites in southern Palestine have produced clear evidence of an Egyptian
presence (Brandl 1992; Hartung 1994). This includes pottery and flint tools, made locally from local
materials but in a characteristically Egyptian style and using Egyptian techniques (Ben-Tor 1991:5-6).
Buildings constructed in an Egyptian manner—at En Besor (Gophna and Gazit 1985), Afridar (Brandl
1992:449) and perhaps Tel Maahaz (Gophna 1976:33; Brandl 1992:464)—and seal-impressions made
locally (Porat 1992) point to an official Egyptian administrative presence at certain sites, presumably
acting under orders from a royal court back home (Gophna 1992b: 393). As one leading scholar has
commented, ‘it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that southern Canaan...(in late EBIb)...was highly
Egyptianized’ (Gophna 1992b: 386).

Tel Erani is a key site for understanding Egypt’s relations with southern Palestine during the Early Bronze
Age. The site has produced a rich assemblage of imported Egyptian and locally made Egyptianising
pottery (Weinstein 1984:61). One vessel fragment was found bearing the incised serekh of Narmer. It has
been shown that the evidence for destruction layers at Tel Erani, previously interpreted as signs of
Egyptian military activity, was illusory (Weinstein 1984:67). None the less, evidence for Egyptian
contacts with the site goes back to the Naqada II period (EBla-b). The Egyptian pottery at Tel Erani
suggests a continuous Egyptian presence from this time until at least the latter part of the First Dynasty.

Another site of key importance is En Besor (Gophna and Gazit 1985; Gophna 1990, 1992a, 1992b). On a
low hill overlooking the En Besor springs, Israeli archaeologists excavated a unique brick building, named
Building A. It was constructed entirely of mudbrick, without stone
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foundations, and consisted of several rooms and courtyards covering a total area of some 85 square
metres. Some of the walls were preserved up to a height of five courses of mudbricks. Although the bricks
were made from the local loess soil, with the addition of large amounts of sand, their dimensions and the
pattern in which they were laid have no parallels from contemporary southern Palestine. Rather, they are
characteristic of Egyptian mudbrick construction of the Early Dynastic period, in particular the First
Dynasty élite tombs at North Saqqgara. Furthermore, the building as a whole, which gives the impression of
having been built to a preconceived plan, is aligned north-south, as was common in Egyptian building
practice (Gophna and Gazit 1985:9). A faience statuette of a baboon found in a rubbish pit confirms the
Egyptian character of the site (Gophna 1992a). From the installations found inside the building — including
a large pottery basin sunk into the floor of one room and a quern emplacement in the adjoining room—and
from the huge quantities of bread-moulds found scattered throughout the site, it appears that bread and
beer were manufactured on the premises (Gophna and Gazit 1985:12—13). Whilst many of the storage
vessels found at the site had been imported from Egypt, the domestic pottery (for cooking, eating and
drinking) was all manufactured locally, according to Egyptian ceramic traditions but from locally obtained
clays. This indicates that ‘the local Egyptian population was large and lived away from their homeland
long enough to establish independent pottery workshops, operated by potters trained in the Egyptian
tradition’ (Porat 1992:434). Although it may have served as an observation point, Building A lacked any
defensive features and could only accommodate about a dozen people. The likeliest explanation for the
building’s function is that it served as a staging-post on the trade route between Egypt and southern
Palestine, providing essential supplies (water, bread and beer) for the passing Egyptian trade caravans.
Indeed, the main reason for the location of the facility at En Besor seems to be the local availability of
fresh water. The building no doubt afforded the Egyptians control over the springs, which provided ‘the
richest and most stable perennial water source to be found in the entire southern coastal plain’ of Palestine
(Gophna and Gazit 1985:15). Numerous mud-sealings, many of which bear recognisably Egyptian
inscriptions, were found in a pit outside the building’s main entrance (Gophna and Gazit 1985:13). They
can be dated to the First Dynasty, although there is some disagreement about whether a date early or late
in the Dynasty is more probable. The excavator dates the Egyptian presence at En Besor to the very
beginning of the First Dynasty (Gophna 1992a). Although several of the sealings can be dated on stylistic
grounds to the reign of Aha, partially preserved royal names on others seem to indicate a later date. Three
sealings show traces of the names of Djet (no. 42), Den (no. 26) and Anedjib (no. 35) while a fourth (no.



39) may once have included the name of
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Semerkhet. A further sealing (no. 46) would seem to offer a more secure example of Aned;jib’s name
(Schulman 1983:250). As the archaeological stratum associated with the sealings is rather thin, it is
unlikely that the building was occupied over a very long period of time. It is therefore possible that the
royal names preserved in the sealings do not refer to the reigns themselves, but rather to royal estates or
foundations which supplied the building at En Besor with supplies. In any case, the epigraphic evidence
from the En Besor sealings indicates that the staging-post was most active during the mid-late First
Dynasty (Schulman 1983:251). The fact that the sealings were made from local clays (the same clays used
to make Egyptian-style pottery) is of great importance, as it indicates that Egyptian officials were based at
En Besor, marking sealed goods according to standard Egyptian administrative practice.

A similar situation seems to have existed at another site in the northern Negev, Nahal Tillah on the Halif
Terrace (Levy et al 1995). Here, at the so-called ‘Silo site’, large numbers of imported Egyptian vessels
have been excavated, including late Predynastic ‘Late ware’ and Early Dynastic storage jars (Levy ef al.
1995:28). A small faience jar and clay seal-impressions confirm the Egyptian nature of the assemblage
(Levy et al. 1995:28). A possible public storage area (associated with a circular feature which may have
been a silo) (Levy ef al. 1995:30) yielded a sherd from an imported Egyptian vessel (Levy et al. 1995:32),
incised before firing with the serekh of Narmer (Levy et al. 1995:31). The stratum in which the sherd was
found has been dated to late EBIb (Levy et al. 1995:29), known from other sites to be contemporary with
the reign of Narmer. The Nahal Tillah site may therefore have been another administrative centre for the
late Predynastic/Early Dynastic Egyptian presence in southern Palestine, or, at the very least, one of a
network of trading sites distributed throughout the region.

The nature of Egypt’s involvement in southern Palestine may be gauged from several pieces of evidence.
The large number of flint objects recovered from sites showing an Egyptian presence do not include any
arrow-heads (Ben-Tor 1991:8). This argues against an Egyptian military presence, suggesting instead that
trade was the primary purpose of the settlements. It has been estimated that the number of Egyptians
living permanently in southern Palestine during the Early Bronze I period may have reached several
hundred (Ben-Tor 1991:8). The raw materials which they sought probably included honey, wine, bitumen
and resin, as well as various coniferous woods (Ben-Tor 1991:8; Ward 1991:14-16) with the exception of
cedar, the southern limit of which appears to have been Mt. Hermon on the present-day Israeli-Lebanese
border (Ward 1991:14). The apparent intensity of Egyptian activity in southern Palestine in the reign of
Narmer—sherds incised with his serekh have been found at Tell Arad (Amiran 1974, 1976) and Tel Erani
(see above) as well as at Nahal Tillah
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—seems to represent the end of the second phase of Egyptian settlement in the region. After the early
First Dynasty (EBII) the evidence points to a marked decline in Egypt’s contacts with southern Palestine
(Hartung 1994:112). The Egyptian presence at En Besor seems to have been maintained at least until the
reign of Anedjib, but contacts with other sites in the region decrease dramatically. The Sinai coastal route
to Palestine apparently fell into disuse at the same time, no doubt linked to this reduction in Egyptian
activity (Ben-Tor 1991:5). The growing authority and independence of southern Palestinian cities may
have been a factor, whilst an increase in maritime trade may have released the Egyptians from their
dependence on southern Palestine as a source of commodities (Brandl 1992:447-8). The fundamental
change in Egyptian relations with southern Palestine mirrors developments in Nubia (see below). Instead
of a ‘broad border-zone occupied by intermixed Egyptian and native trading-posts and villages’ in the
northern Sinai and southern Palestine (Seidlmayer 1996b: 113), Egypt seems to have adopted a more
exploitative and hostile attitude. This is reflected in military campaigns which are recorded from the
beginning of the First Dynasty.

Military activity



Given the lack of any evidence for a military aspect to the late Predynastic and First Dynasty Egyptian
presence in southern Palestine, the campaigns launched by Egypt’s early rulers perhaps amounted to
nothing more than a series of occasional, punitive raids designed to ensure the continued co-operation of
the local populace. It has been suggested that the Narmer Palette records a military campaign against
Palestine. The determinative accompanying one of the king’s slain enemies does indeed bear a close
resemblance to a ‘desert kite’, a stone-walled enclosure used by the nomadic shepherds of southern
Palestine. It is possible, therefore, that the campaigns undertaken by the king to secure the borders of his
newly unified realm included a skirmish with the people on Egypt’s north-eastern border. More certain
evidence for Narmer’s dealings with Palestine is provided by a fragment of inscribed ivory from his tomb
complex at Abydos (B17). It shows a bearded man of Asiatic appearance, wearing a curious pendulous
head-dress and a long, dappled robe. The man holds a branch or plant in one hand and is depicted in a
stooping posture, perhaps paying homage to the Egyptian king (Petrie 1901: pl. IV.4-5).

There are contemporary inscriptions suggesting military campaigns against ‘the Asiatics’ by several Early
Dynastic kings (Figure 5.1). An ivory label of Den—originally attached to a pair of his sandals—from his
tomb at Abydos shows the king smiting a kneeling captive (Amélineau 1899: pl. XXXIII; Spencer
1980:65, pls 49, 53 [Cat. 460], 1993:87, fig. 67). The caption can be translated as ‘First time of smiting the
easterner(s)’, though
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Figure 5.1 Campaigns against southern Palestine. Iconographic evidence for Egyptian aggression (real or
ideological) against lands to the north-east: (1) year label of king Den from Abydos, bearing the legend
‘First time of smiting the east(erners)’ (after Spencer 1980: pl. 53, cat. 460); (2) (3) (4) year labels of Den
referring to the destruction of enemy fortresses, presumably in southern Palestine; on the most complete
label, the reference to the destruction of a fortress is at the right-hand side of the second register (after



Petrie 1900: pl. XV.16-18); (5) fragment of stone relief from a building at Hierakonpolis erected under
Khasekhemwy, giving the names of (conquered?) foreign localities (after Quibell and Green 1902: pl.
XXIII, bottom). Not to same scale.

the label could record a ritual event rather than an actual campaign. The identification of the conquered
enemy is further aided by details of the local landscape which are depicted behind the captive. The sandy,
hilly topography confirms the location of the campaign as the arid lands to the
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north-east of Egypt, in other words the Sinai or southern Palestine. The occurrence of Den’s name at En
Besor (see above) confirms Egyptian activity in southern Palestine during his reign. Further evidence that
Den carried out campaigns against Western Asia is provided by four fragmentary year labels from Abydos
(Petrie 1900: pl. XV.16-18, 1902: pl. X1.8). They fall into two pairs of similar or identical inscriptions.
Each mentions a fortified oval enclosure, preceded by the sign wp, ‘open’, probably with the meaning
‘breach’ (cf. Weill 1961:21). On one type of label, the enclosure is labelled as wn(z), a word which can be
translated as ‘stronghold’ from its occurrence in the Old Kingdom Inscription of Weni (Sethe 1903:103,
line 12; Lichtheim 1975:20; cf. Weill 1961:18). Like the wnwt destroyed by Weni, the stronghold(s)
breached by Den probably lay in northern Sinai or southern Palestine. The other two enclosures, on the
second type of label, are named as 3 % or, more simply, 3n. It is tempting to interpret this as the Semitic
word ‘En/‘Ain: ‘well” (Weill 1961:21), referring to a settlement founded at the site of a spring (for
example, En Besor). In each case the enclosure is shown breached on one side, and the hoe depicted next
to it probably symbolises destruction. The presence of Palestinian vassals or captives at the Egyptian royal
court is again hinted at later in the First Dynasty. An ivory gaming-rod from the tomb of Qaa at Abydos
shows a bound Asiatic captive. The hieroglyphs above his head clearly label him as an inhabitant of S&
(Syria-Palestine) (Petrie 1900: pl. XII.12—13=pl. XVII.30).

At the end of the Second Dynasty, sealings of Sekhemib include the epithet inw h3st, ‘conqueror of a

foreign land’ (or, alternatively, ‘foreign tribute’), suggesting military activity on Egypt’s frontiers. A
sealing of Peribsen from his tomb at Abydos bears the similar epithet inw S&, ‘conqueror/tribute of Setjet’.
Whilst Setjet usually signifies Syria-Palestine, the determinative in this case is the town sign, rather than
the sign for ‘foreign land’. This suggests that Setjet was a locality on Egypt’s north-eastern border,
possibly Sethroé. The late Second Dynasty witnessed fundamental changes in Egypt’s relationship with
Palestine. In the reign of Khasekhemwy an official is attested, for the first time, with the title imi-r(3)

h3st, ‘overseer of foreign land(s)’. If this refers to southern Palestine rather than the Sinai (see below), it

indicates that a new era had begun in Near Eastern geo-politics. Egypt was now secure enough within its
own borders to place its dealings with Palestine on a proper administrative footing.

Imports from Syria-Palestine in the Early Dynastic period

It is likely that the lucrative and important trade with southern Palestine remained a state monopoly
throughout the Early Dynastic period. The preservation of such a monopoly may have been one of the
factors which
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contributed to the further centralisation of the state during the first three dynasties (Marfoe 1987:26-8).



An idea of the volume of Early Dynastic trade may be gained from the huge quantities of copper found in
some ¢lite and royal burials of the First and Second Dynasties. Tomb S3471 at North Saqqara, dating to
the reign of Djer, contained some 700 copper objects, including 75 ‘ingots’ (Marfoe 1987:26). A smaller
but similar hoard was found in the tomb of Khasekhemwy at Abydos. By the Fifth Dynasty, copper had
become sufficiently common for a long drain-pipe to be made of the metal for Sahura’s funerary complex
(Marfoe 1987:26).

The other main archaeological evidence for trade contact between Egypt and the Near East in the Early
Dynastic period consists of a large number of imported Syro-Palestinian vessels found in royal and private
tombs, particularly during the mid-late First Dynasty (Adams and Porat 1996). Precise parallels excavated
in Israel have helped to confirm the correlation between the First Dynasty in Egypt and the EBII period in
Palestine, one of the best-attested chronological connections in Near Eastern archaeology (Bourriau
1981:128). Imported Syro-Palestinian vessels were first identified in Egypt by Petrie in the royal tombs of
Djer, Den and Semerkhet at Abydos, and were thus nicknamed ‘Abydos ware’. In fact, this group of
foreign pottery comprises three distinct wares. The first, and most common, is a red-polished ware
characterised by a drab or brown fabric with gritty mineral inclusions, fired at relatively low temperatures.
The second type is a ware with a distinctive metallic ring, produced by high firing; the surface may be
plain, burnished, lattice-burnished or combed. The third and rarest ware is of a similar fabric to the
red-polished ware, but light-faced or white-slipped, with painted geometric designs in brown or red
(Kantor 1965:15). Painted ware is not found in Egypt before the reign of Den (Adams and Porat 1996:98),
and is most common in contexts dating to the end of the First Dynasty. The first two wares are diagnostic
for EBII Palestine, Byblos and other southern Syrian sites. Comparative petrographic analysis of vessels
from Egypt and the Near East indicates that these wares were probably manufactured in northern Israel or
the Lebanon, in the vicinity of Mt. Hermon (Adams and Porat 1996:102). Although the light-faced ware
also occurs, sporadically, in Phase G of the Amugq sites in northern Syria, it too seems to have originated
in Palestine, probably in Lower Galilee in the vicinity of Lake Kinneret (Adams and Porat 1996:104). It
seems, therefore, that the combination of pottery types represented by these imports was characteristic for
Palestine and the Syrian coast, regions which were connected by both land and sea routes to Egypt
(Kantor 1965:16). The appearance of painted ware in Egyptian contexts from the reign of Den onwards
may indicate a shift in patterns of trade, with Palestine playing an enhanced role compared to the situation
earlier in the First Dynasty.
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Imported vessels in Egypt occur in a range of shapes, suggesting that they may have been used to
transport a variety of commodities (Bourriau 1981:128). Oils and aromatic resins were probably amongst
the most important trade goods (O’Connor 1987:33), and a large vessel excavated at Abu Rawash was
found to contain a hard black substance, identified as resin (Klasens 1961:113). Scientific analysis—by
gas chromatography/ mass spectrometry—of the contents of vessels from the tomb of Djer indicates that
vegetable oils were a major imported commodity. However, one vessel apparently contained resin from a
member of the pine family, though it is impossible to identify the species more precisely (Serpico and
White 1996). The vast majority of imported Syro-Palestinian pottery comes from sites in Lower Egypt,
notably North Saqqara. This is not so surprising, given the greater proximity of northern sites to the Near
Eastern trade routes. The few imported vessels from Upper Egypt derive exclusively from the royal burial
complexes at Abydos. Obviously, there was no difficulty for the king and the royal court in acquiring
imported commodities (especially if foreign trade was a royal monopoly). Altogether, some 124 complete
or fragmentary Syro-Palestinian vessels are known from Early Dynastic Egyptian contexts, plus several
dozen unrestorable fragments. Two-thirds of the vessels (81) come from tombs dating to the reign of Den.
The others range in date from the very early First Dynasty, probably the reign of Narmer (from Abu
Rawash tomb 389 [Klasens 1958:37—8]), to the Second Dynasty, with a particular cluster at the end of the
First Dynasty in the reigns of Semerkhet and Qaa (29 vessels). The apparent concentration of imports in
the reign of Den is more likely to be a reflection of the large number of élite burials of this date, rather
than evidence for an upsurge in trading activity, although the latter possibility cannot be ruled out.
Similarly, the paucity of evidence for trade with the Near East after the end of the First Dynasty is
probably due, to a large extent, to the relatively small number of ¢élite burials which can be securely dated



to the Second and Third Dynasties (Kantor 1965:17). The single imported vessel from a Second Dynasty
tomb at Helwan suggests that trade contacts did continue, albeit perhaps at a reduced level. Egyptian and
Egyptianising objects of Second Dynasty date from Ai in southern Palestine provide further evidence for
the continuity of trade between the two regions (Kantor 1965:16), as do the Syro-Palestinian imports
found in Old Kingdom contexts.

In addition to the excavated vessels, there is also a limited amount of representational evidence for
Palestinian vessels in Early Dynastic Egypt. An ivory fragment from the tomb complex of Narmer at
Abydos (B17) depicts a servant carrying on his head a distinctive Palestinian ledge-and loop-handled
vessel (Petrie 1901: pl. IIIA.2). Another ivory piece from the royal mortuary complex of Narmer’s
successor Aha shows a similarly bearded man carrying a loop-handled jar of Palestinian form (Petrie
1901:
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pl. IV.6). The other side of this intensive trade is attested at Tell Arad, where large numbers of imported
First Dynasty Egyptian vessels have been excavated (Kantor 1965:16), including a jar-fragment incised
with the serekh of Narmer (Amiran 1974, 1976).

Changing patterns of trade and the rise of Byblos

Towards the end of the Second Dynasty, the intensity of Egyptian trade with southern Palestine—which
had been a continuous feature of Egypt’s foreign relations for over half a millennium—seems to have
diminished very markedly. This development may be connected with the rise of urban polities in southern
Palestine at about the same time. Although the trade in certain commodities, notably copper and bitumen,
may have been maintained, evidence for direct Egyptian involvement in southern Palestine during the Old
Kingdom is practically non-existent (Ben-Tor 1991:5). The autobiography of Weni, from the Sixth
Dynasty, suggests that punitive raids persisted. These may have been inspired by a desire to maintain
access to or control raw materials; certainly, the gathering of booty was an important aspect of such
campaigns. However, the formal commercial arrangements which must have characterised Early Dynastic
relations had clearly undergone major changes (Marfoe 1987:26).

The most important factor behind this new pattern of inter-regional contacts is likely to have been the rise
of the Lebanese littoral, and in particular the port and hinterland of Byblos, as the new focus of Egypt’s
trading interests. It is likely that the establishment of regular trade with Byblos made the import of goods
from southern Palestine redundant and brought Egyptian ties with the region largely to an end. The Byblos
region could now provide Egypt with all the raw materials it required, both those previously obtained from
southern Palestine and other products, notably cedar logs. The first definite evidence for Early Dynastic
Egyptian contact with Byblos is a fragment of a breccia stone vessel from the area of the Egyptian temple.

It is incised with the words H -shmwi di nh, ‘Khasekhemwy, given life’, and suggests that some sort of

direct contact between the port and Egypt may have been established at the end of the Second Dynasty.
Possible support for this view may be provided by the fleet of boats buried adjacent to the Shunet
ez-Zebib at Abydos, Khasekhemwy’s funerary enclosure, discovered in 1991. Although analysis of the
wood has yet to be carried out, it must be at least a possibility that the large quantities of timber involved
indicate the beginnings of the timber trade with Byblos.

The first definitely attested use of Lebanese cedar in Egypt is in the construction of Khufu’s funerary
boats in the Fourth Dynasty at Giza. The earliest surviving inscription referring to cedar from Byblos dates
to the reign of Khufu’s predecessor Sneferu (Schifer 1902:30; Ben-Tor 1991:4).
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The traditional view that cedar was used in Early Dynastic tombs, and indeed in Predynastic burials,
cannot be supported, since none of the pieces of wood concerned has been unequivocally identified as
Lebanese cedar (Ben-Tor 1991:4; contra Hoffman 1980:270). Indeed, it is quite possible that coniferous
woods reached Predynastic Egypt from North African or more local sources (Moorey 1987:41). Precise
identification was often impossible, due to the small size and condition of the specimens. In the case of the
large beams employed in the construction of the First Dynasty royal tombs at Abydos, the photograph of
one plank suggests that the wood was in fact palm (Ben-Tor 1991:4), which occurred naturally within
Egypt. It is probable that most of the early pieces referred to by the excavators as cedar were in fact other
coniferous woods (such as fir) which grew in southern Palestine. The existence of Egyptian trade with
southern Palestine as early as the Badarian and Naqada I periods makes it likely that coniferous woods
were also imported from this region.

As well as the archaeological evidence, there is sound textual evidence that coniferous woods and
associated products, such as oils and resins, were imported into Egypt as early as the reign of Aha. Oil
from the mrw-tree—often translated as ‘cedar’, but possibly used at this early period to denote Asiatic
conifers in general—is mentioned on an alabaster vessel and a label of Aha (Petrie 1901: pl. 10.2;
Kaplony 1963:308; Ward 1991:14). The third register of this label has been interpreted by one scholar as
showing ‘the return of a sea-going expedition from Lebanon with a load of the highly desired, coniferous
meru wood’ (O’Connor 1987:33—4), although the commodity to which the label was originally attached is
more likely to have been the processed mrw oil rather than the wood itself. The same oil is also mentioned
on a pottery vessel from the Early Dynastic cemetery of Abu Umuri (Kaplony 1964: no. 1065). Later in
the First Dynasty, the products of another coniferous tree— § in Egyptian, possibly fir or juniper—are
mentioned on stone vessels of Anedjib (Lacau and Lauer 1959: pl. 3.6—7; Kaplony 1963:306; Ward
1991:13). The term occurs again on a Second Dynasty stela from Helwan (Saad 1957:19). A
contemporary stela from the same site names another oil or resin obtained from the %-tree, namely si.
This product is likewise attested on a Third Dynasty stela in Brooklyn (James 1974:11), while the early
Third Dynasty tomb of Hesira at Saqgara mentions both s and s# oils (H.Altenmiiller 1976:3, 13; Ward
1991:13).

The virtual abandonment of Egypt’s long-standing links with southern Palestine was an important
development. The principal reason for such a fundamental change in the pattern of Egyptian foreign-trade
is likely to have been economic, in particular a ‘spiralling interdependence between timber procurement,
ship construction and carrying capacity’ (Marfoe 1987:27). Larger ships, capable of undertaking sea
voyages, would have provided easier and faster transportation for larger cargoes, compared to
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overland caravans. It has been estimated that a ship-borne cargo of trade goods could have reached Egypt
in half the time required for animal and human porterage. However, the construction of seaworthy ships
was only made possible by access to the superior timber of the Byblos hinterland. Thus, once the
Egyptians had gained a foothold on the Lebanese littoral, economic factors quickly led to the dominance
of this particular trade relationship.

Relations with Libya

Several of the ceremonial palettes from the period of state formation depict slain or captive enemies
wearing the penis sheath. In later artistic convention, this piece of clothing was used, inter alia, to indicate
Libyans. It is possible, therefore, that these palettes record skirmishes between the Egyptians and their
western neighbours during the process to forge a unified Egyptian state. A more convincing piece of
evidence for Egyptian contact with Libya is the so-called ‘Libyan Palette’ from the very end of the
Predynastic period. The palette seems to record the name 7hnw, later associated with Libya, below a
depiction of booty. This suggests a military campaign against Libya by a late Predynastic ruler, part of a
general phenomenon of aggressive activity on and beyond Egypt’s borders which characterises the period
of state formation. Further support for this interpretation is provided by a small ivory cylinder from
Hierakonpolis, dating to the first reign of the First Dynasty. It depicts the catfish element of Narmer’s



name smiting three registers of bound captives. Under the tail of the catfish a short inscription names (73)
Thnw, '(the land of) Libya’. This record of a campaign by Narmer is the earliest-known definite
representation of Libyans. In accordance with later practice, they are shown with beards.

After these early contacts of a more or less hostile nature, Egypt seems to have shown little interest in its
western neighbour until much later in its history. There is no further, unequivocal evidence for Egypt’s
relations with Libya during the rest of the Early Dynastic period. Workmen’s drawings on the enclosure
wall of Sekhemkhet’s mortuary complex include a crude figure tentatively identified as a Libyan (Goneim
1957:2, and 5 fig. 12), but this identification is doubtful.

Long-distance trade contacts

As well as direct contacts of a commercial or military nature with its more immediate neighbours, early
Egypt maintained trading contacts with more distant lands. Evidence of long-distance trade is to be found
in the wide range of exotic materials buried in wealthy graves of the late Predynastic and Early Dynastic
periods. A good example is Tomb 11 at Hierakonpolis
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Locality 6 (Adams and Friedman 1992:334). Dating to Nagada III, the burial contained many examples of
prestige materials imported from distant lands. These included lapis lazuli beads from Afghanistan or Iran;
small fragments of flanged barrel beads made of silver, probably from eastern Anatolia; garnet from the
eastern desert; turquoise from the mines of Sinai; and obsidian blades from Ethiopia (or Anatolia). Such a
combination of prestige materials in a single grave clearly indicates the wealth of the tomb owner, the
economic power of late Predynastic rulers and the well-developed nature of long-distance trade networks
in the late fourth millennium BC.

Silver from Anatolia

According to the few analyses which have been conducted, the small number of silver objects from Early
Dynastic contexts seem to be made of native Egyptian silver-gold (Prag 1978:40); that is, gold with a high

percentage (as much as 70 per cent) of silver, often referred to as ‘electrum’ (dm). By contrast, the silver
from late Predynastic contexts seems to be more pure, with a much lower percentage of gold (Prag
1978:39), and was, therefore, probably imported from Anatolia. The only major sources of silver in the
Near East recognised today are in the Amanus Range (Prag 1978:40). Situated some 300 kilometres north
of Byblos, it was probably this region that Sargon of Akkad referred to as the ‘silver mountain’, on a tablet
set up in the temple Ekur in Nippur (Pritchard 1969:268).

The largest group of fourth-millennium silver objects (over 200) comes from the Enéolithique cemetery at
Byblos. Such a concentration of silver at one site suggests that Byblos may have played an important role
in the Near Eastern silver trade during the fourth millennium (Prag 1978:41). The disappearance of
imported silver from Egyptian contexts at the beginning of the Early Dynastic period may indicate that the
Levantine source of supply had been worked out by this date, causing the trade via Byblos to cease. The
new sources further to the north, which had a higher lead content and thus required a more sophisticated
technology to extract the silver, seem to have supplied western Anatolia and Mesopotamia in preference
to Syria-Palestine and Egypt (Prag 1978:41). In the Early Dynastic period, therefore, Egypt fell back upon
its own reserves of ‘white metal’, namely the native silver-rich gold ores of the eastern desert.

Obsidian from Anatolia, Arabia and Eritrea

Another material which may have been imported from Anatolia is obsidian, the hard, black, volcanic glass
much prized both for blades and for decorative objects. No obsidian occurs within the borders of modern
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or ancient Egypt. A recent analysis of an obsidian tool from Tell el-Iswid South in the north-eastern Delta
suggests that the material itself came from the Taurus Mountains in eastern Anatolia (Nemrut Dag)
(Schmidt 1992:34); Anatolia has been identified as the primary source for the obsidian trade to the
Levant, Mesopotamia and Iran in ancient times (Zarins 1990:509). However, Anatolian obsidian has not
been identified in the southern Negev or Sinai, regions known to have been in close contact with Egypt
during the late Predynastic and Early Dynastic periods (Zarins 1990:512). Furthermore, of 16 Egyptian
sites with reported obsidian finds, only five are in Lower Egypt (Zarins 1989:366). Both these factors
make it likely that most of the obsidian from early Egyptian contexts derives from the sources closer to
the Red Sea. Trace element analysis suggests sources in Arabia and Eritrea, which would have supplied
Egypt through coastal exchange and perhaps sea-borne missions down Egypt’s Red Sea coast (Zarins
1989:368).

Obsidian is by no means common in early Egyptian contexts. It may be significant that many pieces were
apparently found at Coptos, the town that controlled access to Red Sea trade later in Egypt’s history
(Zarins 1989:366). Obsidian was also found in several areas of the Early Dynastic temple at
Hierakonpolis, although not all the occurrences can be securely dated to the Early Dynastic period. An
obsidian bead was actually found underneath the Narmer Palette in the ‘Main Deposit’ (Adams and
Friedman 1992:319). Most of the obsidian from Early Dynastic Egypt comes from royal tombs. Three
small vases were found in Chamber C of the tomb of Neith-hotep at Naqada (de Morgan 1897:163, figs
625-7). Tomb B5 at Abydos, also dating to the reign of Aha, contained a serrated object of obsidian,
referred to as a ‘comb’ (Petrie 1901: pl. XXXII.10). Vases and vase fragments were found in the mortuary
complexes of Djer and Anedjib at Abydos (Petrie 1901: pl. XL VIII). There seem to be no published
examples of obsidian from clear Second or Third Dynasty contexts.

Lapis lazuli from Afghanistan and Iran

The ancient lapis lazuli trade appears to have had more than one supply source (Delmas and Casanova
1990:504), including mines in the former Soviet Union (Pamir Mountains) and Pakistan (the Chagai Hills
on the Pakistan-Iran border), as well as the well-known mines of Sar-i Sang in the Badakhshan province of
Afghanistan. Although there is a very faint possibility that there may have been a source of lapis lazuli in
the region of the Kharga or Dakhla Oasis, this is unconfirmed (Needier 1984:311). The sources in Asia
remain the most likely origin for the lapis found in Predynastic and Early Dynastic contexts.

The largest object of lapis from early Egypt is the statuette from the Hierakonpolis ‘Main Deposit’. It has
no parallels in Egypt and may well
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be of foreign manufacture (Payne 1968:58; Rice 1990). The Early Dynastic contexts in which lapis has
been found include early First Dynasty graves at Tura and Tarkhan, the tomb of Djer at Abydos, and
mastaba V at Nazlet Batran. This large tomb is dated by inscription (Petrie 1907: pl. IITIA), by its
architecture (Petrie 1907:5) and by its contents (cf. Petrie 1901: pl. L.153) to the reign of Djet. In addition
to the fine toilet objects of gold and ivory, the tomb contained a small but exquisite vase of lapis lazuli
(Petrie 1907:4, pls 111, V.3). This represents the last occurrence of lapis in Early Dynastic Egypt, as the
long-distance trade seems to have been disrupted early in the First Dynasty (Payne 1968). There is a break
in the presence of lapis in Egyptian contexts from after the reign of Djet (contra Rice 1990:90) and
throughout the Second and Third Dynasties. This hiatus in the supply matches a similar disruption in
Mesopotamia, from shortly after the beginning of EBI until EBII (Herrmann 1968:37; Moorey 1987:39),
and may have been the result of political changes in present-day Iran. Lapis lazuli is not attested again in

Egypt until the Fourth Dynasty, some 500 years later. The earliest reference to lapis lazuli (4sbd) in an

inscription is in the early Fourth Dynasty tomb of Rahotep (Petrie 1892: pl. XIII).



The Sinai

Throughout Egyptian history, the northern Sinai coast formed a convenient route from Egypt to southern
Palestine. Egypt’s contacts with northern Sinai were thus inextricably bound up with the changing pattern
of Egyptian-Palestinian relations. Throughout the era of intensive contacts between Egypt and southern
Palestine—the late Predynastic period and First Dynasty—northern Sinai must have played an important
role. It served as the primary route for the movement of both people and commodities. However, the
Egyptian sites along the north Sinai coastal route do not appear to have supported a permanent population,
since the pottery was all imported from the Nile valley (Porat 1992:435)—unlike the situation at sites in
southern Palestine itself where, as we have seen, Egyptians made their own pottery from local materials.
The storage vessels incised with early royal serekhs found at el-Beda in northern Sinai (Clédat 1914)
illustrate the region’s strategic location on the main trade route between Egypt and the Near East.

By contrast, the more remote and inaccessible southern part of the Sinai peninsula was only of interest to
the Egyptians for its mineral resources. The history of Egyptian involvement in southern Sinai is thus
essentially the history of Egyptian mining expeditions, beginning only in the Third Dynasty. In the
mountains of southern Sinai a network of Palestinian settlements has been excavated, dating to the EBII
(First and Second Dynasties in Egypt) (Beit-Arich 1984). Their material culture
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shows close links with contemporary sites in southern Palestine, especially Tell Arad. Arad was the largest
fortified town in southern Palestine at this time and may well have exercised some degree of control over
the southern Sinai settlements. Their primary purpose, it would appear, was to exploit the nearby
resources of copper for export. It is striking that none of these EBII settlements shows any signs of
Egyptian influence. Egypt therefore seems to have shown little interest in southern Sinai during the First
and Second Dynasties. The evidence from southern Sinai makes it unlikely that the First Dynasty Egyptian
involvement in Palestine was of an expansionist nature for, in such a situation, the Egyptian authorities
would scarcely have allowed the contact between Arad and the copper-mining settlements of southern
Sinai to continue uninterrupted (Beit-Arieh 1984:23).

To date, the earliest evidence of Egyptian involvement in southern Sinai comprises the Third Dynasty
rock-cut inscriptions in the Wadi Maghara, the site of turquoise-mining expeditions. It appears that the
Egyptians did not venture beyond the immediate sources of turquoise, as there is no evidence of an
Egyptian presence or influence at other sites in southern Sinai during the Early Dynastic period
(Beit-Arieh 1984:22-3). Altogether, three kings have left inscriptions at Wadi Maghara: Netjerikhet
(Djoser), Sekhemkhet and Sanakht (Gardiner and Peet 1952: pls I, IV; Giveon 1974). It is clear that the
main purpose of the Egyptian expeditions was to mine turquoise, a highly valued semi-precious stone used

particularly in jewellery. The name given to the Wadi Maghara in later inscriptions is ityw mfk3t, ‘the

turquoise terraces’ (Gardiner and Peet 1955:1). The main stratum of turquoise-bearing rock lay about
half-way up the cliff and the workings consisted of galleries with a small opening on the cliff-face
(Gardiner and Peet 1955:20). Expeditions were clearly a royal monopoly, organised along the same lines

as military campaigns. The Egyptian word m§ may be translated either as ‘expedition’ or as ‘army’,
depending on the context; it merely denotes an organised body of men.

The rock-cut inscription carved under Netjerikhet is the most informative about the composition and
purpose of the Third Dynasty mining expeditions (Gardiner and Peet 1955:53). As well as depictions of
the king, it includes the figure of a man carrying a staff of office and a hand axe. The inscription above his



head gives his titles: imi-r(3) ms and ‘@mr h3st, ‘overseer of the expedition’ and ‘administrator of the

foreign land’. It is unclear whether the latter title refers to southern Palestine, southern Sinai or the land
beyond Egypt’s north-eastern frontier in general. If, in this instance, the title refers to southern Sinai, as
the context of the inscription suggests, it indicates that the area was considered to be outside the Egyptian
realm, at least for administrative purposes, even though it was accessible to Egyptian mining expeditions.
Two columns of

Page 167

text to the left of the figure detail the nature of the ‘royal mission’ (wpt nswt). Although not all the
inscription is readable, the end seems to refer to ‘this mountain of all minerals’. A smaller figure,
accompanied by some illegible signs, follows. Behind this, in turn, are four vertical groups of hieroglyphs,
each of which gives the name of a member of the expedition. One individual, called Meri-ib, bore the title
‘royal stonemason/ carpenter’, giving an indication of the type of craftsmen who accompanied such an
expedition to the turquoise mines. The main inscription of Sekhemkhet, a standard scene showing the king

smiting a foreign enemy, is also accompanied by a figure labelled as the imi-r(3) ms (Gardiner and Peet
1955:52). In addition, he bears a string of titles (h3ti- § smr,...nswt, Smsw-iz and z3 nswt), indicating that
he was a man of considerable rank with close connections to the royal court. Whether he was in fact a
royal son (z3 nswt) is not certain, since this title was also used in an honorific sense by some non-royal
high officials in the Old Kingdom. Two rock-cut inscriptions of Sanakht show the king in traditional
scenes, smiting a captive and accompanied by the standard of Wepwawet (Gardiner and Peet 1955:54-6).
The fragmentary smiting scene, now in the British Museum, includes the earliest-known occurrence of the
word mfk3t, ‘turquoise’ (Spencer 1993:101, fig. 77).

PERIPHERAL REGIONS

Like the Near East and the Sinai, the desert regions bordering the Nile valley also seem to have been a
focus of early activity (Figure 5.2). In all probability, the geographical division between the Sinai and
Egypt’s desert margins, adopted here for convenience, is not one that the Egyptians themselves would

have recognised. Indeed, the use of the titles /mi-r3 h3st and idmr h3st may suggest that for the Early

Dynastic Egyptians there was only one designation for all the lands beyond their own borders: 43st,

‘foreign hill-country’. Certainly the Egyptians’ interest in the Sinai and the desert margins stemmed from
the same consideration: the rich stone and mineral resources which both regions possessed, and which the
court required to supply its workshops.

‘One might expect that contact between desert and valley was always, if only sporadically, maintained’
(Kemp 1983:118), and there is a surprising amount of evidence for Early Dynastic involvement in the
eastern and western deserts. Whilst the geographical limit for rock-cut inscriptions in the western desert
appears to be a distance of just 12 miles from the Nile valley, inscriptions in the eastern desert are found
‘up to 65 miles from the river, well into the heart of the Red Sea hills’ (Hoffman 1980:243). This indicates
a greater intensity of Egyptian activity in the eastern desert, probably accompanied by a greater degree of
interaction
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Figure 5.2 Activity in Egypt’s desert margins. The map shows the principal sites in the Egyptian deserts
where evidence has been found of Early Dynastic activity.
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with the indigenous inhabitants of the region. Unfortunately, we know very little about the ancient
populations of the desert margins. Scatters of pottery and isolated temporary encampments suggest that
the deserts supported groups of semi-nomadic pastoralists, in whose lives and livelihoods cattle played an
important part. Their material cultures, as far as they are attested archaeologically, are generally simple
and show ‘broad overall similarities both to each other and to those of the Nile valley’ (Kemp 1983:116).
None the less, it is likely that each group had its own history and identity and that, if more were known
about their material cultures, a picture of considerable diversity would emerge (Kemp 1983:116-17).

The eastern desert



The hills and mountains separating the Nile valley from the Red Sea receive significantly more rainfall
than the western desert, especially further south towards Nubia. This gives rise to a number of wells, and
enables some of the numerous wadis to support vegetation—even irregular cultivation in the upper
reaches of some of the larger wadis. Thus, the eastern desert has, from earliest times, supported a
population of nomadic and semi-nomadic pastoralists, with whom the Egyptians—who visited the area
frequently on mining and quarrying expeditions—must have come into regular contact.

Records of early Egyptian activity in the eastern desert are found in the form of rock-cut inscriptions.
These usually give just the name of the king in whose reign the expedition was mounted. The earliest
dated inscription is at Site 18 in the Wadi Qash, a tributary of the Wadi Hammamat almost due east of
Qus, half-way between the Nile valley and the Red Sea coast. The serekh of Narmer is accompanied by
another, tantalisingly empty serekh (Winkler 1938:10, pl. XI.1; Emery 1961:47, fig. 6). A rock-cut
inscription in the Wadi Abbad, east of Elkab, shows the serekh of Djet preceded by the £3 sign (Clere
1938). The inscription is incised on a rock at the junction of the Wadi Miyah and the Wadi Chagab, some
25 kilometres along the Wadi Abbad (Clere 1938:85, fig. 7) and five kilometres beyond Bir Abbad (Porter
and Moss 1951:321). The Wadi Abbad was one of the principal routes from the Nile valley to the Red
Sea, in later times linking Edfu and Berenice (Clére 1938:92). A third inscription is situated at the mouth
of the Wadi Abu Kua (Site 5) within the Wadi Hammamat system, due east of Qift (Winkler 1938: pl.
XI.5; Porter and Moss 1951:328). The meaning of the text is difficult to interpret, but the inscription may
include the name of the Second Dynasty king, Nebra. A more extensive inscription in a small wadi north
of the Wadi Fawakhir provides a small piece of information about the composition of Egyptian
expeditions to the eastern desert. Dated by its
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orthography to the Early Dynastic period, the inscription depicts a divine bark—of Horus or Sokar—and
the accompanying text mentions an overseer of craftsmen. Hence, the expedition which cut this particular
inscription was probably engaged in quarrying activity, supervised by a craftsman with experience in
stone-cutting (Porter and Moss 1951:329).

The Wadi Hammamat

The Wadi Hammamat system of the eastern desert was important for two reasons. First, throughout most
of Egyptian history it was the main source of siltstone (Lucas 1962:419-20, who calls the rock
‘greywacke’; Aston 1994:28-32). This was the stone used for cosmetic palettes in the Predynastic period,
including the great commemorative palettes created for early Egyptian rulers in celebration of their
kingship. Small-scale expeditions to procure supplies of the stone must have been mounted from Upper
Egypt as early as the Badarian period, since palettes are a characteristic component of the Badarian
funerary repertoire (Brunton and Caton-Thompson 1928: pl. XXI; Spencer 1993:25). As economic and
political power became increasingly concentrated in the hands of a few lineages towards the end of the
Predynastic period, missions to the Wadi Hammamat probably came under closer royal control, eventually
becoming state-sponsored expeditions in the Early Dynastic period.

Second, the Wadi Hammamat was important as the most direct route between the Nile valley and the Red
Sea. From late Predynastic times, this route ran from Qift or Qus to Quseir (Winkler 1938; Baines and
Malek 1980:111). There is still some argument about the likelihood of maritime contacts via the Red Sea
between Egypt and other cultures, particularly the early Mesopotamians of Sumer and Susa (Rice 1990).
Nevertheless, the Red Sea coast itself was a valuable source of prestige objects for the developing élites of
Predynastic Upper Egypt. In particular, Red Sea shells seems to have been imbued with a special symbolic
and/or religious importance, as well as being a valued trade commodity (for example, Brunton and Caton-
Thompson 1928:41). Hence, representations of the Pteroceras (Lambis) shell were carved on the sides of
the Coptos colossi, the gigantic sculptures of a fertility god dated to the late Predynastic period (Williams
1988; Payne 1993:13, pl. IV). Red Sea shells, probably exported from Egypt, have been found in élite
contexts elsewhere in the Near East (Moorey, personal communication; cf. Rizkana and Seeher 1989:117,
125). With the dual attraction of mineral resources and access to the Red Sea, it is not surprising that



Egypt’s early kings took a keen interest in the Wadi Hammamat, and the royal names carved on rocks are
direct evidence for this.
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Mines and quarries

STONE

The eastern desert is particularly rich in stone and mineral resources. As we have seen, the focus for
stone-quarrying expeditions was undoubtedly the Wadi Hammamat and its associated wadis. None the
less, other regions yielded valuable types of stone for various purposes. The travertine quarries at Hatnub
in Middle Egypt seem to have been worked in the Early Dynastic period. Some of the incised stone
vessels from the Step Pyramid complex bore the name of the site, Hwt-nbw, probably indicating the
provenance of the material from which they were carved. Also in Middle Egypt, flint deposits were
worked to provide the Egyptians with weapons and tools. Large-scale flint workings dating to the Early
Dynastic period have been located at Nazlet Awlad esh-Sheikh, on the east bank of the Nile, some 75
kilometres south of the Fayum (Kaiser 1961b; Baines and Malek 1980:31).

COPPER

The area of Pre-Cambrian formations to the west of Gebel Zeit on the Red Sea coast was exploited for its
copper reserves from early times (Abdel Tawab et al. 1990). The vicinity of el-Urf/Mongul (south) has
produced evidence of mining activity from the beginning of the Early Dynastic period to the early Old
Kingdom, including miners’ camps and other scattered dwellings. Some vessels could be as early as the
end of the Predynastic period or the very beginning of the First Dynasty (K&hler, personal
communication), but most of the pottery suggests a First or Second Dynasty date, although a Third
Dynasty date is possible. It is significant that some of the pottery from both el-Urf/Mongul (south) and the
Wadi Dara (see below) is of marl clay, and must therefore have been brought from Upper Egypt by the
mining expeditions (Abdel Tawab et al. 1990:364).

The copper mines of the Wadi Dara were also worked most intensively during the Early Dynastic and Old
Kingdom periods. A French survey of Dara West has revealed several Early Dynastic sites (Abdel Tawab
et al. 1990:363), of which two have been excavated in detail, a habitation site and a miners’ camp (Castel
et al. 1992; Grimal 1993:482-8, 1996:570-2). A thin layer of occupation debris was found on the floor of
the habitation site (site SE), suggesting that the building had been inhabited for only a brief period. The
pottery dates the occupation to the Third Dynasty. This is also the case at the nearby miners’ camp (site
5A) where finds attest various activities, including cooking, storage of provisions and tools, tool repair and
enrichment and storage of the copper ore (malachite). Numerous fragments of malachite were found
throughout the camp, but
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the absence of any slag indicates that smelting took place elsewhere, perhaps on the neighbouring hillside.
Another miners’ camp in the Wadi Dara (site 3B), consisting of some thirty dry-stone rooms, is more
difficult to date but the later strata seem to belong to the Fourth Dynasty. However, earlier activity at the
site is indicated by the fact that the rooms are built on earlier mining galleries. Hearths and concentrations
of slag on the adjacent terrace indicate the location where the ore was smelted. The evidence from the
copper mines indicates that the greatest intensity of Egyptian activity occurred during the Third Dynasty.
This complements the evidence from the Wadi Maghara, Sinai, which attests to turquoise-mining
expeditions sponsored by at least three kings of the Third Dynasty. Clearly, the Third Dynasty was a time
of great Egyptian interest in the desert regions peripheral to the Nile valley and, more importantly, in the
mineral resources of these inhospitable areas. The advances in organisation and centralised administration
which must have accompanied the beginning of large-scale pyramid-building seem to have benefited other



activities as well. Perhaps, for the first time, long-distance expeditions could be mounted by the royal
court to exploit the resources of Egypt’s desert borders in a systematic way.

GOLD

The comparative rarity of gold in Early Dynastic graves has led some to suggest that there was little, if
any, systematic exploitation of the eastern desert gold reserves at this period (Klemm and Klemm
1994:193), although grave-robbing could be an alternative explanation. Rather than regular gold-mining
expeditions sent from the Nile valley, sporadic finds of gold by the nomadic populations of the eastern
desert could have been traded with Egyptians on an ad hoc basis. A survey of the gold-bearing regions of
the eastern desert has revealed only limited evidence for gold mining in the Predynastic and Early
Dynastic periods (Klemm and Klemm 1994:195, fig. 2). The scattered nature of the sites and the total lack
of artefacts suggests that the mines may have been used by the local nomadic populations rather than by
Egyptians.

OTHER

Whilst the Egyptians may not have engaged in gold-mining activity in the Early Dynastic period, there is
no doubt that they mounted expeditions to the eastern desert in search of other commodities. A single,
isolated Early Dynastic hut was discovered in the Wadi Umm Sidrah, near the Roman imperial porphyry
mines at Gebel ed-Dukhan (G.W.Murray 1939). Many artefacts were recovered from the hut, including
pottery, flint tools, ashes and bone fragments. Five earthenware pot-stands—apparently
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made from a locally produced fabric—showed signs of careful repair in antiquity, an indication of the
value attached to pottery at a site some 160 kilometres from the Nile valley. A small, bag-shaped vessel
has been dated to the First or Second Dynasty (G.W.Murray 1939:38), providing a date for the hut and
contents as a whole. The purpose behind such a dwelling is not clear, but is further evidence of the interest
shown in Egypt’s desert margins in the Early Dynastic period.

The western desert

Early Dynastic Egyptian contact with the western desert seems to have been on two levels. There is
evidence for limited mixing of semi-nomadic desert-dwellers and Egyptians, at desert-edge sites in Upper
Egypt. Rock-cut inscriptions also attest sporadic expeditions to the western desert, mounted by late
Predynastic and Early Dynastic kings.

A desert-edge site to the west of Armant, investigated only summarily, yielded evidence of contact
between the inhabitants of the Nile valley and groups of cattle-herding semi-nomads (Kemp 1983:118).
The relationship was possibly a symbiotic one, based upon the exchange of cattle. The site included a
cemetery of 76 graves, which seems to indicate that the associated settlement was more than a mere
temporary encampment. The pottery from the graves comprised both Egyptian vessels, dated to the Early
Dynastic period, and non-Egyptian ripple-burnished ware. Some of the non-Egyptian vessels were
decorated with incised patterns of chevrons below the rim. Twenty burials were of oxen, showing the
great importance attached to cattle by these people. There were several small camps in the vicinity,
indicated by ‘scatters of flint tools and sherds with various incised or impressed patterns’ (Kemp
1983:118).

More direct Egyptian involvement in the western desert is illustrated by a number of rock-cut inscriptions
on the escarpment of the high desert in the vicinity of Armant. Two separate inscriptions at site 34, on the
edge of the limestone plateau, bear an early royal name which has not yet been read convincingly
(Winkler 1938: pl. XI1.2-3; Wilkinson 1995). The epigraphy of the inscription clearly indicates that the
king in question must belong to the very end of the Predynastic period or ‘Dynasty 0’. A third inscription,



only 12 kilometres away, features the serekh of the Second Dynasty king, Nebra (Winkler 1938:10, pl.
XI1.4; Emery 1961:93, fig. 56), indicating that expeditions to the western desert were maintained during
the Early Dynastic period. An ongoing survey of the desert roads in the Theban area has discovered a
wealth of late Predynastic and Early Dynastic inscriptions; they include the name of a Third Dynasty
official, and a large rock-cut scene from the period of state formation (Darnell and Darnell 1997:26). The
latter seems to record a military victory, perhaps one of the key events leading to the political unification
of Egypt.
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In contrast to the eastern desert, the western desert seems to have had few, if any, resources deemed
worthy of exploitation by the ancient Egyptians. Its strategic importance lay in the oases. These fertile
pockets of land, which had been settled from Palaeolithic times (Baines and Mélek 1980:187; Hoffman
1980) and which were very much part of the Egyptian realm despite their isolation from the Nile valley,
guarded Egypt’s frontier with the Libyan peoples to the west (Baines and Malek 1980:19). References to
the 7hnw from the Early Dynastic period (Holscher 1955:12—13), together with the evidence of the
so-called ‘Libyan Palette’, imply hostile relations between Egypt and her western neighbour throughout
the late Predynastic to Early Dynastic transition. In such a political climate, the maintenance of Egyptian
control of the oases would clearly have been strategically important to Egypt’s rulers. Access to the oases
was by caravan, leaving the Nile valley at an appropriate point on the west bank. In the New Kingdom,
and probably in earlier times too, the most important route through the western desert to the Kharga and
Dakhla Oases left the Nile valley at Armant (Baines and Malek 1980:43). It is possible, therefore, that the
early rulers who left their names on the limestone escarpment behind Armant mounted expeditions of one
sort or another to the western oases.

The oases

Whilst there is very little material to indicate Early Dynastic Egyptian activity in the oases, evidence from
the Old Kingdom may suggest at least limited Egyptian involvement in earlier periods.

Kharga

The southernmost of the western desert oases is the Kharga oasis, which probably lay on the route (called
‘the oasis road’) from Egypt to Upper Nubia taken by Harkhuf in the Sixth Dynasty. Evidence for
Egyptian contact with the Kharga oasis early in the Fourth Dynasty is provided by a complete ‘Maidum’
bowl, of red-polished ware with a reflexed rim, which was found upturned beside the track at the top of
the Matana pass, in the south-east of the Kharga depression (Caton-Thompson 1952:41, pl. 123.4). The
Matana track joins the Bulaq track in the western desert between the oasis and the Nile valley, and
reaches the latter in the vicinity of Armant. This ties in with the evidence from the western desert near
Armant for Early Dynastic activity in the area. The isolated bowl ‘is unlikely to be the unique relic of its
kind and period’ (Caton-Thompson 1952:49) in the Kharga oasis and its associated passes. Further
surveys may therefore be expected to reveal more evidence for early Egyptian contact with the Kharga
oasis.
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Dakhla

Situated to the north-west of Kharga, the Dakhla oasis was under Egyptian administration from the early
Sixth Dynasty at the latest. The town of Balat at the heart of the Dakhla oasis seems to have served as the
administrative centre for all the oases. A Canadian expedition found limited evidence for the presence of
Egyptians in the Early Dynastic period (Mills 1980:254). A small cemetery of some 60 graves in the far
west of the oasis (32/390-L2) contained a semi-contracted burial of an elderly male (32/390-L2-1) with
three intact pottery vessels (a jar and two bowls) (Hope 1980:288-9, pl. XVILb, c; Mills 1980:258). On



the basis of parallels from Egypt proper, these have been dated to the Early Dynastic period, although the
identification has been described as ‘rather tenuous’ (Giddy 1987:166). Even less certain is the attribution
of a number of vessels and sherds from a nearby cemetery to the Third Dynasty. Late Old Kingdom
parallels are known for all the forms (Giddy 1987:166—7) and a Sixth Dynasty date is perhaps more likely
given the abundant evidence for Egyptian activity in the Dakhla oasis at this period.

NUBIA

Egypt’s relations with its southern neighbour were always of a different nature from contacts with the
Near East or the desert margins. For the most part, and certainly throughout the Early Dynastic period, no
attempt was made to settle those regions on a permanent basis or to incorporate them into the Egyptian
realm. Their natural resources—whether foodstuffs, prestige commodities or minerals—were what
interested the Egyptians, first and foremost. Though a few ‘colony’ sites seem to have been established in
southern Palestine, they appear to have coexisted peacefully with the indigenous inhabitants. A reciprocal
trade relationship between Egyptians and Asiatics’ would have benefited both sides, and best fits the
available evidence for Egyptian-Near Eastern relations in the Early Dynastic period. The desert margins
and peripheral regions were visited only sporadically, by expeditions in search of particular materials,
usually stones. In contrast to both these areas of Egyptian activity, the land to the south—the Nubian Nile
valley—was far more easily accessible, and presented no great geographical difference from the
Egyptians’ own territory. But for the First Cataract south of Elephantine, the Nubian Nile valley was
essentially a continuation of the Egyptian Nile valley, and the Egyptians seem to have seen it as a natural
addition to their realm.

Throughout much of Egyptian history, the relationship between Egypt and Nubia was one of subjugator
and subjugated, master and servant. Egypt sought to impose both its will and its culture on Nubia, whilst
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exploiting the country’s resources (mineral and human) and controlling access to the lucrative
sub-Saharan trade routes; exotic goods from sub-Saharan Africa reached the Mediterranean world via the
Nubian ‘corridor’ (W.Y.Adams 1977; Seidlmayer 1996b:111). The importance of Nubia to Egypt in the
dynastic period stemmed from Nubia’s large reserves of gold. It seems likely that Egypt’s own sources of
gold became exhausted towards the end of the Predynastic period, necessitating the exploitation of new
gold-bearing areas. Other imports from Nubia included ebony.

Unlike the Near East and the peripheral regions, Nubia was settled more or less permanently by Egyptians,
beginning in the Early Dynastic period. Egyptian contacts with the land to the south stretch far back into
the Predynastic period. Although the relationship swiftly became an unequal one, there is some evidence
that Lower Nubia was not far behind Egypt in the process of state formation and the race to establish
political and economic hegemony over the Nile valley. Had Lower Nubian, rather than Upper Egyptian
rulers won that race, the history of north-east Africa would have been very different.

Relations with Lower Nubia

In the early Predynastic period, there was a degree of cultural uniformity throughout Upper Egypt and
Lower Nubia. The pottery of Naqada I and the earliest phase of the Lower Nubian A-Group are virtually
indistinguishable. Moreover, A-Group sites are found in southernmost Upper Egypt (for example,
Kubania) indicating some overlap between the two cultural areas. For the late Predynastic and Early
Dynastic periods, the cultural inventory from sites in the Aswan region, especially Elephantine, indicates a
contact zone between Egyptian and Nubian cultural areas, rather than a clear boundary (Seidlmayer
1996b:111). Cultural transfer between Nubia and Egypt is suggested by the cattle burials in the élite
cemetery at Hierakonpolis, Locality 6 (Hoffman 1982:55-6). This practice does not seem to have been
indigenous to Predynastic Egypt, but is attested at Qustul in Lower Nubia (Williams 1986:176). Direct
contact between the peoples of Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia in the late Predynastic period may be
indicated by a burial from Abusir el-Meleq in northern Upper Egypt. Grave 51b2 was found to be unusual



in several respects. It was the only circular grave in the entire cemetery, a shape more characteristic of
burials in southern Upper Egypt and Nubia. The grave goods included two black-mouthed jars of Nubian
type (Mdllers and Scharff 1926: pl. 16.96—7) and a palette of unusual shape (Mollers and Scharff 1926: pl.
33.330), more commonly found in Nubian burials. The excavator concluded that the individual buried in
grave 51b2 may have been a Nubian immigrant (Mollers and Scharff 1926:29; cf. Needier 1984:224).
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Graves of the Lower Nubian Terminal A-Group often contain large numbers of imported Egyptian
artefacts—particularly pottery and stone vessels—indicating an intensification of trade between Upper
Egypt and the emergent complex societies of Lower Nubia towards the end of the Predynastic period
(Takamiya 1994). Both regions were actively involved in the process of state formation, and there is clear
evidence of a centralised polity in Lower Nubia whose rulers were buried at Qustul. No other cemetery of
the Terminal A-Group approaches Qustul Cemetery L in the size or wealth of its burials (O’Connor
1993:20). Lower Nubia under the Terminal A-Group may therefore be envisaged as a proto-kingdom,
comparable to the late Predynastic polities of Upper Egypt (O’Connor 1993:22). The maces and mace
handle from Cemetery 137 near Seyala indicate that the concentration of political power in Lower Nubia
had already begun some time earlier (O’Connor 1993:23).

Egyptian domination

Egyptian expeditions may have ventured into Lower Nubia in late Predynastic times to exploit the diorite
quarries 80 kilometres north-west of Toshka. Egypt’s attitude towards Nubia certainly became more
predatory at the end of the Predynastic period. Sub-Saharan Africa was the source of exotic and prestige
goods such as ebony, ostrich eggs, giraffe tails, perhaps incense and unguents. The desire on the part of
Upper Egyptian rulers to control trade routes directly, rather than continuing to rely on Lower Nubian
middlemen, probably encouraged the Egyptian rulers to mount raids against Lower Nubia. The period of
state formation in Egypt was also characterised by territorial expansionism, establishing Egyptian control
beyond the borders of the Nile valley. The combination of these two factors prompted Upper Egyptian
rulers to launch military expeditions against Lower Nubia towards the end of the Predynastic period,
expeditions which were ultimately to result in Egyptian domination of the region and the extirpation of the
indigenous A-Group culture.

THE MONUMENTS OF GEBEL SHEIKH SULEIMAN

Just such a campaign is recorded in the famous Gebel Sheikh Suleiman rock-cut inscription (Figure 5.3).
The scene was carved on a rock in the Second Cataract region to commemorate an anonymous king of the
late Predynastic period/‘Dynasty 0’. An empty serekh stands at the head of the scene which depicts the
aftermath of a battle. Immediately in front of the serekh is a prisoner, his arms bound behind his back with
a bow, the sign used in later periods to write the name for Nubia (Ta-Sety). In front of the prisoner are
three signs, the meaning of which remains uncertain. A pool of water, the hieroglyphic sign for the letter s,
may indicate
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Figure 5.3 Campaigns against Nubia. Iconographic evidence for Egyptian aggression (real or ideological)
against its southern neighbour: (1) late Predynastic rock-cut inscription from Gebel Sheikh Suleiman near
the Second Cataract, recording a punitive incursion by Egyptians, perhaps under the command of a ruler
from Hierakonpolis (after Needier 1967: pl. I, fig. 3); (2) a second rock-cut inscription from Gebel Sheikh
Suleiman, recording a subsequent campaign by an Egyptian king of the late Predynastic period (after
Murnane 1987:285, fig. 1A-B); (3) wooden label of Aha from Abydos referring to a campaign against
Ta-Sety, the name applied in later periods to Nubia (after Emery 1961:51, fig. 11); (4) fragmentary
limestone stela of Khasekhem from the temple at Hierakonpolis, recording the king’s suppression of
Nubia; the bow on the head of the prostrate captive identifies him as the representative of subjugated
Nubia (the bow was the hieroglyph for (Ta-)Sety, ‘Nubia’) (after Emery 1961:100, fig. 64). Not to same
scale.
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the name of the prisoner or his territory. Two town signs surmounted by birds may also be symbols or
names of defeated settlements. The end of the scene shows the prostrate bodies of victims, underneath a
high-prowed vessel. This last element probably stands for the ships which bore the Egyptian expedition
southwards into Lower Nubia. The whole inscription apparently records an Egyptian military raid into
Lower Nubia before the advent of the First Dynasty, setting the scene for similar campaigns in the Early
Dynastic period (in the reigns of Aha and Khasekhem).

A second rock-cut inscription at Gebel Sheikh Suleiman, just a short distance aways, is also early in date



(Needier 1967). The inscription consists of a large scorpion and three human figures (Figure 5.3). One of
the figures is a captive, distinguished by an erect feather on his head; his arms are bound behind his back,
and he is suspended from a rope, held in the claws of the scorpion. The second figure looks on,
brandishing an unidentified weapon; an appendage dangling from the back of his kilt has been interpreted
as an animal’s tail (after parallels on the Hunters’ Palette). The third man shoots with a bow and arrow
towards the bound captive; he too appears to wear an animal’s tail. There may originally have been
further signs between this third figure and the scorpion, but only traces remain which are difficult to
delineate. The interpretation of the scene as a whole seems quite clear: the scorpion represents a divine or
royal power (other animals are used in this way on late Predynastic objects, such as the catfish which
smites a bound captive on an ivory cylinder of Narmer from Hierakonpolis). The two armed men must be
followers of this power, whilst the captive is clearly an enemy. The motif of a prisoner being held by a
rope is found in other late Predynastic inscriptions, such as the Bull Palette in the Louvre. It seems quite
likely that this second inscription at Gebel Sheikh Suleiman records an expedition to the Second Cataract
region by a late Predynastic Egyptian ruler, symbolised by the scorpion. The captive identified by a
feather on his head may represent a native inhabitant of Lower Nubia. It is possible that the scorpion
alludes even more directly to the king (as the catfish does on the ivory cylinder of Narmer). In this case,
the inscription would record an expedition of King ‘Scorpion’ into Nubia during the final stages of
Egyptian state formation. Support for this hypothesis may be provided by a stone vessel from
Hierakonpolis which is decorated in raised relief with several signs, among them a scorpion and a double-
convex bow. One can speculate that this vase may have been commissioned to commemorate a campaign
by Scorpion against Nubia, represented by the bow (Needier 1967:91).

EARLY DYNASTIC MILITARY CAMPAIGNS IN LOWER NUBIA

At the beginning of the First Dynasty the royal cemetery at Qustul was abandoned, indicating that the
local rulers had lost power to the invading
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Egyptians. The virtual extinction of the Lower Nubian A-Group is traditionally linked to the beginning of
Egyptian domination in Nubia. The rulers of a newly unified Egypt seem to have adopted an
uncompromising attitude towards their southern neighbours, replacing the previous symbiotic relationship
that had existed between Egypt and Lower Nubia, a relationship which greatly benefited the rulers of
Qustul in their role as middlemen. Egyptian control may have been less than total at first, requiring
follow-up action to keep the local population in check (Figure 5.3). The construction of the fortress on
Elephantine at the beginning of the First Dynasty seems to have been part of a new, more aggressive
Egyptian policy towards Nubia (Seidlmayer 1996b:112). As part of its programme to secure and
emphasise national unity—to a large extent through ideology—the central government sought to impose
political frontiers based upon territorial control, ‘in place of former, less clearly delimited ethnic border
zones’ (Seidlmayer 1996b:113). The Elephantine fortress may have been used as a springboard for raids
into Nubia, such as the punitive campaign recorded on a label of Aha (Petrie 1901: pls I11.2=XI.1). Further
military action is attested at the end of the Second Dynasty, in the reign of the Khasekhem (Quibell and
Green 1902: pl. LVIII). The increased Egyptian interest in Nubia during the Early Dynastic period may
have been connected with changing trade patterns in the Near East. The apparent abandonment of the
Egyptian presence in southern Palestine (the ‘residency’ building at En Besor) at the end of the First
Dynasty may have resulted from an Egyptian realisation that exotic goods could be obtained more easily
from Nubia.

A permanent Egyptian presence in Lower Nubia

The next phase of Egyptian policy towards Nubia is marked by the establishment of a permanent garrison
at Buhen. It must have become apparent to the Egyptians that political control was difficult to maintain
without a permanent presence in the conquered territory. It is difficult to establish precisely when the
Egyptian settlement at Buhen was founded. Certainly it was in use by the beginning of the Fourth



Dynasty. Sneferu used the fortress as a base to launch strikes against Upper Nubia. However, the large
size of the mudbricks employed in the lowest courses of the town at Buhen led its excavator to believe
that the town was founded in the Second Dynasty (Emery 1963:117). It is therefore possible that Buhen
may have been established as part of Khasekhem’s concerted campaign to restore and reinforce Egyptian
control over Lower Nubia.

An important piece of evidence may support this interpretation. A rock-cut hieroglyphic inscription on the
south face of ‘Hill B, behind the Old Kingdom town of Buhen, has been dated to the Early Dynastic
period (H.S.Smith 1972). The translation of the inscription presents a number
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of difficulties. Nevertheless, the large scale of the inscription and its prominent position close to the
settlement at Buhen (less than 300 metres from the town enclosure wall) indicate that the inscription is
dedicatory in character. It may be no coincidence that the text apparently refers to the two deities later
associated with Buhen, namely Horus and Isis. Perhaps it was carved to commemorate the foundation of
the Egyptian settlement at Buhen. It provides further evidence for early Egyptian activity in the Second
Cataract region: Hill B is only nine kilometres from Gebel Sheikh Suleiman with its early inscriptions.

Relations with Upper Nubia

The status of Upper Nubia in early times and Egypt’s relationship with the area south of the Second
Cataract are less well-known. Archaeological investigation has been less intensive than in Lower Nubia,
and it is to be hoped that future excavations will reveal much more about the early history of the region.
Judging by the occasional references in Egyptian texts, Upper Nubia seems to have supported a substantial
population during the Old Kingdom, and probably during the preceding Early Dynastic period as well
(O’Connor 1993:27). If the extinction of the indigenous A-Group indicates that Egypt exercised effective
control of Lower Nubia from the beginning of the Early Dynastic period, then the raids into Nubia
mounted by Early Dynastic kings may have been directed against Upper Nubia in order to maintain
Egyptian access to lucrative trade routes (O’Connor 1993:25). It would certainly have been in Egypt’s
interests to safeguard its relations with Upper Nubia, since this region was the principal source of many
prestige commodities (O’Connor 1993:27).

Two isolated pieces of evidence suggest a measure of direct contact between Egypt and Upper Nubia
towards the end of the Early Dynastic period. The first is an inscribed stone slab from Helwan, dedicated
to a man called Sisi (Saad 1957:46, fig. 32, pl. 27; Fischer 1963:35, fig. 1). Stylistically, the piece may be
dated to the late Second Dynasty or early Third Dynasty. Sisi is shown wearing a series of armlets, a
feature which is unknown amongst contemporary representations of the Egyptian male, but which seems
to have been a characteristic of Nubians: compare, for example, a scene from the causeway of Sahura’s
mortuary temple (Fischer 1963:35, fig. 2). Moreover, Sisi’s hair is arranged in a distinctive style, with a
series of four twisted locks hanging below shoulder level; a comparable style is found in later
representations of Nubians and inhabitants of Punt, for example in the Hatshepsut reliefs at Deir el-Bahri
(Fischer 1963:36, fig. 3). Taken together, these two characteristics strongly suggest that Sisi was a Nubian,
most probably from Upper Nubia.

The second piece of evidence argues more convincingly for direct trade relations between Egypt and
Upper Nubia. It consists of a peripheral burial
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in Cemetery 7 at Shellal, just south of Elephantine, on the Egyptian-Nubian border (Fischer 1963;
O’Connor 1993:27). Although the majority of the graves in this cemetery belonged to the A-Group, dating
at the very latest to the early First Dynasty, one burial, isolated from the main group, was dated to a later
period, probably the Second or Third Dynasty (Fischer 1963:37). The burial was unquestionably that of a
Nubian (O’Connor 1993:27), and the deceased was clearly a man of some status: he was interred holding



two valuable copper objects, and wearing an elaborate gold necklace. Each arm was adorned with a
v-shaped armlet of ivory, and in addition he wore a series of smaller bracelets on one wrist. The distinctive
v-shaped armlet is of a type never encountered in Lower Nubia, but a very similar object is worn by the
(Upper) Nubian represented on the Sahura causeway relief mentioned above (O’Connor 1993:27). It has
been suggested that the individual buried at Shellal was an Upper Nubian trade envoy who died
unexpectedly whilst visiting Egypt (O’Connor 1993:27).
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CHAPTER SIX
KINGSHIP

‘From before ‘‘history” began, Egyptian society centered on kingship’ (Baines 1995:147). As this
quotation makes clear, the central position of kingship in ancient Egyptian culture has long been
recognised and acknowledged by Egyptologists (for example, Hoffman 1980:257). Whilst the enduring
achievements of the early Old Kingdom (the Giza pyramids and sphinx) symbolise for many the apogee of
royal power, it has become increasingly clear that the roots of Egyptian kingship go back much further,
into the Predynastic period. The evidence for growing social stratification and political centralisation
during the Predynastic period has been discussed in Chapter 2. The origins of royal iconography, already
evident in the Painted Tomb at Hierakonpolis (dating to Naqada II) have now been pushed even further
back with the discovery of a painted vessel in a late Nagada I tomb at Abydos. Inasmuch as iconography
is the artistic expression of ideology, we can assume that the Upper Egyptian rulers of late Nagada I were
already beginning to formulate an ideology of rule. This was developed and elaborated by the Predynastic
kings of This, Naqada and Hierakonpolis, and their successors of the period of state formation. The
earliest royal monuments, which date from this time, indicate that the late Predynastic kings were already
‘charged with the power of divinity’ (Frankfort 1948:34).

By the time Egypt was unified in ¢. 3100 BC, divine kingship had emerged as a coherent and powerful
ideology. Indeed, ‘the unification increased the significance of kingship’ (Frankfort 1948:34), promoting
the institution from a regional to a national position. The king no longer exercised merely regional
authority, shared with a number of other rulers. He was now at the pinnacle of a national government,
responsible for the entire land of Egypt and its people. As the sole source of authority, the king symbolised
Egypt itself, and was responsible for maintaining and defending the Egyptian way of life. He acted as
intermediary between the population and their gods, and was himself the embodiment of the supreme
celestial deity, Horus. The ideology of kingship emphasised the power of the king to intercede on his
people’s behalf, including his ability ‘to dominate and further natural processes, especially the inundation’
(Frankfort 1948:58). At its most fundamental, ‘kingship in Egypt remained the channel through which the
powers of nature flowed into the body politic to bring human endeavor to fruition’ (Frankfort 1948:34).
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It fell to the rulers of the Early Dynastic period to exploit this ideology for their own ends: to secure and
maintain political and economic control of the country and its resources, to promote kingship as the
fulfilment of a divinely ordained model for society (cf. Frankfort 1948:101), and hence to ensure the
survival of kingship as the only acceptable form of government. The ideology of divine kingship was
reinforced and promoted by many means, including the king’s regalia and titulary, depictions of the ruler
and his actions (iconography), and the rituals and ceremonies of the court. By exploring these different
aspects of early kingship, we can begin to shed some light on the early development of an institution
central to Egyptian civilisation, the nature of the institution itself, the ideology which surrounded it, and
the methods by which the Early Dynastic kings successfully utilised this ideology to reinforce their grip on
power.

THE FRAMEWORK OF KINGSHIP IN EARLY EGYPT

The king as Horus



The most fundamental aspect of kingship was the ruler’s embodiment of Horus, the supreme celestial
deity. The king’s principal title was the Horus title, ‘the simplest and most direct statement regarding the
king’s nature’ (Frankfort 1948:46). It expressed the notion that Horus was incarnate in the reigning
monarch, and the Horus name articulated the particular aspect of Horus that the king wished to stress.
Although each new reign might highlight a different facet of the supreme deity, the divine essence of the
god which inhabited the body of the reigning king remained unchanged.

The identification of the ruler with Horus, represented by a falcon, is apparent from late Predynastic
times, and is given expression on royal monuments and in the serekhs of kings from the period of state
formation. It is possible that the worship of a celestial falcon god was widespread in Predynastic Egypt
since there is evidence for the existence of several falcon cults. As a universal deity, Horus would have
been a natural choice to associate with the kingship, since the connection would necessarily have had
greater resonance and significance.

The concept of Horus as ‘Great(est) god, lord of heaven’ is given unique artistic expression in the ivory
comb of Djet, from the early First Dynasty. Here, Horus is represented in three forms: the celestial falcon,
whose outspread wings form the vault of the sky; the solar deity, a falcon which traverses the sky in the
celestial boat; and incarnate in the person of the king (the falcon atop the king’s serekh). This exceptional
work of art is one of the earliest and most concise theological expositions. It expresses the essential
elements of the king’s association with Horus and
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the role of Horus as the supreme deity. Moreover, it ‘presents concisely and clearly the central tenet
binding together ancient Egyptian civilisation, the notion that the king fulfils a role on earth under the
protective wings of the celestial falcon in heaven’ (Quirke 1992:21-2).

The dual monarchy

One of the most extraordinary intellectual achievements of Egypt’s first kings was the concept of the dual
monarchy. From the very beginning of the Egyptian state, official ideology and iconography presented the
realm as a union of two halves, the Two Lands. The pervasiveness of such imagery in the ancient
Egyptian sources highlights the imagination and creativity of Egypt’s early ¢lite. The kings who crafted
the Egyptian state from the competing powers of the Predynastic period succeeded in formulating a
concept of rule which guaranteed an absolutely pivotal role for the monarchy. The institution of kingship
was projected as the sole force which held the country together, and the dual nature of the monarchy was
expressed in the king’s regalia, in his titulary, and in royal rituals and festivals. This concept—the
harmony of opposites, a totality embracing paired contrasts — chimed so effectively with the Egyptian
world-view that the institution of kingship acquired what has been called a ‘transcendent significance’
(Frankfort 1948:19). This helps to explain the centrality of the institution to Egyptian culture, and its
longevity (Frankfort 1948:15—-16). Even when central authority broke down, as it did during the
Intermediate Periods, the Egyptians returned unfailingly to the established model of government. The
promulgation of such a powerful ideological concept from the very beginning of the Egyptian state
effectively masked the political realities of the state formation process, and made a return to the
fragmentation of the Predynastic period ideologically inconceivable (cf. Frankfort 1948:20).

The royal family and the ruling class

The uppermost register of the Scorpion macehead shows a series of standards with a dejected lapwing

hanging by a rope from each one. In the hieroglyphic script, the lapwing represented the r4y¢, the common

people of Egypt. Hence, the symbolism of this part of the Scorpion macehead seems clear, if a little



uncomfortable to the modern mind: the populace of Egypt is quite literally subject to the divine authority
of the king. The significance of the scene may go further, and may illuminate an aspect of ancient
Egyptian society which is only barely attested. This is its division into two separate groups, the mass of the

populace (rhyt) and the ruling class (p }) (Malek 1986:34; Baines 1995:133).

The composition of the rhyt is fairly clear from the contexts in which the word is used; it refers to the

general population. The significance of
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the term p 7 is less obvious, though it must refer to the élite, the members of the king’s entourage. A
high-ranking title borne by officials from the First Dynasty onwards is i7i-p ¢, which seems to indicate a

‘member of the p r. Although it later became merely an honorific title, marking an individual’s illustrious
rank within the royal administration, in origin the title seems to have had a more specific sense,
designating a member of the ruling class. It is quite likely that the p  originally comprised the royal
kinsmen who, by virtue of their blood ties to the king, however distant, shared something of the
supernatural authority vested in the ruler (Frankfort 1948:53). The evidence suggests that in early times all
the high officials of the central government were royal relations (Malek 1986:35). This system seems to
have broken down during the Old Kingdom when persons of non-royal birth were appointed to important
positions within the administration.

The distinction between the populace and the royal kinsmen must have been an important one, dictating
how authority was exercised in the Early Dynastic court. The formal separation of the ruling class from
the rest of the population provides a valuable insight into the mechanisms of early royal government in
Egypt. It appears that access to political power was carefully restricted, to enhance the absolute authority
of the kingship and emphasise its supernatural remoteness from the general populace.

ICONOGRAPHY: SYMBOLS OF ROYALTY
Royal regalia

In the Early Dynastic period as in later times, the crowns, sceptres and other elements of royal regalia had
a dual role: power and protection. At the most basic level, they served to identify the king and to set him
apart from the rest of humanity (Quirke 1990:10). Moreover, they conveyed his authority, both
supernatural (as the gods’ representative) and earthly (as head of state and supreme military commander),
just as crowns and sceptres do in modern monarchies. They also had an amuletic function, to protect the
king from danger and from the malign forces which were believed to threaten the cosmos.

Comparatively little has been written about the various items of royal insignia. None the less, it is clear
that each object had its own significance and origins. Whilst some of the characteristic royal attributes
pre-date the foundation of the Egyptian state, others were added to the developing iconography of divine
kingship during the course of the First Dynasty. By the end of the Second Dynasty, royal iconography had
been formalised and changed little during the succeeding millennium.
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Sceptres and staffs



A sceptre or staff is one of the most widespread and ancient symbols of authority (Figure 6.1). This was
certainly true of ancient Egypt, as demonstrated by the hieroglyph for ‘nobleman, official’ (sr) which
shows a man carrying a long stave of office in front of him. One of the earliest indications of a hierarchical
society comes from the early Predynastic site of el-Omari in Lower Egypt. An otherwise simple grave
contained the skeleton of a man, buried with a wooden staff. This has been interpreted as an indication of
the dead man’s special status within his society. Whether he exercised religious or political authority is
less important than the overt recognition of his status by means of a distinctive ‘badge of office’. A
fragmentary wooden staff, carved to resemble a bundle of reeds, was found in an early First Dynasty
mastaba at Saqqara. Similar fragments were recovered from Early Dynastic royal tombs at Abydos
(Fischer 1978:21). As symbols of authority par excellence, it is not surprising that staffs were anciently
associated with the regalia of Egyptian kingship. A wooden label of Den from Abydos shows the king
carrying a long staff, very similar to that shown in the s7 hieroglyph (Petrie 1900:

—

e

T

Figure 6.1 The staff of office. Fragmentary ivory label of Den from Abydos. The king is wearing the
khat-head-dress and carries a mace and long staff, the former a symbol of royal authority, the latter a
recognised mark of high office in ancient Egypt (after Petrie 1900: pl. XIV.9).
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pls X.14, XIV.9). After all, the king was the highest official in the land, the nobleman above all others. His
unique position at the head of Egyptian society was usually recognised by more distinctive insignia,
reserved for the kingship. An actual example of a royal sceptre was discovered by Petrie in one of the
chambers of Khasekhemwy’s tomb at Abydos (Petrie 1901:27, pl. IX.1). The sceptre was fashioned from
cylinders of polished sard, decorated with ‘double bands of thick gold which encircle the sceptre at every
fourth cylinder’ (Petrie 1901:27), the whole held together by a copper rod. Two fragments of the sceptre
were found, one 23 inches, the other 5 inches in length. Because of its slender and fragile construction,
Petrie concluded that it was ‘only just strong enough to carry its own weight’, and therefore identified it as
a ceremonial, royal sceptre (Petrie 1901:27).

A variant of the long staff was the mks-staff. This is characterised by a nodule approximately half-way
down the shaft. In origin a defensive weapon, the mks-staff seems later to have assumed
‘ceremonial—even priestly—significance’ (F.D.Friedman 1995:20). Stone vessels of Anedjib from
Saqgara and Abydos depict a statue of the king holding the mks-staff, and these inscriptions are closely
paralleled on the northernmost relief panel from beneath the Step Pyramid, where Netjerikhet is shown
holding a mks-staff (Kemp 1989:58, fig. 19; F.D.Friedman 1995). In addition to the mks-staff and simpler



staffs of office, royal iconography of the Early Dynastic period distinguishes two different forms of
sceptre, each of which emphasised a particular aspect of the ruler’s authority.

THE HEQA-SCEPTRE

The symbol of rule with the longest history seems to be the shepherd’s crook or 4g3-sceptre. This is
entirely appropriate, since the crook symbolised the very concept of rule, and was employed as the
hieroglyph for the Egyptian word, ‘rule, ruler’ (2q3). The earliest example of a 1g3-sceptre comes from
tomb U-547 at Abydos, dated to late Naqada II (Naqada IId). The tomb, a simple pit cut in the desert,
contained the upper part of a limestone Ag3-sceptre (Leclant and Clerc 1993: pl. XXIII fig. 26; Dreyer et
al. 1996). The earliest surviving complete #g3-sceptre comes from another grave in the same cemetery,
tomb U-j (Dreyer 1993b: 11). This was the burial of a late Predynastic ruler of the Thinite region and is
unique in several respects. It is by far the largest tomb of its date anywhere in Egypt, suggesting that its
owner exercised unrivalled political and economic authority. The status of the deceased is expressed not
only in the size and contents of the tomb, but also in the ivory ig3-sceptre found in the north-eastern
chamber. It is clear that the shepherd’s crook was already established as a symbol of rule by late
Predynastic times, and that it formed part of the ruler’s regalia. The earliest representation of a king
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holding a hg3-sceptre is a small statuette of Ninetjer (Simpson 1956). As in later times, the king holds the
crook across his chest, balancing the flail which he holds in the other hand. The symbolism of the
hg3-sceptre is quite easily understood. Metaphorically, the king was the shepherd of his people, guiding
and protecting them. In common with some of the other items of royal regalia discussed below, the
hg3-sceptre indicates the pastoralist aspect of Egyptian society. Many of the metaphors of royal authority
are derived from the animal kingdom and from the sphere of animal husbandry, emphasising the close
interaction between the early Egyptians and their natural environment (cf. Stachelin 1984).

THE WAS-SCEPTRE

The second type of sceptre closely associated with kingship is the w3ssceptre (K.Martin 1986b). This is a
long staff with a stylised animal’s head at one end and two curved prongs at the other. Its origins may well
go back to the Predynastic period, although the earliest known representations of the w3s-sceptre date to
the First Dynasty. An ivory comb of Djet shows two such sceptres supporting the vault of heaven,
symbolised by the outspread wings of the celestial falcon. A w3s-sceptre, perhaps of ivory (like the
hg3-sceptre from Abydos tomb U-j), was among the hoard of votive objects excavated by Petrie in the
early temple at Abydos (Petrie 1903: pl. 2.11). Like the shepherd’s crook, the w3s-sceptre embodied
authority and was used as a hieroglyph to write the word ‘dominion’ (w3s). The w3s-sceptre may have had
both utilitarian and symbolic value; in origin, it seems to have been used to control animals, although its
exact function has not been established beyond doubt. It has been interpreted as a shepherd’s staff
(Kaplony 1986:1374), but the shape of the head has suggested to others that the staff may originally have
been used to goad donkeys or mules (K.Martin 1986b). A possible connection with snakes has also been
mooted. The suggestion that ‘the w3s prototype as staff or scepter originally may have been a dried bull’s
penis’ (Gordon and Schwabe 1995:186) seems rather unlikely and has not found general support.

As a symbol of power, the w3s-sceptre could be held by deities as well as by the king, and it may have
been ‘primarily an attribute of the gods’ (Fischer 1978:21). For example, on sealings of Peribsen from
Abydos, the god Ash is depicted holding a w3s-sceptre (Petrie 1901: pls XXI.176, XXII1.178-9). The
w3s-sceptre is anthropomorphised in reliefs as early as the Third Dynasty. On the Netjerikhet relief panels,
w3s-sceptres hold fans and one appears to dance (F.D.Friedman 1995). The ivory comb of Djet, already
mentioned, illustrates the other symbolic function of the w3s-sceptre: as the support of heaven. By
extension, the w3s-sceptre ‘may...allude to the divine power that supports and protects royal life’
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(F.D.Friedman 1995:26). It is probably true to say that the symbolised a divine authority, whereas the
hg3-sceptre represented a more secular power and was the pre-eminent symbol of earthly rule.

The flail

The flail has already been mentioned as the usual companion to the crook. However, originally the two
items of regalia do not seem to have been so closely connected. The flail appears alone on some of the
earliest representations of royal ceremonial, making it one of the most ancient symbols of the office of
kingship. The king depicted on the boss-side of the Metropolitan Museum knife handle (dated to the late
Predynastic period, Naqada IIIb, c¢. 3100 BC) carries the flail alone (Williams and Logan 1987: fig. 1). A
very similar representation occurs on the Narmer macehead from Hierakonpolis, and this king is also
shown carrying the flail on his ceremonial palette. A further example from the early First Dynasty is a
mud seal-impression from the reign of Djer which shows the king carrying the flail (Petrie 1901: pl.
XV.108). To judge from the statuette of Ninetjer, by the Second Dynasty the flail and crook had become
associated and were henceforth usually depicted together. The flail is carried by Netjerikhet on his relief
panels where it seems to serve as a general ‘symbol of authority’ (F.D.Friedman 1995:22). Like the hg3-
and w3s-sceptres, the flail seems to have originated in the sphere of animal husbandry. Used to goad
livestock, the flail was an obvious symbol of the ruler’s coercive power. As shepherd of his flock, the king
encouraged his people as well as restraining them,; this is the dual symbolism of the flail and crook.

The bull’s tail

The influence of the animal world on royal iconography was twofold. As well as holding items of regalia
taken from the sphere of animal husbandry — to emphasise his role as shepherd of his people—the king
was imbued with the powers of nature, most easily represented in their animal form. Hence, on some of
the commemorative palettes from the period of state formation, the king is portrayed as a lion (Battlefield
Palette) or as a wild bull (Bull Palette, Narmer Palette). Both animals embodied unrestrained ferocity, and
the representation of the ruler as a fierce wild animal conveyed in graphic terms his role as defender of
created order and ruthless opponent of the forces of chaos. Soon after the establishment of the Egyptian
state, the iconography of kingship underwent a consolidation and codification. In the process, some of the
motifs adopted in the late Predynastic period were discarded, particularly those borrowed from
contemporary Mesopotamian iconography. This was also the case with
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overt depictions of the ruler as an animal. We can speculate that, perhaps for theological reasons, it was
no longer considered appropriate to represent the king in such a way. Nevertheless, the animal potency of
kingship remained important ideologically, and was henceforth expressed in subtler ways. The king’s
name could incorporate such notions. Hence, the name of the late Predynastic king, ‘Scorpion’, seems to
be an expression of dangerous animal power. In later periods, kings adopted more explicit animal names
such as ‘Strong Bull’. Indeed, the bull appears to have been the animal most closely associated with the
king. The innate power of the bull—its virility and strength—was conveyed by means of a bull’s tail, worn
by the king suspended from the back of his kilt (Stachelin 1984:615). The earliest known representation of
the bull’s tail appears on the Scorpion macehead, and henceforth it became a regular component of royal
dress.

Sandals

The Narmer Palette illustrates another element of royal insignia, the king’s sandals (cf. Seyfried 1984). As,
quite literally, the point of contact between the king and the land over which he ruled, the royal sandals
were imbued with a religious importance. They were, therefore, entrusted to a special member of the
king’s entourage who would have enjoyed intimate access to the king. The sandal-bearer depicted on
Narmer’s monuments follows close behind his sovereign and is labelled as ‘the servant of the ruler’. The
king’s sandals also had a symbolic role in the eternal struggle between order and chaos. The king’s



primary task was to crush Egypt’s (and creation’s) enemies, represented as the inhabitants of neighbouring
lands. In later periods, this victory was symbolically achieved by having Egypt’s enemies depicted on the
king’s footstool and on the pavement of the royal palace. Every time the king walked on the pavement or
placed his feet on the footstool, the enemies would be conquered by sympathetic magic. In each case, the
agent of victory was the king’s sandals. This belief finds eloquent expression on a commemorative stela
erected by Khasekhem at Hierakonpolis. On it, the king is described as ‘effective sandal against the
hill-countries’; in other words, a successful conqueror of the forces threatening Egypt and the cosmos.

The uraeus

The earliest depiction of the uraeus—the rearing cobra on the king’s brow—probably dates to the reign of
Den. The scene in question is the famous ivory label which shows the king smiting an enemy captive
(Spencer 1993:87, fig. 67). The king wears a long wig and the uraeus adorns his forehead. A second

uraeus appears on the Wepwawet standard which precedes

Page 192

the king. There is some doubt about the label’s authenticity (Johnson 1990:6), but a closely comparable
depiction of the king on a fragmentary label from Abydos (Petrie 1900: pls XI.8, XIV.8) tends to support a
First Dynasty date. None the less, the inclusion of the uraeus in the royal insignia of this early period is
remarkable. Such a feature next appears in the early Third Dynasty, on a relief of Netjerikhet from the
Wadi Maghara, Sinai. The adoption of the uraeus into royal iconography seems to be another example of
the innovation which characterises the reign of Den.

The symbolic function of the uraeus is clear. The serpent goddess was a potent symbol of ‘protection,
power and beneficence’ (Johnson 1990:190). Attached to the ruler’s brow, the rising cobra spat fire at the
king’s enemies. The uracus thus embodied both apotropaic, protective power and aggressive intent
towards the forces of disorder (K.Martin 1986a). In early royal scenes, the king is often preceded by the
standard of the jackal-god Wepwawet, the ‘opener of the ways’. As the trail-blazer for the king,
Wepwawet may also be accompanied by a uraeus serpent, to provide added protection (Johnson 1990:53).
This is the case on the ivory label of Den and on the Third Dynasty reliefs from the Sinai (Johnson 1990:
figs 104-6).

Crowns and head-dresses

Perhaps the most distinctive elements of the royal regalia are the various crowns and head-dresses worn
by the king on different occasions. Three crowns are attested in the Early Dynastic period: the red crown,
the white crown and the combined ‘double crown’. Instead of a crown, the king might wear a cloth
head-dress. Two different types figure in Early Dynastic depictions: a long head-dress (khat) and an early
forerunner of the archetypal nemes head-dress.

THE RED CROWN

There is, as yet, no satisfactory explanation for the origin of the two principal crowns, the red and the
white (Figures 6.2 and 6.3). Both seem to have originated in Upper Egypt, which saw the first moves
towards political centralisation. A sherd from a large black-topped red-ware vessel of late Naqada I date,
from the site of Naqada itself, bears a representation of the red crown in relief (Payne 1993:94, fig.
34.774; Baines 1995:149, fig. 3.1). Although the red crown is associated in historic times with Lower
Egypt, it is generally assumed that it originated as the distinctive headpiece of the Predynastic rulers of
Nagada. The colour red was traditionally associated with Seth, the local god of Nagada. The shape of the
crown is quite distinctive, but again its symbolic meaning is unknown. The
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curly protuberance at the front of the crown has been linked with the bee (connected with kingship from
at least the middle of the First Dynasty, through the title nswt-bity, ‘he of the sedge and bee’), and also
with goddess Neith, an important Lower Egyptian deity. There is an obscure passage in the Pyramid Texts
of Unas which may refer to the curly part of the red crown, but it remains poorly understood.

. -
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Figure 6.2 The red crown. Early representations of the crown later associated with Lower Egypt: (1) a
red crown modelled in relief on a sherd of black-topped red ware from the Predynastic cemetery at
Nagada (now in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford) (after Payne 1993: fig. 34, no. 774); (2) Narmer
wearing the red crown, as shown on his ceremonial macehead from Hierakonpolis (after Quibell 1900: pl.
XXVIB); (3) Narmer wearing the red crown, as shown on his ceremonial palette from Hierakonpolis (after
Kemp 1989:42, fig. 12); (4) a shrine to the red crown, perhaps located in the north-western Delta, shown
on an ivory label of Djer from Abydos (after Emery 1961:59, fig. 20). Not to same scale.
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From the period of state formation onwards, the red crown seems to have symbolised the king’s authority
in the northern half of his realm. As such, it is worn by Narmer on his ceremonial palette and macehead. It
has been suggested that the Scorpion macehead originally showed a figure of the king wearing the red
crown to balance the figure in the white crown on the preserved portion (Cialowicz 1991). In this case, the
Scorpion macehead would be the earliest example of the king wearing the red crown, pre-dating the
Narmer monuments by a short time.

THE WHITE CROWN

The white crown, associated in historic times with Upper Egypt, is first attested later than the red crown,
but is directly associated with the ruler somewhat earlier. The earliest known depiction of the white crown



is on a ceremonial incense burner from Cemetery L at Qustul in Lower Nubia (Williams 1986: pls 34, 38).
Tomb L24 contained a variety of prestige objects, and in all probability belonged to a late Predynastic
king of Lower Nubia, contemporary with the ruler buried in Abydos tomb U-j (Nagada IIla2, ¢. 3150 BC).
The Qustul incense burner is a remarkable object of supreme importance for the development of Egyptian
royal iconography. The incised scenes around the edge of the object include the representation of a seated
ruler, wearing the tall white crown. Evidence of close contacts between the rulers of Qustul and their
contemporaries at Hierakonpolis may support the theory that the white crown originated at the latter site.
A second, slightly later royal object from Upper Egypt bears a similar representation of a royal figure
wearing the white crown. This is the Metropolitan Museum knife handle, mentioned already in connection
with the flail. The king holding the flail wears the white crown. Like his counterpart on the Qustul incense
burner, he is identified as the ruler by the rosette hieroglyph—also attested on the Scorpion macehead, the
Narmer Palette and macehead—in front of his face. Likely to be contemporary with the Metropolitan
Museum knife handle is a rock-cut inscription near Aswan which shows a ruler figure (identified as such
by the fan-bearer who stands behind him: compare the presence of fan-bearers in attendance upon the
king on the Scorpion and Narmer maceheads) wearing a tall, pointed head-dress, probably a schematic
rendering of the white crown or a very similar item of regalia (Baines, personal communication).

The Narmer Palette indicates that the white crown was the superior of the two crowns, since the figure of
the king wearing the white crown is significantly larger than the figure wearing the red crown. The
superiority of the white crown may have derived from its intimate association with the royal line of
Hierakonpolis, which played a decisive role in the unification of Egypt. The white crown retained this
superiority throughout

Page 195

Figure 6.3 The white crown. Early representations of the crown later associated with Upper Egypt: (1) a
royal figure wearing the white crown, shown on an incised, decorated incense-burner from tomb 24 in



Cemetery L at Qustul, Lower Nubia (after Williams 1986: pl. 34); (2) a late Predynastic Upper Egyptian
king wearing the white crown, shown on a carved ivory knife handle of unknown provenance (now in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York) (after Williams and Logan 1987:273, fig. 1); (3) King ‘Scorpion’
wearing the white crown, as shown on his ceremonial macehead from Hierakonpolis (after Spencer
1993:56, fig. 36); (4) Narmer wearing the white crown, as shown on his ceremonial palette from
Hierakonpolis (after Kemp 1989:42, fig. 12). Not to same scale.

Egyptian history. More than simple items of regalia, the red and white crowns were imbued with magical
significance and were worshipped as cult objects in their own right (see Chapter 8).
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THE DOUBLE CROWN

The logical development of combining the red and white crowns into a double crown, symbolising the
king’s rule of the Two Lands, occurred in the middle of the First Dynasty. A rock-cut inscription of Djet
from the western desert apparently shows the falcon atop the king’s serekh wearing the double crown
(Legrain 1903:221, fig. 7). If the report is accurate, this inscription would represent the earliest known
occurrence of the double crown, pre-dating the more famous Abydos label of Den by a generation. The
invention of the double crown is usually attributed to the latter king. Two labels of Den show the king in
double crown (Petrie 1900: pls X.13—XIV.7, XI.14=XV.16). The innovation of the double crown clearly
allowed artists to represent the totality of the king’s authority in a more compact form, and, as such, marks
the increasing sophistication of royal iconography as the First Dynasty progressed.

THE KHAT- AND NEMES-HEAD-DRESSES

A further innovation in royal iconography seems to have occurred in the reign of Den, namely the

appearance of the long head-dress (43¢) (contra Eaton-Krauss 1977:26, n. 38). On the ivory label which

shows the ‘first time of smiting the east(erner)’, the king wears this head-dress, its back-piece reaching
half-way down his back. A fragmentary ivory label of the same king from Abydos shows Den wearing the

h3t, carrying a mace horizontally in one hand and a long staff vertically in the other (Petrie 1900: pls

X.14, XIV.9). These are the only depictions of a king from the first two dynasties which show him wearing
a head-dress.other than one of the crowns. A relief of Netjerikhet from the Wadi Maghara, Sinai, shows

the king wearing a ‘kerchief which may be the /43¢, although the rudimentary rendering ‘does not permit

positive identification’ (Eaton-Krauss 1977:26, n. 38). The significance of the khat-head-dress at this early
period is unknown.

The seated statue of Netjerikhet from his serdab in the Step Pyramid complex is the earliest example of
another royal head-dress, the nemes. This was to become the archetypal royal head-covering, surviving in
representations of the ruler until the end of pharaonic civilisation. The headdress as it appears on the
statue of Netjerikhet is a forerunner of the classic shape, having large and bulky front lappets with
pointed facings. With the appearance of the nemes, all the essential elements of the king’s regalia had
been introduced, and the foundations of royal iconography had been firmly established.
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The king smites his enemies

The aforementioned ivory label of Den depicts one of the most characteristic actions of the Egyptian
ruler: with his arm upraised, he smites a bound captive cowering at his feet. The instrument of subjugation
is the piriform mace, a weapon attested archaeologically from the Nagada I period. The mace was a
potent symbol of royal power, and could be carried by the king in other situations as part of his insignia of
office, as on the fragmentary ivory label of Den mentioned above. None the less, it is in smiting scenes
that the mace features most commonly as an attribute of kingship. The motif of the ruler smiting his
enemies is of great antiquity. A recently discovered late Naqada I painted pottery vessel from Cemetery U
at Abydos shows a royal (?) figure smiting a group of bound captives. This vessel is the very earliest
iconographic evidence to date for Egyptian kingship, yet it already presents the motif that characterises
depictions of the ruler throughout the succeeding three-and-a-half thousand years. The king smiting his
enemies may be regarded as the quintessential royal activity shown in Egyptian iconography. The action
emphasised the king’s primary duty: to safeguard created order by attacking the forces of disorder (Hall
1986). Just as the barren and hostile deserts which surrounded Egypt represented the antithesis of the
fertile Nile valley, so the peoples to the south, west and east of Egypt were cast as embodying the forces
that opposed and threatened the Egyptians and their way of life.

Standards on early royal monuments

On many royal monuments from the late Predynastic and Early Dynastic periods, groups of standards are
shown accompanying the ruler. The Scorpion and Narmer maceheads and the Narmer Palette each shows
a similar group of standards in attendance on the king. Further standards, in other contexts, are depicted
on four ceremonial palettes from the period of state formation (the so-called Hunters’, Louvre, Battlefield
and Libyan palettes).

Forms and contexts

Altogether, ten different standards are attested: an east-sign; the Min (thunderbolt?) symbol; a canine with
the §dsd-device; a second unidentified canine; an ibis; a single or double falcon; a falcon perched on a
crescent; the Seth-animal; a curious bag-shaped object; and the desert hieroglyph (Figure 6.4).

Much debate has surrounded the proper identification of the standards, their origins and symbolism. The
canine with the sdsd-device has been identified as Wepwawet (Kaiser 1960:122-3), and this would seem
to be
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Figure 6.4 Standards on early royal monuments. The ten different types of standard depicted on
ceremonial palettes and maceheads of the late Predynastic period and early First Dynasty: (1) placenta;
(2) canine and 8dsd-device; (3) falcon (after Kemp 1989:42, fig. 12); (4) mountain-sign; (5) Seth-animal;
(6) Min-sign (after Spencer 1993:56, fig. 36); (7) east-sign (after Davis 1992:94, fig. 28); (8) falcon on
crescent (after Spencer 1993:56, fig. 36); (9) canine; (10) ibis (after Davis 1992:144, fig. 37). Not to same
scale.

confirmed by a Third Dynasty sealing from Beit Khallaf which shows an identical canine standard labelled
as Wepwawet (Garstang 1902: pl. VIILI). The ibis standard may be connected with the god Thoth,
although this is by no means certain (Kaiser 1960:126). The falcon very probably represents the god
Horus; the twin falcons, Horus and Seth (Kaiser 1960:123—4). The falcon on a crescent may represent
Anti, the local god of the twelfth Upper Egyptian nome; a similar motif occurs on an elaborate alabaster
vessel from the ‘Main Deposit’ at Hierakonpolis. The bag-shaped sign, later associated with the god
Khonsu, was first explained as the royal placenta (Seligman and Murray 1911; Blackman 1916; Frankfort
1948). Other scholars have hesitated to accept this identification (Kaiser 1960:127), suggesting instead a
throne cushion (Helck 1954:27 n. 99, 37; F.D.Friedman
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1995:4-5) or a variant of the emblem of Nekhen (Posener 1965). However, ethnographic parallels from
other Hamitic African cultures provide support for the possible deification of the royal placenta in ancient
Egypt, and there are convincing etymological reasons for linking Khonsu with the royal placenta. It is
possible that the royal placenta was regarded as the king’s stillborn twin; it may have been associated with
the royal ka, the divine essence passed from ruler to ruler which played an important part in Egyptian
kingship ideology from the earliest times (Frankfort 1948:78).

Symbolism and significance

Two separate groups of standards can be distinguished. Those depicted on the late Predynastic palettes
and on the upper register of the Scorpion macehead probably represent the most important divine symbols
of the period of state formation (Kaiser 1959:130-1). A second—and for the present study, more



informative—group comprises those standards which accompany the person of the king on the Scorpion
and Narmer monuments. These are clearly more than a collection of the most important Upper Egyptian
deities, since several notable gods and goddesses are missing from the group (for example, Seth, Min and
Hathor) (Kaiser 1960:127). On all three monuments the collection of standards is strikingly similar,
suggesting that these particular emblems were closely connected with the king (cf. Frankfort 1948:92).
The following same four standards appear on both monuments of Narmer: two falcons, Wepwawet with
the sdsd-device, and the royal placenta. Early Dynastic royal monuments after the reign of Narmer show
only Wepwawet and the royal placenta. They accompany the figure of a king on a relief block in the Cairo
Museum, thought to be from the Early Dynastic temple at Gebelein (W.S.Smith 1949: pl. 30.d), on a relief
fragment from the Heliopolis shrine of Netjerikhet (W.S.Smith 1949: fig. 52), and on the same king’s relief
panels from the Step Pyramid complex (Firth and Quibell 1935: pls 15-17, 40-2).

For the interpretation of these standards later parallels are revealing. In scenes of the Sed-festival from the
solar temple of Niuserra (Fifth Dynasty), similar standards are named the smsw Hr, ‘followers of Horus’
(cf. Kaiser 1959:130), a term also applied to the semi-legendary pre-unification kings in the Turin Canon.
For this reason, the standards have been linked with the royal ancestors, and it is true that the worship of
ancestors was an important element of kingship from the earliest times (Frankfort 1948:91). An alternative
suggestion is that the group of four standards on the Narmer Palette and macehead were symbols of the
Thinite royal house (Frankfort 1948:93). If the precise origin of the standards eludes us, it none the less
seems likely that each symbolised a particular aspect of kingship.
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TITLES AND NAMES: EXPRESSIONS OF DIVINE KINGSHIP

One of the most accessible sources for Early Dynastic kingship is the names of the kings themselves (cf.
Weill 1961, chapter 18). As in many ancient (and modern) societies, so in ancient Egypt names were full
of meaning. They were often selected to express particular beliefs or concerns. This was indeed the case
with the kings’ names and titles, which were naturally imbued with added religious and/or political
significance. Certain concepts are frequently expressed in royal names, such as strength, skill and
fecundity (Husson and Valbelle 1992:20). The king’s official titulary may be considered as ‘an elaborate
statement regarding his divine nature’ (Frankfort 1948:46). Hence, if we can ‘translate’ or at least
interpret Early Dynastic royal names, we should gain important insights into how the early Egyptians
regarded the office of kingship, and which aspects of his role a particular king chose to emphasise in the
titulary he adopted at his accession (Shaw and Nicholson 1995:153). As we shall see, two ideas in
particular are stressed in the royal titulary: the fact that the king presides over a dual monarchy, and the
divine status of the king as the incarnation of Horus (Quirke 1990:10).

Prior to the development of the fivefold titulary common in later times, kings in the Early Dynastic period
bore up to three different names or titles. One of these is attested from the late Predynastic period, others
were added during the First Dynasty. The Horus name, written in a rectangular frame or serekh, expressed
an aspect of the king’s nature in his role as the earthly manifestation of the sky god Horus. Many Early
Dynastic kings are attested solely by their Horus name, which was the element of the royal titulary most
commonly used on monuments and in inscriptions. A second royal title was added in the middle of the
First Dynasty. This was nswt-bity, ‘he of the sedge and bee’, a title which expressed the many dualities
over which the king exercised rule: Upper and Lower Egypt, the Black Land (cultivation) and the Red
Land (desert), the realms of day and night, the natural and the supernatural, and so on (cf. Quirke
1990:11). The later king lists often referred to rulers by the name that followed this nswe-bity title.
Towards the end of the First Dynasty, a third title was introduced, first as part of the nswt-bity name, and
later as a separate title in its own right: nbty, the ‘Two Ladies’, referring to the patron deities of Upper
and Lower Egypt, the vulture goddess Nekhbet of Elkab and the cobra goddess Wadjet of Buto. The nbty
title expressed the king’s dual role as king of Upper and Lower Egypt. Comparatively few nbty names are
preserved in contemporary Early Dynastic sources. The origins of a fourth title, the poorly understood
‘Golden Horus name’, may be traced in royal inscriptions of the First and Third Dynasties, and in the
annals of the Palermo Stone. The cartouche, an oval frame which enclosed the king’s birth name, first



appears at the end of the Third Dynasty.
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Attempts to read meaning into the varying use of different titles may be misguided. The composition of
the royal titulary seems to have been rather fluid in the Early Dynastic period and early Old Kingdom, not
necessarily following the strict rules that modern scholars have tried to discern or even impose (cf.
S.Schott 1956). A certain flexibility in practice—even as late as the beginning of the Fourth Dynasty—is
indicated by inscriptions of Netjerikhet and Sneferu. For example, a relief fragment from the Heliopolis

shrine of Netjerikhet gives the sequence nswet-bity Niri-ht written within the panels of the king’s serekh,

the upper part of which encloses the Horus name, also N&ri-ht (S.Schott 1956:66, fig. 3); whilst a rock-cut

inscription of Sneferu from the Wadi Maghara shows the king’s nswt-bity nbty name (here the same as his
Horus name, Nb-m3 %) and ‘Golden Horus’ name (Snfrw) both enclosed within a cartouche, reserved in
later times for the nswe-bity name (S. Schott 1956:64, fig. 1). Clearly, early in the development of the
royal titulary, the various elements were, to some extent, interchangeable and could be combined in
several different ways. The message that the titulary as a whole conveyed may have been more important
than the precise combination or ordering of the various names and epithets.

The Horus title

The primary title was the Horus title. This was adopted by the king at his accession and subsequently used
throughout his reign. A modern parallel is the nengo, the name adopted at the accession of a Japanese
emperor and by which he is always known after his death. Thus, the emperor known in the West by his
personal name Hirohito is referred to in Japan as Showa (‘radiant harmony’). In much the same way, the
personal names of the Early Dynastic Egyptian kings were apparently used very rarely. Instead,
contemporary monuments recorded the king’s Horus name. This comprised three elements: a phrase or
epithet, written within a rectangular panel—representing a section of the palace fagade — surmounted by a
falcon symbolising the god Horus (cf. Dreyer 1995b: 54, n. 19). The name expressed the close relationship
between the king and the celestial deity he embodied. As a celestial deity, Horus was remote yet
all-seeing, enfolding within his wings the entire cosmos. A god with such qualities evidently provided
Egypt’s early kings with a powerful symbol and metaphor for their own earthly rule (Quirke 1990:21). The
serekh surmounted by a figure of the god was adopted as a potent symbol of kingship during late
Predynastic times. The earliest serekhs were empty, the symbol alone conveying the necessary message of
royal power. Towards the culmination of the unification process, the king began to write an epithet within
the serekh (cf. Barta 1990). This epithet expressed a particular aspect of the god Horus immanent in his
earthly incarnation,
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the king (cf. Frankfort 1948:46). It is likely that the name of the god himself was intended to be read as
part of the name as a whole (S.Schott 1956:56).

Although ancient Egyptian royal names are notoriously difficult to translate—the individual elements
comprising a name have been likened to a newspaper banner headline, rather than a grammatically correct
sentence—insights into Early Dynastic kingship can be gained from an analysis of the Horus names of the
first three dynasties. A survey reveals subtle developments in the type of epithet chosen, and thus in the
message conveyed. Changes in the formulation of the Horus name (a Seth-name and a Horus-



and-Seth-name are also attested from the late Second Dynasty) must reflect, to some degree, the changing
emphasis of Egyptian kingship.

The Horus names of several First Dynasty kings express the aggressive authority of Horus, perhaps
reflecting the coercive power of kingship at this early stage of Egyptian statehood. Names like ‘Horus the
fighter’ (Aha), ‘Horus the strong’ (Djer) or ‘arm-raising Horus’ (Qaa) call to mind the warlike iconography
of the earliest royal monuments from the period of state formation. They emphasise an authority based
upon military might and the power of life and death. Amongst First Dynasty Horus names, only
Semerkhet, ‘companion of the corporation’, makes a theological statement, expressing the relationship
between Horus and the other principal deities in the Egyptian pantheon. In this respect, it points the way
to more sustained efforts at theological exposition in the Third Dynasty.

The emphasis in the Second Dynasty is rather different. Following periods of instability, the first and last
kings of the dynasty were each faced with a task of renewal, and this is reflected in their Horus names:
‘Horus: the two powers are at peace’ (Hetepsekhemwy) and ‘Horus and Seth: the two powers have arisen;
the two lords are at peace in him’ (Khasekhemwy-nebwy-hetep-imef). The other Second Dynasty Horus
names express the ideal of kingship in more overtly theological terms: hence names such as ‘Horus, lord of
the sun’ (Nebra), ‘Horus of divine nature’ (Ninetjer), and especially ‘Horus strong-willed, champion of
Maat’ (Sekhemib-perenmaat). This last name is the earliest and most direct expression of the king’s
principal role: to uphold Maat.

This trend continues into the Third Dynasty when the Horus names describe either the relationship
between Horus and the other gods comprising ‘the corporation’ or the position of Horus as the god most
intimately associated with Egyptian kingship. Thus, Horus is both the ‘(most) divine of the corporation’
(Netjerikhet) and the ‘(most) powerful of the corporation’ (Sekhemkhet), and has ‘arisen as a ba’
(Khaba). The king, as the incarnation of Horus, is ‘the strong protector’ (Sanakht) of mankind and the
cosmos, and ‘high of the white crown’ (Qahedjet), the most exalted item in the royal regalia. The Horus
names of the Third
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Dynasty kings comprise a miniature theological treatise on Horus, the king, their relationship to each other
and to the wider pantheon. In this respect they echo the complex theology of the Pyramid Texts, some of
which must date back to the Early Dynastic period.

The ‘Two Ladies’ title

The title nbty, the Two Ladies’ (Figure 6.5), emphasised the geographical duality of the Egyptian realm,
but at the same time the enduring unification of the Two Lands in the person of the king. A similar
concept is expressed in a circumlocution for the king found in one of the titles borne by Early Dynastic
queens, ‘she who sees Horus-and-Seth’. The concept that the king embodied both gods highlights a
fundamental role of kingship: the reconciliation of opposites in order to maintain the established order.
The nbty name emphasised the geographical aspect of this balance.

The nbty name itself was written after the images of the two deities, the vulture and cobra. In one
instance, on a label of Djet from mastaba S3504 at North Saqqara, the cobra is replaced by the red crown,
demonstrating a very early association of the two (Gardiner 1958). Each goddess is depicted resting on a
basket (nb); the two baskets form a pun on the title itself (nbty) (S.Schott 1956:56). The choice of
Nekhbet and Wadjet to symbolise the two halves of the country seems to date back to the immediate
aftermath of the unification. Elkab and Buto also represented the very different terrains of the Two Lands:
the narrow river valley of Upper Egypt, running through barren desert on either side; and the wide
expanses of flat, marshy land in the Delta. It had long been suspected that the towns themselves must
have been important localities in the period immediately preceding the unification. Modern excavations
have confirmed that this was indeed the case (von der Way 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1991, 1992;
Hendrickx 1994).



The concept of the ‘Two Ladies’ is first met in the reign of Aha. An ebony label from the tomb of
Neith-hotep (probably Aha’s mother) at Nagada shows the serekh of Aha facing a tent-like shrine,
enclosing the signs nbty mn. There has been considerable debate about the meaning of this group. It may
be the name of a king; more plausibly, it may be the name of the shrine itself, ‘the Two Ladies endure’
(Quirke 1990:23). In this case, the label attests the existence of the Two Ladies’, and their close
connection with the kingship, from the very beginning of the First Dynasty; but it does not prove the
existence of the Two Ladies’ title at this stage, nor does it have any bearing on the identification of the
semi-legendary King Menes.

The element nbty first appears as a regular element of the royal titulary in the reign of Semerkhet (the
element nbwy in Anedjib’s titulary may be seen as a precursor [S.Schott 1956:60]). Many of the Early
Dynastic
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Figure 6.5 The Two Ladies. (1) The pairing of the vulture goddess Nekhbet and the cobra goddess
Wadjet (known in Egyptian as nbty, ‘the Two Ladies’) is first attested (top) on an ivory label of Aha from
the royal tomb at Naqada (after Emery 1961:50, fig. 10). (2) The pairing of the two goddesses was
adopted in the First Dynasty as one of the king’s principal titles, as shown here on an ivory year label of
Qaa from Abydos (after Petrie 1900: pl. XVII.29). Not to same scale.

kings wrote the titles nswe-bity and nbty together, followed by a single name which thus served under both
headings. An alternative interpretation sees the nbty element as part of the nswe-bity name, only later
becoming a separate title in its own right (Miiller 1938:51; S.Schott 1956; Quirke 1990:23).

Early Dynastic inscriptions record only a few distinctive nbty names; that is, those which differ from the
king’s nswt-bity name. A nbty name, sn, is attested on a few inscriptions from the reign of Qaa. This may
have the meaning ‘brother’, expressing the king’s closeness to the patron goddesses. A recently
discovered year label of Qaa from his tomb at Abydos gives an otherwise unattested version of the king’s
nbty name,
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shtp(-nbty), ‘the one who pacifies (the Two Ladies)’ (Dreyer et al. 1996:74, pl. 14.¢e). This seems to

express the role of the king in placating the gods and in maintaining the harmony of opposites necessary
for cosmic order. The Horus Sekhemkhet imitated his illustrious predecessor Netjerikhet in many ways,
not least in the choice of his nbty name: an ivory plaque, found in one of the subterranean magazines of

Sekhemkhet’s unfinished step pyramid, is inscribed nbty dsrti(- ;1@. The name dhrti(- ;1&) is difficult to

translate precisely, but it is clearly connected with the word dsr and probably refers to the sacred nature
of kingship. The word dkr had added significance in Egyptian, conveying a sense of separateness. This
sense that the king is set apart from the rest of humanity was expressed in concrete terms in the location
and architecture of the Third Dynasty step pyramid complexes.

The nswt-bity title

The nswt-bity title was an innovation of Den’s reign, one of several important developments which
characterise the middle of the First Dynasty. It has been suggested that the adoption of the new title

coincided with the first occurrence of the joint ceremony of 4 # nswi-bity, ‘the appearance of the dual

king’, recorded on the Palermo Stone in the reign of Den (year x+3) (Godron 1990:180). The new title
took second place in the royal titulary, coming immediately after the king’s Horus name. Whereas the
Horus name remained the principal means of identifying the reigning king, the nswe-bity title and name
often seem to have been used in secondary contexts (Quirke 1990:23). For example, inscriptions referring
to buildings or boats named after the king use the nswe-bity (or nswt-bity-nbty) name.

The name itself followed the title nswe-bity, translated literally as ‘he of the sedge and bee’. The meaning
of the title is complex and many-faceted. In bilingual inscriptions of the Ptolemaic period, the Greek
equivalent of nswt-bity translates as ‘king of Upper and Lower Egypt’. This has remained the traditional
translation for nswe-bity, even though it is unlikely to have been the original sense. Rather, the recently
suggested ‘dual king’ gives a better approximation of the true meaning (Quirke 1990:11). The title seems
to have stressed the role of the king as the embodiment of all the dualities which made up Egypt and the
cosmos according to the Egyptians’ world-view. Above all, perhaps, the dual title nswz-bity stressed the
two different aspects of kingship, the divine and the human. The usual word for ‘king’ in ancient Egyptian
was nswt, and this appears to have been the superior designation for the ruler (although it may simply have
been an abbreviation of the full title nswe-bity [Quirke 1990:11]). In other contexts, especially
administrative, the king might be referred to indirectly as bity. For example, the position of ‘king’s
treasurer’ was
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designated by the title itmw-bity, not *htmw-nswt. The nswt-bity title ‘probably fused two hierarchically

ordered words for king and aspects of kingship’ (Baines 1995:127). It seems likely that nswt, as the
superior title, conveyed the divinity of the king, expressed in his role as the incarnation of Horus and
earthly representative of the gods. (It is significant that the Egyptian word for ‘kingship’ is derived from
nswt.) By contrast, bity may have indicated the king’s human aspect, especially his position as head of



state and government (Ray 1993:70; Shaw and Nicholson 1995:153). The introduction of the nswe-bity
title marks an important stage in the formulation of kingship ideology. Henceforth, emphasis was firmly
placed upon the king’s role in binding together Egypt and the cosmos. Harmony of opposites is a theme
which was given visual expression in some of the earliest monuments of kingship, particularly the
ceremonial palettes from the late Predynastic period. With the introduction of the nswe-bity title in the
reign of Den, this theme was brought into the royal titulary.

nswt-bity names

After the title nswt-bity came a name which may also have been the king’s birth name (S.Schott 1956:76).
It was certainly the name by which many kings were known in later annals and king lists. The nswz-bity
title was often paired with the element nbty, after the introduction of the latter in the reign of Semerkhet.
Peribsen was the first king to separate the two elements and use the nswz-bity title alone once more
(S.Schott 1956:61), on a sealing from Abydos (Petrie 1901: pl. XXII.190).

Den’s nswe-bity name, zmti (S.Schott 1956:60), appears on many contemporary inscriptions, especially the
stone vessels found beneath the Step Pyramid. The name was also used on royal seals, frequently without
reference to the king’s Horus name. It must, therefore, have had a significance of its own. It means ‘the
two deserts’, referring to the eastern and western deserts which guarded the Nile valley on each side. It
reinforces the message of the nswe-bity title: that the king’s rule extends over the whole of Egypt, east and
west as well as north and south. Given the evidence that Den probably conducted a military campaign
against the nomadic tribespeople of the eastern desert, his nswz-bity name may have had added resonance,
proclaiming his intention to subdue Egypt’s desert borderlands and bring them under his yoke. An

alternative reading of the name is 43sti, translated as ‘the foreigner’ or ‘the Sinaitic’ (Godron 1990:21). It

has been suggested that Den adopted this secondary name following a military success against the
inhabitants of the Sinai, recorded on the ivory label from Abydos (Godron 1990:180).

The nswt-bity-nbty name of Den’s successor, the Horus Anedjib, is curious and quite impenetrable:
mr-p-bi3. For many years, the nswt-bity-
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nbty name of Semerkhet likewise defied interpretation; but it has now been shown to read iri-ntr,
‘guardian of the god’. If the nbty element is interpreted as forming part of the name, rather than another
title, then the name should read iri-nbty, ‘guardian of the Two Ladies’ (Quirke 1990:23). The name
expresses the close relationship between the king and the divine sphere. It also conveys something of the
tension inherent in the ideology of divine kingship: the king is separate from the rest of humanity, the
interlocutor between people and gods, indeed the gods’ representative on earth; but he is still not quite
one of the gods, possessing only ‘limited divinity’ (Quirke 1990:11). It is the royal ka, the divine essence
incarnate in the king, which passes unchanged from generation to generation; the king himself cannot
escape death. Finally, the nswt-bity-nbty name of Hetepsekhemwy (4¢p) is merely an abbreviation of his
Horus name.

The gold sign and ring of eternity

Perhaps the most difficult title to interpret satisfactorily is the one which first appears in the Old Kingdom
but which clearly has antecedents in the Early Dynastic period. This is the ‘Golden Horus’ title (cf.
S.Schott 1956:68—73), written with a figure of the god Horus surmounting the hieroglyph for ‘gold’ (nbw).
The title seems to have expressed the divinity of the king since, according to Egyptian mythology, the
gods’ bodies were made of gold. The immunity of this metal from tarnishing, combined with its obvious
solar connotations, was no doubt the underlying reason for this association (Quirke 1990:11). To the



Egyptian mind, with its propensity for seeking multiple and intertwined meanings, the ‘Golden Horus’ title
may have had a further significance. The ancient name of Naqada, the cult centre of the god Seth, was
Nubt, meaning ‘golden (city)’; Seth himself was often described as nbwty, ‘the one of Nubt’ or ‘the golden
one’. The image of the Horus falcon surmounting the sign for gold may have had the added symbolism of
Horus conquering Seth. The title may therefore have expressed the role of the king as champion of Maat
and defender of the cosmic order against the forces of chaos.

A fragmentary inscription from the tomb of Den at Abydos shows the king’s serekh juxtaposed with a
vertical group of three signs: a cobra, the gold sign and a ring (Spencer 1993:87, fig. 66). A similar
combination of the gold sign and ring occurs in the titulary of Netjerikhet (Lauer 1939: pl. XVI.1-2;

S.Schott 1956:63). A stone vessel fragment of Khasekhemwy from Abydos shows the group nbw t s in

place of the customary nbwy htp im=f. The group may, perhaps, be interpreted as the king’s ‘gold name”’.
On the Palermo Stone and its associated fragments, it appears that a cartouche and a phrase incorporating
the gold sign regularly formed part of the royal titulary, coming between the Horus name of the king
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and the name of his mother (S.Schott 1956:71). The entries for Djer, Semerkhet and Ninetjer all show this
feature. It may be that the name in the cartouche, at this period and in the reign of Sneferu, is in fact the
‘gold name’ (S.Schott 1956:71).

The ring (sn) symbolises eternity, and was later elongated to form the cartouche that enclosed the king’s
birth name (Miiller-Winkler 1984). It seems to stress the permanence of Egyptian kingship, the
immutability of an institution which was characterised as part of a divinely ordained cosmic order. The
earliest cartouche occurs on a fragmentary sealing of the Horus Sanakht from Beit Khallaf (Garstang
1902: pl. XIX.7; Seidlmayer 1996b: pl. 23). Sanakht was probably the penultimate king of the Third
Dynasty, and the introduction of the cartouche as a frame enclosing a royal name may have been an
innovation of his reign. Although in earlier times the ring seems to have been associated with the king’s
‘gold name’, on the sealing of Sanakht it is likely that the elongated ring—in other words the cartouche
—encloses the king’s nswz-bity name. Certainly, all the examples of a cartouche from the following reign
contain the king’s nswt-bity name. Indeed, this element of the royal titulary seems to have come to
prominence at the end of the Third Dynasty.

ROYAL RITUALS AND FESTIVALS: CELEBRATIONS OF KINGSHIP

One of the most enduring ways of reinforcing rule—from the earliest states to the modern world—is
through carefully stage-managed ceremonies. The ruler is presented to his people, or a select group of
them, in a setting which emphasises his authority, both political and supernatural. This is particularly true
of ancient Egypt, where ‘kingship is ritual’ (Baines 1995:130). The celebration of periodic festivals not
only gave a sense of order and routine to the ritual life of the country, it also guaranteed the institution of
kingship regular exposure in a court-controlled setting.

Egypt’s Early Dynastic rulers instituted a number of rituals and festivals designed to promote the position
of the king and of kingship at the very centre of Egyptian society. The iconography of the Narmer
macehead suggests that many aspects of royal ritual and ideology had already been established by the
beginning of the First Dynasty. Others may have been innovations of later reigns. All were assimilated into
a body of tradition which was presented as eternal and unchanging. The various celebrations took place
throughout a king’s reign, beginning at his accession and coronation. Regular ritual appearances
reinforced his divine status, whilst the legitimacy and efficacy of his rule were renewed later in his reign
during the complex Sed-festival.
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The accession and coronation

The death of a king was a time of great cosmic danger, since the forces of disorder (both supernatural and
human) might take advantage of the transition to disrupt the established order. Whilst in the Middle and
New Kingdoms the institution of co-regency ensured a smooth succession and reduced the potential for
dynastic intrigue, no such mechanism seems to have existed in earlier periods. Certainly, there are hints
from the Fourth Dynasty that the succession was not always trouble free. The existence of several royal
princes, each with his own powerful position in the administration, must have presented great
opportunities for political manoeuvring. As one might expect, the evidence for such events is very limited.
None the less, there are intimations of struggle surrounding the succession at certain points in the Early
Dynastic period. An ephemeral ruler, perhaps a usurper, called Sneferka is attested at the end of the First
Dynasty; the sequence of kings in the middle of the Second Dynasty is still not firmly established, and
there may have been a contest for power between two royal factions.

If Egypt was vulnerable to political upheaval at the death of a king, the supernatural dangers were equally
great. Since the king was the defender of created order and the conqueror of the forces of chaos, his death
represented the temporary victory of those same malign powers. Without its champion, Egypt was in
mortal danger from supernatural forces of evil. Hence, the accession of a new king was accompanied by a
series of rituals, designed to restore Maat and to reassert Egypt’s place at the centre of the cosmos. The
ceremonies surrounding a change of reign may be divided into two quite separate events: the accession
and the coronation.

According to later sources, the proclamation of a new king—in other words, his accession to the
throne—took place at the ideologically propitious moment of sunrise. The dawn of a new day, marking the
defeat of darkness by the forces of light, and the rebirth of creation, was an appropriate metaphor for the

beginning of a new reign, with its parallel connotations (Frankfort 1948:148). Indeed, the same verb (% 7)

was used by the Egyptians to denote both the rising of the sun and the public appearance of the king. We
have no direct evidence of accession rituals, but we may assume that they were characterised by great
solemnity.

By contrast, there is limited evidence for the various ceremonies which marked the coronation of the king.
Only after he had completed the necessary ritual acts, on a favourable day in the calendar, was the king
possessed of all his powers, and was Egypt once again under the guidance of a divine authority. It is likely
that the coronation ceremonies were scheduled for one of the days in the year which marked new
beginnings (Frankfort 1948:104): the first day of the season of winter, when the Nile floodwaters began

Page 210

to recede; the summer and winter solstices; the spring and autumn equinoxes; or New Year’s Day itself. In
the Early Dynastic period the coronation seems to have consisted of two distinct ceremonies, each of
which embodied one of the roles of kingship. Recorded on the Palermo Stone at the beginning of each
new reign, these ceremonies were the ritual reunification of the Two Lands and the circuit of the wall at
Memphis.

Uniting Upper and Lower Egypt

The precise rituals which characterised the event are not attested. Indeed, “uniting Upper arid Lower
Egypt’ may represent nothing more than a formal statement of the primary role of the king: the binding
force at the centre of Egyptian society. (One interpretation of the Narmer Palette is that it represents this
ceremony [Millet 1990:59].)



The circuit of the wall

The second component of the coronation ceremony involved the king performing a circuit of the wall at
Memphis. According to tradition, Memphis—inb hd, ‘the white wall’, in Egyptian—had been founded by
Menes as his new capital. The city, which was the principal seat of government, stood at the junction of
Upper and Lower Egypt, and therefore signified the king’s dominion over the Two Lands. By striding or
running around the perimeter of the royal capital, the new king asserted his territorial authority and took
symbolic possession of his realm and its royal administration. In its emphasis on the territorial aspect of
the king’s authority, the ‘circuit of the wall” was thus akin to one of the main rituals of the Sed-festival
(see below).

The appearance of the king

A ceremony which took place at the coronation of at least one Early Dynastic king (probably Netjerikhet)

was the ritual ‘appearance of the dual king’ (A ¢ nswi-bity). In contrast to the ‘unification of the Two

Lands’ and the ‘circuit of the wall’, the ritual appearance of the king was not restricted to his coronation,
but took place at other times during a reign. The appearance of the king apparently took one of three

forms: the & 7 nswt, ‘appearance of the king as nswt’, the & 7 bity, ‘appearance of the king as bity’, or the

combined version & 7 nswt-bity, ‘appearance of the dual king (nswt-bity)’. We cannot be sure of the

ideological difference between these three types of royal appearance. Probably the aspect of kingship
being emphasised dictated the name and form of the ceremony, although a geographical distinction cannot
be excluded entirely, since one of the characteristics of Egyptian thought was to find multiple
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meanings in a single word or concept. Given the hints of internal unrest during the middle of Ninetjer’s
reign, in particular the apparent attack on two (Lower Egyptian?) localities in year 13, the king’s
subsequent three appearances as bity may have been intended to deliver a political message about the
extent of his authority.

The ritual appearance of the king would have involved him appearing in public in a carefully managed

setting. For the 4 ? bity the king would appear in the red crown, for the / # nswt he would wear the white

crown, and for the combined ceremony the double crown would be worn. It is significant in this respect

that the earliest occurrence of the 4 ¢ nswi-bity is an entry on the Palermo Stone which probably falls

during the reign of Den. As we have seen, the double crown may have been an innovation of Den’s reign,
and the combined ritual appearance of the king may have been instituted at the same time. However, the

earlier, separate ceremonies were not abandoned altogether: nine years after his appearance as dual king,
Den celebrated a ritual appearance as bity. This entry on the Palermo Stone is the earliest attestation of



the & 7 bity ceremony; the 4 # nswt is first recorded somewhat earlier, on the preceding register of the

Palermo Stone which may correspond to the reign of Djer.

The ‘appearance of the king as nswt’ is attested only twice on the annals of the Palermo Stone. In both
cases, the ceremony seems to have taken place in the king’s seventh regnal year. This may be a

coincidence, or it may be significant. It is possible that the % % nswt occurred mainly in the early part of a

reign. Unfortunately, so little is known about the ceremony that it is impossible to gauge its true
importance to the institution of kingship. The ‘appearance of the king as bity’ was celebrated more
frequently during the Early Dynastic period. It is possible that the ceremony depicted on the Narmer

macehead is the £ 7 bity (Millet 1990:56). This ritual is attested once during the reign of Den, and no less

than four times under Ninetjer. After the latter king’s fifteenth year on the throne, he seems to have

celebrated the / 7 bity every other year. The combined ceremony, instituted in the reign of Den, seems to

have replaced the two separate ceremonies towards the end of the Second Dynasty. Thus, the lowest
register of the Palermo Stone, probably corresponding to the early part of the Third Dynasty, records only
‘appearances of the dual king’. One king, possibly Netjerikhet or his immediate successor, celebrated this
event three times in his first four years on the throne. The first occurrence, in the king’s first regnal year,
may represent the actual coronation ceremony; the repetitions of the ritual in successive years were
perhaps intended to buttress the power of the new ruler after his predecessor’s death. It is possible that the
change of dynasty following the death of Khasekhemwy necessitated a greater frequency of royal ritual
than usual in the early years of the new reign, to legitimise the king in the eyes of his people and the gods.
It is often difficult to identify precisely the royal
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rituals depicted in Early Dynastic inscriptions. The ritual appearances of the king were probably
connected with the Sed-festival. It is noteworthy that the Sed-festival reliefs in the Sun Temple of
Niuserra show the distinctive double pavilion associated with the Sed-festival but also the single pavilions
for rites specifically associated either with Upper Egypt or with Lower Egypt (Millet 1990:57).

The Sed-festival

Undoubtedly the pre-eminent festival of divine kingship was the Sedfestival (Hornung and Staehelin
1974). Despite its great antiquity and long survival—its origins reach back into the Predynastic period and
it was still celebrated by the Ptolemaic kings—there is surprisingly little explicit evidence for the details of
the Sed-festival: where, when and how often it was celebrated, the precise order of events and their
symbolic significance. Even the origin of the name is unclear (cf. K.Martin 1984:782; Gohary 1992:1-2).
The Step Pyramid complex of Netjerikhet is the most informative contemporary source for the form and
structure of the Sed-festival in the Early Dynastic period. The various components of the Sed-festival
court provided the king with all the necessary spaces and buildings for the eternal celebration of the
festival.



Many of the supposed representations of the Sed-festival often quoted for the first three dynasties in fact
show other royal ceremonies or even royal statues. None the less, at least two Early Dynastic kings, Den
and Qaa, are known to have celebrated a Sed-festival, whilst another, Anedjib, may have done so
(Hornung and Staehelin 1974:86). An ivory statuette of an anonymous First Dynasty king from Abydos
shows the ruler wearing the tight-fitting Sed-festival robe. Stone vessel fragments from beneath the Step
Pyramid—which may date to the Second Dynasty, perhaps the reign of Ninetjer (Helck 1979)—seem to
mention a Sed-festival. Netjerikhet is sometimes said to have celebrated a Sed-festival in his lifetime
(F.D.Friedman 1995:8, quoting Strudwick 1985:4), but there are no contemporary inscriptions to support
this. An ebony label of Den from Abydos (Petrie 1900: pls XI.14, XV.16) is usually cited as an early
depiction of the Sed-festival. However, although many of the attributes of the Sed-festival—such as the
tight-fitting robe and the king’s run between territorial markers—are shown, the absence of the
throne-dais with double staircase, an essential element of the Sed-festival, may be decisive. Rather than

showing the Sed-festival, the label may depict the ceremony of % 7 nswe-bity (Millet 1990:56;

F.D.Friedman 1995:7-8). The throne dais with twin staircases is shown on another, fragmentary label of

Den from Abydos (Petrie 1900: pl. XIV.12); since his reign is known to have been a long one, it is almost
certain that Den celebrated a Sed-festival. At the end of the First Dynasty, Qaa also enjoyed a long reign

and apparently
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celebrated two Sed-festivals: a fragment of a siltstone bowl from beneath the Step Pyramid mentions the
king’s second Sed-festival (Lacau and Lauer 1959:12, pl. 8 no. 41).

In later tradition the Sed-festival was celebrated in the king’s thirtieth regnal year. For example, on the
Rosetta Stone the Egyptian expression hb-sd, ‘Sed-festival’, is rendered in Greek as triakontaeteris
‘thirty-year festival’ (Godron 1990:183). However, there are definite exceptions to this rule from the
Dynastic period (Hornung and Staehelin 1974:54—6). Some kings who are known to have reigned for more
than thirty years never, apparently, celebrated a Sed-festival (for example, Senusret III), whilst others (for
example, Akhenaten) did so well before their thirtieth regnal year (Gohary 1992). The reasons which lay
behind each decision to celebrate the Sed-festival remain obscure, but ‘it is unlikely that a mere counting
of years was the decisive factor’ (Frankfort 1948:79). The celebration may have depended entirely upon
the health of the reigning king (Godron 1990:184), Sed-festivals celebrated before the thirtieth regnal year
representing the actions of elderly or otherwise infirm kings (Gohary 1992:4).

The Egyptian expression 4b-sd has often been translated as ‘jubilee’. As we have seen, this may be
inappropriate given the evidence for its somewhat irregular celebration, at least in the early periods of
Egyptian history. The significance of the Sed-festival clearly went much deeper than a simple celebration
of the king’s longevity. In essence, it was a ritual of rejuvenation (Barta 1975; Gohary 1992:1), by which
the powers of the reigning king, both magical and physical, as well as his relationship with the gods and his
people, were renewed (Frankfort 1948:79; K.Martin 1984:783). The surviving evidence for the
Sed-festival from the Early Dynastic period indicates a complex series of rituals whose symbolism goes to
the very heart of kingship ideology. The Sed-festival court on the eastern side of the Step Pyramid
complex preserves a series of shrines, built in stone but modelled on timber and matting constructions.
These temporary structures seem to have been erected at the site of the Sed-festival to house the images
of provincial deities (Frankfort 1948:80). The deities of Upper Egypt assembled on one side of the court,
housed in shrines of the quintessential Upper Egyptian type (pr-wr). The deities of Lower Egypt gathered
on the opposite side of the court, housed in the curved-topped shrines characteristic of Lower Egypt
(pr-ndr/pr nw). The various gods and goddesses from important sites throughout Egypt seem to have
gathered together to pay homage to the king and to legitimise his authority over the whole of Egypt. For
his part, the king probably reciprocated, paying his own homage to these deities, renewing the bond
between the kingship and the divine sphere which guaranteed Egypt’s continuing prosperity.



Another part of the festival emphasised the king’s secular hold on power: the ritual of territorial claim,
known as ‘encompassing the field’.
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Symbolically, it fulfilled much the same function as the circuit of the wall at Memphis, carried out by the
king at his coronation (Decker 1992:34). In the great court which stretches before Netjerikhet’s Step
Pyramid, and again in the smaller court in front of the ‘House of the South’, two sets of horseshoe-shaped
markers or ‘cairns’ delimit a ritual ‘field’. At Saqqara these markers are arranged in pairs; on other Early
Dynastic representations, such as the Narmer macehead and the ebony label of Den, they appear in sets of
three. Oriented on a north-south axis, they clearly symbolise the territorial limits of the king’s realm, the
‘field” between them representing the whole of Egypt (Spencer 1978:53). Clad in the tight-fitting
Sed-festival robe, wearing the red, white or double crown, and carrying a flail in one hand and a baton-like
object in the other, the king ran or strode between the two sets of markers, reasserting his claim to the land
of Egypt. We know from later references that the baton-like object is the mks, a container which held the
imit-pr (F.D.Friedman 1995:24). This seems to represent a title deed, expressing the king’s legal
possession of the territory of Egypt. In origin, the Sed-festival run may also have served to prove the
king’s continuing physical potency (Decker 1992:34).

The act of ‘encompassing the field” has been interpreted as the central ceremony of the entire festival,
since it re-dedicated ‘the field’ (representing Egypt) to the gods and renewed the legitimacy of the king’s
rule (Frankfort 1948:86). However, representations of the Sed-festival, in particular the hieroglyph used to
symbolise the event, indicate that another part of the proceedings stood at the symbolic and ritual heart of
the celebration. This was the dual enthronement of the king, once as king of Lower Egypt and once as
king of Upper Egypt, in the distinctive Sed-festival pavilion (K.Martin 1984:782). It is this pavilion with
twin staircases which forms the hieroglyph for 4b-sd. The base of just such a pavilion has been preserved
in the Sed-festival court of the Step Pyramid complex (Plate 6.1). The king would appear twice on the
dais, once in the red crown and once in the white crown. For both enthronements, the king wore the long,
close-fitting Sed-festival robe. The symbolism of the ritual is unambiguous: it recalled the coronation
ceremony and proclaimed the duality of kingship.

In later depictions of the festival (for example, Kaiser 1971), a special building erected near the pavilion
served as a robing-room, where the king could change his regalia (Frankfort 1948:83). The Step Pyramid
complex suggests that a number of different buildings were needed during the course of the festival. All
were probably light structures of reeds, matting and wooden poles, forming a temporary encampment for
the duration of the ceremonies. In addition to, or adjoining, the robing-room, was a festival palace, which
provided temporary accommodation for the king. The Step Pyramid complex also comprises two further
ceremonial buildings, dubbed the ‘House of the North” and the ‘House of the South’. They
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Plate 6.1 The emblem of the Sed-festival. A throne platform with two staircases, situated at the southern
end of the smaller courtyard which lies on the eastern side of the Step Pyramid complex of Netjerikhet at
Sagqara (author’s photograph). A platform of this kind featured during the ceremonial of the Sed-festival
and was used as the hieroglyph for the festival itself.

may represent the buildings in which the king held audiences or received the homage of visiting
dignitaries, in his dual capacity as king of Lower Egypt and king of Upper Egypt, respectively. It is likely
that members of the royal family and the highest officials of the administration attended the Sed-festival:
to reaffirm their bonds of loyalty to the king, to celebrate the rejuvenation of his divine and secular
authority, and to witness the renewal of his contract with Egypt and the gods. The architecture of the Step
Pyramid complex emphasises the importance of the Sed-festival to Early Dynastic kingship. It also
demonstrates that the festival had become firmly established as an integral part of royal ideology at an
early period of Egyptian history (K.Martin 1984:784). The Sed-festival is crucial for our understanding of
early kingship, the component rituals illustrating the key features of kingship ideology (Frankfort
1948:79).

Other rituals

At least three other royal ceremonies are recorded on monuments of the Early Dynastic period, including
two from the very dawn of Egyptian history.

Page 216

Opening the canal

The Scorpion macehead, dating from the end of the Predynastic period, shows the king with a hoe in one
hand apparently performing a ritual connected with irrigation. As the conduit for divine beneficence
towards the land of Egypt, the king was responsible for the continued fertility of the land and for the
success of the annual inundation. The creation and maintenance of irrigation were of crucial importance to
Egypt’s agricultural productivity. An early First Dynasty slate dish in the Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York, bears an inscription which may also relate to an irrigation ritual: ‘the opening of the lake ‘‘the
striding of the gods” in Memphis’ (Hoffman 1980:313).

Hunting the hippopotamus

It has been suggested (Millet 1990:58) that the Scorpion macehead originally portrayed a second



ceremony, the harpooning of a hippopotamus (Figure 6.6). This is not depicted directly on the surviving
portions of the macehead, but may be hinted at by other elements of the decorative scheme, notably the
marshland environment and the group of female ‘dancers’. In the mythical version of the hippopotamus
hunt described on the walls of the Edfu temple, the ritual involves a similar chorus of female musicians.
The conjunction of these two rituals—opening the canal and spearing the hippopotamus—occurs in regnal

year x+8 of Den on the Palermo Stone. This recorded instance of st¢ h3b, ‘spearing the hippopotamus’,

has been linked with a seal-impression of Den showing the king wrestling with a hippopotamus (Petrie
1901: pl. VIL.5-6). Alternatively, the two actions, spearing and wrestling, may be unconnected and may
represent two distinct rituals. A more plausible link may be made between the entry on the Palermo Stone
and a fragmentary wooden label from Den’s tomb at Abydos. This shows a male figure, perhaps the king,
thrusting a two-pronged spear into a rounded object which may represent a pool (Petrie 1901: pl. VIL.11).
In later times, the ritual spearing of a hippopotamus was imbued with powerful ideological connotations.

The earliest depictions of a ritual hippopotamus hunt are to be found on a decorated pottery bowl dated to
Nagqada I from the cemetery at Mahasna (Ayrton and Loat 1911: pl. XXVII.13), an unprovenanced,
incised, siltstone palette of similar date (Asselberghs 1961: pl. XLVI), and a fragment of the painted cloth
from a Naqada II grave at Gebelein. All three examples show a hippopotamus being harpooned. Although
there is considerable uncertainty about the details of the ritual, there is little doubt about its symbolic
significance. The wild hippopotamus is a fierce creature, and must have posed a threat to fishermen and
all those travelling the Nile by boat in early times. It was thus cast as an embodiment
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Figure 6.6 Hunting the hippopotamus. Evidence for an obscure royal ritual: (1) a fragment of painted
linen from a late Predynastic tomb at Gebelein (now in the Egyptian Museum, Turin) showing a male
figure harpooning a hippopotamus; this scene occurs in the context of other ritual activities (after Galassi
1955:10, fig. 5); (2) seal-impression of Den from Abydos showing (a statue of?) the king spearing a
hippopotamus (after Kaplony 1963, III: fig. 364); (3) an entry from the third register of the Palermo Stone,
referring to a year in the reign of Den as ‘the year of opening the lake “Thrones of the Gods” and hunting
the hippopotamus’ (after Schifer 1902: pl. I). Not to same scale.

of the forces of disorder, and in later times associated with the god Seth. The ritual spearing of a
hippopotamus, a common theme in the decoration of Old Kingdom private tombs, represented an attack
on chaos and struck a blow for the preservation of created order. The ritual doubtless emphasised the
paramount role of the king to uphold Maat.

The presentation of tribute

Another commemorative macehead, from the reign of Narmer, has already been mentioned in connection



with the ‘appearance of the king as bi#y’. The scenes on the macehead also depict another ceremony,
namely the reception of tribute. Whether this occurred on a regular basis, or only after a military
campaign, cannot be established. The Narmer macehead shows three bound captives being presented to
the king. Three captives may represent a simple plurality, since the caption below states, ‘captives:
120,000°. The captives appear between the two sets of territorial markers previously encountered in
depictions of the Sed-festival. These probably indicate that the ceremony took place in the court of royal
appearance, perhaps within the royal palace compound. In addition to the captives, the booty presented to
the king comprises 400,000 cattle and 1,422,000 sheep and goats. These figures are scarcely credible, and
probably support a symbolic rather than a literal interpretation of the monument as a whole. Be that as it
may, it is very likely that the booty of military campaigns was presented to the
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king in a formal ceremony, which may have resembled, in some respects, the scene on the Narmer
macehead.

SPHERES OF ROYAL AUTHORITY

The royal monuments from the period of state formation—the late Predynastic and Early Dynastic
palettes and maceheads—are, without doubt, ‘crucial sources for early kingship’ (Baines 1995:124). The
scenes they carry express and define the role of the king vis-a-vis Egypt and the cosmos.

The primary duty of the king was to be the arbiter between the gods and the people of Egypt. Within this
overarching role of kingship, there were none the less many other duties to be performed by the ruler.
Moreover, the exigencies of government—maintaining political and economic control over the newly
unified country—necessitated a whole range of royal activities. These were intended to ensure the
continued loyalty of the populace, the continued prestige and appeal of the institution of kingship, and the
smooth running of the central administration. As might be expected, the best indications of such activities
are to be found, not on monuments, but in documents more closely associated with the apparatus of
government.

The evidence: year labels and royal annals

Important insights into early notions of kingship may be gained from a survey of the events considered
worthy of record in the royal annals. The annals relating to the Early Dynastic period fall into two groups.
First, there are the year labels (Figure 6.7). Second, there are the royal annals, comprising the Palermo
Stone and its associated fragments.

The events shown on First Dynasty year labels can be divided into three broad categories, in order of
frequency: religious ceremonies, royal visits and scenes of military activity. Uniquely, year labels of Qaa
also record the foundation of a religious building and the collection of various timbers, doubtless as raw
materials for the royal workshops (Dreyer 1993b: 10; Dreyer et al. 1996:74-5, pl. 14.e). The last type of
activity highlights the administrative purpose of year labels; and it is perhaps no surprise, therefore, that
the events depicted convey a rather different impression of early kingship from that given by the surviving
monuments from the period of state formation. The ceremonial palettes and maceheads are characterised
by scenes of aggression and conquest, presenting a picture of the coercive, military aspect of royal power;
this is also emphasised in some of the Horus names from the early First Dynasty. By contrast, the year
labels concentrate on other royal activities, primarily the king’s
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Figure 6.7 Year labels. Three First Dynasty labels, originally attached to commodities to record their
contents and date: (1) wooden label of Djet from Saqqara (after Gardiner 1958:38); (2) ivory label of Qaa
from Abydos (after Petrie 1901: pl. XII.6); (3) recently discovered label of Qaa from the king’s tomb at
Abydos (after Dreyer et al. 1996: pl. 14.¢). Not to same scale.

participation in important religious ceremonies and royal visits to important national shrines. As was
mentioned in Chapter 3, in connection with the royal annals, the system of naming a particular year after
one or more significant royal events requires, on a purely practical level, that each year be so named at the
beginning rather than the end of the twelve-month period: otherwise, it would have been impossible to
label accurately commodities received and dispatched during the year. The implications of this fact are
enormous: the events ‘recorded’ on the year labels must have been pre-planned or at least predictable.
Scenes of apparent military conquest must, therefore, record an idealised view of events rather than actual
campaigns.

A greater range of events is recorded on the Palermo Stone. Like the year labels, the annals include
references to religious and royal festivals,
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royal visits and punitive actions against enemies, but other types of event are mentioned much more
frequently. Although they cannot be used as objective sources for ancient Egyptian history (contra Weill
1961; Godron 1990), the annals do nevertheless constitute a rich source of information about early
kingship, since every event recorded makes a deliberate statement about the king’s role and
responsibilities.

The activities recorded

The events recorded on year labels and in the annals primarily reflect the concerns of early kingship and
the self-image which the institution sought to project. Within this overall framework, three interwoven
strands are discernible, representing three aspects of the king’s role: his position at the head of the



administration, and the overriding concern of the state for effective government, allowing total control of
the country’s economic resources; his divine status as the representative of the gods, and his attendant
duty to uphold their cults; his role, both ideological and practical, as defender of Egypt from the forces of
chaos, real or supernatural.

The following of Horus

By far the most common event recorded for the reigns of Early Dynastic kings on the Palermo Stone is the
sms-Hr, ‘following of Horus’. From early in the First Dynasty, this activity seems to have taken place in
alternate years. Although there appears to have been a temporary break in the tradition, perhaps during
the middle of the First Dynasty, the sms-Hr was still recorded as a regular event early in the Third
Dynasty. Despite a number of alternative interpretations (for example, Kees 1927; Kaiser 1960:132), the
‘following of Horus’ is most likely to have been a journey undertaken by the king or his officials at regular
intervals for the purpose of tax collection: compare a decree of Pepi I, in which the phrase sms-Hr can
scarcely mean anything other than an official tax-assessment and tax-collection exercise (Sethe 1903:214;
von Beckerath 1980:52).

It has been suggested that the biennial royal progress allowed the king to exercise his judicial authority,
perhaps deciding important legal cases, as well as permitting the detailed assessment and collection of tax
revenues. It may be significant that the hieroglyph for sms, ‘following’, used in this context, represents an
instrument closely associated with the goddess Mafdet, and which can be interpreted as an executioner’s
equipment (von Beckerath 1956:6). The king is likely to have been accompanied by all the senior
members of the court during these royal progresses. Hence, the ‘following of Horus’ would have
presented to the Egyptian people their government on a regular basis (von Beckerath 1956:7). The
practice may be interpreted as a key element of the mechanisms of rule
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developed by Egypt’s early kings. It provided a regular forum in which the common people (r/yt) could

pay homage, both personal and fiscal, to the ruler and his circle (p ). Moreover, the biennial royal tour of
inspection allowed the government to retain tight central control over the country’s economic resources,
ensured the regular payment of taxes to the royal treasury—to guarantee the continued functioning of the
government apparatus—and reinforced the psychological ties of loyalty felt by the Egyptian populace
towards the king.

Royal visits

Royal visits are commonly depicted on the surviving First Dynasty year labels. As befits a country where
the primary artery of communication has always been the River Nile, these visits were made by boat.
Three year labels record journeys undertaken by the king in the royal bark. Two of these, in the reigns of
Aha and Djer, seem to have been to the Delta. The destination of the third, shown in abbreviated form on
a year label of Semerkhet, is not identified. An entry for the reign of Den on the third register of the
Palermo Stone records a royal visit to Herakleopolis to see the sacred lake of the local god Harsaphes
(hri-s=f, literally ‘he who is upon his lake’).

A wooden label of Aha from Abydos gives pride of place in the top register to a royal stop-over at the
temple of Neith, a goddess with close connections to the First Dynasty royal family. In later times, the
main cult centre of Neith was at Sais in the north-western Delta. The second register of the label shows
the shrine of Db wr at Buto, supporting a Lower Egyptian setting for the events depicted. Of course,
whether such a visit ever took place, or whether the label merely depicts an activity considered essential



for the king to perform, is impossible to establish. However, the excavation of a substantial Early Dynastic
building at Buto which yielded at least one official sealing dated to the reign of Aha makes an actual visit
by the king a distinct possibility.

A year label of the following reign seems also to record a royal visit to the same two Delta sites. The
right-hand side of the top register shows a cult installation comprising buildings under palm trees either
side of a wavy canal. Parallel depictions from later sources confirm Buto as the location for this
installation (Bietak 1994). The second register presents a confusing array of signs, but at the right, an oval
enclosure containing the red crown may signify a cult centre at Sais, since the red crown was closely
associated with the goddess Neith. The third register clearly shows the royal bark, next to a town
identified by a bird. Exactly the same locality may well be depicted in the corresponding register of the
Aha year label.

The fact that two consecutive kings of the early First Dynasty chose to record visits (real or symbolic) to
the Delta is significant. The homage
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paid to Neith of Sais and Wadjet of Buto by Aha and Djer probably indicates the significance of both sites
before the unification of Egypt—in the case of Buto, this is confirmed by recent archaeological
evidence—and emphasises one of the primary concerns of the early state: the determination to promote
national unity through ideology and theology. The incorporation of Wadjet in the royal titulary—as
tutelary goddess of the whole of Lower Egypt—and the pious references to Neith in the names of several
Early Dynastic queens can be interpreted as two aspects of this programme. A visit by the king in person
to the cult centres of the two goddesses would doubtless have served to strengthen the ideological bonds
which held Egypt together.

Temple building and the dedication of divine images

A major duty of the king was to construct, beautify and maintain the temples of the gods. He performed
this both as their representative and to ensure continued divine favour. In theory, therefore, the king was
the ultimate high priest in every temple in the land. Implicitly, all temples were monuments to the king as
well as cult centres for the deities to whom they were explicitly dedicated (Quirke 1992:81). Furthermore,
the continual celebration of cult in temples throughout the land was vital for the preservation of cosmic
order. Royal involvement in the life of temples could take one of two forms: the foundation and
construction of a new temple, accompanied by a complex series of rituals; or a visit to an existing temple.
We have seen royal visits to the temples at Sais and Buto depicted on First Dynasty year labels, and a visit
to the sacred lake of Herakleopolis recorded on the Palermo Stone. The royal annals contain several
references to temple-building projects, as does a recently discovered year label of Qaa from Abydos.
Temple foundation in the Early Dynastic period is dealt with in more detail in Chapter 8. An important
royal activity throughout Egyptian history, the Early Dynastic sources show that temple-building was
considered a duty of kingship from the earliest times.

After the regular, biennial events—the ‘following of Horus’ and the census—one of the most frequent
activities mentioned on the Palermo Stone is the fashioning or dedication (ms) of a divine image. A cult
image was the dwelling-place for a deity, the physical embodiment of the divine presence. The creation of
a new divine image necessitated the involvement of the king, since he was sole intermediary between the
people and their deities, the high priest of every cult. The practice of dedicating divine images is
considered in detail in Chapter 8. The year labels and annals give us some idea of the diversity of religious
activities undertaken by the king. The emphasis placed upon the religious role of the king in the official
record reflects its importance in Early Dynastic Egypt.
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Military activity



Scenes of the king victorious over his enemies are not particularly common on year labels. Only two, one
from the reign of Aha and one from the reign of Den, show events of a militaristic nature. The Aha year
label, from Abydos, is incomplete, but seems to record (ritual?) military action against Nubia. The ivory
label of Den from Abydos, already discussed, bears the legend zp tpi sqr i3bt, ‘first time of smiting the
east(erners)’. If genuine, the label may record an early punitive raid against Egypt’s troublesome north-
eastern neighbours (Godron 1990). Four fragmentary year labels of Den hint at military campaigns against
Western Asia, as they seem to record the destruction of enemy strongholds (Petrie 1900: pl. XV.16-18,
1902: pl. XL.8).

Like the year labels, the annals of the Palermo Stone make only scant reference to military activity. A

single entry on the third register refers to sqr Iwntw, ‘smiting the Bedouin’. The nomadic inhabitants of
the eastern or western desert were a persistent irritation to the Egyptian authorities, threatening the
economy, stability and cohesion of the new state, and punitive raids were probably mounted at intervals to
keep them in check. Whether the reference is to an actual event, or to the theoretical subjugation of
Egypt’s enemies (a metaphor for containing the forces of chaos), cannot be determined.

More intriguing are the two instances which seem to refer to attacks on specific towns. The third register
records an attack on a locality named wr-k3, determined by the usual town sign, indicating a settlement
within Egypt. This is very significant, since it seems to suggest that a military campaign was mounted
against an Egyptian town. It is not unlikely that occasional rebellions within the newly unified country
would have taken place during the Early Dynastic period, and it is possible that the Palermo Stone records
the royal response to just such an uprising. However, given the strong ideological content of the royal
annals, a direct correlation between the written record and historical events cannot be assumed. In the
fourth register of the Palermo Stone, similar attacks on two towns are mentioned. In this instance, the

localities, whose names may be read as sm-r “and h3 (‘north’), are shown as rectangular, walled
enclosures. It is possible that they represent places outside Egypt, although walled towns are also a feature
of Early Dynastic settlement within Egypt. The reign in question is probably that of Ninetjer, and the

attack on §m-r and h3 has been associated with the apparent disturbances in the middle of the Second
Dynasty.

Whether records of real events or expressions of ideal action, the references to military activity on the
Palermo Stone emphasise the coercive power of early kingship. They also testify to the role of the ruler as
suppresser of dissent and disorder, whether supernatural or human, from outside or inside his realm.
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ARCHITECTURE AS A STATEMENT OF ROYAL POWER

The serekh and palace-fagade

The serekh, enclosing the king’s primary name and proclaiming his identity as the incarnation of Horus,
has been generally interpreted as depicting a section of the facade of the royal palace. The use of empty
serekhs during the late Predynastic period shows that the motif alone was a powerful and readily
understood symbol of royal authority and ownership. The role of the serekh in the early stages of Egyptian
kingship not only emphasises the importance of iconography in establishing and propagating royal power,
it also indicates the significant part played by architecture in this process (Figure 6.8).

In ancient as in modern times, the king’s palace was a powerful symbol of the institution of monarchy and

of royal authority. (Compare the use of the term ‘pharaoh’—from pr- 3, ‘great house’ [i.e. the royal
palace] — to denote the king himself, from the New Kingdom onwards.) What seems to have made the
royal palace a particularly suitable motif for use within the emergent iconography of rule was its
distinctive appearance. The architectural style represented in two dimensions by the serekh panel is
known to Egyptologists as ‘palace-fagade’. The term denotes a mudbrick building with a series of recessed
niches on the exterior walls, forming a decorative facade. Although the style is now best attested in Early



Dynastic tombs and mortuary complexes, its connection with the royal palace, long assumed, has been
confirmed by the excavation of a monumental First Dynasty gateway, presumably belonging to a royal
palace, at Hierakonpolis in Upper Egypt (Weeks 1971-2).

The adoption of niched mudbrick architecture by the ancient Egyptians seems to have occurred in the late
Predynastic period. Although the earliest surviving examples of the style date to the early First Dynasty
(the Naqgada royal tomb and mastaba S3357 at Saqqara, both from the reign of Aha), royal buildings of
this appearance must have been in existence several generations earlier, probably as early as Naqada IId
(c. 3200 BC). Indeed, the two buildings from Aha’s reign show considerable sophistication in the
decorative use of mudbrick, suggesting that the style was already long-established in Egypt (Frankfort
1941:334).

Origins

There is little doubt about the foreign origins of the palace-facade style (already noted by Balcz 1930;
argued for strongly by Frankfort 1941; for a more cautious interpretation see W.S.Smith 1981:36; Kaiser
1985b: 32, proposes a Lower Egyptian origin). The similarity between Mesopotamian
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and Egyptian mudbrick architecture is so close as to make their independent development highly unlikely
(Frankfort 1941:338; Kemp 1975a: 103). As with the adoption of Mesopotamian motifs into Egyptian
royal iconography during Nagada II, the process is likely to have involved an imaginative borrowing by
the Egyptians from another culture to suit their own purposes: in both cases, the formulation of a
repertoire of symbols to embody the ideology of divine kingship. The construction of a large-scale building
of exotic appearance must have spoken to its viewers of power and prestige. It must have conveyed not
only the economic potential of the ruler, but also a certain amount of awe. None the less, niched mudbrick
architecture is unlikely to have been adopted merely for its dramatic impact. As with other borrowings
from foreign cultures during the period of state formation and later, the Egyptian attitude seems to have
been essentially pragmatic. If a neighbouring civilisation had already developed something for which the
Egyptians perceived a need, the Egyptians showed no reticence in adopting it, then modifying and
adapting it to suit their own purposes, ultimately creating a distinctive ‘Egyptian’ tradition.

An expression of élite status

The extent to which the palace-fagade style of architecture became closely associated with the king—and
thus a symbol of the élite status which derived from access to the royal court—is highlighted by the large
First Dynasty mastaba tombs at Sagqara (cf. Kemp 1989:55). In common with contemporary ¢lite burials
at other sites, including Abu Rawash, Tarkhan and Naqada, these large mortuary constructions are
decorated with recessed niches on their exterior walls. The architectural style proclaimed the status of the
tomb owner, by emphasising his proximity to the ultimate source of power, the king. The ¢lite symbolism
of niched architecture was so strong that it was even used for the internal walls of a First Dynasty infant
burial at Minshat Abu Omar (Kroeper 1992). Although invisible once the tomb had been finished and
covered, the power of the architectural style to represent status was clearly undiminished.

The royal burial

The major construction project of each reign in the Early Dynastic period seems to have been the royal

mortuary complex. It not only served as the burial place of the ruler, but also ‘advertised and embodied
the objectives of the...state’ (Hoffman 1980:267). A monumental tomb symbolised both political power
and communal leadership (Hoffman 1980:335).

The absolute authority of the ruler—his power over life and death — was given literal expression in a
particularly chilling aspect of some First
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Figure 6.8 Palace-facade architecture, 1. The origins and symbolic applications of an architectural style:
(1) early royal serekhs, incised on pottery vessels from (a) el-Beda and (b) Tura; the panelled frame
represents a section of the facade of the royal palace, and was used to denote royal ownership of the
storage jars thus marked (after Kaiser and Dreyer 1982:263, fig. 14.2, 7); (2) the lower part of the serekh
carved in relief on the funerary stela of Djet, from Abydos (after Kemp 1989:38, fig. 10); (3) a
monumental gateway of mudbrick, excavated within the early town of Nekhen (Hierakonpolis); the gate is
thought to have marked the entrance to an Early Dynastic royal palace, hence confirming the
appropriateness of the term ‘palace facade’ to describe the characteristic niched style of architecture
(after Kemp 1989:40, fig. 11); (4) grave 2275 from the Early Dynastic cemetery at Minshat Abu Omar,
north-eastern Delta; three of the internal walls of the grave had been decorated with buttresses and niches
in the ‘palace facade’ style, indicating the symbolic potency of this type of architecture to express status,
even when hidden from view (after Kroeper 1992:135, fig. 7). Not to same scale.

Page 227

Dynasty royal burials at Abydos. The tombs on the Umm el-Qaab and the accompanying funerary
enclosures nearer the cultivation were surrounded by smaller graves, belonging to members of the royal
entourage. The household of King Aha—including his wives and other intimate attendants—was buried in
a court cemetery, which stretched out from the royal tomb. From an analysis of the surviving skeletal
remains, it appears that none of the individuals was older than 25 years, suggesting that the king’s
retainers followed their royal master to the grave rather swiftly, whether voluntarily or by compulsion
(Dreyer 1993b: 11). In subsequent reigns, the royal tomb was surrounded by a ring of subsidiary burials,
the distribution of the graves echoing the situation in life. An altogether more absolutist form of rule is
expressed in several First Dynasty royal burials, where the mound over the king’s tomb also covers the
subsidiary burials surrounding the main chamber. Such a feature can only be interpreted as an indication



of retainer sacrifice: the members of the king’s household were killed (or committed suicide) when their
sovereign himself died, so that they might accompany him in death as in life (Hoffman 1980:275-9). This
practice, which—no doubt for practical and economic reasons—was discontinued after the late First
Dynasty, must have been a graphic illustration of the ultimate authority of the king, not only during his
earthly life but in the hereafter as well. The ideological constraints of the time may have required suicide
on the part of retainers. Only the king, as a member of the divine sphere, was guaranteed an afterlife in the
company of the gods; others might hope for some share in an afterlife, by ‘hanging onto the king’s
coat-tails’ and following him directly to the next world. (Compare the practice in Japan, once widespread,
whereby devoted followers of the emperor would commit ritual suicide at his death, in order to follow him
into the next world. A number of individuals made this ultimate expression of loyalty as recently as 1991,
on the death of Emperor Hirohito.) Be that as it may, the impetus for such a practice in Early Dynastic
Egypt is likely to have come from the top downwards: the king required an entourage in the afterlife, and
individual servants may have had little or no choice about following him thence.

The funerary enclosures at Abydos and Hierakonpolis were impressive constructions, consciously
resembling the royal palace (Plate 6.2). Their visibility was an important aspect of their function. By
contrast, the king’s actual burial place (the royal tomb) fulfilled a rather different purpose, providing an
eternal resting place for the king and the wherewithal for his afterlife. Hence, two conflicting factors
affected the appearance and location of the royal tomb, remoteness and visibility. Unlike their Predynastic
forebears, whose tombs were located side-by-side with non-royal burials (in Abydos Cemetery U), the
kings of the First Dynasty chose to emphasise their unique status, and their separateness from the
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Plate 6.2 Palace-facade architecture, 2. The characteristic niched style as applied to the enclosure walls
of royal mortuary complexes: (top) the eastern wall of the Shunet ez-Zebib, Khasekhemwy’s mudbrick
funerary enclosure at Abydos (author’s photograph); (bottom) the eastern wall of the step pyramid
complex from the following reign (author’s photograph).
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rest of humanity, by building their tombs in an isolated spot, surrounded in death only by their closest
retainers. Whilst the highest officials of the administration were granted the privilege of tombs on the
escarpment at North Saqqara, overlooking the Early Dynastic city of Memphis, the First and late Second
Dynasty kings chose to be buried in the ancestral royal necropolis of Abydos. Not only did the location of
the royal tombs reinforce the legitimacy of the ruling line—by emphasising descent from the Predynastic
rulers of This—it also expressed the unique, unrivalled position of the king at the head of Egyptian
society.

As ‘the principal public statement on the nature of kingship’ (Kemp 1989:53), the royal mortuary complex
is of key importance for our understanding of Early Dynastic Egypt. The development of the royal tomb
and the sophisticated symbolism of mortuary architecture form the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
ROYAL MORTUARY ARCHITECTURE

The most enduring monuments from Early Dynastic Egypt are not the temples of national or provincial
deities but the funerary constructions of kings, their relatives and high officials. During the course of the
first three dynasties, Egypt’s ruling class developed mortuary architecture as a potent expression of
authority. Royal building projects necessitated the development of a sophisticated administrative
apparatus to organise the human and material resources required. The construction of the king’s tomb also
fulfilled a number of practical functions, offering the king and his officials an arena in which to
demonstrate leadership, providing a focus for the conspicuous consumption of prestige and imported
materials, and confirming the legitimacy of the heir to the throne by his participation in the burial of his
predecessor (Hoffman 1980:327-8).

The various elements of a mortuary complex represent a sophisticated symbolic vocabulary, proclaiming
the owner’s status, embodying the ideology of divine kingship and reflecting contemporary conceptions of
the afterlife. Mortuary architecture—especially royal mortuary architecture, which was both more visible
and more durable than the burials of ordinary people—is thus a rich source of evidence for Early Dynastic
society. This chapter follows the chronological development of royal mortuary architecture, discussing
both the changes to the royal tomb over the course of the Early Dynastic period and the symbolism
embodied in royal mortuary complexes.

THE MORTUARY COMPLEXES OF THE EARLY DYNASTIC KINGS

Royal funerary monuments of the first three dynasties cluster at two principal sites and comprise two main
types of structure. The ancient royal necropolis of Abydos—more specifically, the area known by its
modern Arabic name Umm el-Qaab (literally ‘mother of pots’, from the vast quantities of offering pottery
littering the site)—was the focus of royal burials throughout the First Dynasty, and again at the end of the
Second Dynasty (Figure 7.1). The necropolis of Saqqara, overlooking the capital city of Memphis, was the
favoured location for royal interments during the early part of the Second Dynasty, and became the
primary royal burial ground
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from the beginning of the Third Dynasty (Figure 7.2). There was, thus, an alternation between Abydos and
Saqqara during the course of the Early Dynastic period, probably depending upon the political and
religious currents of the time. At both sites, but more obviously at Abydos, royal mortuary provision
comprised two distinct elements: the tomb itself and an accompanying rectangular enclosure for the
celebration of funerary ceremonies and/or the king’s mortuary cult. During the First and Second
Dynasties, these two elements were geographically separate, but were fused at the beginning of the Third
Dynasty, as exemplified in the Step Pyramid complex of Netjerikhet.

The development of the royal tomb reflects both technological and theological advances; the design of the
royal mortuary complex has been said to highlight the multiple role of the king as ruler and representative
of the gods (Brinks 1979:157—-62). Both symbolic and practical considerations will have affected the
planning and construction of the royal tomb, including such factors as axial alignment, symmetry,
parallelism, centrality and duality (on the symbolic side), topography, astronomical alignment and
technology (on the practical side). Royal mortuary architecture also serves as an index of political change,
and not only through the choice of location for the king’s tomb. From the reign of Aha onwards, there
appears to have been a marked increase in mortuary elaboration, attested by the large mastaba at North
Saqqara (S3357), the royal tomb at Naqada, and the greater size of the king’s own burial complex at
Abydos. This development has been interpreted as reflecting the greater economic and political security
brought about by the consolidation of the Egyptian state at the beginning of the First Dynasty (Brinks



1979:61). Against a background of increased prosperity and more efficient central control of resources,
the Early Dynastic kings sought to emphasise their unique position at the head of Egyptian society, above
all through the ‘monumental scale and distinctive architectural symbolism’ of their mortuary constructions
(Kemp 1989:53).

First dynasty

The royal tombs on the Umm el-Qaab

Abydos had been a burial ground for royalty since early Predynastic times, serving the rulers of the
Thinite region from at least the Naqada I period (c¢. 3800 BC). According to Manetho, the rulers of the
First Dynasty originated from This (Thinis), and their decision to be buried at Abydos, in the ancestral
royal necropolis, probably reflects their family ties. The choice of Abydos may have been made for other,
equally compelling reasons (Kemp 1966:19). The site was of great antiquity, and its ‘ancient sanctity’
would doubtless have conferred an added supernatural legitimacy
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Khasakhemwy

Figure 7.1 The royal cemetery at Abydos. The plan shows the contiguity of the three cemetery areas
designated by modern archaeologists as Cemetery U (Predynastic), Cemetery B (late Predynastic to early
First Dynasty), and the Umm el-Qaab (First Dynasty) (after Spencer 1993:76, fig. 53; Dreyer et al 1996:
fig.]).

upon those buried there (cf. Kemp 1967:25). (This may have been the primary reason for the re-adoption
of the cemetery by two kings at the end of the Second Dynasty.) Moreover, the site’s impressive natural
setting—at the foot of a dramatic ridge, and directly aligned with a prominent cleft in the line of
hills—may have increased the visual impact of the tombs. Before we look at aspects of individual
complexes, and the chronological development over the course of the First Dynasty, it will be useful to



describe the general features of a royal tomb on the Umm el-Qaab.
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GENERAL FEATURES

At its most basic, each tomb consists of ‘a large square pit lined with brickwork’ (Petrie 1900:4). The
surrounding chambers—which served as subsidiary burials in late First Dynasty tombs—are often at a
higher level than the main burial chamber. In the tombs of Djer and Djet the surrounding rooms open off
the central chamber; from the time of Merneith onwards, they surround the burial chamber but do not
interconnect. The tombs of the kings from Aha to Anedjib inclusive are accompanied by ranges of smaller,
subsidiary burials. These are arranged in rows or blocks, either adjacent to the royal tomb or surrounding
it.

Unlike the contemporary mastabas at North Saqqara which emphasised the superstructure, the First
Dynasty royal tombs at Abydos seem to have concentrated on the subterranean element. During the early
First Dynasty the burial chamber was dug progressively deeper, culminating with the tomb of Den in
which the burial chamber is 6 metres below ground level. None the less, the superstructure of the tomb
was a symbolically important component. Few, if any, traces of superstructure have survived from the
Predynastic royal tombs at Abydos, Hierakonpolis and Naqada; but it has been argued that the
superstructure of the First Dynasty royal tombs is likely to have evolved from these earlier burials (Kemp
1989:53). The appearance of the early First Dynasty tombs remains uncertain, although a simple mound of
earth covering the burial chamber seems likely. The existence of any visible superstructure has been
doubted (O’Connor 1991:7, contra Dreyer 1991), although it seems improbable that the tomb would have
been entirely unmarked on the surface (cf. Dreyer 1991:102). The superstructures of the mid- and later
First Dynasty tombs (from the reign of Djet onwards) apparently comprised two elements: a hidden
tumulus over the burial chamber and a larger mound covering the whole tomb (Dreyer 1991). The hidden
tumulus was entirely contained within the grave pit, and was itself covered by the large grave mound.
Consequently, it can have fulfilled no architectural purpose and must, therefore, have had a symbolic
function. The provision of not one but two tumuli suggests that the symbol of a mound had great
importance for the deceased; it may eventually have been regarded as essential for the resurrection of the
dead in the grave (Dreyer 1991:101). As a highly symbolic feature, the hidden tumulus also found its way
into the contemporary mastabas at North Saqqara. Several mastabas (for example, S3507 from the reign of
Den) were found to contain the remains of a concealed sand and rubble mound covering the burial
chamber, completely hidden from view by the rest of the superstructure. As we have seen in Chapter 3,
the mound inside Sagqara mastaba S3038, from the reign of Anedjib, had a stepped appearance,
foreshadowing the form of the Third Dynasty step pyramids. If the architecture of the élite tombs at North
Saqqgara
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kept pace with, and indeed mimicked, the architecture of the royal tombs at Abydos, then the
superstructures of the late First Dynasty tombs on the Umm el-Qaab may also have been stepped. This
hypothesis receives some support from the iconographic evidence, including the depiction of stepped
structures—identified by some as the royal tomb—on inscribed stone bowls of the late First Dynasty. One
scholar has gone so far as to suggest that the superstructures of all royal tombs until the beginning of the
Fourth Dynasty ‘can reasonably be assumed to have been stepped’ (Roth 1993:43—4).

A pair of stelae bearing the name of the royal owner probably stood in front of the tomb, on the east side,
although none was found in situ (Petrie 1900:6).

SEQUENCE OF DEVELOPMENT

The sequence of royal tombs from the first half of the First Dynasty shows rapid and dramatic



development (cf. Kaiser and Dreyer 1982:245-60). The tomb complex at the head of the Early Dynastic
sequence comprises three elements, two brick-lined chambers (B1 and B2) and an adjacent offering-pit
cut into the surface (B0). The complex has been ascribed to a King *Iry-Hor on the basis of
seal-impressions and inscribed vessels found in the brick-lined chambers (Kaiser and Dreyer 1982:232-5;
this attribution is disputed by Wilkinson 1993; O’Brien 1996:131-2). It has been questioned whether the
two brick-lined chambers belonged to the same burial, since ‘one would have expected...that if B1 and 2
were parts of the same tomb they would...have been given the same orientation’ (Kemp 1966:22). This
part of the cemetery has suffered greatly from disturbance and mixing of the tomb contents, so that the
date and ownership of B0/1/2 must remain in some doubt.

None the less, it seems to have been customary for kings of late ‘Dynasty 0’ to build a tomb composed of
two separate chambers. The adjacent chambers B7 and B9 almost certainly belonged to King ‘Ka’,
probably Narmer’s immediate predecessor. Narmer himself combined two chambers in one large pit,
producing his double tomb B17/18. Some doubts have been expressed as to whether B17/18 really
represents Narmer’s tomb. It would seem a rather insignificant monument for so prominent a king, and
there are unexplored parts of the Abydos necropolis which might conceal a more impressive tomb. Only
by a thorough exploration of the entire Umm el-Qaab can we hope to solve the riddle.

Narmer’s successor Aha seems to have reverted to the earlier custom, building his chambers separately,
and on a much larger scale (Kemp 1966:22). His mortuary complex comprises three large chambers (B10,
B15 and B19), two smaller pits (B13 and B14) and a series of 34 subsidiary burials (B16), mostly in three
parallel rows, spreading eastwards (Petrie 1901:
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pl. LIX). The graves of retainers which accompany Aha’s tomb appear as a new feature in royal mortuary
provision, one that was to remain standard at Abydos throughout the First Dynasty. It was once suggested
that the westernmost chamber of the Aha complex, B19, may have been built earlier than the other two.
Its attribution to an ephemeral successor of Aha is not supported by any inscriptions and has been rejected
as ‘unconvincing’ (Kemp 1966:22). There seems little doubt that all three chambers, B10/15/19, belong to
one and the same complex, given their near identical size and other similarities. The slightly different
orientation of chamber B10 may indicate that it was built first (Kaiser and Dreyer 1982:219). The two
chambers to the west of B19 (B13 and B14) show similarities to Narmer’s double tomb (B17/18): the
northern chamber is smaller than the southern, and contained two post-holes, perhaps from a wooden
construction within the pit. Hence, chambers B13 and B14 may represent an earlier stage in Aha’s
mortuary complex, modelled closely on the tomb of his predecessor. Once the three main chambers had
been built, B14 seems to have become the tomb of a person called Benerib (Bnr-ib) (Petrie 1901:5).

To the east of Aha’s complex lies a four-chambered tomb, illustrated by Petrie on his cemetery plans but
neither numbered nor described by him. Recently designated chamber B50 (Dreyer 1990:68), the tomb
has been re-excavated by the German expedition, which found it to be completely empty, but for a small
bone label inscribed with some numerals and a few faience beads. Lack of evidence makes the dating and
attribution of B50 impossible. None the less, its orientation, the same as B7/9 and B17/18, may be
significant. It may have been the tomb of one of Aha’s predecessors; King ‘Scorpion’ has been suggested
as a possible occupant (Dreyer 1990:71), although the archaeological and historical indications point to
him having been buried at Hierakonpolis (Brinks 1979:148).

Equally mysterious is the adjacent pit, labelled B40 (Dreyer 1990:70). Discovered beneath a deposit of
later offering-pottery, B40 showed no signs of any walling material such as mudbrick. It has been mooted
as the tomb of ‘Athothis I’, a supposed ephemeral successor of Aha (Dreyer 1990:71).

The tomb complex of Djer, Aha’s successor, shows a number of new features. The main burial chamber
was provided with a series of recesses, painted red, perhaps early false doors (Petrie 1901:8). The
subsidiary burials—numbering 318, the most of any royal tomb at Abydos—were arranged in two groups.
One large block is located to the north-east of the king’s tomb, another group surrounds the tomb on all



four sides, with a gap to the south-west (Petrie 1901: pls LVIII, LX-LXI).

Many of the subsidiary graves accompanying the tomb of Djet contained crudely inscribed and roughly
finished private stelae, giving the name (and sometimes title) of the deceased. In addition, some of the
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graves were identified by having the names of their occupants ‘inscribed in red paint on the walls’ (Petrie
1900:8). The tomb of Djet was the only tomb on the Umm el-Qaab to preserve evidence of the original
superstructure. A retaining wall of mudbricks held in place a tumulus of earth which covered the burial
chamber (Petrie 1900:9) but did not rise above the ground surface. Another feature of Djet’s burial,
unparalleled in the other First Dynasty royal tombs at Abydos, is the presence of ceramic s3-signs, which
were apparently placed in niches in the burial chamber to provide extra protection for the deceased king
(B.Adams 1994).

The tomb of Merneith shows great regularity and precision in its construction. A central burial chamber is
surrounded by eight store-rooms, and the whole is encircled by a line of subsidiary graves (Petrie 1900: pl.
LXI). As in the tomb of Djer, the ring of subsidiary graves is broken at the south-west corner, providing a
direct sight-line between the burial chamber and the cleft in the cliffs behind the Umm el-Qaab. The
Egyptians may have believed this cleft to be an entrance to the underworld (Patch 1991:56-7; cf.
R.Friedman 1994:17).

The tomb of Den was described by Petrie as ‘one of the most costly and sumptuous’ (Petrie 1900:11). It
shows several unique features, emphasising Den’s reign as a cultural high point of the Early Dynastic
period. The burial chamber was paved with slabs of pink granite from Aswan, the largest use of granite
until the Step Pyramid complex of Netjerikhet (Petrie 1901:9). Another innovation is the entrance
stairway which gives access to the burial chamber, crossing the east range of subsidiary graves. This must
have represented a threat to the security of the burial, and was therefore blocked by a stone “portcullis’
slab. Unique on the Umm el-Qaab is the separate annex with its own staircase, located at the south-west
corner of Den’s tomb (Petrie 1901:11; Dreyer 1990:76-9, figs 7-8). A limestone block in the furthest
room strongly indicates a pedestal, perhaps for a statue. Given the proximity of the annex to the king’s
burial chamber, it is unlikely that such a statue would have been other than of the king himself (Dreyer
1990:77). This hypothesis leads to an entirely new interpretation of the annex as a whole. The far room
may be seen as a forerunner of the serdab, housing the statue of the deceased king for his mortuary cult.
The staircase leading to the annex has been interpreted as providing not an entrance but an exit for the
king’s ka. The two pits in front of the annex may have been the graves of particularly favoured retainers,
or alternatively officials connected in some way with the king’s mortuary cult. The orientation of the
annex to the south-west is unlikely to have been unintentional, and may be linked to the course of the
Great Wadi which connects the Umm el-Qaab and the site of the funerary enclosures nearer the
cultivation (Dreyer 1990:78).

The small size and poor, apparently hasty construction of Aned;jib’s tomb (Petrie 1900:12) can be
explained if it is regarded as an ‘emergency burial’
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(Kaiser and Dreyer 1982:251). It is possible that the king died unexpectedly, forcing the rapid completion
of a tomb without the necessary time for an elaborate monument. As in the tomb of Den, the entrance
stairway approaches the tomb from the east, perhaps oriented to the rising sun.

The tomb of Semerkhet shows a new development: the subsidiary graves are built immediately adjoining
the burial chamber, forming a single, unified structure (Petrie 1900:13, pl. LX). This is of great
significance, since ‘it would appear probable that the superstructure covered not only the burial chamber
but also the subsidiary graves’ (Emery 1961:85). It follows that the occupants of the subsidiary graves
must have been buried at the same time as the king himself. Hence, the tomb of Semerkhet seems to
represent the first proven instance of retainer sacrifice.



This arrangement was maintained in the tomb of Qaa (Emery 1961:87; Plate 7.1). Initial excavation of
Qaa’s tomb suggested ‘hasty and defective construction’ (Petrie 1900:14)—many of the bricks seem to
have been used before they had dried completely, leading to the collapse of some walls—but recent
re-excavation has shown that the monument was built in several phases, apparently over a long period of
time (Engel, in Dreyer ef al. 1996:57-71). The objects recovered from the tomb of Qaa by Petrie indicate
that separate chambers were reserved for different categories of tomb equipment (Hoffman 1980:272). A
new feature is the direction of the entrance stairway, which is now oriented to the north

Plate 7.1 The tomb of Qaa, during re-excavation by the German Archaeological Institute in 1992
(author’s photograph).
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(Petrie 1900:4). This foreshadows the Second Dynasty royal tombs at Saqqara and the step pyramid
complexes of the Third Dynasty which were aligned to the north.

Funerary enclosures

From the reign of Djer onwards, it has been suggested that the ‘twin tomb’ of the late Predynastic and
early First Dynasty kings was replaced by a single tomb on the Umm el-Qaab, accompanied by a separate
funerary enclosure on the low desert nearer the cultivation (Kaiser 1964:96—102). The internal
architecture of the late Predynastic tomb U-j supports the identification of the later enclosures as
‘funerary palaces’ (Kemp 1966:16). Their symbolic and architectural similarities with the Step Pyramid
enclosure of Netjerikhet (Kaiser 1969) lend added weight to the hypothesis, although other interpretations
have been suggested (Lauer 1968:82-3; Helck 1972). Whilst the long-term function of an enclosure may
have been as a focus for the royal mortuary cult (O’Connor 1991:5, 7) and an arena for the eternal
pageantry of kingship (Kaiser 1969:17), on a more practical level each enclosure may have served to
protect the body of the deceased king until all the burial preparations had been completed. The permanent
building identified in the south-east corner of Peribsen’s and Khasekhemwy’s enclosures may have
housed the body of the dead king or sheltered his successor during the burial preparations. In addition, the
enclosure may have been the location for some of the funeral ceremonies (Kaiser 1969:18-19).

To date, no enclosure attributable to Narmer or Aha has been located. None the less, the existence of
further enclosures on the low desert is quite plausible, given the extensive area of largely unexcavated
ground south of the Coptic village, Deir Sitt Damiana. First Dynasty funerary remains have been found
over a wider area still, extending to the north-west of the village (Kemp 1966:15). Since the tomb of
Narmer has no subsidiary burials, his funerary enclosure (if he had one) may, likewise, have stood alone.



Without the lines of graves such as those that demarcate the enclosures of Djer and Djet, a possible early
enclosure would be very difficult to identify archaeologically (Kaiser 1969:3, n. 3).

It was thought that the great size of the Djer and Djet enclosures precluded their having been permanent
constructions of mudbrick (Kaiser 1969:3), but recent fieldwork has uncovered evidence of a mudbrick
wall inside the Djer monument (O’Connor 1989, vindicating Kemp 1966:15). From the reign of Den, the
enclosures were decorated with simple niches on three sides and more elaborate niches on the side facing
the cultivation (Lauer 1969:83, 1988:5). The middle of the First Dynasty also witnessed a sharp reduction
in the size of the monument (cf. Kemp 1966: pl. VIII; Kaiser 1969:3). Only at the end of the First Dynasty
did funerary
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enclosures once again approach the size of the Djer and Djet monuments: the massive mudbrick walls of
Deir Sitt Damiana may incorporate the funerary enclosure of Qaa (Ayrton et al. 1904:2-3; Kaiser 1969:2).
The late First Dynasty seems to have been characterised by a shift in emphasis—and, correspondingly, in
expenditure—from the tomb on the Umm el-Qaab to the funerary enclosure nearer the town (Kaiser and
Dreyer 1982:251). The change may reflect a conscious move towards more prominent royal funerary
monuments as the visible expressions of divine kingship.

Like the enclosures of Djer and Djet, the structure attributed to Queen Merneith or her son Den (Kaiser
1969:1-2) is demarcated by lines of subsidiary burials. A deposit of First Dynasty pottery found inside the
Merneith/Den enclosure (Kemp 1966:16—17) suggests that a building once existed here, as in the
enclosures of the late Second Dynasty. The so-called ‘Western Mastaba’ lies immediately adjacent to the
Merneith/Den enclosure, and shares the same dimensions and orientation. It is the earliest preserved
enclosure to show the two types of niche decoration: simple niches on the north-west, south-west and
south-east sides, and a more complex pattern of niches on the north-east wall (Kemp 1966:14). It provides
a model for the reconstruction of the Merneith/Den enclosure although, unlike the latter, it is not provided
with any subsidiary burials. This suggests that it dates to the latter part of the First Dynasty, when the
practice of subsidiary burials was apparently dying out (Kemp 1966:15). It has been plausibly attributed to
Semerkhet, penultimate king of the First Dynasty. If the Merneith/Den enclosure is attributed to Den and
the ‘Western Mastaba’ to Semerkhet, then the only two rulers of the mid-and late First Dynasty without
an identified funerary enclosure would be Merneith and Anedjib. The unique position of the former as
queen regent but not monarch in her own right could explain her lack of a funerary enclosure; the absence

of an enclosure for Anedjib could be explained by the apparent ‘emergency’ nature of his tomb (Kaiser
and Dreyer 1982:254, n. 148).

A possible enclosure dated to the reign of Den has been identified at Saqqgara, in addition to his putative
funerary enclosure at Abydos. A group of graves excavated near the Serapeum (Macramallah 1940) has
been interpreted as demarcating a ritual area (Kaiser 1985a). However, the burials are not all
contemporary and the rows are not aligned at 90 degrees. The purpose of the feature is unknown, but one
suggestion is that it was used for the embalming of the deceased king—assuming that he died at Memphis
—Dbefore the body was taken south to Abydos for burial. Other similar enclosures of the First Dynasty
have not yet come to light at Saqqara, although there are large unexcavated areas in the north-western
part of the site, and it is quite possible that others may have existed along or on the edges of the Wadi
Abusir. Alternatively, the Den installation could have been used by subsequent kings of the late
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First Dynasty, and this could account for the later dating of some of the graves (Kaiser 1985a). The
proposal that the graves are subsidiary burials surrounding a large First Dynasty mastaba (Swelim
1991:392) seems unlikely since resistivity work in the area has uncovered no traces of any structure
(Jeffreys and Tavares 1994:150 and n. 43).

Second dynasty



Saqgara

GALLERY TOMBS

The kings of the early Second Dynasty chose to abandon the ancestral royal cemetery of Abydos in favour
of a new location overlooking the capital. This change in location must be significant, but the underlying
reasons remain obscure (cf. Roth 1993:48). Not only did the tombs of the early Second Dynasty kings
inaugurate a new royal cemetery, they also present an entirely new conception in royal mortuary
architecture, both in terms of their size and layout (Kaiser 1992:182; cf. Munro 1993:49). Gone are the
lines of subsidiary burials so characteristic of the First Dynasty royal tombs and funerary enclosures at
Abydos. The practice of retainer sacrifice seems to have died with Qaa, a short-lived and no doubt
wasteful experiment in absolute power. The two Second Dynasty royal tombs at Saqqara identified with
certainty now lie beneath the causeway and pyramid of Unas (for example, Spencer 1993:105, fig. 80).
Both tombs comprise a series of galleries, with blocks of store-rooms opening off a central, descending
corridor hewn in the bedrock. Sealings found in the western gallery tomb bore the names of
Hetepsekhemwy and Nebra. The eastern gallery tomb contained numerous sealings of Ninetjer, third king
of the dynasty, identifying him as the probable owner.

The entrance section of the Hetepsekhemwy complex, open to the air after its initial construction, was
subsequently covered by large limestone blocks (Munro 1993:49). The first series of magazines opens off
the descending corridor, but access to the second series of magazines is blocked at the bottom of this
corridor by a large granite portcullis slab. Three further slabs block the corridor at intervals (Stadelmann
1985:296). The published plan of the complex (Lauer 1936:4, fig. 2; Fischer 1961:46-8, fig. 9; Spencer
1993:104, fig. 79) “differs somewhat from the detailed verbal account given by the excavator’ (Roth
1993:43; cf. Barsanti 1902). In particular, the layout of the chambers is ‘by no means as regular and right-
angled as depicted’ (Dodson 1996:22). In plan, the Hetepsekhemwy complex is very similar to
contemporary private tombs (Roth 1993:44). The suite of rooms at the southern end of the galleries
includes a large chamber to the west of the central axis, comparable to the burial chamber in Second
Dynasty private tombs, and a more complex group of chambers

Page 241



Figure 7.2 The royal cemetery at Saqqara. The plan shows the large number of Early Dynastic features in
this part of the Memphite necropolis: (1) a group of graves dating to the reign of Den, possibly outlining a
ritual arena; (2) and (3) two large rectangular enclosures of uncertain date (named the Ptah-hotep
enclosure and the Gisr el-Mudir, respectively); (4) a set of underground galleries forming the tomb of
Hetepsekhemwy and/or Nebra; (5) the location of a second set of underground galleries, forming the tomb
of Ninetjer; (6) the Step Pyramid complex of Netjerikhet, incorporating several sets of underground
galleries which may represent earlier royal tombs; (7) the unfinished step pyramid complex of Sekhemkhet
(after Jeffreys and Tavares 1994:166, fig. 7; Lauer 1962: pls 6.a, 14.b).

to the east, reminiscent of the bedroom-lavatory-bathroom combination found in private tombs. The
layout of the innermost chambers clearly imitates the private apartments of a house (Munro 1993:49; Roth
1993:44) and indicates that the tomb was conceived as a house for the ka of the deceased.

The Ninetjer galleries follow a similar plan (Kaiser 1992:180, fig. 4d), although they cover a larger total
area. Once again, the rooms do not follow

Page 242

a regular arrangement, perhaps due to the poor quality of the bedrock (Dodson 1996:22). There remains a
small area adjacent to the Unas Causeway where traces of the original superstructure are visible (Munro
1993:49). The superstructure seems to have comprised two distinct elements. To the north, a platform
floored with clay extended over an area some 20 metres deep, covering the outer passages and chambers
of the tomb; it may have been used as a setting for funerary ceremonies. To the south, a rock-step may
mark the location of a more massive, mastaba superstructure (Leclant and Clerc 1993:207; Dodson
1996:22). The rock-cut trench, noted by several writers as a prominent feature in this part of the Saqqgara
necropolis, may mark the edge of a platform upon which the Second Dynasty royal tombs were built. Two
alternative reconstructions have been proposed for the superstructure of Hetepsekhemwy’s tomb: either a
simple mastaba with sloping walls or a niched mastaba, like the First Dynasty mastabas at North Saqqara.
The archaeologist excavating the Ninetjer complex considers it unlikely that the Second Dynasty gallery



tombs were covered by large mastaba-like superstructures, because of the immense quantities of material
which would have been required for such constructions (Munro 1993:50), and because little or no trace of
massive superstructures has survived. However, it is possible that the superstructures were levelled by
Netjerikhet during the construction or enlargement of his Step Pyramid complex, and the material reused
(cf. Munro 1993:48, n. 49). The location of the Step Pyramid complex may indicate that the Second
Dynasty superstructures were still standing when Netjerikhet’s monument was initially planned. In any
case, the Second Dynasty tombs must have been in ruins by the Fifth Dynasty, allowing Unas to level the
site for his pyramid complex.

To judge from the inscription on the statue of the priest Hetepdief, the mortuary cult of the first three
Second Dynasty kings was celebrated at Saqqara. Nebra’s funerary monument must therefore have been
located here (Stadelmann 1985:298). He may have usurped the gallery tomb begun by his predecessor
Hetepsekhemwy. Alternatively, a separate mortuary complex adjacent to the Hetepsekhemwy and
Ninetjer tombs might have been incorporated into Netjerikhet’s grand building scheme. The galleries
beneath the Western Massif of the Step Pyramid complex may have been a Second Dynasty royal tomb,
given their size and general layout (contra Roth 1993:43, n. 40). These galleries have been suggested as
the tomb of Sened (Dodson 1996:24) or Khasekhemwy (Stadelmann 1985:299), but they could equally
have been built for Nebra. Recent fieldwork to the west of the Step Pyramid complex has revealed
another, possibly royal, Second Dynasty tomb (Giddy 1997a: 28), while the unfinished galleries beneath
the North Court of the complex may represent further tombs of this date, incorporated by Netjerikhet into
the final phase of his funerary monument.
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The precise choice of location for the Second Dynasty royal tombs was probably influenced by the natural
topography, in particular a wadi or natural depression running to the south of the Step Pyramid complex
(Leclant and Clerc 1994:381). Although set further back in the desert than the ¢élite tombs at North
Saqqgara, and therefore invisible from the cultivation to the east, the Second Dynasty royal tombs would
have been ‘equally, if not more, prominent as viewed from the Abusir valley’ (Jeffreys and Tavares
1994:151). If the Early Dynastic centre of Memphis did indeed lie in the vicinity of Lake Abusir, the
sight-line up the Abusir valley would help to explain the location of all the Early Dynastic monuments of
western Saqqara, including the possible cultic enclosure of Den, the Second Dynasty royal tombs, and the
anonymous rectangular enclosures (Jeffreys and Tavares 1994:151, 166 fig. 7, 168 fig. 9).

ENCLOSURES

Among the most mysterious monuments in Egypt are the two large, anonymous enclosures to the west of
the Netjerikhet and Sekhemkhet complexes (Swelim 1991). Named the Ptahhotep enclosure and the Gisr
el-Mudir (‘great enclosure’), they are believed by some scholars to be further, unfinished step pyramid
enclosures of the Third Dynasty (Wildung 1969a: 136—7; Edwards 1993:93). However, the Gisr el-Mudir
shows no signs of a building at its centre (Mathieson and Tavares 1993:30), and it would have been
extremely difficult and impractical to construct a pyramid once the enclosure wall had been completed
(Stadelmann 1985:305). (Compare the Sekhemkhet complex, where the underground chambers of the
pyramid had been finished when the enclosure wall was only six courses high.) The Ptahhotep enclosure,
immediately to the west of the Step Pyramid complex, does show a ‘large mudbrick rectangular structure’
at the centre, ‘where there are also fragments of limestone’ (Mathieson and Tavares 1993:28).
Unfortunately, the nature of this structure has not been established. It has been plausibly suggested that
the Saqqara enclosures were counterparts to the ‘funerary enclosures’ at Abydos (Stadelmann 1985:307).
In this case, they may have been built to accompany the nearby royal tombs of the Second Dynasty,
notably the galleries of Hetepsekhemwy and Ninetjer (Kaiser 1985a: 54, n. 39, for an alternative view).
Less plausibly, the Ptahhotep enclosure has been attributed to Khasekhemwy (Stadelmann 1985:306),
although there is no indication that this king ever constructed a funerary monument at Saqqara. A careful
survey has found no evidence of a third enclosure to the east of the Gisr el-Mudir (Mathieson and Tavares
1993:27, contra Stadelmann 1985:304, n. 28), despite the suggestive aerial photographs of the area
(Capart 1930: pl. XIV).



To date, the most intensive investigation has been carried out on the Gisr el-Mudir (Tavares 1995).
Although no structure has yet been located
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with certainty inside the Gisr el-Mudir, fragments of limestone, red quartzite, pink granite and black basalt
are strewn over a considerable area in the north-west corner, suggesting that a building may have existed
in this part of the enclosure (Mathieson and Tavares 1993:29-30). Both faces of the west wall are visible,
permitting an analysis of the construction technique. The walls seem to have been built with a rubble core,
but the corners ‘show solid masonry construction’ (Mathieson and Tavares 1993:30). Archive
photographs from investigations by the Egyptian Antiquities Organisation show a construction technique
reminiscent of Third Dynasty step pyramids, namely ‘masonry in two tiers with courses sloping inwards’
(Mathieson and Tavares 1993:29). However, pottery beer-jars found in the fill of the south-west corner of
the enclosure have been provisionally dated to the end of the Second/beginning of the Third Dynasty,
apparently confirming the early date of the monument (Bettles ez al. 1995:3—4). The excavators comment
that ‘a full investigation of the corners and any possible foundation deposits associated with them may yet
prove to be the only way to date more closely the Gisr el-Mudir’ (Bettles ef al. 1995:3). None the less, the
apparent absence of any central structure distinguishes the enclosure from the nearby step pyramid
complexes of Netjerikhet and Sekhemkhet. It seems more likely that the Gisr el-Mudir represents an
intermediate stage between the mudbrick funerary enclosures of Abydos and the stone step pyramid
complexes of the Third Dynasty. The use of stone is certainly cruder and more rudimentary than in the
Third Dynasty monuments (cf. Bettles ef al. 1995: figs 2, 3). A Second Dynasty date would suit such an
intermediate type of funerary monument. It is tempting to link the Gisr el-Mudir to one of the Second
Dynasty royal tombs in the vicinity; and Ninetjer, as probably the longest reigning king of the dynasty
buried at Saqqara, must be a strong candidate for the builder of such an impressive enclosure (cf.
Stadelmann 1985). However, it should be acknowledged that there are problems with this hypothesis. The
enormous size of the enclosure seems to argue against a Second Dynasty date; and, despite the greater
availability of stone at Saqqara, some scholars consider it illogical that a stone enclosure should pre-date
the mudbrick enclosures of Peribsen and Khasekhemwy at Abydos (Hendrickx, personal communication).

Abydos

TOMBS

Kings Peribsen and Khasekhemwy at the end of the Second Dynasty chose to be buried amongst their
First Dynasty forebears, in the ancestral royal cemetery on the Umm el-Qaab. The reason behind the
return to Abydos cannot be ascertained, though internal politics may have played a part
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(Kemp 1967:30; Stadelmann 1985:295). Judging by the published private and royal tombs at Saqqara and
Helwan, a move towards a reduced series of rooms, entered by means of a shaft, seems characteristic of
the late Second and early Third Dynasty in the Memphite area. By contrast, the tombs of Peribsen and
Khasekhemwy at Abydos appear to have been closely modelled on their First Dynasty antecedents at the
same site (Kaiser 1992:180-1 fig. 4b, e, 183; Roth 19