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Abstract:This article explores the history of ancient Egypt, emphasizing its emergence,
development, and decline. It begins by situating Egypt within its historical context, highlighting
the significant impact of the Nile River. The importance of chronology and early
historiographers like Manetho is discussed, along with the rediscovery of ancient Egypt in the
18th century, notably through the Rosetta Stone. The diversity of ancient Egyptians and Egypt's
role as a cultural nexus are examined. The Nile's contributions to agriculture, transportation,
and societal sustenance are underscored, affirming Herodotus's depiction of Egypt as the "gift of
the Nile." The article traces the rise of the Egyptian state from pre-dynastic societies to
unification under King Menes, providing an overview of major dynasties during the Old, Middle,
and New Kingdoms. Highlights include the architectural achievements of the Old Kingdom, the
political and cultural resurgence of the Middle Kingdom, and the imperial ambitions of the New
Kingdom with figures such as Hatshepsut, Akhenaten, and Ramses II. The recurring theme of
unification and division is addressed, noting how periods of unity correlated with prosperity and
stability, while fragmentation led to decline and vulnerability to foreign invasions. The article
concludes with the fall of Egypt to Alexander the Great, followed by the Ptolemaic and Roman
periods, underscoring the enduring legacy of ancient Egyptian civilization.
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What is Ancient Egypt?

Ancient Egypt in time and Space

In History, events are studied in a particular time and space.' Time and space make any event
unique in history.2 The topic of the present research is ancient Egypt and what makes ancient
Egyptian history a bit difficult is the antiquity of this civilization. Drawing boundaries of time
and space is an important aspect in the discipline of history. Historians often face the problem of
lack of availability of sources while studying the history of ancient civilizations. However, the
antiquity of Egyptian recorded history is profound in nature and over the last two centuries, the
recovery of this lost civilization is quite a remarkable achievement. Hence in studying ancient
Egyptian civilization, the amount of difficulty has decreased to a larger extent.” Many scholars
have contributed in adding on to the understanding of this fascinating history of ancient Egypt
and today scholars are in a position to differentiate between prehistoric Egypt and the dynastic
Egypt, with the unification of Egypt as the point of differentiation. For better understanding of
such sort of distant past, writing plays an important role and it is on the basis of writing system
that prehistoric Egypt is distinguished from dynastic/ancient Egypt. Writing in Egypt developed
in the time period from 3250-2750 BC when certain innovations in the Egyptian society took
Egypt upward.

In order to study ancient Egyptian civilization, chronology of Egypt is very important. The
first western style chronology of ancient Egypt was written by an Egyptian priest, Manetho, in
the 3™ century BC. According to that, the Pharaonic rule over ancient Egypt has been divided
into a number of periods called as dynasties and this system is simple and convenient to know
about the ancient Egyptian civilization, 3100- 332 BC.*

The Rediscovery of Ancient Egypt

Egypt was lost to history for centuries and it was not until the 18" century that the rivalry
between Britain and France sparked the rediscovery of ancient Egypt. French had an eye on
Egypt for the longest of time.” The declining Mamluks, who controlled the administration of
Egypt at that time, provided an easy opportunity for the French to fulfill their two ambitions—to
disrupt Britain overland communications with its most lucrative colony, India, and to annex
Egypt. Eventually, French got control of Egypt and mastered it for about three years. Initially,
French landed in Alexandria, and later on they moved south to finally end the weakling
Mamluk’s rule in the battle of Pyramids.’ The French made a commission of civilians in order
for developing Egypt into a prosperous province. Amidst all the discoveries, one day French
soldiers were busy making a fort in the town of Rashid when one of the soldiers came across a
large and irregular stone.” Soon it was discovered that it had three languages inscribed on it. On
the top was Egyptian hieroglyphic script, in the middle was another script, later known as the
demotic script, and at the bottom was the greek script. When the French finally surrendered in
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Alexandria, all the artifacts and discoveries, including this irregularly shaped stone, were taken
by Britain to be preserved in the British Museum. This stone is famous now known as the
Rosetta stone. It was this stone that enabled the Egyptologists to uncover the intricacies of
ancient Egypt.®

Figure 1. The Famous Rosetta Stone

The Ancient Egyptians

Human beings have the mental tendency to see things according to what pleases them the most.
Watching a documentary on Queen Cleopatra—the last official ruler of ancient Egypt—one
would learn about the life and achievements of an extremely talented, well read, intelligent and
able Queen. However, one might also generalize that all the previous ancient Egyptian pharaohs
were the same. However, things are not that simple. Over the years, Egypt has integrated
newcomers, thanks to its location at the corridor, joining the two continents of Eurasia and
Africa. Had it been possible to travel back to ancient Egypt, one would have been amazed to
know about the diversity that Egypt had at that particular time. The ancient Egyptians were not
all tall, black and people with long limbs, as how we might perceive them,’ rather they came
from diverse backgrounds, ranging from Europe to Asia and Africa. The inhabitant that had
settled over there had a distinct identity of being Egyptians and not Syrians, Greeks, Nubians
etc.'’ Moreover, ancient Egyptians were very hospitable, extremely conscientious workers, fond
of living a good life and easily governable people.'’

The Importance of Nile in the Emergence of Egyptian Civilization
Herodotus—the father of History in Europe—in his book, “the Histories”, labels Egypt as the

gift of Nile highlighting Nile’s immense importance to the region.'” The geography of Egypt
explains Herodotus’s saying. In the past, the understanding of the geography of ancient Egypt
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was dictated by the flow of river Nile in such a way that Egypt was divided into two main
regions; Upper Egypt, where the Nile emerged from the union of Blue and White Nile, and the
Lower Egypt where the Nile flowed downstream. '

Modern day Egypt can be easily compared to ancient Egypt because the basic feature of
Egypt is still the same—the sharp contrast between fertile land and the deserts.'* The Nile is the
longest river in Africa and is moving at about 7000 kilometers before emptying into the
Mediterranean Sea and forming the Nile Delta. The environment of the Nile always had a
profound effect on anyone inhabiting its banks.'® In ancient Egypt, the flow of the Nile was very
important for the Egyptians because wherever it flowed, the result was a fertile land able to grow
food and sustain human societies. The Egyptians called that fertile land the Black land. The
places where the Nile did not reach were the harsh deserts, and the Egyptians labeled them as
Red land.'® The agricultural land in Egypt was made up of silt and was replenished annually by
the flooding of the Nile.'”

Another basic importance of the Nile for the Egyptians was the growth of a plant on the
banks of the Nile, called Papyrus. The Papyrus provided material for writing, boat making and
mats making process.'® Apart from that, the Egyptians also used the Nile for fishing and hunting
other aquatic animals. Shipping on the Nile was another important thing that the Nile provided to
the ancient Egyptians."’

Basically, it was Nile that made life and eventually the Egyptian civilization possible in this
part of the world. Here it is necessary to know a bit about how human societies evolved from
hunter gatherers to agrarian societies and eventually developing into civilizations on the banks of
different rivers around the globe.

ﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂ

e

Figure 2. Map of ancient Egypt

The Rise of an Egyptian State
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In History, no single society can claim to be the sole originator of human civilizations rather
they worked together, though maybe at different times. Civilizations were contemporary, such as
the Egyptian civilization and the Indus Valley civilization and each civilization contributed in its
own unique way to the gradual progress and evolution of human societies into the modern times.
Concerning its geographical location, Egypt was the center for migrations of Homo sapiens out
of Africa.”® This means that human activity was already there in this part of the world but due to
its extreme remoteness in history, the evidence is very scant. What we know is that the growth of
Egyptian civilization became evident in the mid-6th millennium.*' The ultimate result was the
shift from hunting gathering societies to farming societies. At this time, Egypt evolved socially
and politically giving rise to a hierarchy of power and eventually into the Egyptian State.

Dynasties and Pharaohs

For roughly 3000 years, Egypt was ruled by various dynasties. The dynasty is simply defined as
a period of time when one ruling family governed the whole of Egyp‘[.22 Referring to dates as the
first dynasty, second dynasty, third dynasty makes sense because the question pertains to the
extensive history of ancient Egypt.”> Egypt’s long history has been divided into dynasties by an
Egyptian priest Manetho in the third century BC.** Manetho divided the Pharaonic era, spanning
from 3100 to 332 BC, into periods known as dynasties.”> Different rulers, usually united by
kinship ruled over the dynasties. This division of the ancient Egyptian history in to series of
convenient phases is easy to understand while exploring the ancient Egyptian civilization’s
legacy after a span of 5000 years.*®

Pharaoh’s rule over Egypt has been one of the most famous aspects of Egyptian history.
In ancient times, empires, kingdoms, and dynasties were governed by monarchs, emperors, and
pharaohs. Egypt was ruled by kings known as pharaohs. This term comes from Egyptian word,
“PER AA”, meaning “The Great House”.”” Pharaohs ruled over Egypt with the divine authority
and were regarded as earthly incarnation of the God Horus. All of the Egyptian people belonged
to him, and he used to portray himself as both a king and a divine ruler by wearing special dress
and the mace—a symbol of power.”® Generally, the sources on ancient Egypt are found in the
form of monuments, artifacts and objects that had been unearthed over the period of time,
understood after the deciphering of hieroglyphic script following the discovery of Rosetta
stone.”’ As far as the question of the first King of the ancient Egypt is concerned, King Scorpion
was the first king, of whom we have some evidence and information. The limestone mace head,
found at a site known as Hierakonpolis, bears an answer to the above question. The limestone
mace head bore King Scorpion’s name in hieroglyphics along with the display of some scenes of
his life.”

The Pre-Dynastic Egypt and the Unification of Egypt
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Basically, the history of Egypt starts from the first dynasty, but that doesn’t mean that nothing
lies in the history of Egypt before the first dynasty. Egypt before the first dynasty is known as the
pre-dynastic Egypt. The period following the pre-dynastic era is known as early dynastic Egypt,
which includes the First and the Second Dynasties. The Old Kingdom includes the Third, Fourth,
Fifth and Sixth Dynasties of ancient Egypt.”' Egypt to be unified into a single state has greater
importance in Egyptian history and its foundation dates back to the final phase of pre-dynastic
Egypt, called the Naqqgada III.** Due to the distant nature of this period, evidence is quite scarce.

However, what we do know is that the unification of Egypt began during this period.” The
actual Egyptian history starts from the unification of Egypt, an event that set the foundation of
political rule over Egypt for millennia to come.

34

Figure 3. Palette of King Narmer, from Hierakonpolis, Egypt, pre-dynastic, ¢. 3000-2920
B.C.E,, slate, 2’ 1" high

The unification of Egypt has always been a complex and challenging aspect of Egyptian
History.>> Whenever a Pharaoh’s rule weakened, the unity of Egypt was often the first casualty,
and the immediate goal of the next contender was the reunification of Egypt once again, which
shows the importance of a unified Egypt for the Pharaohs as they considered it as their royal
obligation.*® The unification simply meant the rule of a single Pharaoh on both regions, the
Upper and the Lower Egypt. To that end, the crown of the Pharaoh used to be a significant object
and both the Upper and the Lower Egypt had a distinct crown.
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Figure 4. The Palermo Stone

In ancient Egyptian history we see three types of crowns—an elongated White crown of Upper
Egypt, a box shaped Red crown of Lower Egypt and the Double crown of the United Egypt.”’
Historical records of the early kings of Egypt include the famous Palermo Stone, which is
unfortunately damaged. The Palermo Stone, a king-list from the late Fifth Dynasty, depicts
seated kings preceding the pharaohs of the First Dynasty. The details on it go back before the
unification, mentioning the kings ruling separately the Lower and Upper Egypt.

Another important source is the Turin Papyrus king list, which lists kings from
Menes/Scorpion down to the Ninth and Tenth dynasties.”® Apart from that, Manetho compiled
Aegyptiaca in the 31 century BC, but this work was lost with the burning of the library of
Alexandria.” There are other sources as well such as the two king lists inscribed on the walls in
the time of New Kingdom and much more archeological evidences, such as the sites of Abydos,
the tombs, and the palate of Narmer that gives information on the Egyptian Kings.

Crowns of ancient Egypt

Figure 5. three crowns of ancient Egypt

Egyptian Dynasties: Early Dynastic period to the New Kingdom

Journal of Historical Studies and Research, Volume 4, Number 2 (May - August,2024) 169 | Page



What is Ancient Egypt?

In Egyptian history, the First and the Second Dynasties are referred to as the early dynastic
period. The first king of the First Dynasty was Scorpion/Menes. Menes established a new capital
at Memphis and the reason for the shift centered on Memphis, seen as the balance point between
Upper and Lower Egypt. Although the foundation of the unification is traced back to the
Nagqada III period, the process was formally completed at the time of King Menes. So, Egypt
was unified under King Menes, and it dates back to about 3200 BC.* Eight kings are believed to
have belonged to the First Dynasty and are buried at Abydos.*'

About the Second Dynasty, Manetho has preserved in his records that there were nine
kings in the Second Dynasty who ruled for over 300 years.*” In the Second Dynasty the unity
was threatened and they had to focus less on foreign adventures and more on unification. The
notable achievements of Second Dynasty include the construction of first royal tombs at Saqqara
and the first known writing of an entire Egyptian sentence.

Timeline of Ancient Egypt

e — 2
3000 BCE 2500 BCE E 1000 BCE

Figure 6 Timeline of Ancient Egypt
The Old Kingdom of Ancient Egypt

Broadly Egyptian history is divided into kingdoms, which refers to periods in which Egypt
enjoyed prosperity as well as unity.” The beginning of Old Kingdom is dated back to 2700 BC.**
In Egyptian history, this period was of immense power and wealth and it lasted for about five
centuries.*

Egypt is famous all over the world because of its momentous pyramids.*® The first
construction of these pyramids is dated back to the Old Kingdom.*” These pyramids were built
near Memphis, the capital, and it not only shows the grandeur and prosperity of ancient Egypt
but the power of the King and the manpower at his disposal as well. Kingship was a divine
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institution in ancient Egypt and the work of hundreds of thousands of Egyptians in the
construction of these pyramids testifies to this fact.*® The 3rd to 5th dynasties merit special
mention in Egyptian history due to the unprecedented rate of construction they undertook. These
dynasties are unprecedented in Egyptian history owing to the rate of construction that they
undertook.*

Figure 7 Pyramids of Egypt

The famous kings of Old Kingdom include Khufu, the best known of all, Khafre, the builder of
the second pyramid at Giza, and Menkaure, the son of Khafre.”® All of them belonged to the 4t
Dynasty and the pyramids that they built were the greatest ever constructed.”’ The Old Kingdom
ended with the 6™ dynasty.’* The factors contributing to the decline and eventual fall of the Old
Kingdom included the rise of powerful regional governors, ecological stress such as Nile

flooding, reports of famine, and dynastic crises.>

First Intermediate Period

The time period from which the 7™ till 10" dynasties ruled is called as the First Intermediate
Period, lasting approximately 140 years. In contrast to the stability of Egypt during the Old
Kingdom, this period was characterized by an increase in the power of local rulers and a decline
in the authority of the Pharaoh.”® It was in short the time of chaos and anarchy in Egypt, often
considered a regression to the pre-unification era.”

The Middle Kingdom and the Second Intermediate Period

The beginning of the Middle Kingdom is traced back by the historians to the start of 1"
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Dynasty.”® In this period, the pharaohs again rose to power. A centralized government was
established once again and borders were protected which resulted in the regaining of power of
the pharaohs and ultimately, the prosperity of Egypt. The 4t King of the 1" Dynasty,
Mentuhotep is regarded as the Pharaoh whose reign marks the precise beginning of the Middle
Kingdom, as he reunited Egypt.”’ At the time of Middle Kingdom, the lives of the Egyptians
reverted back to a good prosperous life as for over a century they had suffered to the extent of

resorting to cannibalism. The unification of Egypt is the reason that labels the 11™

Dynasty, in
general, and Mentohotep I in particular, very prominent in the Egyptian history. The capital was
shifted to Thebes after the reunification of Egypt to ensure the stability of Egypt and to protect
Egypt from external threats.”® The pharaohs of the 11" and 12" Dynasties built temples, tombs
and other large buildings and also invested in public interests. The Twelfth Dynasty of the
Middle Kingdom (circa 1991-1786 BC) implemented extensive irrigation projects and fostered a
flourishing civilization in Thebes. During their reign, a system of cursive writing was
developed.” The kings regarded as the most powerful in the Middle Kingdom were those of the
12" Dynasty.® One thing that makes the Middle Kingdom prominent in the Egyptian history is
that the problem of succession was solved. The king chose one of his sons as a co-regent and
successor during his own reign, which was intended to replace his father after his demise.’’

With the passage of time, the central authority gradually weakened.®? What follows is the
Second Intermediate Period (c. 1650-1550 BCE) in Egyptian History, where a single violent
attack from the east by the Hyksos—a group of sematic people from the near east—resulted in
the end of the Middle Kingdom.*

The New Kingdom of Ancient Egypt

The New Kingdom lasted for about five centuries when dynasties, 18" to 20th, ruled over
Egypt.* The reign of Ahmose is regarded to be the start of a New Kingdom in the Egyptian
history. Ahmose was the ruler of 18™ Dynasty.® The 18" Dynasty is the most famous dynasty in
the whole Egyptian history.®® The reign of Ahmose witnessed the final expulsion of the Hyksos
and a wave of nationalism developed later on.

The basic ideology of the New Kingdom of Egypt was the outward looking policy of the
pharaohs. Backed by this nationalistic feeling, they were more interested in conquering the south
and dominating their Asiatic neighbors.®” The New Kingdom saw the rise of Egypt once again.
Another prominent feature was the rule of the female Pharaoh, Queen Hatshepsut. Apart from
that, the famous rulers of the New Kingdom are Ahmose, Amenhotep III, Tuthmose and the
Queen Hatshepsut, the Ramses I, Akhenaten and Tutankhamun.
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Figure 8. Hatshepsut

Amenhotep III rule of Egypt is considered to be the golden age of the Egypt by the
historians.®® Akhenaten, his son, was undoubtedly the most extraordinary pharaoh in Egyptian
history. He transformed the religious beliefs of ancient Egyptians by introducing a monotheistic
religion, aimed at worshipping of a single God, the sun God Aten.” Apart from that, all other
cults were suppressed and the name of God Amun was expunged from all records.”” The best
known Pharaoh of New Kingdom is Ramses II. Ramses II was the ruler of the 19" Dynasty, and
an ambitious builder.”' The construction of the famous temple of Abu Simbel was commissioned
by him.”?

Figure 9 Temple of Abu Simble
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Figure 10 A limestone relief depicts Ramses II smiting his enemies.

What follows in Egyptian history is the period known as the late period, during which Egypt
once again became a center of division and foreign invasion where Egypt. For shorter periods,
Egypt regained its independence before being incorporated into other powerful empire; the
Nubian Kingdom around 730 BC, the Assyrian Empire from 671 to 655, and later on the Persian
Empire from 525 to 404 BC and again from 343 to 332 BC.”> When Alexander entered Egypt in
332 BC, he was welcomed by the native Egyptians who were tired of the tyrannical rule of the
Persians, especially during their second occupation of Egypt. Alexander left Egypt in 331 BC,
after which Egypt was ruled by the Ptolemies until the death of Queen Cleopatra on August 12,
30 BC.”

After brief survey of the history of ancient Egypt, it is evident that the recurring pattern
of ancient Egypt revolves around the importance of the unification of Egypt. The rise and
prosperity and the decline and worsening of conditions of ancient Egypt were very much
dependent on the unification of Egypt. Egypt enjoyed prosperity and the Pharaohs enjoyed a
stable rule over Egypt whenever Egypt was unified and whenever the unification was lost, the
conditions used to be reversed.
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