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Learning the Lessons 
Egypt Taught the Greeks 

T he Walters Art Museum in Balti
more, Maryland is offering a spec

tac u l a r  exh ib i t ion  ent i t l ed  "Ete rna l  
Egypt , "  a m u st - see  fo r anyone  who 
wishes to  know more about where we 
all come from, culturally and historical
ly. To this reviewer, it was an eye-open
er, and tremendously exciting to recog
nize in these ancient Egyptians, kindred 

Eternal Egypt: 

Masterworks of Ancient Art 

from the British Museum. 

Sept. 2 1 ,  2003-Jan. 1 8, 2004. At 
the Walters Art Museum, Balti

more, Maryland. For more infor-
mation: www.thewalters.org. 

spirits-people whom you would wish 
to know, who would perhaps be sympa

tico with those of us who are working to 
rescue our own beleaguered civilization 
from a new dark age. 

The high point of Egyptian civiliza
tion, at least what we know of it today, 
was the time of the Old Kingdom, about 
4,200 years ago. At some point, during 
the Sixth Dynasty (2345-2 1 8 1  B .C . ) ,  I a 
high-level government official named 
Nefer-seshem-Re wrote the following 
epitaph to be placed in his tomb: 

"I have done justice for the lord, 
and I have satisfied him with what 
he loves. 

"I spoke  the t ruth ,  and I d id  
what was right. 

"I  spoke fairly, and 1 responded 
fairly .  1 seized the right moment, 
for the benefit of the people .  

" I  judged between two to recon
cile them; 1 rescued the weak one 
from the stronger one, as much as it 
was In my power. 

clothed the naked, and 
"I brought one without a boat to 

land . 
"I buried him who had no son, 

and 1 made a boat fo r h i m  who 
lacked one. 

"I respected my father; 1 pleased 
my mother, and 1 raised their chil
dren."2 

These extraordinarily modern ideas
j ustice, truth, fairness, protection of the 
weak by the strong, the common good
clearly reflect a high point of human civi
l ization, a thousand years before Moses 
was born, and more than two thousand 
years before the birth of Christ. 

Yet, as we know from looking at the 
long waves of history, the development 
of human civi l ization has not taken a 
straight path upward. It would be about 
1 ,500- 1 ,700 years before these same ideas 
would be transmitted from Egypt into 
G r e e c e ,  to fo rm the  fo unda t ion s  o f  
Western Civil ization. Some 4 ,000 years 
a ft e r  N e fe r - s e s h e m - R e  w rote  h i s  
inscription, these ideas would become 
the basis for the creation of the Ameri-

FIGURE 1. "Seated Statue of Ankhw, " Old 

Kingdom, Third Dynasty (c. 2686-2613). 

can Republic, the first such in all human 
history. 

Long Wave of History 

In very brief summary,  the history of 
ancient Egypt can be div ided into three 
Kingdoms, each of which represented 

" I  gave bread to the hungry; I FIGURE 2. "Raised Relief: Daily Life, Children, " Old Kingdom, Fifth Dynasty (c. 2494-2345) . 
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relative stability, if not always progress; 
these were separated by intermediate 
periods, which were character ized by 
instability, warfare, and conquest [SEE 
Box, p. 9 1 ] .  The Old Kingdom (c. 2686-
2 1 8 1  B.C.) i s  when the Pyramids were 
built . Contrary to what you may have 
"learned" in school , or read in popular 
history books, the Great Pyramids at 
Giza were not bu i l t  a s  a r t i facts  of  a 
"death cult ,"  or merely to l ionize the 
Pharoahs; nor, as some liberal revision
ists would have it, as  mass ive  s lave
labor  p ro j e c ts to emp loy a growing 
population. . 

The pyramids, constructed around 
2600, were, in fact, astronomical observa

tories, whose shafts were situated so as 
to observe the three most important  
s tars  in the sky at  that t ime (Orion ' s  
br ightest  s tar ,  the North Star  of  the 
t ime ,  and S i r i u s ) . 3  The  three  Grea t  
Pyramids a re  al igned exactly as  three 
stars in Orion's belt are, with the third, 
sma l l e r  pyra m i d ,  s l ight ly  o ff- k i l t e r  
fr o m  the  o t h e r  two-j u s t  to  l e t  u s  
know, perhaps, that the Ancients had a 
vast  knowledge of the heavens .  The 
Sphinx was  b u i l t  much e a r l i e r ,  but  
whoever built it and the pyramids, d id 
so with a knowledge of how the skies 
looked in 1 0 ,000 B.C.  This date i s  the 
one specified in Plato's Timaeus as the 
point where Egyptian c iv i l ization and 
knowledge begin. 

As Susan Kokinda  reports  in  her  
article, "Greece, Child of  Egypt"4: 

"Knowing that these stars and con
stellations were astronomically impor
tant, one can read the Pyramid texts, the 
Book of the Dead, a n d  many  o t h e r  
ancient Egyptian writings, as descrip
tions of the motions of celestial bodies. 
Certainly, that was their original pur
pose ,  not  the  "dea th  c u l t "  concep t ,  
which was introduced, i n  its most elabo
rate form by the Delphic priest Plutarch, 
and which dominates current d i scus
sions of ancient Egyptian religion." 

Physical Economy 

Now, let  us see what the ar t i s t s  and 
poets of the Old Kingdom tell us about 
this period. 

The fi rst  thing we see ,  i s  that the 
Egyptians of the Twenty-fifth century 

B.C., i .e. , when the Pyramids were new, 
had a c l e a r  concept  of what  we ca l l  
today "physical economy," that i s ,  eco
nomic activ ity that supports a popula
tion, and provides for its posterity. 

The "Seated Statue of Ankhwa" (c. 
2686-26 l3 )  [SEE Figure 1] , a portrait of a 
c o m m o n  s h i p w r i g h t  a n d  s m i t h ,  i s  
p laced  i n  t h e  exh ib i t i on  n e x t  to the  
poem by N e fe r - s e s h e m - R e  quoted  
above. This stolid fellow, who holds his 
woodworking tool ,  an adze, looks like a 
hard worker, but also an intelligent one. 
The text inscribed in the stone tell s  us 
that Ankhwa was associated in  some 

FIGURE 3 .  "Striding Figure of 

Meryrahashtef," Old Kingdom, Sixth 

Dynasty (c. 2345-2181) . 

way with the court ;  the fact  that the 
stone u sed  for this s cu lp ture  was of 
high-qual i ty granite, i s  an ind ication 
that it was produced in the royal atelier. 
A l l  of th i s  sugges t s  tha t  the s k i l l e d  
worker enjoyed a relatively elevated sta
tus in this period. 

A limestone relief of "Daily Life and 
Children," from the wall of a tomb in 
Giza  from the F i fth Dynasty  (2494-
2345) [SEE Figure 2] gives more evidence 
of the Old Kingdom's  respect for the 
physical economy, and for the workers 
who made it possible. The top-most reg
i s te r  i l l u s t ra tes  three  stages of boat
bui ld ing; cutting down a tree ( r ight);  
transporting a log (center); and sawing 
planks and scraping the deck with an 
adze (left). At the bottom of the tablet, 
three scenes i l lustrate the provisioning 
of food for the tomb. At the far right, 
four sailors catch fish in a net; next, two 
men lead a pair of donkeys laden with 
huge bags of grain. 

In  the "Striding Figure of Meryra
hashtef," from the Sixth Dynasty (2345-
2 1 8 1 )  [SEE Figure 3, and ins ide  back 
cover, this issue], that is ,  from the same 
period as the Psa lm-l ike  poetry cited 
above, we have further confi rmation 
that Egyptian culture recognized the 
unique nature of man, as distinct from, 
and above the beasts .  Meryrahashtef 
would have been a modest- level  offi
c i a l ,  wi th  the t i t le  of "unique fr iend 
and lector priest ." Looking at this  nude 
figure, we see that the Egyptian artist 
not only had a sophist icated grasp of 
human anatomy, but that he succeeded 
in portraying an individualized person
a l i t y ,  c o n v e y e d  t h r o ugh  the fa c i a l  
expression, a s  well a s  the dynamic ener
gy of t h e  fig u r e ' s  s t a n c e .  L i k e  the  
Greek statues of the Classical period, a 
s e n s e  o f  m o t i o n ,  i n  b o t h  b o d y  a n d  
mind, i s  produced, although the figure 
is motionless. 

The Middle Kingdom 

When we proceed to the Middle King
dom (2040- 1 650) ,  which fol lows a peri
od in which there is a brief dark age
a b o u t  1 4 0 y e a r s-we fi n d  t h a t  t h e  
d e l i g h t fu l  h u m a n  q u a l i t i e s  i n  O l d  
Kingdom a r t  have been replaced b y  a 
more somber, static aesthetic. Looking 
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at the statue of Sesostris I [SEE Figure 
4], we find the k ind of Egy ptian ar t  
with which most of us are  more famil
iar: A heavy stone sculpture, highly ide
a l i z e d ,  w h i c h  s e e m s  to p l a c e  m o r e  
importance o n  the status than the per
sonality of the individual .  The overall 
impression that the art of this period 
conveys, is a society fearful of "rocking 
the boat," lest the chaos of the dark age 
return. 

Nonetheless, a glimmer of the Old 
Kingdom is caught  by t h i s  s a m p l e  
of Twelfth Dynasty poetry, in  which 
the concept of man's mortality i s  con
sidered: 

A Man Who Desires Death 

Argues with His Ba 5 
Death is before me today, 

Such as the recovery of a sick 
man, such as going outdoors after 
confinement. 

Death is before me today, 
Such as the fragrance of myrrh, 
such as setting sail on a breezy 
day. 

Death is before me today, 
Such as the fragrance of lotus, 
such as sitting on the edge of 
drunkenness. 

Death is before me today, 
Such as a well-prepared path, 
such as a man who is coming 
home from war. 

FIGURE 4.  "Sesostris J, "  Middle Kingdom, 

Twelfth Dynasty, reign of Sesostris J 
(c. 1965-1920) . 
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FIGURE 5. "Papyrus with Satirical Vignettes" (details), New Kingdom, Nineteenth or 

Twentieth Dynasty (c. 1295-1069) .  

Death is before me today, 
Such as the clearing of the sky, 
such as when a man discovered 
what he has ignored. 

Death is before me today, 
Such as a man who is longing to 
see his home, when he has spent 
many years in captivity. 

-Papyrus Berlin 3024, 
Twelfth Dynasty, 1 985- 1 785. 

Translation by Regine Schulz. 

The New Kingdom 

An i n v a s i o n  a r o u n d  1 70 0  B . C .  by a 
nomadic tr ibe known as the Hyksos ,  
brought an end to the Middle  King
dom.  However, the Temple of Ammon, 
located in Thebes, continued as a bas
tion of the ancient knowledge. I t  orga
nized an expulsion of the Hyksos and 
the restoration of Egyptian rule around 
1 5 80. It was during the New Kingdom 
dark age that the Egyptian Cult of the 
Dead ,  wh ich  mos t  Anglo-Amer ican  
h i s tor ians  se ize  on as  the overr id ing  
characteristic of Ancient Egypt, arose. 
Yet, while the period of the New King
d o m  is c h a r a c t e r i z e d  o v e r a l l  by  a 
degeneration in the arts and culture, the 
priests of the Temple of Ammon car
ried out a preservation of Egyptian cul
ture similar to the I rish monks in their 
cloisters during Europe's long dark age, 
w h o  p r e s e r v e d  the  l e a r n i n g  o f  the  

Greeks,  to  be  revived in the Fifteenth 
century Renaissance. 

In a surprising contrast to the gener
al dehumanization characteristic of this 
period, in which we find the distinction 
between man and beast  increas ingly 
b lurred-men and gods with animal 
heads are commonly depicted-there is 
an o u t b u r s t  of s a t i r i c a l  humor  in  a 
painted papyrus from Thebes, home of 
the Temple of Ammon, dated c. 1 295-
1 069 [ SEE  Figure  5, and ins ide  back 
cover ,  th i s  issue ] .  In  th i s  work,  some
times ca l led the "Animal  Fable ,"  the 
artist seems to be poking fun at the very 
animal/man gods so favored by the rul
ing class. Animals are depicted in vari
ous c iv i l i zed act iv i t ies :  a lion plays a 
board game with a gazelle, instead of 
eating i t ;  in another scene,  goats and 
geese are herded by their natural preda
tors, the hyena, fox, and wild cat, who 
walk  upr ight l i ke  shepherds .  In this  
v ignette,  a l a rge cat ,  possibly a tiger ,  
carries a gosling in one hand. The final 
scene in the sequence shows the l ion, 
who was earl ier playing a table game 
with the gazelle, about to bed her. 

S o m e  s c h o l a r s  t h i n k  tha t  these  
v ignettes derive from a type of popular 
l i terature know� as "Animal Fables ," 
which must have been preserved as an 
ora l  t rad i t ion ,  s ince no wr i tten texts 
have survived. That they express a fine 
sense of irony and satire is clear, and is 



supported by the fact that the artisans of 
Deir el Med ina,  who produced them, 
were known to have been somewhat 
unruly and even disrespectful of their 
superiors (they went on strike several 
times because they were not paid) .  In  
fact, the period in which they worked 
was one of recurrent political tension 
and economic upheaval .  

The New K i ngdom co l l ap s ed  c .  
1 070, along with most of the societies in 
the Eastern Mediterranean (Mycenaean 
Greece, Troy, the Hi ttite Empire) ,  in 
the general upheaval which took place 
in the centuries surrounding the Trojan 
W a r .  By  th i s  t i m e ,  a s e r i e s  o f  
"Mesopotamian" oligarchical societies, 
Assyr ia ,  Babylon,  and fina l ly  Pers ia ,  
attack Egypt. 

In the Seventh century B .C . ,  known 
as the Late Period, which includes the 
Per s i an  Occupa t ion ,  the re  w a s  an 
attempt to revive the style, i f  not the 
humanist content, of the Old Kingdom. 
This style is called the "Archaic," both 
in Egypt and in pre-Classical Greece. A 
limestone scul pture from Giza (again, 
land of the Pyramids) ,  the "Standing 
Figure of Tj ayasetimu" [SEE Figure 6, 
and inside back cover, this issue], is rep
resentative of this impulse. But compare 
T j aya se t imu wi th  h i s  p r e d e c e s s o r  
Meryrahashtef [Figure 3 ]  about 1 ,600 
years earlier: While the pose is similar, 
and there is an effort to portray an indi
vidualized portrait, the later work lacks 
the spark of life, the unique personality 

of the individual, that the ancient sculp
tor had captured . 

Returning again to the poetry of the 
period-the rule of the Persian kings
we see how the culture has lost the idea 
of the beautiful ,  and instead, worships 
mammon: 

Gold-The Divine Material 

You a re  Re ,  the  grea te s t  o f  the 
deities, who appears lovely, and 
whose grace inspires love . . . .  

[You are]  majesty with your two 
sun-disks ,  with high and sharp 
horns, 

[Your] beard i s  shiny, [and your] 
eyes are m a d e  o f  w h i te go ld  
adorned with turquoise, 

[You ]  s h i n i n g  one  w i th  go lden  
body . . . .  

His bones are made of silver [and] 
his skin of gold ,  

His hair is made of real lapis lazuli 
[and] his teeth of turquoise, 

[He is the] perfect god, who is liv
ing in his body. 

-Great Amun's Hymn, 
from the Amun [Ammon] 

Temple at El-Hibe, 
Twenty-seventh Dynasty . 

Translation after Jan Assmann. 

Saving Civilization 

It is in the Late Period, under the reign 
of the Pharoah Amasis  (570-526)  [SEE 
Figure 7] that the ancient knowledge of 

Periods and 
Important Kings 
of Ancient Egypt 
(all dates are B.C.) 
Predynastic Period, c. 5000-3 100 

Early Dynastic Period, c. 3 100-

2686 

Old Kingdom, c. 2686-2 1 8 1  

Djoser, c .  2667-2648 

Cheops, c. 2589-2566 

Pepi I , c. 232 1 -2287 

First Intermediate Period, 
c. 2 1 8 1 -2040 

Middle Kingdom, c. 2040- 1650 

Mentuhotep I I ,  c. 2055-2004 

Sesostris I I I ,  c. 1 874- 1 855 

Amenemhat III, c. 1 854- 1 808 

Second Intermediate Period, 
c. 1 750- 1 550 

New Kingdom, c.  1 550- 1 069 

Hatshepsut, c. 1472- 1458 

Thutmosis II I ,  c. 1479- 1425 

Amenhotep I I I ,  c.  1 390- 1352 

Akhenaten, c. 1 352-1336 

Tutankhamun, c. 1336- 1327 

Seti I ,  c .  1 294- 1279 

Rameses I I ,  c. 1 279- 12 13 

Third Intermediate Period, 
c. 1 069-656 

Psusennes I, c .  1 039-991 

Osorkon I I ,  c. 874-850 

Shabako, c. 7 16-702 

Late Period and Persian 
Occupation, 664-332 

Psamtik I, 664-610 

Amasis, 570-526 

Nectanebo I I ,  360-343 

Greco-Roman Period, 332 B.C.-
A.D. 642 

Alexander the Great, 332-323 

Ptolemy I I ,  284-246 

Cleopatra VII,  5 1 -30 

Augustus Caesar, 30 B.C.-A.D. 14  
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FIGURE 6. "Standing Figure of 

Tjayasetimu, " Late Period, early 

Twenty-sixth Dynasty (664-610). 

Egy pt  was  t r a n s m i t ted to G r e e c e ,  
through Solon, Thales, and Pythagoras. 
Amasis was the last great Pharoah of 
Egypt, ruling during the Sixth century. 
In the last days of his reign, the Persians, 
who were then the dominant power ,  
and wou ld  become the  nemes i s  o f  
Greece i n  the next century, controlled 
the Eastern Mediterranean. They would 
continue to dominate the region until 
Alexander the Great conquered Egypt 
in 332. 

Amas i s  (his Greek  name ;  he was  
born Ahmose H) forged alliances with 
the Greeks,  as well as the Chaldeans,  
against the Persians. Under Amasis's 44-
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year reign, according to the historian 
Herodotus, Egypt prospered, and agri
cultural  output exceeded all previous 
r e c o r d s .  The n u m b e r  o f  i n h a b i t e d  
Egy p t i a n  c i t i e s  r eached  a s  m a n y  a s  
20 ,000.  Under Amasis 's  rule ,  Solon o f  
Athens,  the "Law-Giver ,"  w h o  wrote 
Athens'  republican constitution, trav
e l l e d  to Egypt ,  a s  did the s c i en t i s t 
philosopher Thales and his student, the 
geometer Pythagoras. 

In the Timaeus, Socrates '  s tudent  
Plato celebrates the importance of  Egypt's 
contr ibut ion to c i v i l i zat ion,  and d i s 
cusses  the t rave l s  of  So lon  to Egypt .  
T h r o ugh the  vo ice  o f  P la to ' s  u n c l e  
C r i t i a s ,  we  a re  t o l d  what  happened  
when Solon visited the Egypt of Amasis, 
a n d  c o n v e r s e d  w i t h  the p r i e s t s  o f  
Ammon: 

" 'In the Delta of Egypt,' said Critias, 
'where ,  at  its  head,  the stream of the 
Nile parts in two, there is a certain dis
trict called the Saitic. The chief city in 
this district is  Sais-the home of King 
Amas i s-the founder  of  which ,  they 
say,  is a goddess whose Egyptian name 
is Neith, and in Greek, as they assert, 
Athena. These people profess to be great 
lovers of Athens and in a measure akin 
to our people here. And Solon said that 
when he travelled there he was held in 
great esteem amongst them; moreover,  
when he was questioning such of their 
priests as were most versed in ancient 
lore about their early history, he discov
ered that nei ther  he h imse lf  nor any 
other Greek knew anything at al l ,  one 
might say,  about such matters. 

'" And on  one occa s ion ,  when  he 
wished to draw them on to discourse on 
anc ient  h i s tory ,  he at tempted to te l l  
them the most ancient of our  traditions, 
concerning Phoroneus, who was said to 
be the fi r s t  man ,  and Niobe ;  and he 
went on to tell the legend about Deu
calion and Pyrrha after the Flood, and 
how they survived i t ,  and to give the 
geneology of their descendants; and by 
recounting the number of years occu
pied by the events mentioned he tried to 
calculate the periods of time. 

" 'Whereupon one of the priests ,  a 
prodigiously old man, sa id ,  '0 Solon, 
Solon, you Greeks are always children: 

FIGURE 7. "Head of King Amasis, " 

Twenty-sixth Dynasty (570-526) . 

there is not such a thing as an old Greek.' 
And on hearing this  he asked, 'What 
mean you by this saying? '  And the priest 
replied, 'You are young in soul,  every 
one of you. For therein you possess not a 
single belief that is ancient and derived 
from old tradition, nor yet one science 
that is hoary with age. ' '' (2 1 e-22c) 

As in the  G r eece  of So lon  and  
S o c r a te s ,  w e  aga in  today  face  the  
prospect of a new dark  age , unless we 
heed the lessons of history, and return to 
the eternal truths offered by our Egypt
ian forebears so many millennia ago. 

-Bonnie James 

I .  Dates given are approximate; r am using 
those provided by the Walters exhibition. 
See the accompanying chronology. 

2 .  Standardized text from the biography of 

Nefer-seshem-Re in his tomb at Saqqara, 
S i x t h  D y n a s t y .  T r a n s l a t i o n  by Regine 
Schulz. 

3.  See S u s a n  K o k i n d a ,  " G reece,  C h i l d  of 

Egypt ,"  New Federalist, A p r i l  1 4 ,  2003 
(Vol. xvn, No. 8). 

4.  Ibid. 
5 .  The ba, according to the exhibition cata

logue, is  "an aspect of the personality or 
soul that remained active after death and 
was able to return to the tomb to receive 
offerings;  usual ly  pictured as  a human
headed bird." 


