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Translator’s Introduction
Egypt has a long history of popular uprising. The causes of the country’s insurrections may have swung between oppressive rule, dispossession of the peasantry, starvation, and the foreign yoke, but one essential ingredient links them all: there are limits to what the people will tolerate. Not only does Merenra II, winner of Rhadopis’s heart, ignore this to his peril, modern rulers too have seen that anger spill over, as Sadat did with the bread riots of 1977. It is the timely repetition of such displays of public anger that makes this account of the love of Pharaoh and the courtesan, and their violent and premature demise, so relevant today.
For Mahfouz, writing in the late 1930s, the most recent example of the people’s yearning for justice, freedom, and an end to tyranny was the 1919 Revolution, which had taken place less than twenty years before. As a cry against foreign involvement in Egypt’s affairs and the monarchy’s obvious connivance with ‘the outsider,’ the British, at the expense of the people, the revolution had a long-lasting effect. Nationalism was in the air as Mahfouz penned his ancient Egyptian novels, with war brewing in Europe and fledgling superpowers about to battle it out across the globe.
Mahfouz had read widely on Egyptology and was familiar with many aspects of ancient Egyptian life and culture. He saw common threads between the events of ancient days and his own contemporary world. The relationship between the ruler and the ruled, Pharaoh and his people, and the political instability and unrest that is born of weak and self-indulgent leadership were clearly as much a feature of Egyptian life then as they were in Mahfouz’s day. Similarly, the characters who inhabit his pharaonic works, and the political intrigues and romantic episodes that propel their lives, would have seemed quite familiar in the royal diwans, government ministries, and fashionable salons of pre-revolutionary Egypt. It is in his knowledge of ancient Egypt, therefore, that Mahfouz was able to veil his thoughts on modern Egypt. As we read of the downfall of Merenra, who, obsessive and prideful, offends the sensibilities of his people, we are left to ponder if Mahfouz had something to say about the monarchy of his own day.
As well as illustrating Mahfouz’s fondness for political allegory, the story of Rhadopis also shows his willingness to incorporate fate as an active role player in the development of his narrative. This is what gives the historical romance of Rhadopis its tragic edge. Objects falling as omens from the talons of majestic birds are a common feature of ancient tales, but the falcon choosing to drop his precious cargo in Pharaoh’s lap indicates to the two lovers from the onset that players other than the physical human beings who surround them have a role in their destinies. Artists, politicians, lovers, and cynics in this novel debate the nature of coincidence, and the fates and other unseen forces, magical and divine, are never far away as Rhadopis and her young royal lover are driven inevitably toward their untimely and unhappy ends.
Mahfouz sacrifices historical accuracy, bringing disparate places and people together. The Rhadopis described by Herodotus was supposedly a celebrated Thracian courtesan, while Mahfouz presents her as sprung from the masses of rural Egypt and fallen into immoral living (a common motif throughout much of his work). Although there was no Merenra II, the historical Merenra really was a troubled pharaoh who died after a brief reign in the Sixth Dynasty, but he would not have met Rhadopis in real history. It is Mahfouz who has brought them together. But collaging history in this way is no different than what the collective folk version of the past does too, and even though these pharaonic novels distort the factual events, there is no doubt that they paint a richly textured picture of the vicissitudes of court life in the Nile Valley thousands of years ago.
The language Mahfouz uses in Rhadopis of Nubia sounds distant and regal, echoing the strangeness of the sacerdotal incantations and pharaonic pronouncements, suiting the historic and solemn nature of the happenings; the feel is classical, even archaic. At the same time, the dialogue is lively and reminiscent of the colloquial, though no colloquial words are used, so the characters, even those who hail from among the common people, sound vibrant and realistic. Thus the English is archaic too and, I hope, both other-worldly and familiar.
Whereas the canons of Arabic textuality allow Mahfouz to repeat the same words many times, a variation in the vocabulary is preferred in the English. When Mahfouz repeats the Arabic words for fear, pain, sadness, and unease two, three, or four times hot upon the heels of one another to build dramatic atmosphere and regulate the rhythm, the translator into English needs to resort to its vast repertoire of synonyms, balancing the registers of Saxon and Latin roots, and making choices that can often lead to compromise. Working on a text by a master craftsman like Mahfouz, one is made only too painfully aware of the limitations of one’s own literary abilities.
It is good to know that although languages are different, the same tales are told in all of them. Love transforms Rhadopis’s life from a dull and tedious pretense into a joyous and radiant state of contentment for a while, and then she drinks from the bitter cup of disappointment, failure, and loss. It is a timeless and universal story Mahfouz relates here, and I am grateful to have had the opportunity to participate in bringing it to the reach of English-speaking readers. I would like to thank the American University in Cairo Press for entrusting me with this task, and my friends Abu Bakr Faizallah and Abdullah Bushra for their valuable suggestions.

The Festival of the Nile
The first light of dawn peered over the eastern horizon that morning in the month of Bashans, more than four thousand years ago. The high priest of the temple of the god Sothis gazed at the vast expanse of sky with tired eyes, for he had not slept the whole night.
Finding the object of his surveillance, his eyes lit upon Sirius, the auspicious star, its light twinkling in the heart of the firmament. His face glowed with jubilation and his heart quivered with joy. He prostrated himself on the hallowed floor of the temple and gave thanks, crying out at the top of his voice that the image of the god Sothis had appeared in the heavens, announcing to the inhabitants of the valley the glad tidings of the sacred River Nile’s inundation. It was a message from His merciful and compassionate hands. The beautiful voice of the high priest woke the sleeping populace and they rose joyfully from their beds. They turned their faces to the sky until their eyes fixed upon the sacred star, and they repeated the incantation of the priest, their hearts awash with gratitude and delight. They left their houses and hurried to the bank of the Nile to witness the first ripples, bearers of bounty and good fortune. The voice of the priest of Sothis resounded through Egypt’s still air, announcing the good news to the South: “Come celebrate the holy festival of the Nile!” And they tied up their belongings and set off, great and humble alike, from Thebes and Memphis, Harmunet and Sout and Khamunu, all heading for the capital Abu, in chariots speeding down the valley and boats plowing the billows.
Abu was the capital of Egypt. Its lofty structures were set upon huge slabs of granite, and the sand dunes in between them, long since tamed by the wondrous silt of the Nile, were awash with greenness and fertility. Acacia and doum trees grew there, as well as date palms and mulberries, and the fields were planted with herbs and vegetables and clover. There were vines in abundance and pastures and gardens watered by bubbling streams where flocks grazed. Pigeons and doves circled in the sky. The scent of flowers drifted on the fresh breeze and the chirping of nightingales mingled harmoniously with the songs of myriad birds.
In only a few days, Abu and its two islands, Biga and Bilaq, were packed with visitors. Houses filled up with guests and tents crowded the public squares. Throngs of people moved through the streets and gathered around the conjurers, singers, and dancers. A multitude of traders hawked their wares in the markets and the fronts of houses were decorated with banners and olive branches. The people’s eyes were dazzled by the groups of royal guards from the island of Bilaq with their ornate uniforms and long swords. Bands of pious believers hastened to the temples of Sothis and the Nile, making vows and giving offerings. The songs of the minstrels mixed with the drunken cries of the revelers as a mood of unbridled joy and raucous entertainment pervaded the normally composed atmosphere of Abu.
Finally the day of the festival arrived. Everyone made their way to one place, the long road stretching between Pharaoh’s palace and the hill upon which stood the temple of the Nile. The air was hot from the excitement in their breath and the earth strained under their weight. Many despaired of ever finding a place on land and went down to the boats and set sail to the temple hill, singing Nile songs to the accompaniment of flutes and lyres, and dancing to the beat of drums.
Soldiers lined the edges of the great road lances at the ready. At equal distances apart, life-size statues of the kings of the Sixth Dynasty had been erected, Pharaoh’s father and forefathers. Those nearest to the front could see the pharaohs: Userkara, Teti I, Pepi I, Mohtemsawef I, and Pepi II.
The clamor of voices filled the air, each one impossible to distinguish, like the waves on a raging ocean, leaving no trace except an awesome, all-encompassing uproar. Now and then, however, an especially powerful voice would stand out, crying: “Glory be to Sothis who has brought us glad tidings!” or “Glory be to the sacred Nile god who brings life and fertility to our land!” And here and there voices requested the wines of Maryut and the meads of Abu, calling for merriment and forgetfulness.
One group of spectators stood together, chatting earnestly among themselves, indications of affluence and nobility showing upon their faces. One of them raised his eyebrows in wonder and contemplation, and said, “How many pharaohs have looked down upon this multitude and beheld this great day? Then they all passed away as if they had never existed, and yet in their day, how those pharaohs filled the eyes and hearts of their people.”
“Yes,” said another. “They have gone, just as we all will go, and there they will rule a world more glorious than this one. Look at the position I hold. How many will hold it in future generations, and relive the hopes and joys that flutter in our breasts at this moment? I wonder if they will talk about us as we are talking about them?”
“Surely there must be more to us than a simple mention by future generations? If only there was no death.”
“Could this valley ever be wide enough to accommodate all those generations that have passed away? Death is as natural as life. What is the value of eternity as long as we eat our fill after going hungry, grow old after being young, and know despair after joy?”
“How do you think they live in the world of Osiris?”
“Wait, and you will know soon enough.”
Another one said, “This is the first time the gods have granted me the pleasure of seeing Pharaoh.”
“I have seen him before,” his friend remarked, “on the day of the great coronation, some months ago in this very spot.”
“Look at the statues of his mighty ancestors.”
“You’ll see that he greatly resembles his grandfather Mohtemsawef I.”
“How handsome he is!”
“Indeed, indeed. Pharaoh is a beautiful young man. There is none like him in his imposing height and his unmistakable comeliness.”
“I wonder what legacy he will bequeath?” asked one of the group. “Will it be obelisks and temples, or memories of conquest in the north and south?”
“If my intuition serves me right I suspect it will be the latter.”
“Why?”
“He is a most courageous young man.”
The other shook his head cautiously: “It is said that his youth is headstrong, and that His Majesty is possessed of violent whims, is fond of romance, enjoys extravagance and luxury, and is as rash and impetuous as a raging storm.”
The one listening laughed quietly and whispered, “And what is so surprising about that? Are not most Egyptians fond of romance and enjoy extravagance and luxury? Why should Pharaoh be any different?”
“Lower your voice, man. You know nothing about the matter. Did you not know that he clashed with the men of the priesthood from the first day he ascended to the throne? He wants money to spend on constructing palaces and planting gardens while the priests are demanding the allotted share of the gods and the temples in full. The young king’s predecessors bestowed influence and wealth upon the priesthood, but he eyes it all greedily.”
“It is truly regrettable that the king should begin his reign in confrontation.”
“Indeed. And do not forget that Khnumhotep, the prime minister and high priest, is a man of iron will and most intractable. And then there is the high priest of Memphis, that illustrious city whose shining star has begun to wane under the rule of this glorious dynasty.”
The man was alarmed at the news, which had not found his ears before, and he said, “Then let us pray that the gods will grant men wisdom, patience, and forethought.”
“Amen, amen,” said the others with heartfelt sincerity.
One of the spectators turned toward the Nile and prodded his companion in the elbow, saying, “Look at the river, my friend. Whose beautiful boat is that coming from the island of Biga? It is like the sun rising over the eastern horizon.”
His friend craned his neck to see the river and saw a wonderful barge, not one of the large ones, but neither too small, green in color like a verdant island floating on the water. From a distance, its cabin seemed high, though it was not possible to make out who was inside. At the top of its mast was a huge billowing sail and the oars on either side moved in solemn harmony, pulled by hundreds of arms.
The man wondered for a moment, then said, “Perhaps it belongs to one of the wealthy men of Biga.”
A man standing nearby was listening to their conversation, and looking at them, shook his head. “I would wager that you two gentlemen are guests here,” he said.
The two men laughed and one of them said, “You would be right to do so, my dear sir. We are from Thebes. Two of the many thousands who have answered the call of the illustrious festival and hastened to the capital from all nations. Could that majestic barge belong to one of your notable citizens?”
The man smiled mysteriously and shook his finger at them in warning as he said, “Be in good spirits, my dear gentlemen. The boat does not belong to a man but rather to a woman. Indeed, it is the ship of a beautiful courtesan whom the people of Abu and its two islands Biga and Bilaq know well.”
“And who, pray, is this beautiful woman?”
“Rhadopis, Rhadopis the enchantress and seductress, queen of all hearts and passions.”
The man pointed to the island of Biga and continued: “She lives over there in her enchanting white palace. That is where her lovers and admirers head to compete for her affections and to stimulate the flow of her compassion. You may be lucky enough to see her, may the gods protect your hearts from harm.”
The eyes of the two men, and many others in the crowd, turned once again toward the boat, their faces filled with curiosity, as the barge slowly neared the shore and the skiffs and fishing boats scrambled to make way for it. As the barge inched forward, it gradually disappeared behind the hill on which the temple of the Nile stood, the bow passing first out of sight, then the cabin. When at last it came to rest at the wharf, all that could be seen of it was the top of the mast and part of the billowing sail that surged in the breeze like a banner of love that offers shade to hearts and souls.
A brief moment passed and then four Nubians, coming from the shore, strode into view and proceeded to open a way through the heaving throng of people. Following close behind came four others carrying on their shoulders a sumptuous palanquin, the like of which only princes and nobles possess. In it was a young woman of ravishing beauty, reclining on pillows, her tender-skinned arm leaning upon a cushion. In her right hand she held a fan of ostrich feathers, and in her eyes, gazing proudly at the distant horizon, a sleepy, dreamlike look shimmered, fit to pierce all creatures to the quick.
The small procession edged slowly forward, eyes transfixed upon it from all quarters, until at length it reached the front row of spectators. There the woman leaned forward a little with a neck like a gazelle, and from her rosy lips sprang such words the like of which the soul desires. The slaves drew to a halt and stood motionless in their places like bronze statues. The woman resumed her former posture and was lost once again in her dreams as she waited for Pharaoh’s procession which, without a doubt, she had come to see.
Only her top half could be seen. Those fortunate enough to be near her caught glimpses of her jet-black hair adorned with threads of shining silk as it fell about the radiant orb of her face and cascaded onto her shoulders in a halo of night, as though it were a divine crown. Her cheeks were like fresh roses and her delicate mouth was parted slightly to reveal teeth like jasmine petals in the sunlight set in a ring of cloves. Her dark, deep, heavy-lidded eyes had a glint in them that knew love as the creation knows its creator. Never before had a face been seen in which such beauty had chosen to take up lasting abode.
The sight of her had everyone enthralled and stirred the waning hearts of tired old men. Fiery looks rained down on her from all directions, so hot they would have melted slate had they encountered it on their way. Sparks of loathing flew from the women’s eyes, and in whispers the discussion went from mouth to mouth among those standing around her: “What an enchanting and seductive woman she is.”
“Rhadopis. They call her the mistress of the island.”
“Her beauty is overpowering. No heart can resist it.”
“It brings only despair to him who beholds it.”
“You are right. No sooner had I set eyes upon her than an untameable stirring arose in my breast. I was weighed down by the burdens of an oppressive tyranny, and feeling a devilish rebellion, my heart turned and shunned what was before me, and I was overcome by disappointment and unending shame.”
“That is most regrettable. For I see her as a paragon of joy well worthy of worship.”
“She is a calamitous evil.”
“We are too weak to handle such ravishing beauty.”
“Lord have mercy on her lovers!”
“Do you not know that her lovers are the cream of the men of the kingdom?”
“Truly?”
“To love her is an obligation upon the notables of the upper classes, as though it were a patriotic duty.”
“Her white palace was built by the brilliant architect Heni.”
“And Ani, governor of the island of Biga, furnished it with works of art from Memphis and Thebes.”
“How wonderful!”
“And Henfer, the master sculptor, carved its statues and adorned its walls.”
“Indeed he did, and General Tahu, commander of Pharaoh’s guard, gave some of his priceless pieces.”
“If all of them are competing for her affections, then who is the lucky man she will choose for herself?”
“Do you think you’ll find a lucky man in this unfortunate city?”
“I do not think that woman will ever fall in love.”
“How do you know? Maybe she will fall in love with a slave or an animal.”
“Never. The strength of her beauty is colossal, and what need does strength have of love?”
“Look at the hard, narrow eyes. She has not tasted love yet.”
A woman who was listening to the conversation became annoyed. “She’s nothing but a dancer,” she said, her voice full of spite. “She was brought up in a pit of depravity and corruption. Since she was a child she has given herself over to wantonness and seduction. She has learned to use her makeup skillfully and now takes on this enticing and deceptive form.”
Her words were too much for one of the infatuated men.
“Do not speak thus in front of the gods, woman,” he berated her. “Do you not know yet that her wondrous beauty is not the only wealth the gods have endowed her with? For Thoth has not been mean with wisdom and knowledge.”
“Nonsense. What does she know about wisdom and knowledge when she spends all her time seducing men?”
“Every evening her palace receives a select group of politicians, wise men, and artists. It is no wonder then, as is widely known of her, that she understands wisdom more than most, is well versed in politics, and most discerning in matters of art.”
“How old is she?” someone asked.
“They say she is thirty.”
“She cannot be a day over twenty-five.”
“Let her be as old as she wishes. Her comeliness is ripe and irresistible, and seems destined never to fade.”
“Where did she grow up?” inquired the asker again. “And where is she from?”
“Only the gods know that. For me it is as if she has always been there in her white palace on the island of Biga.”
All of a sudden a peculiar-looking woman cut through the assembled ranks. Her back was bent like a bow and she leaned on a thick stick. Her white hair was matted and disheveled, her fangs long and yellow, and her nose crooked. Her stern eyes emitted a fearsome light from beneath two graying eyebrows and she wore a long, flowing gown girded at the waist with a flaxen cord.
“It is Daam,” cried those who saw her, “Daam, the sorceress!” She paid no heed to them as her bony feet carried her on her way. She claimed to be able to see the invisible world and to know the future. She would offer her supernatural power in exchange for a piece of silver, and those who gathered round her were either afraid of her or mocked her. On her way, the sorceress met a young man and offered to tell his fortune. The youth agreed, for if truth be told, he was drunk and staggering and his legs could hardly carry him. He pressed a piece of silver into her palm as he gazed at her with half-sleepy eyes.
“How old are you, lad?” she asked him in her hoarse voice.
“Twelve cups,” he answered, unaware of what he was saying.
The crowd roared with laughter, but the woman was furious and threw away the piece of silver he had given her and went on her way, which never seemed to end. Suddenly another young man blocked her way, sneering: “What happenings await me, woman?” he asked her rudely.
She looked at him a moment, angry and embittered, then said, “Rejoice! Your wife will betray you for the third time.”
The people laughed and applauded her as the young man retreated in embarrassment, the arrow having been deflected to return and pierce his own breast. The sorceress walked on until she reached the courtesan’s palanquin and, keen to test her generosity, she stopped before it, smiling slyly as she called to the woman sitting inside: “Shall I read your stars, O lady who is so carefully guarded?”
The courtesan did not appear to have heard the voice of the sorceress.
“My lady!” the old woman shouted. Rhadopis looked toward her, seemingly in panic, then turned her head quickly away, for anger had touched her.
“Believe me,” the old woman told her, “there is none in all this clamoring crowd who has need of me today like you do,” whereupon one of the slaves approached the old woman and stood between her and the palanquin. The incident, despite its insignificance, would have aroused the interest of those standing nearby had not the shrill sound of a horn cut through the air. Immediately the soldiers lining the road raised their horns to their lips and blew a long continuous note, and all the people knew that Pharaoh’s entourage had set off, and that soon Pharaoh would leave the palace on his way toward the temple of the Nile. Everyone forgot what they had been doing and gazed toward the road, necks craned, senses fine-tuned.
Long minutes passed, then the vanguard of the army appeared marching in ranks to the strains of martial music. At their head was the garrison of Bilaq with their assorted war gear, marching behind their standard, which bore the image of a hawk. The soldiers were met with a wave of tumultuous applause.
Then a hush fell over the crowd as a troop of infantry bearing lances and shields drew into view, their music infused with the spirit of the god Horus and their standard adorned with his image. Their lances were pointed straight up at the sky with geometrical precision, forming parallel lines in the air the length and breadth of the ranks.
Next came the great battalion of archers with their bows and quivers of arrows marching behind their standard, which bore a royal staff. They took a long time to pass.
Then in the distance, with a clattering and a jangling and a neighing of horses, the chariots appeared, moving in rows of ten, arranged so precisely they looked as if a pen had drawn them. Each chariot was drawn by two magnificent chargers and carried a charioteer with his sword and javelin, and an armored archer holding his bow in one hand and his quiver in the other. When they saw them, the spectators remembered the conquests of Nubia and Mount Sinai. They saw the troops in their mind’s eye, swarming over the plains and down the valleys like vultures swooping from the sky, the enemy scattering before them in terror as destruction fell upon them. The crowd’s excitement burned in their veins and their cries rent the heavens.
Then the solemn cortege of Pharaoh appeared, led by the royal chariot, followed immediately by crescent formations of chariots in fives bearing princes and ministers with the chief priests, the thirty judges of the regions, the commanders of the army, and the governors of the provinces. Finally, a detachment of the royal guard with Tahu at their head brought up the rear.
Pharaoh stood straight and tall in his chariot, solemn of mien like a granite statue that inclines neither right nor left, his eyes set firmly on the distant horizon, heedless of the great crowd and the cries ringing from the depths of their hearts.
The double crown of Egypt was set upon his head, while in one hand he gripped the royal flail and in the other the scepter. Over his regal garments he wore a leopard skin cape in celebration of the religious festival.
Hearts were filled with joy and excitement, and such was the din rising into the air that the birds in the sky flew away in fear. Rhadopis was carried away by the fervor and a sudden surge of life rushed through her, lighting up her face with a radiant light as she clapped her tender hands.
Then suddenly, above the noise of the crowd, one voice cried out in haste: “Long live His Excellency Khnumhotep!” Dozens of other voices echoed the call, which caused great unease and consternation, and the people looked round to see who could be so bold as to call out the prime minister’s name in young Pharaoh’s hearing and who had lent support to this audacious and unimaginable challenge.
The cry left no noticeable trace and had not the slightest effect on any in the king’s entourage, thus the procession continued on its way until at last it reached the temple hill. The chariots pulled up all at once and two princes carrying a cushion of ostrich feathers adorned with a cover of gold lace walked up to Pharaoh’s chariot. The king stepped on to it and blew into a horn. The soldiers saluted and the musicians of the royal guard played the anthem of the sacred Nile as Pharaoh solemnly ascended the steps leading up the hill. He was followed by the great and mighty of his kingdom: generals, ministers, and governors, and at the door of the great temple waited the priests, laid in prostration before him. As Lord Chamberlain Sofkhatep announced the arrival of Pharaoh, the high priest of the temple rose to his feet and bowed, and hiding his eyes with his hands, spoke in a low voice: “The servant of the god of the sacred Nile is honored to extend humble and sincere greetings to our lord, Master of Upper and Lower Egypt, Son of Ra, Lord of the Radiant Ones.”
Pharaoh extended the scepter and the high priest kissed it reverently. The priests stood up and fell into two rows so that Pharaoh might pass. His retinue followed him into the Great Hall of the Altar, which was lined on all sides with towering columns. They circled the sanctuary as the priests burned incense; its smell wafted through the temple and its smoke hovered over the heads lowered in reverence and humility. Some of the chamberlains brought in a bull that had been sacrificed and placed it on the altar as an offering and oblation. Then Pharaoh recited the customary words: “I stand before you, O Sacred God, having purified myself and presented this sacrifice as an offering to you, that you may bestow your bounty on the land of this good valley and its faithful people.”
The priests repeated the prayer in resonant, moving voices that overflowed with faith and piety as they raised their faces to the sky, their arms open wide. All present repeated the prayer, and as the sound of their voices carried outside the temple, the people began to recite it until before long, not a single tongue remained that had not uttered the prayer of the sacred Nile. Then the king walked on, accompanied by the high priest and followed by the men of the kingdom, into the Hall of Columns with its three parallel vaults. They stood in two rows, with the king and the servant of the god in the middle, reciting the anthem of the sacred Nile in trembling voices, their hearts astir in their breasts, as the sound of their voices echoed through the grave and solemn blackness of the temple.
The high priest ascended the steps leading to the Eternal Chamber. As he neared the door to the Holy of Holies, he took out the sacred key and opened the great door, then, turning to one side, prostrated himself in prayer. The king followed and entered the divine chamber where the statue of the Nile in its celestial barge resided, then closed the door behind him. The large chamber with its high ceiling was dark and imposing. Near the curtain, which was drawn over the statue of the god, candles were set on tables of shining gold. The solemn aura of the place penetrated deep into the great king’s heart, and his senses grew dull. Reverently, he approached the holy curtain and pulled it aside with his hand. Then, bending his back, which was not wont to bend, he genuflected on his right knee and kissed the foot of the statue. He retained his dignity, but the signs of worldly glory and pride were gone from his face and its surface now wore the pale hue of piety and humility. Pharaoh prayed for a long time and, absorbed in his worship, he forgot his ancient glory and worldly might.
When he had finished he kissed the sacred foot once again, stood up, and drew shut the holy curtain. He withdrew to the door with his face toward the god until he breathed the air of the outer hall and then closed the door behind him.
The congregation greeted Pharaoh with prayers and walked behind him to the Great Hall of the Altar, then followed him out of the temple, up to the brim of the hill that looked out over the Nile. When the people thronging the decks of the boats saw Pharaoh and his court, they started to cheer and wave their standards and brandish their staffs in the air. The high priest stepped forward to read the traditional address and, unrolling the sheet of papyrus in his hands, he read out in a resounding voice: “Peace be upon you, O Nile, whose inundation fills the valley, proclaiming life and joy. For months you reside in the Netherworld, and when you hear the beseeching of your servants, your great heart is filled with compassion for them. You come out of the darkness into the light, to flow abundantly down the belly of the valley. The earth bursts forth with life and soon the plants are trembling with joy and the desert is consumed beneath a carpet of velvet. The gardens are in bloom and the fields are awash with green. The birds are singing and all hearts are cheered with ecstasy and joy, for the naked are clothed and the hungry are fed, the thirsty are given to drink, and maidens and young men are joined in matrimony. The land of Egypt is consumed in happiness and delight. Come, glory be to You, come, glory be to You.”
The temple priests recited the anthem of the Nile to the strains of lyres, flutes, and pipes, and a sweet and mellow rhythm flowed from the drums.
As the music drifted on the wind, Prince Nay approached Pharaoh and handed him a roll of papyrus sealed with wax, containing the anthem of the sacred Nile. The king took it and raised it to his forehead. Then he let it fall into the Nile where the bouncing waves carried it noisily to the north.
Pharaoh proceeded back down the hill and stepped into his chariot and the procession returned as it had come, effusing greatness and glory, to be hailed by a million hearts of his loyal subjects, all sharing in the buzz of excitement and the intoxication of joy.
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