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PREFACE



This volume provides an introduction to the history of the Middle Kingdom. At the outset, it should be emphasized that for any period of Egyptian history before the Late Period it is not possible to write a political history, in the sense of a sequence of major political events such as ministerial appointments or military successes or setbacks. Our knowledge of such historical events is extremely limited, so this book offers instead a guide to the sources, listing data for each reign and providing a general outline. Following this chronological sketch, the most important archaeological sites are described from south to north, as the Egyptians ordered their geography. This section on archaeology includes also the history of many regional centres, such as Beni Hasan, Elephantine and Asyut, just to mention the most important. In a book of this size, individual sites and monuments cannot be covered from every angle, but for more details the reader can consult the bibliography in the endnotes. The third, final part turns to discussion of Middle Kingdom society.

The focus throughout is on the full range of material evidence from this period. For example, beside the biggest tombs and houses, the smaller ones are also mentioned. The Western tradition of almost exclusive attention to aesthetic aspects of culture is very selective. Sculpture, painting, architecture and literature tend to be classified as art, and these aspects of the culture are treated as superior to others. As a result, for art, religion or literature in the Middle Kingdom, important studies already exist, and their findings need not be repeated. Here, instead, I aim to give a different picture of the Middle Kingdom, intended to be closer to the far wider scope of the surviving sources. Works of literature and high-standard art works can have played only a minor part in the life of most of the people. The lives of the Middle Kingdom have yet to be recovered from archaeology, and only then can the artistic achievements be set in any adequate context.

I would like to thank Nick Reeves, Deborah Blake and Ray Davies from Duckworth for all their support and Stephen Quirke for reading my English. For pictures I am grateful to Hugh Kilmister, Tracey Golding and Sally MacDonald (Petrie Museum University College London), and Prof. Dr M. Egg (Römisch-Germanisches Zentralmuseum Mainz).

Preface 2023

I am very grateful to Georgina Leighton and Lily Mac Mahon, accepting my proposal to publish an update of this book. I am also grateful to the peer reviewers who spotted some mistakes and made many useful suggestions. A great thank you goes to Paul Whelan for reading my English. Furthermore, I want to thank Olivia Zorn (Berlin, Egyptian Museum), Susanna Moser and Catriona Wilson (Petrie Museum). Ulrike Dubiel (Berlin), Judy Tither and Merv Honeywood.

Several new archaeological discoveries made it necessary to provide this new book. It also gave me the chance to correct some mistakes and to provide new views on matters that I view differently in the meantime.
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INTRODUCTION



For the ancient Egyptians of later times, the Middle Kingdom was the classical period of their arts, history and literature. Insofar as a political history can be retrieved from our sources, the Twelfth Dynasty in particular emerges as one of the strongest to rule the land. Eight monarchs ruled the country for almost 200 years, and brought to all parts of Egypt an unprecedented stability and wealth. However, it is not only this political stability that was considered exemplary in later times; the arts and literature of the Middle Kingdom also often served as prototypes in the New Kingdom and the Late Period. The language of the period remained the classical language for royal and religious writing till the end of the use of the hieroglyphic script, and even in the Ptolemaic Period temple inscriptions referred to Middle Kingdom kings as the temple founders.1

Not much has survived from this glory on the level of monumental architecture. The temples and tombs of the Middle Kingdom were mainly built in the finest limestone, and this was later quarried away for other building projects or simply burnt for lime. Therefore, great parts of the architecture of the period are lost. Along with that architecture many depictions in reliefs were destroyed, and the information of their contents with them. The sculpture of the period is better known, but it is certain that a high proportion of statuary too has vanished. As a consequence of this destruction many sites of the Middle Kingdom do not attract the Egyptologist or the tourist very much. The mastabas of the Old Kingdom and the Theban rock-cut tombs are much better preserved than the destroyed mastabas of the Middle Kingdom, which are therefore less often targets of archaeological research. This just increases the lack of knowledge about the Middle Kingdom. The Old and New Kingdom are in many respects well-known periods, whereas most Egyptologists know the Middle Kingdom only from its literature and eclectically selected works of art, such as the royal sculpture of the late Twelfth Dynasty.

The Middle Kingdom is the period of Egyptian history between the Old Kingdom, when the great pyramids were built, and the New Kingdom, when Egypt controlled parts of the Near East as well as Nubia. The Old Kingdom ended in a period of political disunity for Egypt – the first such between ages of unity, which is therefore known in Egyptology as the ‘First Intermediate Period’. The kings and the ruling class seem not to have had access any longer to the same resources as in the Old Kingdom, while many provincial cemeteries flourished to an extent not known before or afterwards.2 Modern historians often call the First Intermediate Period a time of decline, but there are innovations in art, language and religion, demonstrating great vitality at many sites. However, the ruling class of the Middle Kingdom saw this time as a period of disorder and impoverishment, a topos perhaps most directly expressed in the literary composition ‘Prophecy of Neferty’, which may echo events of this age:



The land is shrunk – its rulers are many, it is bare – its taxes are great; the grain is low – the measure is large, it is measured to overflowing.3



This period of political instability for the ruling class can be seen as the background to the Middle Kingdom. However, it is hard to judge what real impact the First Intermediate Period had on the Middle Kingdom. Is there a change in the concept of kingship or the Egyptian view of the past? In former times the rise of pessimistic literature was always seen as one example of direct influence. However, new research has shown that almost all of these works of pessimistic literature belong to the late Middle Kingdom, some two centuries after reunification. Therefore, it is hard to believe that this literature reflects so directly the events of the First Intermediate Period. It is equally difficult to judge the effect on the ideology of kingship. Were the rulers of the Middle Kingdom considered less divine than Old Kingdom kings, as often proposed?4 The sources do not give tangible evidence for that view. For the present it seems safer to say instead that the wealth of the various provinces in the Middle Kingdom is the one direct result of First Intermediate Period developments.

Sources for a history of the Middle Kingdom

Before reading an outline of a history of the Middle Kingdom, it is important to be aware of the main sources for the chronology of ancient Egypt in general. First is the king list of Manetho, an Egyptian priest who lived in the third century BC and compiled in Greek a history of Egypt in three volumes for the Ptolemies – the Greek-speaking rulers of the country at that time. The works of Manetho are preserved only in later copies, notably by Christian writers who used a shortened version, perhaps compiled after the death of Manetho. The more accurate copies by the third-century Christian writer Africanus are known, in turn, only from excerpts quoted by later authors, whereas a modified version by Eusebius (about AD 260–340) is preserved in Armenian and Latin translations of the fifth century. Excerpts of both Africanus and Eusebius in the original Greek are preserved in the works of George Syncellus, compiled around AD 800. Despite this complicated transmission history, the Manetho king list is still useful for historians because it presents an outline for the whole of Egyptian history, including the Middle Kingdom. Manetho divided Egyptian history into thirty dynasties: the second half of the Eleventh, the Twelfth and the first half of the Thirteenth comprise the Middle Kingdom of Egyptological histories, if the Middle Kingdom is defined as a period of unity. That is to say, the country was at least for most of that time united under one king. The periods of political disunity before and after this Middle Kingdom are now known as the First and Second Intermediate Periods – times when the country was divided into several kingdoms. Manetho himself did not make this distinction into Intermediate Periods (times of disunity) and Kingdoms (times of unity). However, it is clear even from the Manetho list of kings that significant change occurred, for, whereas he listed all rulers of the Twelfth Dynasty by name, he did not report the names of the kings of the First and Second Intermediate Periods (or at least they are not preserved in the later copies).

The list of Manetho is problematic in several respects. As recorded in his Greek version, the names of the kings are sometimes difficult to identify with the Egyptian originals. Manetho or his copyists seem to have made several mistakes. Names seem to have been confused and the lengths of reigns which appear after the names of kings are often in disagreement with the evidence of sources contemporary with the kings. The later copies often give different versions of names or time spans.

As an example, the Middle Kingdom in Manetho (from Africanus via Syncellus) is given here:



Dynasty XI

The Eleventh Dynasty consisted of sixteen kings of Diospolis (or Thebes) who reigned for forty-three years. In succession to these Ammenemes ruled for sixteen years.



Dynasty XII

The Twelfth Dynasty consisted of seven kings of Diospolis



1.Sesonchosis, son of Ammanemes, for forty-six years.

2.Ammanemes, for thirty-eight years: he was murdered by his own eunuchs.

3.Sesostris, for forty-eight years: in nine years he subdued the whole of Asia, and Europe as far as Thrace, everywhere erecting memorials of his conquest of the tribes. Upon stelae he engraved for a valiant race the secrets parts of a man, for an ignoble race those of a woman. Accordingly, he was esteemed by the Egyptians as the next in rank to Osiris.

4.Lachares, for eight years: he built the Labyrinth in the Arsinoite province as his own tomb.

5.Ameres, for eight years.

6.Ammenemes, for eight years.

7.Scemiophris, his sister, for four years.



Dynasty XIII

The Thirteenth Dynasty consisted of sixty kings of Diospolis, who reigned for 453 years.5



Another important source for the sequence of kings is the hieratic manuscript list known in Egyptology as the Turin Canon, an ancient Egyptian king list written in the Ramesside period (about 1250 BC), and now in the Egyptian Museum of Turin. The papyrus is not well preserved, but originally presented a list of all Egyptian kings down to the beginning of the New Kingdom with the full length of their reign and their years, months and days. For the Eleventh Dynasty only the last kings and some lengths of reigns are preserved. For the Twelfth Dynasty most of the names are missing, but there are still some year lengths of reigns preserved. The kings of the Thirteenth Dynasty are for its first part quite complete, though the lengths of reigns are generally now missing. The second part of the period is very damaged. However, the Turin Canon is the most important source for the order of kings of the Thirteenth Dynasty and appears consistent with the evidence from that time. So far as it can be confirmed from sources contemporary with those kings, the lengths of reigns and the order of kings seem to be reliable.6

Finally, there are hieroglyphic king lists of the Ramesside period, preserved in royal temples and in one case in a private tomb. These lists names many kings, but not always in their chronological order. Kings of the First and Second Intermediate Period (including the Thirteenth Dynasty) are often omitted. Among these sources, the Karnak list is of especial importance for the Thirteenth Dynasty and Second Intermediate Period. It comprises the depiction, in registers around the walls of a small chamber in the Karnak temple, of kings, or more probably statues of kings there that had to be moved because of building work under Thutmose III in the Eighteenth Dynasty. The list does not follow any clear overall chronological order, but it is a useful document because it names otherwise unknown or not very well-known kings. In general, these lists are not so much helpful for reconstructing the history of the Middle Kingdom, as useful for revealing which kings were later regarded as important or not, in particular contexts.7

Archaeology of course provides the bulk of the evidence for the Middle Kingdom. It has yielded, and continues to yield, rich sources for material culture, arts, crafts and religion. Many tombs and some stelae are decorated with autobiographical inscriptions. Several monuments are inscribed with kings’ names and dates. However, two important points should be made. Firstly, for the Middle Kingdom the tombs of many high officials have not yet been found, whereas such monuments are a major source for the history of the Old and New Kingdom. Most residential cemeteries of the Middle Kingdom are badly damaged or have been only sporadically excavated. Secondly, inscriptions and works of literature provide much important historical information, but they always provide one point of view, in almost all cases that of the ruling class. It will therefore never be possible to write a social history from written sources. For the Egyptian ‘historians’, religious events, offerings and the correct action of a king according to the gods are more important than the search for the causes and effects of specific events and activities.

One important remark on year datings should be made. The ancient Egyptians dated by years of a king’s reign. With a new king a new dating was started. In the Turin Canon, the main source for the length of reigns of the Eleventh and Twelfth Dynasty and the main source for the order of the kings of the Thirteenth Dynasty, the full length of each reign was given; this includes months and days. The Turin Canon is sadly not very well preserved and therefore there are still many questions about the chronology of the Middle Kingdom. Many kings left dated monuments, which give a clue to length of a king’s reign. On a dated monument or document the year dating started with the first year of a king’s reign. A king reigning just for one day would have a dating ‘year 1, first month, day 1’. An important point is that the following year was calculated as starting from the next New Year’s Day. A king whose reign started one month before the New Year’s day counted the days after New Year as within his second year. Therefore, when on a monument a year 46 appears for a certain king and in the Turin Canon it is stated that this king reigned forty-five years, the two sources of information do not contradict one another; the king reigned into his forty-sixth year, but did not complete it, and entered the king list with a reign of forty-five years plus x months/days.

Another problem for calculating an absolute chronology is the practice of coregencies. In the Middle Kingdom a king might, on reaching an advanced age, choose his successor and rule together with him for the remainder of his reign.8 The successor counted the years from the start of the coregency as part of his own reign, creating an overlap. Unfortunately, the surviving sources do not always specify when each coregency started. In the later king lists these overlaps caused by coregencies are not marked, complicating the task of adding up the number of years for the whole period.



CHAPTER 1

HISTORY



1.1.   The End of the Old Kingdom

The Old Kingdom (about 2700–2150 BC) is the first classical period of Egyptian history. The first kings of the Fourth Dynasty built the largest stone pyramids and were able to concentrate the capacity of the whole country for these building projects in their residence in the region of Memphis. However, over time national resources were no longer concentrated in the residence region. The kings of the Fifth Dynasty still built pyramids, but these buildings were smaller. They also erected temples which functioned for the worship of the sun god Re and for the cult of the ruler himself. At the end of the Fifth Dynasty the custom of building these temples came to an end, but the kings of the Sixth Dynasty had other temples made for the king’s cult in multiple provincial centres. This seems a significant mark of the growing status of the provinces. At the end of the Old Kingdom the provinces became more and more powerful. There were now many relatively rich cemeteries all over the country with well-furnished tombs of local governors, demonstrating that a high proportion of the country’s resources remained outside the residence region.

At the end of the Old Kingdom, the country seems to have fallen apart into several political units ruled by more or less independent rulers, following the long reign of Pepy II, lasting, according to the king lists, sixty-four or even ninety-four years. Egyptologists call the resulting period of disunity the First Intermediate Period. In Memphis there is a high number of little-known kings in the aftermath of the Old Kingdom. They left just a few monuments; only one pyramid of these kings is known, for a ruler named Ibi. It is a small monument, demonstrating the decline in royal resources. On a formal level, the kings in Memphis seem to have been accepted as the rulers of the whole country, still issuing decrees to the provinces. However, in practice many local governors acted, or claimed to act, independently. The most famous example is Ankhtyfy, who had a decorated tomb-chapel at Moalla in Upper Egypt and who reports in its inscriptions how he conquered the neighbouring provinces. Despite this rise in local self-promotion, there is so far only one example of a ruler who took over at least parts of the royal titulary: Khui.1 His name is written in a cartouche, the oval frame denoting kingship, but he is only known from one relief fragment found in Middle Egypt near Dara. Indeed, it is hard to give a precise date for this local king. A big, almost king-size tomb was excavated at Dara, and is often connected with him. However, his name was not found at the monument itself, and so the link between King Khui and this tomb remains unclear.

At a certain point a new line of kings appeared in the north. They are called in later sources ‘Heracleopolitan’, presumably because they came from Heracleopolis or even had their residence there. They seem to have ruled in the tradition of the Old Kingdom and were still buried in pyramids. However, these northern kings are little known; many of them appear on only a few objects, while others are known only from later king lists. Some of them have the name Khety, and there are some inscriptions found in Upper Egypt referring to the ‘house of Khety’. It seems plausible, though it is not certain, that ‘house of Khety’ was an expression referring to this line of kings.

At about the same time that the kings of Heracleopolis ruled the north, or a little later, in the south, Theban rulers seem to have declared independence. The Thebans adopted parts of the royal titulary, notably the Horus name, among the most important expressions of kingship. Over a period of about a hundred years these Theban rulers conquered parts of their neighbouring provinces and finally, under King Mentuhotep II, the whole country. Thus, the second part of the First Intermediate Period seems to have been a constant struggle between the Heracleopolitan and the Theban rulers for control of Egypt. The events in detail are still much disputed. There are not many extant sources relating to these events, and the period may have had a less military character than we might think. Most of the written sources come from the Theban kings and their subjects, while there are only a few tombs in Middle Egypt (at Asyut) with biographical inscriptions which give us an idea of the events from the Heracleopolitan point of view. However, from the few inscriptions we gain the impression that the kingdom in Thebes was a small but dynamic kingdom. There are several references to struggles and the officials serving the Theban kings seem to have been loyal to their kings. These officials often refer to their kings in their inscriptions. Many of them mention the extension of the growing empire, and it is possible, on the basis of these monuments, to reconstruct its rise.

1.2.   The Heracleopolitan Kings (c. 2161/2131–1990/1970 BC)2

The names of these kings are preserved mainly in the Turin Canon, but the part of the papyrus listing the rulers of this period is particularly heavily damaged. Otherwise, the kings of the period are known only from a handful of smaller objects, providing little information. The known kings of the period include the personal name Khety and the throne names Wahibre, Nebkaure and Merykare. The pyramids of the period remain unexcavated, or at least unidentified. The pyramid-complex cult of a certain Merykare is mentioned in several titles of officials buried at Saqqara, and so it is presumed that the burial place of at least that king was somewhere in the same area, rather than at Heracleopolis. It is not known how long the cult of each king lasted after his death. Royal cults might survive for many generations, and therefore these officials are not necessarily contemporary with Merykare and may even belong to the Middle Kingdom. At Asyut there are several tombs of local governors belonging under the Heracleopolitan kings. Their autobiographical inscriptions provide the only substantial body of written information on the northern kingdom, but it is quite a complicated matter to fit them into the wider historical picture. Finally, there are two literary compositions set under these kings: ‘The Eloquent Peasant’ and ‘The Teaching of Merykare’. Both texts were composed in the Middle Kingdom and provide at least indirect information about the period. However, it must remain an open question how much they can be used as direct historical sources. In terms of archaeology there are many cemeteries dating to the First Intermediate Period, providing a uniquely detailed view on the material culture of the time. In general, they give the impression that the provinces were quite rich in the First Intermediate Period. Large royal monuments are missing but private monuments are abundant.

As already mentioned, only the contemporary inscriptions found at Asyut seem to refer to episodes in the military struggles between the Thebans and the Heracleopolitan kings. Asyut was part of the Heracleopolitan kingdom, and so the surviving texts there represent a northern perspective on the events. Three tombs contain biographical inscriptions. The earliest tomb, belonging to Khety (I), does not mention any fight with the Thebans, but the tombs of Iti-ib and Khety (II) report struggles. Iti-ib boasted that he brought security to his province. The description of combat is sadly extensively damaged, but it seems likely that Iti-ib was the winner; otherwise, this kind of inscription would not appear in his tomb. The inscriptions of Khety (II) are dated to the time of the Heracleopolitan king Merykare, who is not datable for sure but is mentioned twice in the tomb. His chronological relation to the Theban kings is not known. In the (again poorly preserved) inscriptions of Khety (II) a war is mentioned again: ‘…all people are in confusion, the towns … fear is in their limbs.’ In the ‘Teaching of Merykare’ the ‘Southland’ is mentioned several times, and there is reference to an attack on the town Thinis and the destruction of tombs. There are also Asiatics mentioned as having invaded the eastern Delta. The problem for the historian is again that these events are not linked to names of the kings known from Thebes; an uprising in Thinis is mentioned on a Theban stela dated to the time of Horus Seankhibtawy Mentuhotep II and it might be argued that both sources refer to the same event, but this is uncertain. In these sources the Heracleopolitan realm seems to have been very much on the defensive.

1.3.   The Early Eleventh Dynasty at Thebes (pre-2065–2008 BC)

Sources

The political unification of Egypt after the First Intermediate Period came from the south. In the First Intermediate Period, Thebes was the centre of a small kingdom which managed after a rule of about a hundred years to unify the country under one king. The position of Thebes in the Old Kingdom is uncertain, as few monuments known from this period survive at the site. However, this does not mean that the city was unimportant in earlier times. The town and its cemetery were later greatly expanded and overbuilt, with extensive reuse of rock-cut tombs in particular, making it possible that a high number of Old Kingdom monuments disappeared without any traces.

The general order of the kings of the early Eleventh Dynasty is known from later Eleventh Dynasty inscriptions. The New Kingdom king lists tend not to mention the rulers of the early Eleventh Dynasty, presumably because they did not rule over the whole of Egypt. For example, the Abydos list of Sety I starts the Eleventh Dynasty with Nebheptere (Mentuhotep II); he may have been the first Eleventh Dynasty king to secure undisputed control over the Abydos region. Political events are normally not mentioned on these king lists; they have to be reconstructed from contemporary sources. Only the second and the third king (Wahankh Intef II and Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III) are known for sure from contemporary documents, while the first king appears only in later sources. There are not many inscriptions of these kings set up by themselves. From Wahankh Intef II is preserved a broken stela found at his tomb with some kind of biographical inscription, providing important information. There are only a few other monuments set up by these kings, such as decorations of temple buildings. Inscriptions on them do not provide much information. There are several stelae of officials serving under the two kings. They sometimes also record biographical inscriptions and therefore give further information about these reigns. However, the residence cemetery of the early Eleventh Dynasty is very damaged and an unusually high number of documents is surely lost.

The beginning of the Eleventh Dynasty

The Karnak king list is a depiction of kings’ statues on a wall in the Karnak temple; compiled under Thutmose III (Eighteenth Dynasty), it names the ‘member of the elite’ and ‘foremost of action’, Intef, without giving royal titles. However, this Intef can be considered as the founder figure of the Eleventh Dynasty for two reasons: a person without royal titles makes no sense in this list, and the name Intef would support a date in the early Eleventh Dynasty. This Intef without royal titulary may also be known from contemporary sources. A stela in Cairo, found at Thebes, belongs to the ‘member of the elite, foremost of action, great overlord of the Theban province, and great pillar, who keeps alive the two lands’.3 He was clearly the governor at Thebes in the First Intermediate Period. Inscriptions found in Denderah also mention an Intef, who bears the title ‘great overlord of Upper Egypt’. If the two are identical, as seems possible, Intef would have been at first a local ruler just ruling Thebes. In this respect he would initially have been no different from other contemporary governors, but presumably he managed later to extend the area of his rule over Denderah, as demonstrated by the find spot of inscriptions and the title ‘great overlord of Upper Egypt’. However, the identity of the persons named on the fragments is not certain, for the name Intef is too common for us to be able to reach any firm conclusions.

Another ruler in the Karnak list who must belong to the early Eleventh Dynasty is Mentuhotep-aa (the name is partly destroyed) who bears the Horus name ‘the ancestor’. This unlikely Horus name seems to be a later artificial creation. A Mentuhotep-aa had a statue in the Heqaib sanctuary at Elephantine and appears there as ‘father of the gods’, a plural form of a title ‘father of the god’ attested for private persons. In this title, when it relates to the royal family, ‘god’ normally refers to the king, and the plural might indicate that Mentuhotep-aa was the father of two or more kings. This is only one possible interpretation: ‘gods’ might equally refer to a generation of kings, a new dynasty.4 Mentuhotep-aa’s name and title are enclosed by a cartouche. However, the title ‘father of the gods’ makes it likely that he never was king. The Elephantine statue belongs stylistically to the early Twelfth Dynasty, and so was set up posthumously.5 It indicates that Mentuhotep-aa was treated – perhaps together with Intef – as father of the Eleventh Dynasty; at least it shows that later generations still honoured him.

Intef I (Horus Seherutawy) (pre-2065 BC)

The first king of the Eleventh Dynasty likely to have claimed a royal titulary is Horus Seherutawy (‘he, who contents the two countries’) Intef I. He is securely known only from later sources: no contemporary inscription with the name Seherutawy Intef I can be attributed with certainty to him.6 A relief found at Tod, belonging to a temple building of Mentuhotep II, provides vital evidence for revealing the position of Seherutawy Intef I. The relief shows three kings with the name Intef and with their Horus names. The first king mentioned is Seherutawy Intef I, the second is Horus Wahankh Intef II and for the last the Horus name is destroyed but must be King Horus Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III.7 Since the Old Kingdom, the royal titulary or ‘great names (of the king)’ had comprised five titled names, with the birth, throne and Horus name as the most important elements. For Seherutawy Intef I and the following two kings with the name Intef, only the birth and the Horus names are attested. It seems likely that the other parts of a royal titulary were never worn by these kings, rather than that these names did not survive in our records. It seems therefore that Seherutawy Intef I did not appear as full king or was hesitant to take over the full range of royal attributes, as can be seen from the incomplete royal titulary and the non-royal style of his burial place (see below). It is possible that some of the fragments mentioned above naming a certain local governor Intef belonged to Seherutawy Intef I before he became king. However, this uncertainty of assigning monuments to single people again demonstrates how little we know about the time and the persons involved. The exact length of Seherutawy Intef I’s reign is not known but must have been less than sixteen years. For the following kings, the lengths of reigns are preserved in the Turin Canon, while the length of the reign for Seherutawy Intef I is destroyed. However, the summary for the length of the dynasty is preserved as 143 years for the whole dynasty from Mentuhotep-aa I to Mentuhotep III, including six years at the end. From this it can be calculated that his reign did not exceed seventeen years, and was most probably shorter, since Mentuhotep-aa may also have been included in the list and some of those years would then belong to him.

The tomb of Seherutawy Intef I is of a type known in Egyptology by the Arabic word saff, ‘row’ or ‘line’. It has been attributed to him because it is one of altogether three such tombs of royal dimensions found at Thebes; one of the others can be linked by inscriptions to the following ruler (Wahankh Intef II). The remaining two belong therefore most probably to Seherutawy Intef I and Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III. The one with the earliest pottery has accordingly been attributed to Seherutawy Intef I. This tomb is a huge open space sloping down towards the rear, about 300 metres long and 54 metres wide, cut into the ground with a colonnade fronting the burial chamber at the back. Today the place is called Saff el-Dawaba.8 The saff tomb is the regular elite tomb type in the early Eleventh Dynasty at Thebes and other sites in southern Upper Egypt (Dendera, Gebelein). It seems remarkable that the king did not choose a pyramid complex, the typical form of royal funerary monument for the Old Kingdom.

Intef II (Horus Wahankh) (c. 2065–2016 BC)

The successor of Seherutawy Intef I is generally thought to be Horus Wahankh Intef II, often called Intef-aa ‘Intef, the great’ in contemporary inscriptions. If the title ‘father of the gods’ indicates that Mentuhotep-aa as the direct father of more than one king, then Wahankh Intef II would be the brother of Seherutawy Intef I. However, the interpretation of the title ‘father of the gods’ remains open, and it seems unwise to draw any conclusions from it. The full filiation of Wahankh Intef II remains therefore unknown. His mother is mentioned as a certain Neferu.9 Her name appears only after the name of the king who calls himself often ‘Intef-aa, born of Neferu’; nothing else is known about her.

According to the Turin Canon Wahankh Intef II reigned forty-nine years; on a stela of the king his fiftieth year is mentioned – both dates refer to the same year.10 There are several preserved inscriptions of private individuals datable to his reign, providing us with a rough outline of events and the step-by-step growth of his kingdom. While there is nothing known about the politics of Seherutawy Intef I it becomes clear from the few sources on Wahankh Intef II that one aim of his reign was to extend the borders of his small Upper Egyptian realm. The extent of his kingdom at the beginning of his reign is not known for sure. It is not certain whether he ruled several Upper Egyptian provinces, or just the Theban province. However, several inscriptions of officials and also of the king confirm that at the end of his reign larger parts of Upper Egypt were under his control. Some texts seem to refer to fights with the Heracleopolitan kings, because a ‘house of Khety’ is mentioned.
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Figure 1.1   Stela naming King Intef (II), Wahankh (MMA 13.182.3).





From a stela of a certain Hetepi, not precisely datable within the reign of the king, it becomes clear that the area ruled by the Theban king at one point extended from the south at Elephantine to around Abydos in the north. The full text of the stela is given here in translation as an example of an early Eleventh Dynasty biographical inscription. Hetepi reports:



Horus Wahankh, King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Son of Re, Intef, born of Neferu, beloved of Nekhbet. A king’s offering to Anubis, who is before the divine booth at all his places … Hetepi says: I am the beloved one of his lord and the praised one of the lord of this country. His majesty made glad his humble servant in truth. His majesty indeed said there was none there who … character, (my) good command except Hetepi. This humble servant made it very well. His majesty praised the humble servant for it. Now his officials said: ‘may this face praise you!’ The humble servant spoke with his mouth in the middle of the seven provinces of Khen-Nekhen and in Abydos in the Ta-wer nome (eighth Upper Egyptian province), when there was nobody who spoke with his mouth in Nekhen, Wetjes-Hor and Ta-seti (the first three Upper Egyptian provinces) except this humble servant. His majesty praised this humble servant among the troops for having descended to Thinis in un-awareness of Ta-wer in the west. Now famine lasted in this province for many years, but this humble servant was never lenient then. The threshing floor was scorched through its (whole stock of) 220 sheaves and it (i.e. the province) never received a harvest yield from anyone (during) the years of famine while corn ran short, whereas it existed in my entire province. I did everything that was good in the temple of the lady of the universe. I spent all my years as an inspector of those who descended to the temple. I acted so that the priests praised it. I did not allow a man to fight with his brothers…11



The ‘sole friend’ and ‘overseer of the foreign-speaking troops’, Djari, reports fights with the ‘house of Khety’:12



I came forth and the Horus Wahankh, the king, son of Re Intef, born of Neferu, has sent me after I fought with the house of Khety…



It seems that the conquest of Abydos was seen as an important legitimizing moment. From Abydos comes the stela of the ‘foremost one of the chiefs of Lower Nubia’ Idudju-iker who was most likely in office under this king and perhaps governor at Abydos. The text on his stela is very damaged, but it seems that people from Lower Nubia were involved in the conquest of Abydos.13 This might also imply that parts of Lower Nubia were under Egyptian control. However, hard evidence for this in Nubia itself is missing.
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Figure 1.2   Stela of Djari.





Another important stela belongs to the ‘treasurer’ Tjetji and was set up under Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III the successor of Wahankh Intef II. Tjetji reports events under the latter. It is an important document for the administration of the palace, not only for the Eleventh Dynasty but for the whole Middle Kingdom:



I spent a long period of years under the majesty of my lord Horus Wahankh, King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Son of Re Intef, while this land was under his command from Abu (Elephantine) to Thinis in the Thinite province, I being his personal servant, his chamberlain in very truth.

He made me great, he advanced my rank; he put me in the place of his trust, in his private palace. The treasure was in my hand under my seal, being the best of every good thing brought to the majesty of my lord from Upper Egypt, from Lower Egypt of everything that gladdens the heart, as tribute from this entire land, owing to the fear of him throughout this land.14



Another stela, set up for the king himself at his tomb at Thebes, is dated to his fiftieth year and reports the same extension of the small kingdom. The text is partly damaged but seems to mention that the tenth Upper Egyptian province was also conquered:15



Up to the tenth Upper Egyptian province (I placed) its northern (bor)der. In Inet-Hezi I made the mooring post; I conquered the whole province of Tjeni (Thinis), after I opened its fortresses…



King Wahankh Intef II started to renovate and build at several temples in his small kingdom. In the Old Kingdom there is remarkably little evidence for royal building work at provincial temples. Away from major centres of royal cult such as Hieraconpolis, temples seem to have been developed mainly by the local communities. Old traditions, perhaps often going back to prehistoric times, were still strong at many places. The royal building programme in the Old Kingdom seems to have been very much concentrated on the pyramid complex, in the Fifth Dynasty in conjunction with the royal sun temples. Both building types (pyramid complex and sun temple) are involved with the cult of the living and dead king. In the Sixth Dynasty royal ka-houses were built across the whole country; these are also temples reserved for the king’s cult. By contrast, there are few surviving examples of royal building works at temples not connected with the king’s cult. The most notable is perhaps a monolithic granite shrine for the Satet temple at Elephantine erected by Merenre in the Sixth Dynasty. Other examples are harder to interpret. There are clear signs of royal building work on a monumental scale at the temples of Heliopolis, Hieraconpolis and Abydos. However, the gods of these places have exceptionally strong links to kingship, as the cult centres of, respectively, the sun-god Re, Horus the god of kingship, and his father Osiris-Khenty-amentiu the ‘dead king’. Therefore, these temples too may have a connection to the king’s cult. Old Kingdom relief fragments found at Tod and Koptos are not easy to explain; they were found without context and may belong to ka-houses. With Wahankh Intef II something new seems to have started. Several temples were renovated or small chapels were added. Local temples became the subject of royal interest, on a scale not known or at least not attested before.16 The best-documented example is the Satet temple at Elephantine, where the king added one chapel and renovated the main sanctuary, cladding the walls with stone. Several doorjambs and other fragments from it are preserved.17 At Karnak was found a column with the name of the king and the name Amun-Re; it is so far the earliest known architectural remnant of the Amun temple.18

Like Seherutawy Intef I, King Wahankh Intef II was buried in a saff tomb at Thebes. The place is today called Saff el-Kisasija.19 The existence of this tomb was already known to Egyptology long before its excavation, because it is mentioned in the Ramesside tomb-robbery papyri. A mission in year 16 of Ramses IX (Twentieth Dynasty) responsible for checking disturbed tombs passed this royal monument and described it as a destroyed pyramid with a stela in front of it on which a named dog is visible. The tomb chamber itself was found intact. A stela with named dogs was indeed excavated in the nineteenth century but was partly broken; this is the monument that reports important events of the king’s reign in his struggle against the north. Like his predecessor, King Wahankh Intef II did not have a full royal titulary and seems therefore not to have regarded himself as full king.

Intef III (Horus Nakhtnebtepnefer) (c. 2016–2008 BC)

Horus Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III is the last of the three Eleventh Dynasty kings with the name Intef. Several monuments mention his name, but there are not many concrete events recorded, not surprisingly given his short reign. Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III was the son of his predecessor Wahankh Intef II and of the king’s wife Neferu (also known as Neferukau or Neferukayt). According to the Turin Canon he reigned just eight years. The change of reign from Wahankh Intef II to Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III is described on the stela of the ‘treasurer’ Tjetji cited above:



I am wealthy, I am great, I furnished myself from my own property, given to me by the majesty of my lord, because of his great love for me – Horus Wahankh, King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Son of Re, Intef, who lives like Re forever – until he went in peace to his horizon.

Now when his son had taken his place Horus Nakhtnebtepnefer, King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Son of Re Intef born of Neferu, who lives like Re for ever – I followed him to all his good places of heart’s content … I passed all my time on earth as personal chamberlain of the king. I was wealthy; I was great under his majesty. I am a man of character, praised by his lord every day.20



The mother of Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III is well known from a stela found at Denderah set up by the ‘royal sealer’, ‘sole friend’ and ‘steward’, Redi-ui-Khnum, who was the administrator of the estates of the ‘king’s mother’, Neferukayt. Each queen had her own estate administered by a staff of stewards and other managers. Neferukayt bears the titles ‘king’s mother’, ‘king’s daughter’ and ‘beloved king’s wife’. She was therefore probably the daughter of Seherutawy Intef I and the wife of Intef II. The queen bears the title ‘mistress of Upper Egypt’. On the stela it is described how Redi-ui-Khnum organized the provinces from the first province in the south (Elephantine) to the tenth Upper Egyptian nome (province) in the north, presumably the parts of Egypt ruled by the Thebans at this time. The stela is not dated by a king’s name but seems to belong to the first years of Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III.21 The most important parts of the stela are translated here:



I (Redi-ui-Khnum) have spent a long period of years under my mistress, the royal ornament Neferukayt … being a king’s daughter and a king’s beloved wife. She had inherited it all from her mother. She has resettled Upper Egypt, the van of men from Elephantine to the Wadjit nome [the tenth Upper Egyptian province] with women together with estate managers and officials from the whole country.

I grew up under the feet of her majesty since my earliest youth … Then she placed me at Denderah in the great cattle farm of her mother, rich in record, a foremost enterprise, the greatest estate of Upper Egypt…

I managed the estate successfully. I enlarged all its departments…22



The queen is also attested in the filiation of the king, in which he is often called ‘born of Neferu’. Neferu is in this case therefore most likely the abbreviation of Neferukayt. On a fragment found in the king’s tomb appears a woman called Neferukau, referring doubtless to the same woman.23

Little building activity is known. King Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III added to the Satet temple at Elephantine.24 An inscription with the name of the king in the sanctuary of Heqaib at Elephantine reports that there was some monument in ruins, most likely the sanctuary of Heqaib, and that he rebuilt it.25 Like his predecessors the king was buried at el-Tarif in a huge saff tomb, known today as Saff el-Baqar. It is today badly damaged,26 but fragments of reliefs and of sarcophagi demonstrate that it was once richly adorned.27

In terms of material culture, the early Eleventh Dynasty clearly still belongs to the First Intermediate Period. In this period each region in Egypt had developed its own style. This is especially clearly visible in funerary material, better known than any other aspect of culture in this period. Coffins, wooden models placed in tombs, pottery and tomb architecture differ from place to place. The quality of reliefs, paintings and the style of sculpture which adorned the tomb chapels of richer individuals has often been described as in decline. It is true that these objects often seem to display a certain lack of craftsmanship and perfection, in comparison to the classical Old Kingdom. However, it should be remembered that at many sites where monuments of the First Intermediate Period have been found, little or nothing of formal art had been produced in the Old Kingdom. Therefore, art production at these sites often represents not a decline but a new beginning. The high-quality monuments of the Old Kingdom in the provinces may have been produced by craftsmen of the residence region, men who came for only a short period to these places before returning to the residence or going to another place. In the First Intermediate Period this did not happen on the same scale, as these places may have lost direct contact with the workshops of the royal residence.

Art production in the Memphite region kept up a certain high standard throughout the First Intermediate Period, to such an extent that it is often hard to tell whether a particular object belongs to the Old Kingdom or the following period. The workshops seem to have continued production here without interruption, although major royal monuments are missing, or at least have been not yet found.

Already under the early Eleventh Dynasty, Thebes seems to have been a substantial urban centre. Remains of the Middle Kingdom town were discovered under the Amun temple complex at Karnak.28 At el-Tarif there is a huge cemetery of the officials of the period, around the tombs of their kings. The normal tomb type at this site as already mentioned is the saff tomb, with an open court cut into the ground, a row of pilasters at one side and burial shaft and cult rooms behind it. The largest saff tombs belong to the kings, but many of their officials were buried in similar, though smaller structures. These tombs were mainly decorated with stelae. The cemetery at el-Tarif has been extensively looted over the last centuries and therefore not much of the decoration is left. Many stelae in different museums all over the world dating to the Eleventh Dynasty must come from el-Tarif, but almost none of them were found at their original site. Many more must have been taken away already in antiquity and reused or burnt for lime. We have therefore only a limited picture of the officials serving the kings of the early Eleventh Dynasty.

1.4.   The Second Part of the Eleventh Dynasty (c. 2008–1938 BC)

Sources

There is a wide range of sources for the second part of the Eleventh Dynasty. King Mentuhotep II and King Mentuhotep III are well known from many temples in Upper Egypt, though these buildings are much damaged. Most of the preserved scenes show the kings together with various gods. They are an important source for religious beliefs and expression of kingship, but do not often provide information on political history. Of the funerary temples, only that of Mentuhotep II is known and excavated. The building must have once been fully decorated with reliefs, but they are again only preserved in fragments and so far have not been fully collected and published. The courtiers of the kings are better known, although their tombs are also badly damaged; there are some stelae decorated with biographies. There are finally several rock inscriptions naming the king, some events and officials. Other rock inscriptions (for example at the alabaster quarries of Hatnub) are hard to date; they provide important information, but it is still difficult to fit them in our general picture of the events. Altogether, therefore, the information on the period remains patchy. A new discovery, such as a new biographical inscription, could instantly change our view of the second part of the Eleventh Dynasty. It is particularly remarkable that it is still not known how and when the unification within the reign of Mentuhotep II happened. There are surprisingly few sources which relate to that key event.

Nebhepetre Mentuhotep II (c. 2008–1957 BC)

Nebhepetre Mentuhotep II29 was the son of Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III and a woman called Iah. His main wife, and the mother of his successor, was the ‘king’s wife’ and ‘king’s mother’, Tem. Another wife was Neferu, the sister of the king; finally, there were five women buried in the royal funerary complex with the titles ‘king’s wife’, ‘sole royal ornament’ and ‘priestess of Hathor’. Their status is disputed.30 Several other women known from burials around the king’s temple may have been some kind of concubines.31 The only son known for sure is the successor Mentuhotep III. Mentuhotep II reigned fifty-one years; during this time Egypt was finally reunited. Mentuhotep II appears in later sources (most often as Nebhepetre) together with Menes (founder of the Old Kingdom) and Ahmose (founder of the New Kingdom) as one of the great kings of Egypt.32 In the view of later periods he was therefore the founder of one of the classical eras of Egypt. This view is confirmed by the fact that he is the first king to appear in several king lists after a gap covering almost all kings of the First Intermediate Period.

In the course of his long and momentous reign, Mentuhotep II changed his names twice. This modification of name has generally been seen as a reflection of important political events. Already in the Old Kingdom, the royal titulary had consisted of five main titles each with a name, and in a fixed sequence: the Horus name, the nebty (‘two ladies’ – the goddesses Nekhbet and Uto representing Upper and Lower Egypt), the gold Horus name, the throne and finally the so-called birth name. Mentuhotep II bore at first a simple titulary: Horus Seankhibtawy (‘who causes the heart of the two lands to live’), son of Re Mentuhotep. This titulary follows the model of the Intef kings who also only had a Horus and a birth name. The only dated monument with this titulary is a private stela from year 14.33 The second change of names must have happened before year 39, when the last name is already attested. No datable monument is connected with this second Horus name, Netjeri-hedjet, and a nebty name, also Netjeri-hedjet. With this Horus name there is connected for the first time in the Eleventh Dynasty a throne name: Nebhepetre. The king therefore not only modified his Horus name but also added further elements of a full royal titulary. Royal names are always also part of royal propaganda. It seems therefore likely that the change of name was connected with a change in politics or even with major conquests in the north, but nothing for sure can be said about this. By year 39 he is finally called Horus Sematawy – ‘who united the two countries’. The name refers clearly to Egypt’s reunification. It is not known when the king took this name. At about the same time he seems to have changed the writing of his throne name (a different hepet sign was chosen) and he took over the full royal titulary including the gold Horus name, not previously attested in this dynasty.

The most important event of the reign is the unification of the country. His Horus name, Sematawy, in the last phase of his reign clearly refers to this event. Some reliefs found in several parts of Upper Egypt and once belonging to chapels seem to be the only direct evidence from the king himself relating to the unification. On a fragment found at Gebelein Mentuhotep II (here named Netjeri-hedjet) is shown smiting enemies, which is a rather conventional scene in Egyptian art. However, the person subdued by the king is an Egyptian and not a foreigner, as normally appears in these scenes. The inscription to the image says: ‘overthrowing the heads of the two countries, founding of Upper and Lower Egypt, the foreign lands, the two riverbanks, and the nine bows …’ At the back of a chapel found at Denderah Mentuhotep II is depicted striding forwards in the stance of a king smiting his enemies, but instead of an enemy he is holding two plants: the lotus and the papyrus, representing Upper and Lower Egypt. It is tempting to see in this depiction a reference to the unification of Egypt (see p. 103). On a stela of the steward Henenu, who served Mentuhotep II, appears the phrase ‘he suppressed the south, north, east and west’.34 Finally, in the autobiographical inscription of an official named Intef, who served under Wahankh Intef II, Nakhtnebtepnefer Intef III and Horus Seankhibtawy Mentuhotep II, there is mentioned a ‘year of a rebellion in Thinis’, which seems to relate to some battles, although nothing more is known.35

There is also some evidence that the king undertook a military campaign to Asia, most likely to south Palestine. In the tomb of the ‘overseer of the troops’, Intef, the siege of an Asiatic fortress is shown.
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