
Eternal Egypt: Art and Architecture 

Join long-time LinR lecturer Dr. Eric Weichel for a lecture series surveying art and architecture 

in Ancient Egypt, from the predynastic period to the age of the Ptolemies. Images and short film 

clips relating to visual and material culture in Egypt will be juxtaposed with short reports of 

some of the most recent and exciting archaeological discoveries. The series will include 

attention to the cultural, technological and political achievements of the “golden age” of the 4th 

Dynasty Pharaohs, as well as biographical details of the most important and influential 

Pharaohs.  

Week 1: Egyptian Mythology 

Eternal Egypt: the phrase conjures up a bewildering array of animal-headed deities, archaic 

rituals, massive temples and monumental art and statuary, all linked by pictorial conventions of 

extreme antiquity. But who really were the Gods of Egypt, and how might any modern viewer 

make sense of the complicated iconographies and sets of symbols that identified Egyptian 

concepts of the soul, the afterlife, and the body? In this section, participants survey some of the 

most influential of Egypt's spiritual figures, ranging from the cat-headed Bast, a perennial 

favourite, and the cow-horned Hathor, mistress of music, pleasure, and sex, to the multi-faceted 

worship of the Sun in its three major aspects, the falcon god Horus, associated with the living 

Pharaoh, and the green-skinned Osiris, Lord of the Dead, and yet giver of life through the 

abundant vegetation that came from his underworld.  
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Week 2: Predynastic and Old Kingdom 

In this section, participants explore the interconnection between the rise of socially-stratified 

farming communities along the Nile and the formation of civic cults which that transformed 

Egypt into the world's first imperial state, one backed by unprecedented control over resources, 

both labour and material. Specific topics and works under consideration include recent research 

on indigenous cosmology in the Sahara, pottery and grave goods from Naqada, the emergence 

of heirloom prestige items, such as the famous Narmer Palette, which were  used as dynastic 

props in ritual and display, and the splendid technical and artistic achievements of the Old 

Kingdom, including statues of the divine Kings (Khafre enthroned), the imposing 

monumentality of the Giza Pyramids, and the wonderful alabaster statue, and delightful 

inscriptions, of the child-king Pepi II. 
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Week 3: Middle Kingdom 

If the Old Kingdom's collapse into over a century of civil strife became a proverbial metaphor 

for social decay, both for the Ancient Egyptians themselves and for contemporary political 

worldviews, the First Intermediate Period was a time of cultural recapitulation in Egypt, where 

new artistic conventions and social structures set the framework for the daunting achievements 

of the Middle Kingdom Pharaohs. In this unit, we examine some of the magnificent jewelry 

found in the tombs of royal women, explore the highly personal style of sculpture patronized 

by the Pharaohs Amenemhat II and Senusret III, and survey a few of the intricately detailed 

models of domestic households that suggest something of daily life in this much under-studied 

period. We close with a look at some of the tantalizing recent discoveries from northern Egypt, 



where new material and epigraphic evidence suggests a reappraisal of the enigmatic "Hyksos" 

is long over-due.  
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Week 4: The New Kingdom: the 18th Dynasty 

Egypt's economic, political and cultural achievements reached new heights under the 18th-

Dynasty Pharaohs, whose homeland in Thebes became the staging ground for successively 

more spectacular building programmes. The great temples at Karnak and Luxor, the 

labyrinthine rock-cut tombs of the Valley of the Kings, and the military conquests in Syria-

Palestine and naval expeditions to Punt all date largely from this period. But Egypt also saw 

complex revolutions in norms of gender and power, which came to a dizzying head under the 

rule of the heretic Pharaoh Akhenaten, whose new religion and new capital city were a startling 

deviation from Egypt's ancient and sacred traditions. If the Amarna period, with its association 

with emotive, highly expressive and innovative art, and with the life and death of Akhenaten's 

eventual successor, Tutankamun, have made it famous in our own day, in Egypt itself the 

return to canonical forms of aesthetic and religious expression under the 19th Dynasty appears 

to have been widely celebrated. Specific works under consideration in this unit include the 

Colossi of Memnon, the Osiride Statuary of Hatshepsut at Deir el-Bahari, the Amarna stelae, the 

fascinating and sensual sculptures of Nefertifi and her daughters, and the gleaming, gilded 

treasures of King Tut, whose funerary equipment provides a poignant glimpse at the personal 

histories of these well-known historical figures.  

• Güner, Serdar, and Daniel Druckman. "Identification of a princess under incomplete 

information: an Amarna story." Theory and Decision 48, no. 4 (2000): 383-407. 

• Johnson, W. Raymond. "Amenhotep III and Amarna: Some new considerations." The 

Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 82, no. 1 (1996): 65-82. 



• Panagiotopoulos, Diamantis. "Foreigners in Egypt in the Time of Hatshepsut and 

Thutmose III." (2006): 370-412. 

Week 5: The New Kingdom: Ramesside Period and the Late Period 

"She for who the Sun Shines": Queen Nefertari, first and most significant wife the great Pharaoh 

Rameses II, was the possessor of one of the finest and most splendidly-decorated tombs of any 

royal woman in the Bronze Age. The programme of religious painting lining the walls of 

Nefertari's tomb contains a wealth of information about Ancient Egyptian spiritual belief 

systems in the New Kingdom, including highly complex understandings of the sun, 

resurrection, justice, fertility, and wisdom. Rameses II himself, while he does not figure in his 

wife's tomb (at least directly), left a more monumental legacy of towering colossi, imposing 

temples (such as those at Abu Simbel, cut piece-by-piece from their original location near the 

Nile in 1965 and reassembled safely away from the rising waters of Lake Nasser), and the 

dubious association with the biblical Pharaoh in Exodus, thus featuring in many 20th-century 

filmic depictions of Egypt. However, for all Rameses' famed power, in the century after his 

death Rameses III would be forced to resist the incoming hordes of the Sea Peoples, who sacked 

much of the Eastern Mediterranean, bringing an end to the Bronze Age and ushering in a so-

called "Dark Age" that would last for four centuries. In these turbulent times, Egypt fell under 

foreign dominion, first by the Libyans from the West, then by the Nubians from the south, and 

eventually by the Assyrians and the Persians to the East. Alexander of Madecon, arriving in 332 

BCE, was widely hailed as a liberator. Yet this "Late" period of Egyptian cultural life is marked 

by a splendid Renaissance in Egypt's artistic traditions, where sculptors, painters, carvers and 

decorators used Old Kingdom precedents for inspiration, reinvigorating aesthetic practices that 

were, by this point, already several millenia old.  
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Week 6: Greco-Roman Egypt  

As its magnificent cortege travelled from Babylon, Alexander's body was seized by his general 

Ptolemy, who put it on display in the new coastal city of Alexandria, thus ushering in three 

centuries of Greek rule over Egypt. Alexandria became the second city of the Mediterranean 

world, a splendid cultural capital marked by a rich scientific and intellectual legacy, where the 

Great Pharos or Lighthouse and the Great Library were major centers of economic and cultural 

life. New religions, such as the cult of Serapis, were purpose-built by the Ptolemaic Pharaohs, 

who thus synthesized the ancient legacy of Egyptian cult with the new anthropomorphic focus 

of Greek spiritualty. Cleopatra, the last of these Pharaohs, has become, in some ways, the face of 

Egypt itself, representing a feminized, Orientalized view of Egyptian culture and history. 

However, the Faiyum mummy portraits, the evocative Apis-Osiris statues of the Emperor 

Hadrian's lover Antinous, and the conventions of Early Christian painting in Byzantine Egypt 

all reflect the enduring legacy of Ancient Egyptian art in the Roman world, where Egypt, and its 

visual arts, proved truly Eternal. 
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