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THE ANCIENT CAPITALS OF EGYPT
{4241 B.C = 32 B.C)

By
Dr. YOUSEY EL GOWHARY

The purpose of this paper is to discuss the change in the site of
the Egyptian capital betoren 4241 B.C-and 332 B.C. and to chow bow
the religion, polities and forsign relatians of the country influe noed the
remmovel ffom one place to enother of the “chel liew™ of Egypt. The
marphology of capital will not be discusted here according to the fack
of data. In 424) B.C. the calender was introduced to the Egyptian life,
apd this date may be considered the time from which one can trace
tha begenoing of the Egyptian civilizaioa (1) whilst the foundation of
Alexandria in 332 B.C marked the beginning of the Greek and Roman
period 25 wsll as reprsenting another phase in tha history of tke Egyptian
capitzl. The perrod between 424f B.C. and 332 D.C can be divided
from 2 histerical point of view into fen stames during whick che site of
the Exyptoin capital changed many timgs.

I Predynastic peviod before 3400 B.C {the earlicst sctilémenis).

Thare is very little to be sajd 3 bout the capital of Egypt durioy
this period becuuse we do not hnaw whether the prehistorie Egyptians
Farmzd small cormmonties or states (2).  The 2arliest phase of Egyplian
culrure 50 far knownis the Doir Tase and e Badard - Upper Egypt 2nd
the MurundeBeny Salama in theWesiDelia. Although ibase sites represent
the Ezvptian Neolithie age {3%.  DBuumagriel pointed out that the
Budariaz site wus 0ot a regular seiflzment but semething in the nature
of a wmporary cocsmpmens(3), whilst Alimen mentioned that same sort
ol yrban omgainisation was evident at Mermide Beru-Salamm station (3).
Amratian{Nagada I}, Gerzean (Magada IT), and Maadi were other cultural
ciatres during the predynastic peciod. Like FBadariap, the settietnents
of Amratian were smallin size (6) and oo plan of the viilage or town can
be made out (7%, However, “from the importance of the Amratizns'
cemzrzry and from the position ofits gods™ seme writers have concluded
that MNagada played o dominant role znd that it was a capital (8} The
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M. The Old Kimgdom and rhr firsr imrerwediate period 2980
BCNGDB.C.

The importanee of Memphis a3 a political and military ccolre,
canteolling  the river and caraan rouws, imereased dunng the ON4
Kingdom. Thusit became the cief Lieu™ of Egypt during the period
2895-2360 B.C. It should be-nated tha the ksaps of the first two Dyna-
sties did oot rule Yrom Mcmphis but fram the:r homeland, Upper Eoypl,
They kept only to Memphis the function of afartress. Memphis becams
the adminisirative capital ~'par cxeellense™ Caring this era, especially
daring the time of the 6th Dyrasty. Trafoc from all ihe branchés of
the Nils came to its port, 10 such an extent sl the Treasury of Thebes
found i1.wa2s necesgary 10 have onoagency therr (21 Moreover in the
New Kingdom end in the lader periods, war. Alezandna was founded
in332 B.C. it contisued Lo b2 ths foremon ooy of Ezvpt and the stro-
naghsd which atl invaders. E:vopians, As--rians 1nd Pemsians. had
W cayriare belare guinig any o2 masiery  rver Egvpt. The ciy of
Memzozis coversd, during it sopermacy, an imed about ang and three
guarie- miles in leneth and hooe guarters o 2 mile 1 breadth (23).
Stituzt=d 17 miles south ol Co .t i3 now £77ing byt rearly flat land
shadsd by palm frees

W, Tus Middle Kingdopr and Toobes 2160 8 T 1TB8 B €

Bi ihe end of theinwrcidiawe perad the unity of Emyp
disapreared owing to the inerrs! confict cetaeen different rulers. In
2040 B C the Theben Menthuboips restored; the lost unity and from
that Zate Thebes bepan (o be the chief cez're of 1he country. ¥ery
Witle' . knewr of its early beg:mri-gs except 1z it was the capital of the
4TH -~z of Upper Eovpt T antquey To:™es was called the ~Amon
Cuts " heoguse Amon UKiro oo che Geds” oad threna there. Thebes
replaci d Smele girar the oo~ - on of the H - k508, 2+ the oreat political
and £z 1Ay certr and swn Pooame the Somital of Egypt (23] After
684 BC - hy Asavpios ipvasior: Thebes dio cned a=d never recovercd
agun At the pressnt time rhe remaes ©f Thebe: st Luxur imclude
Deir E; Bahar on the left bash of the N2 god karnak on the op-
positz bank.

Y. Tir second miermediate period {the vkigs nvasion end ke
Jrundarion of dAvarisy 1723 B0 - 1586 S C

About 1675 B.C. bofo=: tas end of -3¢ Thirteen Dynasty. Ihe
Hybsus poured tnte the Dolta feore Azt T ooee Asianic imvaders came
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upoexpectedly out of the Eastern Della and  subdued the country by
force without a battle (24).

Now “the Jand of Egypt came into the possession of the pollul=d
znd po lord became king™ (25). The Hyksos mede one of themselves
kiog (Salatis) and be constructed a chief base at Avaris to the east of the
arm of the Nile oear Bebastis. He set up his eapital there on the exseme

“east of the Delia end not at Memphis or any other central position in
Egypt in order Lo be on a site close to the borders of Asia. He thought
that the Asgyrians who had theo the greatest power might invade the
Deita, to thar be must choose his ¢hiel eenire on the wadj Tumilal, the
nzfural route from Adia. Ancther rcason was that the Hyksos mipht
from this centre rule their Asiatic dominons as well as Epypt (26). They
also could retreat from this site, asthey did Jater, to Palestine and Syra
All th= Above mentioned probablitics throw light upon how the Hyksos
chose thesite of theircapitzl inthe Eastern Deliz in order 1o meet their
political and military needs.

VI. The New Kingdom ( the Theben supermecy and  the religlous
revolution 15801B.C. 1350 B. C. . “

For the third time the fate of Egypt was determined by the
pzcple of Uppzr Eqvpt. The Theben kings (Eighteen Dyrasty) were
able 1o liberate Egyvpt from the Hyksos' dominaticn about 15:0 D.C.
and coasequently Thebes became *'pararysunt among (he -cities of
cgypr, and Amon-Re, the poonipal deity at Kereak, gt Jast vindi-
cated his right to the title King of the Gods" (27)°. However, this
supermazy did pot continue duripg fhe reign of Amcnophis. IV.
{Akhanaton) 1377 B.C—I960 B.C who w»orshipped “Aton” {ihe sun}.
In 1370 B.C he founded a new town for his personzl god Atoo and
removed his residence to it from Thebes or the city al the Brichiness of
Aton™, as it was called during this me. This town, which was called
Akhei-Alon “Horizen af Aton™, is known in modern times as Tell
E! Amarna. He chose asits site a bay in the ¢lills about 1hree hundred
miles to the norih of Thebes. At this point ,the cills [eave the Nile in
2 semi circle, retreat some three miles from the stream and return to it
again alter five miles. In $lus wide plain whichis bounded on the west
by the river and the other sides by 1he ciifls, Akhnaton buill his capilal
which lasted as Jong s his heresy (28). So alter twenty years at ,, Akhbet-
Aton™ he {ransferred his court again to Thebes.
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VIL The Ramesside perind (the feimdarion gqf Tanix} 1350 8 € —
Hnx 8 C

ATler 1he recovery from the religious revoluiton Egypl was
governed from th: Delta by 1he Ramessides kiogs vodsr whose rule
Egypt possessed 2s moch of an Asiatic empire as at any other period
in her history (293 The capvial dorng this time was Pir-Ramaes or
“House of Rames™. 15 lpeation is not eertain but it has been though
hz id=ntical with Tanis. At th2 present lime there is a controversy over
where of not was Tanis was first a2 Hyksos forieess noder the name
of Avars, and whether it laler became the city of Ramses {30).
Althouzhthe arigns ef the Lowy arc unkrown, ooe thing iscertain: Remsis
I putlt & new town in the Eustern Dxlta on ground belonging 1o
an estals of Amon-Re. This land could have been the “Ficld of Tanis”
when the Theban kings drose om the Hykeps {31).  Mocepver, the site
of the tow1i mast have beenr 1o theeastern fronticr. for a poet of the time
singirg of 1ty hzaut:es refers to it as bhamg between Egypt and Syria and
at the sumz timee beinr acezisible 10 sea larirg traffic {321,

Tapis fourished unnl the Roman tim2 and contined to arl as the
szat  of adwinssiration for the eastern nom. in succesion Lo its role as
roval residengs. Bt conunuad also to demonsirate irs militery utilty
inspite of tha faet thatths key sostionin th: the delensive svstem of the
Ea:zern Delia had bren advadcsd to Peluste af ¢he mouth otk aneient
Buhastite  brench of the Wilz (30

Vill. The decedeci porid (Egvpl wnder oveign rafey 1130 8. C -
662 B C

Urder asorics of weuk Rumessidas. the country rapidiy declined
and power pissed 1o thr High Prizet of Amga. Thus from the end
of tha XX Dynasty unul 945 B. € Egypt was governed from wa
scnarte capuals, Thebes in the south and Tuanis in the porth. The pod
Armpn, who had been adopied at Tanis. was regerded as the possessinn
of the Theben pod ard 1the pplitical power o Thebes was repesented
aecgrdingly

By the middle of 1the 10TH century B.C, the “chicls of the Mesh-
wesh™ who woere closzly akin 1o those Libyans whom Merenptah and
Rsmeses. I had repzlled with such difficuity. ruled Egypt ltom the
Delta a1 Bubaslis [Zagazizl. Sheshonk T, a Libyan mercenzry
commandzr, gained the throne and became the founder of the Twenty-



Second Dynasty in ™5 B.C. Alihough the High Priest of Theben still
exarciszd undisputed religious suthority, the city had politically become
a backwater (M). Bubastis conlinued {o be the chicf administeative
centre in Egypt untit the cootre of activity shifted to Sals {near from
Kalr El Zayat) with the Twenty-Fourth Dynasty and later to Napatz
when the Ethiopians kings were dominam 722 B.C 663 B.C.

WNapita was situaied a short distance down stream from the Fourth
cataract. It was founded at the hezd of the caravan soule lzading to
the interier of the Sudan and in ‘a remote posilion in order to develop
without much-daoger of any interference flom the north. The (ransfe-
rence of leadership from Mapata to Meroe later on was prebably dee
to 1he stagnation of Ethiopia’s political and crongmtic relutions with

JEsvpt (35).

The Erhiepian kiogs were znable during their rule from the
south, [0 seppress the mercenary lords of Lower Egypt who continued
to rule. T wus in the midst of these conflict thal the Assyriuns erfered
thy Dzlta and subdued the country (670 B.B—642 B.C) ir 4 period
vapiempotary with the tast yars of the Ethiopians

Lx.  The resroration 663 8O — 525 B.O

This was the age of power in which the palive party endiavoured
toretiore the ald glorics of the classic aze before the Rumesside enture
Agarn the ssut of powsr was in the Delia at Sais, the rutive 1own of
Fiamtik und his descedants (36). It became a great and splended ciry,
adomed with icmples 2nd palaces. winlst Thebes no tonmer possesaed
eitirar political of religious siginificance.

M. The Persicn conguest 325 B¢ — 332 BC

The kings, who depended upon Greek mercenaries for rheir
rule, failed te save Egypl (ram the Persian conguest in 525 B.C Eeyme
was left -he'pless by the conflicts of the preceding centuries. She Tived
fof o time under the Persians and the Ptolemies, till she became the
granary of Rome, when Alexandria flourished and the histony of 1he
antient-capital of Egypt closed

Conclusion

The site of the ancient capnal of Egypt is dolermined by three
factors, namsly. the relicious, military and political factors  The reli-
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gious influence is shown in the ghilting of the adminsitrative centre from
one place to aother, e.g., from Memphis fo Thebes-to akbet Atonto
Thebes wvgtin. The mililary poposc is the main reason behind the
foundation of Memphis on the wesiern side of the Nilc at the apex of
the Delia, for the constructin of Avans in the Ezsiern Deliz, and for the
sclection of Napata to be the capital of the Ethiopian empire. The
political factor is conpecled with the religious end miliiary factors, so
that it is difficuill 1o scparate it from the pthers. However, its infucoce
is apparent in the dividing of Epypt ioto [ourty-twe nomes, cach of
which had ils own “'chef lien"”. 1o conclusion it should be realised
that the site of the Egyptian caprizl was always chosen with regard to

the river Nile, the mwn spurce of water.
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