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Hail to thee, O Nile! 4:38

Archaeological excavations have shown… 7:19

In the beginning there was no sky… 5:17

The cleverest of these new beings… 5:11

In those days when Gods and men walked the earth… 6:10

While Sekhmet slept, Ra Atum went out… 7:17

Now as the years passed… 4:23

When Isis learned of the murder of her beloved lord… 6:18

When Isis returned from Ra Atum… 4:14

In the one day when Osiris had been allowed to come back… 3:42

All the while Isis seethed with anger… 6:16

It is not known exactly when the two kingdoms… 5:26

A new city named Memphis was built on the border… 4:57

In his History of Egypt, Manetho says… 6:49

All the actions that a person performed in life… 4:50

For the next thousand years all pharaohs were buried… 3:43

One of the greatest problems in the early days… 5:35

The rule of the Old Kingdom lasted nearly 500 years. 6:09

Amenemhet's pyramid is particularly fascinating… 6:06

One of the major differences with the previous eras… 7:26
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Ramesses XI, who ruled from 1098 to 1070 BCE… 7:01
In 1400 BCE the three pyramids at Giza… 6:04
The Ptolemies ruled for the next 300 years… 6:10
Then at the end of the 18th century… 6:18
Young sent his findings to a French scholar in Paris… 6:15
But the growth of this new science could not replace… 2:10

Total time: 2:26:00
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Some of the most striking images from 
the ancient world come from Egypt. Every 
time we see the pyramids; or pictures 
of pharaohs, their families and their 
servants, or their writing, the colourful 
hieroglyphics, we immediately know they 
come from the ancient dynasties of Egypt.
 This is partly because Egyptian building 
and Egyptian art is so distinctive! It is 
unlike anything else in the world. Take the 
pyramids. Pyramids were built by other 
cultures, especially in South America, but 
when we think of them, the first image 
that comes to the mind’s eye is The 
Great Pyramid of Cheops (146.59 metres 
high) near Cairo. The sphinx was quite a 
common statue in ancient civilisations, 
but again the first to come to mind is The 
Great Sphinx of Giza, with its strong lion’s 
body and human head. Though built 
around 2,550 BCE, it is still the world’s 

largest monolith statue, standing 20.22 
metres high and 73.5 metres long. Despite 
its history, we know very little about it – 
we don’t even know who was the model 
for the face, and why it was built. Though 
time and sand has worn away the face, 
and some detail on the body, it is still a 
remarkable sight. No matter how many 
photographs you may have seen, you will 
never forget the first time you stand under 
it and look up. You feel you are standing 
in the shadow of history.
 We know a lot more about the kings 
and queens who were mummified and 
buried in The Valley of The Kings near 
Luxor in Upper Egypt, or, as it used to be 
called, Thebes. Luxor stands on the east 
bank of the Nile. Thebes was the grand 
capital of the New Kingdom, the city of 
Amon-Ra, and there are many indications 
of its grandeur. The Temple of Luxor, 
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with its massive pylons (the gateways to 
the temple with its tapering towers) is 
immediately impressive, as is the huge 
statue of the sitting Ramesses II.
 Go further along the river (if you want 
to have the real Egyptian experience, you 
can walk in the hot sunshine – it will take 
you just under an hour) and you come 
to the even larger and more elaborate 
temple complex of Karnak. 
 Karnak was built over many years: 
work on temples and structures started 
in the Middle Kingdom (2055 BCE–1650 
BCE) and continued into the Ptolemaic 
period (305 BCE–30 BCE), ending when 
Roman rule began.
 Karnak comprises not just one temple, 
but many, including the Precinct of Mut, 
the Precinct of Montu and the Precinct 
of Amun-Ra (all were ancient gods and 
goddesses). It is this area which is perhaps 
the most unforgettable, for it is here we 
visit the Great Hypostyle Hall, with its 134 
massive pillars, arranged in rows of 16. The 
combination of the number, the height, 
and the fact that each of the pillars is 
decorated with elaborate carvings, makes 
it an awesome environment. It is difficult 

to imagine the immensity of it all: even 
when you stand in the middle looking up, 
it is almost beyond belief to think that this 
was the product of architects and artisans 
of the highest quality thousands of years 
ago.
 If you stand on the east bank of the 
Nile by the Temple of Luxor, and look 
across the water, where dhows (the boats 
with the Egyptian lateen sails) can still be 
seen, as they have been for millennia, 
you are less than an hour away from The 
Valley of the Kings. There are some trees 
and a few houses on the west bank, but 
go a little further and you find yourself in 
the desert – not flat sand, but a mixture 
of rock, hills and sand. It was here, 
over many centuries, that the ancient 
Egyptians brought the deceased bodies 
of their Pharaohs, their families and their 
dignatories to be buried. Over the last 
few centuries, many of these burial tombs 
have been discovered and opened up so 
that we can experience them first-hand.
 Most visitors go by tour bus, or hire 
a taxi. Another way is to hire a bicycle 
and cycle through the valley (taking lots 
of water!). You then have the contrast of 
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the quiet intense heat as you journey from 
tomb to tomb, with the cool, dark interior 
of the tombs themselves. These vary. Some 
are relatively flat and near the surface, so 
you can go through an entrance and see, 
almost immediately, the highly coloured 
and decorated walls, telling the life story 
of the person buried there, or the tales of 
Horus and Ra and the other deities with 
rows and rows of hieroglyphics. Sometimes, 
you find yourself going deep into the earth, 
down dimly lit wooden staircases, with 
tight passages and cool air (getting colder 
the deeper you go) until you come to a 
great chamber carved out of the rock.  
The paintings down here are breathtaking 
in their design and perfect condition, for 
in the dark no wind, rain or sunlight has 
touched them. They are as perfect as 
when they were first painted!
 Most of the tombs are empty, only a 
few have furniture or burial paraphernalia 
still there. Most things found have been 
taken to museums in Luxor or Cairo. 
However, when you go to the tomb of 
Tutankhamun, you can still see the young 
pharaoh’s mummified body, where it was 
when the English archaeologist Howard 

Carter discovered it in 1922.
 A visit to The Valley of the Kings creates 
an unforgettable impression. Another way 
to view it is by hot-air balloon. You go to 
the west bank just before dawn, assemble 
by the balloon, and rise in the air with the 
sun, floating over the Colossi of Memnon 
– the two enormous seated statutes that 
guard the way to the Valley – and from 
here you can see the broad compass of 
the Temple of Hatshepsut.
 Despite its antiquity, the world of ancient 
Egypt has survived so well partly because 
the civilisation lasted for so long and there 
was so much of it; partly because, being 
in a dry desert environment, even delicate 
materials such as papyrus withstood the 
weathering of time; and partly because 
so much was underground! And while we 
can see so much in museums and pictures 
on the internet, nothing can compare with 
seeing the statues, the pyramids and the 
tombs in real life.

Notes by Nicolas Soames
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The music on this recording is taken from the NAXOS catalogue
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Ancient Egypt – The Glory of the Pharaohs tells us about civilisation 
under the pharaohs, of mysterious statues and tombs, incredible 
obelisks, the pyramids and the Sphinx. In this recording, the ancient 
Egyptian kingdom is brought to life in a way that fuels the listener’s 
imagination, teaching and entertaining in equal measure.
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