PROJECT MUSE’

Imagining an Imperial Race: Egyptology in the Service of
Empire

Paul Sedra

Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, Volume
24, Number 1, 2004, pp. 249-259 (Article)

FRO|ECT MAFSE

Published by Duke University Press

= For additional information about this article
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/181224

[18.224.149.242] Project MUSE (2024-04-24 05:55 GMT)



Imagining an Imperial Race: Egyptology in the Setvice of
Empire

PAUL SEDRA

Archaeology under the limelight is a new and rather
bewildering expericnce for most of us. In the past we
have gone about our business happily enough, in-
tensely interested in it ourselves, but not expecting
other folk to be more than tepidly polite about it, and
now all of a sudden we find the wortld takes an inter-
est in us, an interest so intense and so avid for details
that special correspondents at large salarics have to be
sent to interview us, repott our every movement, and
hide round corners to surprise a secret out of us. It is,
as 1 said, a little bewildering for us, not to say embar-
rassing, and we wonder sometimes just exactly how
and why it has all come about. We may wonder, but [
think it would puzzle anyone to give an exact answes
to the question. One must suppose that at the time
the discovery was made the general public was in a
state of profound boredom with news of reparations,
conferences and mandates, and craved for some new
topic of conversation. The idea of buried treasure,
too, is one that appeals to most of us. Whatever the
reason, ot combination of reasons, it is quite certain
that, once the mitial Times dispatch had been pub-
lished, no power on eatth could shelter us from the
light of publicity that beat down upon us. We were
helpless, and had to make the best of it.

Howard Carter!

A scholar of no less distinction than the late Sir Rich
ard Burton wrote the other day of Egypt as “the in-
ventor of the alphabet, the cradle of letters, the
preacher of animism and metempsychosis, and, gen-
crally, the sourcc of all human civilization.” This is a
broad statement; but it is literally true. Hence the irre-
sistible fascination of Egyptology—a fascination
which is quite unintelligible to those who are ignorant
of the subject. I have sometimes been asked, for in-
stance, how it happens that I—erewhile a novelist,
and therefore a professed student of men and man-
ners as they are—can take so lively an interest in the

men and manners of five or six thousand years ago.
But it is precisely because these men of five or six
thousand years ago had manners, a written language,
a literature, a school of art, and a settled government
that we find them so interesting. Ourselves the crea=
tures of a day, we delight in studies which help us to
realize that we stand between the eternity of the past
and the eternity of the future.

Amelia Edwards?

Howard Carter, the draughtsman-turned-Egyptologist
who in November 1922 uncovered the virtaally un-
touched tomb of Tutankhamun in the Valley of the
Kings, professed “bewilderment” at the public frenzy
his discovery had spawned in Britain and the United
States. He insisted in his 1923 account of the discovery
that Fgyptology was a “scientific” discipline, and that
excavation, propetly undertaken, was a methodical,
painstaking and, frankly, rather esoteric and dull process,
about which the public, prior to his discovery, could
muster an attitude of only “tepid politeness” He as-
sumed that a “bored” public had chosen to scize upon
Egyptology for the moment given a lack of conversa-
tion topics, with images of long hidden “buried treas-
ure” drifting through their minds—but that the fascina-
tion was indeed only a2 momentary one, a “fad” with no
abiding roots. Ultimately, as the fascination faded,
Egyptology would return to the proprietorship of the
Hegyptologists, the hardy, dedicated folk who had long
remained “intensely interested” in the wotld of the an-
cient Bgyptians, despite the painstaking, esoteric char-
acter of their discipline.’

The notion of Fgyptology as a distinctly “scientific”
discipline, the practice of which must remain reserved
to the properly educated, is a potent onc indeed, and
continucs to serve as justification for Huropean “guardi-
anship” of ancient ligyptian artifacts.  Brian Fagan,
author of The Rape of the Nile: Tomb Robbers, Tourists, and

Avschaeologists in Fgypt, condemns the prevailing “restric-
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tive” policy of the Egyptian government in affording
Western archaeologists permits for excavation upon
Beoyptian soil-—a policy rooted, he claims, in a selfish
nationalism. Fagan contrasts such a purportedly sclfish
attitude with that of the sclfless tutn-of-the-century
excavators who pioneered Egyptology as a ¢
discipline—foremost among them, Sir William Matthew
Flinders Petrie.> Fred (Gladstone Bratton, author of A
History of Egyptian Archaeology, argues that Petrie “trans-
formed archacology from an undocumented collection
of antiquities to a decliberate reconstruction of history
by the location of the artifacts.” There were no ulterior
motives propelling Petrie’s research, according to Brat-
ton. He was merely a faithful “scientist,” for whom “a
potsherd was as important as a pyramid in reconstruct-
ing Egyptian cultural history.”’6

‘scientific”

Unfortunately, chroniclers of Egyptian archacology
have questioned the “scientific” pretensions of native
Hgyptologists to a far greater degree than they have
questioncd such pretensions among their Huropean for-
bears, the purported pioncers of “scientific” Egyptol-
ogy.” Notably, Donald Reid has discussed how, during
the “liberal era” of Egyptian history—the formative era
of Egyptian nationalism in the 1920s, 1930s, and
1940s—“Pharaonic discourse redefined antiquities as
sacred relics of a glorious past.”  During that cra, the
Hgyptian Antiquities Scrvice developed into an arena of
fierce contest, as Egyptans struggled for control of the
heritage of the nation. Reid points to the shift of the
Service from the Ministry of Public Works to the Min-
istry of Education as indicative of the distinctly political
import of Hgyptology among Egyptian nationalists. As
he notes, thenceforth, “schools would educate modern
Egyptians about their pharaonic heritage.”?

Such a focus upon Egyptian nationalists’ appropria-
tion of Bgyptology as a symbolic means by which to
bolster political agendas, although warranted, has tended
to harden, in the absence of comparable questioning of
Huropean appropriations, the predominant view of
“selfish” Egyptians “fiddling” with the “scientific”
findings of “impartial” European Egyptologists.!? Both
Benedict Anderson and Bernard Cohn have mounted
noteworthy interrogations of FEuropcan archacologists’
rhetoric of “scientific impartiality” in separate colonial
contexts, Southeast Asia and India respectively.!!

>

According to Anderson, reconstructions of monu
ments by colonial archaeological services in Southeast
Asia served to place “the builders of the monuments
and the colonial natives in a certain hierarchy.” In the
Dutch Fast Indics, colonial officials aimed to propagate
the view that ancient monuments were the work not of
the natives’ descendants, but of “Indian immigrants”—
that the natives were “racially distinct” from the Dutch

East Indies” former inhabitants. In Burma, colonial offi-
cials emphasized the notion of decline—that the natives
could not possibly achieve all that their ancestors had
achieved, as reflected in the monuments of the latcer.
Anderson concludes that “the rcconstructed monu
ments, juxtaposed with the surrounding rural poverty,
said to the natives: Our very presence shows that you
have been, or have long become, incapable of either
greatness ot self-rule.””12

Cohn speaks to the broader dynamics of the colonial
appropriation of native pasts through archae-
ology—how British patrons “created a system of classi-
fication which determined what was valuable, that which
would be preserved as monuments of the past, that
which was collected and placed in museums, that which
could be bought and sold, that which would be taken
from India as mementoes and souvenirs of their own
relationship to India and Indians.””*  Such systems of
classification constituted critical forms of power for the
British, for they afforded the British control of the In-
dian past. As Cohn himself captures the notion, “The
power to define the nature of the past and establish pri-
orities in the creation of a monumental record of a civi-
lization, and to propound canons of tastc, are among
the most significant instrumentalities of rulership.”14
Particularly noteworthy in the account, however, is the
argument that such “systems of classification,” such
forms of power, wetre not deployed in uniform fashion
to achieve uniform aims—that there existed no coher-
ent conspiracy to disparage the accomplishments of the
peoples of ancient India, or to dissociate the inhabitants
of modern India from their forbears. In fact, Cohn re-
veals that British archacologists conceived of Tndia “not
only as cxotic and bizarre but as a kind of living mu
seum of the luropean past”—that individual archae-
ologists reasoned, “Builders in Tndia have been doing
the same thing since time immemotial, which enables
the British to understand how their own great religious
buildings of the Middle Ages were constructed.”’15

Perhaps the only effort at interrogation of the “sci-
entific” pretensions of European Egyptology yet un-
dertaken—without doubt, the most conspicuous—is
that mounted by Martin Bernal in Volume 1 of his
magisterial work, Black Athena: The Afroasiatic Roots of
Classical Civilization. Bernal argues that the development
of Egyptology as a “scientific” discipline was linked to a
broad European intellectual cffort to marginalize the
contribution of ancient ligypt to the classical heritage of
Hurope in Greece—rto render the world of the ancient
lgyptians a shadowy, remote, and irrational one, with
which modern Europeans could not possibly identify. A
wholly italicized passage of Black Athena points to the
rise of racism during the nineteenth century as respon-
sible for the intellectual effort to disparage ancient
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Hoypt:

I it had been scientifically “proved” that Blacks were

biologically incapable of civilization, how could onc

explain Ancient Egypt—which was inconveniently
placed on the African continent? There wete two, Of
rather three, solutions. The first was to deny that the

Ancient Egyptians were black; the second was to

deny that the Ancient Egyptians had created a “truc”

civilization; the third was to make doubly sure by de-

nying both. The last has been preferred by most 19th-

and 20™-centuty historians.'¢
As to chronology, Bernal points to the 1860s and 1870s
as “a petiod of tension between the spitit of Champol-
lion and the prevailing racism and passion for
Greece”—that is, between a lingering esteem for the
ancient Fgyptians and the racism challenging that es-
teem—whereas, after 1880, “Tigyptology tended to con-
form and subordinate itself to the dominant discipline
of Classics.”"  Apparently, according to Bernal, “There
was nothing the Egyptologists in a small peripheral dis-
cipline could do about the denigration of Fgypt, even if
they wanted to. Few, if any, did. Nearly all of them bad
had a thorough Classical education before beginning
their own subject.”’18

Peter Gran, in the introduction accompanying the
1998 edition of his I[sfamic Roots of Capitalism, rendetrs a
comparable judgment:

Ancient Egypt is a necessary foil; to Westerners it is

worth the investment for that reason. Obscutre and

religious, ancient HEgypt makes no sense. This is its
function. It is the function of Egyptology to make
ligypt make no sense. [f Tigypt were made to make
sense, ot if Moses were generally seen as Eeoyptian (as

Freud saw him), doubts about the wisdom of Moss’s

exodus would arise.l?

According to Gran, doubts as to the wisdom of the
exodus represent a problem for such purported democ-
racies as the United States—democracics justifying their
founding fathers’ slaughter of indigenous peoples
through symbolic references to Moss’s slaughter of
Tigyptians.

Although both Bernal and Gran merit acclaim for
their respective cfforts to question the “scientific” pre-
tensions of Bgyptology—to ascertain the distinctly po-
litical motives behind Tluropean Kgyptological pro-
jects—I must question the sweeping nature of their
claims. Have all Egyptologists remained as resigned to
the ascendancy of Greece as Bernal claims? Have all
Egyptologists remained committed to rendering the
world of the ancient Hegyptians shadowy, remote, and
irrational, as Gran maintains?

The words of Amclia Edwards—the founder of the
Fgypt Exploration Fund and Petrie’s principal bene-

factor—cast considerable doubt upon such claims. De-
spite a successful carcer as a novelist, with cight works
published between 1855 and 1880, Fidwards chose in
the 1880s to devote all her effort to the cause of exca-
vation and archacological preservation in Fgypt® In
lectures she delivered throughout Britain and the U nited
States, intended to raise funds for such excavation and
prescrvation, she emphasized how “civilized” the an-
cient Egyptians were, and matshaled evidence that
Petrie provided het to demonstrate the point. In a lec-
ture entitled “Egypt, the Birthplace of Greek Decora-
tive Art,” she professed her profound estcem for an-
cient Hgyptians—an cstecm rooted in their civilizational
attainments, “manners, a written language, a literature, a
school of art, and a scttled government” among them.?!
As the title of the lecture indicates, idwards was con-

vinced that “the carly Greek, when emerging from pre-
historic barbarism, must have gone to school to the
Delta and the Valley of the Nile, not only for his first
lessons in letters and science, but also for his eatliest
notions of architecturc and the arts.”’?

Had Iidwards, a mere “aficionado,” tended to exag-
geration to securc resources for her Fgypt Hxploration
Tund? Was her sentiment unrepresentative of that of
the emerging generation of “scientific” Hgyptologists,
Petrie foremost among them? Although Bernal would
reply in the affirmative, there exists much evidence to
challenge his broad claim that Tigyptologists sought
both to “whiten” the ancient Egyptians and to disparage
their achievements, given their alleged subservience to
Classics. Inclined to concur with the formet half of the
argument—that regarding the “whitening” of the an-
cients— I have fundamental doubts about the lattet.
Bernal seems to have engaged in a remarkably selective
petusal of Egyptologists’ works, and thus ncglected the
diversity of arguments as to the ancient Tigyptians’
“civilized” character, advanced by the foremost archae-
ologists of Egyptology’s formative years as a “scien-
tific” discipline.

I have no intention, however, of erecting a broad nar-
rative challenging that of Bernal and Gran, to the effect
that Egyptologists had a uniformly sanguine vision of
the ancient Egyptians. The ancient ligyptians were as-
suredly cast as an “uncivilized” people, of “poot racial
stock,” when their practices or policies were set in con-
tradistinction to modern practices or policics as “super-
stitious” or “irrational.” However, Egyptologists wete
no less willing to cast the ancient Egyptians as a dis-

” when

tinctly “civilized” people, of “good racial stock,
their ancient practices of policies appeated to endotrsc
modern practices or policies.?  In short, images of the
ancient Egyptians were eminently flexible means to dis-
tinctly functional, political ends in the hands of pur-

pottedly “scientific” Foyptologists.
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Imagining Imperial Forbears

Prior to the nineteenth century, Bernal concedes,
there existed in Turope a fascination with and venera-
tion for the ancient Egyptians. In the Middle Ages, the
roots of non-biblical philosophy and culturc were traced
to Hermes Trismegistos, an incarnation of the ancient
Fgyptian god of wisdom, Thoth.2* By the eighteenth
century, the Freemasons had seized upon Egypt as the
birthplace of geometry, and modeled their associational
life upon that of ancient Egyptian priesthoods.?> In his
Mediterranean Passion, focused upon nineteenth-century
travelers, John Pemble warns against misinterpreting the
interest in Hgyptian and Assyrian archaeology apparent
among the Victorians for, he insists, “there was no incli-
nation to pay the tribute of c¢cnvy or emulation. The re-
mains of these ancient societies were essentially mu
secum specimens: the fascinating but unedifying products
of alien and inferior civilizations.”26

Yet, a cursory glance at the terms in which nine-
teenth-century travelers described the ancient Egyptians
and their monuments reveals the existence of just the
envy whose persistence Pemble emphatically denies.
Jerome Van C. Smith noted during a visit to Dendera in
1850, “No description could do justice to those inimita-
ble specimens of artistic skill. T have alrcady seen
enough of architecture in Egypt to convince me that
four thousand years to come will not produce their
equal.”?’ Missionary William Jowett recalled, in his 1822
Christian Researches in the Mediterranean, a conversation
with a Coptic priest of Luxor, during which the pricst
asked “Why the Iinglish Travellers spent so much
money on the granite statues and other antiques. Some
idea seemed to have crept into his mind, that the Eng-
lish would put them into their Churches, and worship
them.”28

The pricst was scarcely far from the mark, for the
travelers” comments frequently reveal that, if given the
choice between preservation of the ruins of ancient
Heyptian temples and that of the ruins of ancient
Christian churches, they opted for the former. In 1853,
Carl Lepsius recounted restoration efforts in temples
the ancient Christians of Hgypt had converted into
churches, during which he “loosened the stucco, which
is generally covered over with totally uninteresting Cop-
tic paintings, that 1 might restore the splendid sculptures
of the Egyptian gods and kings concealed beneath them
once more to their older and greater claims on our at-
tention.”®  John Foulkes Jones, in his g/ in 1ts Biblical
Relations and Moral Aspect (1860), noted that the ancient
Christians “thought that by their mud-plasterings they
were ‘doing God service;” but it would have been well if
they had been quiet.” He proceeded to justify his claim:

“I should like to see Christianity preaching in its granite
pulpit in the temples of Egypt, and perhaps we shall
beforc long; but not such a Christianity as this. What
better is St. Peter, with his Keys of Heaven, than the
Egyptian Pthah, with his Key of the Nile!”30

Such were the comments of individual travelers—but
how is onc to account for the widespread persistence of,
if not expansion in, reverence for Ligyptian antiquities
in nineteenth-century Iurope? In May 1821, Giovanni
Belzoni unveiled his finds in the temples and tombs of
Egypt at the Hgyptian Hall in Piccadilly. Two thousand
visited the exhibition on opening day, and the antiquities
remained at the Egyptian Hall for a year.3! As Anthony
Sattin argues, in stark contrast to Pemble, “Britons en-
joyed the opportunity of comparing themselves with
one of the great civilisations of antiquity.”3?

Nineteenth-century Western travelers to ligypt de-
scribe a particular interest in the Coptic Christians of
Ligypt as the “modern sons of the pharaohs.” In a
1859 dialogue between an English child, Percy, and a
“native informant,” Mr. Haradin, ia a fictionalized travel
account of the period aimed at children, speaks to this
notion, then widely held in the West. Young Percy asks
Haradin, with a measure of confusion and frustraton,
“Why the inhabitants of Egypt ate always called Arabs
instead of Egyptians. T never hear any one talking of
Egyptians; it is always ‘those clever Arabs,” or ‘those lazy
Arabs, that every one speaks of. Now, why is this? We
arc not in Arabia, Mr. Haradin?” Haradin procceds to
inform Percy that, “Ever since Fgypt was conquered by
the Arabs in the seventh century, the mixed inhabitants
have received the name, just as they have adopted the
language of their conquerors.” Perey is disturbed by the
tesponse for, given his fascination with the splendors of
ancient Egypt, he had aimed to meet and honor the an-
cients’ lineal descendants. He is thus rclieved to learn
trom Haradin that “Copts are the descendants of the
ancient Egyptians, and have, on account of their pro-
fessing the Christian religion, never amalgamated or
intermarried with the Arab race, except, indecd, such of
them as have first embraced the Moslem faith.”34

Rationalizing the Imperial Imagination

The principal dilemma facing all archacologists is that
of reconstructing the social life of a given time and
place from disparate fragments of evidence. William
Matthew Flinders Petrie introduces his 1923 Social T .ife in
Ancient Egypt with an explicit justification of how he has
surmounted that dilemma. The disparate fragments of
evidence are, in his research, “united by a cement of
familiarity with the land and the people, which have re-
mained so little changed.”  Such a justification stands
in stark contrast to a claim advanced at the end of the
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very same volume. Two hundred pages later, the author
maintains that, whercas the land may have remained
unaltered through the centaries, the people assuredly
had not. He concludes the volume with the admonition,
“The Egyptians of the present age are not to be ac-
cepted as the race of the past. The fatal ovetlaying by an
Arab majority has spoiled the finest minds of the
stock.”¥ How is one to account for such dissonance?
There is a hint of an explanation in the words that fol-
low the “racial analysis.” Petrie continues, “The high
attainments, the permanence and continuity of Bgyptian
life, with a fuller record than that of any other country,
will always render it the most important human growth
for study, whether socially, politically, or in the histoty of
invention, which is the lifeblood of civilisation.”?’

Indeed, Social 1.ife in Ancient Egypt is a work of em-
phatic commendation of the ancient Egyptians’ prac-
tices and policies. Hxplicit, elaborate parallels between
the “progress” of the ancient Egyptian empire and civi-
lization and that of the modern British empitre and civi-
lization arc erccted. For instance, Petrie describes how
the rise of an empire depends upon the “transmissibility
of payments.” In his words, as a medium for exchange,
“Corn suffices for a city-state, copper for a small group
of cities, silver for an isolated country, gold for an em-
pire, paper for the relations between empires.” He pro-
ceeds to recount how, by their cighteenth dynasty, the
ancient ligyptians had reached the gold standard—a
development concomitant with a vast expansion in
Egyptian domains. In the case of England, the rise of
the gold standard had permitted the Battle of Sluys and
the inauguration of the English “career of expansion.”®

Petric lauds the skill in administration reflected in the
monumental Great Pyramid. According to him, “Much
nonsense has been written about the oppression of the
people, their tears and groans. With the splendid organi-
sation evident in the wotk, the people must have been
well managed.”® He proceeds to excuse the “absence of
republican interludes” in ancient Egypt by reference to
the limits upon the Bgyptian monarchy enforced by law.
As Petrie explains, “However bad an Tigyptian might be
petsonally, he [the monatch] could not carn the hatred
of his subjects like the irresponsible Greek tyrants or
Roman emperors. He was held by being part of a highly
organized official machinery.”# Further, membets of
the most humble ancient Tigyptian strata could reach
positions of powet in that machinery. Indeed, meritoc-
racy “was a chief causc of the durability of Egyptian
society; great as the differences were, there was a grada-
tion interlocking all through, as in England.”"

Further, the ancient Egyptians were a “morally civi-
lized” people. According to Petric, “In practical life, the
Figyptian felt very strongly the value of strength of

character and of seif-control. He taught that there
would be no room for deviation and uncertainty if a
resolute course be firmly adopted. The steadfast, an-
wavering mind is held up as a heavenly requisite.”” Fraud
and deception wetre rejected; discretion, humility, and
geniality endorsed. He continues, “To superiors, ready
submission was commended; and the influences of
backstairs and toadying were not to be omitted. To in-
feriors, fairness and kindness were enjoined; past favour
should not be harped upon. Pride, grasping and brow
beating are all condemned.” Pettie ventures to claim
that the ancient Egyptians insisted upon order and
cleanliness in their public and private affairs, respec-
tively. In the public sphere, registries of land, property,
wills, boundaries, assessments, and births, and a hierar-
chical system of coutts, cosured the proper administra-
tion of justice; whereas of the private sphere, Petrie
notes that the ancient Egyptians “had their garments
constantly fresh washed with patticular attention.”*

To return to the dissonance in the text as to racial
origins, with such an emphatic commendation of the
ancient Hgyptians® practices and policies petvading Social
Life, how could Petrie possibly reconcile the “degraded”
state of the modern Egyptians—a pcople ruled by Brit-

ons for forty years, specifically due to their lack of
“civilization”—with the sanguine vision of the ancient
Egyptians he held? The notion of the “fatal overlaying
by an Arab majority” with which Petrie concluded the
text was critical to his explanation of how the Egyptians
had departed from the “civilized path.” He emphasized,
however, that although the racial characteristics of the
Egyptian people had “detetriorated” through the centu-
ries, the physical characteristics of the Hgyptian land-
scape had remained unaltered. Hence, Petric could argue
that the British administrators of Bgypt were in a posi-
tion to Jearn much, in distinctly practical terms, from the
example of the ancient Egyptians, as far as their rela-
tionship with that landscape was concerned. The ancient
Heyptians had grasped the particular principles of ad-
ministration that functioned most aptly in the Egyptian
landscape.

One such principle of administration was forced la-
bor. Pettie characterizes forced labor as “a natural fea-
ture of the management” under the ancient Tigyptians.
As he recounts, “The inundation left the people unem-
ployed, and at the same time imperiled the great dykes
on which the country depended. Hence it was in the
common interest that unpaid labour should be organ-
ised to keep up the carthworks.”™ Given the logic in
forced labor that Petrie perceived, he was left bewil-
dered by British administrators’ decision to abolish the
practice.  For Petrie, forced labor was an cminently
salutary institution for all involved, the laborer included:
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Fach man might be levied twice in his lifetime; he
would be just as well off there as at home, for he
could do nothing during the inundation. All that was
necessary was to transport a couple of hundred-
weight of food with him, which he would eat there
instead of at home. The immense gain to the people
was the education in combined work and technical
training*>
The meager attention Bernal affords as critical an
Egyptological figure as Petrie in the text of Bladk
Athena—a couple of pages, for the most part unrelated
to Petrie’s principal research—is not at all startling when
one considers the argument Bernal secks to substantiate.

Petrie, cast by Bernal as “the brilliant and eccentric
tounder of modern Egyptology,” is not a figure who fits
neatly into Bernal’s framework.4 Petrie never viewed his
work as of less importance than the Classicists™—quite
to the contrary, in fact. Amelia [idwards’s atguments as
to the Hgyptian roots of Greek civilization flowed from
research Petrie had conducted at Naukratis.
Petrie as an “eccentric”
fater in the text—is a particulatly curious rhetorical ma-

Casting

and, further, as a “maverick”

neuver, given the fact that the archacologist served as
Professor of Egyptology at the University of London
from 1892 to 1933 and as Emeritus Professor until his
death in 1942, that he secured honorary doctorates from
Oxford, Cambridge, and Edinburgh, and that he pub-
lished roughly one thousand books, articles, and reviews
in his lifetime. In the view of Who Was Who in Egyptolagy,
Petrie “made more major archaeological discoveries
than any other archacologist” and “advanced the wholc
approach to archacology.”#

Although Bernal could not afford to discuss Petrie’s
emphatic commendation of ancient Egyptian practices
and policies, there is little question that Petrie’s machi-
nations as to the racial characteristics of the Flgyptians
lend force to Black Athena’s “whitening” argument. In
his 1932 memoirs, Petrie speaks to the long-rehearsed
notion of the Copts as the descendants of the ancient
FHgyptians, pointing to the Coptic village as “clean and
well swept, the women sitting at work in the doorways
and chatting across the street. It is on the level of a civi-
lised Mediterranean land, and not like the filthy confu-
sion of a Mohammedan village.” He concludes, “Egypt
will never be a cwilised land tll it is ruled by the
Copts—if ever.”#

Seven years later, Petrie published 1he Making of

Egypt—an examination of the racial characteristics of
the ancient ligyptians, as such characteristics shifted
through the centurics. Petrie had analyzed the skull ca-
pacities and facial types not only of actual physical re-
mains, but of statuary as well. Of one statue, he com-

ments, “The tremendous vigour and driving powetr of

the square jaw and high cheek bone is unrivalled. Not
even the former great leader, Mena, could have with-
stood Khufu.”# The driving force behind shifts in racial
characteristics—and, in turn, behind advances in “civili-
zation”—was military invasion from abroad. The at-
tainment of each successive stage in Egyptian civiliza-
tion “was due to intermixture with an alien civilisation,
and we may infer that a people however mingled cannot
progress when once unified—continual mixture with
another civilisation being needful for the growth and
development of a country.”® Accotding to Petrie, then
writing in 1939, “These researches, which have crystal-
lized the scattered facts of the past, may tend to pro-

mote a mote hopeful view of our own time, and lead us
to avold the exclusive nationalism which ignores history.
The remotc ages of the past bear on the immediate pre-
sent and scrve to illumine the future.”s!

Although he emphasized the “scientific” character of
his research, Petrie was scarcely oblivious to the political
implications of lgyptology. Whether lauding British
principles of imperial administration as “immemorial)”
endorsing the practice of forced labor in Egypt as
“natural,” condemning BEgyptian Muslims as “racially
unfit” to govern their country, or ctiticizing nationalism
as a “racially myopic” policy, Petric marshaled his cre-
dentials as a “scientist” to great cffect in rendeting dis-
tinctly political judgments. Notably, however, his quest
to preserve his interpretative control of ancient Egypt
never led him to cast the world of the ancients as shad-
owy, remotc, ot irrational. To ercct such a barrier be-
tween ancient Fgyptians and modern Europeans would
have served only to diminish his influence, for that in-
fluence was rooted in his capacity to erect parallels be-
tween the world of the ancient Egyptians and that of
modern Europeans. In his memoirs, Petrie describes
with great pride how, during the July 1901 exhibition of
antiquities he had collected, “a new public feeling ap-
peared; instead of only caring for things of beauty or
remarkable appearance, people hung over the tables,
fascinated by the fragments of the Ist dynasty. The
historic meaning and importance had an astonishing
effect; some workmen would spend their whole dinner
hout in the room.”>2

From Imperial Imagination to Colonial Policy

In 1905, four years after having left his studies at the
University of Oxford and joined Petrie as part of the
Hgypt Exploration TI'und mission, Arthur Weigall was
appointed Inspector-General of Egyptian Antiquities by
Lord Cromer The influence of Weigall’s experience
in the field, both under Petrie and during his nine years
as lnspector-General, is palpable in the Egyptological
writings to which he devoted the remainder of his ca-
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recs——no fragment or facet of which receives attention
in Black Athena. The theme common to virtually all his
writings is the urgency of the preservation of BEgyptian
antiquities upon Hgyptian soil. As Weigall declared in his
1923 collection of essays, 1he Glory of the Pharaoks, 1
have no hesitation in saying that the craze for recklessly
dragging away unique monuments from Heypt to be
exhibited in western museums for the satisfaction of the
untravelled man, is the most petnicious bit of folly to be
found in the whole broad realm of Egyptological mis-
behaviout.””5

For Weigall, to removce EBgyptian antiquities from
Egyptian soil was to violate the spirit of archaeology.
Egypt was, for him, an exalted museum of civilization.
Robbing Iigypt of her antiquities was to rob her of her
coherence. Wrested from their proper context, the an-
tiquities could indeed appcar shadowy, remote, and irra-
tional—but preserved in Egypt in the order the ancients
had intended, they were evocative of the otrder and

authority of a great empire of the past, and represented
a potent arsenal of symbols with which Fgyptologists
could advance political claims. He tamented, “The pub-
lic has learnt to ask to be shown the wotks, and the ar-
chaeologist is often so proud of them that he forgets to
mention the putpose of the machine.” As long as atr-
chaeologists focused upon individual antiquities as curi-
osities of the past, they could never achieve the author-
ity Weigall believed they merited. In his words, “The
true archaeologist does not take pleasure in skeletons as
skeletons, for his whole effort is to covet them decently
with flesh and skin once more, and to put some
thoughts back into their empty skulls.””>¢

The power to cover the skeletons with flesh, the
power to put thoughts into the empty skulls of the an-
cient Fgyptians, was a power the archaeologist could
deploy to great advantage.
tantamount to control of the present. As Weigall cap-
fured the notion, “The layman, in the manner of the
little Nationalist, lives in a small and confined Present;
but the archaeologist, like a truc Tmperialist, ranges
through all time, and calls it not the Past but the Greater
Present.”  ‘The authority of the archaeologist derives

Control of the past was

from interpretative control of history, for cach individ-
ual has a responsibility to history. Weigall explained,
“The simple consciousness that we who live in the pre-
sent day are figures silhouetted against the luminous
curtain of former ages produces in our minds a definitc
sense of proportion and decorum which is our surest
defence against anarchy and uncontrol.” To fulfill their
responsibility to history, all individuals must heed the
words of the archacologist. Indecd, if “cvery antiquity
or ancient work of art scrves as a reminder to us of our
responsibilides to God and man,” then the archacologist
wields the power to define the responsibilities of the

individual.5
With the link between archaeological expertise and
political authority thus established, Weigall proceeded in
The Glory of the Pharaohs, and in a subsequent collection
issued in 1924, Tutankhamen and Other Essays, to render
judgments as to how ancient trends could bear upon the
conduct of modern BEgyptian politics. In contrast to
Petrie, Weigall was convinced that “the ancient and
modern Egyptians are one and the samc people”—and
that, hence, he enjoyed a unique grasp of the “inner
impulses” that had driven the Bgyptian race from tme
immemorial® There was no need for him to confine
his comments to the strategies of governance that
flowed “logically” from the nature of the Egyptian
landscape; through his Lgyptological studies, Weigall
belicved he had delved into the psychology of not
merely the ancient Egyptian, but the modern Egyptian
as well. He declared, “The complex character of a hu-
man being is expounded only by the study of his fore-
fathers. If we would appreciate the value of a race or
nation we must of necessity sit down seriously to a de-
tailed examination of the past.” As to the Egyptian case,
he continued:
Tt is an incontestable fact that the contents of the an-
cient sepulchres do give us the material to form the
basis of the only reasonable study of the Egyptian
question—the study of the Present in the light of the
Past with an eye to the Future. The records which are
discovered in the tombs tell us what Egyptian indi-
viduals can accomplish ethically, while the antiquities
themselves show us of what they are capable artisti-
cally, industrially, technically, and scientifically.®
However, the insistence upon racial continuity between
the ancient and modern Bgyptians presented Weigall
with just the dilemma Petrie had faced—that of how to
reconcile an esteem for the ancient Egyptians, which
Weigall held in common with Petrie, with the “de-
eraded” state of their descendants.  Weigall argued, no-
tably in an essay entitled ““T'he Children of Egypt,” that
the Egyptians had merely failed to develop since the
time of the ancients—that the Egyptian peasant was “a
relic of the days when the world was young, preserved
to this present age together with the Sphinx and the
Pyramids.” Tigypt was, indeed, not mercly an exalted
museum of civilization, but a living one. The British had
cartied forth the cause of “civilization” pioneered by
the ancients, and thus possessed the responsibility “to
act as tutor to a most cngaging, though sometimes pro-
voking, rabble of children”—the modern Tigyptians.o!
Weigall insisted, nevertheless, that the Hgyptians
would scarcely temain children for long—that in the
four decades of British tutelage the Tigyptians had en-
joyed to that point, they had begun to grasp the chasm
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between their “glorious” past and their “degraded” pre-
sent. He remarked, “There is 2 new attitude of self-
assertion to be observed, which, while it may somcwhat
startle a few of the old-fashioned British officials, is
received by the majority with gladness, as being a sign of
the recovery of this most engaging people from its long
sickness”—the sickness of stagnation.®? Yet, as the
igyptians still possessed, as a race, the requisite genetic
material for greatness, the recovery was a cause not
Weigall
claimed that, if mishandled, the “regencration of the
Egyptian race” could prove an unmitigated disaster for
British strategic interests. The concessions to Egyptian
nationalism Britain was constrained to accept consti-

merely for gladness, but for concern as well.

tuted evidence of the consequences such “mishandling”
could entail.

Just as inescapable as Hgyptian nationalism was the
reemergence of Egyptian imperialism. According to
Weigall, “I'rom the earliest historical times the Egyp-
tians have endeavoured to hold Syria and Palestine as a
vassal state.” He pointed to the Pharaoh Khyan who
“ruled from Baghdad to the Sudan,” and to Thutmosis
IIT who “fought no less than scventeen campaigns in
Asia, and left to his son the most powerful throne in the
world.”63 Weigall was convinced that, although the
British could delay Hgyptian expansion into Syria and
Palestine, a power as vigorous as the British could not
quell the “inner impulse” that had long propelled Egyp-
tians into adjacent territories. The British had therefore
to reconcile themselves to history, and to prepare for
that eventuality. Despite the conceited attitudes of par-
ticular British officials, “Egypt is not a little country:
Egypt is a crippled empire.”** Weigall ventured to argue
that, in fact, British officials in Egypt could consider
themselves fortunate as, “if there is any importance in
the bearing of history upon politics, we have in ligypt a
better chance of appreciating it than we have in the case
of any other country.” 6 With both access to means of
coercion and a grasp of the patterns of history, such
officials enjoyed a unique opportunity to influence the
inexorable forces of Egyptian nationalism and expan-
sionism to British advantage—an opportunity that
would not last for long,

Although Weigall confined his political commentary
to distinctly Egyptian affaits in his nonfiction works, a
broader vision emerges from his fiction—in particular, a
novel he published in 1926 entitled The Way of the Fast.
The principal characters of the novel are Colonel Ro
mance, a cavalry officer cnjoying a leave in Britain from
service in India, and Miriam Marcos, “a beautiful, dark-
eyed, dark-haired Latin or even Jewish-looking girl” re-
siding for the moment at the home of the Colonel’s
American sister-in-law, Mrs. Garrett.%6 Romance is im-
mediately attracted to Miriam, both physically and intel-

lectually, despite her rather unconventional views. In
their initial chance encounter at the home of Mrs.
Garrett, Miriam unabashedly argues, “Pcople of differ-
ent nationalities, brought up in the same way, will be the
same, or act the same, or pretty neatly s0.”’67 She contin-
ues, “You complain about Indians and Egyptians and
those sort of people being dirty; but that could all be
changed in a generation, just as it has been changed in
England. It’s not the breed; it’s the idcal.”®

The Colonel swiftly discovers that such unconven-
tional views are the product of distinctly individual ex-
petience, for Miss Marcos, although educated in Eng-
land from infancy and thus entrenched in English
manners and customs, is an Egyptian—specifically, the
daughter of Girgis Pasha Marcos, the Coptic Governor
of the ligyptian Province of Ismuay. Romance is
shocked by the news that he has fallen in love with a
native. When he confronts Miriam with the revelation,
she defiantly asks, “Where’s the difference: Tell me that!
Am I black?—Ilook at me. I've got your English point
of view; my thoughts are the same as your thoughts.
The only ditference is that I come of a pure, blue-
blooded, ancient race; and you are nothing but a hotch
potch, as you called it yourself the other day”
hotchpotch of races to which the Colonel had, in fact,
credited Britons™ greatness.® He had argued that there
existed no distinetly Bridsh racial characteristics, that his
ancestors’ resistance to inbreeding was laudable. The
fusion of races in modern Britons was a virtue, Ro
mance had insisted, for they had thus secured the finest
genetic material from a range of racial sources.

4

The notion of incorporating the “blue blood” of a
descendant of the ancient Egyptians into that fusion
comes to mesmerize Romance. He pleads with Miriam
to accept him as a husband after all, declaring, “We’re
out to produce the superman; we’te doing God’s work;
we’re consciously trying to create, to mix, to select, to
find the formula. We’re Adam and Eve again; and Para-
dise is there, somewhere, if only we can discover it. Will
you try? Will you let us give it a chance?”” As the Colo-
nel casts a gaze upon his prospective mate, images of
ancient Egyptian greatness overwhelm him:

Just as she looked now, so some dim, remote queen,

whose blood tan in Miriam’s veins, had looked out

from her casement down on to the paved and sunlit
embankment of the Nile, here the treasure ships of

conquered kingdoms were moored. There was im-

measurable, unfathomable history latent behind those

features. Her lips had been kissed by kings in ‘Thebos
of the Hundred Gates; upon her forehcad the ser-
pent-diadem of the Pharaohs had rested, as she sat
upon her golden throne in Memphis; her ears had
listened to the ravishing music of the harpers at some
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mystic ceremony in honot of the inscrutable Sphinx;

her eyes had seen the loveliness of the moon in the

incense-gardens of Philae, within sound of the Cata-

ract; her feet had trod the halls of the palace at Alex-

andria, beside the halcyon sea.’!
Romance concludes, “The place upon which she stood
was enchanted ground; there was a magic circle about
her which held the romantic history of the oldest civili-
sation on earth; there was the shining glory of ages
around her, fading into the pale light of legend.”” Fot
the moment, however, Miriam refuses to participate in
the Colonel’s genetic experiment, returning to BEgypt
with her father to “find her roots”—but not without a
measure of dread, given all she has heard of the back
wardness of the modern Egyptians.

Her worst nightmare in fact materializes upon her
return, as she is cloistered with relatives revolting in
their “superstition.” Foremost among the relatives is her
aunt, Mrs. Todros, who at one point recommends the
hedgehog as a cure for the fool—specifically, “You stew
the left eye and the heart [of the hedgehog] in the watet
of boiled onions, and anoint his [the fool’s] face with 1t,
while he is asleep.”” When Mrs. Garrett calls upon the
Matcos family in Ismuay, Miriam urges her former host,
“I ook at this tawdriness, this vulgarity,” and proceeds to
confess, “I’m humbled, you see. I haven’t one ounce of
pride left.”7*

Colonel Romance, undeterred by images of brown
children “leaping and whooping down the cotridors of
his brain, like a pack of savages, beating tom-toms and
gnashing their teeth,” ventures to ligypt to rescuc
Miriam from all the tawdriness and vulgarity of the
modern Egyptians—a people who had lost their “ide-
als’ An adventure ensues, with Miriam forced to
marry a native and Romance altimately spiriting her to a
vessel headed for Burope. Yet, in the midst of that ad-
venture, despite the “cvident degradation” of the mod-
ern Egyptians, Romance never loses sight of their “ge-
netic potential.” A conversation at the Winter Palace in
Luxor leaves a particularly great impression:

‘A wondetful old race, the Egyptians!” the Archdea-
con declared. It is odd how one never thinks of them
in ancient times as being Oriental people: they always
seem to have been so Western. [t was from them that
Europe obtained its civilization. They wete the first
people, T am told, who sat upright upon chairs instead
of squatting on stools or on the ground, or reclining
on sofas: that is a very significant fact. And then,
again, they were the only people in the ancieat world
who gave women equal rights with men.’ 76

To the Colonel’s mind, Miriam, with her “civilized man-
ners and customs, is living evidence that Britons could
restore to the Bgyptians their “civilizational greatness.”

Indeed, the rise of Hgyptian nationalism is indicative
that the process of the Egyptians’ realizing their “ge-
netic potential” is underway. As Romance captures the
notion, “The Bgyptians have been rulers of the wortld
once, and even now they are intensely alive and active.
All this patriotic business, ‘Bgypt for the Iigyptians,” and
this mania to get rid of us, is a sign of their renewed
vitality.” 77
Importantly, however, the Lgyptians could them-
selves aid in renewing the vitality of British stock, by
contributing their genetic material to the British “hotch
potch.” Romance explicitly cites the case of the United
States, an ascendant world powet, as potentially instruc-
ttve for Britons:
America is a sort of kitchen of the gods, where dif-
ferent types and different breeds arc being boiled
down into a new type. The people of our own
country unconsciously started the pot boiling, They
mixed and mixed untl they produced a people so
ovetflowing with new cnergy that they bubbled over
into the new world; and then, on American soil, they
went on mixing on a far larger scale; and 1 believe
they’re going to produce something really wondertual
in the end, something more like God intended.”®
The Colonel emphasizes that, “1 don’t think we have
got to the stage yet when white can be mixed with
brown, and 1 don’t supposc white will ever mix with
black.” Yet Romance insists that Miriam, in line with
her ancient Egyptian ancestors, is “as white as I am, and
I dare say all Heaven is waiting, breathless, to see what
will happen when an Egyptian and an Englishman in-
termarry. ‘The Englishman is already such an cxtraordi-
nary mixture in himself: thete may be just this one in-
gredient wanting to start a regular explosion of
genius.” "

Excavating Archaeological Knowledge

Flinders Petric captured his vision of his role as a
“scientist” in a memoir he published in 1932, entitled
Seventy Years in Archaeology. As he recounts, “A year’s
work in Fgypt made me fecl it was like a house on fire,
so rapid was the destruction going on. My duty was that
of a salvage man, to get all | could, quickly gathered in,
and then when T was sixty T would sit down and write it
up.’® Petrie conveys a palpable urgency in his desctip-
tion of the mission he had undertaken in 1880—to pre-
serve whatever he could of ancient Egypt in the midst
of the rapid ruin of the country’s heritage, ruin effected
principally by the plunder of atterly unscrupulous
Egyptian dealers and their wealthy Huropcan patrons,
but unconscionably furthered by the “unscientific”
techniques fellow excavators had embraced. In contrast
to the unscrupulous plunderers sceking to enhance their
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ptivate collections, and the “unscientific” excavators
seeking to enhance their individual reputations, Pettie
had a public-minded aim, “the publication of a scrics of
volumes, each of which shall be incapable of being al-
together superseded, and which will remain for decades
to come—perhaps centuries
and references on their subject.” Petrie casts himself

as the sources of facts

uniquely qualified to achieve that aim, given his skill in
both the “fine art of collecting, of securing all the req-
uisite information, of realising the importance of eve
rything found and avoiding oversights, of proving and
testing hypothescs constantly,” and in the “weaving of a
history out of scattered evidence using all materials of
inscriptions, objects, positions and probabilities.”s!
Without doubt, Petric was successful in cultivating an
tmage of himself as an impartial scholar, strictly faithful
in his interpretations of ancient Egyptian civilization to
the evidence he uncovered—an tmage that his students,
Arthur Weigall among them, embraced, and an image to

which chroniclers of Egyptian archacology have re-
mained devoted. Perhaps the greatest irony in the insis-
tence upon propetly educated Egyptologists that the
example of Petric encouraged, is that Petric had in fact
received little formal cducation, and possessed virtually
no independently acquired knowledge of ancient Egypt
or techniques of excavation, prior to his journey to the
country. The only archacological experience he had
upon his arrival in 1880 was acquired through the col-
lection of coins as a child and surveys of Stonchenge
undertaken with his father, a civil engineer. Petrie’s ini-
tial journcy to Egypt was motivated by the aim to
mount a comparable survey of the Great Pyramid.52

One year after Petric published his memoirs, Ameri-
can Bgyptologist James FHenry Breasted described in his
work, The Dawn of Conscience, the journey of a particular
black stone from Egypt to London. In the eighth cen-
tury BCE, the ancients had engraved upon the stone a
text originally composed millennia prior. Despite this
grand legacy, in Breasted’s day, the stone “served as a
nether millstone, on which modern Fgyptian villagers
ground their flour. For years they turned the upper mill-
stone round and round on the inscribed surface, little
realising what they were obliterating.”8? When
ficd” archacologists at last “discovered” the text, they
lodged the former millstone, thenceforth denoted an
“artifact,” in an institution no less exalted than the Brit-
ish Muscum. A “scientific” cffort mounted by “quali-
fied” Egyptologists at last permitted the artifact to speak
to the modern wotld. The wisdom of the ancients was

3

quali-

at last “revealed” by such self-styled authorities as
Breasted.

To my mind, this episode speaks in vivid terms to
Bernard Cohn’s conceptualization of archacological

systems of classification as forms of power, the spirit of
which has driven the preceding journey through “scien-
tific” Beoyptology. The millstone was eminently func-
tional in the eyes of the peasants—an cffectual means
by which they could grind flour. Yet, the millstone, re-
cast as an “artifact,” was equally functional in the cyes of
“proneer” Egyptologists like Petrie—an effectual means
by which they could advance political claims.  The
power of “scientific” Egyptology permitted Flinders
Petrie to distinguish his claims as “impartially corrobo-
rated”—to conceal the fact that a man, and not a “disci-
pline,” had determined the relative merits of the mani-
fold histories one could fabricate about Tgyptans,
ancient and modern.
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