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Chapter 10

EGYPTIAN SOCIETY DURING THE
TWENTY-SIXTH DYNASTY

John Gee

Egypt in the late seventh and early sixth centuries B.c. is often
considered the last high point of pharaonic civilization.! Called the
Saite (pronounced say-ite) renaissance because the country’s capital
was at Sais in the Delta, the period of the Egyptian Twenty-sixth
Dynasty is noted for its magnificent artwork and its attempt to
capture the grandeur of the Egyptian Old and Middle Kingdoms.?
The Saite period is most noted for its archaizing and canonizing
tendencies. The artwork and inscriptions were archaizing because
the scribes of that period tried to copy materials from more than a
thousand years before, though in the artwork, the canon of propor-
tions of the human figure was altered because the earlier canons
had been lost,> and some of the vernacular language inevitably ap-
pears in the inscriptions.* Canonization appears when practices that
earlier had been variable now became standardized. For example,
before the Saite period, it seems not to have mattered which organ
went in which canopic jar,” and the Book of the Dead had little regu-
larity in either the selection of the chapters or their ordering,’ but
beginning in the Saite period, both were standardized. Though the
Book of Mormon gives evidence of Israelite cultural contact with
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Egypt (1 Nephi 1:2; Mosiah 1:2-4; Mormon 9:32-33), it provides no
evidence whether Lehi or any of his family members had ever actu-
ally been to Egypt. What follows is a brief overview of Saite history
and society that allows the reader to draw parallels with scriptures
and determine their relevance’

History®

The Saite period was generally one of peace and prosperity
for Egypt.” After the Assyrian conquest of Egypt drove out the
Twenty-fifth Dynasty invaders from Nubia, Psammetichus I
(664-610 B.C.) was appointed by Assurbanipal to govern Egypt.
When his Assyrian master left, however, Psammetichus (also
known as Psamtik) allied himself with the Lydian king, Gyges,
and revolted from the Assyrians. Psammetichus instituted a
number of reforms, both economic and political, and lived to
help bring about the downfall of the Assyrians. Under Psam-
metichus’s son, Necho II (610-595 B.C.), Egypt’s major foreign
opponent was Babylon, and when Josiah, king of Judah, tried to
interfere with Egyptian strategy, he was then an enemy as well.
After killing Josiah in battle and removing Jehoahaz (who had
been chosen by the inhabitants of Judah and who had reigned
only three months), Necho II saw to it that the succeeding king of
Judah, Eliakim (who was renamed Jehoiakim), was allied with
him (2 Kings 23:29-35). Necho II's son, Psammetichus II (595-
589 B.C.), was most noted for his invasion of Nubia in his third
regnal year (593 B.c.) with the aid of Greek mercenaries who left
the first dated Greek graffito in Egypt on the leg of a statue of
Ramses IT at Abu Simbel.'® Apries (589-570 B.C.) also opposed the
Chaldeans from Babylon and allied himself with Zedekiah of
Judah. Unable to control his army, Apries lost his life when his
mercenary troops turned on him and elected a successor, Amasis
(570-526 B.C.), probably the same capable Egyptian general who
had defeated the Nubians twenty-three years earlier and burned
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their king.!' Amasis was able to repel the Babylonians and secure
the Egyptian borders. His short-lived successor, Psammetichus
I11, died trying to hold off the Persian invasion under Cambyses
in 525 B.C."?

Society

From several ancient sources, it is clear that the basis of
Egyptian society was the family, and even Egyptian society
on a larger scale imitated the institutions of the home."* The
home began with a marriage between husband and wife that
involved an oath' made in the presence of a religious offi-
cial.'® The marriage was seen as a partnership.'® Ninety-one
percent of the Egyptians lived in families of some sort,'” and
of those who lived alone, most were older and “were probably
most often the sole survivors of their families, living alone be-
cause they had been unable to marry or their marriages had
ended.”*® This was true of both urban and rural areas, with
the major difference being that rural families were more likely
to contain extended families living together."” The average
household contained about five people.?®

At the age of twelve, women began to marry.*' Men came of
age when they turned fourteen years old.>? Both men and women
were liable for taxes, though the tax rates for women were less
than those for men.*> By age twenty, sixty percent of women were
married, and virtually all would have been married by the age of
thirty.** Sixty percent of adult women from ages fifteen to fifty
were married at any given time.”> Men seemed to marry a little
later, starting in the late teens,*® following the proverb: “Take
a wife when you are twenty years old so you can have children
while you are still young.”*” About half the men were married by
the age of twenty-five, and virtually all would have been married
by their early fifties.*® On the average, husbands were seven and
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a half years older than their wives.*” “Long-term stable marriages
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are ubiquitous,”*° but broken homes, usually caused from di-
vorce or death of a spouse, were also known.*" In case of divorce,
the children usually remained with the father.* The death of a
spouse was a very real possibility since “if a man aged 25 mar-
ried a woman aged 15, . . . [there was] better than one chance in
four that one or both spouses [would] die within ten years.”*’
Widowers remarried more often than widows, and divorced men
remarried more often than divorced women;** all told, men were
twice as likely as women to remarry after divorce or the death of
a spouse.>® An Egyptian proverb reveals a cultural basis to this
phenomenon: “Do not marry a woman whose husband is alive,
lest you make an enemy for yourself.”** Marriage within the same
village was encouraged: “Do not let your son take for himself a
wife of another village, lest he be taken from you.”” Illegitimacy
was relatively low (about three to five percent of births),*® but
mortality rates for children were high. One-third of all females
born would not live through their first year; over half would not
reach the age of ten, and only a third would reach the ripe old age
of thirty.>* Slightly under one-third of all males born would die in
the first year, about half would attain their coming of age at four-
teen, and less than one-third would reach the age of forty.*° The
mortality rate is also reflected in such popular names as dd-pth-
iw=f-nh (pronounced by the Greeks Teephthaphonuchos) “Ptah
said ‘He will live,”*' and dd-bsst.t-iw=s-nh “Bastet said ‘She will
live.”*? Burials of the rich were characteristically in rock-hewn
chapels, above-ground tomb chapels, or deep-shaft tombs with
oversized anthropoid coffins,** and burials of the poor were sim-
ply in the ground, sometimes with a clay coffin and sometimes
with nothing.**

We also know something about the governmental hierarchy
at this time. The pharaoh ruled all of Egypt from Sais, but the
main government functioned from Memphis.** Under the pha-
raoh were the vizier, and then the harbor master, followed by
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the chief of the Ma, a Lybian title.** Also under the vizier were
the generals who commanded the army and navy, which also
doubled as police forces.*” Native Egyptians in previous centu-
ries having been frozen out of the possibility of rising through
the ranks of the army,*® the Egyptian army was generally mer-
cenary, mostly Greek.** The Egyptians also had a navy.*°

The priestly hierarchy was dependent on the particular
temple with which it was associated. The three major grades
of priests were (1) the it-ntr, or god’s father; (2) the hm-ntr, or
prophet; and (3) the w<b, or priest.’! The lower ranks of priests
seem to have been lay workers in the temple, who were orga-
nized into four groups, called phyles. Each phyle served one
month and then took three months off, during which time the
priests had another job. To advance in the priestly ranks, one
had to have the approval of the king or his representative,”” as
well as an initiation.>®> Associations of priests had an overseer
(mr-$n, lesonis) who “functioned as a temple president”** and
who worked through an agent (rd).>

Literacy

Education was a family affair. Knowledge of reading and
writing was passed down from father to son.>® Education in
writing was done by copying models,”” often of didactic con-
tent.>® Additional education was provided by senior officials
mentoring junior ones (usually immediate family members)*’
through correspondence and memoranda.®® Temple libraries
loaned out books and made copies of particular rolls for the
benefit of others.”*

Literacy rates for ancient Egypt are normally estimated to
be below one percent of the population,®® although more re-
cent evidence indicates that over half the population may have
been literate.®> Egypt also exported some scribes, since they
are attested as far away as Nimrud in the Assyrian empire.**
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As literate members of society,” priests served as public
notaries and experts on law as well. The legal codes were kept
in temple archives.®® Priests served as judges,’” and judgment
took place at the gate of the temple.®® Priests who were in the
courtyard of the temple served as witnesses to documents, often
including their priestly titles in their signatures.*®

A variety of scripts were employed in Egypt at Lehi’s time:
(1) Hieroglyphs were still employed in stone.” (2) Hieratic was
still used on papyrus’* but (3) was also used on stone, which
is both harder to carve and to read.”” (4) A cursive form of
hieratic called either late Theban cursive or abnormal hier-
atic was used in the south part of the country but was being
phased out at this time,”® being replaced through “the reforms
of Psammetichus”* by (5) Demotic,”® a different variety of
cursive hieratic that developed in the north at a time when the
two ends of the country had been politically separate; since the
Saites who reunited Egypt came from the north of the country,
the business script of their area became the standard for the
country. Additionally, (6) some religious manuscripts used
a script called linear hieroglyphs that was midway between
hieroglyphs and hieratic. (7) There is at least one example of a
historical text of this time period consisting of a Semitic lan-
guage being written in a Demotic script, as well as quotations
from one of the psalms of the Hebrew Bible.”® Egyptian scripts
are noted for various playful writings,”” as well as for plays on
words.”® Sometimes even the Egyptians themselves could not
read their own writing correctly.””

A typical temple library from the Saite period would likely
have the following types of books in it: king-lists, annals,
chronicles, prophecies, books of nomes (books describing the
sacred places and deities local to a given area), medical texts,
wisdom literature, hemerologies (books of lucky and unlucky
days), oneiromancies (books for the interpretation of dreams),
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astronomy texts, lexical texts, ritual rolls (containing festival
procedures and temple liturgies), hymns, lists of religious uten-
sils, calendars, construction manuals, painting and sculpture
manuals, inventories, property list instructions, oracle texts,
priestly correspondence, temple day books, and account texts.*
The Saite period is not particularly noted for its literary produc-
tions, although some stories known from Ptolemaic and Roman
copies are thought to have been composed in the Saite period.**

Economy

The Egyptian economy in ancient times was based pri-
marily on the abundance of the Nile and on farming. Egypt
also served as a conduit for goods from locations further south
in Africa,®? to the Aegean, Greece, Phoenicia, and the Levant
(see Isaiah 45:14),°* not to mention within Egypt itself.**

Although private farms probably existed, we know the most
about the farms connected with temple land endowments. Kings,
and for some reason especially Saite kings, donated parcels of
land to temples to furnish endowments to fund the positions
of priests and run the temple.*® The temple or individual priests
would lease the land for a year to tenant farmers who would re-
turn between one-fourth to one-half (usually one-third) of the
crop for the opportunity to work the land and feed their own
families.®® The resulting economic endowments often provided
an immense amount of wealth to those individuals who held the
corresponding priestly offices or priesthoods.®” These priesthoods
were generally passed from father to son, with attendant quarrel-
ing among the sons over the rights to inherit the priesthood and

58 Priests tried to accrue several priest-

its attendant endowment
hoods because that increased their income.*

Information on prices during Saite times is harder to ob-
tain. Rental agreements on land specify only the percentage of

the harvest for rent and do not record the amount paid. Legal
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agreements only rarely give prices. We know that a marriage
dowry was usually about two deben of silver and fifty khar
(sacks) of emmer”® and that the penalty for defaulting on the
sale of a cow was five kite (half a deben).”* Prices are available
from other time periods, notably Ramesside (1295-1069 B.c.)*?
and Ptolemaic (332-32 B.c.),”® but they show too much variation
within individual time periods to provide much of a reliable
guide to Saite times. Marketplaces are also poorly attested at
this time. Although we know of marketplace activities from the
Old Kingdom showing the sale of fruits and produce, no con-
temporary scenes are attested from the Saite period. The mar-
ketplaces themselves are largely unexcavated, either lying under
the floodplain or being swallowed up by the eastward drift of

the Nile river that washed away the previous settlements.”*
Religion

Egyptian religion centered on the temple. The activity of the
priests in the temples included both daily and periodic rituals.
One of the daily rituals was the care of the cult statue.”® Offerings
were prepared before dawn, and all the offerings, as well as the
priests, were purified with soap, water, and incense. All the of-
ferings were brought to the offering table. After lighting a lamp,
the priest entered the temple proper which, having no windows,
was dark. Then the priest entered the holy of holies,”® the seal was
broken,”” and the bolt was drawn back on the door of the shrine.*®
The statue was taken out,”® washed,'°° censed,'® clothed,!**
anointed,'*® presented with the offerings,'* and returned to its
shrine. Finally, the door was closed, bolted, and resealed, and the
priest swept his footprints away as he left. Another of the daily
rituals was the execration ritual. A wax figure of an enemy was
spat upon, trampled under the left foot, pierced, bound, chopped
in pieces, and cast into the fire."*
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Periodic rituals included a large number of festivals'®® and
the consultation of oracles. For example, on the eleventh month
of the year, the statue of the goddess Hathor “left her temple
at Dendera and sailed upstream to meet Horus at Edfu. . . .
En route, the goddess went ashore at several places, including
Thebes, to visit the resident gods and goddesses. Throngs of
pilgrims streamed to one of these towns or to Edfu, and of-
ficial deputies were sent from Elephantine, Hierakonpolis, and
Kom Mer, and perhaps other places as well.”*°” This festival of
Reunion (hb n shn)'*® was depicted on both the temples of Edfu
and Dendera.'®® During such festivals—the only time the image
of the god left the holy of holies and became accessible to the
common folk—oracles occurred.''® Oracles were the most im-
portant source of revelatory guidance on such things as whether
a child would live'"" since normally seeing the god was a privi-
lege only of the prophets and not even of the priests.

Egypt and Judah

The kingdom of Judah during the late seventh century
shared much in common with her superpower neighbor to the
south in culture, religion (see Jeremiah 7:17-20; 44:15-28), and
foreign policy, but many of these things were not in Judah’s best
interests, however much they may have been in Egypt’s. Despite
warnings to the contrary, Judah allied herself with Egypt and,
lacking the other country’s natural defenses and military as-
sistance, succumbed to the Babylonian onslaught. The natural
defense afforded by the extensive high deserts to either side of
the Nile was just one of the many differences between Judah and
Egypt. Other differences include Egypt’s use of a continuous wa-
ter source from the Nile and its annual rejuvenating inundation
as opposed to Judah’s lack of rainfall (less than 100 millimeters
annually) that made farming a marginal endeavor relying on the
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blessing of sufficient rain in order to produce a crop to sustain
the populace. Although many of the demographic features of
Saite Egyptian society might be shared with preexilic Judahite
society, care should be exercised in concluding that anything
that was true of Saite Egypt was necessarily true of Judah.

Saite period Egyptian society bears some similarities to
earlier and later periods of Egyptian history. Its distinguishing
characteristics include being the highpoint of archaism, sys-
temization, and canonization and the use of a greater number
of native scripts. In many ways, Egypt continued “eating and
drinking, marrying and giving in marriage,” much as it always
had, “as in the days of Noe” (Matthew 24:37-38). At the begin-
ning of the Saite period in 664, the Egyptians and the Jews
were allies with a similar point of view; at the end of the Saite
period, however, the opposite was the case. In between these
dates, Lehi and his party departed Jerusalem, avoiding Egypt,
but carrying with them certain memories and cultural influ-
ences common to both spheres.
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