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Critical Review of… 
Early Civilizations Ancient Egypt in Context: Bruce G. Trigger (1995) Columbia University Press; New edition, edition. Chapter One; The Unique and the General. Page 1-26.

Trigger identifies in chapter one of his book ‘Early Civilizations Ancient Egypt in Context’ (1995) the archaeological and anthropological evidence to create a definition of what civilisation is. He also examines how early societies from across the globe share certain characteristics we associate with civilisation and the contrasts which make them unique.  

From reading this text, it is clear to see Trigger’s views on the importance of understanding early civilisations: in order to understand modern culture and way of life, one needs to look at past societies. By doing this it can be seen how new theories and ideas have been introduced and how they have affected the culture of various civilisations.

The text being looked at is a ‘theoretical and methodological introduction’ (Trigger, 1995, p. 1). The main sections which I found interesting are as follows: City and Territorial States, Supernatural Beliefs within Construction and Literature and Language.  In this assignment these three sections will be examined and evaluated relating to Egyptian Civilisation. 

Trigger (1995) uses ancient texts from Egypt, writings from modern scholarships as well as the physical evidence from archaeological digs and anthropological discoveries. His methodology includes a wide range of evidence from different experts in a variety of fields, however, Trigger also recognises his own limitation within the Egyptian language. He explains he only has ‘rudimentary language skills’ (Trigger, 1995, p. 18). He goes on to explain the value of secondary sources to help understand the translations. 
He writes how he has noticed how the words do not always mean what the English translation is implying (Trigger, 1995). In reference to Egypt, he refers to the Ancient Egyptian concepts of time which according to Assmann (n.d., cited in Trigger, 1995) cannot be understood without the understanding of the two words ‘nhh’ and ‘dt’, both meaning ‘eternity’ but not being identical. ’Nhh’ refers to the ‘eternal cycles of recurrence and ‘dt’ to eternal changelessness’ (Trigger, 1995, p. 18), thus not meaning ‘eternity’ as we know it.    

Trigger (1995) introduces his own labels on what Maisel (1990, cited in Trigger, 1995) calls ‘city and village states’. He uses ‘city-state systems’ and ‘territorial states’ instead (Trigger 1995, p. 8). Egypt is known to be a large territorial state which was formed prior unification (Trigger, 1995).  According to the author, territorial states create a ‘hierarchy of administrative centres at the local, provincial and national levels, but these urban centres tended to have small populations’ (Trigger, 1995, p. 10). This is generally accepted by scholars, which is backed up by anthropological-archaeological evidence. Later on within the passage, it is explained how being a part of a ‘territorial state’ (Trigger 1995, p. 8) enables the construction of monuments on an enormous scale, such as the construction of Giza in the Old Kingdom. The government was able to take control of the food surpluses and the labour of a greater number of people as well as being able to sponsor skilled craftsmen for bigger projects (Trigger, 1995). This can be seen happening all throughout the kingdom. The growth of economic development with specialised skilled workers allowed detailed and elaborate constructions to take place. However, as Trigger mentions, in the Old and Middle Kingdom, temples seemed to be more modest in size which could suggest a change in religious beliefs or a change of architectural preferences (Trigger, 1995). 

According to Trigger (1995), it is important when looking at civilisations to explain the differences as well as the similarities to be able to examine human behaviour. He uses the example of the connection of “high places” (Trigger, 1995, p. 4) within different societies to gain access to the supernatural. Trigger identifies Egypt as being ‘Unique’ as they use the ‘mound of creation’ (Trigger, 1995, p. 5) which refers to the land rising from the sea in the creation myth. The ‘mound of creation’ is the foundation of every temple and inspires the pyramids and obelisks (Trigger, 1995).  Mark (2016) agrees with Trigger’s view of the ‘mound of creation’ as an inspiration for Egyptian construction. Mark refers to the creation myth as the mound representing the rising of land and the relationship between the people and the gods. He further explains how the symmetry of the structures and design represent harmony, ma’at which is at the heart of Egyptian values (Mark, 2016).

Overall, the chapter provides an analytically look at Egyptian society. Trigger looks at a variety of sources from different fields and creates, I believe, a well-balanced argument which is recognised within the historic and anthropological fields and is widely accepted and acknowledged. He openly and clearly writes about his weakness in the knowledge of the Egyptian language. This book is a useful resource for the reader to get an understanding of the formation of ancient civilisations. 
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