CHAPTER TWENTY

KINGSHIP

B —

Katja Goebs

At the latest with the unification of the state under the rule of a single king
around 3000 BC, Egyptian theologians developed a sophisticated ideology of
kingship that portrayed the pharaoh as the link between the spheres of men and
gods (Baines 1995b: 95—7, 115; Dreyer and Ziegler 2002). This ideology justified
his (officially) unchallenged rule at the head of the centralized state, and aided in its
smooth functioning. Accordingly, various strategies were developed to express and
reinforce this status, including royal dress and regalia, iconography, myths, rituals
and propagandistic texts.

RULING WITH MAAT

In his capacity as an essentially ‘divine’ being, the Egyptian king enjoyed many
prerogatives, but he also had obligations: to the gods, who — according to Egyptian
belief — had ‘created’ him and ‘given him the office of kingship’, to the court and
elite who accepted him as their ruler and in many cases were instrumental in bringing
him to power (for example, when several royal sons were vying for the kingship, or
when the previous ruler had no male heir), and to the general population, whose
work sustained the country and its government. Explicit reference to these three
domains can be found in a piece of wisdom literature generally dated to the early
Middle Kingdom, the Instruction for King Merikara. Composed in the aftermath of
the social changes brought about by the First Intermediate Period, the ideology of
kingship reflected in this text had clearly undergone some important developments
compared to earlier periods. However, this text is the most ‘pragmatic’ surviving
treatise on the office of kingship, and reflects a tripartite view of the social world
(outside of the kingship) that is attested throughout Egyptian history. In it, the
deceased father of Merikara instructs him on the proper conduct of the royal office,
and includes the following recommendations: ‘

Make your monuments last through love of you!

Make the cor[vée workers} whom the city has gathered have plenty —

They will thank God for this bounty . . . and pray to [the Gods} for your health.
Respect the officials! Make your people well! . ..
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