FOREIGN EGYPT:
EGYPTOLOGY AND THE CONCEPT OF CULTURAL APPROPRIATION
Von Thomas Schneider

I. BASIC CONSIDERATIONS
This contribution uses the term Foreign Egypt as deliberately provocative opposite to what one might call
Egyptian Egypt.1 This contrast is meant to be programmatic because it intentionally suggests another perspective to that which continues to be held on
Ancient Egypt. As J.D. Ray put it: “Most of the standard histories represent Egypt as self-contained, isolated from its neighbours in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Near East, and rather static. Perhaps
many of us would prefer to see it that way; after all, it
is simpler”.2 According to this view, Ancient Egypt, cut
off from the outside world, unlike the topographically open cultural landscapes of Syria or Mesopotamia,
was able to develop and flourish on its own and consequently stuck to the traditions of its historical
identity. This point of view was largely in agreement
with a holistic way of perceiving civilization such as
advocated by one major trend of 20th century cul-
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tural anthropology. In the latter, culture was conceived
of as a continous and normative structure that
enabled the scholar to make an overall definition of
particular civilizations that could accordingly be
termed “cultures”.3 It has been argued, however, that
this classic position has never been as exclusively rigid
as maintained by its modern critics.4 The perception
of Ancient Egypt in Egyptology and in society was
nevertheless largely in line with this perspective.
Thus, Egypt appeared to be a civilization devoid of
dynamics and innovation, while the particular case
of innovation from abroad was believed to be mostly
late, marginal, or not decisive for its cultural profile.5
This image of an Egypt that prospered only because
of its isolationism and was characterized by a high
degree of stability also incorporated 19th century theories which maintained that more recent stages of
culture merely assimilated older ones, in a process
termed metaphorically “legacy”.6 This concept influenced much historiography on Egyptian civilization,

5

6
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among others John A. Wilson’s The Burden of Egypt
(1951) which is based on that central theme of traditionalism and marginalizes the fact of innovation. A
straight line leads from here to the opinion that “no
decisions of mankind were ever made in Egypt” such
as maintained by Karl Jaspers in his philosophical
concept of an Axial Age.7 The classification of
Ancient Egypt as an example of the preaxial age has
been supported by Emma Brunner-Traut and Jan Assmann.8 How thoroughly this picture has spread
beyond Egyptology becomes evident if one glances at
the monumental African history: from earliest times to
independence by PHILIP CURTIN et alii (1995), which
states that Ancient Egypt did not know much innovation, apart from the domain of religion.9
However, critical voices have not been completely absent.10 Joachim Spiegel, in his Das Werden der
altägyptischen Hochkultur (1953), claimed: “Hardly
ever have the uniformity and isolation of Egyptian
culture, which have been believed to be a solid
axiom, been subjected to a detailed examination.
Where a phenomenon has been observed to be
unchanging, this has been interpreted as a quite
natural persistance against which innovation, as was
maintained, could only gain acceptance with difficulty. The delusion was formed of the “people which
could not forget”.”11
Taking up an idea put forward by Claude LéviStrauss, Jan Assmann characterized Egypt as a prime
example of a so-called “cold” society not willing to
change; “civilized, literate, and organized as a state,
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but nevertheless cold insofar as it desperately resisted the invasion of history”.”12 Related to this line of
argumentation is the concept of “cultural memory”
which memorializes and enhances the traditional
structure of the Egyptian world, as well as any trauma
it underwent.13 In Assmann’s view, “culture” continues to be a holistic frame of reference for Egypt’s
entire civilization, basically a stabilizing structure
made up of its essential myths and rituals.14 However,
in his Sinngeschichte, he takes into account a larger
degree of cultural plurality and dynamics.15
After Joachim Spiegel’s severe criticism of the
prevailing vision of an Egyptian traditionalism, several Egyptologists of the second half of the 20th century have emphasized the contrary point that Egypt
offers much evidence of inner dynamics. In their
eyes, these dynamics brought about considerable
diachronic change in Egypt, at times to such an
extent that Egypt as a whole was redefined and
restructured. At the beginning of his survey of Egyptian history, Erik Hornung deconstructs the old
image by reminding the reader of the “ongoing,
often stormy changes behind this rigid facade”.16
Especially noteworthy is a recent judgment by John
Baines, which represents the very opposite of the
older dogmatic view when he claims that “change
was of the essence in Egyptian culture as in others”.17
This approach coincides with new viewpoints
adopted by cultural theory during the last two
decades,18 which question earlier “iron cage” concepts of culture.19 Among others, Niklas Luhmann
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denied the legitimacy of a holistic interpretation of
culture and postulated, in the case of functionally
differentiated societies/civilizations, different subsystems with their own specific cultural codes or programs. This is obviously the case in Egypt, too.20 Clifford Geertz has put forward the concept that culture
is defined by social actors through their specific
actions. Civilization, thereafter, consists of various
communities that define their particular culture
through specific knowledge, symbols, and frames of
reference. These cultures are stressed not to be static, but to result from ongoing process and change.21
One important possibility how change is stimulated is innovation from abroad. As I stressed, at the
beginning, that Egypt was rather dynamic instead of
being static, there is an alternative picture to the
cliché of an isolationist Egypt. Emphasizing this is all
the more important as Egyptology does not generally adhere to such a view.22 How openness to cultural impact was traditionally judged becomes perfectly clear in Siegfried Morenz’s contrast between
Greeks and Egyptians in his classic essay Der Alte Orient. Von Bedeutung und Struktur seiner Geschichte, an
idealized view of the Greeks:
“There is also the fact that in general only functionaries travelled, while the average Egyptian
stayed his whole life in one place, tied to his field by
occupation and partially by law. Circumstances of
this kind, which have hitherto been neglected, as
well as the meager basis of education, must have
excluded the overwhelming majority of the Egyptian people from a horizon appropriate to Egypt’s
external extension and inner grandeur. By comparison, the Greek nobility compensated for the narrowness of its native country with its keenness to
travel and its eagerness to establish new contacts, as
later did Greek merchants with their worldwide
sphere of action. In doing so, Greeks [as opposed
to Egyptians] reinforced a way of life that combined

unquestioned loyalty to their state with a limitless
willingness to learn from abroad.”23
It is evident how distorted this comparison actually is: Morenz compares a lower-class Egyptian peasant not with his Greek counterpart, who was equally
fixed to his land, but with nobility and merchants.
But Egyptian merchants and nobility (Morenz’s
“functionaries”) were mobile, too. Since elite culture was the focus of Egyptian civilization, for a literate Egyptian an “average” member of their civilization would have been a member of this elite, not
a peasant. Elite Egyptians were committed to that
“unquestioned loyalty to their state combined with a
limitless willingness to learn from abroad” just as
much as the Greek nobility, to which Morenz exclusively wanted to attribute such qualities.
In Egypt, learning from abroad was a constitutive
element in establishing elite culture from the earliest times onwards. One should therefore replace the
traditional idea of an isolationist evolution with one
of cultural flexibility. On such a hypothesis, Egyptian civilization promoted and enhanced cultural
contact as a stimulus to the progress of its civilization. Egypt will then owe its grandeur not to its
alleged isolation against cultural influence from
abroad, but, on the contrary, to its permeability to
that impact. As a player in international cultural
exchange Egypt will then be characterized by a particular ability effectively to incorporate and adapt
innovation from abroad. Throughout its history, it
will then have derived much of its dynamics as a civilization from this impact of outside influences.
This interpretation could be categorized as cultural appropriation, to use a term proposed by Michel
de Certeau and Paul Ricoeur.24 Cultural appropriation means the acquisition of external ideas, objects,
and practices by a given civilization. Self-evidently,
this procedure changes the appearance of existing
cultural repertoires. The profile of a civilization
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which constantly adapts and incorporates innovation shifts markedly away from its starting point. The
theory of cultural appropriation speaks of the refiguration of a civilization. We may assume that Egyptian
civilization and its cultural sub-codes were transformed or refigured through such appropriation.
The fact that cultural transfer is so visible in New
Kingdom Egypt seems itself to be the result of refiguration: only a refigured civilization can exhibit the
changes it underwent. The consequence of cultural
appropriation is therefore always an Egypt that is
Egyptian in different ways from the Egypt which
existed before the appropriation. Or, to use the formulation of the musicologist Joseph Richmond Levenson: “An audience which realizes that Mozart is
not Wagner will never be able to hear the 18th century Don Giovanni”.25
We must therefore dismiss the idea of a pure
Egyptianness of Egyptian civilization, since this
seems to be largely a theoretical construct: there was
never an Egyptian civilization that arose without
influences of some kind, while Egypt’s predynastic
cultures were not yet “Egyptian”. The issue of foreign appropriations then raises the question of how
Egyptian Ancient Egypt was and how would we
define Egyptianness in terms of cultural characteristics. The answer to this question is not as self-evident
as might at first appear, in view of our constant unreflecting use of the epithet “Egyptian”. If we take into
account the considerable changes Egypt underwent,
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any adequate answer is likely to incorporate
diachronic perspective. A New Kingdom elite Egyptian certainly recognized the Old Kingdom as being
Egyptian, but we may suggest that an Old Kingdom
elite Egyptian would not have had a cultural understanding of New Kingdom Egypt, in view of all the
refigurations Egypt incorporated.
For the particular phenomena of cultural appropriation, the sociolinguist Hannes Kniffka has
coined the apt term of intercultural ligatures.26 In
what follows I should like to present briefly three
examples of cultural ligatures: glass, the horse, and
Baal. These innovations, all of which were in origin
royal prerogatives, underwent different patterns of
development in terms of their cultural impact. From
a technical point of view, they represent the mastery
of high temperature, high speed, and ferocity. In
terms of culture, they had an impact of different
intensity in the spheres of status, society, and religion. In terms of the way they were appropriated,
they exemplify the different roles groups and individuals played in furthering their acceptance.
II. THREE CULTURAL LIGATURES:
GLASS, THE HORSE, AND BAAL
Egyptian glass,27 in Egyptian terminology “melted/
cast (precious) stone” appears in the early New Kingdom as a luxury product par excellence of the Egyptian elite. This early glass testifies to such a remarkable level of technical mastery that it seems likely to

Amarna Period Replicated, in: W.D. KINGERY/P. MCCRAY
(eds.), The Prehistory and History of Glass and Glass Technology, Columbus 1998, 105–120; P.T. NICHOLSON/J. HENDERSON, Glass, in: P.T. NICHOLSON/I. SHAW (eds.), Ancient
Egyptian Materials and Technology, Cambridge 2000,
195–224 (lit.); B. NOLTE, Die Glasgefäße im Alten Ägypten,
MÄS 14, München 1968; A.L. OPPENHEIM et al., Glass and
Glassmaking in Ancient Mesopotamia. An Edition of the
Cuneiform Texts which Contain Instructions for Glassmakers.
With a Catalogue of Surviving Objects, Corning 1970 (esp.
pp. 181–184 about ist impact on Egypt); A.L. OPPENHEIM,
Towards a History of Glass in the Ancient Near East, in:
JAOS 93(1973), 259–266; E.B. PUSCH, Glasproduktion in
Qantir, Ä&L 9 (1999), 111–119; T. REHREN, Ramesside
Glass-Colouring Crucibles, Archaeometry 39 (1997),
355–368; T. REHREN/E.B. PUSCH, New Kingdom Glass
Melting Crucibles from Qantir-Piramesse, JEA 83(1997);
E. RIEFSTAHL, Ancient Egyptian Glass and Glazes in the Brooklyn Museum, New York 1968; A.J. SHORTLAND, Vitreous
Materials at Amarna. The Production of Glass and Faience in
18th Dynasty Egypt, BAR Intern. Ser. 827, Oxford 2000; A.
SHORTLAND, Depictions of Glass in Two Theban Tombs
and their Role in the Dating of Early Glass, JEA 86
(2000), 159–161.
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have been imported from abroad; alternatively, glass
workers were recruited from northern Mesopotamia
or Mitanni to build up a domestic Egyptian glass
industry. Though striking in terms of appearance,
glass remained only a mere status accessory. Therefore it cannot be considered more than a very weak
ligature in terms of cultural impact. This is also obvious with regard to the ongoing scientific discussion
as to how thoroughly glass manufacturing methods
were implemented in Egypt. It remains disputed
when Egypt began a glass production of its own and
whether it also was able to produce glass, in addition
to founding and processing it, or whether it had to
import raw glass. This debate has been intensified by
the recovery of the Amarna period shipwreck at Ulu
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Themen, HdO I, 14, Leiden/New York/Köln 1994. W.
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HÄNSEL/S. ZIMMER (eds.), Die Indogermanen und das
Pferd. Akten des Internationalen interdisziplinären Kolloquiums Freie Universität Berlin, 1.–3. Juli 1992. Bernfried
Schlerath zum 70. Geburtstag gewidmet, Budapest 1994,
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1996; D. GRODDECK, Ist das Etymon von wrry.t “Wagen”
gefunden? GM 175 (2000), 109ff.; B. HÄNSEL/S. ZIMMER
(eds.), Die Indogermanen und das Pferd. Akten des Internationalen interdisziplinären Kolloquiums Freie Universität
Berlin, 1.–3. Juli 1992. Bernfried Schlerath zum 70. Geburtstag gewidmet, Budapest 1994; W. HELCK, Ein indirekter
Beleg für die Benutzung des leichten Streitwagens in
Ägypten zu Ende der 13. Dynastie, JNES 37 (1978),
337–340; A. HEROLD, Piramesses – The Northern Capital: Chariots, Horses, and Foreign Gods, in: J. GOODNICK
WESTENHOLZ (ed.), Capital Cities: Urban Planning and
Spiritual Dimensions, Jerusalem 1998, 129–146; A.
HEROLD, Streitwagentechnologie in der Ramses-Stadt: Bronze
an Pferd und Wagen, Mainz 1999 (Die Grabungen des
Pelizaeus-Museums Hildesheim in Qantir-Pi-Ramesse;
2); U. HOFMANN, Fuhrwesen und Pferdehaltung im alten
Ägypten, Diss. Bonn 1989; V. HORN, Das Pferd im Alten Orient. Das Streitwagenpferd der Frühzeit in seiner Umwelt, im
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Burun (excavated between 1984–1994) which
among many other products contained cobalt-dyed
glass ingots, perhaps a consignment from Egypt to
Anatolia. In any case, current scholarship favours a
partial dependance of New Kingdom Egypt upon
raw material, foreign knowhow, and glass importation. Glass is, thus, an example of a selective cultural
appropriation which did not change the cultural
repertoire – the style of glass objects and of the
motifs of glass decoration remain Egyptian.
By comparison, the horse and chariot which were
introduced to Egypt in the early 17th century BC,
represent a cultural ligature of far-reaching consequences.28 Their implications were irreversible. The
process of appropriation of horse and chariot lasted

Training und im Vergleich zum neuzeitlichen Distanz-, Reitund Fahrpferd, Hildesheim 1995; J. LECLANT, Astarte à
cheval d’après les représentations égyptiennes, Syria 37
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Vehicles and Ridden Animals in the Ancient Near East, HdO
VII 1.2 B, Leiden/Köln 1979; M.A. LITTAUER/J.H.
CROUWEL, Chariots and Related Equipment from the Tomb of
Tutcankham ¥n, TTS VIII, Oxford 1985; E. MASSON, L’art
de soigner et d’entraîner les cheveaux. Texte hittite du maître
écuyer Kikkuli, Lausanne 1998; W. MESSERSCHMIDT, Der
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Nordeurasisch-vorderasiatischen Raum, Acta Praehistorica et Archaeologica 20 (1988), 31–44; W. NAGEL, Der
mesopotamische Streitwagen und seine Entwicklung im
ostmediterranen Bereich, Berlin 1966; W. NAGEL, Das
Aufkommen des Klassischen Streitwagens *wròta- in
Syrien und Ägypten, in: W. NAGEL/C. EDER, Altsyrien
und Ägypten, DamMitt 6 (1992), 1–108; 67–8; E. NEU,
Zur Datierung der hethitischen Pferdetexte, in: H.A.
HOFFNER/G.M. BECKMAN (Hrg.), Kaniççuwar. Studies in
Honour of Hans Gustav Güterbock, Chicago 1986,
151–163; R. PARTRIDGE, Transport in Ancient Egypt, London 1996; E. PUSCH, “Pi-Ramesse-geliebt-von-Amun,
Hauptquartier Deiner Streitwagentruppen”. Ägypter
und Hethiter in der Delta-Residenz der Ramessiden,
Pelizaeus-Museum Hildesheim; Die ägyptische Sammlung,
Mainz 1993, 126–143; P. RAULWING, Pferd und Wagen im
Alten Ägypten: Forschungsstand, Beziehungen zu
Vorderasien, interdisziplinäre und methodenkritische
Ansätze, Teil I, in: GM 136 (1993), 71–83; P. RAULWING,
Ein indoarischer Streitwagenterminus im Ägyptischen?
Kritische Bemerkungen zur Herleitung der Wagenbezeichnung wrrjj.t aus einem für das indoarische
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an extremely long time, four centuries from its introduction to Egypt to the Ramesside chariotry. During
the greater part of this period, horse and chariot
were mainly a status accessory of the king and the
elite and their military function was of secondary
importance. Its primary domain was initially the
experience of high speed and mobility that was integrated in the traditional domains of hunting, physical prowess, sport, official display, subduing and presenting enemies, and royal and elite life-style. The
king stresses his prerogative over this appropriation
by being characterized as a hippologist. 29 During the
18th dynasty, this cultural appropriation which was
firmly established in the particular cultural environments of the royal court, elite culture, and urban
centers assumed additional functions. In terms of
social history, horse and chariot became the catalyst
of a new, military segment of society and of a remodelling of its mentality. The establishment of a chariot
division was the stimulus for restructuring the army
and forming a class of soldiers with their own cultur-

al code. The new cursus honorum opened up a perspective of social advancement alongside state
bureaucracy. In terms of technology, building up and
maintaining the new corps created new industries
such as are now documented archaeologically at
Qantir. In terms of religious ideology, the appropriation of horse and chariot led to the borrowing of
Astarte as a goddess who protected the royal horses
and chariot. In sum, the introduction of horse and
chariot to Egypt formed a nucleus of long-term
change in a multitude of domains affected by it.
A more dramatic case of cultural appropriation,
however, has now turned up with the recovery of the
first page of the so-called Astarte papyrus30 in the
archives of the Bibliothèque National in Paris (Pap.
Bibliothèque Nationale 202), in 2000. From the
mentions of Astarte and Yam in the fragments of the
long-known Astarte papyrus itself it could be
inferred that it belonged to an Egyptian version of
the Canaanite myth about Baal’s fight against the
sea.31 In the Middle Kingdom, parts of this myth32
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seem already to have been adapted for an Egyptian
audience in the story of the Shipwrecked Sailor, but
in a largely remodeled and selective form. Obviously, the 18th dynasty Egyptian audience which accepted the Baal tale such as preserved in Pap. Amherst
9/Pap. BN 202 almost in its original form and content, and very different from the adapted Middle
Kingdom version was no longer the same audience
but a refigured one.33 The point which is crucial is
that the beginning of the text offers an embedding
of the tale and so proves a cultural appropriation to
the very heart of the Egyptian civilization, which has
generally been believed to be immune from innovation from abroad.
Very probably, this text – entitled “New copy of
what he (Baal = Seth) did for the Ennead (of gods) in
order to vanquish the sea” and dated to a precise day
in the 5th regnal year of Amenophis II – is to be connected with the inauguration of the Astarte sanctuary
in Perunefer in Amenophis’ II 5th year, for which
stone was cut in the Tura quarries a year earlier. The
hero of the story is Seth/Baal, armed for battle, with
bow and horned helmet, walking across the mountains. Just as the Canaanite text actually recounts how
Baal gains the kingship, the Egyptian version seems to
sketch Baal as a prototype of belligerent kingship. Evidently, the Canaanite Baal was promoted to be a god
of the Egyptian kingship by Amenophis II !
This evidence of innovation from abroad is most
striking because traditional Egyptology assumed
that the core of Egyptian civilization, the cultural
frame formed by such domains as religion and kingship, was immune from innovation and not affected
by change. We now see that it was the very representative of Egyptian kingship, Amenophis II, who
changed its cultural code, and he redefined it on a
non-egyptian model.
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The estimations of the original size of the text run to
about 70 pages in the Late Egyptian Stories layout
exceeding by far the length of any other known LateEgyptian tale. Could Canaanite literature have given
birth to a new genre of Egyptian literature ?
Cf. ASSMANN, Moses the Egyptian. The Memory of Egypt in
Western Monotheism, Cambridge/Mass. 1997, 48.
Cf. again SPIEGEL’s statement (Soziale und weltan-
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In addition to these cultural implications, the
Paris papyrus offers new insight into Egyptian 18th
dynasty cultural politics. It now becomes plausible,
and is substantiated by the presence of the 18th
dynasty state at Auaris (notably the Haremhab sanctuary that replaced an earlier one and the recently
found 18th dynasty palace), that there was continous
political support for Seth-Baal throughout the 18th
dynasty. The well-known, if historically unfounded
invective of Hatschepsut against the Hyksos, who
allegedly had not worshipped Re, now appears in a
different light.34 It is a voice in the contemporary
political discussion about which god should be the
supreme god of Egyptian kingship: Re, Amun, Ptah,
or Seth–Baal. Unexpectedly, the Hatshepsut and
Amenophis II texts appear to reflect two opposing
sides of a contemporary Egyptian cultural debate:
the positions of fostering traditional identity or
opening up core ideologies to cultural appropriation. Foreign influence and cultural change was a
crucial issue at the Egyptian court.35
To sum up, the historiographic concept of a foreign Egypt responds to three desiderata of Egyptology. It initiates, first, a general debate about the
Egyptological concept of culture. It favors, second,
a picture of Egypt that shows up not its common
features but its diversity: a complex society with
multiple cultural codes; a plurality of cultural phenomena; ongoing change caused by innovation
which to a considerable extent is appropriation
from abroad. And third, it pleads in favor of
descriptions of Egypt as a culture that changed
markedly through time by means of continous
refiguration. Modern historiography of Ancient
Egypt faces the challenge of describing not one single Egypt, but a sequence of different Egypts, each
of a different Egyptianness.

schauliche Reformbewegungen im alten Ägypten, Heidelberg
1950, 59) about Egypt’s “bewußte und freiwillige Aufnahme des Fremden in den innersten ägyptischen
Lebenskreis (...) Ägypten wird nicht von dem Andringen der Umwelt überwältigt. Aus innerer Notwendigkeit seiner Entwicklung heraus eignet es sich vielmehr
das Fremde an. Es gibt sich damit selbst eine neue Basis
seiner Lebensgestaltung.”

