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II The Endangered Record

he ancient Egypt that the Ori-

ental Institute is working to
preserve and interpret is paradox-
ically both familiar and largely un-
known to the average American, for
it exists in three distinct aspects, the
Egypt of myth, the Egypt of the
tourist, and the Egypt of the
scholar.

The Egypt of myth is a com-
pound of romance, legend, and the
fear that burial rites commonly in-
spire. Much of it is fanciful: who
has not heard tales of King Tut’s
curse or the claims for a mysterious
power inherent in the pyramid
shape? The only truth in the Egypt
of mythisitstestimony to theendur-
ing fascination of this ancient world
that devoted so much of its energy
to the pursuit of eternal life.

The tourist’s Egypt also has its
share of romance: colossal statues,
golden treasures, enormous tem-
ple ruins silhouetted against cloud-
less skies, tombs with vivid scenes
of gods and royalty as well as the
daily life of ordinary people. Awe
comes easily to the tourist viewing
the pyramids, the great sphinx, and
the temple complexes.

The scholar’s Egypt is less ro-
mantic but more wonderful. It is a
treasure house for recovering his-
toric truth. Research has brought

us closer to the ancient Egyptians
themselves—a people whose
knowledge of anatomy and practi-
cal medicine was renowned in an-
tiquity, who developed the 24-hour
day and the 365-day year; and who,
over 4,500 years ago, built with
primitive tools one of the seven
wonders of the ancient world, the
pyramids of the Pharaohs.

For all the differences between
fact and fancy, all three views of
Egypt share one thing in common:
fascination with the splendor of her
monuments. The golden treasures
from King Tut’s tomb, which
Americans crowded to see in the
1977 traveling exhibit cospon-
sored in Chicago by the Oriental
Institute and the Field Museum,
provided only a glimpse, however
breath-taking, of the elegance and
sophistication of that ancient
culture.

hen the monuments were

young, grave robbers plun-
dered their contents, but the build-
ings themselves remained intact.
Respect for the old religion en-
sured that the tombs and temples
survived to tell the story written on
their walls. But with the eclipse of
pagan civilization, the monuments
lost their significance, and ne-
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‘ ] I Ancient Egypt
and Modern Man

n an age in which pressing eco-
I nomic and social problems re-
main unresolved, what is ancient
Egypt to us, and why study it? The
answer is at once obvious and com-
plex. The study of antiquity takes
us back to the origins of civilized
society; and our search seems all
the more urgent owing to our frag-
ile hold on the past—because,
through neglect and decay, the past
recedes into oblivion and is lost.

Man’s probes into the past, just
as his work on the frontiers of sci-
entific knowledge, are rooted in the
nature of man. The spectacular
monuments of ancient Egypt, the
golden treasure, the beautiful art
inspire curiosity as well as ad-
miration.

But we are not satisfying an idle
curiosity. A more serious dividend
of the ancient past is that it throws
light on the present and on human
nature. Study of our predecessors,
however distant, is both instructive
and interesting. Because Egyptian
civilization is so old and existed for
so long, it affords an opportunity
for man to look at himself over a
very long period of time. It gives
us a feeling for the creativity and
resourcefulness of man, the heights
to which man can rise and the qual-
ity of life he can achieve without
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all the modern conveniences we
take for granted.

Eg)'pl()logy brings the world of

the Pharaohs to life. It intro-
duces us to real people at work and
play. The discovery of Egypt, in a
sense, is really just beginning. Field
projects generate new materials for
study. Each new publication brings
older data into focus and leads to

new understanding. The body of

knowledge is constantly growing
and being refined as it is handed
on from generation to generation,

But all of this work is dependent
on continued support from those
who recognize the importance and
value of the study of ancient Egypt.
With the decline of government
funds, the role of private philan-
thropy becomes increasingly vital
to keep expeditions in the field and
maintain ongoing research and
publications. The University of
Chicago is a private university, de-
pendent on contributions from in-
dividuals, foundations and corpo-
rations. Gifts to the Oriental Insti-
tute are tax deductible. Such
support will enable the Oriental In-
stitute to continue its long-standing
commitment to preserving and in-
terpreting the past.
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