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Michael Rice gives an uncommon view on the history of Egypt in this book. He analyses ancient Egypt
from a Jungian (as in Carl Jung) point of view in order to explain the rise of the Egyptian culture and civilisation.
Rice portrays the rise of Egyptian civilisation as being comparable to Sumeria and Elam, the rival neighbouring
cultures who were in constant competition with each other. Rice suggests that these rose from earlier Neolithic
cultures, such as those that built early cities like Çatal Huyük. Although he recognises the gap of about 3000
years between Çatal Huyük and Egypt, Rice nevertheless claims that the Egyptian civilisation was the (almost
direct) result of Neolithic knowledge and ideas that was accumulated and preserved through the ages as a
Jungian archetype. This archetype was then put into realisation by a handful of geniuses such as Imhotep, the
architect, and Aha, the politician.
To explain how these ideas and the knowledge could have survived these 3000 years and blossomed
again in Egypt, Rice defines the ‘collective unconscious’ that arose in early dynastic Egypt, leaning heavily on
Jung’s ideas of individualisation and collectivism. To explain its success in the early dynasties, however, Rice
proposes the “alpha male” concept as a base for pharaonic power(s), pointing out that governments built around
a few powerful persons are evolutionary hard-wired, or, as Jung might have said, ‘the old man is a big ape
really’.
Not only Neolithic ideas and concepts of the ‘collective unconscious’ formed the foundation, claims Rice,
but the ideas and knowledge accumulated in Egypt became archetypes for the modern day ‘collective
unconscious’, explaining why Egyptian culture and art is so appealing to the rest of the later world, including
Plutarch, the Crusaders, and Napoleon.
Rice’s historical description of Egypt starts with the early Predynastic period and ends with the arrival of
the Greeks. He focuses mainly on the arts and artisans, but embeds it firmly in a political framework. Since he is
mostly interested in the mechanism of the rise of civilisations, his most detailed look is at the Predynastic period
and the rise of the pharaonic system as a political force.
The views Rice adopts may appear intriguing and novel, but the ease with which he spans centuries, using
(in my opinion) rather dated ideas like Jung’s, gives a taste of popular pseudo-science rather than a thorough
historic-philosophical treatise. ‘Egypt’s legacy’ is more about modern day popular belief than about Egypt’s
history and, as a consequence, I do not regard this book as valuable for professional Egyptologists or
Egyptology/archaeology students.
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