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MUMMIES AND PYRAMIDS:
EGYPT AND BEYO N D

Pyramids and mummies—for nearly ev e ryone, the words ev o ke images of

ancient Egypt. And yet those intriguing cultural artifacts are by no means

unique to the Land of the Pharaohs. As Mummies and Pyramids: Egyp t

and Beyond vividly demonstrates, mummies and pyramids are to be found

in the Americas. Indeed, the oldest mummies in the world—and some of

the most sophisticated anywhere—come not from the Nile Va lley but fr o m

the Atacama Desert in Chile. As archaeologists have begun uncovering the

m y s teries of the New World pyramids and mummies, they have brought to

light heretofore underappreciated or misunderstood cultures—societies

whose creations and customs inspire awe, shock, and wo n d e r.

THE ULT I M ATE GUIDE
TO PYRAMIDS 

What is it about the shape of a pyramid that so fas c i n a ted ancient peoples?

Although pyramids are as s o c i a ted with Egypt, they are actually found on

four continents. And they are so massive that the societies that built them

had to be able to produce precise architectural designs, to organize huge

labor forces, and to perfect great engineering skills. This episode shows

how the ancients aligned their pyramids, how they may have moved the

blocks, how they used the structures to track the movements of stars, and

how pyramids ultimate ly became the sites of one of histo ry ’s most

g ruesome rituals.

w as eas y. Do you think this is a convincing explanation? What do you think

the Moche and the Maya hoped to gain from human sacrifice ?

• What do you think it is about the pyramidal shape that gives it such an

impressive appearance when created on a colossal scale? How do you think

ancient people might have inte r p r e ted the pyramid’s triangular shape? Ca n

you think of any natural models that might have inspired the pyramid?

What modern structures exhibit simple shapes on a large scale?
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h t t p : / / w w w.ifao.egnet.net/ – An exce llent site from the Institut fr a n ç a i s

d’archéologie orientale du Caire (IFAO). In French, it has a useful

i n teractive map of Egypt and other features.
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“Nova,” an exce llent site that lets you explore the pyramids of Egypt online.

h t t p : / / g u a r d i a n s . n e t / e g ypt/pyramids.htm – A fine site on Egyptian pyramids

with links to many other site s .

h t t p : / / ce . e n g . u s f. e d u / p h a r o s / wonders/pyramid.html – From the engineering

d e p a rtment of the University of South Florida, a useful site on “The Gr e a t

Pyramid of Gi z a . ”

h t t p : / / w w w. a n t h r o a r c h e a rt.org/moche.htm – Site containing color photo s

of the Moche pyramids of Pe ru .

h t t p : / / we b . m a e . u - p a r i s 1 0. fr/recherche/aamoche.htm – Although it’s in

French, a good site on the “Project inte rnational Mo c h e . ”

h t t p : / / w w w. n o t t i n g h a m . a c . u k / a r c h a e o l o g y / r e s e a r c h / h u a n c a co/ – Exce ll e n t

s i te entitled “The Hu a n c a co Project” that explains archaeological research

at the Moche capital in Pe ru .

h t t p : / / w w w. u n i t ru.edu.pe/arq/hluna.html – A valuable site on the

ceremonies at the Huaca de la Luna (in Spanish).

h t t p : / / w w w. g o r p . com/gorp/location/latamer/arc_maya.htm – A good surv e y,

with a map, of Mayan ruins in Me x i co and Central America.

h t t p : / / w w w. d i f f e r e n t wo r l d . co m / m e x i co / p l a ce s / c h i c h e n _ i t z a / c h i c h e n _ i t z a . h

tm – Pictures of Chichen Itza with lengthy, informative captions.

http://hawk.hama-med.ac.jp/dbk/chnpyramid.html – A site entitled

“Chinese Pyramids.”

h t t p : / / w w w. c a a - a r c h e o l o g y. o r g / ~ c a a m i c p / p a r kerjr/cahokia2.html – A pag e

on “The Mounds of Ca h o k i a . ”

h t t p : / / w w w. m u s e u m . s t a te . i l . u s / m u s l i n k / n a t _ a m e r / p r e / h t m l s / m _ s i tes.html –

Information on Cahokian archaeological site s .

h t t p : / / e m u s e u m . m n s u . e d u / a r c h a e o l o g y / s i te s / n o rthamerica/cahokia.html –

From Minnesota State Un i v e r s i t y, a good site on “Cahokia,” with links to

other site s .
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Pyramids Around the Wo r l d
Ancient massive structures of pyramidal shape can be found on four

continents – Africa (Egypt), Asia (China), South America (Pe ru) and No rt h

America (the U. S. Midwest, Me x i co, and Central America). Clearly, this

shape had some powerful meaning, elusive to us to d a y, for a wide range of

ancient societies and peoples. Some pyramids, like those in ancient Egyp t

and Nubia, served as burial chambers, although in some cases, their

incredible size suggests that they served other functions as we ll—such as ,

perhaps, reminding the populace of the immense power of the person who

w as able to build such a thing. Other pyramids served what to us is a more

s i n i s ter function—they were sites dev o ted to human sacrifice .

Understanding why these societies practiced human sacrifice remains a

c h a llenge for anthropologists—did the harshness of the environment

compel these peoples to take drastic measures in the hopes of propitiating

a n g ry deities?

Vo c a b u l a ry

A z tecs – Also known as the Mexica, the Indian people who dominate d

central Me x i co at the time of the Spanish conquest. They founded their

capital, Tenochtitlan, around 1325.

Cahokians – Indigenous No rth American people who flourished in the

Mississippi Va lley of Illinois c. 1000 A.D. and built large fla t - to p p e d

e a rt h works of pyramidal shape.

conquistador – Name given to leaders of the Spanish forces who

conquered Me x i co and Pe ru in the 16th ce n t u ry.

El Niño – Weather phenomenon in which unusually warm surface wate r

appears along the we s te rn co ast of South America, resulting in abnormally

h e avy rainfall, especially in dry areas .

“ House of Eagles” – In Tenochtitlan (see Im p o rtant Places), the

holiest of the Aztec te m p l e s .

Huaca de la Luna – “Pyramid of the Mo o n”; sacrificial site built by the

Moche people of ancient Pe ru .

Maya – An indigenous people of southern Me x i co and Central America.

The high point of their classic civilization dates from around 300-9 0 0

A . D., but more than 4 million Maya still live in the region.

Moche – Also known as Mochica and prev i o u s ly called the Early Chimu,

a civilization that flourished on the co ast of nort h e rn Pe ru c. 100-800 A.D.

Pharaoh – Title given to the rulers of ancient Egyp t .

pyramid – A huge ancient structure that usually has a square ground plan

and four triangular walls that meet at the top—although some pyramids

h ave flat tops with structures on them.

“Shining Pyramid” – The wo r l d ’s first true pyramid. Built by King

S n e f e ru of Egypt c. 2550 B.C.

Im p o rtant Pe o p l e

B a rta, Miroslav – E g yp tologist from Charles Un i v e r s i t y, Pr ag u e .

Bourget, Steve – Archaeologist from the University of East Anglia who

studies the society of the Moche in Pe ru .

B r a d y, James – Archaeologist from Ca l i f o rnia State Un i v e r s i t y, Los

Angeles, who studies the pyramids and building complexes of ancient

Me x i co .

D o b r ev, Vassil – Archaeologist with IFAO (Institut fr a n ç a i s

d'archéologie orientale), Ca i r o .

D r e y e r, Gu n ter – Archaeologist with the German In s t i t u te of

Archaeology in Cairo and excav a tor of the tomb of King Khazekhemwy.

Djozer – E g yptian ruler (c. 2600 B.C.) who built the first pyramid. Also

s p e lled Zoser.

K h afre – One of the sons of Sneferu; builder of one of the wo r l d ’s bigg e s t

p y r a m i d s .

Khufu – Another of the sons of Sneferu; also builder of one of the wo r l d ’s

b i ggest pyramids.

Pa r ry, Dick – Archaeologist who theorized that the ancient Egyp t i a n s

m oved building blocks by rolling them.

Perez, Carlos – E x p e rt on Mayan archaeology with the In s t i t u to

National de Antropologia o Hi s toria in Me x i co .

S n e f e ru – E g yptian ruler who build the first true pyramid.

Weeks, Kent – E g yp tologist with the American Un i v e r s i t y, Ca i r o .

Im p o rtant Place s

Abydos – S i te in Egypt that contains the tombs of Egyp t ’s earliest ru l e r s .

Cahokia Mounds – A national historic landmark in southwest Ill i n o i s

containing some 85 eart h works built by the Ca h o k i a n s .

Chichen Itza – S i te in southern Me x i co that contains some of the most

i m p o rtant Mayan remains, including a huge pyramid.

Giza – Suburb of Cairo, the capital of Egypt, and site of three great

pyramids and the Great Sphinx.

Nubia – An ancient state in nort h e ast Africa that came under the

i n flu e n ce of Egypt. The Nubian kings built great numbers of pyramids.

Tenochtitlan – Capital city of the ancient Aztecs; now Me x i co City.

Teotihuacan – S i te near Me x i co City; the largest pyramid city in the

A m e r i c as .

Thebes – Capital of Egyp t ’s New Kingdom.

Im p o rtant Date s

3000 B.C. – E g yp t ’s earliest rulers co n s t ruct tombs in Ab y d o s .

2600 B.C. – King Djozer (Zoser) of Egypt co n s t ructs the wo r l d ’s fir s t

pyramid, a six-stepped stru c t u r e .

2550 B.C. – King Sneferu of Egypt builds the “Shining Pyramid.”

2500 B.C. – C o n s t ruction of the Great Pyramid at Gi z a .

1850 B.C. – E g yptian society undergoes what is called “religious

democratization,” in which ordinary members of Egyp t ’s upper and middle

c l asses begin to build their own pyramids of a much smaller size.

500 B.C. – The Maya develop an accurate 365-day calendar.

300 B.C. – The Maya develop a form of hieroglyphic writing.

200 B.C. – The first emperor of China is buried beneath an immense

e a rth pyramid.

100 A.D. – E m e r g e n ce of the pyramid-building Moche civilization in

Pe ru. 

800 – Rise of the Mayan civilization.

900 – High point of the Mayan civilization at Chichen Itza (see

Im p o rtant Place s ) .

1000 – The Cahokians co n s t ruct a vast pyramid mound in the Mississippi

Va lley of Illinois. Decline of the Moche civilization.

1250 – The Aztecs (Mexica) arrive in the Va lley of Me x i co .

1519 – The Spanish arrive in Me x i co .

1532 – The Spanish arrive in Pe ru .

Things to Think Ab o u t
• In the episode, the narrator says that pyramids were meant “to cow the

m asses.” What exactly do you think is meant by that? How could a pyramid

act as a form of social co n t r o l ?

• James Brady, one of the archaeologists inte rv i ewed in the episode, said

that he considered the pyramid as a symbol of the fusion of religious and

political powe r. In what way were the church and state combined in such

societies as ancient Egypt or among the Moche and the Maya? Why do

m o d e rn societies strive to keep the two separate? What are some ways in

which religion still influ e n ces politics?

• Ac cording to the episode, the Egyptians, unlike the Maya and the Mo c h e ,

g e n e r a lly did not practice human sacrifice. Ac cording to archaeologist Ke n t

Weeks, the main reason was that in Egypt the land was bountiful and life
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