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Geography of the Nile River Valley
The Nile River flows northward from the highlands of East  
Africa to the Mediterranean Sea. Like the Tigris and Euphrates  
in Mesopotamia, the Nile River floods yearly, leaving behind  
rich, fertile soil. Ancient Egyptians lived along the Nile River  
and learned to build ditches to trap the Nile’s floodwaters for  
irrigation. The land to the south of the river was known as the 
kingdom of Upper Egypt and the land to the north was known  
as the kingdom of Lower Egypt. Around 3000 B.C.E., both  
of these kingdoms were united to form one kingdom of 
Ancient Egypt.
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Religion and Culture  
of Ancient Egypt
In Ancient Egypt, kings were looked upon as gods. These  
Egyptian god-kings were called pharaohs. Since the  
government of Ancient Egypt was based on religious and  
political power, it was called a theocracy. Like the  
Mesopotamians, Egyptians were polytheistic in that they  
believed in many gods. They also believed in life after death 
and they built large structures for their pharaohs after they 
died called a pyramid. Pyramids were  
not religious temples but were used instead as a burial site.  
Egyptians preserved the bodies of their dead by mummification. 
Once the body was placed in the tomb, it was filled with personal 
items of the dead person so they could be used in the afterlife.

Egyptian society was made up of four main classes. At the top 
of society were the pharaoh and his royal family. Below them 
were members of the upper class (landowners, government  

River Valley Civilizations:  
Egypt (3000 B.C.E.-2000 B.C.E.)
You Mean the Pyramids Were Not Temples?

Egyptian hieroglyphics on papyrus 
Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/
commons/9/9d/Papyrus_Ani_curs_hiero.jpg

Ancient Egypt 
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Ancient_Egypt_map-en.svg

officials, priests, army 
commanders). Then the 
middle class (merchants, 
artisans) and at the  
bottom were farmers and  
laborers. Slaves were also  
a large part of Egyptian  
society working in gold 
mines or at the homes of 
the rich. Slavery in ancient Egypt was not based on race. Instead slaves were prisoners 
of war. Scribes in Egypt created a form of writing called hieroglyphics where a picture 
stood for an idea. This Egyptian writing was written on papyrus which is a paper-like 
material made from the reeds of a papyrus plant of the Nile River
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Quick Review

2. Which of the following best describes  
the social hierarchies of most ancient  
civilizations such as that of the Nile  
River Valley
A. Flexible and based upon merit
B. Rigid and composed primarily of a  
     large lower class
C. Weighted in favor of the working  
     middle class
D. Dominated by select citizens  
     representing each social class

4. What Ancient Egyptian practice is shown 
in the picture below?

1. According to the statement above, what 
kind of government did several ancient 
civilizations have?

Key Vocabulary
Kingdom: country, land, or territory ruled  
by a king or queen

Theocracy: a government controlled by 
religious figures

Ditch: a long, narrow, hole designed to  
trap water

Pyramid: massive structure with a rectangular 
base and four triangular sides built as a burial 
place for pharaohs

Pharaoh: a king of ancient Egypt, considered 
a god as well as a political and military leader

Mummification: a process of preserving dead 
bodies to prevent them from decaying

Hieroglyphics: Egyptian writing system in 
which pictures were used to represent ideas 
and sounds

Papyrus: a plant that grows in the Nile delta 
used by the Ancient Egyptians to make a  
paperlike material for writing on

Connection to Today
The Rosetta Stone, a black stone decorated with a message written  
in three languages, was found in the year 1799. The first and second  
languages were written in Egyptian, and the third was written in Greek. 
Since ancient Greek was well known, it gave archaeologists clues to 
the meaning of hieroglyphics and hieroglyphics were finally translated 
in 1822. What are the most spoken languages in the world today? 
How does this impact you? 

Resources
Learn 360
● Hieroglyphics (http://goo.gl/a83Ss)  
● Life in Ancient Egypt: Pharaoh as God and Ruler  
   (http://goo.gl/HO3sC)

A. Theocracy
B. Democracy
C. Polytheistic
D. Dynasty 3. What are two similarities between  

Ancient Mesopotamia and Ancient 
Egypt? What are two differences?

The Kingdom of Nubia  
(2000 B.C.E.-1000 B.C.E.) 
The kingdom of Nubia was located south of Upper Egypt on the Nile River 
and was dominated by Ancient Egypt for hundreds of years. Due to its close 
location to Egypt, archaeologists have found many Egyptian influences on  
the ancient kingdom. The Egyptians influenced Nubia’s religious practices 
and burial traditions. Nubian pyramids were slightly different from Egyptian  
pyramids in that they had steeply  sloping sides and had a flat top.

Ancient priests possessed extensive 
authority that impacted several realms of 
society. As a result, the duties of priests 
varied from religious to governmental  
and even medical.

Pyramid of Nubia  
Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nubia_pyramids1.JPG


