
Early Empires in the Ancient Near East, c. 2300 b.c.–c.300 b.c.
Reading Essentials and Study Guide

NAME ________________________________________ DATE  _______________  CLASS  _________

Lesson 2 Egypt and Kush

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
How were empires of the ancient Near East governed? How do empires 
rise, how are they maintained, and what causes them to fall?

Reading HELPDESK
Academic Vocabulary 
visible capable of being seen
assume to take up or in; to take control of

Content Vocabulary
chariot a two-wheeled horse-drawn battle cart, also used in processions and races
expedition a journey taken for a specific purpose

TAKING NOTES: Sequencing 
ACTIVITY Use this interactive graphic organizer to show major events and changes in Egypt and Kush 
between 1650 b.c. and a.d. 150.
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Lesson 2 Egypt and Kush, continued

IT MATTERS BECAUSE
After a period of disorder, new dynasties of pharaohs established the New Kingdom (c. 1550–
1070 b.c.). The New Kingdom brought back Egyptian greatness and created an empire that made 
Egypt the most powerful state in the ancient Near East. To the south of Egypt, the new kingdom 
of Kush arose.

Egypt: The New Kingdom
Guiding Question What was distinctive about the New Kingdom in ancient Egypt?
The Middle Kingdom came to an end around 1650 b.c. when a group of people from western Asia 
known as the Hyksos (HIHK•sahs) invaded Egypt.

Influence of the Hyksos
The Hyksos used horse-drawn war chariots, or two-wheeled carts, to defeat the Egyptian soldiers. The 
Egyptians used donkey carts, and they were not able to fight as well from them. For almost 100 years, the 
Hyksos ruled much of Egypt. The presence of the Hyksos was not entirely negative for Egypt, however.

The conquered Egyptians learned a great deal from the Hyksos. They learned to use bronze to make 
their farming tools and weapons. The Egyptians also mastered many of the military skills of the Hyksos, 
especially the use of horse-drawn war chariots. Eventually, a new dynasty of pharaohs used the new 
weapons to drive out the Hyksos and reunite Egypt.

Height of the New Kingdom
Pharaoh Ahmose I managed to defeat and expel, or drive out, the Hyksos from Egypt. He reunited 
Egypt and established the New Kingdom, which lasted from 1550 b.c. to 1070 b.c. Ahmose put the 
Egyptians on a new militaristic path of expansion. He developed a more professional army.

During the period of the New Kingdom, Egypt created an empire. It became the most powerful state 
in the ancient Near East. Thutmosis I expanded Egypt’s border to the south by conquering the African 
kingdom of Nubia. Thutmosis III led 17 military campaigns into Canaan and Syria. He and his forces even 
reached as far east as the Euphrates River. His forces moved into and took control of Canaan. However, 
local native princes were allowed to rule there. Egypt now pursued an active political and diplomatic policy.

The new Egyptian imperial state reached its height during the reign of Amenhotep III (c. 1412–1375 b.c.). 
The empire’s achievements were visible in the magnificent new buildings and temples. The temple 
centers at Karnak and Luxor and the 70-foot- (21.33-m-) high statues of Amenhotep III in front of temples 
along the Nile were especially famous.

By the end of his reign, Amenhotep III faced a growing military challenge from the Hittites. His son, 
Amenhotep IV, proved even less able to deal with this threat. In large part, this was a result of the 
religious upheaval he had created in Egypt.

The pharaoh Amenhotep IV introduced the worship of Aten as the only god. Aten was the god of 
the sun disk. Amenhotep pursued the worship of Aten with great enthusiasm. He closed the temples 
of other gods. He changed his name to Akhenaten, which means “Servant of Aten.” He even set  
up a new capital called Akhetaten (“Horizon of Aten”). The new city was located at modern Tell  
el-‘Amârna, 200 miles (321.87 km) north of Thebes.

Akhenaten’s attempt at religious change failed. The society had always worshiped many gods. 
Many Egyptians saw Akhenaten’s actions in destroying the old gods as the destruction of Egypt itself. 
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Akhenaten’s changes were soon undone. After his death, the boy-pharaoh Tutankhamen restored the 
old gods. During the New Kingdom, an Egyptian queen became pharaoh. Hatshepsut was at first 
regent for her stepson Thutmosis III. Later she assumed the throne herself. Hatshepsut’s reign was 
prosperous. This is especially evident in the construction that happened during that time. She built a 
great temple dedicated to herself at Deir el-Bahri, near Thebes. As pharaoh, Hatshepsut sent out 
military expeditions, encouraged mining, and sent an expedition up the Nile to look for more places 
to trade. Hatshepsut’s official statues sometimes show her clothed and bearded like a king. She was 
addressed as “His Majesty.” Hatshepsut was aware of her unusual position. She placed an inscription 
on one of her temples that reflects her thoughts. She wondered about what people of the future 
would think about her actions.

The Egyptian Empire Ends
The upheavals resulting from Amenhotep’s religious revolution led to a loss of Egypt’s empire. The 
pharaoh was preoccupied with religious affairs. He ignored foreign affairs and, as a result, he lost both 
Syria and Canaan. Under Ramses II, who reigned from c. 1279 b.c. to 1213 b.c., the Egyptians went back 
on the offensive. They regained control of Canaan. However, they were unable to reestablish the 
borders of their earlier empire. New invasions in the 1200s b.c. by the “Sea Peoples,” as the Egyptians 
called them, destroyed Egyptian power in Canaan and drove the Egyptians back within their old 
frontiers. The days of Egyptian Empire ended. The New Kingdom collapsed in 1070 b.c.

For the next thousand years, Egypt was dominated periodically by Libyans, Nubians, Persians, and, 
finally, Macedonians after the conquest of Alexander the Great. In the first century b.c., the pharaoh 
Cleopatra VII tried to reestablish Egypt’s independence. Her involvement with Rome led to her defeat 
and suicide. Egypt then became a province in Rome’s empire.

  Reading Progress Check
Identifying Central Issues What was the worship of Aten, and how did it affect Egypt?

The Kingdom of Kush
Guiding Question How did Kush emerge as a strong early African civilization?
South of Egypt is an area known as Nubia. A busy trade had arisen between Egypt and Nubia by 
2000 b.c. Egyptian merchants traveled to Nubia to get ivory, ebony wood, frankincense (a fragrant 
tree resin), and leopard skins. Nubia was under Egyptian control for many centuries. With the collapse 
of the New Kingdom, Nubia freed itself. It became the independent state of Kush around 1000 b.c.

In 750 b.c., Kush conquered Egypt. In 663 b.c., however, the Assyrians overwhelmed the Kushites. The 
Assyrians were better armed with iron spears and swords. The Kushites were still using bronze and 
stone weapons. The Kushites were driven out of Egypt. They returned to their original lands in the upper 
Nile valley.
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The economy of Kush was at first based on farming. Millet and other grain crops were grown along 
the banks of the Nile River. Kush soon emerged as one of the major trading states in the region. Its 
center was the city of Meroë, which was well-located. A newly opened land route across the desert to 
the north crossed the Nile River at Meroë. The city also had the advantage of having a large supply of 
iron ore. The Kushites learned iron smelting from the Assyrians. They made iron weapons and tools that 
were sent abroad.

For the next several hundred years, Kush was a major trading empire that had links to other states 
throughout the region. Kush traded its own iron products, as well as goods from Central and East 
Africa, to the Roman Empire, Arabia, and India. The major exports of Kush were ivory, gold, ebony, 
and slaves. In return, the Kushites received luxury goods, including jewelry and silver lamps from India 
and Arabia.

Not much is known about Kushite society. It seems likely that it was mostly urban. At first, state 
authorities probably controlled foreign trade. The presence of many luxury goods in many private 
tombs indicates that material prosperity was relatively widespread at one time. This evidence also 
suggests that a fairly large merchant class carried on trading activities. The merchants of Meroë built 
large houses with central courtyards. Like the Romans, they also built public baths. Kushite prosperity 
was also evident in the luxurious palaces of the Kushite kings. Like the Egyptian pharaohs, these kings 
were buried in pyramids. However, their pyramids were considerably smaller than those of their 
Egyptian models.

The state of Kush flourished from about 250 b.c. to about a.d. 150. It then began to decline, or 
weaken, possibly because of the rise of a new power in the region known as Axum. Axum was located 
in the highlands of modern-day Ethiopia. Axum prospered because of its location along the Red Sea, 
on the trade route between India and the Mediterranean Sea.

  Reading Progress Check
Describing What was life like at different times in the kingdom of Kush?
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