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Abstract

The ancient Egyptian religion is a very important content of
studying the ancient Egyptian civilization, which can play a role of the
golden key to open the gate of the ancient Egyptian culture. The
discussion about life and death is always a central issue, based on
which we could understand how the Egyptian recognizes the nature, the
society , the gods and the individual. We should display its evolution
from a proper perspective, and this dissertation attempts to show the
evolution of the ancient Egyptians’ idea of the afterlife and funeral
customs from the Old Kingdom to the New Kingdom.

The core content and foundation of the idea of the afterlife is that
people believe that the soul does not die. Under the enlightenment of
the nature, the idea that the dead would transform to the eternal soul
was produced among the ancient Egyptians. There was a close
relationship between the regular changes of the nature and the daily life
of the ancient Egyptians under the special geographical environment.
Among the huge amounts of regular cycles of natural phenomena, the
sun and the Nile affected the Egyptians most, which led to the myth of
the Sun and Osiris. The Sun God and Osiris were the eternal life
symbol in ancient Egypt. The ancient Egyptians expected the dead
could have eternal life through accompanying the Sun God or becoming
Osiris. The life was absorbed in the cycled rhythm of the universe by
the ancient Egyptians. In order to realize the regular rhythm, the

ancient Egyptians had to depend on God-King, which was a special
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idea in ancient Egypt. The kings who guaranteed the world to work in
the rhythm of the universe were both the God and the man. Therefore a
man’s life as a part of the lives in the universe was influenced by God-
King inevitably.

The strong autocratic kingship and the stable idea of God-King
were prominent characters in ancient Egypt during the Old Kingdom.
As a mirror of the reality, the afterlife should reflect all kinds of things
in the real life. So the kings inevitably had privileges which the
ordinary people couldn’ t enjoy in the afterlife. The Pyramid Texts
were supposed to be the special service to the deceased kings in the
Old Kingdom, in which the death of the kings was not accepted, and
only the deceased kings could enjoy the title of Osiris in the Pyramid
Texts. In addition, the kings used to equip the nobles’ tombs in order
to show their unique strength and privileges in the afterlife. The most
remarkable privilege that indicated the kings’ outstanding status was on
their sites of the afterlife. The afterlife of the nobles which was
different from the deceased kings’ located in the west in the Old
Kingdom. Moreover, there were differences on the type of the tomb
and the time that the sacrifice preserved distinguishing the kings and
the nobles.

The kingship was weaker in the Middle Kingdom than that in the
Old Kingdom, while the force of the local nobles strengthened
relatively, which is showed by the following aspects. Firstly, the
struggle for the kingship was very intense. Secondly, the absolutely
dominantly economic status of the kings was shaken in the Middle
Kingdom. Thirdly, the kings had limited control over the local nomes.
The change of the kingship influenced the ancient Egyptian’ s idea of
the afterlife directly, which brought about the trend of democratization
of the hereafter. The funeral rites enjoyed only by the deceased kings
originally were used by the local nomarches in this period. And later,
they were used by the common who could afford the necessary funeral

equipment and contexts. In the democratization of the hereafter, the
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difference on the sites of the afterlife for the deceased kings and the
deceased nobles disappeared gradually. Coffin Texts which were the
most important funeral literature were not only used by the royal, but
also by the local nomarches and their families. Some parts of the Coffin
Texts indicated that all the deceased protected by them could ascend to
the heaven.

The most prominent feature in the evolution of the idea of God-
King in the New Kingdom was the increasing emphasis on the humanity
of the pharaohs. As a result, the holy religious status of the pharaohs
suffered a serious debasement compared with ( the one) of gods. In
this context, on the issues relating to the afterlife people were more
inclined to rely on the supreme gods. In the private epitaph, the
deceased were willing to show the intimacy with gods except the
traditional autobiography. In addition, according to the decorative
theme of the graves, gods occupied a dominant position. The Book of
the Dead which was the most important funeral literature in the New
Kingdom was the collection of spells engaging in gods’ help. The
important situation of God-king in the afterlife had been replaced by
the holy God with golden mummy masks, rishi coffins, anthropoid
coffins as well as the inscription in the King Valley, the new type of
the Ramesside nobles’ tombs. Why The Egyptian worried about the

death is obviously because they depended on gods more.

Key Words: the idea of the afterlife; kingship; sun worship;

Osiris ; the funeral custom
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