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Introduction

In the late 4th millennium Bc, the valley and delta of the River Nile
were formed into the twin kingdoms of Upper and Lower Egypt. Over
the next 3,000 years Egypt was ruled by 32 dynasties of kings (see the
timeline at the end of this book). One title for an Egyptian king was
Pharaoh (meaning ‘Great House’), and so this great span of time is often
known as the Pharaonic Period.

For much of the 3rd and 2nd millennia Bc, Egypt was the wealthiest
and most powerful nation in the Ancient Near East. The Egyptians were
pioneers of monumental stone architecture. They produced magnificent
sculpture and painted reliefs, and invented the hieroglyphic script, one
of the world’s earliest and most beautiful forms of writing. Even after
Egypt lost its political independence in the late 1st millennium Bc, its
culture and religion survived to influence those of Greece and Rome.

Mythology was an integral part of Egyptian culture for much of its
timespan. Characters and events from myth permeate Egyptian art,
architecture, and literature. Myths underpinned many of the rituals
performed by kings and priests. Educated Egyptians believed that a
knowledge of myth was an essential weapon in the fight to survive the
dangers of life and the afterlife.

There is disagreement among Egyptologists about when mythical
narratives first developed in Egypt. This dispute is partly due to the
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difficulty of deciding what should be counted as a myth. Today, the term
myth is often used in a negative way to refer to something that is
exaggerated or untrue. In ancient cultures, myth did not have this
negative connotation; myths could be regarded as stories that contained
poetic rather than literal truths. Some scholars separate myths from
other types of traditional tale by classifying them as stories featuring
deities. This simple definition might work quite well for Egypt, but not
for all cultures.

Myths are generally set in a remote time or place where humans and
deities can interact. They are stories imbued with meaning and power.
Myths could be used to explain or justify the way the world is. Even in
modern times we acknowledge that a myth can take on a life of its own
and become more influential than the original facts on which it was
based. For the Egyptians, myths had the power to transcend individual
experience and act as a bridge between the human and divine worlds.

Egyptian mythology never solidified into one standard version. It
continued to change and develop over 3,000 years. The chief deities of
regional temples generated their own myths. The basic events, which
might be described as ‘core myths’ (see Box 1 in Chapter 1), were
constantly retold and given many different actors and settings.

This book is arranged thematically, with each theme illustrated by a
particular Ancient Egyptian artefact. These artefacts have been chosen
to emphasize the diversity of the source material that Egyptologists
work from. Hopefully, the objects will serve as access points to a culture
that can seem very alien to the modern Western mindset. I shall not
pretend that everything about Egyptian myth can be made simple. The
complexity of this subject is what makes it endlessly fascinating to study.



Chapter 1
The myth of Egypt:
imagined Egypts

The sources for Egyptian myth are not all dusty scrolls of papyrus.
On the north bank of the River Thames in central London stands
the monument known as Cleopatra’s Needle (Figure 1). Though its
elaborate base and surrounding sphinxes are Victorian, the ‘needle’
itself is a genuine obelisk from Ancient Egypt. The nickname,
based on an Arab term for obelisks, reflects the popular idea that
everything in Ancient Egypt was on a monumental and inhuman
scale. At over 20 metres (68 feet) tall, Cleopatra’s Needle belongs to
the category of super-obelisks made for Egypt’s greatest temples.
It fulfils the Western image of Egyptian architecture by being both
grand and mysterious. The Egyptians had a gift for creating striking
visual symbols to convey complex ideas. An obelisk is a sculptural
representation of a mythological place and time.

The adventures of an obelisk

Cleopatra’s Needle actually dates to the reign of King Thutmose II1
(¢.1479-1425 BC), who lived around 1,400 years earlier than the
Cleopatra everyone has heard of (Cleopatra VII). Thutmose’s
granite obelisk was one of a pair quarried in Aswan and floated
400 miles down the Nile to Heliopolis (‘City of the Sun’). The pair
were made to stand at the entrance to the great temple of the sun
god, Ra. Solar mythology was crucial to Egyptian culture, so

this was one of Egypt’s most important temples. The priests of
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1. Cleopatra’s Needle (obelisk of Thutmose III) on the Thames
embankment




Heliopolis were renowned in the ancient world for their
knowledge and wisdom. Many of the myths discussed in this
book may have originated in Heliopolis. The temple of Ra was
later plundered to build Cairo. Its scant remains now lie under
a modern suburb and the city’s airport. Cleopatra’s Needle is a
sad reminder of how much of Egypt’s heritage has been lost

or displaced and how difficult it is to piece together the
scattered remains.

By erecting these obelisks in Heliopolis, Thutmose III was
carrying out one of the main functions of an Egyptian king.

That function was to facilitate the daily cycle in which the

sun god was thought to renew the universe. The tips of the obelisks
were covered with an alloy of gold with silver, called electrum.
The structures would have been sited so that the sun lit them up
every morning. Together, the obelisks represented the place of
renewal, the mountains of the horizon. Cleopatra’s Needle is the
western horizon, the place of sunset and death. The other obelisk
of the pair is the eastern horizon, the place of dawn and rebirth.
Like most Egyptian symbols, obelisks can represent more

than one thing simultaneously. Individual obelisks also stood

for the primeval mound, the place of the very first sunrise at

the dawn of creation. They acted as markers of mythological
time. The role of these obelisks as elements in a working

model of the cosmos was obscured by their subsequent

history.

In the 13th century Bc, the famous ruler Ramesses II inscribed

his name on the obelisks. They may have been moved to the Nile
Delta at this time to stand in one of the temples he built or
enlarged there. By the 1st century Bc they were in Alexandria,

the capital city of the Ptolemy dynasty, of which Cleopatra VII was
the last representative. Alexandria was the intellectual hub of the
Hellenistic world; a centre for science and philosophy. The presence
of obelisks was a reminder of more elusive forms of knowledge
which could not be tested by experiment or attained by rational
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argument. An inscription shows that the obelisks were re-erected
under Cleopatra’s nemesis, the Emperor Augustus, outside

a temple dedicated to the cult of Julius Caesar. Eventually,

one of Alexandria’s frequent earthquakes toppled the

western obelisk.

This obelisk was offered to Britain by a Turkish governor after the
British had defeated Napoleon’s army at the Battle of Alexandria in
AD 1801. Cleopatra’s Needle remained an uncollected present

until Ap 1877, when it was transported to Britain on the barge
‘Cleopatra’, with the loss of six lives on route. The successful
erection of the obelisk on the Thames embankment inspired envy in
America. So the other obelisk of the pair was transported to New
York and erected in Central Park in Ap 1881. Parted by an ocean,
the function and meaning of Thutmose III's obelisks were lost. This
was a fate shared by many Egyptian obelisks, but new meanings
were assigned to them in new contexts. The first Egyptian obelisks
had been moved to Europe in the reign of Augustus. They were used
to adorn various monuments, including his tomb. This encouraged
the idea that obelisks were principally monuments to the dead. In
recent centuries, obelisks have frequently been used to mark tombs
or commemorate war dead. Ancient Egypt has often been branded
as a society obsessed with death, but Egyptian thought was not
morbid. In their original setting, the obelisks celebrated the victory
of life over death.

Secret wisdom

Obelisks are usually inscribed in the type of Egyptian writing
known as hieroglyphs. By the end of the 4th century Ap, there were
very few people left who could understand the hieroglyphic script.
Around this time an Egyptian named Horapollo wrote a treatise
that popularized the idea that the hieroglyphic signs were an
esoteric symbolic language which concealed great religious truths.
As early as the 1st century Ap, the Roman author Pliny the Elder
had asserted that the Egyptians inscribed their most secret



knowledge on obelisks. This knowledge was said to be nothing less
than the nature of the universe and the meaning of life. The belief
that the Egyptians possessed this secret is the primary myth about
Ancient Egypt.

When Egypt became a Christian country in the 4th century ap, the
‘pagan’ culture of the Pharaonic past was rejected. In the Hebrew
books of the Old Testament the polytheism of the Egyptians was
contrasted unfavourably with the monotheism of the Jews. Early
Christians continued to believe in the existence of pagan deities but
downgraded them to the status of demons. The violence and
sexuality of some of the myths told about Egyptian deities were used
to support this view.

The Muslim Arabs who conquered Egypt in the 7th century ap
were also hostile towards Ancient Egyptian religion. Arab scholars
interested in alchemy did preserve some examples of the texts
known as the Hermetica. These were produced in Egypt during the
Graeco-Roman Period and are mainly written in Greek. They
claimed to be the secret teachings of the great sage Hermes
Trismegistus, a figure partially derived from Thoth, the Egyptian
god of wisdom. The Hermetica mix Greek philosophy with
Egyptian myth and give allegorical significance to magical and
alchemic practices. They promise the secret of immortality to
initiates who follow the teachings of Hermes.

Renaissance and Enlightenment

The great rediscovery of Classical learning in the Renaissance
period made some information about Egyptian myth available.
From the 6th century Bc onwards, many famous Greek authors had
written respectfully about Egyptian religion. The philosopher Plato
credited Thoth with the invention of writing, mathematics, and
astronomy. The myth of Atlantis, related by Plato in his dialogue
Timaeus (c.348 BC), is attributed to a wise Egyptian priest who
knew about a whole series of destructions going back to the early
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