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Movement of the people
Hail to thee, O Nile!
Who manifests thyself over this land and comes to give life to Egypt! (Great Hymn to the Nile, 1907)
What we know today as the river Nile has existed in varying configurations since the end of the last ice age, and the climate change effected by the Holocene was the primary driver of what we know today as the Ancient Egyptian civilisation (Bunbury, 2019 pp.2-3). Waters freed from the polar ice caps led to a warmer and wetter environment, reinvigoration of the Ethiopian monsoon, and a marshier river course. A number of lakes appeared in the adjacent land, which were ideal human habitats with abundant fresh water and a plethora of fish and game to hunt.  During extended periods of climate fluctuation dynamic changes occurred to the delta, floodplains, and the river margins, leading to the creation of the river Nile as we might recognise it (Bunbury, 2019 p.2-3).
However, at some point during the late Saharan Neolithic period, rainfall reduced and the lakes were no longer able to sustain these populations – the loss of this perfect habitat would have appeared to be a humanitarian catastrophe of the time, but it  would prove to be the catalyst for the beginnings of Nilotic culture, and possibly even the first Unified state of Egypt (Bunbury, 2019 p.45).
The people began to diffuse into the Nile valley, likely through the wadis leading directly from the desert to the river.  With access to a new and reliable source of water, the river attracted people to herd, hunt and gather on its banks (Bunbury, 2019 p.39).  
The stage was now set for the evolution of the Nile valley into what would later become one of the most influential and important ancient civilisations on Earth – that of Ancient Egypt.  As Judith Bunbury states, ‘The Nile, now the lifeblood of Egypt, began its rise to supreme importance (Bunbury, 2019 p.39)’  This work seeks to explore this statement, and to establish the extent to which living alongside the river Nile created and sustained religious belief and behaviour during the time of the ancient Egyptian civilisation.

Making sense of the landscape
Following this great migration of people, life was thus dictated by the river and by the landscape.  The people would have recognised the sharp contrasts between the rich alluvial soil of the floodplains – replenished each year with the fertile deposits of the flood - and the dry, red desert, with its imposing mountain ranges, an area of danger and peril.  They may have known about the marshy wetlands of the delta to the north and the great cataracts of Upper Egypt (Pires, 2017 p.151).  They certainly would have witnessed the rising of the sun in the east and its setting in the west, corresponding to the banks of the river – the east becoming the land of the living, of rebirth and renewal of the sun, and the west the land of the dead – symbolised by the setting of the sun, where it would begin its dangerous journey through the darkness to be reborn again as the light of the morning sun (Magli, no date Ch.2).
This immersion and reliance on their locale were defining features in the religious beliefs of the Ancient Egyptians.  The visible and tangible rhythms of nature became the foundations of their cultural and theological legacy – in fact, it is almost impossible to extricate ancient Egyptian culture and history from the ecology and environment in which they lived (Brewer & Teeter, 1999 p.16).  

The myth of Osiris
The Creation myth of Osiris, Seth, Isis and Nephthys are clear evidence of this, incorporating the segregation of the landscape, and the life-giving importance of the Nile.  In the tale, Osiris is killed by his brother, Seth – he is locked inside a chest and thrown in to the Nile to drown.  Seth also chops his body into pieces – in some versions,  42, and scattered these across the land.  It may not be a coincidence that there were reportedly 42 nomes, or locally governed areas, in ancient Egypt.  His body parts were gathered and reassembled by Isis and Nephthys, bar one – his phallus, which had been lost to the river.  Isis created a false one to replace it, and Osiris was successfully resurrected (Ikram, 2010 p.158).  Osiris became the ruler of the Underworld, and of renewal and rebirth.  Images of Osiris depict him as black, or green, both alluding to the fertile black soil or the green flora and abundance of the riverbank (Ikram, 2010 p.156).    
The myth culminates in a battle between Horus, the son of Osiris and Isis, conceived after his resurrection, and Seth.  Horus is victorious, ruling over the life-giving ‘black land’ and Seth is banished to rule over the barren red desert, a land of chaos, disorder and unpredictability (Ikram, 2010 p.159).
Clearly this myth goes some way to theologising the landscape of ancient Egypt, with Horus associated with the black fertile floodplain, and Seth the dry and sterile desert lands.  Osiris becomes not only the god of the Afterlife, but also of the renewal and abundance of life that sustained all of the people living along the Nile.  The annual sprouting and greening of the land was the embodiment of Osiris in his state of resurrection and renewal (Frankfort, 1948 p.185).


Maat and Isfet – the struggle between order and chaos
If you cease your toil and your work, then all that exists is in anguish.
If the gods suffer in heaven, then the faces of men waste away. (Great Hymn to the Nile, 1907)
The struggle between order and chaos was inherent and deep-seated, and pervaded every aspect of life.  Maat, the sense of cosmic order, and Isfet, the expression of disorder and chaos, were manifest in all areas of life and the river and the landscape were no exceptions.  
Not least, the annual inundation of the Nile was the phenomenon upon which everything else was dependent – the extent of the floodwaters could spell abundance or disaster.  It was the responsibility of the Pharaoh, in his expression of the living god, to maintain the cosmic order on Earth (Magli, no date, p.5). 
When floodwaters were optimum, life was abundant and order was maintained - the annual inundation was recognised by all as a symbol of renewal and regeneration.  An absent, or inadequate flood, would unleash Isfet – social chaos, poverty and illness (Lopes & Pires, 2017 p.447).  
The Famine Stela provides a clear recount of the consequences of a poor flood:
‘I was in mourning on my throne, those of the palace were in grief, my heart was in great affliction, because Hapy had failed to come in time in a period of seven years. Grain was scant, kernels were dried up, scarce was every kind of food. Every man robbed his twin, those who entered did not go. Children cried, youngsters fell, the hearts of the old were grieving; legs drawn up, they hugged the ground, their arms clasped about them. Courtiers were needy, temples were shut, shrines covered with dust, everyone was in distress.’ 
Of course, too much water could also signal catastrophe. Late Twelfth Dynasty inscriptions tell of numerous high floods, and of the concern that the flood waters would not recede in time for planting to occur (Parcak, 2010 p.9).  This would mean a failed harvest, not due to lack of alluvial silt deposits, but through lack of growing time for the crops.  The priest Nakhtefmut recorded just such an event on a graffito at the Southern Sanctuary of the Luxor Temple, c. 787 BC.  He describes the devastation, and pleads with Amun to relieve the situation (Selden, 2020 p.447):
‘The primeval water from the Abyss wells up in (…) this entire Land.  As on the First Occasion (Zp Tpy), it has attained the bordering mountains; this Land is in its power like the sea.  There was no dyke made by man that could repel its ravages.  Everyone was as like a duck in his city, as the flood raged high as heaven.  Every temple at Thebes has become like a swamp (…) and its citizens like swimmers in the waves.
Pay attention Amun, listen please: (…) This situation is a great curse: nothing like it can be recalled!  Half of Luxor is swallowed by the sea!  How can one understand this?  It is in accordance with what thou commanded that the Inundation wells up.  Will it submerge your temple in its depths whilst thou risest shining in Thebes?  How will they know when his proper form will return, as comes and goes according to (thy) plan? (ll 30-36)’
Clearly, to the people of the Nile Valley, the river was regarded and respected as a sacred watercourse, and the whims of the gods and the struggle between maat and isfet could mean life or death for the population and their precarious reliance on the divine floodwaters of the Nile.

The First Water
The land under the floodwaters was reminiscent to the people of another element of the creation myth – that of the primordial waters (Lopes & Pires, 2017 p.447).  According to this myth, before the creation of the world, there existed a latent state where everything that was required for creation existed in a vast body of liquid – the primordial waters.  This pre-state of being was seen as embodying chaos and disorder and yet containing the potential for everything – ‘the germs of creation’ (Tatomir, 2003-2007 p.7).  This liquid space was called Nwn.  The Egyptians believed that the inundation of the Nile was a constantly renewing facet of Nwn – first, the chaos of the floodwaters engulfing the land, leaving only the high ground safely above – mirroring the primeval mound above the waters of creation.  When the water receded and the riverbanks sprouted, order was restored and renewal (or creation) of life was secured (Lopes & Pires, 2017 p.447).
Early settlements, around 3000 BC, were recorded on the geziras, or turtlebacks of the flood plains, keeping them safely away from the inundation of the flood waters (Parcak, 2010 p.13).  Might this be an echo of the myth of the first creation, the rising of the first land above the swirling waters of creation, followed by the green shoots of new life?  Or could this myth have been a distant reverberation of a folk memory – a reiteration of the very earliest inhabitants of the valley, living in the wet and marshy landscape of the interglacial period, before the desertification of the Sahara?  Jan Assman alludes to a collective Egyptian memory, cultivated by an oral tradition, in which there existed a trio of great catastrophes – that of the Assyrian invasions in the 7th century BCE, the Hyksos domination of the 17th and 16th centuries BCE, and the Amarna period of the 14th century BCE.  These traditions are assimilated from Manetho’s lost Egyptian History, and recorded by Flavius Josephus.  The priest Manetho’s book was written in the 3rd century BCE and recorded again by Josephus some 350 years later (Assman, 2014 p.71).  It is not inconceivable that a far wider repertoire of folk memory now lost to us but rooted in generational history may have existed.  If so, it would have changed imperceptibly over millenia, potentially evolving into stories of a primal ocean of the not-yet created things of earth.  
Aside from this inference, we can see here the parallels between the myth of the primordial waters and the inundation of the Nile, the water-logged land and the first liquid of creation, and the renewal and rejuvenation of the land and the botanical abundance of Osiris, god of rebirth.

Deifying the inundation
The inundation of the river and the rich, fertile deposits left by the receding waters were of dominating importance to the people living in this riverine society.  This annual event was deified as the god Hapi, typically depicted as an androgynous male with pendulous breasts and visible adipose tissue, symbolising ‘fertility and abundance, the hope of a prosperous agricultural year’ (Lopes & Pires, 2017 p.446).  Given that he was associated with the flood and its inconsistencies, he was regarded as an ambivalent character – he could bring prosperity and abundance with a median flood, famine and poverty with a low flood, or chaos and destruction with waters that were too high.  The Middle Kingdom hymn, ‘Adoration of the Flood’ opens with great praise to Hapi (Selden, 2020 p.417):
‘Hail O Inundation (H’py)!  Bursting forth from the land, you arrive in order to make Egypt live.  (…)Bringer of food, master of provisions, you engender all things that are good.  Lord inspiring terror, thou sweet in fragrance: in (you) resides all conciliation.’
Hapi was also seen as the bringer of the work that was associated with the flood – the rebuilding of dykes and channels after the waters had receded, and the reorganisation of the arable lands.  As well as the forthcoming harvest, he was also regarded as the originator of ‘all the writings of the words of god (mdw-ntr).’  As the provider of papyrus, reeds, pigments and other materials, Hapy was therefore accredited with allowing the scribal craft to exist, and subsequently all the entire hieroglyphic script and the body of book-rolls created and stored by the temple scribes (Selden, 2020 p.416).  Hapy was therefore not only a deity for the riverside farmer, but for scribes and artisans, who relied on the flood for the provision of materials to carry out their craft.  This excerpt from The Great Hymn to the Nile demonstrates this reliance, and indicates that all work by scribes was attested to the gifts of the inundation: 
The associate of Ptah . . .
He causes all his servants to exist, all writings and divine words, and that which He needs in the North. (Great Hymn to the Nile, 1907)





The temporal nature of the Nile
Thus, the annual cycle of flood and retreat of the waters provided the ancient Egyptian people with a clear means around which to orient their lives.  The daily flow of the river created a sense of linear time, moving forwards at a steady and predictable manner, creating an ongoing tableau of unique events, one after another.  Simultaneously, the once-a-year inundation demonstrated a series of cyclical events – repetition of the same event in an annual loop (Selden, 2020 p.423).
Naturally, and due to its repeated temporal nature, the fluctuations of the river lent itself to the manner in which early Nilotic society measured time – in a theory proposed by Otto Neugebauer, he asserted that ancient Egyptian people would have been much more attuned to the behaviour of the Nile.  The rise and fall of the waters, and the subsequent sowing, growing and harvesting of the crops were what decided whether or not they would survive.  It is feasible to assume that, rather than observing the celestial bodies, the people would have used a calendar connected to the yearly cycle of the river and its flood (Martin, 2015 p.17).
The names of the seasons along the Nile are congruent with this theory – Akhet, Peret and Shemu each translate to ‘Flooding,’ ‘Rising’ and ‘Harvest’ (Martin, 2015 p.17).  Akhet, the season of the inundation itself, Peret the growing period of ‘rising’ or sprouting of the crops, and Shemu, the harvest of the abundance delivered by the floodwaters.

The king as divine intermediary
O inundation of the Nile, offerings are made unto you, men are immolated to you, great festivals are instituted for you. (Great Hymn to the Nile, 1907)
To turn once again to the religious aspects of the cyclical, seasonal nature of the Nile, we must consider how society of the time sought to appease the gods to bestow a median and abundant inundation upon them.
The Pharaoh was considered divine, the embodiment of the god Horus, whom we have already met whilst discussing the Myth of Osiris.  The falcon-headed god, ‘the Great God, the Lord of Heaven’ was incarnate in the king, and therefore the king acted to create ‘harmony between heaven and earth’ (Frankfort, 1948 pp. 36-37). 
It was the responsibility of the king, in his role as divine intermediary, part mortal and part god, to perform the necessary temple rituals to ensure the optimum levels of inundation during the Nile year (Ikram, 2010 p.522).  These rituals were considered a necessary means to mitigate and manage the unpredictability of the natural cycles of their landscape and the river.  Offerings of wine and milk and the pouring of libations was part of the ritual procedures for the surety of the inundation, and these were represented on temple walls (Eaton, 2013 p.16).  Elaborate rituals to worship the gods included ritual purification, application of incense, dressing and anointing the god, offering food and drink and other gifts – including bouquets, bread, wine and milk.  Invocations were chanted in the presence of the image of the god, and these rituals would have been carried out repeatedly through the night and the day by the temple priests, who were considered the delegates of the king, and acted on his behalf (Eaton, 2013 ch.8).  

The Nile as conduit for the people and the gods
Alongside these detailed and extensive daily rituals, existed the festivals.  These were tied to the aforementioned Nilotic calendar, and afforded the non-elite populace the opportunity to commune directly with the gods.  Here the river comes into its own as a physical entity, allowing the people to witness the procession of the god as it travelled along the Nile.  Let us take the Opet festival as an example, in which the statue of the state god Amun would be taken through the streets of Thebes and onward to Luxor temple.  A detailed account of the procession exists in the Luxor temple, created during the rule of Tutankhamun and completed during the reign of Seti I (Eaton, 2013 p. 118).  After a journey along the road from the temple to the river, during which the route is cleansed both physically and spiritually by pouring libations ahead of the barque containing the god’s statue, the procession would arrive at the water’s edge to be placed on barges and towed to Luxor.  Images of the pharaoh carrying out the rites associated with the temple rituals are part of the representation, and give us further insight into how this festival would have appeared to the crowds.   Attendants lined the river’s edge, sourced from the King’s military and the priests of the temple, and in the images people are depicted kneeling on the ground, raising their arms in adoration of the god contained within the barque.  The barges themselves acted as virtual temples, and the river the conduit by which non-elites could be in the presence of the deity for a brief period (Eaton, 2013 p.120). 

The creation of temples
To modern eyes, the Karnak and Luxor temples of the Opet Festival are some of the most impressive temples left to us from ancient Egypt, but they were preceded by much simpler constructions.  The very earliest temples were made from locally sourced perishable materials and here again we see the value of the Nile in its physical capacity as provider – the very earliest temples would have been constructed from mud bricks, bundled reeds and mud plaster as well as some stone elements for thresholds and lintels (Ikram, 2010 p.127).   Clay found at the riverbank would have been strengthened with reeds and baked in the Egyptian sun, and other materials such as palm leaves and papyrus would also have been used - all materials readily and abundantly available in the immediate local area (Awan, Khilat, & Jamil, 2019 p.27).  The earliest shrines were the per-wer or ‘Great House’ of Upper Egypt, and the per-nu or ‘House of the Nu’ of Lower Egypt.  These were made of the abundant Nilotic materials – wattle and daub, reed matting and wooden posts (Wilson, 2010 p.785).  Evidence from most of the cult temples that still exist show that the sanctuary part of the temple was raised higher than that of the rest of the site, likely to represent the primeval mound on which the first creation took place (Wilson, 2010 p.789).  From this dark recess the god whose abode was the sanctuary, could remain hidden and unseen, and yet was able to see everything, a direct parallel to the creation myth.  The god is present, but invisible (Wilson, 2010 p.789).
The founding of a new temple required elaborate rituals before constuction could begin – known as ‘stretching of the cord,’ analogous to the marking out of the four corners of the proposed site.  This ritual had its roots in the very earliest Egyptian society, as attested in the Palerno stone dating back to the first and second dynasties.  The king is depicted selecting a divine site, hoeing the first trench, pouring sand into it, and fashioning the first mud brick (Melika, 2020 p.200), a clear reference to the materials used to make the earliest temples.  Other remnants of the old ways of making temples also exist to this day – the columns and pillars of still-standing temples are topped with depictions and carvings of papyrus, lotus and reeds, to emulate the swampy beginnings of the pantheon.  Penelope Wilson suggests that the coumns themselves might perform as replicas of these marsh-dwelling plants, evoking again the primeval watery world of the First Creation (Wilson, 2010 p.790).

Summary
It is my view that the Nile was the primary influence in the development of ancient Egyptian religious belief and behaviour.  Early human groups who moved to the site, in the midst of what was likely to have been considered a societal crisis spanning generations, would have viewed the verdant banks of the river as a salvation of sorts.  It is possible that this early migration into the Nile Valley still resonates in the various deep-seated creation myths of the Egyptian people throughout the existence of their civilisation – the primordial waters and the first mound of creation is replicated time and time again in the sanctuaries of the temples.  From the very earliest structures used to venerate the gods, people were reliant on the materials to be found on the riverbanks – mud, clay, reeds and palms.  We are still able to see remnants of this, in the decorations of the columns and pillars of some of the remaining temples – with embellishment reminiscent of the materials to be found on the banks of the river.
The annual inundation was revered as the god Hapi, ambivalent bringer of fortune or disaster, not only for the agricultural families reliant on the rich, black deposits of the flood, but also for those who relied on the products of the Nile for their livelihoods – in particular scribes and artisans, who required papyrus, reeds and other Nilotic materials to carry out their craft.
The myth of Osiris also has its roots in the river – his green and black appearance representing the fertile black land and the green shoots of new life reminding us that he is the god of the Afterlife – and of the subsequent rebirth and renewal that the ancient Egyptian people believed followed death.
The river generated cycles of time, both annually in the rising and falling of the floodwaters, and linearly, as it passed them by day after day in its flow to the north, with the annual flood marking the festivals of the year.  The river, as an ancient highway, allowed people the opportunity to worship and be in the presence of their gods, usually hidden in the depths of the temples, unseen but all-seeing.
To revisit Judith Bunbury’s words at the beginning of this work, the river Nile did indeed hold supreme importance, and without doubt was the lifeblood of Egypt.  Its great force shaped both the natural and the religious landscape, as well as the minds of those that relied on its abundance.  They created spiritual explanations for the landscape in which they lived and built one of the greatest civilisations in history from the physical abundance generated by the waters of the annual inundation.
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