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26  Atum

royal associations as “Lord of Heliopo-
lis.” From the New Kingdom onward,
he is often depicted on temple walls as
the god inscribing royal names on the
leaves of the sacred tree (ished). In some
reliefs, mostly of Lower Egyptian origin—
for example, on the shrine of Ramesses
II from Pithom—Atum is the god
crowning the king. Another episode of
the mythicized “coronation cycle” por-
trays Atum as a representative of Lower
Egypt and a counterpart of an Upper
Egyptian god, leading the king toward
the main deity. The importance of Atum
in the new year feast confirming the
king’s rule is described in the Brooklyn
Papyrus, which dates from the Late
period.

Atum has anthropomorphic, zoomor-
phic, and composite forms. In the first,
he most frequently wears the royal dou-
ble crown; other attributes, either alone
or in combination, include the solar disk
and a long tripartite wig. Various animals
are associated with Atum, and some of
them also functioned as hieroglyphic
signs used in the notation of his name.
For example, the beetle (or scarab) ap-
pears in the god’s name from the late
New Kingdom until the Roman period,
and the ape hieroglyph functions simi-

larly in inscriptions of the Greco-Roman
period. In these periods, particularly in
the region of Heliopolis, Atum as a solar
god was identified with an ape-bowman
shooting at his enemies. The ichneu-
mon, devourer of snakes, was associated
with Atum in a similar way; benign
snakes were, however, another holy an-
imal of the solar god. Numerous small
bronze coffins containing mummified
eels, bearing a figure of the fish on the
top of the box and an inscription incised
on it, attest to yet another zoomorphic
incarnation of Atum.

Although the cult of Atum existed
throughout Egypt, its principal centers
were in the Nile Delta. Atum was the
god of Heliopolis, where he had a special
sanctuary, and he was the main deity of
Per-Tem (“house of Atum”), the biblical
Pithom in the eastern Delta. He was as-
sociated with a number of other gods,
especially other forms of the solar deity.
Various syncretistic versions that com-
bine the names, epithets, functions, and
iconography of Re, Horakhty, Khepri,
and Atum (and sometimes other solar
and nonsolar gods) became popular after
the Amarna period, particularly during
the Third Intermediate Period.

Karol Mysliwiec



