Egyptian Myth

not an evil goddess. Thie plagues and wius she inflicted were usually

‘0 a just punishments decreed by the gods,

The ‘good god' was a particular epithet of Ositis, which rather
suggesls that goodness wis not an automatic attribute of deities.
Originally the epithet may have been used as a disguised way of
speaking about a lerrifying death god, just as the Greeks used to
refer to the dreaded Furies as 'the Kindly Ones’. In a Demotic story

cycle, Osirts sends Lwo demons Lo cause a civil war in Egypt and a
priest-magician who discovers this divine plan is brutally murdered

by Anubis.

The ethical standards expected of people do not seem to apply
imonyg the gods, but this is pirtly a result of turning the interiction
ol cosinic forees into stories with human-like characters. In myth,

dei
Lust, and bad temyper. The earth and sky became a x

s could be portrayed with human tailings such as jealousy,

ionate couple
(Geb and Nut) who had to be separated by foree before creation
could proceed. Human motivations might be provided for mythical
acts, so Seth was somelimes said to atlack his brother because of
sexual jealousy.

Scth lind many faults but his strength was needed by Ra and his
inappropriate lusts could lead to beneicial results, such as the birth of
u toun god. b “The Seeret Nome of Ki, Lsis poisons the sun god with a

wiagic spake and will only heal him io return tor the power inherent

in his true name. Thix wicked act scems to be justi

d becaunse it
will culminalte in her son Horus becowning the model for all kings.

in afew sources even the ereator sun god seems a tereifying deity
who regularly consumes all other life. Our stulue groap could depict
both extremes of the eyele, with Sobek-Ra as the primeval deity who
swallows up the world and Amonhotep 11 as the solar child who
renews Lhe world, Howeser, the majority of hymns, prayers, and
cthical texts do celebrate the ereator as a wise and mercilul being.
‘The next chapter will look at creation msths,
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Chapter 4
The beautiful moment:
creation myths

The Shabago Stone in the British M
interest to Egyplologists and theologians since its inscriptions were
first translated in 1901 This stela is named after King Shabaqo
(Shabaka) who had it made in the $th century se (Figure 4). The
stela was retrieved trom a village built ever the tuins of the temple

eutn has been of intense

of Ptuh at Memphis. For many years the basaht stela was used as a
lower grindstone, so parts of its hieroglyphic inseription have been
obliterated, which is ironic because the purpose of this inonument
wis to preserve on stone the contents ot an ac.cient worm-eaten
seroll.

The text from that scroll is now known as the Memphite Theology.
It is @ major source tor two important areas of Egyptian myth:
cosmogony (creation accouuts) aud the myzhology of Osiris. Parts of
the original text scem to have been lost by the tiine it was copied
und damage to the stone has destroyed other sections, This shows
how random the survival of sources for Egyptian myth can be,

It would be wrong to think that we have & complele knowledge

of the subject. At any time a new discovery could overturn

presious ideas.
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4. The Shabaqo Stone in the British Muscum

The Memphite Theology

The Metphite Theology conliins not one but several ceeation
ersity has made the Egyptian creation story
less well lmown than it should be. the Mermphile Theology was

myths, This very ¢

originally dated to the carly 3rd millennium ne because its

language scemed to be even more archaic thun that of the Pyramid
“Texts. Scholars interested in tracing the origins of monotheism were
excited by the Memphite Theology breause it seemed to provide o
very catly example of a transeendent deity who used the power of
his intellecet to ereate the world. Theologians lost interest in the test
after it was argued that the whole thing had been written in the
8th century se and given a Guse history, Most Egyptologists

now believe that the ereation iccount in the Memiphite Theology

was actuadly composed acound the 13th century se, o period when
there was particular interest in creator deitics. Shabaqo’s seribes
may have rewritten the Memphite Theology in a very wrehuic style
to give it greater authority,

Shabagqo was a Nubian king who hid forcibly reunited Egvpt under
his rule. His dynasty were particular worshippers of Amun-Ra as
creator sun god. They revered and enriched the temples of Amun at
Karnak and Ra at Heliopolis. With this stela, Shabaco tactfully

aims of Plah and his priesthood, while promoting a
“with that of Heliopolis,

honoured the ¢

text that harmonized Memphite mytho

Itis a striking example of religious ind cultural sensitivity from the
8th century se.

So, what happens i the Memphite Theology? Fhis profound test is
not casy to interpret. ‘The inscription is w mixtare of poetry and
prose, third-person narrative, und specehies put in the mouths of
deities. It can be divided into four main parts. 'The first deseribe
how King Shabaqo restored the am

nt text and gives him a divine
role model in the form of Plabi-Tu-Tenew us uniter and king of Upper
Midele

Kingdom scripl for w royal vlual, It traces the history of kingship to

and Lower Egypt. The second part is similar U
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the great debate over who should suceeed the murdered god Osiris

as ruler of Egypu The first decision of Geb and the divine tribunal
was to mike Seth ruler of Upper Egypt, ‘the place where he was
borw’, and Horus ruler of Lower Egypt, ‘the place where his father
was drowned’. Their second was to unily the country by making
Horus sole king

In typical Egyplian fashion, the text then goes backwards to the
deuth of Osiris, the father of Horus. Rather than a lincar narrative,
we are presented with a series of events together with their origins
and consequences. These momentous events are located in and
around Memypshis, so that the victorious Horus can be identified
with the Memphite god Ptah-Ta-Tenen, The third part of the
inscription describes how Ptaly ereated the world, while the fourth
part alludes to a mystical union between Ptah and the resurrected
Osiris. The cosmogoeny is well worth looking at in more detail.

The First Time

‘The Memphite Theology links Pruh with a whole scries of deities
who represent elements of the primeval world. These deities, ‘who
camie into existence in Ptah’, include Ptah-Nun and Ptah-Naunet,
the male and female aspects of the dark, watery chaos of the
primeval ocean. The potential for intelligent lite was inherent in
this ocean but was not realized until the spirit of the creator
attwined awareness. The list is damaged but it probably continued
by linking Ptah with Tu-Tenen, *the Rising Land’, since elsewhere in
the Memphite Theology, Prab is identified with ‘Ta-Tenen, the deity
‘from whom everything emerged'. 'Uhe rising of the {irst mound of
land above the primeval ocean wis one of the great events of the era

known to the Egyptians as the F
place in which the ereator could come into being.

Time’. The mound provided a

At Heliopolis, this primeval mound was associated with the sacred
ben-ben stone, tepresented in tewple architecture by obelisks such
as Cleopatra's Needle. An alternative primal event is evoked by the

a6

Box 6

CREATION IMAGERY

PLACES AND THINGS OF THE FIRsT TIME:
Primeval ocean

Primeval marsh/reed thicket
Primeval mound

Primeval lotus

Cosmic egg

Potter's wheel

Willow tree

PRIMEVAL BEINGS:

Frogs and snakes (the Ogdoad)

Snake (Amun-Kematef, Atum, Neith)

Black bull (Amun, Ptah)

benu bird/phoenix (Atum, Ra, Qsiris)

Falcon (Horus the Flder)

Goose - ‘the Great Cackler’ (Amun)

Ibis (Thoth)

Crocodile (Sobek-Ra, Penwent)

Cow (Mehet-Weret, Hathor, Neith)

Sun child (Ra, Nefertem)

Moon child (Khonsu, Thoth)

Eye of Ra (Hathor, Tefnut, Bastet, Sekhmet, and others)
Hand of Atum (Hathor, Nebethetepet, Iusaas)
Seed goddess (Hathor)

The Heh gods - supporters of the sky
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Egyptian Myth

last deity in the list, Nefertem, ‘who is at the nose of Ra’. Nefertem
was the god of the primeval lotus (or water-lily). The sweet-scented
blue lotus was imagined rising above the primeval ocean and
opening its petals to reveal a golden child. This was ‘the beautiful
moment’, the very first sunrise when the creator became manifest as
the youthful sun god.

In creation myths from other arens, images peculiar to local deities
were used to convey the unknowable beginnings of life (see Box 6).
The first act of creation might be a shining bird finding somewhere
to perch in the middle of the primeval ocean or a goose known as
the Great Cackler laying the egg from which the sun would hatch.
Egyptian cosmogonies usually list several, apparently contradictory,
primal events. The Egyptians do not seem to have regarded their
creation myths as literally true. They are more like highly charged
metaphors, drawn from the nutural world.

Creative acts

The creator was now ready to create, but what were the means of
creation? Again, more than one answer to this question is given in
the Memphite Theology. When speculating about the beginnings of
life, the Egyptians used the models of creativity they saw around
them: the sexual acts that produced people and animals, the seed-
sowing that produced crops, and the powers of the mind and the
hand that produced objects. Ptah was the patron deity of artists and
craftsmen, but the creation account begins by linking him with
Atum of Heliopolis, who created ‘with his semen and his fingers’.

Passages in the Pyramid and Coffin Texts describe how Atum
became lonely in the primeval ocean. He acted as both father and
mother by giving himself an erection, taking his ‘seed’ into his
mouth, and spitting out the first divine couple, Shu and Tefnut.
Some versions imply that the pleasure experienced by Atum in the
sexual act was a vital part of the creative process. This may seern a
shockingly primitive myth, but it was illustrated in graphic detail in
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papyri placed in the tombs of high-ranking priests and priestesses.
The androgynous nature of the creator was sometimes made clearer
by personifying the hand of Atum as a goddess who united with his
penis to create life.

The Memphite Theology restates the myth by using link words
centred on the mouth. Atum used his mouth as a womb but the
parts of the mouth could also represent the power of divine speech.
The Egyptians believed that the intelligence controlling the body
was located in the heart. In the Memphite Theology, Ptah is said to
bring deities, people, and animals into being by devising them in his
heart and naming them with his tongue. In other sources these
powers of the creator are personified as the gods of insight/creative
thought (Sia) and command/authoritative utterance (Hu). The
‘divine words’ of Ptah cuu, like hieroglyphs, make thoughts real,

It was this more intellectual method of creation that led to
comparisons between the Memphite Theology and the famous start
of St John's Gospel - 'In the beginning was the Word and the Word
was with God and the Word was God'.

The Memphite Theology does not deny the truth of the creation
myths of Heliopolis, but it supersedes them by stating that Atum
was acting as the heart und tongue of Ptah. A creation text of

the Graeco-Roman Period gives Ptah a similar position in the
cosmogony of Hermopolis which centred on the mysterious
primeval beings collectively known as the Eight (the Ogdoad).
Ptah brings the Eight into being by three means: taking thought
(intellectual), fashioning eggs (cratt), and fertilizing the primeval
marsh with his seed (sexual). He then causes the union of the Eight
which transforms them into the One: the creator god Amun.

‘The creation of humanity is not given any particular emphasis in
the Memphite Theology. This is probably because the standard
myth of the origins of humanily was firmly linked with Ra. One
version has humans originate {rom the tears shed by the solar child
when he was separated from his mother, and deities from his
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laughter when they were teunited. lu Mesopotamian myth, humans

were ereated as short-lived drudges to do the work of the lesser gods
on carth. In Egyptian myth the ercation of humanity seems more
accidental, but serving the gods became a part of humanity's
function.

The Memphite Theology stiesses that Prah ereited the moral and
social order, including the concepl of 1eligion as it was to be

practised by people, This primarily meant the adoration of statucs
which the Lus (lite-forees) of the gods would enter as bodivs, Ptah

Iso invented the crafts, sach as sculpture, which humans could use

tor and ruler, Ptah
continued as the controlling intelligenee of the world like the
unscen heart in the body. The gods Horus and Thoth were to

to iiitate his creative power. As both ¢

embody his powers of insight und command in the age when the
gods ruled Egypt,

‘The impertections in the created world were not denied. The brief
fourth section of the Memphite Theology reverted to the terrible
tragedy of the drowning of Osiris but showed how this was
trunstormed into something positive. Horus ensured that his {ather
catered the seeret realm where the gods of death and life could
unite. The composite deity Ptuh-Sokar-Osiris presided over the
regencration of the dead who were buried in the cemeteries of
Memphis, In the tealm of the living, the power of the ereator, acting
through Horus, was handed down to generations of gods and Kings
ruling Egvpt from Memphis.

Creation myths and temples

Two German scholars who worked on carly editions and
transtations of the Memphite Theology disagreed on what kind of
text it was.® One thought that it was the rather garbled seript of a

mystery play with explanazory glosses. The other thought that itwas
a coherent theological trectise, though he acknowledged that the
speeelies it contained might derive from dramatized myths
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pertormed in temples. Creation myths were o medium for
philosophical speculation, but this could be secondary 1o less
abstract motives.

On one level, the Memphite ‘Theology can be seen as a classic

validatory myth. It justifies the continued existence of institutior

such as kingship and the pricsthood by giving them divine origins

When national identity is under thicat from outside forees, as it was

in the 8th century ke, such myths become particularly important.

"he public display of this creation miyt to the educated elite had

the efleet of acknowledging the crucial importance of the temple of

Ptah and its privsthood. A eynic would take the Memphile Theology
is a picce of propoganda desigued to lure government tunding aw iy
trom competing temples. "This may heve been one of the text's
purposes, but to view it only in this way would be to overlook

the transtormative role of Egy ptian myth

The Memphite Theology, whether it vaas read aloud or inscribed on
stone, was thought to trave the power o influence reality tor the
better. Creation narratives could help to remake the world in the
divine image, The passage about ereation from St John’s Gospel is
one of the readings for Cliristinas Day in wany Christian churches,
The creation of the world and the birth of the saviour of that world
are presented as pavillel events. In Egyptian ritual, an account of
creation is oflen paired with the triumph of the creator sun god, or
his representative the king, over the forees of chaos. Creation myths
could be set in stone without lear because they were purely positive
uarratives that eelebrated the leunding of wmaat, the divine order

As in many other ancient eultures, ereation myths weee intimately
bound up with the architecture and function of cult temples. In
somw carly Egyptian temples the main teatwre was a mound of sand.
This almost certainly represented the primeval mound where the
fivst act of cr

tion took place. Luter temples incorporated mouuds,
or single obelisks, or raised the tloor of the sanctuary where the
god’s statue was kept 1o above the level of the rest of the building,
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Temple texts do not treat such features as symbolic reconstructions,
but as the actual place of creation. The fact that most major temples
made the same claim was no more disturbing to the devout than the
idea that the one God can be present in the bread and wine during
communion services in thousands of different churches. All
sanctuaries were, in a sense, the same place.

Other creator deities

The principal deity of a temple was often equated with the creator.
This meant that local deities of both genders achieved the status of
creator deity. To establish this status, a creation myth might be
recited or acted out during a temple festival. In the temple of Horus
at Edfu, creation began with the subduing of a primeval marsh and
a celestial falcon perching on  reed. In the temple of Khonsu at
Karnak, Khonsu was identified with 4 ram-headed snake who
fertilized the cosmic egg,

Where a temple had two principal deities, both could be given
creation myths. At Esna the separate creative powers of the ram god
Khnum and the goddess Neith were celebrated in hymns. Khnum
made life with his sexual power, by releasing the Nile flood that
caused crops to grow and by crafting bodies on his potter’s wheel.
Creation was thought of as happening both in the past and the
present, since new Jives continued to come into existence. Before a
person could be born, Khnum or Neith had to make them a body
and animate it with the breath of life.

Like Ptah in the Memphite Theology, Neith was said to use divine
words to create. In some versions of her myth, only seven words of
power were needed to make the world. Neith was credited with
inventing childbirtk. She gave birth to the sun god in her cow form,
which was equated with the life-giving powers of the primeval
ocean. All substances that came from the body of 2 deity could
become life forms. The spit or vomit of Neith became the chaos
monster Apophis, who was the sun god's deadliest enemy. Neith

52

suved the solar child by lifting him above the watery chaos of the
primeval ocean. As a creator, Neith seems a neutral force, making
creatures of order and chaos, but by the end of the First Time

she has chosen the side of order.

The sun god was often viewed as the active power of the creator in
the world. In temple rituals and Underworld Books each sunset
was treated like the end of the world. The nightly voyage of the sun
god took him back into u dark chaotic realm. Figures from myths
set in the mythical dawn of time, such as the mysterious Ogdoad
and the gods of creative thought and authoritative utterance, helped
the sun god to rise again and renew the world. Tomorrow was not
just another day, but another world. For the Egyptians, their
country was the centre of that world. In the next chapter we will
look at the influence of the physical world on Egypt’s mythology.
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