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An analysis the roles of, and relationship between, cosmology and divination in Ancient Egypt 

Ancient Egypt had a unique and iconic religion that lasted for over three thousand years. Ancient Egyptian religion was based around a mythological cosmology. It has been argued that there was no great tradition of divination, but evidence shows this is not correct. This essay will examine the evidence for the cosmogony and cosmology of Ancient Egypt and its divinatory practices to assess and analyse their roles and their relationship and the relevance to the Ancient Egyptians. 
The Ancient Egyptians cosmology differed to others in the ancient world. Instead of looking for deviations and exceptions, their priests looked for a normal pattern in things and their rituals performed in the main temples were designed to maintain the existing order, to ensure the heavens and the world worked in the way it should.[footnoteRef:1] The Ancient Egyptian beliefs on the creation of the cosmos are attested in the Pyramid texts, the Coffin Texts and the Book of the Dead. Mythologically the universe is described as a space created by the goddess Nut arching her body to form the sky or heavens over the god Geb who is the ground. The god Shu representing the air or atmosphere hold Nut up. The areas close around them are marshes, a natural feature familiar to the Egyptians due to the presence of the Nile and its environs. [footnoteRef:2] The sun and the stars were part of the internal space and were The course of each day was believed to be the voyage of Amun’s boat through the sky reaching Nut and then travelling through her during a night voyage before emerging in the morning to repeat the process. The Pyramid texts include evidence of these beliefs including the utterance 263 line 337a ‘The two Reed Floats of the sky are laid down for Re, that he may cross to the Horizon ‘and utterance 210 line 130d N. compasses the sky like Rē‘; N. traverses the sky like Thot. [1:   J. Dieleman, Priests, Tongues, and Rites: The London-Leiden Magical Manuscripts and Translation in Egyptian Ritual (100-300 CE) (Leiden: Brill,2005), p.211.]  [2:   J.P. Allen, ‘Egyptian Cosmology and Cosmogony.’ In C Ruggles ed. Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, (New York: Springer,2015), pp 1471-1475.] 

The original cosmogony is attested in the Pyramid Texts, inscriptions found in the pyramids of the Old Kingdom period. The inscriptions appear to form instructions for a deceased pharaoh to find his way into an afterlife. There are five major cosmogonies, four emanating from major population areas with theological centres and the fifth based around the agricultural cycle of Ancient Egypt. These cosmogonies were adopted and intertwined bit continued to thrive and develop alongside each other.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Allen J.P. (2015) Egyptian Cosmology and Cosmogony. In: Ruggles C. (eds) Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy. Springer, New York, NY
] 

Nicholas Campion has described Ancient Egypt’s religion as a cosmotheism and the state as a cosmotheocracy.[footnoteRef:4] He argues this is the case as all deities have their place within the cosmos and a function in the same way as the priests of Ancient Egypt had a function to ensure that each day followed the correct process and the sun completed its daily journey through the sky, the moon followed it monthly pattern and the constellations and stars did what they were expected to do[footnoteRef:5]. The cosmology of the Ancient Egyptians therefore reinforced the system of kingship and political hierarchy. One of the duties of the King was to maintain Ma’at. The Egyptian concept of Ma’at which encompassed truth justice and order and was personified in the goddess Ma’at was the required state for the universe to continue to function. Both gods and men were required to contribute towards the continuation of Ma’at. Egyptians, by cooperation and coexistence and by making offerings to their gods so that the gods would continue to visit the cosmos. Time was crucial to the concept of maintaining Ma’at and time was an integral part of Ancient Egyptian cosmology.[footnoteRef:6]   [4:    N. Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Volume 1, The Ancient World, (London: Bloomsbury Academic,2015) p.88
]  [5:   N. Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Volume 1, The Ancient World, (London: Bloomsbury Academic,2015) p.88
]  [6:   R. David, Religion and Magic in Ancient Egypt (London: Penguin,2002) p.83
] 

The Greek historian Herodotus (c. 484 – c. 425 BC) in his work Histories II wrote ‘ But as to human affairs, this was the account in which they all agreed: the Egyptians, they said, were the first men who reckoned by years and made the year consist of twelve divisions of the seasons. They discovered this from the stars (so they said).’[footnoteRef:7]  The attribution of the invention of a calendar system by Herodotus to the Egyptians emphasises that the Ancient Egyptians were preoccupied with time.  The Egyptian calendar was divided up by ten day weeks, now called decans, from the Greek word for ten. The Decan calendar had been developed from the observation of the constellations. There were thirty six decans and an additional five days to make up a full year and the 36 decans were signalled by the heliacal rising of the stars in the constellation group on the Eastern horizon. The constellations that the Ancient Egyptians used have not been identified form extant evidence although recent work using computer generated simulations of the sky must be considered more accurate than those proposed using manual calculations such as those of Otto Neugebauer in his 1960 work Egyptian Astronomical Texts.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Herodotus Histories II trans. McCauley at  https://www.sacred-texts.com/cla/hh/hh2120.htm
]  [8:  W. Dodd, Decans, Djed Pillars, and Seasonal Hours in Ancient Egypt in The Journal of the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada, Oct 2011, Vol.105(5), p.187 and O. Neugebauer, Egyptian Astronomical Texts, Volume 1 trans R A Parker
] 

The 18th dynasty period Senenmut tomb contains what is now known as the Egyptian Celestial Diagram, painted on the ceiling of the tomb it is a complete guide to the Egyptian cosmos. The tomb of the twentieth dynasty pharaoh Rameses VI has a ceiling painting of the cosmos showing a double image of the sky goddess Nut with a procession of gods passing beneath both sides of the image and there are many other depictions of the cosmos and its mythology in the tombs of the Middle and New Kingdom tombs. The cosmos can therefore be evidenced to play an important role in the lives and deaths of Egyptian royalty. The importance of the cosmos to Ancient Egyptian royalty and aristocracy is evidenced. The importance of this religious system to the general population of Ancient Egypt cannot be attested although the slowly devolved system of application to the deceased for an afterlife first evidenced in the Pyramid texts and by the end of the Egyptian period evidenced in non-royal tombs shows that the belief system was widely shared and of some importance.
 In the Middle Kingdom period coffin texts have been found which show detailed information on the constellations that the Egyptians noted as appearing on the horizon in sequence. The coffin lids show detailed tables of the decans. Like the pyramid texts they could be described as for dead eyes only, confirmation of the Egyptian afterlife beliefs but they provide solid evidence of a cosmotheism in Ancient Egypt. The importance of the afterlife was paramount to Ancient Egyptians as evidenced by the funereal culture and the decorations and inscriptions in their tombs. The depictions of their cosmological beliefs and time periods on the inside of their coffins demonstrates the centrality of this worldview in their lives and deaths. 
Divination is a word derived from the Roman word divinatione. The word describes methods used to discover the will of the god or gods and involves communication with the god(s).  This may involve accessing the past or future to understand divine will and for a human need to ascertain if it can be changed or not. Divination is undertaken by natural or artificially induced methods and by direct or indirect communication. The Ancient Egyptians used a variety of divinatory methods but did not have one word to describe the phenomena. Oracles are one divinatory practice that can be evidenced.  An oracle in Ancient Egypt was made to a statue or representation of a deity to answer a question. Because of the nature it must have been easier to ask a question which would have a yes or no answer as the response of a statue, carried by temple priests would be some kind of nodding movement. Oracles could also be obtained by being in their presence and hearing a voice emanating from the statue or by sleeping nearing it and having a dream in response to the issue requiring input from the god.  
There is no equivalent word in Ancient Egyptian for what is now termed divination. The purpose of divination is to discover the will of the god or gods and involves communication with the god(s) and accessing the past or future to understand divine will. A further purpose is to discover if the will of the god(s) can be changed or not. Divination is undertaken by natural or artificially induced methods and by direct or indirect communication. Therefore, divination can be through an oracle, a dream, or the observation of the cosmos. Other methods can be the drawing of lots, and the examination of the entrails of sacrificed animals. The Egyptians 
One example of oracular decision by an Eighteenth Dynasty royal inscription. In the Karnak temple of Amon, on the exterior of the south wall of the chambers south of the sanctuary an inscription describes Thutmose III revealing that Amun communicated his will that Thutmose then a young priest, be the next pharaoh at a feast at which the  is portable barque was being led about and stopped in front of Thutmose to indicate Amun’s choice. [footnoteRef:9] Oracles are attested to royalty, but later evidence shows that they were later used by the greater population not just the elite. Joachim Friedrich Quack suggests that divinatory texts, at least from the New Kingdom period onwards are much more common than scholars usually suggest and that the assertion that Egypt had few divinatory practices is not correct. [footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Breasted, J.J. Ancient Records of Egypt volume 2, pp 55-57]  [10:  Quack, Assur will suffer] 

Oracles are attested to royalty, but evidence shows that they were later used by the greater population not just the elite. Joachim Friedrich Quack suggests that divinatory texts, at least from the New Kingdom period onwards are much more common than scholars usually suggest and that the assertion that Egypt had few divinatory practices is not correct. [footnoteRef:11] Among the non-elite population, the use of oracles can be evidenced at Deir el-Medina the village used by the tomb building workmen and their families of the New Kingdom period. The village had reputedly been founded by Pharaoh Amenhotep I and the Pharaoh and his wife were held in high esteem and eventually deified by the villagers. An oracle was founded, and the villagers used this oracle to ask the deified Pharaoh questions about their lives and issues such as ‘Is this veal god enough to accept’, ‘will the vizier give us  a new foreman, will I become foreman have I told a lie will I be criticised have the soldiers stolen is one of my goats with Ptahmose.[footnoteRef:12] Although some of these questions may now seem mundane no doubt they had a much greater significance in the lives of the villagers of Deir-el-Medina and illustrate that the consultation of oracles had not, if it ever had been , the sole prerogative of a pharaoh and his court but were used by every echelon of Egyptian society.  David Frankfurter suggests that the volume of oracular material found at Deir Medina suggests that New Kingdom oracular rites worked through writing rather than being verbal.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  J. F Quack, ‘Assur will suffer, Predicting Disaster in Ancient Egypt’ in G.J. Schenk, ED. Historical Disaster Experiences: Towards a Comparative and Transcultural History of Disasters Across Asia and Europe (Cham: Springer ,2017) 
]  [12:  S. Sauneron, The Priests of Ancient Egypt (New York: Cornell University Press, 2000), p.102.]  [13:  D. P. Frankfurter, Religion in Roman Egypt: Assimilation and Resistance (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), p.146.
] 

The Ancient Egyptians also practiced dream divination, the considered sleep whole dreaming to be awake in another realm.[footnoteRef:14] Dreaming meant passing into the realm of the gods. This was not a frightening experience as the Ancient Egyptian considered their deities to have a benevolent nature.[footnoteRef:15] There were books of dream interpretations.  A papyri from Thebes contains these dream interpretations, ‘If a man sees himself in a dream , opening wine – good he will open his mouth to speak.’, sitting in a tree – good: the extermination of all his foes’, ’killing a goose – good: killing his enemies.’ ,’ looking into a large well – bad: being thrown into prison.’[footnoteRef:16] The connection between dream divination and Ancient Egyptian cosmology is that the dream are from connecting with the Gods and all the Gods are part of Egyptian cosmology. [14:  E. Teeter, Religion and Ritual in Ancient Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011) p.101.]  [15:  E. Teeter, Religion and Ritual in Ancient Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011) p.101.
]  [16:  S. Sauneron, The Priests of Ancient Egypt (Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 2000) p.162] 

Ancient Egyptians also used hemerology as a means of divination. Based on their observations of cosmology and evidenced from the Middle Kingdom onwards, there were calendars of good and bad days.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  S. Porceddu, L.Jetsu, , T. Markkanen, T. and J. Toivari-Vitala. Evidence of Periodicity in Ancient Egyptian Calendars of Lucky and Unlucky Days. Cambridge Archaeological Journal, 18(3), (2008), pp. 327-339.
] 

Cosmology was for the Ancient Egyptians the way their work worked. Each day was a cosmological event. The structure of their society was underpinned by their cosmotheocratic beliefs. Divination can also be evidenced as an important part of both elite and ordinary life. The connection between divination and cosmology is evident when the definition of divination is considered. Divination is knowing the will of the gods. In Ancient Egypt the Gods were the cosmos. Therefore, the divinatory practices of Ancient Egypt are depending on its cosmology. 
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