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Analyse The Roles Of, And Relationship Between, Cosmology And Divination in Ancient Egypt.

This essay will explore the cosmology of ancient Egypt, identifying the fundamental concepts and their role in Egyptian society. The evidence for Egyptian divination practices will then be examined and their role explored. The relationship between Egyptian cosmology and divination practice can then be analysed. This essay will use Blacker and Loewe’s (1981,p.1) definition of divination as “the attempt to elicit from some higher power or supernatural being the answers to questions beyond the range of ordinary human understanding.”

Leonard Lesko (1991) said that despite the many creation myths from different regions throughout Egypt there were, nevertheless, recurring imageries and ideas. These different myths and gods formed a layered concept and, being viewed as metaphors, were not contradictory but helped to explain universal phenomena. For example, the Sun could cross the sky on a boat, along the body of Nut or be pushed along by a scarab beetle (Teeter, 2012,pp.9-12). Following the unification of Egypt, without a sacred book, these various myths and gods could be woven together to create a fluid belief system with the myths and gods merging and fluctuating in popularity (Silverman,1991). The gods and their inter-relations also fluctuated. Some had more than one role while some aspects of nature, such as the sun, had associations with many gods. Some were grouped together or two could be linked together to form another god such as Amun-Ra, or Ra-Horakhty (Silverman, 1991). Despite their human characteristics, the gods were immortal and superior to humans. They spoke, ate, travelled, drank, were gender specific and were involved in all aspects of society. However, their symbolic depictions could be human, animal or a combination of the two; usually suggesting an aspect or quality about the god. Humans and gods had a reciprocal arrangement. The gods needed food, drink, clothing and rituals of purification to sustain them. In return they would help to keep order and protect humankind from chaos (Brewer and Teeter, 2010, pp.85-86). The keeping of order to stave off chaos, or maat, was fundamental to Egyptian religion and underpinned their religious and social systems. Assmann (2001,p.3) described it as “a meaningful, all pervasive order that embraces the world” while Brewer and Teeter said it was central to Egyptian religion and thought, ”the embodiment of truth and the universal balance of the universe” (2010,p.86). While everyone was responsible for keeping maat, the state religions’ ritual and theology revolved around the king’s responsibility that included his safe transition to the afterlife. Huge resources were given to this including the construction of temples, while the official religion was reserved for a chosen elite who could be involved in temple based worship (Dunand and Zivie-Coche, 2004). Although a large percentage of the population worked in the temples and would have had some insight into the practices conducted there, for the greater part of their history ordinary Egyptians were only allowed into the outer areas during special festivals (Brewer and Teeter, 2010). Their personal religious practice was therefore more remote from the temples but nevertheless “virtually every aspect of Egyptian culture and civilisation were manifestation of religious beliefs”(Brewer and Teeter, 2010, p.84). All levels of Egyptian society were united in their responsibility to keep maat, both collectively and personally, while the unity and stability provided by a shared religious belief system was also extended to the political. One of the most important functions of ritual and myth was the reinforcement of the king and his office. As the incarnation of Horus, the king was semi-divine and therefore part of mythical descent that provided a clear and relatively stable line of succession (Brewer and Teeter, 2010, p.88). Also fundamental was the belief in an afterlife that, comfortingly, mirrored earthly life. By the late Old Kingdom ordinary people also had the security of knowing they could enter the world of the gods providing they had abided by maat in life and passed judgement in the Hall of Two Truths. The ‘negative confessions’ made at judgement time stressed the wrong a person had not done and therefore how they had helped to keep maat (Brewer and Teeter, p.88). The emphases on keeping order led to a conservative but relatively stable society and helped create a safer, more secure and comforting environment. There was no clear division between religious and state power with land and assets held by both temples and state (Kemp, 1991, pp.193-197). The temples were also administrative centres and had considerable economic power. Teeter (2012,p.118) said the gods were also ”an integral part of the legal and social system, and their omnipresence underscores the lack of division of sacred and secular”. For example, the Hem-Ka priests were executors of endowments and ensured offerings were left at the appropriate tombs. The temples and architecture were related to religion, art was completely entwined with it while writing had been given by Thoth and therefore contained the “words of the gods” (Teeter, 2012,pp.3-8). There was reverence for the past and tradition, while change was perceived as dangerous and unstable. Their cosmology provided security, unity and an explanation of phenomena creating ”one of the most conservative and unchanging societies yet known” (Teeter, 2012,p.13). This unique long lasting conservatism also brought the relative peace and prosperity that Egypt enjoyed for so long. 

Religious practice was centred around interaction between humans and the divine. (Assmann, 2001) The gods were a constant presence, contactable at all times, for any reason and in a variety of places. This personal relationship enabled constant approaches “with prayer, offerings and requests for assistance” (Teeter, 2012, p 76). By the late New Kingdom there were more and more ways a person could communicate with a deity. For example, requests could be heard at the temple of Luxor or Ptah would hear the requests of the people at a niched facade at Memphis (Dunand and Zivie-Coche,2004). Some outer walls of temples had Chapels of the Hearing Ear where depictions of the ear indicated the place where the gods would listen. The ears of the gods also appeared on statues that could act as an intermediary between the living and the gods. For example, Amenhotep son of Hapu, a famous priest who attained an almost god like status in death, was perceived to have personal access to the gods. Many worshipped at his statue that depicted the words ‘I will relay your words to Amun.' From the New Kingdom onwards the elite could gain prestige for themselves, after death, by erecting such statues or stelae inscribed with spells for people to pour libations onto (Dunand and Zivie-Coche, 2004). The practically of requests is illustrated by one inscribed statue that tells women to make offerings for help with getting a 'good husband.' This reciprocal relationship was both beneficial to the erector and to the people asking for help. At the village of Deir el Medina many chapels were discovered dedicated to local gods while people could also approach the many small shrines and holy places abundant in the landscape (Dunand and Zivie-Coche, 2004). Many votive offerings, given as requests or thanks to gods, were found in houses, tombs and temples including thousands of offerings from simple beads to finer objects found at Hathor shrines. The cults associated with fertility, childbirth and love, such as Bes and Taweret, were particularly active among women, even during Akhenaten’s reign (Stewart, 2006,pp.158-159).

Prophecy was not prominent in Egypt and the usual form of divination took the form of oracles (Baines,1991). The question and answer form of oracular divination took place during the regular festivals, when the god rested at shrines en route. The non-elite could approach the priest with questions, either orally or in writing, and the god’s barque would then move to indicate a yes or no response. Evidence for these answers was found in the form of ostraca clay tablets at Deir el Medina (Dunand and Zivie-Coche, 2004). Importantly, members of the community carried the statues so the answer given perhaps followed the general consensus. Oracles were used to decide the relatively trivial such as “is this calf good so that I may accept it?” to more important issues such as “Was it craftsman Amunwshw who took my fabric?” (Dunand and Zivie-Coche, 2014,pp.314-5). The priests were responsible for announcing the answer, ensuring there were witnesses to the decision. Oracles were used by everyone, including the king who could consult on issues such as appointment choices or gaining approval for a military campaign (Baines,1991). Oracles were also used to clarify succession uncertainty, with both Thutmosis III and Ramesses IV confirmed as king by oracles (Teeter, 2012,p.111). Such confirmation would usually avoid further conflict by resolving the issue with a decision that could not be challenged. The potential favouritism of administrators could also be avoided if oracles were consulted before the appointing of civil positions. Teeter (2012) emphasised the social benefit of oracles that, by their very public nature, maintained peace through public consensus. Oracles could help in decision-making and were used in legal matters and to settle disputes. A person did not have to accuse another directly thus solving disputes in a controlled environment. This was a relatively fair system and a ‘right to appeal’ was available if a person disagreed with an oracular result. Stephen Quirke (2015,p.196) refers to one accused man brought before five oracles before eventually confessing his guilt and thus resolving the dispute. The overall benefit of the oracular system ensured the keeping of order and maat in a personal and social capacity. Dreams were another opportunity for divine communication as the gods or the dead might appear in dreams. They might bestow straightforward advice or a priest or someone known to have insight could interpret the dream. The elite had the option of consulting a dream book for interpretation that also contained a spell to ward off inauspicious dreams (Quirke, 2015,p.199). In one dream, experienced by the future Thutmosis IV, the divine presence promised him kingship if the sand was cleared from around the sphinx; thus legitimised his kingship (Shaw, 2000, p.254). Divine will could also be revealed in dreams as illustrated by a tomb owner who told of Hathor telling him where his tomb should be built. The dead could also act as intermediaries between the humans and gods and, if neglected, could cause misfortune. Letters to the dead could ask for protection or assistance, often over minor matters. These practical and business-like letters could admonish the dead for their neglect of the living. One man writing to his dead wife complained that she had not prevented bad luck coming his way despite his goodness towards her in life (Teeter, 2012,pp.114 -55). These letters served the purpose of both trying to determine the cause of misfortune and to stop it. Letters to the dead were also used to resolve legal matters. The magical practice of Heka, named after the protective god, used a beneficial force in response to events that threatened order and to forestall the untoward (Baines,1991). Widely used in all periods for issues such as treating illness and snakebites Baines said, “It was thus a more individualistic counterpart to such practices as communicating with the dead, and it often had more limited aims”(1991, p.168). Rites of execration, when figurines were inscribed with names and buried, were also practised to destroy hostile forces (Dunand and Zivie-Coche, 2004). Certain people, such as Lector priests, had knowledge and access to more complex techniques and, as such, were thought to be to principal magicians. Tales of magicians’ exploits were recounted in texts that show magic was a part of all society, including high culture (Baines,1991). Practical magic provided reassurance, such as the wearing of amulets for protection against threats and illness that included crocodiles, scorpions, the hazards of travelling and bad dreams (Teeter, 2012,p.159). Spells written on papyrus were also carried around the neck in a cylinder to protect against the angry dead who may do harm. There were defensive charms, counter magic, magic for illness and productive magic such as assisting in childbirth, attracting a woman or getting a husband back. Medicine and magic were also linked with the use of heka energies (Dunand and Zivie-Coche, 2004). There were also auspicious days or non-auspicious days listed in calendars. If something had to be done on a bad day then counter remedies including rituals and oracular consultation could be used to counteract this (Baines,1991). Baines also refers to the importance of names in the Egyptian belief system. A child could be named after a god in gratitude for a safe delivery or refer to an oracular consultation such as ‘Hathor said she will live.’ These pronouncements could also be inscribed on papyri worn around the neck and recording the divine involvement. The role of divination in Ancient Egypt seemed to be more advisory than predictive seeking the help of the divine or dead for help and advice. Divination practice was used for a wide range of practical issues such as the settling of disputes, legal matters, indecision, medical issues and asking for help. The practice of divination therefore provided security, certainty and an element of control in an uncertain world. It could help correct the disorder in someone’s personal life, with all the psychological benefits that came with it, or correct a threat to social disorder. Teeter said the gods and humans together “created a cycle of human need and divine response, and fostered a sense of personal responsibility for correct social behaviour that was enforced by the ever present gods”(2012,p.118). Divination practice provided a course of action and a method to resolve a problem that also legitimised the result. Divination would help someone in need and bring about the end required in whatever aspect of life the help or advice was needed. Whether wearing amulets, consulting with magicians or oracles, dream interpretation or using the force of heka in spells and rituals, divination addressed both personal and social problems and resolved everyday concerns. (Teeter, 2012pp.161-181). 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Divination is only possible with the existence of the divine but how the help or information required is accessed is culture specific. The Egyptians’ cosmology included the gods, the dead and the Pharaoh (Teeter, 2012,p.84). The over-riding concept of their cosmological belief was the importance of keeping maat; as personified by the goddess of the same name. This was reflected in their fundamentally pragmatic divination practice centred on the role of avoiding personal upheaval and sustaining social order. The gods and humans had a common purpose in retaining maat and a reciprocal arrangement that ensured this would be done. The dead and the gods looked after people if the people looked after the dead and the gods and it was in everyone’s interests to fulfil these roles. This concept of reciprocity was echoed in the divination practice between people and the dead or the gods. The layering of the cosmology myths was also reflected in the layering of divination choice available. People could consult just one method of divination, or a selection, and this wide choice echoed the fluidity of their belief system. Baines (1991) argued this was positive as one could feel everything had been done to meet a problem. Teeter said, “The Egyptians developed a wide variety of ways by which virtually anyone, at any time, could have contact with the god”(2012,p.77). The huge variety of gods offered a choice as to whom to approach, depending on your particular problem. The most appropriate god would be the one whose mythical story highlighted aspects of your problem. The interweaving of a varied cosmology and the variety of divination practices appears to have created a tolerance towards religious practice, despite the conservatism of their society. Egyptian cosmology was concerned with observing and explaining the natural environment such as the cycle of the celestial objects, the agricultural cycle and the flooding of the Nile. The gods were therefore intrinsically linked with the natural cyclical environment. Consequently, both the gods and religious practice were intertwined with these cycles. The religious calendar and its festivals, based on this natural cycle, dictated the opportunity for oracular consultations for the non-elite. Rather than predict the future, the gods gave advice about the future therefore divination in Egypt was used to ascertain the opinion or will of the gods and to ask for advice in decision-making. The concept of bad omens did not exist in their mythology so was not used in divination practice. It was assumed the gods would be available to help and assist as all had the same aim to keep maat. The Egyptian gods needed to be looked after rather than appeased and were generally benevolent and protective. The Egyptian people did not seem to live in fear of their gods or of vengeance, punishment or retribution. The mythical gods, in general, did not reveal these qualities so they were not replicated in the divination practice. It was not in the gods’ interests to upset maat with destructive behaviour. Perhaps the slaying of Osiris by Seth was a powerful myth, not only for the resurrection, but because Seth’s behaviour was unusual. Although capable of disapproval, the gods were willing and helpful once made aware of a problem and attentive to prayers and entreaties (Dunand and Zivie-Coche, 2004). The auspicious days came from the lives of the gods while healing invoked the gods (Quirke, 2015,pp.195-198). The various myths were echoed in the divination practice. For example as Ptah, in one myth, created the gods by saying their names, the power and importance of names was echoed within society and religious practice. It was also reflected in the power of speech and the words of magical spells. Thoth created writing so the written word had religious power. The myth of Osiris confirmed the existence of an afterlife that was a comforting replication of life on earth and established the world of the dead and the divination practice association with that realm. The god Heka protected Osiris as the force of heka protected the people in magical practice. The myth of Ra and his trials confirmed that the gods also went through struggles to retain maat and that divine and human were working together, mutually dependant, united in the same cause. 
 
This essay explored the cosmological beliefs of the Ancient Egyptians and the role of the cosmology in their society. The evidence for the practice and role of divination was explored and the relationship between belief and practice analysed. The underlying cosmological belief in maat and the fundamental reciprocal arrangement, in order to achieve this, was echoed throughout the divination practices of Egypt. The variety of mythical stories, and therefore gods, were reflected in the range of divination practices and the choice of god to approach. The gods, people, the dead and the semi-divine king were all united in a mutual aim to keep everything ordered and unchanging as it had been in the beginning of mythical time.  
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