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Analyse the roles of, and relationship between, 
cosmology and divination in Ancient Egypt
Introduction 
The purpose of this essay is to examine the roles of divination within the culture of ancient Egypt or within its set of practices/system. Further investigation will also be made into the cosmological concepts or ideas underlying this form(s) of divination, and the broader cosmological ‘worldview’ of this culture or system. The academic rationale behind doing this is based on three key objectives explained below. All are aligned with the essay’s primary focus and based on grounded theory research,[footnoteRef:1] using a mixed method approach. [1:  Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research (Chicago: Aldine, 1967).] 


1.) Examine the roles of divination within the culture of ancient Egypt. What are the broad definitions or views relevant for understanding the Egyptian concept of divination? How was the relevant form – or forms – of divination practiced? Explore notable areas perceived as communication or interpretation of divinatory enquiry, such as astrology, dreams or signs. What roles and functions did divination have in the culture or system? For example, how prevalent was it across their religious, political, and daily life?   

2.) What are the cosmological concepts or ideas underlying this form(s) of divination? What are the broad definitions or views to cosmology, stars, planets and the heavens? Is there evidence of Platonic, Aristotelian or Stoic cosmology, or any other cosmology? What cosmological notions and concepts underlie the theory and practice of divination in this culture or system? 

3.) Ascertain the relationship between cosmology and divination in ancient Egypt. What is the broader cosmological ‘worldview’ of this culture or system? For example, is there a belief of an ordered universe or chaos, linear or cyclical time and interconnectedness or separation? How does this relate to their use of divination?




1.) Examine the roles of divination within the culture of ancient Egypt. 
What are the broad definitions or views relevant for understanding the Egyptian concept of divination? A broad definition of divination shared by Michael Loewe and Carmen Blacker—is ‘…the attempt to elicit from some higher power or supernatural being the answers to questions beyond the range of ordinary human understanding. Questions about future events, about past disasters whose causes cannot be explained, about things hidden from sight or removed in space, about right conduct in a critical situation, about the time and mode of religious worship and the choice of persons for a particular task – all these have from ancient times and in all parts of the world been the subject of divinatory enquiry.’[footnoteRef:2] This broad definition of divinatory inquiry is particularly useful for several reasons, especially in a culturally complex and religiously embedded system like that of Ancient Egypt. Most notably, in emphasizes communication with the divine, highlights the scope of divinatory inquiry and recognizes cultural universality.  [2:  Blacker, Carmen, and Loewe, Michael, Oracles and Divination, Boulder: Shambhala 1981, p. 1.] 

The multifaceted role of divinatory inquiry highlighted played in ancient Egyptian culture, as part of a sacred practice through which individuals sought to understand and align with the will of the gods. In his article "Dreams, Rising Stars, and Falling Geckos: Divination in Ancient Egypt," Luigi Prada delves into the multifaceted nature of divination practices in ancient Egypt, highlighting their deep integration into the culture's understanding of the cosmos and human existence. Prada emphasizes that ancient Egyptians employed a wide array of divinatory methods. He states that “In addition to popular techniques such as dream interpretation and astrology, we discover that the ancient Egyptians enquired after their future also through the behaviour of animals, the occurrence of thunder, and several other natural phenomena[footnoteRef:3].” These practices were not merely superstitions but were considered legitimate means of gaining insight into the divine will and the future.​ [3:  Prada, Luigi, 'Dreams, Rising Stars and Falling Geckos: Divination in Ancient Egypt'. Egyptian Archaeology 51 (2017): 4-9.] 

Dunand Françoise and Christiane Zivie-Coche emphasize the importance of cosmic order by stating, “Divination was not seen as predicting the future for its own sake, but as discerning the divine will so that life could proceed in accordance with cosmic order.”[footnoteRef:4] Primarily for this theological reasoning, it was deeply integrated into religious, political, and daily life, serving as a means to maintain cosmic order and ensure favourable outcomes in various aspects of existence. [4:  Françoise Dunand and Zivie-Coche, Christiane, Gods and Men in Egypt: 3000 BCE to 395 CE (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 35.] 

Meanwhile, Nicholas Campion clarifies these divinatory practices were not seen as mere superstition, but as essential tools for understanding the divine will and maintaining cosmic order. As Campion writes, “Egyptian divination was not simply a set of magical techniques, but a part of a broader cosmological framework in which the gods revealed their intentions through the stars, dreams, and signs in the natural world.”[footnoteRef:5] This is useful when studying ancient Egyptian divination as an integrated part of their religion, cosmology, and ritual practice. It helps to reinforce the theological nature of divination by which gods communicated with humans and “revealed their intentions” as part of a revelatory and dialogic, not merely speculative. Moreover, it embeds divination within cosmology and encourages a holistic interpretation, not as a single practice, but as part of a system of knowledge tied to religion, astrology, ethics, and even governance.        [5:  Campion, Nicolas, A History of Western Astrology, Volume I: The Ancient and Classical Worlds (London: Continuum, 2008), 49–52.] 

In terms of religious integration, divination was not seen in opposition to religion—it was religious. As Kasia Szpakowska notes, “In the New Kingdom and Late Period, divinatory practices such as dream interpretation became part of the theological framework of temples, institutionalized within the religious structures of the elite.”[footnoteRef:6] Egyptian texts often framed these acts as divine speech, received by those pure and prepared to hear it. Thus, the cosmological understanding of a divine, communicative universe justified the practice of divination. As one scholar puts it, “To understand divination in Egypt, it’s crucial to recognize how it was theologically and cosmologically justified—a world where every dream, star, and sign might reveal the voice of the divine.”[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Szpakowska, Kasia, Religion in Ancient Egypt: Gods, Myths, and Personal Practice (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000), 91–94.]  [7:  Synthesis of scholarly perspectives based on Campion, Szpakowska, and Dunand & Zivie-Coche] 

Finally, Szpakowska provides a compelling reinterpretation of how ancient Egyptian dream books should be understood—not as mystical or folkloric curiosities, but as part of the broader intellectual and scientific culture of the time, by stating that “Dream books constituted actual scientific texts, in which dreams and predictions based on their interpretation were causally connected, and the very language and style in which dream books were written closely resembled the style of other scientific texts, such as medical or even legal manuals.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Szpakowska, Kasia, Daily Life in Ancient Egypt: Recreating Lahun (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2008), 122.] 

Explore notable areas of communication or interpretation of divinatory practices, such as astrology, dreams and signs. 
Ancient Egyptian cosmology was structured around a concept of divine order: the universe was created and continually upheld by gods, and all elements of life, from celestial cycles to political decisions, were integrated into this sacred structure. The theological system held that the gods communicated with the world through signs embedded in nature, dreams, and astronomical phenomena.[footnoteRef:9] These signs were not arbitrary but were manifestations of Maat—which represented divine order, truth, and balance.  [9: Assmann, Jan, The Search for God in Ancient Egypt, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), 127–130.] 

Jan Assman writes “Maat is the principle that renders the world and human society intelligible and predictable. It is the basic law of existence, the principle of truth and justice, of order and stability, that was established at the time of creation.”[footnoteRef:10] Because Maat defined the correct order of the universe, divination in ancient Egypt was a means of discerning whether one’s actions aligned with this divine order. Divinatory inquiry of astrology, dreams and signs were seen as expressions of the gods’ will—echoes of Maat—and interpreting these signs helped individuals and rulers act in accordance with cosmic balance.  [10:  Jan Assmann, The Mind of Egypt: History and Meaning in the Time of the Pharaohs, trans. Andrew Jenkins (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), 66.] 

Moreover, the universe was seen as teeming with divine intentionality. As Dunand and Zivie-Coche note, “the gods were not abstract forces but personal beings deeply involved in human affairs”.[footnoteRef:11] Their actions shaped not only the physical cosmos but also determined the fate of individuals and the state. Within this framework, divination became an epistemological tool for discerning divine intentions. As Marina Escolano-Poveda’s work on late Egyptian demotic horoscopes shows, astrological texts were constructed around the belief that the stars were indicators of divine will—messages encoded in the heavens.[footnoteRef:12] The main forms of divination were in three notable areas of 1.) Astrology 2.) Dream interpretation, and 3.) The reading of omens. Each deeply rooted in the Egyptians’ cosmological framework and is researched in more detail below for reference of this essay. [11:  Françoise Dunand and Christiane Zivie-Coche, Gods and Men in Egypt: 3000 BCE to 395 CE (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 41–45.]  [12:  Poveda Escalda, Marina “Astrologica Athribitana: Four Demotic-Hieratic Horoscopes from Athribis,” Journal for the History of Astronomy 53, no. 1 (2022): 3–39] 

1.) Astrology: The Egyptians’ astrological practices were linked to their understanding of the cosmos, particularly the movements of the stars and planets. Garth Fowden explains “the stars were not just distant points of light, but living embodiments of divine power whose movements affected the fates of individuals and nations.”[footnoteRef:13] Astrological charts, particularly during the Greco-Roman period, were used to predict both personal and political events. The movements of celestial bodies were interpreted as omens, signalling divine approval or disfavour, as demonstrated by the use of horoscopes and other astrological texts in Egyptian culture. [13:  Fowden, Garth, The Egyptian Hermes: A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 68–70.] 

2.) Dream Interpretation: Dreams were believed to be a direct channel for the gods to communicate with humans. Richard Wilkinson notes, “Dreams were seen as divine messages, offering guidance or warnings from the gods.”[footnoteRef:14] In the Dream Book of the Pharaoh, dreams were categorized, and interpretations were made to determine their significance. For example, a dream of a serpent might signal danger or the arrival of an enemy, while a dream of a river might indicate prosperity or success. [14:  Wilkinson, H. Richard, The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt (London: Thames & Hudson, 2003), 99–101.] 

3.) Omen Reading: Omens were natural signs believed to be sent by the gods to communicate their will. Dunand and Zivie-Coche emphasize that “omens, whether they took the form of unusual weather patterns or the behaviour of animals, were interpreted as divine messages that guided political and military decisions.”[footnoteRef:15] For example, the behaviour of birds or an unexpected eclipse could be interpreted as a sign of divine approval or disfavour, influencing the actions of the Pharaoh or other rulers. [15:  Françoise Dunand and Christiane Zivie-Coche, Gods and Men in Egypt: 3000 BCE to 395 CE, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 36–38.] 

What roles and functions did divination have in the culture or system? For example, how prevalent was it across their religious, political, and daily life?   
As previously stated, divination held a central and multifaceted role in ancient Egyptian society, intricately woven into the fabric of their religious, political, and daily life. It was not merely a practice but a vital mechanism through which the Egyptians sought to understand and align with the divine will, ensuring harmony between the human and cosmic realms. 
Moreover, according to Escolano-Poveda, “Divination was integral to Egyptian society, allowing rulers and commoners alike to align their actions with the gods’ desires.”[footnoteRef:16] which underscores the deeply embedded role of divinatory practices across all levels of ancient Egyptian culture—religious, political, and personal. The inclusion of both rulers and commoners suggests that divination was not exclusive to the elite or priesthood but was accessible and meaningful to all strata of society. For rulers, it guided matters of governance, warfare, temple building, and succession—any decision with cosmic or political consequence. For commoners, it influenced personal choices, health, family matters, and understanding omens or dreams—providing spiritual reassurance and practical guidance. [16:  Poveda Escalda, Marina “Astrologica Athribitana: Four Demotic-Hieratic Horoscopes from Athribis,” Journal for the History of Astronomy 53, no. 1 (2022): 3–39] 

What are the cosmological concepts or ideas underlying this form(s) of divination? 
Egyptian cosmology was based on the idea that the universe was created and maintained by the gods. Central to this cosmology was the belief in maat, which represented divine order, truth, and balance. As Wilkinson notes, “The principle of maat ensured the harmony of the universe, both on a cosmic scale and in the daily lives of Egyptians.”[footnoteRef:17] The cosmos was not seen as a mere physical structure, but as a reflection of divine will. The sun god Ra was viewed as the ultimate source of life, and his daily journey across the sky was symbolic of the cycle of life, death, and rebirth. [17:  Richard H. Wilkinson, The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt (London: Thames & Hudson, 2003), 99–101.] 

Moreover, the Egyptians believed that celestial bodies were not just physical entities, but were imbued with divine significance. The god Thoth, for instance, was considered the scribe of the gods, recording the movements of the stars and planets. As Fowden explains, “Thoth was not only a god of wisdom, but also a cosmic figure whose knowledge of the heavens allowed him to govern the rhythms of the stars.”[footnoteRef:18] This cosmic understanding was foundational to Egyptian divination, where celestial phenomena were interpreted as signs of divine intention. [18:  Garth Fowden, The Egyptian Hermes: A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 26–29.] 

Is there evidence of Platonic, Aristotelian or Stoic cosmology, or any other cosmology? 
Ancient Egyptian cosmology was deeply rooted in religious myth and ritual, emphasizing maat (cosmic order), divine cycles, and a theologically saturated view of the universe.[footnoteRef:19] Greek philosophical cosmologies—those of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics—emerged later and focused on rational, metaphysical structures such as ideal Forms, celestial spheres, and a divine logos.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Françoise Dunand and Christiane Zivie-Coche, Gods and Men in Egypt: 3000 BCE to 395 CE (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 34–41.]  [20:  Plato, Timaeus, trans. Donald J. Zeyl (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2000), 28–47; Aristotle, On the Heavens, trans. W.K.C. Guthrie (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1939), Book II.] 

There is no direct influence of Platonic or Aristotelian thought on early Egyptian cosmology. However, during the Ptolemaic and Roman periods, particularly in Alexandria, there was significant cultural exchange. This led to the emergence of syncretic cosmologies, most notably in Hermeticism and late Egyptian astrology, where Egyptian religious concepts were reframed using Greek philosophical vocabulary.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Garth Fowden, The Egyptian Hermes: A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 56–81.] 

While the Egyptian worldview remained mythological and ritualistic, it adapted Greek ideas selectively, especially in temple theology and astrological texts.[footnoteRef:22] The result was a rich fusion of cosmological systems—Greek rationalism meeting Egyptian sacred symbolism—that characterized the intellectual life of late antiquity. [22:  Escolano-Poveda, Marina, “Astrologica Athribitana: Four Demotic-Hieratic Horoscopes from Athribis,” Journal for the History of Astronomy 53, no. 1 (2022): 3–39,] 

What cosmological notions and concepts underlie the theory and practice of divination in this culture or system? 
Ancient Egyptian cosmology was structured around a concept of divine order: the universe was created and continually upheld by gods, and all elements of life, from celestial cycles to political decisions, were integrated into this sacred structure. The theological system held that the gods communicated with the world through signs embedded in nature, dreams, and astronomical phenomena. These signs were not arbitrary but were manifestations of maat, reinforcing the idea that the universe could be “read” if one was attuned to divine logic.
The universe was seen as teeming with divine intentionality. As Dunand and Zivie-Coche note, the gods were not abstract forces but personal beings deeply involved in human affairs. Their actions shaped not only the physical cosmos but also determined the fate of individuals and the state. Within this framework, divination became an epistemological tool for discerning divine intentions. As Escolano-Poveda’s work on late Egyptian demotic horoscopes shows, astrological texts were constructed around the belief that the stars were indicators of divine will—messages encoded in the heavens.
Ascertain the relationship between cosmology and divination in ancient Egypt. 
The broader cosmological worldview of ancient Egypt is best described as one rooted in divine order, cyclical time, and deep interconnectedness between all realms of existence—cosmic, natural, human, and divine. This worldview structured not only religious beliefs but also politics, daily life, and practices like divination. The most notable three areas are explained below.
1.) Cosmological Worldview: The Principle of Maat - Ancient Egyptian cosmology was cantered on the concept of Maat, the divine principle of truth, balance, and cosmic order. Maat was both a goddess and a foundational principle that structured the universe. As Wilkinson explains, “The principle of maat ensured the harmony of the universe, both on a cosmic scale and in the daily lives of Egyptians.”[footnoteRef:23] The Egyptians believed the cosmos was not static but constantly maintained by divine beings, particularly the sun god Ra, who travelled through the sky by day and the underworld by night, battling chaos (isfet). [23:  Wilkinson, Richard H. The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt. London: Thames & Hudson, 2003, p. 99.] 

2.) Cyclical Time: Eternal Renewal - Time in ancient Egypt was understood in cyclical terms, based on natural and cosmic rhythms—the annual flooding of the Nile, the daily journey of the sun god Ra, and the repetition of mythic events through rituals. Time was not linear, moving toward an end, but recurring, allowing for continuous regeneration and divine involvement. Campion clarifies “The cyclical movement of celestial bodies provided the template for all life and death, reinforcing the idea that time was not progressive but regenerative.”[footnoteRef:24] Moreover, events such as the annual Nile flood were interpreted not merely as physical occurrences, but as divine renewals of order.  [24:  Campion, Nicholas, A History of Western Astrology: Volume I: The Ancient and Classical Worlds (London: Continuum, 2008), 25–27.] 

The stars, especially in the form of decans and constellations like Orion and Sirius, were also seen as expressions of divine will. As Fowden notes in his study of Egyptian religious philosophy, Thoth—god of wisdom—was not only a divine scribe but a cosmic figure, governing the “rhythms of the stars.”[footnoteRef:25] This vision of a living, interconnected cosmos formed the bedrock for the Egyptians’ understanding of divination. [25:  Fowden, Garth, The Egyptian Hermes: A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 35–40.] 

3.) Interconnectedness: Divine-Human-Cosmic Unity - The ancient Egyptian worldview embraced a deep interconnectedness between all aspects of the cosmos. Gods, humans, animals, and nature were interwoven within a spiritual continuum. Signs, omens, dreams, and stars were not separate from divine intention—they were expressions of it. Wilkinson explains, “In the Egyptian universe, every action had cosmic significance, and divine forces permeated even the most mundane aspects of life.”[footnoteRef:26] This idea of interconnectedness justified the practice of divination: every sign in the natural world was potentially a message from the gods, making the cosmos a readable, responsive system. [26:  Wilkinson, H. Richard, The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt (London: Thames & Hudson, 2003), 19.] 

How does this relate to their use of divination?
The ancient Egyptian cosmological worldview directly shaped and justified their use of divination. Because they believed the universe was orderly, cyclical, and interconnected, divination became a vital practice for reading the divine signs embedded in that cosmic order. Here's how the cosmology and divination relate:
1.) Divine Order Makes Divination Possible - Since the universe was seen as being governed by Maat—cosmic order and truth—every event, dream, omen, or movement of a star could be understood as part of a divinely structured reality. This meant that divination was not superstition, but a method for accessing the logic and will of the god. Escolano-Poveda highlights “In a universe ordered by divine will, divination allowed humans to decipher the messages of the gods and act in accordance with the cosmic order.”[footnoteRef:27] Because the gods structured and maintained this order, they could also communicate through it, especially in symbolic or non-verbal ways—dreams, omens, stars, animals, or sacred texts. [27:  Escolano-Poveda, Marina, The Egyptian Priests of the Graeco-Roman Period (Turnhout: Brepols, 2020), 121–125.] 

2.) Cyclical Time Supports Predictive Knowledge - The cyclical understanding of time meant that the past, present, and future were connected through repeating patterns. What had happened before was likely to happen again, and patterns in nature (e.g., star movements, dreams, natural events) could be studied and interpreted to anticipate what was to come. This cyclical model gave legitimacy to divinatory practices, because the Egyptians believed the future wasn’t unknown chaos—it was a recurring, intelligible unfolding of the divine pattern.
3.) Interconnectedness Justifies Symbolic Interpretation - The belief that everything was interconnected meant that no sign or symbol was meaningless. A dream, a strange animal behaviour, a flickering flame, or the rising of a particular star could all contain messages from the divine, because all things were linked to the gods' will. Fowden argues “To the Egyptian mind, the gods could and did speak through all facets of the cosmos—divination was the attentive decoding of this sacred language.”[footnoteRef:28] This made priests and diviners important figures—they were trained to recognize, interpret, and communicate these divine signs, acting as mediators between the cosmic and human worlds. [28:  Fowden, Garth,The Egyptian Hermes: A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 56–81.] 

4.) The Pharaoh’s Role in Divination - Because the Pharaoh was considered the earthly embodiment of divine order (Maat), he was expected to make decisions in alignment with divine will. Divination was essential in guiding the Pharaoh’s actions, ensuring that state decisions—such as war, diplomacy, temple construction, or calendrical rituals—were in harmony with cosmic balance. According to Dunand and Zivie-Coche, “The Pharaoh consulted astrologers and priests to interpret celestial phenomena before making major decisions, whether in war or diplomacy, to ensure that his reign was aligned with divine will.” This practice reinforced the connection between cosmology and divination, as the Pharaoh was believed to derive his authority from his ability to align himself with the cosmic order.
Ancient Egyptian cosmology was structured around a concept of divine order: the universe was created and continually upheld by gods, and all elements of life, from celestial cycles to political decisions, were integrated into this sacred structure. As Dunand and Zivie-Coche explain, “The theological system held that the gods communicated with the world through signs embedded in nature, dreams, and astronomical phenomena.”[footnoteRef:29] These signs were not arbitrary but were manifestations of maat, reinforcing the idea that the universe could be “read” if one was attuned to divine logic. [29:  Françoise Dunand and Christiane Zivie-Coche, Gods and Men in Egypt: 3000 BCE to 395 CE, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 37.] 

The universe was seen as teeming with divine intentionality. As Dunand and Zivie-Coche note, “The gods were not abstract forces; they were beings with whom the Egyptians had a personal relationship, who intervened constantly in the affairs of the world.”[footnoteRef:30] Their actions shaped not only the physical cosmos but also determined the fate of individuals and the state. Within this framework, divination became an epistemological tool for discerning divine intentions. As Escolano-Poveda’s research on Late Egyptian Demotic horoscopes reveals that astrological texts were constructed around the belief that the stars were not merely celestial objects but indicators of divine will—“messages encoded in the heavens” that could be deciphered by trained interpreters.[footnoteRef:31] These texts reflect a cosmological system in which divine intention was believed to manifest in the patterned motion of the stars, offering insight into personal fate, political outcomes, and ritual timing. [30:  Françoise Dunand and Christiane Zivie-Coche, Gods and Men in Egypt: 3000 BCE to 395 CE, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 33.]  [31:  Escolano-Poveda, Marina“The Astronomical Diaries in the Egyptian Temple of Hibis: Astrology and Timekeeping in a Multicultural Context”, in Egyptian Curses and Demotic Magical Texts, ed. K. Ryholt (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2013), 127–130.] 

Divination as a Mechanism of Cosmic Alignment
Because Egyptian cosmology emphasized the predictability and regularity of divine order, divination functioned less as a means of changing the future and more as a method for understanding how best to live within a cosmic design.4 Dreams were one of the primary modes of divination. In Behind Closed Eyes, Szpakowska illustrates how “for the Egyptians, dreams could serve as messages from gods or spirits, containing warnings, advice, or predictions about the future.”[footnoteRef:32] Such interpretations were often guided by “dream books,” which listed symbolic meanings tied to culturally encoded cosmological frameworks. [32:  Kasia Szpakowska, Behind Closed Eyes: Dreams and Nightmares in Ancient Egypt (Swansea: The Classical Press of Wales, 2003), 14.] 

Similarly, astronomical observation, particularly through the use of decanal stars and later horoscopic astrology, formed a critical divinatory tool. Escolano-Poveda’s studies demonstrate how to demotic astrologers, “The stars and planets were not only used to predict individual fortune, but to synchronize human actions with the cycles of divine will.”[footnoteRef:33] These texts reflect a worldview where the sky was a divine text, and astrologers acted as its interpreters. [33:  Escolano-Poveda, Marina“Demotic Horoscopes and the Construction of Fate: Astrology in Late Period Egypt”, in Egyptian Stories: A British Egyptological Tribute to Alan B. Lloyd, ed. T. Schneider, P. Collombert, J. Janák, K. Stövring (Ugarit-Verlag, 2013), 401–418.] 

Temple oracles also formed an essential part of this cosmological-divinatory relationship. The oracle of Amun, for instance, played a role in confirming the legitimacy of pharaohs or major religious decisions. As Redford notes, “divination was not relegated to the fringes of religious life; rather, it was practiced within temple contexts and often overseen by trained priests.”[footnoteRef:34] The god’s movement—often via a portable shrine—would be interpreted by priests to render divine judgment on questions posed by the community or king [34:  Redford, B. Donald, ed., The Ancient Gods Speak: A Guide to Egyptian Religion (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 92.] 

Conclusion: 
In ancient Egypt, cosmology and divination were not separate or opposing systems, but two intertwined ways of understanding and engaging with the world. The Egyptians’ cosmological belief in a divinely ordered universe made divination a natural method for seeking guidance and ensuring that personal, social, and political actions aligned with the will of the gods. Whether through dreams, astrology, or oracles, divination served as a vital tool for interpreting divine will and maintaining harmony with Maat. It was a means of reading the universe’s “divine script,” ensuring that the Egyptians lived in balance with the gods and with the natural world. To understand divination in Egypt, it's crucial to recognize how it was theologically and cosmologically justified—"a world where every dream, star, and sign might reveal the voice of the divine”.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Szpakowska, Kasia, Behind Closed Eyes: Dreams and Nightmares in Ancient Egypt (Swansea: The Classical Press of Wales, 2003), 14] 

Moreover, divination in ancient Egyptian culture was not regarded as superstition, but as an essential and sacred means of discerning the divine will and maintaining cosmic order. Scholars like Luigi Prada, Françoise Dunand, Christiane Zivie-Coche, Nicholas Campion, and Kasia Szpakowska highlight how various divinatory methods—including astrology, dream interpretation and signs—were integrated into religious, political, and everyday life. These practices were embedded within a broader cosmological and theological framework, where the universe was seen as communicative and the gods expressed their intentions through signs in nature and the heavens. Divination was institutionalized within temples and treated as a legitimate, structured body of knowledge, comparable in style and method to other scientific texts of the time.
Limitations & Further Research
While the relationship between cosmology and divination in Ancient Egypt presents a compelling area of study, several limitations constrain our understanding and suggest directions for future research. Four notable limitations explored below. 
1.) Fragmentary and Contextually Biased Sources: The majority of surviving textual material comes from religious or elite contexts—such as tomb inscriptions, temple walls, and priestly manuals—which predominantly reflect the perspectives and agendas of the ruling or literate classes.[footnoteRef:36] As such, it could be argued that our knowledge of divinatory and cosmological practices is filtered through an elite lens, and it remains difficult to assess how these beliefs were experienced or interpreted by non-elite or rural populations. Additionally, many papyri and inscriptions are incomplete or partially preserved, further complicating interpretation.[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Françoise Dunand and Christiane Zivie-Coche, Gods and Men in Egypt: 3000 BCE to 395 CE (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 41–43.]  [37: Escolano Poveda, Marina “An Ancient Egyptian Demotic Cosmology in Ostracon O. Strasbourg D 396,” Journal of Egyptian History 14, no. 1 (2021): 23–27.  ] 

2.) Linguistic and Conceptual Ambiguities - Ancient Egyptian cosmological and divinatory texts  often rely on symbolic or mytho-poetic language. Terms such as maat, heka, or ren carry multi-layered meanings that resist direct translation into modern conceptual categories.[footnoteRef:38] This creates a methodological challenge for scholars, who risk misrepresenting indigenous frameworks by imposing contemporary distinctions between religion, magic, science, or superstition.[footnoteRef:39] [38:  Assmann, Jan, The Search for God in Ancient Egypt, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), 102–107.]  [39:  Redford, B. Donald, ed., The Ancient Gods Speak: A Guide to Egyptian Religion (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 152–155.] 

3.) Temporal & Regional Variation - Egyptian religious and cosmological thought evolved significantly over time, spanning more than three millennia.[footnoteRef:40] Practices and beliefs related to divination may have shifted in form or meaning from the Old Kingdom to the Ptolemaic and Roman periods. Moreover, regional differences in practice—between, for example, Thebes and the Delta—remain underexplored, particularly in relation to localized temple cults and community-based divinatory traditions.[footnoteRef:41] [40:  Allen, P. James, Middle Egyptian: An Introduction to the Language and Culture of Hieroglyphs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 19–22.]  [41:  Campion, Nicholas, A History of Western Astrology, Volume I: The Ancient and Classical Worlds (London: Continuum, 2008), 43–47.] 

4.) Holistic Understanding - In ancient Egyptian thought, divination, magic, healing, and astronomy were often integrated rather than compartmentalized.[footnoteRef:42] Attempts to isolate divinatory practices from cosmological speculation may risk flattening the conceptual richness of the ancient worldview. Recognizing the fluidity between these domains is essential to a more holistic understanding.[footnoteRef:43] [42:  Eleanor L. Harris, Ancient Egyptian Divination and Magic (St. Paul: Llewellyn Publications, 1998), 15–17.]  [43:  Prada, Luigi,“Dreams, Rising Stars and Falling Geckos: Divination in Ancient Egypt,” in To Hellenikon: Studies in Honor of Paul Cartledge, ed. John Ma (Cambridge: Cambridge Philological Society, 2022), 120–125.] 

Areas for Further Research
Future research could explore the socio-political role of divination more deeply, particularly in relation to royal decision-making, temple authority, and public ritual. Questions of access and transmission—such as who was permitted to perform or consult divination, and how such knowledge was taught or preserved—remain crucial.[footnoteRef:44] Investigating gender roles in divinatory practices and the participation of women or non-priestly individuals is another promising avenue.[footnoteRef:45] [44:  Escolano Poveda, Marina, A Late Period Egyptian Astrological Manual (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 90–97.]  [45:  Dunand and Zivie-Coche, Gods and Men in Egypt, 124–127.] 

Moreover, there is considerable potential for comparative analysis, especially between Egyptian and Mesopotamian or Greco-Roman divinatory systems, to better understand shared cosmological paradigms and divergent local expressions. Finally, further engagement with the work of scholars such as Escolano-Poveda, who examines the relationship between demotic texts, astronomy, and divinatory systems,[footnoteRef:46] could shed light on the intellectual and practical continuities in Egyptian thought, particularly in the late periods. [46:  Escolano Poveda, Marina, “An Ancient Egyptian Demotic Cosmology,” 14–18.] 


In sum, while substantial progress has been made in linking Egyptian cosmology and divination, the field would benefit from more interdisciplinary, socially nuanced, and diachronic approaches that take into account the diversity of voices and contexts in which these practices were embedded.
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