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Introduction
                    I do not crush the world's corolla made of wonders 
                 and never slay
              – through reason – mysteries I meet
                 along my way
                 in flowers, eyes –, on lips or graves.

Lucian Blaga’s
 stanza reflects a profound respect for the mysteries and sacredness of the cosmic order. It resonates with the idea that the essence of the cosmos, the world itself, is beyond reductionism. 
This essay explores the intricate relationship between culture and cosmology during ancient Egypt, specifically focusing on the Heliopolitan worldview. The thesis of this essay is grounded in an analogy with the principles of modal logic,
 concerned with notions of necessity and possibility. It argues that Heliopolitan cosmology can be understood as a cultural construct shaped by what was considered possible or essential within the Old Kingdom worldview. This perspective provides the basis for addressing the key question: do cosmologies arise from cultural beliefs and assumptions, or do they reflect some essential reality? 
Methodologically, the essay combines the analysis of primary sources, specifically the Pyramid Texts (Mercer and Allen translations), and secondary scholarly sources that offer insight into ancient Egypt's cultural and religious context. 

Beyond the introduction and conclusion, this study contains a section which explains the key concepts of culture and cosmology. These foundational ideas are then explored through four thematic sections: the creation myth as a reflection of cultural beliefs, the transformation of natural phenomena into sacred concepts, the cycle of the Sun as a symbol of eternity, and the role of cosmic order and Ma’at in shaping social structure and governance. This structure helps explore cosmological perspectives, revealing them as products of cultural manifestation, where the relationship between cosmology and culture is cyclical, each influencing and shaping the other over time. 
Culture and cosmology

Eagleton explained the term culture as originated from the latin colere, meaning ‘anything from cultivating and inhabiting to worshipping and protecting.’
  Over the centuries, multiple views have attempted to express the meaning of culture. Cicero, for instance, emphasised the cultivation of the mind—cultura mentis— while Montaigne reflected on the role of opinions and customs. With Montesquieu’s ‘spirit of a nation,’ the concept of culture has evolved to reflect its multifaceted and complex nature, integrating both individual and collective dimensions.
 Mironenko and Sorokin stated:
Culture manifests itself as a part of “external” reality: as artefacts and cities, and as forms of social organization and institutions. Culture is also a characteristic of the “inner” psychic reality of people, individuals and communities, a psychic phenomenon.

This perspective suggests that human connection to culture is deeply embedded in the everyday experience, aligning with Lambek’s assertion that people tend to think through culture more than they think about it.’
  The significance of culture as a filter through which individuals interpret their realities, offering a shared narrative within diverse communities, is expressed in Hall’s opinion, as cited by Eagleton: “lived practices” or “practical ideologies which enable a society, group or class to experience, define, interpret and make sense of its condition of existence.”

Cosmology has origins that extend back several thousand years before humans learnt to write and read. The term derived from the Greek Kosmos, meaning ‘order’ or ‘world’, combined with logia, meaning ‘study’ or ‘discourse.’ According to Campion, many different cosmologies, all products of their specific culture, can be defined in two ways. The anthropological definition refers to it as the study of how humans relate to the cosmos.’
  The scientific definition views cosmology as the science, theory, or study of the universe as an orderly system and of the laws that govern it; specifically, cosmology is a branch of astronomy that deals with the structure and evolution of the universe.
 

Throughout history, human societies have related their deepest emotions and feelings to the sky and implicitly to the cosmos. Innate curiosity has driven cultures and individuals to explore, inquire, and make assumptions about the cosmos, whether through religion, mythology, philosophy or science. 

Culture and cosmology are interconnected fields that substantially shape humanity’s understanding of existence and inform perceptions of people’s place in the universe. Campion’s work on cultural astronomy discusses how ancient civilisations linked astronomical observations, such as celestial alignments, to religious and cultural beliefs, often creating layered relationships between the cosmos, culture and human behaviour. Geography, social structures, and human experiences shape cultural expressions, so cosmologies can be relatively shaped by the perspectives through which they are understood. In this context, ancient Egyptians’ culture was particularly influenced by physical geography–Nile and desert—and the need for order, which shaped their creative practices and cosmological views. Echoing Blaga’s invitation to embrace the mystery and complexity of the vast and profound reality, the Heliopolitan cosmology can only be understood within the cultural context that shaped it, formed by the perceptions and beliefs of Egyptian society. Rather than revealing objective realities, this worldview transformed natural phenomena into myths and symbols that reflect cosmic order and divinity.

Creation of the world and the myth of creation

In their strong belief that the heavens mirror the Earth, the Heliopolitans—c.2686-2160 BCE—sought to understand their existence and the universe through the medium of creation narratives. Ancient Egyptian tombs were inscribed with Pyramid Texts that were closely tied to cultural needs and values. These texts, which included magic formulae, prayers and hymns, were intended to guide the deceased in their journey through the afterlife, protecting them from evil and ensuring eternal life. Mercer observed that, quite often, the locations mentioned in the texts referred to celestial realms and not to Egyptian territories. Later, Allen argued that Pyramid Texts reflect ‘what can be called a cosmology of the afterlife.’
 A relevant point made by Gosden is that Egypt and Mesopotamia were both described as ‘cosmotheologies,’ in which, although there were many gods, it was the cosmos as a whole that was worshipped.’
 

Cosmogony is a religious framework for understanding the world and the cosmos which requires a particular connection between Earth’s inhabitants and the divine; this concept pertains to creation myths, particularly how the world comes into existence. 
 

The solar cosmogony begins with nebulous, watery chaos, personified as Nun, who symbolises the primordial state, described in Recitation 338 as of sacred origins that existed when the sky, earth or the establishment (of the world) ‘had not yet come into being.’
  Nun is a reminder of the chaos, the unmanifest state from which all things originate. Using Eliade’s classification, the Heliopolitan cosmology can be seen as generally “chaotic,”
 assuming the emanation of the world from a formless state. For Campion, at the heart of the Egyptian worldview ‘lay the proposition that the entire cosmos, which emerged from this primeval condition, was alive.’
   Recitation 259 reflects the process of creation:

Atum-Beetle (Khepri)! You became high, as the hill; you rose as the benben in the Benben Enclosure in Heliopolis (On). You sneezed Shu and spat Tefnut. 

Ho, Big Ennead in Heliopolis—Atum, Shu, Tefnut, Geb, Nut, Osiris, Isis, Seth, and Nephthys, Atum’s children!

This invocation—also identified in Utterances 587
—highlights the significance of the demiurge Atum within the Heliopolitan cosmogony: the ‘self-created’ God represents the beginning and holds the power to establish order from chaos. Further, he used human actions to produce the first divine pair: Shu, the god of air, and Tefnut, the goddess of rain and moisture. This generative process continued, so this first generation gave birth to Geb, the god of earth and Nut, the goddess of the sky, laying the foundation of the Great Heliopolitan Ennead. The genealogy of the Nine Gods represents not only a natural phenomenon but also reflects the Egyptians’ perception of life, the world, and their interaction with it. Each god plays a vital role in maintaining the universal equilibrium, reflecting the belief that the universe is governed by fixed and repeatable laws, essential for the survival of the world. 

The inclusion of the benben—a pyramid-shaped sacred stone—can also symbolise the end of chaos and the beginning of the ordered world. Often linked to the concept of primeval mound, this cultic symbol had a profound significance in Heliopolitan cosmology. In Hoffmeier’s view, the conventional thinking is that the word wbn (benben) translates as ‘to shine’ and refers to the sun while ‘representing the mound of creation,’
  emphasising the importance of light and radiation in the genesis. 

Many anthropologists agree that beliefs about the origin of the world are at the root of human consciousness. Based on the intrinsic desire to understand humanity's place and relationship with the universe, ancient civilisations often embedded cosmological beliefs within their cultural narratives, evident in ancient Egypt, which personified celestial bodies as gods. Therefore, the Heliopolitan creation myth could be understood as more than a story, as something that includes both metaphysical and physical content. As Hellum stated: ‘The idea becomes the myth, rather than the narrative being the myth.’
 
The transformation of natural phenomena into sacred concepts

Commencing around 3600 BCE, land desertification turned the river Nile into a focal point for human settlement and activity. People settled mainly in its Valley, focusing on agriculture and animal husbandry. The annual flooding—which occurred from July to October—was central to their life as it provided life-sustaining irrigation in that otherwise arid territory. Egyptians saw no rain, only the nourishing seasonal inundation: a reflection of the primordial waters. Obviously, the water created life. Influenced by landscape geography and its natural phenomena, Heliopolitan mythology emerged as a complex dynamic; these natural factors contributed to people’s unique cosmological beliefs. The Nile was perceived as the lifeblood of Egypt, a symbol of cosmic order and fertility, so it deserved to be honoured through sacred rituals. In Recitation 376, specific invocations address Nile: ‘Greetings, you at the fore of the inundation, who guard nourishment.’
  This not only expresses people’s reverence towards the Nile, but it can carry cosmological symbolism, with flooding seen as primordial waters from which life emerged. 

The cycle of annual inundation became the symbol of life and renewal, aligning with the concept of Ka, which, according to Allen, represents the force of ‘conscious life,’ present in men, gods and akhs— the transformed spirit; also present in food and drink.
 This suggests that the river, which played a pivotal role in understanding the environment, was integral to the Egyptians’ agricultural practices and survival. Geographically, this cyclical nature of the flood contrasted sharply with the surrounding desert. On both sides of the oasis were barren lands inhabited by dangerous creatures, and beyond that, only foreign people lived. Consequently, the dichotomy between the life-giving river and the inhospitable territory further reinforced the importance of the Nile as a symbol of sustenance with links to the divine. The environmental contrast played a critical role in shaping the spiritual worldview of the Old Kingdom, deepening the Heliopolitan belief in a universe governed by eternal cycles of death and rebirth.
In addition to the Nile, Heliopolitans recognised the significance of the sky with its associated phenomena. The sky was positioned above the Earth, and the pharaoh had to climb, ascend, go up or even fly to reach Nut. Indispensable to the Pyramid Texts, Nut provided the king with a safe heaven. Spanning the earth—both divine and mortal—Nut was more than just a deity. She was the physical mother of the pharaoh, his home, and also referenced as the sarcophagus and the tomb of the deceased: all symbolising her protective role. 

Parts of the sky were associated with water, either as lakes or canals that could flood. Like the Nile on Earth, the water in the sky could be crossed by boat, as reflected in text 596a: ‘May N. ferry over you.’
 Allen remarked that the image of the sky as mostly water ‘fits well with the impression given by the texts: the sky is primarily a domain of passage rather than residence.’
 This illustrates the Egyptians’ belief in the interconnectedness of terrestrial and celestial waters, often called the ‘Fresh Water’ or ‘Basin’.
As the realm where divinities resided and held court, the sky was naturally a fully realised space, containing geographic features, inhabitants, and movement. The Pyramid Texts described Nut in geographic and personified terms, consistently associating her with the sky and its waters. Hellum alluded to the possibility of discussing the sky ‘as an entity, as well as a cosmography.’
 
Another important element for Heliopolitans was the concept of the Abyss, which preceded the existence of sky and earth. Associated with darkness and often mentioned alongside the terms ’floodwaters,’ its ‘caverns,’ or as the source of water, the Abyss symbolised the unfathomable depths of the celestial ocean. Like the sky, it has an expanse and doorways, and it is associated with water. The concept of the Abyss, lying beyond the surface and beyond the sky, reinforces the Heliopolitans’ acknowledgement of the mysteries of nature and their attempts to comprehend the cosmos.

Although the Pyramid Texts are more concerned with spiritual geography, whose symbols were derived from physical geography and cosmological features, natural phenomena were deeply embedded in the sacred and the divine. The Nile, the Sky and the Abyss formed a foundational triad in Heliopolitan cosmology, encoding cultural beliefs and assumptions about the world. While the Nile and the Sky were associated with divine order, the Abyss represented chaos. In conclusion, Heliopolitan cosmology reflects the continuous connection cycle between physical and spiritual realms.  
The sun cycle and concept of time: eternity through birth and rebirth
In the religious universe of Heliopolis, the Sun was the core around which everything revolved. The ancient Egyptians attentively watched the Sun's daily passage, which they represented as a scarab indicating the future, and later as a solar disk.
 The continuous cycle is mentioned in text 1491: ‘Day is day; night is night; Rē‘ is Rē‘ ----- he is for ever.’

In Heliopolitan thought, the solar daily journey served as a powerful metaphor for the impermanence of life: a cycle of birth and rebirth, vividly illustrated by the Pyramid Texts. Re or Ra, the Sun God, symbolised the constant rebirth and renewal of the world, maintaining and perpetuating the cosmic order. Passing through Nut’s starry body, season after season, the Sun performed both his short and long journeys across the sky. The Egyptians believed he needed a solar barque to navigate the heavens, mirroring the navigation on the Nile. From this boat, the deity Ra spread light and warmth worldwide during the daytime, facing trials and defeating hostile forces at night. Restoring order in the face of chaos, dawn was equivalent to his rebirth: the rosy colour of the light at dawn was associated with childbirth blood lost by Nut as she gave new life to the Sun. Chapman remarked that this eternal process was possible in ‘a timeless cosmos only.’
  In their endeavour to explain the phenomenon of night as the absence of light, the Heliopolitans imagined the Sun travelling to the underworld—Duat, the realm of the dead. In Utterances 483, ‘The earth speaks: The portal of the Dȝ.t (var. ȝkr) is open.’
 With Osiris, the god of regeneration and protection, by their side, the voyagers were destined to return to life as young and fresh as the day before. The nocturnal traversal of the Duat—clearly envisioned by the texts as a cosmic region—reflects the connection between physical existence and spiritual understanding. 

The Heliopolitans believed in a connection between the transition of the souls of the deceased kings into imperishable stars, the solar cycle, and eternal existence. They devoted significant attention to depicting its nightly journey, during which Ra was accompanied by his earthly son, the pharaoh, when the latter passed away. The Pyramid Texts suggest that Duat, associated with the constellation Orion, was located beneath the Earth and was not restrictive to the pharaoh’s travel. Recitation 317 announces: ‘Ho Pepi! You are the big star that is Orion’s companion…who rows the Duat with Osiris.’
 Additionally, text 412 says: ‘the lifetime of N. (the king) is eternity, its limit is everlastingness…who is within the boundary of the horizon for ever and ever.’
  The horizon was a powerful symbol in Heliopolitan cosmology, representing transition and renewal and a threshold between the mortal and divine realms. This underscores the Egyptians’ vision of mortality and resurrection, expressing their beliefs about cosmic order and eternity, illustrating how these beliefs were informed by their cultural practices. 

Cosmic order and the reflection of Ma’at in social structure and kingship

The essential principles of order and balance in Heliopolitan culture were incorporated in the concept of Ma’at, which symbolised a profound understanding of cosmic harmony. Living in close proximity to the deserts and experiencing capricious climates that could turn destructive, the Egyptians’ worldview was informed by the constant tension between chaos versus order, a central theme in their cosmology. Cohn observed that ‘awareness of cosmos and of what threatened it was nowhere more highly developed than in Egypt.’
 Similarly, Chapman argued that myths were essential for cultural identity and cosmological meaning, given the insecurities of the environment.’
  Budges, as cited by Martin defined Ma’at as a goddess of the “unalterable laws of heaven.” Heaven gives a cosmic sense to the concept, as Ma’at represented the ‘principle that embodied everything in the universe and a decree for the humanity.’

The Pyramid Texts are significant in illustrating Ma’at, particularly regarding the ruler’s alignment with cosmic order. Recitation 170 demonstrates that the pharaoh’s connection to Ma’at safeguards him amidst chaos: ‘Unis…may get Ma’at. Unis will not be given to your fire.’

The Heliopolitans also believed in Ka, Ba, and Akh, which were key aspects of the human soul, each connected to the principles of Ma’at. The three dimensions contained the balance necessary for a successful transition in the afterlife. This Heliopolitan belief system influenced various cultural practices, including burial rituals, tomb construction, and daily life offerings. The body’s preservation through mummification was related to Ka, signifying the need to remain intact to ensure the departed’s eternal journey. Just as Ma’at maintains harmony in life, the life force (Ka), individuality (Ba), and personal journey culminate in the supreme realisation: the unity of the effective spirit (Akh) with the divine. This demonstrates how cultural beliefs shaped cosmological interpretations, emphasising the importance of moral integrity in the face of life’s uncertainties. Additionally, a crucial role was attributed to the ruler, whose power could guarantee fertility, well-being, and positive relationships with the divine powers and mortals. 

In the Pyramid Texts, there is no reference to the pharaoh being judged in the afterlife. Instead, his claim to immortality and kingship was established solely through his successful application of force. According to Tobin, the presence of conflict symbolises the reality of violent action, an essential feature of the monarch’s role, whether alive or deceased. His role as a king parallels the creative force of Atum; the political order ‘became vital, mirroring the cosmic order.’
 Thus, it can be argued that the theological system of the texts arose from political considerations based on societal realities. As Recitation 325 states, ‘Pepi, you shall be permanent in life and authority.’
 This suggests that cosmological assumptions were used to justify and maintain power, making them culturally specific to Heliopolis. The phrase ‘Men bury themselves (in their grave?); the gods fly up.’
 is a testament to how the ruler’s authority was legitimised through divine association. Assmann argued that death was the ‘origin and the centre’
 of Egyptian culture, reinforcing the notion that while Heliopolitan cosmology indirectly reflected essential realities, it arose from culture. Rituals and practices were essential as a framework for understanding the universe.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Heliopolitan cosmology, as reflected in the Pyramid Texts, is a fundamental expression of a culture shaped by the environment and social needs of that time. Through its symbolic and conceptual structure, solar cosmology indirectly mirrors realities about human existence. The Pyramid Texts represent more than religious myths; they carry a profound cultural significance regarding ancient Egyptians’ attempts to understand the world, the cosmic order, and humanity’s place in the universe.

The inhabitants of Heliopolis did not separate their spiritual and empirical worlds; they saw natural and divine realms as inseparable. The emergence of Atum from chaos serves as a central archetype, bridging cultural beliefs with cosmological perspectives. The perception of natural phenomena as sacred encodes cultural values, emphasising the dynamic between chaos and order. Heliopolitan concepts of mortality and resurrection further demonstrate how cosmological beliefs sculpted cultural practices, reinforcing the cyclical nature of life and death. The pharaoh’s dual role as both spiritual and temporal leader symbolises the integration of religion and politics, with the Pyramid Texts illustrating how cosmic order was reflected in earthly rulership. The concept of Ma’at, defined through religious, philosophical, and cosmological perspectives, reflects its contribution to shaping both the divine and human realms. The Heliopolitan cosmology arose from models of cultural and behavioural patterns that remain encapsulated in the inscriptions of the Pyramids. It mirrors the culture that created it and uncovers universal truths about human relationships with time, space, and natural cycles, as well as the universal need for order and harmony. As Levi Strauss noted, myths, and by extension, cosmologies, contain universal structures of the human mind, suggesting that while they are culturally distinct, they may reflect deeper, shared psychological or existential realities.

Ultimately, Heliopolitan cosmology illustrates that, regardless of cultural specificities, there exists a thread that unites all civilisations: the quest for knowledge, a desire to decode and comprehend the mysteries of the universe. Like solar cycles and annual floods, Egyptian cosmology transcends time and space, bridging the dimensions of culture and eternal realities. Campion stated:

Wherever modern New Agers talk of the cosmic evolution of the soul or their spiritual connection to the stars, they are paying homage to a religious cosmology that once thrived in the Nile valley.’
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