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Analyse the roles of, and relationship between, cosmology and divination in Ancient Egypt
Introduction
This essay aims to examine the roles of, and the relationship between, cosmology and divination in ancient Egypt. As Campion warned, it is misleading to imagine a single, orthodox Egyptian cosmology that remained unchanged for thousands of years. Instead, there was a multiplicity of deities and explanatory myths,
 evolving across its long and complex history. 
This essay aims to explore the most important forms of divination practiced in Egypt, the importance of these practices, their roles and functions within Egyptian culture, as well as the cosmological notions and concepts underlying their theory and practice. It is going to dive in Egypt´s background, myths, main forms of divination and conclusion.
Background

Life after death is a central theme in the worldview of Egypt. According to Allen, there was a large concern with the deceased´s relationship to two gods, Osiris and the Sun, a view of the afterlife that remained remarkably consistent throughout ancient Egyptian history,
 which shows the central space cosmology played for Egyptians. Campion called Egypt ‘the Solar Society´,
 given Egyptian absolute devotion to the sun. 
Allen explained that Egyptians believed that each human being consists of three basic parts:
 the physical body and two nonmaterial elements known as the ka (individual´s life force) and the ba (for Campion it is comparable to the Western notion of the soul).
 It is possible to echo Plato´s tripartite soul model in Phaedrus, where the chariot allegory is presented , the charioteer representing reason, intellect, a white horse symbolizing the good and beauty, while the black horse the lower desires, the wrongdoing and the ugly.
 For Plato ‘the soul was immortal, and a body, whose motion comes from within does have a soul; and if this is so – that whatever moves itself is essentially a soul – then it follows necessarily that soul should have neither birth nor death´.
 The Egyptians were devoted to a cosmic union, also believers of an immortal soul. At death, Allen pointed out, the ba (soul) had to be reunited with its ka (life force). The spiritual entity of this union was called akh, “effective” – who were those who have gone to their kas.
 What made Egyptians so particular in their cosmology was the worship of the Sun. As Allen described, again the two major forces that played a key role in the transition to an akh was the Sun and Osiris.
 The way Egyptians view of the soul and the after death helps in the understanding of the importance of their cosmology and divination.
Dunand and Zivie-Coche cites Herodotus: ‘Egyptians were the most religious of peoples, and she added ‘there was no equivalent of our word religion´.
 They had no need to forge such a concept, since religion was in no way delimited and assigned to a precise place in their life; rather, it had some of the characteristics of what we call philosophy, morality, and politics.
 
It is possible to see Egyptian cosmological myths unfolding throughout its main texts. As per Allen, the Pyramid Texts, from the Old kingdom (2615-1991 BCE)
 constitute the oldest body of Egyptian religious writings.
 It was first discovered in 1880 and have been the subject of ongoing study and excavation ever since.
 Allen added that after the end of the Old Kingdom, if not earlier, copies of Pyramid texts were also inscribed on tombs, sarcophagi, coffins, canopic chests, papyri, stalae, and other funerary texts known as the Coffin Texts. In the New Kingdom (after 1570 BCE)
 and later, some Pyramid Texts were incorporated into newer funerary compositions, such as the Mouth-Opening Ritual (in which the deceased´s ability to partake of nourishment was ritually restored),
 and Book of the Dead, and the texts continued to be used until the end of pharaonic civilization.
 According to Budge, the Book of the Dead is a recension of the great, national, funeral work, which was copied by the scribes for themselves and for Egyptian men of high rank and position from about 1600 BCE.
 Campion pointed out that the Book of the dead, originally called The Book of Coming [or Going] Forth By Day, were carved either on the dead person´s sarcophagus, or on papyri which were buried with them, and consist of charms, spells and utterances which were designed to help the deceased on their way, guiding them through the perils of the underworld.
 The one thing those texts had in common, added Campion, is that they are associated with death, and the hope for salvation which follows.
 Dunand and Zivie-Coche also agreed that death was a fundamental given around which they organized their perception of life and imagined possible modes of survival beyond death. Dunand and Zivie-Coche mentioned about the huge crowd of demons who were believed to be messengers of the major powers, charged with spreading calamity, terror, and death among the living. Pictured as serpents, but more often as men with an animal´s head (Seth, crocodile, bull), and always armed with knives, they roamed in bands, often of seven or multiples or seven, and had strange names whose meaning we do not always understand. The best known are the emissaries of Sakhmet, the redoubtable lioness, capable of spreading epidemic and death. Wearing an amulet representing the goddess and her acolytes could confer effective protection, and such amulets were also offered to her at New Year´s,
 which reflects Egyptians contact with a magical thought and their participation with the cosmos. 
There was a seek for a cosmic order, as Campion noted, so much so that it was the cosmos itself.
 Ma´at, the cosmic order, was personified as a goddess but may also be seen as an abstraction, explained Campion, a force, a power, as well as the ethical behavior and devotion to truth and justice required for men and women to collaborate with the gods in the maintenance of order. It was Ma´at´s symbol, added Campion, the feather of truth, that was placed in one pan of the balance used for the weighing of the hearts of the dead in their judgement by Osiris in his role as the god of the dead,
 another very important part of Egyptian mythology. 
Cosmological myths
According to a very ancient Egyptian tradition, argued Budge, the god Osiris, who was originally the god of the principle of fertility of the Nile, became incarnate on earth as the son of Geb, the Earth-god, and Nut, the Sky-goddess.
 He had two sisters, Isis and Nephthys (goddess of the dead), and one evil brother, Set; he married Isis and Set married Nephthys. Geb set Osiris on the throne of Egypt, and his rule was beneficent and the nation was happy and prosperous. Set marked this and became very jealous  of his brother, and wished to slay him so that he might seize his throne and take possession of Isis.
 Nut, added Campion, was typically portrayed as a naked woman arched over the earth, her feet touching one horizon, her hands the other.
 Set, the personification of evil, explained Campion, killed Osiris, dismembered hum into 14 or 16 parts and scattered the parts throughout the country. Despite her grief, Isis, his sister and wife, was able to reunite the body and restore it to life just long enough to conceive a son, Hor (known as Horus), who then avenged his father´s murder by vanquishing Set. It is possible to see by the myth that gods were associated with the cosmos.
As per Dunand and Zivie-Coche, on both ordinary days and solemn occasions, whether linked to their personal lives or to external events of a religious sort, the Egyptians maintained close relations with the divine realm.
 Campion added another perspective about what was at the heart of the Egyptian worldview linked to cosmology: the proposition that the entire cosmos, which emerged from this primeval condition, was alive.
 He exemplified this with the attribution of personality and gender to objects such as stars; the power of words to conjure miraculous events; and the existence of power relations in which the sun exerted a monarchical role over the earth.

Forms of Divination in Egypt

In order to provide a definition of divination, according to Blacker and Loewe´s understanding, it is an attempt to elicit from some higher power or supernatural being the answers to questions beyond the range of ordinary human understanding, such as 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.
 The authors added that all those questions have been questioned from ancient times and in all parts of the world. Ray defines divination as an attempt by one method or another to see into the future or discern the will of the gods; a process which is essentially originated by man.
 

The use of words was another key component for divination. Campion cites Edwards explaining that Egyptians placed considerable reliance on the magic power of the written word. They believed that, by using the correct formulas, they could impose their will upon the gods.

In the next sections it is going to be explored the main forms of divination practiced in Egypt:  oracles, dreams, time divination, and celestial divination.
Oracles

Egyptians believed, according to Ray, that at the beginning of their history the divine spoke to mankind.
 While explaining about different ways to talk to the divine, Ray defined the word oracle as a communication from a god, however it is thought to originate. Ray mentioned about the difficulty to make sharp distinctions between a sought oracle and the practice of divination, as the two may overlap. Dunand and Zivie-Coche also observed that in Egypt people often made inquiries of the god according to oracular practices, which became more popular from the New Kingdom down to the Roman Period. Far from being confined to serious political decisions concerning a royal succession or a military expedition, the oracles were called on to resolve the most banal problems that came up in everyone´s existence, such as: How to find a lost object? Is it a good time to leave on a trip, to get married?
 Authors added that the relationship between man and the divine realm was not limited to visits to temples and chapels, to the spectacle of solemn processions, to consulting oracles, and magical practices. Quite the contrary, all these were manifestations of devotion that marked a break with the banality of everyday life, testifying to a desire to participate, whether closely or from afar, in the life of the gods as it was codified by their priests.
 

Ray described a fully developed oracular procedure developed by the Egyptians, in the village of Deir el-Medineh, the home of the workmen who carved and decorated royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings. The workmen in this village consulted the gods of their community, when they appeared carried on the shoulders of their priests, during their festival days. Questions would be put to the god, covering almost every aspect of daily life, and god would reply either ‘yes’, by moving forward toward the questioner; or ‘no’, by recoiling. This simple mechanism, explained Ray, determines the form of the questions put, but the system was capable of some complexity. Ray cites Papyrus BM10335 as an example.
 
Dreams
It is curious to think about the etymology of the word “dream” for the Egyptians. Dunand and Zivie-Coche explained that the word reset, “dream”, is derived – although counterintuitive, from a root expressing the idea of wakefulness, which was certainly different from ordinary wakefulness. Plato also explored the idea of a divine gift that can be granted during sleep, a kind of a possession that takes place.
 For Egyptians, added Dunand and Zivie-Coche, dreams were a way that deities could manifest themselves, whether for good or for ill, hence the usefulness in the latter case of magical formulas for protection against bad dreams.
 
Dunand and Zivie-Coche also pointed out that Egyptians attributed an important role to dreams, believing that they exerted a genuine influence on the course of their lives.
 The authors argued that dreams were often premonitory. As was the case with oracles, in dreams, divine power and will were directly revealed to the king, who was in a position to encounter god.
 In terms of dream books, dreams were always premonitory, suggested Dunand and Zivie-Coche, allowing the deduction of any general theory of dreams and their relationship to the situations experienced in a waking state. As per Prada,
 dream interpretation handbooks, also known as oneirocritica, are the best and longest-attested type of divinatory literature from Egypt. The earliest known such manuscript is P. (= papyrus) Chester Beatty 3. Now in the British Museum, it comes from the village of Deir el-Medina and dates to the time of Ramesses II (13th century BC). It originally belonged to the scribe Qenherkhepshef, whose preoccupations with sleep are further attested from other items once in his possession.
 Each line of this manuscript contains a description of a dream with its defining features and its interpretation, setting out what would befall the dreamer or his relations. Thus, Prada cites in its col. 2/21: ‘If a man sees himself in a dream eating donkey-meat: good, it indicates his promotion’. Almost one and a half millennia later, in Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt, dream books still thrived, and are at tested in larger numbers than ever.

For Dunand and Zivie-Coche, dream was an encoded system, and the coding is so very much cultural that often the link between the dream and the stated outcome escapes us completely.
 Some principles, though, were able to emerge, claimed the authors: one of them is that a dream was not meaningful in and of itself, but according to the person of the dreamer, meaning, one and the same dream would have a different meaning if, for example, the dreamer was a man or a woman.
 A state of deep sleep and dreams, as per suggested by Dunand and Zivie-Coche, seems to have been a moment of contact with the domain of the invisible.
 As per the authors, sleep for the Egyptians although temporary was associated with the idea of death. During sleep time was put into parentheses, one returned to a world of unorganized, of disorder which could be dangerous for the individual.
  
In Oppenheim´s perspective, dreams were considered a sui generis state of consciousness, a hovering between the eclipse of sleep and the stark but dull reality of the day.
 Oppenheim presented an example of an extraordinary "message" dream is contained in a late Egyptian (Demotic) story dealing with the famous magician Khamuas and his son Si-Osiris (cf. F. Ll. Griffith, Stories of the High Priests of Memphis, the Sethon of Herodotus and the Demotic Tales of Khamuas, 42 f., 143 ff., Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1900).
 For Oppenheim, the typological background of the dream under consideration is rather complex, as he explains: two types of dreams are here fused into one. There is first the type of dream a childless husband or wife has in which he or she, during an incubation, is promised a son-the characteristic "annunciation" dream which presages the birth of a hero, a founder of a dynasty, etc. Then there is the dream-type in which a sick person seeks and gets instruction as to how to cure himself with some god-ordained medicine or treatment. Oppenheim added that this again is well attested especially in the sanctuaries of certain healing deities of the late classical world. There, in medical incubations, says the author, the remedy is often prescribed for the hopeful patient by the god of the sanctuary in a dream, as can be seen in pertinent in scriptional records.

In relation of the roles of dreams, Ray suggested that the use of dreams and its interpretation plays a role to divination, as a method of determining the god´s and divine will. Ray also added that dreams, like oracles, may either be spontaneous or deliberately sought. The seeking of dreams was generally known as incubation.
 For Dunand and Zivie-Coche, dreams interpretation was used to reach an advanced age in good health, to increase one´s goods, to avoid lawsuit, and to occupy an advantageous social position.
 

Time or Calendar Divination

Egypt played an important role in terms of time measurement. According to Parker, early astronomy in Egypt is known to us from its practical application to time measurement, in a large sense of a calendar year and in the smaller of the 24- hour day.
 Time had an important role in terms of Divination. According to Herodotus they have made use of Hemerology, the technique of classifying days as good or bad. In Histories he mentioned: ‘Egyptians have found out also to what god each month and each day belongs, and what fortunes a man will meet with who is born on any particular day, and how will die, and what kind of man he will be´.

Parker mentioned that it was not until the Ptolemaic period that Egypt was open to and influenced by Hellenistic science that we have anything approaching a theoretical astronomical treatise.
 Parker added that although it sounds little in terms of astronomy in ancient Egypt, that ‘little’ endures as a legacy to us in the measurement of time. As per Parker, protodynastic Egyptians used a lunar calendar, but unlike their neighbors they began their lunar month, not with the first appearance of the new crescent in the west at sunset, but rather with the morning when the old crescent of the waning moon could no longer be seen just before sunrise in the east. Parker explained that their lunar year divided naturally, following their seasons, into some 4 months of inundation, when the Nile overflowed and covered the valley, some 4 months of planting and growth, and some 4 months of harvest and low water. At 2- or 3-year intervals, because 12 lunar months are on the average 11 days short of the natural year, a 13th or intercalary month was introduced so as to keep the seasons in place.
 The author added that Sirius, to the Egyptians the goddess Sopdet or Sothis, rose heliacally just at the time when Nile itself normally began to rise, and the reappearance of the goddess heralded the inundation for the Egyptians. The luni-stellar year was used for centuries in early Egypt. Parker added that early in the third millennium BCE, a new calendar was invented. For Parker, either by averaging a succession of lunar years or by counting the days from one helical rising of Sothis to the next, it was determined that the year should have 365 days. In terms of weeks, Parker pointed out that the 30 days month was divided in 3 ‘weeks’ of 10 days each, called first, middle and last,
 which later generated the astrological decans. 
Campion explained that the whole sky was divided into constellations.  The most important group were the 36, known as decans, though they were known to early Egyptologists as diagonal calendars or, more properly `star clocks´. These were used, according to Neugebauer (cited by Campion), to record time, a critical process if nocturnal religious rituals were to be conducted at the divinely sanctioned moments.
 There were 12 decans visible in the course of one night, the origin of our 12 hours. 
The cosmology played a key part in organizing time, something, as per Parker noticed above, endures to this day. According to Paker, we do know exactly when the stars were first used to tell time at night but it was by the 24th century BCE, and quite possibly soon after the introduction of the civil calendar.
  
It is possible to see an overlap between time and celestial divination, given that the movement of the stars was a way to measure time. Plato also connected the motion of the universe (which for him was always alive), with time. For him planets were the moving image of eternity.
  Egyptians, similarly, knew the planets as stars that know no rest.
 

Celestial Divination 
For the Egyptians, argued Campion, the sky was usually a canopy supported at four corners by pillars or mountains but it could also be a celestial ocean (suggested by its blue color).
 It provided, added Campion, a mechanism for the sun to travel in a boat, as the center of the created world was the Nile,
 and was at one with the land, and life on earth flourished all the more if it was harmonized with life in the heavens.
 
Campion explained that although Egyptians did not have a precise mathematical astronomy in the modern sense, for them the main point was the fact that the sky provided a set of visual images which provided meaning for life on earth, as well as a series of structures and living beings which enabled auspicious moments of time to be identified, the state to be managed and the souls to travel through space.
 For Campion, Egyptian´s relationship with the sky was intense, experiential and a matter of national survival as well as religious imperative.
 He argued that Egyptian astronomy was not concerned with whether one planet was moving at a particular speed, or with deriving mathematical formulae to calculate its future position. What worried the Egyptians was when the sun was going to rise, a matter of considerable importance if the associated rituals were to be conducted in the proper sequence.
 Campion also noted that the fact that there is a general orientation with the cardinal directions sustains the notion of a direct relationship between the earthly state and the heavenly. The evidence that temples were aligned with key points on the solar cycle, solstices and equinoxes and bright stars, such as Sirius and Canopus is persuasive in Campion´s opinion. 
 He also noted that building of Giza pyramid just outside Cairo, may indicate the attempt to formulate an official national celestial theology.
 

The major Egyptian gods, explained Campion, were Thoth (moon), Ra (a solar deity), Ptah (The “eternal mind”, also associated with the underworld), and Osiris (connected to the three stars of Orion´s Belt). Thebes, added Campion, contributed its chief god, Amun. There was also a powerful feminine element such as the Nut (the sky), and Isis (the archetypal queen), who was associated with Sirius, the brightest of the fixed stars.
 Campion noted that the earliest surviving complete catalogue of the universe was compiled around 1100 BCE by Amenope, a scribe of sacred books. He began his catalogue with ‘sky’, followed by ‘sun’, ‘moon’ and ‘star’. He listed five constellations. Campion added that it is unknown if the constellations fulfilled a divinatory role.
 

Campion cites Assmann when explained that the Egyptian´s religious system is best described as cosmotheism, a term which suggests that the cosmos itself is the object of worship.
 Campion argued that even though there was a multitude of deities in the Egyptian system, each had a function and a place in the cosmic order, so much so that it was the cosmos itself – the spinning of the stars, the daily movement of the sun, the monthly changes of the moon, and the annual shift of the seasons – that was the ultimate focus of religious ritual.
 Dunand and Zivie-Coche further emphasized that it is crucial to place the word “god” in its plural form when she mentioned that  gods existed, were multiple, and their names, forms, and images were varied, because the gods had more than one appearance, which is a characteristic of Egyptian polytheism.
 The authors added that in a polytheistic religion, it is obvious that we encounter the many, but the one also manifests itself. They draw attention to the fact that it can be misleading to reduce the former to the latter, since, without doubt, the essence of Egyptian religion lies in this interplay of multiple—perhaps infinite—combinations of the one and the many, which is, according to the authors, the Egyptian approach to the divine.
  However, the coming of the New Kingdom in around 1570 BCE seems to have coincided with a cosmological revolution, argued Campion,  for which the evidence is complete representations of the sky, including, for the first time planets, the solar-monotheistic revolution of Akhenaten around 1379-1362, and then the first hints of divination from the stars.
 Assmann explained further the Egyptian journey from polytheism to monotheism, an important topic in the history of Egypt, which interlaces with their cosmology, divination and a profound worldview change, based on the worship of the sun. The distance between the sun god and the other gods grew larger and larger until eventually he circles the world alone in his barque. Although the other gods still exist as creatures of the sun, added Assmann, the monotheistic perspective now becomes much more dominant.
 

The most dramatic periods from a cosmological point of view are the fourth dynasty of the Old Kingdom (c. 2613 – 2589), explained Campion, whose Pahoraohs constructed the pyramids at Giza (a testimony to a profound religious consciousness)
, and the creation of the New Kingdom in around 1570 BCE, which coincided with the first surviving evidence of interest in the planets. Campion added that at this time the state was locked into an intense relationship with the sky in which the function of the priesthood and the divine monarchy was to maintain the bond between the heavens and earth, and in which key figures in the pantheon, particularly the sun and moon, were located in the sky.
 Our earliest known portrayal of the planets, argued Campion, excluding Mars is found in a painting in the tomb of Senmut, a high official in Queen Hatshepsut´s court at Thebes around 1473 BCE.

Neugebauer affirmed that it was well known that there is no trace of astrology in Egypt before the Hellenistic period. For Campion we can not be sure if there were astrologers. There was certainly a class of priest known as the imy-wnwt, added Campion, translated as ‘hour-watcher´, ´observer´ or ‘astronomer’.
 However, there are recent studies on Egypt that might open new discoveries.  Escolano-Poveda is currently working on horoscopes from Athribis in Upper Egypt where three of the earliest attestation of horoscopes from Egypt were found. They have been an important discovery, since they include the date of birth, name, and origin of the native, entries for the two luminaries and the planets, and the position of the four cardines and places, which are not commonly present features in Demotic horoscopes, added Escolano-Poveda.
 According to her, the horoscopes are written in succinct way. Sun and Moon are written in hieratic and their names are followed by the divine determinative.
 Saturn constantly contains the element “bull”; Jupiter´s orthography corresponds to “Horus of mystery”. The identification of Mars is unclear, although it is generally called “Horus-the-red”. Venus was called the “Morning God”. Mercury was associated with Thoth, associated with wisdom. This is an evolving study which promises to bring more news about Egyptian astrology.
 

Campion cites Hornung as he noted that Egyptian cosmology is significant both as a study in itself and in view of its significant impact on later Western worldviews, especially in relation to its notions of a cosmos struggle between light and darkness, and elaborate views on the soul´s ascent to the starts, including a judgment of the dead.
 Another example of this connection can be traced in Plato´s myth of ER, in which the soul is judged based on it´s just on unjust nature. 
 
Conclusion
Ancient Egypt offers a complex and rich landscape for exploring cosmology and divination. Their worldview was intimately connected with the afterlife and the idea of continuity, with cosmology and rituals serving as key instruments in sustaining this belief. This is evident in their rich textual legacy, such as the Pyramid Texts and Coffin Texts, which reveal a clear concern with guiding the deceased on how to reach and continue existence beyond death.

There was a profound quest for order (Ma’at), and a belief that the closer life on earth aligned with the heavens, the better. Divination served as a means of communicating with and understanding the will of the divine, and the Egyptians employed various forms to connect with their gods. 
This essay has explored oracles, dreams, time-based practices, and celestial divination as some of the main methods used. Egyptians consulted oracles to hear the gods’ will on a range of questions, from the mundane to the deeply significant. Dreams, whose root word in Egyptian suggests wakefulness, were seen as a state through which the gods could speak to humans. These dreams were often considered premonitory, and could be spontaneous or deliberately sought. In terms of time divination, the Egyptians made significant contributions to the development of calendars and used hemerology to classify days as auspicious or inauspicious. They also introduced the concept of decans. Regarding celestial divination, although the Egyptians did not develop a precise system of mathematical astronomy, they saw the sky as alive and meaningful, a visual realm that reflected divine order and gave purpose to earthly life. Their reverence for the sun is especially notable, as it played a central role in their cosmological understanding. New research continues to expand our knowledge of Egyptian cosmology and astrology, potentially offering new insights into these ancient systems.

By developing various methods to connect with the divine, the Egyptians used divination—interwoven with their cosmology and worldview in order to maintain order on earth in accordance with the gods’ will. Divination was employed in all aspects of life, from resolving simple everyday concerns to addressing more complex challenges, such as healing illness, acquiring wealth, avoiding lawsuits, and attaining advantageous social positions. Egyptian cosmology and divinatory practices may have played a significant role in shaping later Western worldviews, particularly in relation to the idea of the soul’s ascent to the stars.
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