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Tareck Ghoneim 				HPCA7027				Essay 2 

1. Analyse the roles, and relationship between, cosmology and divination in ONE of the following: 
1. Ancient Egypt
2. Ancient Mesopotamia 
3. Hellenistic Astrology 

Introduction 

This essay explores the roles and relationship between cosmology and divination in Ancient Egypt. Firstly, this essay will attempt to examine the concept of divination and its importance in Ancient Egyptian society. The next section analyses how cosmology and divination intersected in Ancient Egypt. An exploration of the Egyptian worldview is explained, as Ancient Egyptian culture was deeply influenced by their unique understanding of the universe, where cosmology played a central role in shaping their beliefs about the order, harmony, and interplay of the cosmos. Their cosmological perspective guided much of their religious, political, and social practices The next section analyses how cosmology and divination was practised in Ancient Egypt, through divination, including the use of oracles, dream interpretation, astrology and perspectives on time. Finally, this essay will conclude by summarising the contributions that cosmology and divination made to Ancient Egyptian society. The specific time period this essay attempts to explore is from the Early Dynastic Period 3100 BCE to the New Kingdom in 1069 BCE.

In this analysis, we will delve into the role of divination within the broader Egyptian cosmological context and its significance in shaping their religious practices, cultural norms, and decision-making processes. By exploring the various divination techniques employed by the ancient Egyptians, such as astrology, dream interpretation, and the consultation of oracles, we will gain insight into how they sought to align their actions with the cosmic order. The importance of divination extended beyond individual matters, influencing political decisions and governing the actions of the Pharaoh. 

Divination in Ancient Egypt 

Divination was integral to Ancient Egyptian society. A definition of divination, according to Carmen Blacker and Michael Loewe in "Oracles and Divination, (1981)" means 'the attempt to elicit from some higher power or supernatural being the answers to questions beyond the range of ordinary human understanding.'[footnoteRef:1] Therefore, divination aims to answer questions about what a higher power wants from humans on earth and how they can achieve it. Interacting with the realm of physical and non-physical boundaries using divination allows for this practice to seek hidden knowledge or insights by means of supernatural or magical means. [1:  Carmen Blacker and Michael Loewe, Oracles and Divination, Boulder: Shambhala 1981, p. 1.] 


Divination is a form of forecasting, prophesying, or scrying, which involves the use of tools, techniques, and rituals to interpret signs, omens, symbols, or messages from the divine or the spirit world. It can create links between the past, present, and future, beyond time or spatial boundaries. According to Nicholas Campion's view on divination in Egypt, 'it enabled the king to maintain the harmony between earth and heaven', as in the structure of Egyptian society, 'the Egyptian pharaoh was himself divine,' and therefore the practice of divination allowed 'the wisdom necessary to navigate his way through the world of omens, dreams, oracles, to understand and heed the advice of his diviners' to preserve peace in his kingdom and prevent unpleasant events.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Vol. 1, The Ancient and Classical Worlds, London: Continuum, 2008, p.43.] 


Blacker and Loewe state about divination in Ancient Egypt as a 'method…to see into the future…or discern the will of the gods,' therefore the purpose of divination in Ancient Egypt was to determine the intention of the Gods and for diviners, understand the will of God, using practices such as reading oracles, dream interpretation, and understanding celestial time through the measurement of the stars with astrology.[footnoteRef:3] As the pharaoh and society within Ancient Egypt depended on divination as a means for best possible outcomes, divination played a significant role in its civilisation.  [3:  Blacker and Loewe, Oracles and Divination, p. 175.] 


Cosmology and Divination in Ancient Egypt 

Divination was an important aspect of Ancient Egyptian civilisation, as well as cosmology, because of the nature of how the Ancient Egyptians perceived the cosmos. Cosmology is an ordered way of looking at the world and the heavens, communicating with the divine through celestial patterns and predicting through regularity of those patterns. Campion’s perspective of cosmology in ‘Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions’ (2012), encompasses the beliefs, myths, and understandings of a society regarding the cosmos, including its celestial bodies, deities, and the interconnectedness between the physical and metaphysical realms. Cosmology, in this context, is not limited to scientific inquiry but embraces the cultural, religious, and philosophical perspectives that shape a society's worldview and their place within the wider universe.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Nicholas Campion,  Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions. New York: New York University Press, 2012. [Kindle edition]. pp. 2-7. ] 


Jeremy Naydler's work ‘Cosmos: The Ancient Egyptian Experience of the Sacred’(1996), provides a comprehensive account of the Egyptian worldview and religious practices, highlighting their mystical beliefs and their connection with cosmological phenomena. For the ancient Egyptians, the cosmos represented the primary manifestation of the divine. They revered the stars as the ‘limbs of the body of heaven’ and the planets as the ‘organs of the cosmic deity.’[footnoteRef:5] According to Naydler, divination was a central feature of Egyptian religious life, with various forms of divination being practiced by both professional priests and ordinary people. Divination served as a means of accessing the divine realm and gaining insight into the workings of the universe, providing guidance and direction for both mundane and spiritual matters.[footnoteRef:6] Therefore, the Ancient Egyptians believed that the movements of the stars and planets were not just signs of divine activity but also had a direct impact on human affairs. [5:  Jeremy Naydler, Temple of the Cosmos: The Ancient Egyptian Experience of the Sacred (Rochester, Vt.: Inner Traditions, 1996). p. 11. 
]  [6:  Jeremy Naydler, Temple of the Cosmos: The Ancient Egyptian Experience of the Sacred (Rochester, Vt.: Inner Traditions, 1996); Jeremy Naydler, Shamanic Wisdom in the Pyramid Texts: The Mystical Tradition of Ancient Egypt (Rochester, Vt.: Inner Traditions, 2005). ] 


This conception of the cosmos as a living, divine entity is evident in their creation myth, which posits that the universe emerged through the interaction of gods with the primordial waters of chaos.[footnoteRef:7] The sky goddess Nut, was to quote Campion ‘typically portrayed as a naked woman arched over the earth, her feet touching one horizon, her hands the other’.[footnoteRef:8] The ancient Egyptians' belief about the cosmos and the divine is evident in their creation stories. The ancient Egyptians had different cosmogonies, which sought to explain the origin of the universe and the creation of the gods, that Jan Assmann described as cosmotheism, that the cosmos itself is an object of worship.[footnoteRef:9] One of the most well-known cosmogonies is the Heliopolitan cosmogony, which originated from the city of Heliopolis. In the Heliopolitan cosmogony, the creation of the universe was attributed to the god Atum, who emerged from the primeval waters of Nun.[footnoteRef:10] Atum was believed to have created the cosmos by speaking the universe into being through a process of self-generation. The Heliopolitan cosmogony reflects the ancient Egyptians' belief that the cosmos was created by the divine and that the gods had a tangible influence over the universe. The creation myth suggests that the universe is an order product, reflecting the ancient Egyptians' belief that everything in existence is imbued with divine power.[footnoteRef:11] [7:  O. R. Faulkner,  The Book of the Dead (London: British Museum Publications, 1985). p. 11; Pyramid Texts utterance 662.1878. ]  [8:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p.90. ]  [9:  Jan Assmann,, The Mind of Egypt: History and Meaning in the Time of Pharoahs (trans. Andrew Jenkins; New York: Metropolitan Books, 2002). pp. 204-07. ]  [10:  O. R. Faulkner, The Ancient Pyramid Texts (2 vols; Oxford: Oxford University Press 1969; Wariminster: Aris and Phillips, 2nd edn, 1993), utterance 488.1048-49. ]  [11:  Faulkner, The Pyramid Texts, utterance 606; I.E.S., Edwards, The Pyramids of Egypt (London: Penguin, rev. edn, 1988). p.16
] 


The use of divination allowed the living to interpret the divine will, which could influence human behaviour and action. Divination was, therefore, an essential tool for ensuring that humans aligned themselves appropriately with the divine cosmos. The ancient Egyptians believed that the alignment with the divine was crucial for maintaining balance in the universe. They believed that if the cosmos was out of balance, chaos would reign, and life on earth would be adversely affected. Therefore, the use of divination and astrology was integral in ensuring that everything remained in balance. The ancient Egyptians had a complex and profound understanding of the universe, which they referred to as the cosmos. According to the ancient Egyptian beliefs, the cosmos was a complete universe consisting of various elements such as the sun, moon, stars, horizon, and the earth itself. The cosmos was believed to be the domain of the gods as the Egyptians believed that the gods reside in the stars and heavens above. The ancient Egyptians were fascinated by the cosmos and its cycles, which they believed held the key to understanding the universe itself. The cosmos was believed to have a profound influence on every aspect of life on earth, and thus, the Egyptians paid close attention to the cosmos in their daily lives, particularly in their religious rituals and practices. 

According to Francoise Dunand and Christiane Vivie Coche in ‘Gods and Men in Egypt’(2004), cosmology and divination played significant roles in Ancient Egyptian society.[footnoteRef:12] Cosmology, the study of the universe and its origins, was used to explain the creation and function of the world and the gods. Divination, on the other hand, was utilized to communicate with the gods and gain insight into the future. The relationship between these two concepts was symbiotic, as divination was seen as a way of gaining knowledge about the hidden workings of the universe, which could then be incorporated into cosmological beliefs. [12:  Franciose Dunand and Christiane Vivie-Choche. Gods and Men in Egypt: 3000 BCE to 395 CE. Translated by Lorton. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004. Chapter 2. 
] 


Dunand and Coche note that the Ancient Egyptians saw the universe as an ordered and structured system, with each element and deity having a distinct role to play in the grand scheme of things. This belief was reflected in the popular practice of divination, which involved interpreting signs and omens from the natural world, such as the movements of stars and animals, to gain insight into the will of the gods. In the view of the Ancient Egyptians, divination was not a stand-alone practice but one that was intimately tied to their larger cosmological beliefs. According to Dunand and Coche, divination was seen as a way of exploring the hidden workings of the universe and gaining insight into the underlying order of things. By interpreting the messages delivered through divination, the Egyptians believed they could gain a deeper understanding of the cosmos and the role of the gods within it. Overall, Dunand and Coche emphasize the close relationship between cosmology and divination in Ancient Egypt, and how their interplay helped to shape the religious and philosophical beliefs of this fascinating civilization.

The relationship between cosmology and divination in ancient Egypt was significant. Both were regarded as means of accessing the divine realm and gaining insight into the workings of the universe. The study of the cosmos formed the basis for many of the culture's divinatory practices, allowing individuals to align themselves with cosmic rhythms and cycles for greater harmony with the divine and spiritual enlightenment.

Cosmological Concepts and broader Worldview of Ancient Egypt  

According to Donald Redford in ‘The Ancient Gods Speak: A Guide to Egyptian Religion’ (2002), the broader cosmological worldview of ancient Egypt is characterized by a belief in a cyclical view of time and the interconnectedness of all things in the universe. The Egyptians understood the cosmos as being composed of several layers, including the heavens, earth, and underworld. Each of these layers was ruled by a different set of deities with specific responsibilities for maintaining the order of the universe. The ancient Egyptians also believed in the concept of Ma'at, which represented the universal principles of order, balance, and harmony. The maintenance of Ma'at was essential for the continued existence of the universe, and all members of society had a role to play in preserving it. The afterlife was also an important part of the Egyptian cosmological worldview, as it was believed that individuals would be judged after death and enter into the underworld. The Egyptians believed in the continuation of life in the afterlife and prepared extensively for it, including building tombs and providing offerings for the deceased. Overall, the Egyptian cosmological worldview was a complex and interconnected system of beliefs and practices that emphasized the cyclical nature of time, the importance of maintaining Ma'at, and the continuation of life in the afterlife.

The Egyptian cosmology was cantered around the concept of Ma'at, which emphasized the importance of balance, harmony, and order in the universe. This overarching belief in cosmic order and interconnectedness had a profound impact on how the ancient Egyptians perceived their world and sought to interact with it through divination. The notion of an ordered and interconnected cosmos led to the understanding that celestial events and natural phenomena were not random occurrences but rather carried divine messages and significance. As a result, the movements of celestial bodies, such as the stars, planets, and the sun, were closely observed and studied as a means of discerning the will of the gods and predicting future events. Ancient Egyptian cosmology was deeply rooted in their religious beliefs and practices, encompassing fundamental concepts such as Ma'at, the notion of balance and order in the universe. The cosmos was viewed as interconnected, divided into three realms – the heavens, the earth, and the underworld – with gods residing in the heavens, humans on earth, and the deceased in the underworld. The cyclical nature of creation and destruction was a central tenet in their understanding of the universe.

The sun held a pivotal role as the source of light and life, personified by the god Ra, whose daily journey across the sky and through the underworld symbolized the cycles of day and night. Other significant deities, like Osiris, the lord of the underworld, played crucial roles in the judgment of souls after death. The pantheon of gods and goddesses, each with unique attributes and powers, directly influenced the workings of the universe and individuals' destinies. Specific deities were invoked for various aspects of life, such as the goddess Isis during childbirth and the god Thoth in matters of wisdom and time. The concept of the afterlife was intricately connected to Egyptian cosmology, with the soul's journey through the underworld being depicted in the Egyptian Book of the Dead. This journey was believed to be fraught with challenges, and the deceased were buried with important possessions and sometimes living beings to accompany them.

‘The Pyramid Texts’ represent the earliest known religious texts in ancient Egypt, dating back to the Old Kingdom's 5th and 6th dynasties (c. 2350-2180 BCE). These texts were inscribed on the walls of the royal pyramids and were meant to guide the pharaohs' souls in the afterlife. Through the analysis of ‘The Pyramid Texts’, Mercer outlines the ancient Egyptian beliefs about the soul, the afterlife, and the gods. He explains that the Egyptians believed that the soul consisted of several parts, and some of them needed to journey through a series of challenges, including the judgment of the god Osiris, to reach the afterlife. The Egyptians also believed in the existence of numerous gods, each with specific roles and responsibilities. Mercer highlights the importance of Osiris, the god of the dead and the afterlife, and his consort, Isis. According to the texts, the pharaohs were often identified with Osiris, symbolizing their rebirth and immortality after death. Mercer outlines the significance of ‘The Pyramid Texts' language and writing style. The texts use a complex system of metaphors, puns, and wordplays, creating a rich and nuanced religious language. Mercer suggests that the language of ‘The Pyramid Texts’ reflects the ancient Egyptian worldview, with its focus on the cyclical nature of life and death and the importance of maintaining cosmic balance. Overall, Mercer's analysis of ‘The Pyramid Texts’ sheds light on the ancient Egyptian religion, philosophy, and culture, providing valuable insights into one of the world's oldest and most complex civilizations.

According to R A Parker in "Egyptian Astronomy Astrology and Calendarial Reckoning," the broader cosmological worldview of ancient Egypt was cantered around the cycle of life and death, as exemplified by the yearly flood of the Nile. The Egyptians believed that the cosmos was ordered and governed by a series of gods and goddesses who controlled the forces of nature and the events of human life. They also believed that the souls of the dead could journey into the afterlife and be judged by the gods based on their deeds in life. This belief in the afterlife was closely tied to their astronomical observations, as it allowed them to predict the yearly cycles of the Nile flood and celebrate the annual rebirth of the land. Overall, the cosmological worldview of ancient Egypt was shaped by their close relationship with the natural world, their belief in divine intervention, and their focus on the continuous cycle of life and death.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  R.A Parker, ‘Egyptian Astronomy, Astrology and Calendrical Reckoning’, in Charles Coulston (ed.), Dictionary of Scientific Biography (New York: Charles Scribners’s Sons, 1971), vol. 4. p. 711, pp.713-14; p. 723; R.A Parker., ‘Ancient Egyptian Astronomy’, in F.R. Hodson (ed.), The Place of Astronomy in the Ancient World (Transactions of the Royal Society, 276; London: Oxford University Press, 1974), pp.51-52, p. 56. 

] 



The practise of divination in ancient Egypt 

In Egyptian religious life, divination played a central role. These practices aimed to establish a direct connection with the gods, providing guidance and insight into personal and spiritual matters. Both professional priests and ordinary people practiced various forms of divination to access the divine realm and gain insight into the workings of the universe, serving as a means to communicate with the gods, gain insights into the future, and seek guidance for important decisions. Various divination methods were employed by trained professionals, believed to possess unique abilities to interpret signs and symbols, such as oracles, dream interpretation, astrology and time. 

Oracles 

This practice was deeply intertwined with Egyptian religious beliefs, with the consultation of gods and goddesses being a prominent aspect of divination. In Ancient Egypt, oracles and seers served as intermediaries between the divine realm and humans. Their exceptional abilities allowed them to perceive and interpret divine messages, offering crucial advice to kings and high priests. Interpreting omens, such as natural phenomena or the behaviour of animals, was another form of divination used to discern future events. Omens were regarded as signs from the gods, guiding decisions and actions. Books and oracles played a role in Egyptian divination practices. Interpreting omens, such as natural phenomena or the behaviour of animals, was another form of divination used to discern future events. 

Omens were regarded as signs from the gods, guiding decisions and actions. An oracle asks a question to God through action, awaiting an answer, as an omen is sign from God awaiting recognition and interpretation from the diviner. According to Redford, an oracle could request ‘a deity to answer some practical question through the agency of public image’.[footnoteRef:14] Redford states that Amun of Karnak was the most prominent of all oracular Gods, although it wasn’t until the time of Thutmose III for details of this oracular process, due to a biographical inscription engraved in Karnak, how the king explains how he was chosen as the next pharaoh.[footnoteRef:15] Another example, was how Queen Hatshepsut sought through an oracle, the best route to Punt, where she could hear the divine order, or guidance, listening to the answer how best to navigate.[footnoteRef:16]  [14:  Redford, The Ancient Gods Speak: A Guide to Egyptian Religion, p.609.]  [15:  Redford, The Ancient Gods Speak: A Guide to Egyptian Religion, p.609.]  [16:  Redford, The Ancient Gods Speak: A Guide to Egyptian Religion, p.610.] 


These examples of use of oracles through temple inscriptions posit to the practise of divination in Ancient Egypt, however, this evidence is ‘meagre’ according to Blacker and Loewe, as much of the knowledge was passed through oral communication than written words, they see much of the references of divination as almost unknown.[footnoteRef:17] Campion agrees, that many sources for Egyptian cosmology were ‘sparse’, much of the practise, for example Egyptian astronomy was ‘primarily observational’, and therefore, could lend to a lack of evidence.[footnoteRef:18] Thus, even though there is clear evidence of the use of oracles in ancient Egypt, the extent cannot be assumed due to a few sources of the practise.  [17:  Blacker and Loewe, Oracles and Divination, p. 177. ]  [18:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, pp. 88-89. ] 


Dream interpretation 

Dream interpretation was another common form of divination in Ancient Egypt, as the Egyptians believed dreams conveyed messages from the divine realm. Dreams served as a means of communication between the living, the dead, and the gods, offering important information and guidance. Dream interpretation aimed to provide individuals with a deeper understanding of their lives, the universe, and their relationship with the divine. Dunand and Vivie-Choche, explain that in Ancient Egypt that the word ‘reset’ as dream, expresses the idea of wakefulness, that deities could manifest in dreams, whether for good or ill.[footnoteRef:19] Mainly divine dreams were for the domain of the noble elite or kings, however, mortals could also experience dream divination also.[footnoteRef:20] For example, dream interpretations that show ‘If she gives birth to a cat, she will have many children’ from dream books reveal good or bad portents.[footnoteRef:21] The practise of dreams, whether provoked, or occurring naturally, or induced similar to the practise of oracles, were practised in Egypt.  [19:  Franciose Dunand,  and Christiane Vivie-Choche. Gods and Men in Egypt: 3000 BCE to 395 CE. Translated by Lorton. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004. p. 133. ]  [20:  Dunand and Vivie-Choche, Gods and Men in Egypt, pp. 133-134. ]  [21:  Dunand and Vivie-Choche, Gods and Men in Egypt, pp. 135. ] 


Astrology and time 

Astrology was another essential component of divination, with the movements of planets and stars believed to exert a profound influence on individuals and communities. Astrology was a prominent from of divination, involving the observation and interpretation of celestial phenomena to understand their influence on human life. The movements of stars and planets were considered not only signs of divine activity but also had a direct impact on human affairs, with astrology being used to predict the future, diagnose illnesses, and guide actions. Astrologers studied celestial positions to understand the will of the gods and predict future outcomes.

Astrology flourished due to the belief that the celestial bodies were not just astronomical objects but held divine influences over human affairs. The alignment of the planets and stars was thought to have direct implications for individuals and the state, impacting decisions, events, and even the fate of the Pharaoh himself. Otto Neugebaur and R. A. Parker make several conclusions about ancient Egypt in the ‘Egyptian Astronomical Texts’(1960). Firstly, they argue that ancient Egyptians possessed a sophisticated understanding of astronomy, as evidenced by their astronomical texts, which contain detailed observations of celestial bodies and phenomena. Furthermore, Neugebaur and Parker suggest that there is evidence of a connection between astronomy and religious beliefs in ancient Egypt. Many of the astronomical texts are found within temple inscriptions or were used to guide religious rituals. Finally, the authors note that the development of astronomy in ancient Egypt was closely tied to the need for a reliable calendar system. The Egyptians developed a lunar calendar with twelve months of twenty-nine of thirty days each and a solar calendar with three hundred and sixty days, indicating a high level of mathematical and astronomical knowledge.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the relationship between cosmology and divination in ancient Egypt was a profound and intricate one. The ancient Egyptians firmly believed in an ordered and interconnected cosmos, governed by a complex system of deities. Divination served as a vital means of accessing the wisdom of the gods and gaining insights into the workings of the universe. Many divination techniques were based on observations and interpretations of celestial phenomena, reflecting the deep connection between the earthly and cosmic realms. The Egyptian worldview was deeply influenced by cosmological beliefs, with gods and goddesses regarded as controllers of the universe, and rituals and offerings were conducted to maintain balance and harmony. Divination served as a communication channel between humans and the divine, providing guidance on future events, validating decisions, and instilling reassurance.

Astrology, closely linked to astronomy, played a significant role in the Egyptian calendar, guiding the timing of religious and secular events to align with cosmic occurrences. Additionally, divination techniques, such as dream interpretation and oracle readings, were commonly used to interpret cosmic signs and seek answers to various questions, however, some historians would argue that there is little source evidence to make such claims. Nevertheless, the significance of divination extended beyond religious contexts, encompassing political and personal matters. Pharaohs, considered the earthly embodiment of the divine, relied on divination to inform their decisions and maintain order in society.

In summary, cosmology and divination were central pillars of the ancient Egyptian worldview, intertwined to shape their understanding of the world and their place within it. The belief in an interconnected universe fostered a diverse array of divination practices, reflecting the Egyptians' reverence for divine guidance in all aspects of life, from religious rituals to political governance and personal matters. The enduring influence of these cosmological and divinatory beliefs is a testament to their lasting impact on ancient Egyptian culture and society.
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