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Analyse the role of, and relationship between, cosmology and divination in Ancient Egypt
  Ancient Egypt is full of mysterious religious practices and theories, has become a prominent figure in the context of divination and cosmology. Their beliefs, observations and rituals have caused an ongoing interest in the ancient Egyptian world. Being one of the most complex religions, it is hard to distinguish specific aspects including their forms of divination. But there is one perception about the Egyptian religion that is the importance of the sun, which had led to the Egyptians being named the Solar Society by some scholars. From the beginning to the New Kingdom and further, the sun has played an imminent role in the cosmological notions and the afterlife journey, with evolutionary progress and adapting old theories and mythology into a Solar dominant theory. The obstacles that arise in the study of divination in Egypt is the potential reluctance they had to discuss the subject, for example the Stela of Lykhernofret
 is an artifact that provides information regarding the mysteries surrounding Osiris at Abydos; gained popularity amongst scholars, for a backwards observation, they tended to be more focused on what the Stela didn’t say, rather than what it did.
 In this essay, the study of different divination practices alongside the interlink between them and cosmology will show there is a connection, but the connection is not as simple and is more complex than originally thought. It is important to note that to understand divination in the ancient world, it is important for scholars to define what definition they are using when delving into this subject. For this essay, the definition used here will be the dictionaries version of divination as an ‘art, practice or gift of discerning or discovering future events or unknown things, as though by supernatural powers.’

  Oracles were the predominant form of divination, as seen with many cultures including the Egyptians, however there are subcategories. Firstly, the Temple oracles were performed in front of the local people, high ranking priests, royalty and shrines. Located in the Brooklyn Museum, a colored vignette on a papyrus, dated October 4th 651 BC,
 portrays Amon-Re and Pemou, son of Harsiese and Peftjau, at the shrine of Amun-Re asking the god for an oracle in his father’s favor as he wished to leave the service of Amon for that of Montu-Re’Harakhti, with the god showing approval.
 The temple oracles, additionally, would be used to communicate with the god, usually Amun-Re, to affirm a new pharaoh. The Stele of King Aspelta, excavated from Nubia suggested from the 6th dynasty, explains how King Aspelta was chosen; by bringing all the royal brothers before god (Amun-Re), laying down the royal brothers before the god, but he did not select any of them.. they laid down again the royal brother…Aspelta and the god said ‘it is he who shall be your king.’
 Another characteristic of temple oracles were their performance during specific festivals, for example the Festival of the Harim, where the Second regnal year of Akhet, his servant Amunemuia appealed to Amun of Pe-Khenty
: 
‘Help me, Amun of Pe-Khenty, my good and beloved lord! The overseer of the cattle of the altar made me abide here in Pe-Khenty of the citizens, guarding his store-house and drawing his dues; and men came unto me at noon and stole five tunics of coloured cloth from me. My good and beloved lord wilt thou give me back their theft?  And the god nodded very greatly.

  Secondly, there were local or personal oracles in which case one person would appeal to the god in a specific part of a procession, which is depicted in a papyrus in the British history museum, where the owner of the sacred garments notices they have been stolen and appeals to Amun of Pe-Khenty during the god’s festivals to find the clothes, the suspect names are read aloud, until the god confirms who was guilty.
 These particular oracles could have taken place within a public setting and potentially in the Egyptian household. Although there has been limited research on this topic, compared to other forms of divination in public places, festivals, tombs and temples, there has been artifacts located, specifically in Deir el-Medina. The problem with the lack of artifacts in other areas limits the conclusions we can conduct when it comes to religion in the homes. Due to shrines, statues and other finds found in the homes, scholars can make assumptions of some form of religious and divination behavior was linked. Furthermore, the families involvement in festivals, shrines in the community and home, divine processions and other religious activities are an extension of personal religion, and potentially personal divination at home, but the evidence is lacking.

  Another form of personal oracles is the concept of requesting a dream that would present a yes or no answer. Richard Stoneman argues that dreaming was a common way of contacting the gods within Egyptian society, which is connected to the epigram in Osiris’ temple located at Abydos, which displays how the priest Harpocrates ‘often dreamt here, thanks to Bes’.
 The person had to request the dream oracle from the god before anything else. PGM VII. 250-54 present one example as to how this was accomplished; ‘Mother of fire and water, you are the one who rises before, ARCHENTECHTHA; reveal to me concerning the NN matter. If yes, show me a plant and water, but if no, fire and iron, immediately, quickly’.
 Furthermore, in evidence of the importance of dream oracles, in the 19th century, approximately 1220 BC, the papyrus of Chester Beatty 3 was written in hieratic
 and the papyrus provided a list of dream oracle interpretations, which has been concluded to be referred to as a guide for the priests. As an example, the dream of Merneptah (1236-1223 B.C.E) dreamed of a statue of the god Ptah, who spoke to him ‘Take thou (it), and banish thou the fearful heart from thee’ whilst extending him a sword.
 
  There is a separate form of dream oracles which is referred to as incubation. The problem with this particular oracle is the definition and conflicting arguments in regard to whether it was practiced in Egypt before the Greco-Roman period. Firstly, for this paper, the definition that will be used is the ‘practice of sleeping in a temple or sacred place for oracular purposes’.
 Secondly, Juliette Harrison argues that incubation didn’t occur until the Grecian presence, but that the incubations documented in Egypt before the period was a representation of certain stages contributing to the development of the ideas concerning dream oracles that would lead to the eventual development of incubation.
 Nonetheless, Gil Renberg suggests there is a correlation between festivals and the practice of incubation dated back to the New Kingdom.
 

As the practice of oracles progressed mainly through the New Kingdom, the infamous Dream Stela of Tuthmosis IV
, where he recited his experience of falling asleep in front of the Sphinx and had a dream conversation with it.
 As well as this, the Stele of Ipuy, as mentioned above is one of the earliest non-royal dreams documented; which occurred during a festival for Hathor.
 The act of incubation included those waiting for an oracle whilst asleep in the temple of the god who they are communicating with. Another problem was posed with this, the location of exactly where in temples those would be sleeping. In Saqqara, an ostrakon located in the Ḥor Archives, he describes “at the gate of the wmtt of Ḥepnēbes” (ʿḥʿ·i҆ i҆rm pꜣ ḥry-tb |ḥr rꜣ tꜣ wmtt (n) Ḥp-nb·s),’ consulting with the lector-priest, the reference potentially points to around the entrance of the temple of Isis., but the exact location is unknown.
 
  By the New Kingdom, oracles were produced through the writings of questions and sometimes lists of names. These writings would have been placed on the shrine of the god being addressed by the priests of the temple. In the British Museum, there is an example of a written oracle, with a papyrus from the New Kingdom period written in hieratic.
 Additionally, it was not just papyrus’ used in the New Kingdom, located in Deir el-Medina, later called Thebes, excavations has revealed a number of ostraca’s (limestone) with oracles painted.
 Three names are translated from this specific ostraca; Amenhotep I, Qenna, Merysekhmet and Menna. We can make the safe assumption Amenhotep I was the priest who the oracle was being sent too, however further translations conclude the ostraca as an appeal to the god to decide between the workman Qenna and his fellow workman Merysekhmet, son of Menna.
 The amount of ostraca’s excavated within Deir el-Medina indicates that the written oracle had taken over as the predominant way in which the people would gain the knowledge and answers they were consulting the gods for. 

  Consultations from the gods was not the only form of oracle communication in Egypt, there is the theory that specific members of the society would use necromancy, mainly through the god Anubis. Brian B. Schmitt argues a non-existence of comparable necromancy in Egypt.
 There is an obstacle regarding this topic; in reference to the understanding of what necromancy means. The Greeks used the word necromanteia with the necro meaning dead and manteia translating to divination, the term necromancy equals divination of the dead.
 The concept of this form of divination can be interlinked with the particular spells involving vessel divination. Within the Demotic Magical Papyrus one vessel inquiry cites the phrase ‘Speak to me, speak to me, Hamst, god of the gods of darkness, every spirt, every shadow which is in the west and the east. Do it, O he who had died! Awaken to me, awaken to me, O soul of life…’ 
 Analysing the phrasing of the spell, the concept of Do it, O he who has died, indicates there was oracle communication, not just with gods but also with the dead. However, the date of the spells is further along than most records of other oracle spells. Another example that necromancy was a formed oracle practice in Egypt before Greco-Roman influence, was a letter to the dead, in this specific example is in the case of a dead wife named Nebetyotef, from her living husband Meretifi: 
How do you fare, now that the West (the abode of the dead) is taking care of your desires? I am your beloved upon earth. Fight on my behalf and intercede on behalf of my name. I have not garbled a spell before you when I perpetuated your name upon earth. Remove the infirmity of my body. Please become a spirit before my eyes, so that I may see you fighting for me in a dream. Then I will deposit offerings for you when the sun has risen.

Furthermore, the Egyptian religion is known to exhibit an emphasis on their dead and the afterlife, which is a critical part of the particular beliefs they presented through funerary rites, temples, tomb maps. As an example, the coffin of General Sepi from the 12th dynasty (1938-1755 BCE), presented, according to Hans Barnard, a map of the netherworld which showed the map of the journey awaiting the deceased.
 Considering the additional Book of the Dead and the other twelve books of the Underworld, it would not be ridiculous to make the argument that they also communicated with the dead in the context of foreknowledge. 

  The connection with the dead is one of the reasons why divination was important to Egyptian society. According to Jan Assman the role of divination was to establish a connection between this world and the next and between humans and gods.
 The religion in Egypt is a complex study, however we understand that the Egyptians believed they were being guided and inspired through life by the deities. The oracles were used for the importance of kings, officials, and later in the context of justice. One of the ways the society pursued these inspirations and guidance was through oracles, predominantly the temple oracles with images of the gods’ answering questions, specifically when it comes to the concept of judgement and justice. Both concepts were involved in the process of the afterlife as seen in the Papyrus of Ani, located in the Book of the Dead.
 Therefore, it is notable to conclude that one predominant reason oracles played an important role in the Egyptian society was due to assisting in the thriving of Ma’at and destroying Isfet. 

  Whilst this connection between the gods, humans and the dead for the sake of Ma’at is one of the basic foundations for the acts of divination, David Frankfurter argues that divination is a form of social drama, both in its ritual elements and its capacity to process (criticize and to legitimate) social significance.
 During the later periods of Egypt, specifically from the Pharaonic and Greco-Roman periods, the temple oracles of carrying the image of the god by priests on their shoulders for the public to view, involved a level of authority. The beliefs of the image and the divination performed for the gods were limited to the views of the priests in a traditional sense, as in the image of the god would move in the conjunction to the yes or no question. Therefore, the role, specifically Temple Oracles was a form of authoritative social control. However, if we view the oracles from the role of personal piety, then as the social structures progressed and evolved, divination aided citizens in the progression of their own transformation in tide with new social constructs. The concept of connecting with the gods in order for individuals to regain some form of stability (perhaps mentally and emotionally) as the society evolved could explain the significance the act of divination had. The Stele of Ipuy, recounts the oldest known non-royal dream, involving a devotee of Hathor experiencing the goddess in his dream on the same evening as Hathor’s festival.
 The stele was from the 19th dynasty, a period of heightened religiosity and religious confusion, which is not the only example; in the New Kingdom a Ramesside papyrus explained the festival and the individuals spending the night awake in order to receive a divine epiphany.

  Although divination was important to the Egyptians, the conceptualization of these acts has been argued to be in direct correlation with their observation in cosmology. The earliest form of any observation of the cosmos begins with the lunar calendar, which was divided into four months based on the water levels in the river Nile.
 As the evolution of the sky observations progressed, the heliacal rising of the star Sirius became highly important which appeared just before the sunrise in the eastern territory of the sky. This routine was constructed to create the intercalary month; when the fourth month of the third season relied on Sirius as when it fell in the last 11 days of it’s month, an intercalary month was added to the year.
 By the 3rd millennium B.C the introduction of the 365 days year was determined, which again they divided up into four months each consisting of 30 days. An important factor to consider is that the Egyptians used their findings as a form of time; for example, Pyramid Text 515, the last king of the fifth dynasty placing hours by three stars, which occurred approximately 2150 BC, which additionally calculated to 12 hours in a day in reference to the Decanal stars.
 The decanal stars, according to Christiansen H. Dalgas, were found in coffins and divided the zodiac in 36 regions and deep night into 12 hours of unequal length, depending on the seasons.
 

  However, in order to understand the role of mythology within the context of divination, there is a need for an understanding of the planets and gods. The planets were observed and was first seen within the ceiling of Senmut, indicating they were already aware of planets earlier on. Jupiter, Saturn, Mars, Mercury and Venus were listed within this order, with Jupiter, Saturn and Mars representing the sky god Horus, Mercury with the god Seth and Venus was considered, in Senmut tomb, the ‘star which crosses’.
 The verb pẖr translates as ‘to go around/encircle’, which according to Robert Ritner, was equated to the concept of enchantment.
 The movement of circling has been a part of Egyptian history in various contexts. For example, in the act of divination, during the procession or perambulate, the bark that depicted the gods image, would have been carried and moved in a circle and then set in front of royalty. Additionally, the divine forces that were believed to be behind natural occurring forces were, to the Egyptians, the deities themselves. With the belief that the cosmos represented the gods and goddess of the pantheon, there is a direct interlink between divination and the cosmos. Pyramid text 522, according to Conman, was a spell that repelled the hippopotamus.
 The north celestial pole was known as the hippo, and was also in connection to Thoeris, who according to Laszlo Kakosy, was believed to be the mistress of the wr.t demons.
 Additionally, Seth was believed to be imprisoned at the north celestial pole and was contributing to the prevention of those souls to enter dw3t. As mentioned previously, the journey to the Netherworld changed, to those who passed set on becoming decan stars. The Pyramid text 522 was used to help them achieve this, by using some form of divination to help the deceased overcome Seth and the hippo. 
  Due to the sun’s course believed to travel from the Western horizon, through the heavens, through the netherworld and rise again in the Eastern horizon, the Egyptians concept of the afterlife additionally changed. In the 12th Dynasty the story of Sinuhe
, when the death of Amenemhet I was announced as the following ‘went up to the sky, being united with the sun-disc (itn), the gods (i.e. the king) person being joined with the one who created him’.
 During the New Kingdom, royal tombs began to be decorated with a new myth regarding Re; where he became the link between the dead and the sun where it was believed the deceased kings would voyage to. In contrast with the divination of necromancy, the cosmos would have played a significant role as the dead were perceived to be in the stars. Additionally, the concept of those who died, their journey ended with their spirit in the sky, potentially as a star. The ‘one who created him’ can be perceived to be in reference to Amun-Ra, the most important deity. As stated previously, the sun was an integral part of the religion due to the fact the sun represented the deity Re, whose evolution throughout the New Kingdom and onwards led to the emergence of Amun-Ra.
 Furthermore, the popularity of consulting Amun-Ra during oracle divination was found to be in Thebes, during the New Kingdom. The oracle papyrus
 in the British Museum refers to a petition to the god for the theft of five shirts.
 

  Unlike other cultures such as the Romans and Chinese, the Egyptians observation of the cosmos was not connected with divination singularly but was based on the concept of societies involvement in aiding the gods. In the form of divination, the Egyptians used the cosmos for celestial timing, as in the society used the cosmos for timing of the days and hours. Delving into the Seven Cosmic Power, this theory suggests that the human senses were significantly linked to the practice of divination. Maa involved the sight, intuition and clairvoyance, Hu taste, authoritative utterance, Sedjem hearing, Sia perception and understanding, Heka magic, creative impulse, Maat order, harmony and balance and lastly Sa universal force, spiritual substance.
 Heka, the god of magic, is important when explaining the beginning of Egypt. He was involved in the creation of Egypt, therefore concluding they believed the world was filled with magic and even created with magic, being he was the first manifestation of Ra, regarded as his Ba (soul), although this has been argued against as the four parts of Ra bas were Ra, Khepri, Atum and Osiris .
 Maat, Maa, Hu, Sedjem, Sia and Sa were believed to be perceived as subcategories of Ra, which would present the magic of Egypt that was reincarnated every night in the sky; concluding that the Egyptians believed that all natural phenomena that occurred was connected to the divine forces from the cosmos, which through this belief created the concepts and systems of prophecy, astrology and divination.

  The concept of divination would not have progressed and revolutionized without the Egyptians observation of the cosmos. As the narrative regarding the deities existence and the journey to the netherworld and the end result of the deceased spirits changed, it aligned with the cosmological aspect of the Egyptian religion. The role and relationship of cosmology and divination is a prominent one and cannot be ignored. Despite in some particular areas evidence is lacking, the overall texts, tombs and temple inscriptions highlights just how important the cosmos and acts of divination were to Egyptian society, specifically with the mythology of Re and the evolution of his progression to Amun-Re. Furthermore, as the Egyptian beliefs progressed, so did the forms of divination; oracles became written/letters, dream oracles became incubation and necromancy involved the letters of the dead. However, the premise of the religion did not change, the concept of the afterlife and the solar disc remained a major part in the beliefs. All forms of divination and cosmology was in representation of the continued belief of the journey to the netherworld and of course, the society living in the form of Ma’at.
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