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Introduction
This essay will consider the treatment of the sky within the images of the Egyptian goddess Nut and Hilma af Klint’s Archetypes.  The image of Nut is found within the Hathor temple at Dendera.  Dendera was an important regional centre throughout Graeco-Roman and Late Antique periods, located in Upper Egypt. [footnoteRef:1]  It is likely that the building of the temple of Hathor in its current form started in the second century BCE, however the main phase of construction and decoration began with Ptolemy XII in 54 BCE, and was completed in 20 BCE under the rule of Augustus.’[footnoteRef:2]  This temple was dedicated to the goddess Hathor, the protector of women, a cow headed goddess of the sky.  She was known as the Great Mother, the House of Horus, the Lady of the West, and associated with love, music, beauty, and joy.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Jitse H. F. Dijkstra, ‘Dendera/Tentyra (Graeco-Roman/Late Antique)’ in The Encyclopaedia of Ancient History, ed. By Roger S. Bagnall et. al. (John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. 2015), p. 1.]  [2:  Dijkstra, ‘Dendera/Tentyra,’ p. 1.]  [3:  Robert A. Armour, Gods and Myths of Ancient Egypt (New York:  The American University in Cairo Press, 2001), p. 177.] 


The history of Egypt covers nearly three millennia,[footnoteRef:4] and Nut is present in the earliest texts found in Ancient Egypt.[footnoteRef:5]  Unlike most sky deities in world mythology, she is female.[footnoteRef:6]  Nut is the Great Protectress, She with Braided Hair who gave birth to the Gods, and who guided the gods and souls of the dead while they travelled within the solar boat.[footnoteRef:7]  Often Nut was depicted on ceilings within temples and tombs, her body outstretched, the sun moving from her birth canal at sunrise, ‘flying along the heavens during the day to re-enter Nut and the underworld through her mouth at sunset’.[footnoteRef:8]  Her imagery is directly linked to the feminine origin of celestial events that gave rise to her mythology and the birth of Ra, the sun deity.[footnoteRef:9]  Essentially, Nut is ‘the one who bears the gods’, and more than just simply a personification of the sky. [footnoteRef:10]  [4:  Susan Tower Hollis, ‘Women of Ancient Egypt and the Sky Goddess Nut’, The Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 100, No. 398 (1987), p. 499.]  [5:  Whitney M. Davis, ‘The Ascension-Myth in the Pyramid Texts’, Journal of Near Eastern Studies, Vol. 36, No. 3 (1977), p. 166.]  [6:  Hollis, ‘Women of Ancient Egypt and the Sky Goddess Nut’, p. 496.]  [7:  Armour, Gods and Myths of Ancient Egypt, p. 180.]  [8:  R. A. Wells, The Mythology of Nut and the Birth of Ra, Studien zur Altagyptischen Kulture, Bd. 19 (1992), p. 311.]  [9:  Wells, The Mythology of Nut and the Birth of Ra, p. 321.]  [10:  Hollis, ‘Women of Ancient Egypt and the Sky Goddess Nut’, p. 497.] 

  
Hilma af Klint’s Altarpieces is a tryptic, including Group X, No.1, Altarpiece, Group X, No.2, Altarpiece, and Group X, No. 3, Altarpiece.  Each of these three paintings were complete in 1915, combining oil paint and metal leaf on canvas, measuring 238 x 179 cm.  af Klint was a Swedish artist who lived from 1862-1944.  Her body of work included paintings, drawings and notebooks, which she intentionally kept private during her lifetime, leaving a mystery about the message of her work.[footnoteRef:11]  By 1896 she began to meet with a group of women called The Five, where they held weekly gatherings that they recorded by automatic writing, conducting seances and studying spirituality.  It was through this group that af Klint received a commission to complete a body of work from a channelled being.[footnoteRef:12]  She created one hundred and ninety-three paintings known as The Paintings for the Temple, as works on canvas and on paper, primarily abstract, with imagery including natural forms that became more geometric over time.[footnoteRef:13]  The Paintings for the Temple offer a transcendent, spiritual reality, demonstrating her blending of different beliefs systems sourced from Christianity, Rosicrucianism, Buddhism, Charles Darwin’s theories, Theosophy, Anthroposophy and spiritualism.[footnoteRef:14]  Altarpieces were the culmination of The Paintings for the Temple, completed in 1915.[footnoteRef:15]  [11:  Tracey Bashkoff, Hilma af Klint Paintings for the Future, (New York:  Guggenheim, 2018), p.52.]  [12:  Bashkoff, Paintings for the Future, p.20.]  [13:  Bashkoff, Paintings for the Future, p. 17.]  [14:  Bashkoff, Paintings for the Future, p. 24.]  [15:  Bashkoff, Paintings for the Future, p. 25.] 
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Figure 1


Findings 
Nut appears in the Temple of Dendera on a number of ceilings, however this essay focuses within a room that could even perhaps be considered to be a temple within a temple.  In this space, as seen in Figure 1 an open-air area leads to seven steps ascending with two columns holding the heads of Hathor.  These seven steps could perhaps represent the seven elements, the seven bodies or the seven heavens ascending up to the sky.  After climbing these steps, one enters the top room, where an image of Nut resides on the ceiling. 
[image: ]
Figure 2

As seen in Figure 2, Nut’s legs, body, and arms stretch out to envelope the three sides of the square ceiling.  From the mouth of Nut is a circle, representing the sun that she swallows at the end of each day.  From her womb space is another round circle, representing the birth of the sun, the dawn of another day.   The sun from the womb extends with nine rays of light that pour out in many triangle-like shapes, shining unto a head of Hathor.  Nut’s body appears to be covered in a dress containing chevron designs.  Behind Nut is a starry sky which forms a flower of life geometry symbol that is found within other temples of Egypt.  Nut extends her four limbs, while at the base of her feet and hands two mountains emerge as the akhet, the horizon that creates east to west, where the whole universe emerges from.  In between the two mountains is the head of Hathor.
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Figure 3


Altarpieces consist of a triptych of paintings as seen in Figure 3.  These paintings were displayed at the Guggenheim out of order from the numbers that af Klint gave them, therefore this essay will discuss them in the order the viewer was intended to meet them ascending spiral layout of the museum.  No. 1 contains an equatorial triangle creating a pyramid on a black background with a thick line of dark brown paint as the foundation of the pyramid.  This pyramid has a wide base at the bottom, becoming narrow at the top, and is cut into seven vertical sections that conjure up the colours of the chakra system, as they range from red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet.  The horizontal columns of the triangle are divided into seventeen sections with gold leaf separating each horizontal and vertical section.  The centre column of the pyramid has a green background and gold leaf wheel like symbols painted.  The tip of the pyramid is black with a gold leaf circle in the middle, which also intersects with the top four layers of the pyramid, in an outer band of a pale violet paint.  Within the large yellow circle is green with two different types of triangles, that appear to be like rays of the sun, alternating from yellow and gold to blue, purple to pink.

The centre painting in this triptych is No. 3, contains a large gold leaf circle in the middle of the painting, that contains many squares within the circle, holding two triangles forming a six-pointed star within.  The large golden circle is outlined with a thick band of black paint.  Behind the large gold circle, the background of the painting contains four sections that are almost rectangular, with the top left coloured in yellow, the top right blue, the bottom left with a grey background (same shade as in No.2) and the bottom right with the brown background (same shade as in No. 1).  Four spirals and multi-coloured bands of paint move out from the large golden yellow circle, suggesting rays of light within the rectangles.  

No. 2 contains an equatorial triangle with the tip of the pyramid at the base of the painting containing the colours yellow, blue, red, and blue.  The background contains a grey band of paint at the bottom of the painting, and a large red area creates two red triangles on either side of an equilateral triangle, with a crème coloured rectangle above.  This pyramid is black, divided into five vertical sections and sixteen horizontal sections with either a thin strip of white or gold leaf.  The centre column contains a white background, with two gold leaf spirals on each level that meet at the tip.  The upper rectangle contains a large gold leaf circle, with a large rainbow spiral circling around in the colours moving from yellow, to green, to blue, to yellow, to green, to blue.

Time differentiates Nut with af Klint’s Altarpieces as Nut is ancient while the triptych is modern.  Although af Klint crafted her work in modernity, Altarpieces was created for a sanctuary, much like the ceiling containing Nut at Dendera.  Both works invoke a conversation of the sky through symbolism and cosmology.  The symbolism includes pattern that creates motion, spirals and the pyramid.  Although both works invoke cosmology, Nut’s representation is about duality while af Klint’s work is a spiritual journey that culminates in a return to Oneness.  

Repetition occurs in both the image of Nut and Altarpieces that reflect of forces of nature.  Nut was the eternal water, the milky way[footnoteRef:16] from which the whole universe was created.  af Klint’s work symbolized not only forces of nature, but also forces of the body, of belief, of mental and psychic being, ‘af Klint’s methodological approach to emergence and transformation was to choose series and to repeat her image vocabulary in variations.’[footnoteRef:17]  A movement pattern cascades from the sun that emerges from the womb of Nut to the head of Hathor, while in No. 1 green wheel like symbols cascade from the golden sun, perhaps signifying birth and new life.  From the two mountains that create the akhet, a tendril like tree moves up on either side, one on the left merging into the pyramid rays of the sun.  In No. 2 a movement extends from the tip of the pyramid up with tendrils of spirals to a golden sphere with a spiral motion that invokes the formation of life from DNA, to the motion of our galaxy.  From Hathor’s head two spirals on emerge on either side for hair.  This same spiral pattern is found in No. 2 and No.3.  The spiral is found throughout Ancient Egypt, and af Klint worked intentionally with this shape.  For af Klint the spiral embodies the continuous progress and movement, spiritual ascent or descent, ‘The spiral is so natural and organic a form for whatever would ascend that I did not see why it should not be played upon and made equally available for descent at one and the same time.’[footnoteRef:18]   [16:  Wells, The Mythology of Nut and the Birth of Ra, p. 309.]  [17:  Hanne Lorec, ‘Spiritual Alphabetisation’ in Hilma af Klint. The Art of Seeing the Invisible, ed. By Kurt Almquist and Louise Belfrage (Stockholm:  Axel and Margaret Axson Johnson Foundation, 2015), p. 46.]  [18:  Bashkoff, Paintings for the Future, pp. 29-30.] 


Both pieces create a conversation on the symbolism of three, particularly in the three main objects being Nut, the sun and the head of Hathor and af Klint’s triptych.  These visual works contain the shape of the triangle or the pyramid, with three sides, as the rays of the sun from Nut and No. 1 and No. 2 featuring large pyramids.  In Egyptian cosmology the pyramids come from the water, and Nut is the eternal waters.  The pyramid has been symbolically associated with Ra, the sun god, as a means of reaching eternal life itself.[footnoteRef:19]  The shapes of the pyramids of Egypt have been described as ‘great triangles formed by the sides of the pyramid (that) seemed to fall from heaven, like the rays of the sun when his face shines through the clouds, sending a ladder of light to the earth.’[footnoteRef:20]  This statement almost appears as inspiration for Altarpieces and a narration of the sun birthed from Nut’s womb that generates Hathor.  The pyramid has had a powerful effect on the unconscious mind as it represents humanity’s unconscious questioning of the reality of time.[footnoteRef:21]   [19:  Davis, ‘The Ascension-Myth in the Pyramid Texts’, p. 167.]  [20:  Davis, ‘The Ascension-Myth in the Pyramid Texts’, p. 167.]  [21:  Philip Kuberski, ‘Dreaming of Egypt’, SubStance, Vol. 18, No.3, Issue 60 (The John Hopkins University Press), p.90] 


Nut’s iconography speaks of duality, the east and the west, the birth and the death as the sun is swallowed and reborn each day.  The image of Nut illustrates the sun rising over the temple of Hathor, over the sanctuary, and particularly over the head of Hathor herself, celebrating Hathor in this scene.  As a mother goddess, particularly the mother of the stars, a mortuary goddess, and a sky goddess, Nut was the being who ordered the day and the night.[footnoteRef:22]  Altarpieces completed a spiritual journey as they ‘depict the development of the material world from the unity into multiplicity, (an) experience in the world, and finally the return to Oneness.  They are described by af Klint as “a summary of the whole work”.’[footnoteRef:23]  Both of these images speak to a concept of eternity within the sky, whether it is through duality or a spiritual journey to return to Oneness. [22:  Hollis, ‘Women of Ancient Egypt and the Sky Goddess Nut’, p. 499.]  [23:  Christine Burgin, Hilma af Klint Notes and Methods, (New York:  The University of Chicago Press, 2018), p. 34.] 


Conclusion
This essay considered an image of the goddess Nut in comparison with Altarpieces.  Nut resides within a holy temple, while Altarpieces was meant to occupy the inner sanctum of af Klint’s temple, a place with ‘a certain power and calm.’[footnoteRef:24]  Each of these pieces relates to the sky through symbolism, namely the spiral and the pyramid, and cosmology.  Ancient Egyptian cosmology is rooted in duality and af Klint’s paintings were dedicated to understand the duality of earthly and spiritual realm of humanity.[footnoteRef:25]  For af Klint, polarity was understood ‘as a basic organizing principle of life into which is embedded a yearning for the return to unity.[footnoteRef:26]  It has been argued that for the West, eternity was elsewhere, that it could never be permanently accessed now[footnoteRef:27], and through these two images an exploration has occurred that within the sky and the motion of time, the eternal is alive.  The Egyptian cosmology reflects on the eternal waters of Nut while af Klint relates eternity to Oneness. [24:  Bashkoff, Paintings for the Future, p. 26.]  [25:  Gladys-Katherina Hernando, Hilma af Klint: Mystical Abstraction, review of the exhibition catalogue for Hilma af Klint at the Hamburger Banhof, Berlin, 2014, p. 2.]  [26:  Bashkoff, Paintings for the Future, p. 26.]  [27:  Kuberski, ‘Dreaming of Egypt’, p.76] 
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Danielle Marie Goldstein, Hilma af Klint’s Altarpieces at the Guggenheim, 2019, digital photography, Guggenheim Museum, New York, NY.

Bibliography

Armour, Robert A., Gods and Myths of Ancient Egypt (New York:  The American University in Cairo Press, 2001)

Bashkoff, Tracey, Hilma af Klint Paintings for the Future, (New York:  Guggenheim, 2018)

Burgin, Christine, Hilma af Klint Notes and Methods, (New York:  The University of Chicago Press, 2018)

Davis, Whitney M., ‘The Ascension-Myth in the Pyramid Texts’, Journal of Near Eastern Studies, Vol. 36, No. 3 (1977), 161-179

Dijkstra, Jitse H. F., ‘Dendera/Tentyra (Graeco-Roman/Late Antique)’ in The Encyclopaedia of Ancient History, ed. By Roger S. Bagnall, Kai Brodersen, Craige B. Champion, Andrew Erskine, and Sabine R. Huebner (John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. 2015)

Hernando, Gladys-Katherina, Hilma af Klint: Mystical Abstraction, review of the exhibition catalogue for Hilma af Klint at the Hamburger Banhof, Berlin, 2014

Hollis, Susan Tower, ‘Women of Ancient Egypt and the Sky Goddess Nut’, The Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 100, No. 398 (1987), 496-503

Kuberski, Philip, ‘Dreaming of Egypt’, SubStance, Vol. 18, No.3, Issue 60 (The John Hopkins University Press), 75-94

Lorec, Hanne, ‘Spiritual Alphabetisation’ in Hilma af Klint. The Art of Seeing the Invisible, ed. By Kurt Almquist and Louise Belfrage (Stockholm:  Axel and Margaret Axson Johnson Foundation, 2015)

Wells, R. A., The Mythology of Nut and the Birth of Ra, Studien zur Altagyptischen Kulture, Bd. 19 (1992), 305-321




image3.JPG
N RSP P ,,.. ..Jk/\/&/.\,/w.ol
Vi N -

,v,.,
PR ) WV X .
ey “ : A B A A
$ N 4 NPLIRY W W 27

VNSRRI AR N LY
o ik i oy EaR gAY ;

‘ Ry P R
g \(.L?.«),mn:..d.{rs&fs},. v AN

.

: Y g : :
& :...J.\rh.v_).ru?.\w(!\).. Ry OB LY )C-(/\JM .

AAE 2 4
v W i
7 3 K g A A
P N oV ) .Qk) S PN I{a.t.’\ ARSI A\(.v \f lﬁwgf
. « i ¥ - F PR P o 4 . .
N .r..r\v R o~ N G Py o o a? ot a4 4 .a‘ TR
o Y -
YA e 45 N AR . WP RPN N LS
AT NN N .
¢ ¥ £ A TR
i PN \.TQ,;\ =
(N





image4.jpeg




image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





image2.jpeg




