The influence of the Osiris myth on the ideology of Egyptian kingship

In this essay I shall be discussing the Osiris myth and its effects on Egyptian kingship and vice versa. I will be using the Osiris Bed from Abydos as my primary source to help me investigate the links between the two topics. the Bed is a large basalt effigy depicting the god Osiris mummified wearing the Atef Crown and holding a flail and crook and protected by four falcons at head and feet representing his son Horus and perched above is the goddess Isis represented as a kite. We know that these are the gods depicted as the names of the gods are etched into the Bed by the gods the names also tell us that Horus is protecting Osiris (Leahy A 1977 p. 425). The Osiris bed was discovered by Amelineau in the late nineteenth century in the Tomb of King Djer of the First Dynasty which reigned in the Old Kingdom of Egypt. The tomb was found in the royal cemetery of the First Dynasty which is now known as Umm el-Qa’ ab because of the amount of pottery in the area (Leahy A 1977 p. 424). The Sculpture is believed to have been added around the late Middle Kingdom or the Second Intermediate Period by a lesser-known king at this time the Egyptians thought that this tomb was the Tomb of Osiris (Anderson D). 

The most basal form of the Osiris myth and the god Osiris himself are first mentioned in the pyramid texts of the Old Kingdom, with the death of Osiris at the hands of Seth already well-established. The cult of Osiris had started to become more popular in the time of the Fifth Dynasty (Pinch G 2004 p.11). The Osiris myth revolves around four main characters Osiris the god of fertility, agriculture and the afterlife who in painting and sculpture is usually depicted black or green to symbolise the cycle life and death and with a crook and flail to show his connection to Agriculture. Osiris is the son of Geb god of the earth and Nut goddess of the sky and husband of Isis (Pinch G 2004 p. 149-150) usually depicted as a falcon headed man (Pinch G 2004 p.143) and Osiris and Isis’ brother Seth the god of the desert, foreigners and disorder. Seth can either be found depicted with the head of an animal or as an animal himself such as a hippopotamus, crocodile or bull (Pinch G 2004 p.192). The fact that the Osiris myth is so Ancient dating back to the early old kingdom in writing and most likely even older than that orally shows us that it had had a strong influence on the ideology of Egyptian kingship for a long time.

 The Osiris myth begins with Osiris being chosen to rule over Egypt after the Sun god Ra ascends to the heavens because he has grown weary of the earth after the rebellion of the humans (Pinch G 2004 p.75-76). During his reign he taught the Egyptian people how to farm by the Nile he is regarded as a good king in the Egyptian myth. However, his brother Seth was jealous of Osiris and coveted the crown in some myths Seth killed Osiris in the form of a wild animal either a wild bull, a wild ass or a crocodile (Pinch G 2004 p.78). Once Seth had killed Osiris, he then cut his body into many parts the myth changes throughout the various periods of Ancient Egypt anywhere this could be anywhere from fourteen to forty-two parts scattering the body parts across Egypt (Pinch G 2004 p.79). Isis helped by her sister Nephthys would spend years gathering the different parts of Osiris and when she collected them all bar one, the penis which had been eaten by fish. Isis then restored the body of Osiris into one piece she then temporarily restores life to Osiris but has to fashion a penis for him so that they can conceive their son Horus (Pinch G 2004 p.79) who would then go on to avenge his father or make peace with Seth depending on the version of the myth. This key scene of the conception of Horus is depicted on the Osiris Bed at Abydos which shows that the Osiris myth was important to the Ancient Egyptian Kings.  A great council of the gods would be called to end the fighting between Seth and Horus. this council would be headed by Geb but Ra the Sun god, creator god and grandfather of Seth and Osiris would be the deciding factor, this council decided in favour of Horus deciding to make Seth as punishment carry Osiris’ corpse to his tomb which was said to be somewhere in Egypt. They also decided to give Horus Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt allowing him to unite the two lands and become king of all Egypt the final decision of the council was to make Osiris the king of the afterlife he would be neither living nor dead and would judge the souls of the dead along with a council of other gods (Pinch G 2004 p.83-84).

In other versions of the myth Seth at a feast tricks Osiris into a chest made to fit Osiris exactly by offering it to anyone who could fit themselves into it. Seth started by first having his followers try to get into the chest none of them would fit into the chest then Osiris decided to try and get into it as soon as Osiris had gotten into the chest the followers of Seth closed the lid and sealed it with molten lead. Seth and his followers then threw the chest into the Nile and it was carried out to the Mediterranean Sea. Isis was away in the city of Coptos when this was happening but she heard of Osiris’ death from the gods of the northern marshes. Isis then searches for the coffin across Egypt and beyond eventually finding it in the foreign country of Byblos (in modern Lebanon) where she found out that a great tree had grown around the chest, which the king of Byblos had used to create a great pillar to hold up the roof of his palace. Isis disguised herself and stayed at the palace for some time before eventually revealing herself to the king and demanding the chest and after hearing the sad story of the death of Osiris the king decided to let her take the chest, she then gets the chest out of the pillar and takes it back to Egypt hiding it in the desert but Seth finds it and in a rage hacks Osiris’ corpse into pieces scattering them across Egypt. (Pinch G 2004 p.79) From this point the myth is the same.

Ancient Egyptian society was very structured with the king at the top as the divine ruler of Egypt who in theory was the sole governor of Egypt however, they used representatives to help govern the large country as it would be impossible for the king to do this on his own. Every king was said to be a version of the god Horus whilst alive and a version of the god Osiris once they had died making them a living god (Lloyd A 2015 p.2). As well as having the role of king of Egypt they would also be maintaining Maat which is an Ancient Egyptian word meaning the cosmic order which came into being with the creation of the world, if this were to fail the world would descend into chaos (Lloyd A. 2015 p.3-4) The king would also function as high priest of all the gods and goddesses in Egypt with this role the king would preserve Maat by leading all the prayers and rituals to the gods throughout Egypt either in person or through ritually converting the high priests of the various temples into the king strengthening them. The king also had to protect Egypt from external threats and would be expected to go into battle himself (Lloyd A. 2015 p. 6-7) The Osiris myth was used to help justify the high centralisation of the Egyptian state and the hierarchical structure of Egyptian society under the sole rule of the divine king as it helps to justify the rule by comparing themselves to the good rule of Osiris and Horus.  

The kings of Egypt also used imagery to project their divinity one of the most well-known symbols of the king’s authority and divinity would be the crook and flail commonly associated with Osiris as seen on the Osiris bed (Anderson D) further reinforcing the divinity of the king. They would also project their authority and divinity to the wider population by having statues of themselves, monuments or other sculpture such as the Osiris bed. The statues of the kings would normally depict them as Horus (Lloyd A 2015 p.11) they would be depicted this way to remind the people of their kings’ divinity. The Osiris Bed was created as a propaganda piece to show the kings connection to the gods it also shows the priestly role the king played as it was put into the Tomb of Djer which at the time of its creation was thought to be the Tomb of Osiris (Anderson D). This shows us that the Egyptian kings deeply valued the connection between their rule and the Osiris myth enough to spend large amounts of resources and time to construct monuments of the gods or of themselves depicted as gods. In death Egyptian Kings also used divine iconography to depict themselves as Osiris such as the flail and crook on the sarcophagi of the kings of Egypt (History.com editors 2009) we know this is depicting them as Osiris as this is shown on actual depictions of Osiris such as the Bed at Abydos. This shows us that the Osiris myth greatly influenced the ideology of Egyptian kingship as they wished to emulate the god and even become him in death. 

The Egyptian kings used Osiris and Horus as examples of the perfect rulers whose reigns were a golden age for the people of Egypt contrasting with the reign of Seth which is characterised by chaos and famine. The Egyptian kings attempted to rule like them and as we know considered themselves to be incarnations of Horus when alive and Osiris once dead. They used this divine connection in order to justify their absolute rule over Egypt and would make sure they completed each task required of them for kingship such as fighting foreign enemies, completing daily rituals and administering the state and keeping Maat from failing. The use of imagery depicting Osiris and Horus whether depictions of the kings themselves as the gods or depictions of the gods like the Osiris Bed at Abydos shows us that the Osiris myth was very important to the ideology of Egyptian kingship as it helped to define and justify their role as divine kings of Egypt especially when the state was centralised.    
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