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The river and religion: How did the Nile facilitate and influence popular religion?
The Nile and the segregation of the Landscape
The river Nile first carved its way through what we know as Egypt following climate change during the palaeolithic period, allowing communities to live nearer to the river and to take advantage of the fertile riverbanks.  These early inhabitants had come from the dry, desert lands, deeply understanding the interconnectedness of the two (Pires, 2017 p.151-152).
The starkly contrasting geography of the region lent itself to clear segmentation of the landscape due to the conspicous contrasts between them; the Black Land (km.t), fertile and rich with alluvial deposits from the annual flood; the Red Land (dsr.t), dry barren desert, full of dangers; upper Egypt or Nubia, south of what is now known as Aswan, and lower Egypt, the land north of the cataracts, the natural navigational barriers between upper and lower Egypt.  Within lower Egypt, further areas of distinction are evident – the East and West banks of the Nile, corresponding with the rising and the setting of the Sun, and in the North, the islands and swamps of the Delta (Pires, 2017 p.151).
The Nile and Creation
Living in this environment ‘influenced Ancient Egyptian thought in every way possible’ (Parcak, 2010 p. 3).  The enduring creation myths and deification of the landscape arose from their observations of the world surrounding them – the waters of the Nile itself were the emission of Osiris, fertilising Isis, the passive Black Land of Kemet.  At the very furthest reaches of the fertile land was Nephthys, who could only be made fertile through Osiris.  Beyond Nephthys existed Seth – barren and lifeless, just as the desert is today and was in ancient times.  The rejuvenation of the land following each inundation was a reminder of the resurrection of Osiris (Pires, 2017 p. 152).    These myths were generated through an active dependency on their environment (Pires, 2017 p.153) - the inhabitants and their habitat together propogated these myths. 
Masculinisation of the river?
Curiously, according to Pires and quoting Roth (Roth 1999, p. 193-194) the ancient Egyptians masculinised the fertility and abundance of the Black Land through gods such as Osiris, Min the god of the prosperous agricultural land, and Tatenen, the god associated with the first eruption of the land from the primal mound ( (Pires, 2017 p.153).  I think it would be interesting to consider this point and to delve a little deeper into the female angle and establish whether any other riverine deities might counter this supposition, which will form part of my further research.  Taweret, for example, the hippopotamus goddess, was undoubtedly female, and I would argue, intrinsically connected to the Nile.  Taweret was the goddess of childbirth and fertility, regarded as ‘the great one, who gives birth within or under the water’ (Richey, 2017 p.1).  Pair this with the evidence of the abundance of hippo in the river itself (Bunbury, et al., 2023 p.64-68) it would appear that both male and female deities were associated with the Nile, and, given the importance of childbirth, likely regularly worshipped in some way, perhaps directly involving rituals at the river. 
Hapi – the ambivalent god of the Inundation
Another particularly associated with the Nile was the god of the Inundation itself, Hapi.  With reference to the previous idea of the masculinisation of the river, Hapi is usually presented with androgynous appearance – male but with the upper body of a female and a head dress of papyrus and lotus.  He represented the annual floodwaters and was thus seen as an ambivalent character (Chrysikopoulous, 2024 p. 133).  He could bring abundance and plenty (ma’at) if the flood came at the right level, or disaster and chaos (isfet) if the waters were too high or too low.  No member of ancient Egyptian society was immune from the effects of the Inundation (Lopes & Pires, 2017 p.447), and the Famine Stela provides a view of what the consequences of a poor Inundation were – from here arises another question that I will seek to address in my future work – what, if any, records exist of the religious consequences of a poor flood?  How did the people try to restore Ma’at after such devastation?  What can the priest Nakhtefmut’s graffito in the Southern Sanctuary at Luxor tell us about the chaos brought by flood waters that are too high, and how did the populace reconcile these events with their own religious beliefs?   
The Nile and the state – creator of the ‘social cage?’
The annual inundation of the water affected the non-elites not only directly through either abundance, famine or flood, but it also indirectly through the growth and perpetuation of the Egyptian state – ‘The success of failure of the Pharaoh’s reign will depend on the quantity of the Nile water that will enter into the kingdom, and on the subsequent effective or not fertilisation of the soil’ (Chrysikopoulous, 2024 p. 136).  This expansion required sustenance – and this came directly from the Nile.  Food, livestock, craftsmen and labourers were all required in order to maintain and increase state projects (Parcak, 2010 p.9).  How tied to this requirement were the ordinary citizens?  And did they regard it as a religious obligation?  In certain ways the Nile valley has been decribed as a ‘social cage’ in that the abundance of the land exacerbated, or aided, the imposition of the state upon the population (Bunbury, et al., 2023 p.47).  Given the great numbers of manpower required to monumentalise the state, and  that the state and temples were so inextricably intertwined, I would premise that religious piety must have been an expectation also on the non-elite and used as leverage in some way to coerce or demand labour.    
Festivals and riverside participation
Regular festivals were part of the ancient Egyptian endeavours to influence the deities to provide this prosperity.  These events were required to affirm the role of the Pharaoh as intermediary to the gods, it was beneficial for him to allow access to the gods from time to time in an organised and controlled manner (Accetta, 2012 p. 1).  To the ancient Egyptians, the gods were able to manifest themselves in the cult statues usually kept in the temples, far from the public.  During festivals, they would be paraded on a processional barque along a planned route, so that the non-elite could be in the presence of the god for a short period (Accetta, 2012 p. 4-6).  But how accessible was this to the ordinary person?  The processional route for the Opet Festival of the King and Amun-Re went through the town of Thebes, however evidence from nineteenth Dynasty reliefs of the Hypostyle Hall of Karnak show the processional barge making its way along the Nile (Accetta, 2012 p.4).  Could this have been another way for the people to glimpse the king, and to be in the presence of the god?  Later in her writing, Accetta asserts that it would have been difficult to have been a spectator on the riverbank due to towing ropes and the physical difficulty of seeing the passengers aboard the barque (Accetta, 2012 p.12) however this is merely speculation.  The festival of Khoiak, celebrating Osiris and marking the receding of the flood, offers additional evidence of riverside shrines and dedicatory inscriptions, as described in ‘The Egyptian Nile: Human Transformation of an Ancient River’ by Bunbury et al. 2023.  Khenet, or sailings, took place (Quirke, 2014 p.98) for the purpose of allowing the general populace to get closer to the god, stopping at aforementioned shrines and temples along the way (Bunbury, et al., 2023 p.62).  This evidence suggests a more involved liaison with the deity, one that could be personalised through physical dedication of space alongside the river or merely by being present – if, as has been previously mentioned, the gods were able to manifest via cult statues, vast numbers must  have gathered  to be ‘visible’ to the god, and to vicariously absorb the power of that manifestation.  

To conclude, it is evident that the river Nile was fundamentally important to the non-elite population of Ancient Egypt and would have pervaded their daily religious lives and actions.  Their creation myths were based on the Nile and its rejuvenating Inundation.  Good fortune and misfortune were both possible on the whim of the god Hapi, who must have featured prominently in their spiritual orientation within the land.  The precariousness of their existence and its reliance on the flood would have lent itself to considerable worship of the gods and goddesses associated with the Nile.  In physical terms, the river acted as a highway for people and resources, and was utilised to both bring the people closer to their gods as well as reinforcing the power of the King as a channel between the people and the divine.  Both as part of the landscape and as part of the spritual outlook of the people, the river would have pervaded ordinary lives in all aspects.
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