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FORM AND SYMBOL IN ANCIENT EGYPT. 

"Death is before me today 

As the odour of Myrrh 

As when one sitteth under the sail 

On a windy day" 

(l~iddle Kingdom) 



The Egyptian civilization was regarded by the ancients as the 

ultimate example of' a morally regulated way of' lif'e; their judicious 

political economy was the admiration of' the Elians and both Pythagoras 

and Plato accepted it as ideal, the f'onner in a small select society and 

the latter on a larger scale. 

HOI'lever a society like this, \'lhich is accepted, and acted upon as a 

completed one, in which everything has been considered, ( especially the educa­

tion of' and the habituation to it, to mruce it second nature), does not take 

the nature of' spirit into consideration, because it is precisely that infinite 

impulse which acts in contanporary lif'e, and changes its very f'onn . 

This impulse expressed i tsel±' i n Egypt in a peculiar way. One ~1Ould 

expoot that a society, uhich appears to have been so complete, so fixed in 

fNery way, could have no characteristic of its own. Religion, one would 

expect would have been introduced in the same ca lm peaceful way, in accordance 

with the regular order of things. 

Unlike the Chinese civilisation, where every change is excluded, and 

the fixedness of character recurs perpetually, this calm order in Egypt was 

threaded with a spirit full of stirring and urgent impulses. We have here 

the Oriental Massiveness in combination with the Af'rican el anent . It is a 

spirit which begins to emerge from the merely natural, ~ti.thout f'rseing itself 

from nature. It cannot reach free consciousness of being, it only produces 

this as a problan: the enigma of its being. One half emerges , the other 

hal±' is hidden. The buildings of the Egyptians are half' below the ground 

while hal±' rises into the air. The l'1hole country is divided into a Kingdom 

of lif'e and a Kingdom-of death. This, however, is in reality no division, 

but a unity. 

The fundamental conception of that which the Egyptians regarded as 

the essence of being, rested on the fixed character of the natural uorld - in , 
particular the fixed phyaical cycle of the Nile and the Sun. These t " o 

elements, strictly conn.ected , formed the basis of a very simple and unchanging 



mode of life. Unchanging, because there is a definite physical cycle 

which the Nile, in connection with the sun, pursued. The sun rises, 

reaches its culmination, and then retrogrades. So does the Nile. 

This basis of Egyptian life decided the particular direction of 

their religious views because of the intimate union between natural and 

epiritual powers. So vi tal l1ere the Nile and the Sun to human and 

veget able life, that they came to be r egarded inevitably as dsi ties. 

So that the course of nature and religion merged. ( "I grant thee that 

thou mayest rise like the sun • • (and) repeat life l ike the flood of the 

Nile, " was a blessing addressed by a god to a King. 

In the west , the sun reaches its minimum polier , dies , and has to 

be bern anelr in the east. ( • •• "they (the dead) are born on earth every day 

after the great god, the sun, ie bern in the east of the sky". - The book of 

that which is in the Douat). Thus also Osiris appears as born but is killed 

by Set , his brother and enemy, symbol of evil, or from another viewpoint , the 

destructive, burning mind of the desert . I sis , the Earth, from lrhom the aid 

of the sun /IDd the Nile has been withdraw, yearns after him, gathers his 

scattered bones , and raises her voi ce in lamentation in which all ~gypt joins. 

In a hymn to Osiris, dating from the XVlIIth Dynasty, it was put as 

follows 

"Thy sister put forth her protecting power for thee, she scattered abroad 

those who tlere her enanies, she drove away evil hap , she pronounced mighty 

words of po~ler, ehe made cunning her tongue, and her ~rords failed not . The 

glorious Isis was perfect in command and in spee;-ch, and she a-venged her 

brother. She sought him out without ceasiIl8, she wandered round and round 

the ear th, uttering cries of pain, and she rested not until she had found 

him. She overshadowed him with her feathers , she made air ldth her l<.>1ngs. 

and uttered cries at the burial of her brother. " 

Toth embalms him and "he entered the secret gates in the (splendid) 

precincts of the lords of eternity • • " He is nmr the judge of the dead , and 

the lord of the Kingdom of t he Nether World of whom i s saidl "Though thou 

departest ••••••• 
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departest , thou comest (again) l though thou sleepest, thou wakest (again) ; 

though thou diest, thou livest (again)". 

These are the leading ideas in the cult of Osiris, the ~, and the 

NUe, a Trinity united in one !mot. The Sun is the symbol in 1Qhich Osiris 

and the history of this god are united. This is the one outstanding feature 

of the Osirian myth, namely the as similation of the life of man ~th the life 

of the Sun: Osiris , the sun, sinks end perishes like the human body at death. 

In chapter XVIII of the Book of the ])ead, this identification of Osiris 1nth Ra 

is said to be as follows : "I am the soul which dwelleth in the two Tohafti 

( i . e. the souls of Osiris and Ra). 'What is it then? I t is Osiris when he 

goeth into Tattu and firlo.eth there the soul of Ra, there the one god embraceth 

the other snd souls spring into being within the Tchafti. II 

The Nile is likewise such a symbol. Osiris is in the beginning 

the liquid element , the Nile. He is the "fertiliSing water, " "the water of 

fecundation" , which, united with Isis , the vegetative earth, gives Egypt har 

richness and luxuriant vegetation - in this light then , the earth, which is the 

masculine element in the couple Geb and Nut , becomes the Mother according to 

the title "Great Mother" , often given to I sis. - The concrete Egyptiall imagina­

tion also a..'lcribes to Osiris and Isis the invention of agriculture, the plough, 

hoe, a civil order, law, and religious ritual. Osiris is the seed which is 

placed in the earth and ~Ihich grows - as also the course of life. In this 

duality the spiritual and the natural are woven together into one !mot. 

Egypt never reallY broke the cord which connected her with prshistoryl 

she clun.~: to the old concepts and found no difficulty in juxtaposing the old ~lith 

the new and the new ~ th the old. In accepting this one cen understand the 

nature of their civilization better. This link formed the basis of their civi­

lization and explains the inseperability bet1~eer. the animate and inanjmate worlds, 

the probable and improbable , logic and illogic, science and mysticisn, the living 

and the dead. The inner bond between man, animal , plant, matter and the cosmos 

was never cut. 

That ••••••• 
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That is why the comparison between Osiris, the Nile, the Sun and 

human life cannot be rega."(ied as a mere allegory. If one tries to abstract 

a meaning from this, it would falsify the meaning it expresses. Images 

are not mere ornaments of ancient thought. The cosmic phenomena of the course 

of the sun and the Nile or the changeless rhythm of the seasons, reveal not on~ 

transcendent power, but also order. In this lies their relevancy to the affairs 

Of man. They enabled man to find intuitively and imaginative~ answers to the 

problems of his o~m existence, such as the problem of survival after death as 

the desired order of human life. 

\fuen the universe is seen, not as dead lJI8.tter, but full of life and 

order, man ' s ow life with its mystery of birth and the crisis of death, 

becomes significant in relation to the cosmic phenomena, and reaches a new depth. 

When sunset is death, dmm is a surety of resurrection. In this way the penna­

nence of the gods of nature enabl ed a correlation between human and natural life 

which lias an inexhaustibls source of strength. The life of man as an individual, 

and as a member of society was integrated with the life of mture, and the expe­

rience of this unchanging and harmonic cosmic rhythm was thought to be the 

ultimate good to which man could aspire. 

I f the established order was destroyed, life would become meaningless, 

and, therefore, unbearable : "Men shall fashion arrows of copper that they may 

beg for bread tnth blood. Men l augh td th laughter of disease, and great and 

small shall say: ' I wish I were dead' ". 

But, as already said, change in the fonn of a regular recurrence like 

the succession of se'-lsons , wss r egarded as part of the unchan:~ tfhole, and 

would therefore be significant and not disastrous. Chan~, taking the form of 

a sinooular event , tqhich skimmed only over the S'lrfa::lc , w,~ s of no consequence, 

only a passing disturbance in the fixed order. 

A people who hold$ these vielrs must r.ecessarily be deep~ occupied 

with death, that supreme change, which fits neither of these categories of 

change •••••• • 
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change. Human beings are t oo individual t o appear a03 part of a se:."ies of 

happenings. In this non-typical feature the Egyptian found himself at a 

disadvantage in the natural I1Orld. The animal world , f or example, appears not 

to be touched by the death of their individual members, because the existence 

of that particular species is not disturbed. For the human being it makes a 

change for all those concerned. It is a disruption of the peacef'ul order. A 

disorder, out of which, as is man's instinct, an order is created and a hope 

fashioned. A hope that, as in the eternal renS"'.m1 of Ufe in nature , death 

does not signify an end, an annihilation, but only a chan;;e in his personality; 

that it is a translation into this cosmic cycle of etornal renewal of life. 

Osiris became t he prototype of this hope. They looked upon him as a 

man tmo had lived upon earth as they lived, who had suffered a cruel death, and 

who, with the nu::gic of certain gods , was resurrected and given everlasting life. 

For thousands of years men and ~Iomen died in the valley of the Nile, believing 

that all that had been done for Osiris lY-ould be done for than s;ymbolicoJ.ly, and 

that they, like him, I,ould be resurrected and live eternally. F-.rom being the 

example of a man who had died, risen from the dead al'J.d now had everlasting life, 

he became the C8Use of the resurrection of the dead; and moreover the power to 

bestow eternal life upon mortals was his: "Praise he unto thee, 0 Osiris, lord 

of eternity, Un-nefer, Reru-Khuti, whose forms are manifold , and whose attributes 

are great ....... The dead rise up to see thee, they breathe the air and they 

look upon thy f aee ' lhen the disk riseth on its horizon .. ..... Homage to thee, 

o Governor of those who are in .Amentat .... (who) giveth birth unto men and .. --omen 

a second time ..... who maketh mortals to be born again." 

The Egyptians were the first to express the thought that the soul of 

man is immortal, that there is something more in the physical nature , something 

inherently infinite and independent that ,:ill not die ,lith the body. This 

conception is not the same as the ultimate blessedness of the Hindoos, where the 

soul is absorbed in Brahma; this is an abstr&.ct unity, a passing over into a 

nothingness. \~ith the Egyptian this spirit is an affirmative baing, something 

immortal ••••••• 



immortal and particular, inhabiting the Rea.1:m. of the Dead. "Behold thou 

hast not gone as one dead, but as one living, to sit upon the throne of 

Osiris." 

It has become fairly commonplace to say that the Egyptians regarded 

life after death as an exact replica of life; on earth. This is only partly 

true for this idea disappeared to a large extent at the end of the IIIrd 

Dynasty - Zoser's pyramid complex at Saqqara is a sniling optimistic repre­

sentation of earthly life. The IVth Dynasty saw a change in the programme 

of the ritualistic needs I a sterner ritual ilas necessary to transform the king 

into a god, and Sneferu' s pyramid building is basically different from the 

sniling optimism of Zoser' s tomb. 

All the tombs , holvever, have the carefully wrapped bodies, together 

with personal ornaments , ;Ieapons and tools and all-lays a large number of pots 

containing food and drink. It cannot be correct to conclude from this 

evidence that the Egyptians regarded life in the beyond as a continued exist­

ence of life on earth. It only shows - and the texts confirm this - that 

they could not ima ine any form of life without sustenance, and this not necessa­

rily in the materialistic sense which it inevitably suggests. 

Life, that part Ivhich is sustained by matter, gave the Egyptians a 

spiritual vieiT of food , and not a materialistic interpretation of life. The 

Ka, which can be interpreted as man's "vital force" also means sustenance. 

In the myth of the creation (Mephite Theology), it stated that before man was 

created, all the Kas were created, "they that make all sustenance and all food" . 

A man who dies , goes "to his Ka" , for although all the vitality has left his 

bodY, he must have joined the life force since he has survived. All the 

offerings in the tomb were therefore made to the Ka. It was necessary to 

sustain the Ka , but this Ifas a means to an end, namely survival. and not an 

end in itself. 

Here ••••••• 
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Here, as is the case with the gods, the Egyptians had several 

avenues of approach to the conditions and possibilities of survival. This 

is not due to an inability to think clearly but rather to the characteristic 

of the Egyptian of approaching a problem from as many sides as possible, and 

through this formulation of thought of offering a number of solutions; solutions 

which ~lere realistic in the prehistoric sense. They ~lere active operating 

symbols. 

The mummified body, the burial rituals, the spells and magic, the 

daily offerings and attentions, the tomb, the reliefs and paintings, the food 

and drink, the usllabtui figurines , and the split of the human spirit into seven 

species were these solutions with one object in mind, namely to be abl e to join 

the cosmic cycle of eternal renewal of life. 

The Egyptians could not abstract the survival of man' s spirit from 

the continued existence of his body. Although they admitted physical death 

they believed nevertheless in subsequent SUrvival , but not • .n:thout a physical 

substratum. A man without a body would be incomplete. 

As a living person man in the Egyptian concept has a body and an 

invisible intelligence seated in the Heart. These two t ogether form the Ba 

after death. The Ba is conceived as a bird .lith a human face, "with words 

of men in the language of men," and sometimes "lith hands. In the reliefs and 

paintings i t is usually depicted hovering over the body or flying down the tomb 

shaft to rejoin it. The Ba comes near to the Christian conception of the soul, 

with the difference that the Be is not part of the living person, but the whole 

of that persen living an animated existence after death. This does not mean, 

however, that it was conceived that man ' s corruptible body would rise agsin. In 

several places the Book of the Dead states categorically: "Soul to heaven, body 

to earth". It means that the Be could not survive without its body ( ''May his Ba 

not separate itself from his corpse f orever" ). The preservation of the body was, 

therefore , very important. 

ttl am whole ••••••• • 
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"I am whole , " writes Thotlnnoses IlIon the linen wrappings of his 

lllUIIIlDY, "even as my father, Khepers , was wr.ole • ••• (~r31lt thou me to endure for 

ever ••••• repulse thou me not , and cast thou me not behind thee, 0 Tamu, to 

decay •••• HOlhage to thee , 0 my father OSiris, thy flesh f;uffered no decay , 

there l-rere no trorms in thee, thou didst not crumble atray, thou didst not wither 

away, thou didst not become co!'!'Uption and worms, and I mysel.f am Khepera, I 

shall possess my flesh for ever and. ever, I shall not dec:s, I shall not crumble 

away, I shall not become corruption." 

Yet it is precisely as Ba that man escapes from tho'_ C:Qnfinement of 

the tomb : "Thou "b"ll corne in and go out ... and thou shall take shape as a 

heron or swallOW, as a falcon or a bittern.. lihichever thou pleasest." But it 

must not lose cont:lct Iii th the tomb lihere t he body was preserved. 

"The chapter of making the soul to be joined to its body in Khert­

Neter" is pronounced "over a model of the Ba- soul made of gold". to prevent it 

from losing contact with the earthly body : " •••• Grant thou that my soul may 

come to me f= any place wherein it may be. l!.'Ven if it \/o1Jld tarry let my 

soul be brought unto me from any place it may be ••• • May it gaze upon its 

earthly body, may it take up its abode in its spirit-body, may it neither perish 

nor be destroyed for ever and for ever. " 

The thought of survival as Ba and the surVival in the tomb are there­

fore complanentary. This is l-rhat occurred to man 'iThen he Balf the imminence of 

his own death and lrished to prepare for it. It lias aloo this which occurred to 

the liVing, responsible for the well-being of the dead. The conception of the Ba 

was the conception of a personal and individual thing, the person himself, a 

single human being in his tomb. This conception was weighed dorm by care and 

anxiety, by a fear of death IIllieh could not be repressed, o.nd resulted in endless 

precautions. But because the tragedy and fates of the indiVidual "ere of little 

account in Egypt , the personal and indiVidual Ba- soul was not as important as the 

Ka which had a far tlider cosmic significsnce. Unlike the Greeks who were concerned 

with human tragedy, human relations and human fate, the oneness of the world in the 

form of • •••• •• 
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form of cosmic symbolism was of primary importance to the Egyptians. I t 

is the eternal flood of' the comc potTers lihich overwhelms man, not personal 

tragedy. The age of individualism had not dawned in Egypt. When the idea 

of tragedy and fate did appear, it ~/as connected with the posibility of survival 

after death, not as an individual , but as part of the cosmos. That is why the 

Ita and not the lla is so vitally important in the cult of the dead, for it >iSS a 

divine cosmic force. 

"The closest approximation to the Egyptian action of the Ka is ' vital 

force' •••• The Ka, according to this view, should be impersonal Md should be 

present in varying strength in different persons. " (Frankfort, Kingship and 

the Gods, p. 62.) It is a come divine force which comes from the sun- god 

and, through the Pharaoh, is given to the people. The strengt~giving gesture 

of tt10 upraised arms is universally found in pre-history. Tha th::>ugllt that the 

ICa was a divine power had tremendous impact on the r~I~tian, for it has never 

been fOWld so forcefully and frequently as in klg:ypt. It ,faS this that illustra­

ted to him the close relationship between man and god. 

Tho Ka ,res related to the deceased through the mortuary statue. It 

WeS not the IllUlIIlI\Y that received the Ka but the statue. That ~Ias why the 

Egyptian did not regard the statue as a mere IlOrtrai t of the deceased, for the 

mortuary statue \iSS existentially connected to the deceased through the Ka. 

That explains the number of statues often found in the tombs, and the special 

protection they received in the statue chamber or serdab, f or survival after 

death >Jas assured by the bearer of the Ka. 

The statue does not receive the Ka automatically after death. As a 

preparation f or the reception of the Ka, there was the so-called "Opening of 

the mouth" ceremony; a long ceremony to animate the statue magically performed 

by the Kher-heb and Sem priests , ( the former reciting the prayers and spells, 

and the latter presenting the prescri bed offerings. ) 

Symbol~ .. ••• 
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Symbol and reality are synonymous here , and since the transposition 

of symbol and rite ahTays finds expression in architectural fonns , it gave 

birth to one of the finest architectural achievements created by man. They 

desired an eternal continuation existence, and only stone architecture could 

secure an indestructible basis for the Ira. "Atum, so put thine anns ...... 

about this pyramid, as the ann ( s ) of a ka, that the Ira of N ( the King) may be 

in it, enduring for ever nnd ever," reads a spell in the Pyramid Texts. 

Of all the tombs , from mastaba to rock-cut tomb, it was the pyramid 

that comes closest to this intense demand to become part of cosmos. Through 

its tremendous symbolic impact, this building that man made stands in limitless 

space and merges with eternity. I t was used but once to place the dead king 

in his chamber and after t hat it was sealed for ever, inaccessible to In.unan 

beings, and. the King was left to wander eternally from the heart of the pyramid 

into the sky. ("A ramp to the sky is built for him, that he may £'0 up to the 

sky thereon." ) 

10 other building has ever shown the impulse to express the longing 

f or eternity in such simplicity. There were no paintings, no reliefs, no 

oI'll81l1ents, just the king and eternity. 

The rorramid cannot be reduced to the aingle idea of a tomb, a ramp 

to the sky or a symbol of the sun-god, but should be seen in a symbolic frame 

of relationships which bound all these together as cult objects with the 

primeval hil1, the benben, and the obelisks of the New Kingdom. I ts all 

embracing significance lies in the ccnception of the eternal wandering ~lhich 

first found expression in Zoser's pyramid complex and which received an even 

more cosmic expression in Pyramids of the Fourth Dynasty and the temples of 

the New Kingdom. It is the materialization of symbolic ideas, an irrepressible 

urge to link man's fate .nth eternity. 

Every detail of the pyramid, its shap e and space had a symbolic 

and ritualistic significance. The stages of transfOrming the King, ns an 

earthly ••••••• 
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earthly being into a god gave rise to a whole complex of buildings: a valley 

tsmple near the Nile, a oauseway up to the mortuary temple situated on the 

east side of the Pyramid, and the Pyramid 1'Iherein the King, a:fter the rituals 

and recitals in these buildings, was buried as a god. 

The valley temple , near the fertile vegetation of the Nile, gave 

expression, in fom, to his ties with upp er and 100ier Egypt and an assurance 

of an everlasting life. 

The two entrances of Upper and Lower Egypt lead into their vestibules, 

which both end in a blank 1'lall. A short central passage leads to the T-

shap ed hYPostyle hall. The main pUrpOse of the Valley Tsmple was the accom­

plishment of the purification. ( "The followers of Horns purify Pepi. They 

bathe him, they dry him, the,y recite for him the Spell of the Right Way~) the 

mummifying of the body, and the "Opening of the Mouth" ceremony of the Ka 

statues. It is a stern lU'chitecture fully in accord with death and the rites 

for which it was built , and lihich shaped its structure. 

The "opening of the mouth" cersmony was perfonned in t he great 

hypostyle hall. Only a:fter this complicated ceremony was performed did the 

statues receive the Ka. The ceremony is op ened with the sacrifice of a 

"Bull of the South" 1'1hose foreleg is cut off, and whose heart is removed. 

"I heve brought unto thee the thigh as the ~e of Horus, I have brought 

unto thee the heart; let there be no rising up against this god •• • • " An 

antelope and duck are brought next and their heads are out off. The 

antelope and duck typify the destruction of the enemies of the deceased for, 

when Horus destroyed the enemies of his father Osiris "he cut off their heads 

(which t oolt) the f om of ducl;:s in the sky, making them to fall headlong to the 

ground in the fom of antelopes •••• " The KheI"-heb priest is then able to say 

to the deceased I "I lnve seized them for thee, I have brought unto thee tl'>.ine 

enemies." Here the sacrifice ends. The next part of the ceremony, i.e. 

"the opening of the mouth" is then performed by the Khe1-heb and Sem priests, 

and assistants. 

Various •••• ••• 
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Various instruments are employed in this ceremony: the Ur heka 

(great one of spells ), the meskhet, the bo x for holding unguents , the 

purification boxes, the nemes bandlet, the libation vases , the ostrich feather 

and three instruments called Seb-ur, Temanu and Pesh-en-kef. These various 

instruments all play a highly symbolio part in this ceremony accompanied by 

liturgy for each sep arate instrument:"O, Sem priest take the iron instrument 

of AnubiS , T untet , ( Three times) Open the mouth and the ~;o eyes ( four times) 

and say, 'I open for thee thy mouth with the iron instrument of Anubis wil!:h 

which he opened the mouths of the gods. Horus openeth the mouth, Horus openeth 

the mouth, Horus openeth the mouth with the iron which cometh from Set, 'iherewith 

he hath opened the mouth of Osiris. With the iron tool (meskhet ) whe:tewith he 

opened the mouths of the gods doth he open the mouth. He shall go in and he 

shsll speak, and his body shall dwell ,d th the Company of Great Gods in !nu, 

where he hath received the ureret cro~m from Horus , lord of men. Hail , Horus 

opened thy mouth and thy t,;o eyes ~r.i.th the instrument Seb-ur or Teman, with the 

instrument Tun-tet of the Opener of the Roads (Anubis) uherewith he opened the 

mouths of all gods of the North, Horus the Great cometh to embrace thee. I, thy 

son who loveth thee , have opened thy mouth and t"1Q eyes. His mother beateth her 

breast in grief .rhile she embraceth him, and the two sisters (Isis and Nep hthys) 

who are one, strike themselves in grief. 

to the book of service. H 

All the gods open thy mouth according 

The powerful faith in the existence of the Ka lias never to be 

diminished in Egypt, nor was the conviction that the Ka wandered continually 

to and fro from heaven to earth. The beginning of architecture was inseperably 

bound up with the concept of the Ka, for , as said above , only stone could provide 

an indestructible container for the Ka. This "container" for the Ka was to 

change many times during the course of the centuries. However the basic idea, 

namely the tomb as baais for the Ka , remained the same. But only once was a 

"Thole complex of buildings, as an architectural setting for the use of the Kat 

to occur. This is King Zoser ' s pyramid complex at Saqqara. 

It was ••••••• 
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It ,ras a city for King Zoser' s Ira. It t.as the Ira who lived in the 

underground palace chambers, who issued orders from the government buildings, 

who used the storehouses , Hho ran the ceremonial r ace during the Reb-Sed 

festival , ~Iho wandered through the whole complex closing behind him the ever­

open csrved stone doors leading to the various buildings, and departed on his 

journey to the sky through one of the many dummy doors in the enclosing wall. 

This vast complex was necessary for the eternal existence of the Ka 

~:<hose vi tal force needed regenerati on from time to time. This was ensured by 

the Heb-Sed festival: a jubil ee of the King's reign. Like nature, the strength 

of the King needed periodical renet1al . The interval bet~leen these festiv--c.ls 

was probably thirty years. Royal power t1aS supposed to have been granted for 

only thirty years. After this period the King t<as deposed and killed, unless he 

could prove that he was physically still powerful enough to rule the country 

without letting it decline. To prove his vitality he had to run a race, a 

distance of approximately two miles. At the beginning of the Dynastic times , a 

substitute was killed for the King and in the later Dynasties this became a 

symbolic gesture I "It tiaS not a mere commemoration of the King' s accession. 

I t was a true renewal of kingly potency. n (Frankfort I Kingship and the Gods, 

p. 79.) I t was not confined to the person of the King alone but was " a 

rene,lSl to all those beneficial relations between heaven and earth which the 

throne controls. or ( Ibid. ) 

The festival l asted for five days. A high point of the festival 

was a ceremonial new coronation of the King as ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt. 

Seated, first upon the throne of Upper and then on the throne of Lower Egypt , 

the King received gifts and declarations of loyalty from the forty- trIO nomes. 

A Bas-relief, on the lintel of the tomb of Sesostris I II (Middle Kingdom), 

depicts the thrones standing back t o back on a platform approached from either 

side by several steps. 

The Saqqara pyramid complex includes a Heb-Sed court where the King' s 

Ka tjas reinvested t'li th royal povler to rule over Upper and Lotofer Egypt. At the 

south ••••••• 
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south end of the court stands a platform with the two thrones of Egypt. Two 

flights of steps lead up to the canopied platfo:rm. In a shrine on the opposite 

side of the court (i. e. the north side) the four statues of Zoser, his ~Jife and 

two daughters were attached to a wall the feet of which only ranain. The east 

and west sides are lined with chapels representing the forty-two names. 

race. 

During the second part of the festival the King runs his ceremonial 

The distance Ims marlced by t~TO fixed stones. The sprint was regarded 

as a dance over the "field" symbolizing Upper and Lower Egypt. This was som~ 

thing that gr8\"1 out of the fertility myths. A first Dynasty King shown on a 

cylinder seal, running his race, is accompanied by the Bull, Apis, whose traverse 

of the fields ensured the f ertility. This relationship between Apis and the 

Xing's ceremonial race waR nreeerved. A relief from the Hew Xingdom represents 

Queen Hatshepsut as a Pharaoh, together ~Ji th Apis. 

This ceremonial great court of the complex lies between the step 

pyramid on the north side and the vaulted tomb on the south side. (As ruler 

over Lower Egypt . Zoser's II11llIIIDY was buried in the tomb underneath the step­

pyramid on the north side, but the canopic vases containing his entrails wers 

placed in the southern tomb, symbolic of his rule over Upp er Egypt). Along the 

west wall stretches the long facade of dummy storehouses, while the eastern wall 

backs on to the Reb-Sed court. On the long! tudinal axis of the court stand two 

.B-shsped blocks between which Xing Zoser's Ka would continue to run his ceremonial 

race on the days of the Reb-Sed festival. There is also a pavilion, separated 

from the court by a low wall, in which the Ka discarded his Royal raiment before 

the ritual race. 

The Egyptian demand for an embracing oneness in its conceptual image 

of the world could not be halted when it came to architecture. structures 

llhose proportions uere inseparably bound up l'lith symbolic meaning Ifere made to 

make immediate contact rlth the cosmos. There lias a striving towards the 

movement of the stars, the eternal cycle of the day, the constant wondering and 

movement. In this they followed the urge in nature to upward moulding and 

growth: "The Receptacle of this generated world" which is "invisible and unshaped 

all-receptive ••••••• 
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all-receptive and in some most perplexing and most baffling way partaking of 

the intelligible". One of them is "being assumed as a Hodel Form, ever 

uniformly existent, and. the second as the model ' s Copy, subject to becoming and 

visible". (Plato.) This merging of the formed and the unformed, ,dthout 

reducing the formed to insignificance expressed itself in H'atshepsut ' s Mortuary 

Temple, at Deir el Bahari. Conceived by nature with its cosmic significance and 

built in nature, the ever present vertical in Egypt architecture echoes the 

immense verticality of the rock structure of the amphitheatre: in llhich it was 

built. The horizontal planes, sequences of ramps and terraces , seem as pauses 

on the upward moving path, drauing the attention to the eternal skyward. thrust 

of the rocks. 

I ts purpose as a mortuary temple is fully expressed: the essential I'dsh 

to be absorbed in the great rhythm of the universe as an identification of 

Osiris in both form and symbol. Just as Osiris is seen in the annual sprouting 

of the grain, in the flood of the Nile, in the moon, the sun and Orion, this 

temple is free from the odour of the grave. I t is a pleasure garden for eternity; 

light and air,y right up to the top most sanctuary fronted by a palisade ~f Osiris 

figures in short a symbol of eternal existence. 

I t is here thet the deceased becomes a god. For the mythopoeic mind, 

analogy becomes identification. This was one of the rare occasions when myth 

became actuality. When a Pharaoh died he became Osiris, and his funeral became 

the responsibility of his son, Horus, the new King. It was Ilorus who fought Set, 

and conquered the Darkness, a.'ld avenged his father's death. It was Horus "rho 

presented Osiris with his eye which animated Osiris. In this dependence on his 

son in the all-important matter of tomb and equipment, Osiris resembled every 

Egyptian who could imagine his fate after death through the efforts of his own 

son, to be like Osiris, a blessed one. 

"Arise for me , 0 King. Arise for me 0 Osiris king Mernere. I am he, 

I am thy son Horus. I come to thee, I purify thee, I llL!lke thee alive, I gather 

for thee thy bones ••• for I am Horus , thy avenger. I have smitten for thee him 

who smote thee. I have avenged thee , King Osiris Memere, on him who did thee 

evil." The ••••••• 



- 16-

The manifold complexities in identifying all the dead >lith Osiris, 

obscured the fact that this was a means to an end; the surest way of an 

existence after death. To become Osiris llould mean immortality within the 

eternal movement of nature. Osiris gas, as said above, seen in the sprouting 

of the grain, the f low a nd floods of the Nile, to be the eternal renewal of 

life. 

The great Liturgy of FUnerary Offerings consisted of the ceremonies 

perfonned for Osiris. The deceased, because of his identification with 

Osiris, had the right to the same ceremonies. The F.ye of Horus, represented 

by various substances, plays a prominent part , f or it was the J;Je of Horus that 

revived the Heart of OsiriS, and it therefore reviYes the dooea.e.3d too. 

"1. Osiris, everything that is hateful of X (the deceased) hath been 

carried away for thee; (Here sprinkle ~Iater) that evil which was spoken in his 

name Thoth hath advanced and carried it to Osiris. I have brought the evil 

l'/hich \"fas spoken in the IlBllle of X, and I have placed it in the pal!:i of thy hand. 

(Recite four times) The fluid of life shall not be destroyed in thee , 

and thou shalt not be destroyed in it. Let him that advanceth advance with his 

Ka. Horus advanceth with his Ka. Thoth advanceth <lith his Ka. Set 

advanceth with his Ea. (Recite four times and burn incense) Sep advanceth 

with his Ka. Osiris advanceth with his Ka. Khent-ari ti a.lvanceth with his 

Ka ••• 

Osiris, I have given unto thee the Eye of Horus, and thy face is 

filled therewith, and the perfume of the EtYe of Horus is unto thee. 

This libation is for thee, Osiris, this libation is for thee Osiris X, 

coming forth (Here pour out from a vessel ljater in which two GI"ains of incense 

has been dissolved) before thy son, coming forth before Horus. I have come. 

I have brought unto thee the klye of Horus , that thy heart may be refreshed 

thereby. I have brought it \d),to thee, (under) thy sandals, and I have presented 

unto thee the efflUII: which cometh forth from thee. There shall be no stopp age 

to thy heart with it, (Recite four times) @!ld there shall be a coming forth to 

thee through the word which is spoken. ~ 

The ••••• • • 
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The Egyptian' s fear ill the f ace of death contrasts strongly with 

the serenity in his positive belief in a future life. The identification 

l1ith Osiris sometimes goes so far t hat he (Osiris) is made to voice man's 

fears . In the following passage these two conflicting moods are expressed 

in a dialogue betlfeen Atum, the creator, (who explains the cosmic order of his 

Olm creation, in ~Ihich death has its fixed place), and Osiris, as an ordinary 

man: 

"Osiris said: 0 Atum, \'Ihat does this mean that I must go into the 

desert? It has no lfater, it has no air, it is very deep , very 

daxk, boundless. 

Atum: You ,lill live there without care. 

Osiris: But one cannot find there the satisfaction of love. 

Atum said : I have put there transfiguration in the place of water, 

air and satisfaction; carefreeness in the place of bread and beer." 

This fear and hope drives the Egyptian even further. In Chapter 

XLII of the Book of the Dead, the deceased identifies each member of his body 

\'lith a different god: 

''My hair is the hair of Uu. 

Illy face is the f ace of the Disk. 

My eyes are the eyes of Hathor. 

My ears are the ears of Ap-nat. 

My nose is the nose of Khenti-khas . 

My lips are the lips of Anpu. 

My teeth are the teeth of Serqet. 

My neck is the neck of the divine goddess leis. 

My hands are the hands of Ba-neb-tattu • 

• Iy fore-arms are the fore-arms of Nei th, the Lady of Sats. 

My backbone is the backbone of Suti. 

My phallus is the phallus of Osiris. 

~fy reins are the reins of the Lords of Kher-aba. 

My chest is the chest of the Mig."t1;y one of Terror. 

My belly and back are the belly and back of Sek:het. 

My buttocks are the buttocks of the ~e of Horus. 

My" •••••• • 
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MY hips and 1 egs are the hips and legs of Nut. 

My feet are the feet of Ptah. 

14y fingers and IllY leg-bones are the fingers and leB""bones of the 

Living Gods. 

There is no member of IllY body which is not the member of a god. The 

God Thoth shieldeth IllY body al together, and I am Ha day by day. II 

The alleged feud between Osiris and Ha is largelY a modern construction. 

Underneath the endless local uses, tr£ditions and apparent chaos in their religion, 

there is the essential unity in the ,dsh to be absorbed in the great rhythm, in 

which all the apparent diverse elements found c. cOlIIIllon basis. "I grant thee, 

that thou mayest rise like the sun, rejuvenate thyself like the fuoon, repeat 

life like the flood of the nile." In this ~dsh for eternal life, Ha ( the Sun), 

Thoth (the Moon), Osiris (the Nile) are all bound together as part of the future 

condition of perennial movement. 

This is ",hy the road to the tomb (also called the "roads of the West") 

cannot be regarded as a mere road. from the deceased' s house to his tomb. This 

j ourney to the tomb merges without breal{ into the "beautiful roads on which walk 

the venerated dead" with the Sun, the Moon, and the stars. It is his wish to 

become part of this cycle, and in the funer,u'Y ceremony the whole movement of 

sending the deceased to the "altyn is reflected in this last journey; it is part 

of the ceremony, as is also the crossing of t he Nile. 

In the crossing of the Nile another highlY symbolic act is perfo:rmed 

in support of the deceased' s effort t o become part of the cosmic circuit. I t 

is an almost world- wide balief that water has to be crossed on the way to the 

Nether-,·rorld. That is why boats, as a symbol of movement , and consequentlY 

eternal 'Tandering, are SO inseparablY bound up in ceremonial rites. In Egypt 

the symbolism of the boat , as the ba:rl!: of the Sun- god, had a cantral position in 

the ritual. Boats, either as models or painted representations are almost always 

f ound in the tombs. Apart from the mod",l of the boat , the deceased himself must 

also be equipped ,;1. th the necessary passwords and spells \'wich ;;ill ensure that 

the ••••••• 
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the ferryman will take hilIl across. He hilIlself is often appealed to, to 

"Commend King Teti to 'look-Behind' ferryman of the Lily- lake, that he may 

bring the ferry-boat of the Lily-lake, for King Teti, in "'hich he ferries the 

gods to younder side of the Lily- lake, that he may ferry King Teti to yonder 

S ide of the Lily- 1.ake, to the east side of the sky." Occasionally the four 

guardians of the boat are even threatened: "If ye delay to ferry over the 

ferry-boat to this King Pepi, this King Pepi will tell this your name to the 

people, which he knOtTS (to knali the name of a god is to be able to control hilIl) 

• •• King Pepi trill pluolf: out these locks that are in the middle of your heads 

like lotus flowers in the garden." 

The deceased dare not be without a boat , for, in failing to have one, 

he will be unable to ".. .. ascend unto his horizon, conducting hilIl to the shaft 

of the Necropolis in peace, in peace beside the great God. (To proceed) in 

peace to the sky, the horizon, to the (Field of Reeds), to the Underworld, to 

the Hall ••••• " In other words to join the whole cosmic circuit over the earth 

and under the earth. One often finds the follo'ting : "Make a good burial for 

••••• Amenemhet ••••• causing hilIl to ascend to the sky in peace • •• " From this 

one can conclude that the way to the tomb leads to the great circuit , embraCing 

sky, horizon, the Field of Rushes; in fact the whole cosmic rhYthm of eternal 

renewal of life. 

"lJhm ankh" (repeating life) , become the keywords to his conception of 

the future life; a repetitive, regular, recurring movement in which the dead 

take part. The following beautiful stanza echoes this: 

"Thou risest and settest, thou goest down 1nth Ra, sinking in the dusk 
with Nedy; 

Thou risest and settest, thou risest up with Re, and ascendest with the 
great reed float; 

Thou risest and settest , thou goest down with NephthYS, sinking in the 
dusk til. th the evening bark of the sun; 

Thou risest and settest; thou risest up with Isis, ascending with the 
morning bark of the sun. " 

And yet , despite all the precautionary measures to ensure that man shall 

become •••• • •• 
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become part of this movement , one never finds an explicit statement that man 

will find himself a participant in this state. This is a degree of abstrac­

tion lolhich is totally alien to the Egyptian thought. Yet it does fom the 

basis for ~ concepts which held significance for the Egyptian. Eut if 

one takes these concepts or images, of joinin[: the Sun in his beat, or rejuv~ 

nation llith Osiris, literally, it would be inadequate. It lfOUld be the same as 

imagining the Devil roasting -i.he tlicked in Hell. The mood must be grasped, 

and the expectation "hich these images signify translated into abstract tenns. 

But in doing so one destroys the directness and emotional complexity, the 

purpose <Ihich originally caused its existence. For example: ii"hen sunset is 

death, dall'll is El. surety of resurrection. The rel evancy of nature to human 

problems is a direct experience, not an intellectual argument; it is an 

intuitive insight , not a theory; it Bives rise to faith not knowleli8e. This 

is whY a concrete concept of the Netherworld is ignored. There is neither a 

VaUlalla nor an I sllIDd of the Blessed. The texts are to a large extent of a 

practical nature: they supply the knowledge the dead idll require on their 

journey; they do not express the expectations at the end of the journey. 

The few phrases referring to the Hereafter as the Field of Rushes 

"where corn (grows) four cubits (high), one cubit the ear and three aubits the 

stem" is secondary and artificial. I t really stands for the cosmic, dynamic 

Hereafter; a place one passes through, as can be seen in the follo~Ting passage 

from the Pyramid Texts: 

"Heaven "as pregnant with thee, together with Orion; 

The morning bore thee together with Orion. 

( Since he) lives ?lho lives by order of the gods, 

Thou shalt live. 

Thou risest with Orion in the eastern part of Heaven; 

Thou settest with Orion in the western pal't of Heaven. 

The third of you ( i.e. your companion) is the Dog star, of the pure 
pl aces , 

I t is she ?lho Ifill guide you on t he beautiful roads 

Which are in Heaven, in the Field of Rushes" . 

Th.e •• • •••• 
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The Field of Rushes then, does not possess any particular location. 

It seems to be the pLce where the dead are in connection with the Solar and 

Astral Circuit. 

The main impulse which induces man to depict h:iJnself in his future 

state is fear . The conviction tbat man survives death does not diminish the 

fear of death. The Egyptian experienced both conviction and fear, but when 

he came to depicting survival , fear prevailed. The S8lIle is true in almost 

all religions , and fear of death always finds expression in imagiruJ.ry obstacles 

on the way to blessedness. In Egypt this is one of the commonest themes • 

The conviction of life after death is consistent and cannot be doubted, but it 

is often obliterated \1ith the eve~present fear of death, which found its 

outlet in definite and often rather horrible images. 'rhese images are not the 

same as the Christian conception of Hell where they "shall be cast in a furnace 

of fire ( 811d where) there shall be ~lailing and gnashing of teeth". With the 

Egyptian this was not a lasting state of wretchedness , but dangers and obst acles 

~lhich could be overcome, provided the deceased knows the various spells, such 

as "knowing their names" and is furnished with magic formulae on amulets. 

In Chapter XVII of the Book of the Dead, for example, the deceased is 

confronted by the "Watchers who carry murderous knives , who possess cruel 

flll(;ers and \lho would slay those who are in the following of Osiris. Kay these 

Watchers never gain mastery over me , and may I never fall under their knives! 

May their knives never gain mastery over me. May I never fall under t he knives 

liherewi th they inflict cruel tortures. For I know their names , and I know the 

being, Hatchet , >Tho is aIDOIli.. than in the House of Osiris. He shooteth forth 

rays of light from his eye, being himself invisible, and he goeth round about 

Heaven robed in flames tlhich come from his mouth commanding Hapi, but remaining 

invisible himself. 

o Ra-Tem • •• deliver thou the s cribe Nebssni , whose I-lOrd is truth, from 

the god ~lhose face is like unt o that of a greyhoWld, whose brows are like those 

of a man, who feedeth upon the dead, Ifflo watcheth at the Bend of the Lake ot~--... 

fire. .... .. iI?iP.O/ilS \~ 
, If l~" ~,.". "r~ \ , ;, 

~' R~:y 
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Fire, who devoureth the bodies of the dead, and swalloweth hearts, and who 

voideth filth , but >Tho himself remaineth unseen. 

Who is this greyhound-faced god? 

His name is 'Everlasting Devourer' and liveth in the Doman (of Fire). " 

There is no end to spells of this type; fear and precaution combine 

in a chain reaction in ,~hich each newly fonned security disintegrates by the 

apprehension of a new daneer. Another of these dangers is the jud@nent in 

the Hereafter. 

One must distinguish between the ancient texts (which are in keeping 

~Jith the concept that the gods insist on Maat ) , and the jud@nent in the funerary 

papyri. The conception of Mast - order, justice and truth - expresses the 

Egyptian belief that the universe is changeless and that all the apparent oppo­

sites must , therefore, hold each other in equilibrium. This had a definite 

influence on the moral philosophy. It rewards ,~hatever exists with a semblance 

of permanence. I t excludes any radical change in the existing conditions. I t 

allows a man "to strive after every excellence until there be no fault in his 

nature" (Breasted: Develorment of Religion and Thought in Ancient Egypt, p.l42), 

but that implies harmony with the established order. For the Egyptian, there­

fore , the righteous man "Tas in harmony with the diVine order. This view does 

away with a fomal judgment, and has great dignity. The "Instructions for 

King Merikare" puts it as follows 1 

"Put not thy faith in the length of years , for the gods regard a life­

time as but an hour. A man remains over after reaching the haven of death. 

His deeds are laid beside him for all treasure. Eternal is the existence 

yonder. A fool is he ;Tho has made light of it. But he ,mo has reached 

it without wrongdoing, shall continue yonder like a bod, stepping fon~ard 

boldly like the Lords of Eternity." 

The forty-two judges in the Hereafter belon.:; to an entirely different 

frame of mind. They, like the watchers with Knives , liere another obstacle to 

overcome, and they are overcome in exactly the same way, namely by magic. The 

dead were mL."'ied with copies of the "Negative Confession" in which th€\y 

emphatically • •• ••• 
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emphatically denied any wrongdoing. They are furthermore :furnished with a 

spell to prevent their own hearts from bearing Id tness against them. The 

deceased' s fear of the forty- two judges and the Judgment is, therefore, :In 

l :lne w:i th his fear that he might f orget his name, or that he might have to 

walk upside <bwn, or w:ith his head bent, or eat dirt . 

From this evidence one may conclude that immortallty found :In sharing 

the eternal movements of nature is too vague and too unrel ated to the actual 

probl ems of human life to qualify as a basic faith. But one must remember 

that the Egyptian lived extremely close to nature, and f ound :In the recurring 

phenomena meaning that went far beyond the sphere of usefulness. There was 

a deep emotional :Involvement in the course of the Slm and in the floods of the 

Nile. Besides, the one-sidedness of any ballet could f:lnd a corrective in 

other vieVIs held aimul teneously. 

One sees this repeatedly in the multiplicity of approaches to this 

particular problem. Some are abstract , symbolic approaches , such as the 

crossing of the Nile; others are concrete, expressions in fom, but at the 

root of all these lay the metaphysical problem of the relation between life 

and death, in conjunction wi tn nature. 

Seen in tr.i.s light, tl'>.e v:a'ious approG.clles and va...7'.Lllg ens,rers are 

not a disunion, but all imply the same assertion that death is life and that 

the significanoe of life is as timeless as death. In the funerary art one 

sees a joyful awareness of earth ' s fecundity, of animal s and plants. I t is 

a denial that death should be a negation of Ufe. Indeed the Egyptians 

attempt a harmonious apprOximation, a mutual interdependence of life and death 

never equalled by any other people. 

True, death claimed ever present awareness and 1lllceasing service on 

the part of the living; but this was not merely the price by which doubt and 

terror could be kept at bay. but also the tribute paid to the phenomenon of 

life, which, pictured in a funerlll'Y setting, became unassailable even by 

death. 
The •••• • •• 
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'fhe paxadox of the oneness of life and death is balanced on a 

knifets edge betl'Teen childish, wish-bound thought and profound resignation 

and recognition that life is eternal only through death. 

---0000000--
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