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FELIFOLIS




For those who still hear the hymns at dawn along the Nile.



INTRODUCTION

stand in the burial chamber of Unas at Saqqara, flashlight beam catch-
I ing the oldest religious texts ever carved into stone. The hieroglyphs

run floor to ceiling in vertical columns, blue-green pigment still visible
after forty-four centuries. My guide's voice echoes: "The king becomes a
star." Outside, the desert wind hisses against the pyramid's limestone. I have
read translations of these Pyramid Texts in libraries across three countries,
but here, in the cool dark with the weight of millennia pressing down, the
words feel different. They are not literature. They are instructions for a
journey that the Egyptians believed was as real as the Nile outside. I came
to Egyptian mythology the way I came to cryptography: by noticing pat-
terns that repeat across distance and time. In the French Navy, I worked
with encrypted signals, looking for structure beneath apparent chaos.
Egyptian religion operates on similar principles. It is not chaotic, though it
can look that way to outsiders. It is layered, redundant, adaptive. It survived
for three thousand years, from the Old Kingdom around 2686 BCE
through the Ptolemaic period ending in 30 BCE, longer than Christianity
has yet existed. That kind of endurance does not happen by accident. This
book is my attempt to present Egyptian mythology as the Egyptians them-
selves understood it, not as Greek tourists or Roman philosophers interpret-
ed it centuries later. I have spent the better part of a decade reading primary
sources: temple inscriptions, funerary texts, hymns carved into stone and
painted onto cofhn lids. T have also read Herodotus, who visited Egypt
around 430 BCE and recorded what his guides told him, and Plutarch, who
wrote his essay On Isis and Osiris around 100 CE with genuine respect but
through a lens ground in Athens and Rome. Both men are valuable wit-
nesses. Neither is Egyptian. The difference matters. When Herodotus tells



us that the Egyptians are "religious beyond measure," he is observing from
the outside. When the Pyramid Texts say "the king does not die," they are
stating what the priests believed to be operational fact. I privilege the latter.
Where Greek and Roman sources offer the only surviving account of a
myth or ritual, I use them, but I note the distance. The Egyptians did not
write systematic mythologies the way Hesiod did. They wrote spells,
hymns, king lists, temple dedications. The myths are embedded in those
texts, and extracting them requires patience. The physical fact that shaped
everything else was the Nile. Every summer, the river flooded. The water
came from rains in the Ethiopian highlands, but the Egyptians did not
know that. What they knew was that the inundation arrived on schedule,
turned the valley into a temporary sea, and left behind black silt that grew
barley and emmer wheat. Without the flood, there was famine. With it,
there was surplus enough to build pyramids. The Egyptians saw in this an-
nual event a repetition of creation itself. Before the world began, there was
Nun, the primeval water, dark and infinite. The first land rose from Nun as
a mound, and on that mound the creator god appeared. Every year, the
flood returned Egypt to a state resembling Nun. Every year, as the water
receded, the land emerged again, fertile and renewed. Cosmology and agri-
culture were not separate categories. The gods did not live in a realm apart
from the wheat fields. They were present in the flood, the soil, the sun that
ripened the grain. This cyclical renewal was not automatic. It required
maintenance. The Egyptians called this maintenance ma'at, a word that
translates poorly into English. Order, truth, justice, balance: all of these are
part of it, but none captures the full weight. Ma'at was the way things
ought to be, the pattern the gods established at creation. The king's primary
job was to uphold ma'at through ritual, through law, through military de-
fence of Egypt's borders. The gods themselves upheld ma'at. When Ra, the
sun god, travelled through the sky each day and through the underworld
each night, he was enacting ma'at. When Osiris judged the dead, he was
enforcing it. When a farmer spoke truthfully in a legal dispute, he was par-
ticipating in it. Isfet, the opposite of ma'at, meant chaos, disorder, lies, the
desert encroaching on the fields. The Egyptians did not have a concept of
evil in the way later monotheisms would develop it. They had isfet, which
was anything that disrupted the proper functioning of the cosmos. A
drought was isfet. So was a foreign invasion. So was a crooked official. The
myths are full of gods fighting to prevent isfet from overwhelming cre-



ation, and the outcome is never guaranteed. The textual traditions I draw
on span more than two millennia. The Pyramid Texts, carved into the bur-
ial chamber of Unas around 2400 BCE and later into the pyramids of subse-
quent kings and queens, are the earliest. They are spells meant to ensure the
king's safe passage to the afterlife and his transformation into an akh, a
transfigured spirit. Some of the language is obscure even to specialists. Some
passages are older than the pyramids themselves, oral traditions finally com-
mitted to stone. By the Middle Kingdom, around 2000 BCE, these spells
had been adapted and expanded into the Cofhn Texts, painted onto the
wooden cofhns of non-royal Egyptians. The afterlife was being democra-
tized, or at least extended beyond the king and his immediate family. The
texts multiply, vary, contradict each other in details. There was no central
editorial authority. The New Kingdom, beginning around 1550 BCE, saw
the development of what modern scholars call the Book of the Dead,
though the Egyptians knew it as the Book of Coming Forth by Day. These
are collections of spells, written on papyrus and placed in tombs, with illus-
trated vignettes showing the deceased navigating the dangers of the under-
world. No two copies are identical. Scribes added or omitted spells depend-
ing on what the client could afford and what the local tradition favoured. I
find this flexibility telling. Egyptian religion was not a rigid orthodoxy. It
was a set of practices and beliefs that adapted to circumstance while main-
taining a recognizable core. Temple inscriptions add another layer. The
walls of Karnak, Edfu, Dendera, and dozens of other sites are covered with
hymns, offering lists, mythological scenes, and theological treatises. Some of
this material was carved in the Ptolemaic period, when Egypt was ruled by
Greek-speaking pharaohs, but it draws on traditions reaching back to the
Old Kingdom. The priests who composed these texts were deeply learned,
and they were not writing for a general audience. They were encoding
knowledge for other priests, for the gods, and for eternity. The challenge
for anyone approaching this material is multiplicity. Egyptian gods do not
stay in neat boxes. Ra is the sun god, but so is Atum, and so is Khepri, and
so is Horus in certain contexts. Are these separate gods or aspects of one
god? The Egyptians would not have recognized the question as meaning-
ful. Ra and Atum could merge into Ra-Atum. Amun and Ra could merge
into Amun-Ra, king of the gods during the New Kingdom. Horus and Ra
could merge into Ra-Horakhty, "Ra who is Horus of the Horizon." This is
not confusion. It is a sophisticated theological system that allowed for mul-



tiple truths to coexist. Local traditions complicate things further. Every city
had its own patron deity and its own creation myth. In Heliopolis, Atum
created the world by masturbating or spitting out the first gods. In
Hermopolis, four pairs of primeval gods stirred in the waters of Nun until a
lotus flower emerged, and from the lotus came the sun. In Mempbhis, Ptah
created the world through thought and speech, an idea that feels remark-
ably abstract compared to the physicality of the Heliopolitan account.
These myths did not cancel each other out. They coexisted, each true in its
own place. State religion, centred on the king and the major temples, over-
laid these local traditions without erasing them. The king was the son of
Ra, the heir of Horus, the living embodiment of ma'at. He was also, in the-
ory, the sole intermediary between humanity and the gods, though in prac-
tice priests performed the daily rituals on his behalf. The great temples were
not congregational spaces. They were houses for the gods, where the deity's
statue resided in a dark inner sanctuary and received offerings three times a
day. Most Egyptians never entered these spaces. Their religion was lived at
home, at local shrines, in the festivals when the god's statue was carried
through the streets in a sacred barque. I have tried to honour this complexi-
ty without drowning the reader in it. Each chapter of this book focuses on a
particular god, myth, or theological concept, but the connections between
chapters matter as much as the chapters themselves. Egyptian mythology is
not a collection of isolated stories. It is a web of relationships, a language
the Egyptians used to talk about the world and their place in it. I am not
Egyptian. I am a Frenchman who spent years on naval vessels and now
spends years in libraries. I came to this material as an outsider, and I remain
one. But I have tried to listen carefully to what the Egyptians themselves
said, in their own words, carved into stone and painted onto papyrus.
Where the sources are silent or contradictory, I say so. Where modern
scholars disagree, I note the disagreement and move on. I am not here to
invent a tidy narrative that the evidence does not support. What I hope you
take from this book is a sense of Egyptian religion as a living system, adapt-
ed and maintained over millennia by people who took the gods seriously.
These were not primitive superstitions. They were sophisticated responses
to the fundamental questions: where did the world come from, what hap-
pens when we die, how do we live well in the time we are given. The sun
is setting over Saqqara as I leave the pyramid of Unas. The desert turns
gold, then red, then purple. In a few hours, the Egyptians believed, Ra's so-



lar barque would enter the underworld and begin its nightly journey
through the twelve hours of darkness. Apophis, the serpent of chaos, would
attack the barque, and the gods would fight him off, as they did every
night. At dawn, Ra would emerge again in the east, and the cycle would
continue. It has been more than two thousand years since anyone per-
formed the rituals meant to aid Ra in that journey, but the sun still rises.
The myths remain, waiting in the dark chambers beneath the sand, written
in a script that took two centuries to decode. You are holding one attempt
to bring them back into the light.









CHAPTER 1

THE BLACK LAND AND
THE RED

he flood comes in Akhet, the season of inundation. The Nile rises

without warning, though the priests have learned to read its moods.

Silt-dark water spreads across the floodplain, erasing the geometry of
last season's fields, lapping at the mudbrick edges of villages that have stood
in the same place for a thousand years. Farmers watch from rooftops,
counting the days. In three months the water will recede, leaving black
earth thick as a man's forearm, dense with organic matter carried from the
highlands of Kush. This is kemet, the Black Land, the narrow ribbon where
barley grows and children play and temples rise in limestone and granite.
Beyond it, in every direction: deshret, the Red Land, where the sun bleach-
es bone white and only the dead dwell in their eternal houses. A woman
stands at the boundary. Her feet press into black soil still damp from yester-
day's recession. Ten paces west, the ground changes colour. Red sand, hot
even in early morning, stretching to a horizon that shimmers in the heat.
She carries a water jar on her shoulder, fired clay cool against her skin. The
jar will go into her husband's tomb, painted with blue lotus flowers, filled
with Nile water so he will not thirst in the afterlife. She does not question
this. The line between the black earth and the red sand is as absolute as the
line between living and dead, and just as permeable when the time comes.
Above her, a falcon circles. It might be a bird. It might be Horus, lord of
the sky, whose eyes are the sun and moon. In Egypt the categories blur.



The Nile is a river. The Nile is also a god, Hapi, whose body is blue-green,
whose breasts sag with abundance, who brings the flood each year from a
cave beneath the First Cataract. The woman does not need to choose be-
tween these truths. She lives in both at once. The sun climbs. The flood
season will end in four months. Then Peret, the season of emergence, when
the fields reappear and planting begins. Then Shemu, the season of harvest,
when the grain is cut and taxed and stored in the pharaoh's granaries. Then
Akhet again, the water returning as it always has, as it always will. The cal-
endar is a circle. Time is a river that lows and returns. She adjusts the jar on
her shoulder and walks back toward the village, her shadow short and dark
on the black earth. The Nile River runs north for over 1,000 kilometres
through Egypt, from the First Cataract at Aswan to the Delta where it splits
into multiple branches before emptying into the Mediterranean. This sim-
ple geographic fact shaped three millennia of religious thought. The river
divided the country into two regions that the Egyptians themselves distin-
guished: Upper Egypt in the south, a narrow valley hemmed by cliffs, and
Lower Egypt in the north, the broad Delta fanning out into marshland and
lagoons. The unification of these two lands under a single ruler around
3100 BCE became the foundational political myth, represented in royal
iconography by the double crown, the serekh palace facade, and the king's
title as Lord of the Two Lands. But the division persisted in cult practice.
The vulture goddess Nekhbet protected Upper Egypt from her shrine at
Elkab. The cobra goddess Wadjet guarded Lower Egypt from Buto in the
Delta. Every pharaoh carried both on his brow. The desert margins func-
tioned as liminal space in Egyptian cosmology, neither fully part of the or-
dered world nor entirely outside it. The west, where the sun set, became
the land of the dead. The major necropolises, Giza, Saqqara, Thebes, all lie
on the west bank of the Nile. The east, where the sun rose, belonged to the
living and to temples oriented toward the dawn. This was not arbitrary
symbolism. The desert provided the stone for temples and tombs, the gold
and copper from mines in the eastern hills, the natron salt from the Wadi
Natrun used in mummification. The Red Land was hostile, but it was also
necessary. The gods dwelt there. Seth, lord of chaos and storms, ruled the
desert. Ra travelled through it each night in his solar barque, fighting the
serpent Apophis in the darkness beneath the earth. The agricultural calendar
structured religious time. The three seasons, each four months long, corre-
sponded to the Nile's cycle. Akhet, the inundation from June to September,



was a time of waiting and renewal. The temples celebrated the flood with
festivals to Hapi, the Nile god, and to Osiris, whose death and resurrection
mirrored the land's annual submersion and re-emergence. The Pyramid
Texts, carved into the burial chamber of Unas at Saqqara around 2400 BCE,
describe the deceased king rising from the waters of Nun, the primordial
ocean, just as the land rises from the flood. Peret, the season of emergence
from October to January, saw planting and the great festivals of Opet at
Thebes, when the statue of Amun travelled by river from Karnak to Luxor
temple. Shemu, the harvest season from February to May, culminated in the
gathering of grain and the payment of temple taxes. The calendar was
cyclical, but it was not static. Each year repeated the pattern, but each year
was also counted and recorded. The Egyptians maintained king lists and
annals stretching back centuries, a linear chronology imposed on top of the
eternal return. The major cult centres developed distinct theologies, though
they borrowed freely from one another. Heliopolis, near modern Cairo,
was the oldest and most influential. Its priesthood taught that Atum, the
self-created god, emerged from the waters of Nun on the primordial
mound and brought forth the first gods by masturbation or spitting, de-
pending on which version of the myth one reads. The Pyramid Texts pre-
serve Heliopolitan theology in its most archaic form, focused on the sun
god Ra and the king's ascent to the sky. Memphis, the administrative capital
of the Old Kingdom, promoted Ptah as the supreme creator who spoke the
world into existence through thought and word. The Shabaka Stone, a
basalt slab inscribed around 700 BCE but claiming to copy an older text,
presents the Memphite theology in philosophical language unusual for
Egyptian sources. It describes Ptah as the heart and tongue of the gods, the
mind that conceives and the speech that creates. Thebes rose to prominence
in the Middle Kingdom and became the dominant religious centre of the
New Kingdom. Its god Amun, originally a local deity of wind and air,
merged with Ra to become Amun-Ra, king of the gods, patron of the
pharaohs who built the vast temple complexes at Karnak and Luxor. The
Hymn to Amun from the New Kingdom praises him as the hidden one,
whose true form no one knows, who creates himself daily. Abydos in
Upper Egypt was the cult centre of Osiris, lord of the dead, and became the
most important pilgrimage site in Egypt. Every pharaoh built a cenotaph
there. Every family who could afford it erected a stela. The Cothn Texts,
funerary spells inscribed on wooden cothns during the Middle Kingdom,



frequently invoke Osiris and promise the deceased a place in his realm.
Hermopolis in Middle Egypt worshipped Thoth, the ibis-headed god of
writing and wisdom, and developed a creation myth involving eight pri-
mordial deities, the Ogdoad, who emerged from the chaos waters. These
regional traditions did not form a unified system. Egyptian religion was ad-
ditive, not exclusive. A priest at Thebes could acknowledge the primacy of
Amun while still respecting the ancient claims of Heliopolis. A farmer
might pray to Osiris for a good afterlife, to Hapi for the flood, and to local
gods whose names never appear in the great temple inscriptions. The state
promoted certain deities, particularly during the New Kingdom when mili-
tary pharaohs like Thutmose III and Ramesses II credited Amun with their
victories. But the older gods did not disappear. They accumulated epithets,
absorbed each other's attributes, and continued to receive offerings. The
priest enters the inner sanctuary before dawn. No natural light reaches here.
The air smells of incense, myrrh and frankincense, and the faint sweetness
of old offerings. He carries a lamp, bronze and polished, the flame steady in
the still air. Behind him, two junior priests carry water from the sacred lake,
still cold from the night. The god waits in the naos, the stone shrine at the
sanctuary's heart, sealed since yesterday's final ritual. The priest sets down
the lamp. He speaks the words of opening, the same words spoken in this
temple for six hundred years, since the reign of Thutmose I. The words are
older than that. They come from the Pyramid Texts, from the time when
only kings could become gods. Now any man with silver for a papyrus and
a tomb can hope for resurrection. The priest does not think about this. He
breaks the clay seal on the naos doors, the seal impressed yesterday with the
king's cartouche. The doors swing open. Inside, the god. Not the god him-
self, of course. The god's body, his physical form on earth, a statue of gilded
wood with eyes of lapis lazuli and obsidian. The statue is small, no taller
than a child, but it weighs more than a man can lift. The gold alone is
worth a village. The priest does not think about that either. He bows. He
speaks the morning hymn, the words that wake the god, that call him back
from whatever realm he visits in the night. The junior priests pour water
over the statue, washing away the sleep of death. They dress it in fresh
linen, white and clean. They paint its face with ochre and kohl. They offer
bread and beer, roasted duck, figs, wine in a silver cup. The god eats. Not
visibly. The food remains on the altar, but its essence, its ka, passes to the
god. Later, after the sanctuary is sealed again, the food will be distributed to



the priests. This is their payment. They eat what the god has eaten, the left-
overs of divinity. The priest finishes the hymn. He backs out of the sanctu-
ary, bowing. The doors close. A new seal is pressed into wet clay. The god
sleeps again until evening, when the ritual repeats. Outside, the sun has
risen over the eastern desert. The temple is waking. Scribes arrive to record
grain deliveries. Petitioners wait at the outer gate with requests written on
pottery shards. A woman wants her son healed. A man wants justice in a
property dispute. They will pay the priests to carry their prayers to the god.
Some prayers will be answered. Some will not. The gods are not obliged to
human need, but they listen. Sometimes. The historical periodization of an-
cient Egypt spans three thousand years, a chronology longer than the entire
history of Christianity. Egyptologists divide this expanse into kingdoms and
intermediate periods, a framework that reflects political unity and collapse
but obscures religious continuity. The Old Kingdom, roughly 2686 to 2181
BCE, saw the construction of the pyramids at Giza and Saqqara and the de-
velopment of solar theology centred on Ra. The Pyramid Texts, our oldest
substantial religious documents from Egypt, date to the end of this period.
They are spells and utterances designed to ensure the king's resurrection
and ascent to the sky, where he joins the imperishable stars and travels with
Ra in the solar barque. The language is archaic, the imagery violent and
strange. The king eats the gods to absorb their power. He copulates with
goddesses. He is a bull, a falcon, a grasshopper. The texts assume a cosmolo-
gy where the sky is a goddess, Nut, whose body arches over the earth, and
the dead king must navigate a landscape of lakes and rivers and gates guard-
ed by hostile demons. The First Intermediate Period, 2181 to 2055 BCE,
saw the collapse of central authority and the rise of provincial governors
who ruled as petty kings. Religious texts from this period, particularly the
Cofthn Texts, show a democratization of the afterlife. What was once re-
served for the king now becomes available to anyone who can afford a dec-
orated cofhn. The spells promise transformation into a bird, a lotus flower, a
god. They describe the Field of Reeds, a paradise where the dead harvest
grain that grows taller than a man and live in ease forever. Osiris, who
barely appears in the Pyramid Texts, becomes the dominant deity of the af-
terlife. The dead identify with him, hoping to share his resurrection. The
Middle Kingdom, 2055 to 1650 BCE, restored centralized rule under the
Theban dynasty. Literature flourished. The Tale of Sinuhe, the Eloquent
Peasant, the Instructions of Amenembhat, all date to this period. Religious



texts became more personal. Hymns address the gods directly, praising their
beauty and power, asking for protection. The concept of ma'at, cosmic or-
der and justice, becomes central to royal ideology. The king is responsible
for maintaining ma'at, for ensuring that the Nile floods, that enemies are
defeated, that the gods receive their offerings. The Middle Kingdom also
saw increased contact with Nubia to the south and the Levant to the north-
east, and foreign gods begin to appear in Egyptian temples, though often
assimilated to native deities. The New Kingdom, 1550 to 1077 BCE, repre-
sents the peak of Egyptian imperial power. The pharaohs of the 18th, 19¢h,
and 20th dynasties conquered territory from the Fourth Cataract of the Nile
to the Euphrates River. They built the great temples at Karnak, Luxor, Abu
Simbel, and the Ramesseum. The Book of the Dead, a collection of spells
written on papyrus and placed in the tomb, became the standard funerary
text. The Papyrus of Ani, now in the British Museum and catalogued as
EA10470, dates to around 1250 BCE and contains some of the most beauti-
ful illustrations of the afterlife journey. It shows the weighing of the heart,
the deceased adoring the gods, the transformation into a bird with a human
head. The spells are practical. They tell the deceased how to avoid being
eaten by crocodiles in the underworld, how to breathe air, how to remem-
ber his own name. The New Kingdom also produced the only serious at-
tempt at monotheism in Egyptian history. Akhenaten, who ruled from
1353 to 1336 BCE, closed the temples of the traditional gods and promoted
the worship of the Aten, the solar disk, as the sole deity. He moved the cap-
ital to a new city, Akhetaten, modern Amarna. The experiment lasted one
generation. After Akhenaten's death, his successors restored the old gods,
erased his name from monuments, and abandoned his city. The Amarna pe-
riod is a historical anomaly, but it reveals the flexibility of Egyptian reli-
gious thought. The gods could be combined, separated, elevated, or sup-
pressed depending on political need. They were not fixed entities but fluid
concepts that adapted to changing circumstances. The Late Period and
Ptolemaic era, 664 to 30 BCE, saw Egypt ruled by foreign dynasties:
Nubians, Persians, Macedonians. The native religious traditions not only
survived but intensified. Temples were rebuilt on a massive scale. The
Ptolemies, Greek-speaking rulers who never learned Egyptian, presented
themselves as pharaohs and funded elaborate cults. The temple of Horus at
Edfu, completed in 57 BCE, preserves detailed ritual texts and mythological
narratives carved into its walls. The temple of Hathor at Dendera, built in



the first century BCE, has a ceiling covered with astronomical scenes show-
ing the sky goddess Nut swallowing the sun each evening and giving birth
to it each morning. These late temples are our richest sources for Egyptian
mythology, but they represent the end of a tradition, not its beginning.
Herodotus visited Egypt around 450 BCE and devoted the second book of
his Histories to the country. He famously called Egypt "the gift of the
Nile," recognizing that the river's annual flood made civilization possible.
His account is valuable but problematic. He misunderstood much of what
he saw. He claimed the Egyptians worshipped animals, not recognizing that
the animals were manifestations of gods. He reported that Egyptian women
urinated standing up and men sitting down, a claim that tells us more about
Greek anxieties than Egyptian customs. But he also preserved details that
appear nowhere else: the oracle of Amun at Siwa, the sacred barque proces-
sions, the embalming process. He took Egyptian religion seriously, even
when he got it wrong. He noted that the Greeks borrowed their gods from
Egypt, an idea that would have amused the Egyptians and infuriated later
European scholars. I find it striking that the Egyptians maintained two dis-
tinct concepts of eternity, each with its own word and theological implica-
tions. Neheh referred to cyclical time, the eternal recurrence of the sun's
daily journey, the annual flood, the king's jubilee festivals. It was solar time,
dynamic and repetitive, associated with Ra and Horus. Djet referred to lin-
ear time, the unchanging permanence of the dead, the eternal stability of
the cosmos, the fixed order of creation. It was Osirian time, static and com-
plete, associated with the afterlife and the mummified body. These were not
contradictory but complementary. The cosmos required both. The sun
must rise and set forever. The dead must rest in their tombs forever. Mythic
narratives operate in both temporalities simultaneously. Osiris is murdered
and resurrected in illo tempore, the mythic past, but also annually during
the flood season. Ra fights Apophis every night, an event that happened
once and happens always. The desert wind picks up as evening approaches.
Sand hisses against the temple's outer wall, a sound like water, like the flood
returning. Inside, in the sanctuary, the evening ritual has begun. The god is
fed again, dressed again, praised again. The same words spoken this morn-
ing, spoken yesterday, spoken for centuries. Outside, the Nile flows north,
dark and silent, carrying silt from the highlands, carrying the bodies of
drowned men, carrying offerings thrown from temple quays. The river
does not change. The river changes every day. A farmer walks home along



the irrigation canal, his shadow long in the red light. His feet know the
path. His father walked here. His grandfather. The field boundaries are the
same. The crops are the same. Barley and emmer wheat, flax for linen,
onions and lentils. The harvest was good this year. The tax collectors took
their share. Enough remains. His children will not starve. He does not think
about the gods much, except at festival time when the whole village goes to
the temple to watch the sacred barque carried in procession. But he knows
the gods are there, in the temple, in the river, in the red land beyond the
fields. He knows that when he dies, if his family can afford the rituals, he
will travel west to the land of Osiris. He will be weighed and judged. He
will speak the negative confession, declaring the sins he did not commit. If
his heart is light, if he has lived in ma'at, he will be justified. He will live
forever in the Field of Reeds, harvesting grain that grows without effort,
drinking beer that never runs out. The sun touches the western cliffs. The
light turns gold, then orange, then red. The farmer reaches his house, mud-
brick and small, one room for sleeping, one for storage, a courtyard with a
bread oven. His wife has lit the lamp. His children are already inside. He
pauses at the threshold, looking back toward the river. The water is dark
now, almost black, reflecting the last light. Beyond it, the western cliffs
where the tombs are, where the dead sleep in their painted chambers, wait-
ing for the sun to rise again. The line between the living and the dead is as
thin as the line between the black land and the red. He steps inside. The
door closes. The lamp flickers in the evening breeze, a small flame against

the gathering dark.









CHAPTER 2

OUT OF THE WATERS OF
NUN

efore there was land, there was water. Not water as the Egyptians

knew it, lowing north from Kush, carrying silt and fish and the bod-

ies of drowned cattle. This was Nun: infinite, dark, undifferentiated.
No surface, no depth. No boundary between above and below because
there was no above, no below. The water stretched in all directions and in
no direction at all, cold and still and absolute. Then, movement. A mound
breaks the surface. Wet earth, glistening in light that has no source because
the sun does not yet exist. The mound rises higher, shedding water, black
mud gleaming. It is the benben, the first solid thing, the only solid thing in
all the infinite ocean. Atop it stands a figure who was not there a moment
ago and has always been there. Atum, the Complete One, who made him-
self. He is alone. He surveys the emptiness and sees only Nun, stretching
away in every direction, dark and patient and waiting. He is all that is not-
Nun. He contains within himself the potential for everything that will be:
gods and men, sky and earth, light and time. But for now he is singular,
undivided, complete. He cups his hand. The gesture is deliberate, purpose-
ful. His body responds to his will because there is no distinction yet be-
tween thought and act, between desire and creation. He takes his phallus in
his fist. The Pyramid Texts will not shy from this detail. The act is not
shameful. It is necessary. Pleasure rises in him, the first pleasure in a universe
that has known nothing, and with it comes release. From his seed, two fig-



ures emerge. Not born in the way children are born, not yet. They separate
from him as thought separates from thinker, as word separates from speaker.
Shu, the first breath, dry air and light. Tefnut, the first moisture, lioness-
headed, fierce. They stand on the benben beside their father, blinking in the
sourceless light, and the universe is no longer singular. Atum speaks the first
word. The sound carries across the waters of Nun, and the waters do not
answer because they have no voice, no consciousness, no will. They are
only potential, the raw material from which everything will be shaped. But
Shu and Tefnut hear. They step away from their father, moving to opposite
edges of the benben, and the space between them is the first space, the first
separation, the first differentiation in a cosmos that had been nothing but
sameness. The mound holds them. The waters lap at its edges, patient,
waiting to reclaim what has been taken from them. But the benben does
not sink. It floats on the infinite ocean, a point of order in the chaos, and
creation has begun. The Heliopolitan cosmogony, preserved in the
Pyramid Texts and elaborated in later sources, begins with Nun, the pri-
mordial waters. Pyramid Texts Utterance 527, carved into the burial cham-
ber of Pepi I around 2300 BCE, describes Nun as the father of the gods, the
source from which everything emerges. The text addresses the deceased
king: "O Pepi, you have gone, but you will return; you have slept, but you
will wake; you have died, but you will live. Stand up, O Pepi! You are not
dead. The waters of Nun support you." The passage assumes Nun as both
origin and foundation, the substrate that underlies all existence even after
creation has occurred. Nun is not a god in the sense that Osiris or Ra are
gods. He receives no temples, no cult, no regular offerings. He is the state
of pre-creation, infinite and undifferentiated, containing all possibilities but
actualizing none. The Cofhn Texts, Middle Kingdom funerary spells in-
scribed on wooden cofhns, elaborate this concept. Spell 80 describes Nun as
"the waters that have no banks, the flood that has no limits." The language
emphasizes boundlessness, the absence of definition or form. In Nun there
is no up or down, no light or dark, because these are distinctions that re-
quire differentiation, and Nun is the state before distinction becomes possi-
ble. The cosmogony proper begins with the appearance of the benben, the
primordial mound rising from the waters. The word benben may derive
from weben, "to shine" or "to rise," linking the mound to the daily rising of
the sun. The physical benben stone at Heliopolis, the cult centre of the sun
god Ra, was housed in a temple called the Mansion of the Phoenix. The



stone itself has not survived, but descriptions from classical sources and later
Egyptian texts suggest it was a conical or pyramidal stone, possibly a mete-
orite, venerated as the first solid matter to emerge from chaos. Pyramid
Texts Utterance 600 places Atum atop the benben: "O Atum-Kheprer, you
became high on the height, you rose up as the benben stone in the Mansion
of the Phoenix in Heliopolis." Atum's name means "the Complete One" or
"the All," suggesting totality and self-sufhciency. Unlike later creator gods
who require consorts or raw materials, Atum creates ex nihilo, or more pre-
cisely, ex se ipso, from himself. He is self-generated, coming into being
through an act of will that requires no external cause. The mechanism of
creation is explicit in the Pyramid Texts. Utterance 527 states: "Atum who
came into being by himself in Heliopolis, who took his phallus in his fist
that he might excite pleasure with it, and there were born the twins Shu
and Tefnut." The sexual imagery is not metaphorical. Egyptian theology
understood creation as a physical act requiring bodily substance. Atum's se-
men becomes the raw material for the first gods. An alternative version,
preserved in the Cofhn Texts and later sources, describes Atum spitting or
sneezing to produce Shu and Tefnut, a variant that may reflect priestly dis-
comfort with the masturbation motif or simply a different theological tradi-
tion within Heliopolis itself. Shu and Tefnut represent the first differentia-
tion, the initial separation of unity into duality. Shu is air, dryness, light, the
space between things. His name may relate to the word for "emptiness" or
"void," though this etymology is disputed. Iconographically he appears as a
man, sometimes with an ostrich feather on his head, the hieroglyph for his
name. His primary function is separation. In later stages of the cosmogony,
he will lift the sky goddess Nut away from the earth god Geb, creating the
space in which life can exist. Tefnut is moisture, the female counterpart to
Shu's dryness. She is depicted as a lioness or a woman with a lioness head,
linking her to the fierce solar goddesses who will emerge in later theology.
Together, Shu and Tefnut embody fundamental oppositions necessary for
an ordered cosmos. Dry and wet. Air and moisture. Separation and cohe-
sion. They are twins, born simultaneously, and their pairing establishes the
pattern for subsequent divine generations. Egyptian theology prefers pairs
to individuals, balance to singularity. The Hermopolitan cosmogony, cen-
tred at Khmun in Middle Egypt (Greek Hermopolis), offers a different ac-
count of creation. Here the primordial state is represented not by a single
undifferentiated ocean but by four pairs of deities, the Ogdoad, whose



