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      THE SOUL OF ANCIENT EGYPT
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      “When you hear about a new book by Robert Bauval, you know you are in for a treat. Trying to understand how the ancient Egyptians viewed the world in which they existed has been a long-held goal of Egyptology. Bauval and Osman set out to reveal that golden thread of Egyptian religion and philosophy, as it winds its way through human history, long after the civilization of the pharaohs fell into ruin.”

      DAVID ROHL, EGYPTOLOGIST, FORMER DIRECTOR OF
THE INSTITUTE FOR 
THE STUDY OF INTERDISCIPLINARY SCIENCES
AND AUTHOR OF FROM EDEN TO EXILE: THE FIVE-THOUSAND-YEAR
HISTORY OF THE 
PEOPLE OF THE BIBLE

      “A positively vital addition to the historical bookshelf. The authors have created a perfect review of the heart of Egypt, from its predynastic beginnings to its age of the pyramids and beyond to its changing times right now. Written from an educated, enlightening perspective by two men whose genuine passion for Egypt seems never ending.”

      ANDREW COLLINS, AUTHOR OF GÖBEKLI TEPE: GENESIS OF THE GODS
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      Living in Maat

      
        The Pharaonization of Egyptians
      

      Ankh em maat, meaning “living in maat”

      A PRIEST OF AKHENATEN

      The king was the personification of Maat, a word that we translate as “truth” or “justice,” but has an extended meaning of the proper cosmic order at the time of its establishment by the Creator. . . . There is in Akhenaten’s teaching a constant emphasis upon Maat . . . as is not found before or afterwards.

      CYRIL ALDRED, AKHENATEN: KING OF EGYPT

      
        In Ancient Egypt, a name did more than express one’s identity; it incorporated it, forming a profound element of it.
      

      STEPHEN QUIRKE, BRITISH EGYPTOLOGIST,
WHO WERE THE PHARAOHS?

      
        THE SOUL OF EGYPT

        Let us state from the outset that our book is not just a compendium on the history of Egypt, although we have covered those important historical parts that are relevant to our mission. Our book is about finding Egypt’s soul. And although this search took us wandering through the nooks and dark alleys of Egypt’s immense past, we allowed ourselves maximum free rein to flash backward and forward and stray here and there whenever it best served the purpose of our goal. In places we moved fast, hopping over the historical landscape to avoid getting bogged down in unnecessary detail. In other places, we slowed down the pace, sometimes almost to a standstill, to allow ourselves to look more deeply into the events that took place in Egypt and how these may explain the spiritual quagmire in which she lost her soul. We readily acknowledge that it is not the way an academic historian normally reviews history. But we did not want our book to be that way. What we wanted was to understand Egypt’s history not only with our intellect but also with our hearts. And so whenever and wherever the intellect or the heart wanted us to go, there we went. It will be seen, therefore, that as we put down our words, the hand was guided at times with our intellects and at other times with our hearts.*1

        We have found it necessary, however, to review in greater depth the modern history of Egypt, especially her conversion to Islam and the turmoil that has ensued and plagued her to the present day. This was necessary not only for our Western readers to understand what is happening to Egypt, but also because the vortex of the ongoing turmoil has imprisoned her ancient soul. It is there, we are convinced, that we will find her soul and, we hope, restore it to its rightful place.

        For ancient Egypt had indeed a soul, given to her by the gods. And her soul became the soul of the world. It was said that Thoth, ancient Egypt’s most revered sage and the wisest of all men, had called Egypt the “mirror of heaven” and “the temple of the world.” Yet it was also said that, in his ability to see into the future, he predicted that Egypt would eventually fall into the wrong hands and so prophesied that on that day the gods will abandon her, and with them will also go her soul. Yet in this same prophecy, Thoth left a tantalizing glimmer of hope that when the time is right, the gods will return to Egypt and restore her soul. We firmly believe the right time for this restoration is now, and our book is our testimony to this belief.

        We start, however, by clearing a moot point regarding Egypt’s name.

      

      
        WHAT’S IN A NAME?

        When Shakespeare wrote Romeo and Juliet, he pondered on the violent feud between the noble families of the Capulets and Montagues and their obsession with their names. This prompted the English bard to ask the rhetorical question: “What’s in a name?” He then gave his reply by saying, “That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.”1 To an ancient Egyptian, however, such a concept would have been completely alien. A thing had to be called by its correct allocated name and no other, for it was only the correct name and its proper utterance that made vocal the soul of the object or person so named. Names became talismans, magical devices imbued with an invisible, immaterial, and immeasurable energy that, when correctly dispatched, would force the mind to unleash the most potent of emotions and the deepest of thoughts.2 An Egyptian would not, therefore, have hesitated to reply to Shakespeare’s question with the words “to lose my name is to lose my soul.”
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        Fig. 1.1 The God of Wisdom, Thoth, also called Hermes Trismegistus in the Hermetic Texts

        Unlike modern society, the ancient Egyptians recognized the true importance of the name (Egyptian ren). Giving a name to a newborn was therefore a sacred act for any Egyptian parent. Speaking or writing his/her ren gave “existence” to a person, both in life but also for eternity—so long as that name was perpetuated in eternal stone—to be read and uttered by devout descendants or a mere passerby. To chisel out or erase a name was to kill a person in the afterlife. To forget a name was to make it “non-existent” . . . to the Egyptian mind, the ren was as important as the soul because, through the continuing memory of that name, the being—or on a grander scale the civilization bearing that name—continued to exist beyond time.3

        Today, the world refers to the long and narrow fertile strip running from the border of Sudan in the south to the shores of the Mediterranean in the north as Egypt. This name is universally accepted as being true and correct for this country. As for the people who inhabit it today, they are called not only Egyptians but also Arabs. It thus often comes as a surprise when one is told that these names are not original or even native to this country. The name Egypt was coined by Greek colonists in the fourth century CE, and it is a corruption of the name Koptos, itself a corruption of Gebtu, the name of an ancient area in the south of the country, probably existing as long ago as 3000 BCE.4 The name that was most commonly used by the ancient Egyptians themselves was Kemet. According to Egyptologists, this name means “the Black Land” and derives from the black alluvial soil that was deposited by the annual flooding of the Nile River.5 But others contest this explanation and propose that the name Kemet stems from the inhabitants themselves or, to be more precise, the color of their skin. It is highly likely that the original inhabitants of Egypt were dark- or black-skinned Africans, a fact that can be ascertained even today by the dark-skinned Nubian people who live in the southern part of the country. That Kemet may indeed mean “the Black Land,” or the land of the blacks, is also supported by recent discoveries of rock art found in caves in the remote mountain regions of Gilf Kebir and Jebel Uwainat in the Egyptian Sahara made by a prehistoric black-skinned populace. 6
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        Fig. 1.2. Kemet, the name of ancient Egypt

        The three phonetic hieroglyphic signs to write the name Kemet (K, M, T) were[image: image] . These phonetic signs were then followed by the ideogram or determinative sign
[image: image] to denote a town, a city, or, in this case, the country itself:
[image: image]. Egyptologists tell us that the sign
[image: image] means “black” and represents the dark or black skin of a crocodile. But if so, then this sign should denote a “black skin.” The name, therefore, would then read “Land of the Black-Skinned” or simply “Black Country.” These names tally with the notion that the earliest settlers of the Nile Valley were Negroid Africans who came from the Sahara around 5000 BCE. We are not suggesting, of course, that Egypt should now be called Kemet (although there are some who advocate that it should). What we do think, however, is that it is important to highlight this original name to remind modern Egyptians of their true ancestral origins and, more importantly, how perhaps the Egyptian soul came to be.

        Returning to the term Arab, this word has vague origins. Though, strictly speaking, the term should only denote the people who inhabit the Arabian Peninsula, today it is used to encompass most of the Middle East and the Levant. The Arab League, the Middle East’s equivalent of the United Nations, officially defines an Arab as “a person whose language is Arabic, who lives in an Arabic-speaking country, and who is in sympathy with the aspirations of the Arabic-speaking peoples.”7 Modern Egypt has an Arabic-speaking population of eighty-six million people, making it, by far, the most legitimate candidate—if one goes by the Arab League’s definition—for being the quintessential Arab state. This perception is reflected in the official name modern Egypt has given itself: the Arab Republic of Egypt. Strictly speaking, however, defining Egyptians as “Arabs” and Egypt as an “Arab state” can only be historically correct after 642 CE, as we shall see in chapter 3. At this stage, let us just note that it is after 642 CE that the name of the country was changed to Misr. The terms Misr and Misrayin come from the Hebraic name Mizraim, found in the Bible and used for Egypt by people of the Levant and the Arabian Peninsula.

        
          
            Naming the Land of the Pharaohs
          

          Foreign early civilizations and nations in the Middle East referred to the land of the pharaohs as Musri, Musur, or Misri. Even the biblical text personifies this name by associating the Egyptian civilization with a legendary eponymous founder named Mizraim, the son of Ham and grandson of Noah (the Hebrew -im being a plural ending, meaning “tribe of” or “descendants of”). So the Semitic-speaking peoples and even some of the Indo-European nations farther north (such as the Hittites) knew Egypt as Musri, Misri, or Mizra. And from this came the classical Arabic (west Semitic) name Misr (referring to Egypt) and the more colloquial Arabic Masri (meaning “an Egyptian”). The names Misr or Masr are used both for the country itself and, confusingly, also for the modern city of Cairo, even though its official modern Arabic name is Al Kahira. Thus an Egyptian living in Cairo may claim to live at Misr, meaning the city of Cairo and not the country itself.

        

        Let us try, however, to now imagine Egypt before she became a state, before humans even settled there. Let us clean the slate first before we begin the search for her soul.

      

      
        THE GIFT OF THE NILE

        “Imagine a world,” wrote anthropologist D. J. Cohen, “in which humans have lived for the overwhelming majority of our existence, a world without cities, settled villages, or even permanent residences, a world without farmed fields or crops.”8 Imagine now Egypt untouched by human hands. Imagine a lush and fertile green valley with a broad river gently flowing through it. Imagine it teeming with life, insanely beautiful and wild. Now imagine a tribe of black-skinned people entering this place, bringing with them domesticated cattle and goats. Exhausted, worn out from the long trek through the hot and arid desert, they gazed at this land first with incredulity, then with untold elation. Here, in this earthly paradise, armed with the knowledge they acquired from their forefathers during the thousands of years in the open savanna, they would settle. Here would begin the “Egyptian” civilization.

        We are, of course, navigating in the realm of our imagination. But this imaginative re-creation is based on prevalent research showing that the first settlers in Egypt were most likely black Africans coming from the Sahara, the latter once a fertile savanna with plenty of game to hunt and grazing land for cattle until a drastic climate change around 5000 BCE began to alter the Sahara into a desert, finally reducing it into a superarid, uninhabitable desolation. The same climatic change, however, had the opposite effect on the Nile Valley, changing the wild torrent of the river into a gentle flow and its fetid marshes and swamps into fertile land ideal for cattle grazing and growing crops. Anthropologists have called these early settlers from the Sahara the cattle people or the Megalithic people, because they are considered to be the first humans to domesticate wild bovines and also because of the megalithic structures they raised in the desert.*2 We, however, will call them the Star People, a name befitting the ceremonial sites they left in the Sahara—stone circles, tombs, and megalithic structures having astronomical alignments to the sun and stars—which attest to their fascination and great reverence for the cosmos and the hope of an afterlife in it. It is they, the Star People, who almost certainly brought to “Egypt” its soul.

        Thanks to the precious cargo of knowledge these Saharan settlers brought into the Nile Valley with them—astronomy, time keeping, husbandry, and perhaps even stone building—within a few centuries of their arrival in the Nile Valley, the place began to develop and flourish and eventually became a country with the most enlightened and creative civilization the world has ever known: the country we now call Egypt.

      

      
        THE MOUND OF CREATION

        It is a curious fact that when one is exposed for a prolonged time to Egypt’s natural topography—its mighty river, its lush and verdant Nile Valley, its arid but inspiring deserts, its fauna, and the seasonal changes observed in the sky—all tend to inspire a profound sense of wonder and awe, a curious connection with eternity, which will gradually instigate a deep reverence for the invisible cosmic forces that seem to regulate earthly events. It is no wonder, then, that the ancient Egyptians developed a spirituality based on careful observations of the natural events on the ground and how they seemed to parallel those above in the sky. They primarily focused their attention on the seasonal rhythm of the Nile. Since time immemorial, during the hottest time of the year when the sun approached its zenith, the river would begin to swell and, within a couple of weeks, would flood the adjacent land, irrigating and fertilizing it. This natural phenomenon was the greatest mystery that confronted the ancient Egyptians; they saw it as a miracle or, in their own special way of thinking, as a magical gift from the gods. This massive influx of flood waters, coming, as it did every summer, from Central Africa and the Ethiopian Highlands, carried detritus and organic debris, which provided Egypt with a rich concoction of natural fertilizers that was so fecund that crops simply grew with little or no need for human interference. Egypt was nurtured by the river’s yearly abundance as if by magic or, more aptly, gifted by the Creator who favored this land among all others. On this “gift of the Nile,” the yearly flood, totally depended the livelihood of Egyptians, and it was inevitable that from it would also develop a theology, which, for want of better words, we will call a natural religion or, better still, a magical religion. Egyptologists have reconstructed the cosmology of the ancient Egyptians, thus giving us a good insight into what they call the creation myth. It goes something like this:

        Before anything existed there was a liquid nothingness or, as the case may be, the primeval water called Nun—the primordial soup before creation. Out of Nun emerged the Primeval Mound on which the first sunrise took place. On this mound alighted the fabulous bennu or phoenix, whose first cry set into motion time, life, the cycles of the celestial bodies, nature, and, more importantly, the hydraulic cycle of the Nile.

        The Primeval Mound was associated with the Creator God called Atum. It was Atum who had made himself visible in the form of the sun disc. Although later every temple in Egypt was deemed to be on a Primeval Mound, the original Mound of Creation was at Annu (also spelled Innu), that most hallowed place in Lower Egypt that was later called Heliopolis by the Greeks (literally “City of the Sun”). From Atum came forth the famous Heliopolitan Great Ennead or Nine Gods who ushered in the Golden Age of humankind. Atum (also known as Atum-Re) begat Shu (the air god) and Tefnet (the moisture goddess); they, in turn, begat Geb (the earth god) and Nut (the sky goddess), who then begat two anthropomorphic couples: Osiris and Isis and Seth and Nephtys. Osiris represented the benevolent and orderly forces of nature, while Seth represented chaos.

        In the Hermetic texts we are told that

        God who rules alone, the Fabricator of the universe, bestowed on the earth for a little time your great father Osiris and the great goddess Isis. . . . It was they who established upon earth rites of worship which correspond exactly to the holy powers of heaven. It was they who consecrated the temples.9

        Osiris, however, was killed by his jealous brother Seth, and Isis was left alone with no offspring by Osiris. But then using her great magical powers, she managed to bring Osiris back to life long enough to copulate with him and become pregnant. Isis gave birth to Horus, and Osiris then departed into the sky, where he established a kingdom for the souls, the duat, within the region of Orion, where all departed pharaohs were to find eternal life with their divine ancestors.
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        Fig. 1.3. The Osirian Duat and the weighing of the heart against 
the feather of Maat

        When Horus grew up, he claimed the right to rule Egypt as the son of Osiris and challenged Seth to a duel. But the result was inconclusive. So Geb, the earth god, was called to resolve the legitimacy of succession. At first Geb was inclined to give one kingdom (Lower Egypt) to Horus and the other kingdom (Upper Egypt) to Seth, but after consulting with the Great Ennead, it was decided that the two kingdoms—all of Egypt—should go to Horus, although Seth somehow remained the ultimate symbol of chaos, always lurking, always ready to move in if the cosmic order, maat, was disturbed. Horus thus became the first pharaoh, or divine man, and each successive pharaoh was deemed to be his reincarnation. A living pharaoh was literally regarded as the living Horus or the Horus-king. But before we examine what a pharaoh really meant to his people, let us look again at the landscape where creation had taken place, for there are some interesting clues as to how temples and pyramids were positioned and why.

        Even today, in spite of the extensive urban development of Greater Cairo, it is still possible to see the natural mounds or promontories that dominate the otherwise flat lands of the Nile Valley and adjacent desert. In primordial times the most noticeable of these mounds, which are often mentioned in religious texts, were the five in number whose location were at (1) Heliopolis (modern Matareya), (2) Letopolis (modern Aussim), (3) Abu Ruwash, (4) Giza, and (5) Saqqara.

        
[image: image]

        Fig. 1.4. Perspective view of Memphite and Heliopolitan region 
and the sacred mounds looking southwest

        These sacred mounds were contained in an area about twenty-five by twenty-five kilometers, and from atop any of them during the flood season (i.e., from late June to late September), an observer could witness the overflow of the Nile inundating the flatlands almost to the edge of the adjacent deserts. The whole scene looked like some gigantic lake with the mounds protruding like islands in an archipelago dotted with palm trees. The most prominent of these mounds was, of course, the one at Heliopolis, which represented the Mound of Creation.*3

        The ancient texts also speak of some dramatic event at the time of creation, which is described as some kind of cosmic occurrence, when a fabulous fire bird, the bennu, alighted on the sacred mound of Heliopolis. This mound, or more likely a sacred stone placed on it, was called Benben and described as being conical or pyramidal in shape. In one of the most mysterious passages in the Pyramid Texts, we read the following: “O Atum . . . you arose high on the mound, you rose up as the Benben stone in the temple of the Bennu in Heliopolis.”11

        Here we not only have a poetic description of a sunrise over a mound upon which—or near which—some event described metaphorically as a “bird-stone” alighting or falling from the sky, but also of the time of year it supposedly happened, which is during the start of the flood season. What could this bird-stone have been? Could it be that the first settlers in this region witnessed something falling from the sky that looked like the sun or a fiery bird?12

        In 1970 the British Egyptologist John Baines demonstrated that the word Benben was derived from the root ben, had strong sexual meanings, and was often used to describe the semen ejaculated from the human penis.13 Coupled to this, other Egyptologists—I. E. S. Edwards, Henry Frankfort, and James Breasted among them—also showed that a sacred pillar linked to the creator God Atum was also worshipped at Heliopolis, probably with the mysterious Benben stone placed on its top.14 From various passages in the Pyramid Texts we can deduce with a good level of certainty that this pillar probably symbolized the erect phallus of Atum:

        Atum is he who once came into being, who masturbated in Heliopolis. He took his phallus in his grasp that he might create orgasm by means of it. (Pyramid Texts, lines 1248–49)

        It is thus quite possible, in view of the metaphorical and symbolic way ancient Egyptians expressed their beliefs, that the Benben stone on top of a pillar may have represented the seed or semen that emerged from the phallus of Atum.15 *4

        In support of this idea is the fact that later, when obelisks were erected outside temples at Heliopolis and elsewhere in Egypt, the small pyramidal-shaped apex of the pillar was called Benben-t, an obvious allusion to the original Benben relic of Heliopolis. Bearing this in mind, it is most ironic that there still stands today an ancient obelisk at Heliopolis, now a very densely urbanized residential area of modern Cairo, called Matareya. It may well be that the twin minarets of some mosque in Egypt were inspired by the twin obelisks placed at the entrances of temples in ancient times.16

        At any rate, whatever was the full symbolic significance of the Atum pillar and the Benben stone of Heliopolis, there is, too, much evidence that strongly suggests that the combination of the sacred mound, along with the pillar and Benben on top of it, was a geodetic datum point from which other important sacred mounds were sighted on special days of the solar year. Imagine yourself in ancient times at Heliopolis standing atop the sacred mound. Looking westward you would see three prominent mounds on the other side of the Nile Valley:

        
          
            	The mound of Letopolis at azimuth 270 degrees, marking the equinoxes at sunset

            	The mound of Abu Ruwash at azimuth 243 degrees, marking the winter solstice at sunset

            	The mound of Giza at azimuth 225 degrees, marking a 45-degree angle with Heliopolis, creating a giant right angle or Pythagorean triangle with Letopolis*5


          

        

        The mound at Abu Ruwash is the highest in the Memphite region. When looking east across the Nile aiming toward Heliopolis, this line of sight marks the point of sunrise at summer solstice. Such a propitious coincidence would have been very important to the ancients, for the summer solstice was that time of the year when the flood season would begin. This special time of the summer solstice was called birth of Re, or birth of the sun god. It served as the “New Year’s Day” in the ancient Egyptian calendar. When the other three mounds—Letopolis, Giza, and Saqqara—are integrated in this scheme, a vast open-air temple is created, having its geodetic datum point at Heliopolis. This vast temple is still there, ghosted, as it were, in the modern urban sprawl of Greater Cairo.

        According to Egyptologist George Hart, “illustrations of Atum normally show him in anthropomorphic form” and “a number of creatures are sacred to Atum including the lion”19 (italics added). If so, then there is another monument attached to the vast open-air temple that was once said to be “Living Image of Atum.”

      

      
        THE GREAT SPHINX OF GIZA

        At the base of the Giza mound or plateau, on its eastern side, sits the Great Sphinx. It is unquestionably Egypt’s best-known monument. Few things can conjure the glory, the mystery, and the splendor that was ancient Egypt as this striking monument does. It is an ancestral legacy that all Egyptians should be proud of and should safeguard for generations to come. Yet as amazing as it may sound, in September 2011 a leading figure in Egypt’s new political scene, Abdel Moneim el-Shahat of the Salafi Dawa group, stunned the world by proposing to have the Sphinx covered up because “it was religiously forbidden.” According to el-Shahat, “the pharaonic civilization is a rotten one.”20 Another Egyptian Salafi leader, Salem al-Gohary, speaking on the private TV channel Dream 2, went as far as calling for the actual destruction of the Sphinx because it “symbolizes idolatry.”21

        There’s a strange sensation one gets with this ancient monolithic statue: it seems to be waiting. But waiting for what, for whom? I (Bauval) have spent many days and even a few nights in the close vicinity of the Sphinx. The most memorable was in 1996 when my Australian niece, Bianca Gauci, came to Egypt for the first time to seek her family roots. Although her parents were born in Egypt and had spent all their youth there, they had been forced to leave after the 1967 Six-Day War and eventually emigrated to Australia, where Bianca was born. Now in her early twenties, Bianca decided to join me in Egypt for a holiday. She felt that something very important was missing in her life, something perhaps that she might find in the country where her parents and grandparents had once lived.

        Bianca arrived in Cairo in the early hours of the morning on a flight from Sydney. I picked her up in an old car I had managed to borrow from a friend and drove her straight to Nazlet al Samman, a slummy hamlet opposite the Great Sphinx of Giza. It was five in the morning when we got there and still quite dark. With the help of a local friend, we managed to enter the ancient site unhindered. It is amazing how easy it was in those days. With a few dollars you could “rent” the Giza necropolis for an hour or two! I have always wondered if the authorities knew of the rampant corruption and desperation of their employees but turned a blind eye. The night guards—called ghafirs—were so poorly paid that they had no choice but to rely on tips from tourists and by doing special favors. I felt truly sorry for them, having to stoop to such levels, but I could also understand their plight. These poor men had families to feed and were forced to put their pride aside, accept the proverbial baksheesh (a euphemism for a bribe in Egypt), then look the other way.

        As we entered the silent necropolis, the only light was from the soft glimmer of the stars and the dull yellowish glow from the street lamps of the village. But even in this predawn dimness, we could clearly make out the three pyramids and the unmistakable silhouette of the Great Sphinx. We sat on the dusty ground with our backs against a large boulder and gazed at the scene in silence. The ground was still warm from the day’s heat, and there was absolutely no wind, not even the tiniest breeze. It felt like the stillness of eternity, as if time had stood still. This place can have a strange, almost surreal effect on the mind.

        The landscape around the Sphinx and the pyramids have, of course, drastically changed over the millennia—from the lush savanna it once was to the dry and dusty environment we see today. Yet these amazingly ancient monuments, battered and scarred by the ages and the hands of vandals, are still here to remind us of the soul of ancient Egypt. From the ancient texts we learn of a golden age that ended long ago. This golden age was known as Zep Tepi, literally “the first time.” According to Egyptologist R. T. Rundle Clark,

        [t]he basic principles of life, nature, and society were determined by the gods long ago, before the establishment of kingship. This epoch—zep tepi—“the First Time”—stretched from the first stirring of the High God in the Primeval Waters to the settling of Horus upon the throne. . . . Anything whose existence or authority had to be justified or explained must be referred to as the “First Time.” This was true for natural phenomena, rituals, royal insignia, the plans of temples, magical or medical formulae, the hieroglyphic system of writing, the calendar—the whole paraphernalia of the civilization . . . all that was good or efficacious was established on the principles laid down in the “First Time”—which was, therefore, a golden age of absolute perfection—“before rage or clamour or strife or uproar had come about.” No death, disease, or disaster occurred in this blissful epoch, known [as] “the time of Horus.”22

        In my (Bauval’s) book The Egypt Code, I showed that the date of Zep Tepi could be calculated astronomically by taking the first appearance of Sirius from the latitude of Giza. The date obtained was 11,450 BCE.23 Interestingly, this date almost matched the eleven thousand years*6 given by the third-century BCE scribe-priest Manetho for the beginning of the Egyptian civilization after “the rule of the gods.”†1

        Also let us note that at this remote date the layout and alignment of the pyramids and the Sphinx on the Giza Plateau create an architectural symbolic simulacra of the sky region, which contains the constellations of Orion and Leo.24
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        Fig. 1.5. The sky-ground correlation in circa 11,450 BCE

        We must also add in support of this argument the geological study on the Sphinx and its enclosure, undertaken by Boston geologist Robert Schoch, which showed that this Sphinx could indeed be dated to several millennia before the accepted date of 2500 BCE.25 At any rate, irrespective of the date for Zep Tepi, it is clear that Heliopolis was seen as the epicenter of creation.

        Heliopolis was originally called Per-Atum, meaning “city or domain of Atum.” But around the late fourth or early fifth dynasty (ca. 2500–2300 BCE), the name shifted to another deity called Re-Horakhty, the latter a merger of the sun god Re and Horus of the Horizon. It probably also explains why the older name of the Sphinx was changed from Living Image of Atum to Horakhti, or Horus of the Horizon. But what induced this change?

        Egyptologists explain that the original meaning of the word sphinx was probably Seshep-ankh Atum, meaning “Living Image of Atum.” Accordingly, Mark Lehner wrote that “the ancient Egyptian general term for sphinx, shesep ankh Atum, means ‘living image of Atum,’ Atum being both the creator god and the setting sun.”26 In the same vein, Edouard Naville wrote that “there can be no doubt that the lion or the sphinx is a form of Atum,”27 and Karol Mysliwiec of Warsaw University showed that there was a direct link between Atum and a primeval cosmic lion mentioned in the ancient texts.28 So we can conclude that Atum was leonine in appearance but also had human features; in other words, a man-lion or sphinx.29 If so, then it is as ironic as it is enthralling that the symbol of the original creator god of Egypt still stands in the form of the Great Sphinx.

      

      
        THE COSMIC ENGINE

        When you contemplate a monument such as the Great Sphinx, especially under the stars, you will subliminally enter a mind state that, for lack of better words, can be called cosmic or magical. In that state you are no longer a mere observer of the sky but become, as the Sphinx has become, an integral part of the perpetual cycles of the cosmos, and you may then begin to feel an immense reverence for all things in the cosmos. In ancient Egypt such a person would be said to be “living in maat”; that is, living in harmony with the world in which all things are regulated by the unseen hand of the cosmos. According to the Hermetic texts:

        God arranged the Zodiac in accord with the cycles of nature . . . [and] . . . devised a secret engine [maat or “cosmic order”] linked to unerring and inevitable fate, to which all things in men’s lives, from their birth to their final destruction, shall of necessity be brought into subjection; and all other things on earth likewise shall be controlled by the working of this engine.30

        It is thus not surprising that the principal role of the high priest of Heliopolis was to observe the sky and stars and interpret their influences on earthly things and events. But what does this really mean? How could the observation of the sky be in any way linked to happenings in Egypt?

      

      
        THE COSMIC LAND OF EGYPT

        Let us look at the remains of the old civilization in the region of modern Cairo: the so-called Memphite Area that contains the pyramid fields of the Old Kingdom. A quote from Jaromir Malek, the director of the famous Griffith Institute in Oxford, shows the problems that Egyptologists have when trying to understand the deeper meaning of this mysterious region.

        The idea that the distribution of the pyramids is governed by definable ideological (religious, astronomical, or similar) considerations is attractive. After all, if there were such reasons for the design of the pyramid and for the relationship of monuments at one site, why should we shut our eyes to the possibility that similar thinking was behind the apparently almost perverse scatter of the pyramids over the Memphite area? The argument that the Egyptians would not have been able to achieve this had they set their mind to it cannot be seriously entertained.31 (Italics added)

        Malek was open to the possibility that the positioning of the pyramids, especially those at Giza, were not haphazard but deliberately planned to replicate symbolically the sky on the ground. Likewise, but more prosaically, Miroslav Verner, a Czech Egyptologist, also questioned this “perverse scatter” when he wrote that

        the reasons why the ancient Egyptians buried their dead on the edge of the desert on the western bank of the Nile are evident enough. The same, however, cannot be said of the reasons for their particular choice of sites for pyramid-building. Why, for example, did the founder of the Fourth Dynasty, Sneferu, build his first pyramid at Meidum and then abandon the place, building another two of his pyramids approximately 50 kilometers further north of Dashur? Why did his son Khufu build his tomb, the celebrated Great Pyramid, still farther to the north in Giza? The questions are numerous, and, as a rule, answers to them remain on the level of conjecture.32

        A breakthrough was made when British Egyptologist David Jeffreys, the director at the Egypt Exploration Society (EES) in London, discovered that there was an interrelationship between the location of certain pyramids and the city of Heliopolis that may not be haphazard.

        The archaeology and topography of Heliopolis and Memphis have often been the subject of comment, but these two important sites have usually been discussed in isolation from one another, only rarely have they been considered as elements in the wider landscape of this crucial area of the Nile Valley. Work on the EES Survey of Memphis has convinced me that any regional study of this area must take into account the local (and no doubt conflicting) territorial claims of both urban centers, and indeed that of Letopolis-Ausim to the west as well. . . . It is difficult today to appreciate just how prominent and visible these sites and monuments actually were . . . in the last century the Giza pyramids could also be seen from Heliopolis. . . . It is therefore appropriate to ask, in a landscape as prospect-dominated as the Nile Valley, which site and monuments were mutually visible and whether their respective locations, horizons and vistas are owed to something more than mere coincidence?33

        All the evidence at hand strongly suggests, if not proves, that the whole region encompassed by Heliopolis, Letopolis, and Giza—the Memphite Area—was seen as a sacred landscape modeled or mirrored, as it were, on a portion of the sky that, in the minds of the ancient Egyptians, was where the ancestors dwelt and from where events on Earth were regulated. In other words, this cosmic landscape was under the influence and protection of the Heliopolitan Great Ennead, who had ruled Egypt in the twilight time of Zep Tepi. Features on the ground, natural or man-made, were regarded as earthly counterparts of a celestial Egypt: as above, so below. The three Giza Pyramids modeled the three stars of Orion’s Belt, the Great Sphinx modeled the zodiacal constellation of Leo as the sphinx, the Nile modeled the Milky Way, and so forth. When a fully initiated person—the ancients used the term equipped—is subjected to such a dualistic landscape, then he or she will start to perceive the temporal earthly existence as a bridge to the eternal cosmic existence. Another excerpt from the Hermetic texts hints at this notion.

        Did you not know, Asclepius, that Egypt is an image of Heaven? Or, to be more precise, that everything governed and moved in Heaven came down to Egypt and was transferred there? If truth were told, our land is the temple of the whole world.34

        The “temple of the world,” although originally comprising only the various sites in the Memphite Area, was eventually extended to encompass the whole Nile Valley. In my book The Egypt Code (1996), I (Bauval) proposed that the whole of Egypt had been developed as a sort of “kingdom of heaven” that was meant to function in harmony with the cycles and changes in the sky. Egypt thus became a cosmic land governed by a cosmic law—a sort of astrological ten commandments—inscribed not on stone tablets but in the sky. This, we believe, was maat.

      

      
        THE STAR OF THE NILE

        Before we look more closely at the meaning of maat, we need to understand how and why the Nile was perceived to function in tandem with the cycle of a special star.

        It is an irrefutable fact that the very existence of Egypt depends entirely on the Nile, for without it Egypt would be a lifeless desert. But it is not just the normal flow of the river that was vital to Egypt but the annual flood that came in midsummer. The flood, however, had to be right and good. British Egyptologists Ian Shaw and Paul Nicholson explain:

        Egypt’s agricultural prosperity depended on the annual inundation of the Nile. For crops to flourish it was desirable that the Nile should rise about eight meters above a zero point at the first cataract near Aswan. A rise of only seven meters would produce a lean year, while six meters would lead to famine. That such famines actually occurred in ancient Egypt is well documented from a number of sources, both literary and artistic.35

        On the small island of Sehel on the Nile near Aswan are inscriptions on a granite boulder known to Egyptologists as the Famine Stela. These inscriptions narrate how Djoser, a Third Dynasty king, dealt with a protracted famine brought about by a series of “bad floods” that plagued the land of Egypt for seven years, causing widespread death and desolation. Djoser sent the most powerful of his magicians, the high priest of Heliopolis, Imhotep, to remedy the situation. This story, whether historical or fictitious, nonetheless shows how deeply concerned Egyptians were that the benevolent and life-giving flood would either be “bad” or altogether fail to come and thus cause mayhem and death to Egypt. To gauge whether a flood would be “good” or “bad,” devices Egyptologists called nilometers were installed near Aswan in the south and at Memphis in the north. These were usually simple graduations cut on the side walls of stairways that descended to just below the waterline. Fortunately for Egypt, floods were more often “good” than “bad”; but the fear was always there, lurking in the collective psyche of Egyptians. It was not only nilometers that served as indicators of the flood but also the signs in the sky. The priests of Heliopolis paid particular attention to the heavens during the flood season, made careful observations, and kept meticulous records of the stars they saw, especially at dawn. In the Pyramid Texts, it is made abundantly clear that the stars especially observed were those of Orion and Sirius (in Canis Major).*7

        These two constellations—Orion called Sah, and Canis Major called Spdt (Soptit)—were identified with Osiris and Isis respectively, the cosmic parents of the living Horus-king. The latter’s “birth” or “rebirth” was likened to the dawn rising of the star Sirius in Canis Major, called Spd (Soped).†2 British Egyptologist Ian Shaw explains that

        Sah (Orion), spdt (Canis Major), and Spd (Sirius) was part of a triad that paralleled the family of Osiris, Isis, and Horus. She was therefore described in the Pyramid Texts as having united with Osiris to give birth to the Morning Star [actually, Sirius].”37

        The Pyramid Texts describes this cosmic event in beautiful metaphoric terms that can easily be converted into actual observational astronomy.

        O Osiris (as Orion) the king, arise, lift yourself up. . . . Your sister [wife] Isis comes to you rejoicing for love of you. You have placed her on your phallus and your seed issues into her, she being ready as Spdt [Canis Major], and Horus-Spd [Sirius] has come forth from you as “Horus who is in Spdt” [Sirius, which is in Canis Major].38

        The sky, as it were, was like a giant billboard on which the story of Osiris and Isis was “read,” quite literally, in the stars as some sort of pharaonic “passion play,” having its apotheosis at the dawn rising of Sirius and the start of the flood season. This was also when the sun was passing through the zodiacal constellation of Leo, the “cosmic sphinx.” Using astronomical software such as Starry Night Pro, it can easily be verified that this cosmic conjunction could only have taken place between 2800 and 2000 BCE, which, as it turns out, is the epoch that brackets the Old Kingdom or “Pyramid Age.”39 This, too, is vividly described in metaphoric terms in the Pyramid Texts:

        [The king says]: “The reed-floats of the sky are set in place for me that I may cross on them to Horakhti and to Re. The Fields of Rushes are filled [with water] and I ferry across on the Winding Waterway; I am ferried over to the eastern side of the horizon, I am ferried over to the eastern side of the sky, my sister is Spdt (Canis Major).” (Pyramid Texts, line 263)

        An observer in the region of Memphis at that epoch would first see Orion and Canis Major rising about two hours before sunrise, followed about forty minutes later by the bright star Sirius. This was the so-called heliacal rising (rising with the sun) of Sirius. At that same time would also be seen the zodiacal constellation of Leo marking the place of the summer solstice sunrise, the latter occurring another hour later.

        
          
            Across the Winding Waterway
          

          In 2800 BCE, during the seventy days of invisibility of Sirius, that is from April 10 to June 21 (Gregorian), the sun disc would have been seen “sailing” eastward, crossing the “winding waterway” of the Milky Way to reach the constellation of Leo on the eastern side of the Milky Way at the time of the flood season. This again is vividly described in the Pyramid Texts.

          The Winding Waterway is flooded that I may be ferried over thereon to the horizon, to Horakhti. (Pyramid Texts, line 360)

          The king will be the companion of Horakhti and the king’s hand will be held in the sky among the followers of Re. The fields are content, the irrigation ditches are flooded for this king today. . . . O King, your cool water is the Great Flood.” (Pyramid Texts, lines 865–66)

          The reed-floats of the sky are set in place for me that I may cross to the horizon, to Ra and to Horakhti . . . the Winding Waterway is flooded that I may be ferried over to the eastern side of the sky, to the place where the gods were born. (Pyramid Texts, lines 351–53)

          On this special day the constellation of Orion would dominate the lower eastern sky, and the star Sirius would perform its “rebirth”; that is, its heliacal rising. In this celestial scene is to be found the whole mystery of the “religion” of the ancient Egyptians, essentially a cosmic religion, the light and heat of the sun and the benevolence of the stars, merging, as it were, with the terrestrial mystery of Egypt: the life-giving Nile and its magical regenerative flood.

        

        Another opinion from Egyptologist Mark Lehner may broaden the view as to what the Great Sphinx fully means. According to Lehner, “the royal human head on a lion’s body symbolized power and might controlled by the intelligence of the pharaoh, guarantor of cosmic order, or maat”40 (italics added). Hence, the Sphinx, the mounds, the pyramids, the temples all become part of a sacred landscape, a sort of giant open-air temple, in which the Horus-king could reenact creation. For here, in this sacred landscape, the king was imagined to be in the time frame of Zep Tepi, when maat was first brought down from the sky into the land of Egypt. Here, in the metaphysical and spiritual sense, the king was deemed literally functioning inside the soul of Egypt, a symbolic setting in which he could perform the required rituals that were necessary to ensure the perpetuation of maat.
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