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What People Are Saying About


Osiris


Osiris, more authentically called Wesir, is one of the most important Ancient Egyptian gods. He is king of the afterlife but also has power over agriculture and the fertile black soil along the banks of the Nile. In Pagan Portals - Osiris, Egyptologist and practicing pagan, Dr Olivia Church, combines meticulous scholarly research with insights from a modern spiritual perspective. This is a superb book and a must-read for anyone wanting to learn more about the Egyptian pantheon and ways to honour this ancient deity whose mythology includes life, death and rebirth.


Lucya Starza, author of Pagan Portals titles Candle Magic, Poppets and Magical Dolls, Scrying, and Rounding the Wheel of the Year, as well as the Gothic novel Erosion


Olivia Church has produced a much-needed volume about the Egyptian deity, Osiris. While we find the market packed with books about Goddesses, there is relatively little about male deities. Once again, as in her previous books, Isis (2021) and Sekhmet (2022), Church gifts us a book that is well balanced with her scholarly background alongside her views as a modern Polytheist. She generously provides references and the book has a structure that flows with the information until you have the full picture. This is more than an introductory book; it is a proper foundation to meet Wesir, or Osiris as Greeks translated his name, the Egyptian Great God of Agriculture and Afterlife. This book is a must on your bookshelf if you are studying the Gods of Egypt, whether you are a Pagan, or not. 5 stars.


Ness Bosch, author of Sacred Bones Magic Bones
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Preface


This book will introduce you to Osiris, known to the Egyptians as Wesir, God of agriculture, the soil of the Black Land, King and Great Judge of the afterlife. This is a deity who is close to my heart, slumbering beneath the earth we tread and residing firm within the bones of our bodies. He is there whether we are cognizant of him or not. This book is an offering to Him and an opportunity for readers (and myself) to learn more about this mysterious and ancient deity. Within these pages I offer knowledge informed through my degrees in Egyptology, as well as insights gained through my own contemporary Pagan worldview. I have endeavoured to keep the distinctions between these two realms of knowledge clear throughout, with citations to historical knowledge provided and personal gnosis and modern Pagan interpretations stated as such.


I always recommend to anyone who finds themselves drawn to the ancient pasts of Egypt and Nubia to also learn about the cultures and people who reside in these landscapes today. There is so much knowledge and beauty to be found in listening to the experiences of modern Egyptians and Sudanese people living along the same Nile as their ancestors. Let us ensure that our love and interest in the Netjeru (the Gods) of these lands is reflected in the interest, respect, and care, that we extend to the descendants who reside there today. I offer up my humble thanks to these people whose ancient and modern cultures have profoundly touched my life.


Additional thanks should be given to my friends Donna, Chris, Pam, and Dee for their unfailing support and kind words which have lifted me from the realms of self-doubt and motivated me to push forwards. I also wish to thank my second cousin, Caroline, and my mother Heidi, for their extensive research into our family history, allowing me to know more of my ancestors. Though he passed before I could meet him, I have often thought of Norman and his beloved Jasper during the writing of this book. It took longer than I expected to finish this project – with several life milestones crossed before I reached the end – so I thank my editor, Trevor, for his patience and faith in me. As ever, I also want to thank my husband and best friend Thomas for his constant encouragement and love, and for bringing me copious cups of tea – and our cat Moaki, for his healing purrs.


Before we start, I need to explain the ancient Egyptian words that I will use throughout this book. Firstly, unless quoting translations, I will call Osiris by his Egyptian name which is commonly rendered Wesir (wsjr). This is probably pronounced something like, ‘oo-seer’ (although the translation and pronunciation of ‘Wesir’ remains contested and inconclusive amongst scholars). Increasingly these days I recommend using the Egyptian names of the Netjeru, not only because spoken and written words contain heka (ḥkʾ˒), loosely defined as ‘magic’; but also, because it makes a lot more sense to use the names that the Egyptians knew their deities by, rather than those translated into a foreign tongue. The Greek translations of these names are better known today as early Egyptologists could read ancient Greek before they ancient Egyptian. Fortunately, however, this is no longer the case. That said, this book’s title uses the Greek name, Osiris, as it remains more recognisable to a wider audience. It is hoped that those drawn to this deity find this book, and upon reading its contents, become more familiar with the Egyptian names for the Gods and Goddesses. For convenience, I will also use the term ‘Osirian’, when referring to certain concepts or traditions, as there is not an equivalent term in Egyptian (of which I am aware, at least).


I will also often use the Egyptian word Netjer (nṯr) for a single male deity and Netjeret (nṯr.t) for a single female deity (pronounced ‘neh-cher’ and ‘neh-cher-et’, respectively). For plural female deities, Netjerut (nṯr.wt, pronounced ‘neh-cher-oot’) may be used; for plural male deities or a group of mixed gender deities the word appears as Netjeru (nṯr.w, pronounced ‘neh-cher-oo’). These are capitalised as proper nouns and are transcribed into anglicised spellings for ease of reading. Don’t worry if this feels a bit complicated – you won’t have to memorise this as the intended meaning will be obvious in the context of the text itself.


Please also be advised that, as Wesir is a deity who is intrinsically associated with the afterlife and mortuary cults, this book will make repeated references to the subject of death, though it does not intend to explore this in great detail beyond Wesir’s ancient context and continued relevance.




Introduction


Known to the Greeks as Osiris, the Egyptian deity Wesir has his roots deep in the origins of ancient Egyptian civilisation. He was (and is!) a complex deity with a rich history stretching up from Sudan, Nubia, and Egypt, and spreading out across the Mediterranean taking on culturally specific forms as his cults travelled. To the ancient Egyptians, Wesir was the king and judge of the afterlife, the embodiment of all deceased pharaohs and, eventually, all deceased people who had passed through the perilous paths of the Duat (the afterlife realm). As the pre-requisite to afterlife was re-birth, Wesir also represented rejuvenation, with his own life, death, and rebirth reflecting the cycles of nature, as clearly observable in Egypt’s landscape. As shown by his famous mythology, Wesir was deeply connected with the Nile’s waters, soil, and riverine life. Like his beloved sister-consort Aset (Greek Isis), Wesir was also a deity whose mythology related to significant human experiences which applied to all Egyptian people, rich or poor, king or farmer. Many experiences appearing in his mythology, though presented in a fantastical form, remain pertinent for people in the modern day.


Wesir’s post-mortem iconography is instantly recognisable even to those with minimal familiarity with Egypt’s ancient Netjeru. He is depicted with a long, curved beard, wearing the atef crown – the tall white crown of Upper (southern) Egypt, flanked by the addition of two ostrich plumes – signifying his sovereignty over life and death, of both Egypt and the realm of the dead (O’Connor, 2011, p. 41). He holds the Crook and Flail indicating his role as the watchful shepherd of his people, as well as one with the means to exact judgement and punishment, if necessary. Most often Wesir is clothed in white mummiform wrappings and painted with green, blue, or black skin, reminding us of both his Nilotic death and his association with the fertile powers of nature (fig. 1). Sometimes Wesir can be also depicted with the head of a ram, representing his syncretised form with the Sun God, Ra, when the pair merged in the underworld realm (van Dijk, 1986, p. 9). Like many other Egyptian Gods, Wesir is described as having a ‘body of white gold’ and a ‘head of lapis lazuli’, precious materials to his ancient worshippers and ones that furthered his association with the Sun God (van Dijk, 1986, p. 9).
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Relief depicting Wesir in the Tomb of Sennedjem, Dier el-Medina Photograph by Olivia Church, 2017


The Black Land


As with any other ancient Egyptian deity, Wesir’s nature, mythology, and worship is firmly rooted in Egypt’s north African, Nilotic landscape (though he can, of course, be worshipped anywhere). It is perhaps safe to say that the majority of his modern devotees (though not all) reside outside of Egypt, and yet the call of the Nile continues to draw them towards this land. Through the name ‘Osiris’, Wesir’s worship travelled beyond Egypt, following the cults of his divine consort, Aset. More commonly in the Mediterranean, however, Wesir became part of a composite deity known as Serapis (see Chapter 4). Despite the Mediterranean context of the Isiac cults of Isis and Serapis, the landscape of Egypt remained of the utmost importance to their devotees abroad, as is evident in the iconography, literature, and material culture they left behind. Though re-interpreted through a Graeco-Roman lens, the European devotees of Wesir and Aset never forgot their north-African origins.


Today Egypt is known to Egyptians as Misr مصر (or, more officially, the Arab Republic of Egypt). To their ancestors, the land was referred to as Kemet (km.t), the ‘Black Land’, amongst other names. This referred to the black, fertile soil that made up the banks of the Nile River (Brewer and Teeter, 2007, p. 22). Naming their land after this rich band of soil emphasised its importance to the Egyptians of the past, as it continues to be to this day, providing food and foliated shade in a valley surrounded by desert sand and rocky mountains. The Nile has been a source of life for Egypt’s earliest inhabitants far into prehistory and has continued to draw in people and cultures from all directions, seeking its life-giving resources, forming a complex multicultural history. The Nile River is fed by two tributaries known as the ‘White Nile’, originating in Lake Victoria (surrounded by Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania), and the ‘Blue Nile’ from Lake Tana in Ethiopia. Flowing from south to north, the rivers meet in Sudan and from there travel up through Upper Egypt, Middle, and Lower Egypt in the North, spilling into the Mediterranean Sea from Egypt’s Delta. According to Wesir’s mythology (see Chapter 1), the Nile’s currents continued to flow through the sea, carrying him to Byblos in Lebanon.


The Nile and its black soil taught the Egyptians about the cycles of life and death through its annual flooding and recession. Each year, around July or August by the Gregorian calendar (or sometimes between June and September), melting snow from Ethiopia would flush down the Blue Nile, causing the banks of the united Nile to flood. This would wash the land with red silt, causing considerable damage to river-side settlements. This silt, however, also revitalised the land and, as the waters receded, it left behind fertile soil in which to plant crops in the cooler months of the year (Brewer and Teeter, 2007, pp. 21, 31). The area of the floodplain was believed to be the realm of Order, ruled by Wesir and his heir, Heru (Greek Horus) and this was the land where the Egyptians built their homes and their Pharaohs governed in accordance with ma’at (truth and order). The realm beyond this, occupied by desert, mountains, and non-Egyptians, was the realm of Chaos ruled by Wesir’s brother, Sutekh (or Set, known to the Greeks as Typhon). Here, dangerous animals, daemons, unknown forces, and unknown peoples dwelt. The Nile’s cyclical flooding continued annually for millennia until the building of the Aswan High Dam in the late 20th century. Though this Dam regulated the waters and minimised repeated damage to settlements and historic monuments, it should not be forgotten that it also displaced thousands of Nubian people, who are still affected by this today.


Egypt in the 21st century is a land which clearly juxtaposes the ancient with the modern, and everything in-between. Modern Egyptian life continues to be intimately tied to its Nilotic landscape. People continue to work the fertile fields, yielding its gifts; they traverse the Nile on riverine boats, fishing and travelling upon its waters; traditional crafts and foods are created each day; folk customs carry echoes of Egypt’s multicultural history; the Muslim call to prayer rings out several times a day, echoing the ritual patterns of the past; and Coptic masses keep ancient words alive. Egyptians today are increasingly celebrating and reclaiming their noble past from those who would disinherit them, and many continue to live in close relationship with the land. Describing her bodily connection with her Egyptian homeland, feminist author Nawal el-Saadawi wrote:


‘I was proud of my dark skin. It was a beautiful brown, the colour of silt brought down to my land by the waters of the Nile.’


(el-Saadawi, 2018, p. 7).


As well as tying her the natural rhythm of her home, this description is also deeply reminiscent of surviving depictions of Wesir, whose skin colour likewise represented the hues of the Nile Valley’s fecund water and earth.


Origins


Though we cannot be certain that the cult of Wesir existed in the Predynastic and Early Dynastic periods due to an absence of, or very limited traces of writing, there is a tantalising possibility of early cults. Images of rulers (or at least clearly elite leaders) from this time are shown wearing the curved beard and the white crown (the Hedjet) and holding emblems which were later held and worn by Wesir; furthermore, burials at this time certainly suggest a belief in royal afterlife, which became the primary jurisdiction of Wesir (Adams and Ciałowicz, 1997, pp. 17–18, 33). Nevertheless, conclusive evidence of Wesir’s origins remains out of reach. What we do know is that when Wesir appears in the 5th Dynasty, the texts infer an already well-developed mythology; here, he is intrinsically linked with the funerary sphere and remains so for the duration of ancient Egypt’s polytheistic history (Smith, 2017, p. 8).


The earliest written attestation appears in non-royal contexts in elite tombs from Saqqara and Giza (although obtaining a secure date for these is challenging; Smith, 2017, pp. 117–123, 161). Wesir’s first written appearance in royal sources comes from a fragment from the 5th Dynasty pyramid temple of Djedkare Izezi in Saqqara (Smith, 2017, p. 114). Here, the name is written with the throne and eye hieroglyphs. Other places show orthographic variation, reversing the signs or later adding the phonetic mouth-sign to indicate the ‘r’ sound (fig. 2).
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