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Translator’s Preface

The elaborate rituals of death and rebirth in ancient Egypt were a core focus of its spiritual life. The ancient Egyptians believed it was in the tomb that heaven and earth, and life and death converged most closely. In Becoming Osiris, Professor Schumann Antelme makes it clear that the Egyptians viewed the tomb as a remote-control switch that caused actions in heaven in response to the terrestrial activities with which they were associated. This concept can be summed up best by the alchemists’ celebrated formula of “as above, so below,” which in other words means that there is a precise correspondence between heaven and earth. This theory is also the rationale behind astrology and other esoteric doctrines. The alchemical tradition, and all religious tradition, had its origin in the sacred science of the ancient Egyptians.

Much of this ritual is still imperfectly understood and has remained the province of scholars of Egyptology. Even in Professor Schumann Antelme’s detailed accounts, which make this rich legacy more accessible than ever before, certain elements still may present a mystery to those readers with little previous exposure to Egyptian theological thought. These complex rituals that comprised an intrinsic part of the ancient Egyptian death experience are intimately connected with the story of Osiris, son of Geb, the Neter (god) of the earth, and Nut, the Neter of the heavens, in which we encounter one of the oldest forms of the myth of resurrection. This myth is an integral part of all the death rituals explored in Becoming Osiris, and it is worthwhile to encapsulate the main features of the story here.

In the time when the gods still ruled Egypt, Osiris assumed the throne of the two lands from his father, who had assumed it in turn from Atum-Ra, the creator of the world. Despite the excellence of Osiris’s rule, with his sister-consort Isis (in this text they are are often referred to as the Divine Couple), his brother Seth contrived to overthrow him. With the help of seventy-two accomplices, Seth organized a festival during which a trunk the size of Osiris was brought in. Despite the efforts of all in attendance, the only one who could fit into the trunk was the Neter Osiris. Once Osiris was inside the trunk, it was closed and locked by Seth’s accomplices who set it adrift on the Nile. By the use of her arts, Isis was able to reclaim the body of Osiris from the trunk, but before she could restore him to life the Neter Seth took possession of the trunk and dismembered Osiris’s body into sixteen pieces, which he scattered throughout Egypt. Taking up her quest anew, at each site where a portion of Osiris’s body was found Isis had a temple erected. In order to prevent any recurrence of the evil deed of dismemberment, Horus, the posthumous son of the Divine Couple, embarked on an eternal war against Seth and his followers: the battle of Good and Evil on a cosmic level.

Until the murder of Osiris, the Neter had not known the experience of death, and this event forced them to seek a way by which to escape it. It fell to Horus (with the aid of Isis) to enter the Dwat and restore life to the inert form of Osiris with the power of his healing eye, a mythological journey reenacted by the magic funeral rites. For humans, and, first, for the King-Horus, the rites consisted of reproducing the circumstances of the death and resurrection of the Neter as faithfully as possible. Over the course of the ceremony, these episodes were acted out with the aim of reinserting the dead into the universal cosmic cycle. Animal sacrifices of beasts (representing Seth) were performed by Horus in a symbolic gesture that transformed back from son to father the life force he had inherited. (Schumann Antelme points out that there are striking illustrations of this in the tomb of the Pharaoh Tutankhamen.)

These rituals recounted in Osiris’s passion became the deliverance of humanity, and it was deemed necessary to repeat the resurrection rites for all. With the help of these same ceremonies, it became possible for every human to achieve a similar objective: that of immortal life as a solarized being—an Osiris-Ra. In the reenactment of this myth incorporated into funeral ceremonies, priests and/or sons played the role of Horus; wives, the role of Isis; priests and friends, the roles of Thoth and Anubis.

In the same text of the Corpus Hermeticum in which Hermes referred to Egypt as the “image of heaven,” he prophesied a coming period in which the temples of Egypt would be abandoned and the voices of the gods would no longer be heard, and at which time humanity would prefer darkness to light. But he went on to say that this would prompt a revival of sacred consciousness in which the temples would be restored. Such a revival seems to be occurring in the world today with books such as this providing the modern spiritual seeker with a bridge to an ancient spiritual tradition that reveals itself to be increasingly relevant to these times in which we live.

Jon Graham




Hail to thee, Osiris, son of Nut, possessor of two horns and the high Atef crown; to whom the white crown and the scepter have been given in the presence of the Ennead; for whom Atum has created awe in the hearts of men, of gods, of the grateful, and of the dead; prince of the gods of Dwat; great power of heaven, governor of the living and king of the dead, glorified by thousands.



Thy son Horus is thy protector, he chases away all evil bound to thee. Raise thyself Osiris, forever living! Geb has wiped thy mouth; thy mother Nut places her hands behind thee, she protects thee; thou art great with rebirths.
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Thy two sisters, Isis and Nephthys, come unto thee and endow thee with life, health, and strength; thy heart expands in their presence; they put for thee all things into your arms; they (are delighted) by thee, by their love for thee they unite for thee all the gods and Kas; they adore thee eternally.



Thou art handsome, Osiris! Thou hast appeared in glory, powerful, glorious. Thou hast fixed thy forms; thy countenance is Anubis.



Ra rejoices in thee and combines with thy perfection, for thou hast seated thyself on his pure throne, created for thee by Geb who loves thee; the protection of Ra is thy safeguard; the magical formulas of Thoth accompany thee and the protective incantations of Isis have entered all thy limbs.



I am coming toward thee, master of the sacred country, Osiris chief of the Westerners, Wennofer who exists forever and ever.

—Hymn to Osiris

(excerpts from chapter 181 of the Book of the Dead)
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Isis and Nephthys, the two sisters, the two Divine Weepers, who have assumed a magical attitude of protection for the new Osiris.
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The candidate for immortality saluting the divine powers.




CHAPTER 1

Ancient Egypt in Context

The Effect of Geography on Egyptian Thought

Yesterday belongs to me and I know tomorrow.

Who is this?

Yesterday is Osiris; tomorrow is Ra.

This passage from chapter 17 of the Book of the Dead, the primary source on which this book is based, sums up the fundamental, existential concept of the ancient Egyptians: that of the eternal return. The contours of their thoughts were obviously inspired by the geography that is so unique to their country, where the four elements impose themselves upon the observer in the following ways:




	The fire of the radiant sun god Ra provides warmth to all creatures but is also an implacable and destructive presence, as is made evident by the way the sun’s murderous rays beam down when it is at its zenith.

	The water, under the aegis of Osiris and Hapi, is provided by the longest river in the world, whose prodigious flow has no tributaries whatsoever in Egypt. The Nile ebbs and wastes away under the hottest days of summer, at which time, miraculously, when all hope seems to have fled this country and its parched inhabitants, the river suddenly starts to swell and overflow its banks, and it floods the entire valley.

	The earth is governed by the god Geb. This fertile, reddish-brown silt, personified by the goddess Akhet, is torn from the heart of Africa. When the annual inundation recedes, it leaves behind as a new, nourishing ground cover a soil gorged on water and microorganisms. As it dries, the soil turns the deep brown, almost black, color that brought ancient Egypt the name Kemit, “the Black,” at the heart of which life’s chemistry takes place. Too large a flood had devastating consequences, yet if the flood was too weak the country was destined to experience scarcity, even famine. This is illustrated by the image of the seven thin cows in the Bible. Today the country is no longer submerged by an annual flooding of the Nile because the river remains captive in the holding lake behind the high dam of Aswan. There it provides electricity to the country and, with the opening of the sluice gates, water during the lengthening of the year. That water is lacking in silt, however.
    But there is another earth in Egypt that is arid and blinding white under the noonday sun and red and violet in the early morning and the evening. This is the desheret, the “red,” the desert, enemy of life and domain of the god Seth.

	Finally there is air, ruled by the god Shu, that presents itself under a dual aspect like the other elements: that of the refreshing north wind that whistles through the Nile corridor and that of the withering, hot blast that comes from the desert, charged with miasma and illness, emanations of the lioness-goddess Sekhmet.



The Concept of the Eternal Return

The ancient Egyptian mind was struck by the periodic regularity of certain phenomena: the sun that rises, shines, and disappears without respite every day of the year, and whose pale nocturnal reflection serves humanity as reassurance, despite its changing shape; the flood that returns punctually every year at the same time, (currently around July 19 or 20). There is, as well, the air that is either refreshing or overwhelming, depending on the season. Therefore no cause for astonishment should be found in the fact that the Egyptian concept of the universe has been based upon the principle of “eternal return,” which reflects the will of the creator and is founded upon the intrinsic duality of existence: the equilibrium established between two complementary and opposing powers. For the ancients, even the demiurge, once he had instituted cosmic order, was not sheltered from the forces of disorder, the preexisting chaos from which he himself had been torn. Consequently, the balance between the created and uncreated, the positive and the negative, the good and the bad, had to be maintained at any cost. The Egyptians called this fragile harmony Maat, a principle personified by a goddess. All individuals were capable of contributing to this harmony during their lifetime and of benefiting from it after their terrestrial death. This death was believed to be only a painful, certainly, but necessary passage to a new life. Its process was comparable to that of birth, which was equally charged with suffering and occurred on the threshold of death, whose grip the newborn escapes with his or her first cry, the liberator from inexpressible anguish. Forcefully ejected from the warm, protective obscurity of the maternal womb, a person’s memory of the event held in the deepest regions throughout his or her entire existence under the sun. At the end of life, human beings were hesitant to begin the reverse journey, despite the knowledge that it is unavoidable. The individual who returned to the universal womb of the earth gathered together a mystical and material arsenal, which was allegedly capable of attracting beneficial forces that would aid him or her in successfully navigating all trials and in assuming every avatar until he or she returned to the light. This light was the initial energy with which the individual achieved identity while awaiting a new cycle, for the microcosm of humans was subject to the same rhythms as nature.

The Ritual Integration of the Deceased and the Tomb in the Cycle of Everyday Life

What were the items in that arsenal? The primary necessity was a sepulcher that had to be provided in conformance with the rituals, as well as offerings and a prophylactic set of funeral furnishings. The individual in question generally provided these while still living; he followed the example set by the king, but on a more modest scale. The pharaoh, being of divine essence and the incarnation of Horus, was assured of his solarization, which in the Old Kingdom took place in great secret in the shelter of the pyramids. These structures were viewed by the ancients as petrified rays of light. They were erected on the Giza plateau with their four sides oriented toward the four cardinal points with astonishing precision. The pyramids were covered (not only those at Giza) with a polished white limestone that has disappeared (except on top of Chephren pyramid). These immense mirrors must have emitted strong vibrations capable of provoking a “solar wind” that perhaps approached the magnitude of the Shut-Ra mentioned in the old texts. It should be noted, furthermore, that modern physics research on form waves has revealed evidence of the remarkable preservative powers of the regular pyramid erected on a square foundation.

During the period of the Middle Kingdom when Theban princes had ascended the throne, the court moved to Upper Egypt. The sovereigns gradually abandoned the ancient necropoles of Lower and Middle Egypt, as well as the construction of pyramids, in order to establish their “dwellings for eternity” in the mountains west of Thebes, under the watch of the Holy Summit, a naturally formed pyramid that dominated that entire valley. The queens, princes, and courtesans, whose small pyramids and mastabas were grouped around the great royal funeral constructions, were also made to hollow out their tombs in the limestone cliffs of the western wadis. These immense cemeteries that are known today by the names Deir el-Bahari, Valley of the Kings, Valley of the Queens, and Valley of the Nobles, were in use, at least partially, even after the pharaonic era. The same situation held true for numerous other necropoles of Egypt.
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FIGURE 1. The body (khat) visited by its ba, the subtle energy of the soul.



The Constituent Elements of the Individual

Because it served as the cocoon of a guaranteed transformation, the conservation of the cadaver, for king as for commoner, was the first step toward the ultimate destiny. In effect, the physical body, or khat, was the indispensable material support for the other constituent elements of the individual, to wit: the ba (fig. 1), the ka (fig. 2), the shadow (fig. 41), and the akh(u) (fig. 2).

The ba was the life principle, the transmitter of solar energy, and the messenger between the gods, the living, and the dead. It was depicted as a bird with a human head. The ba disengaged itself from the physical body at the time of death. It can be compared, mutatis mutandis (with all respective differences being considered), to the entity that we call the soul today.

The ka (the king possessed fourteen!) was materialized by its hieroglyph and represented vital and sexual potency. This term, especially when pluralized, included the connotation of nourishment.

The shadow was the reflection of the terrestrial body as an impalpable, negative silhouette.

Last, the akh was considered to be the celestial, subtle body that luminously reveals itself by virtue of the rituals.

We should not forget the name of the deceased. It had a great importance for the ancients because the image and the word were the literal equivalent to what they depicted. In this regard, criminals were magically condemned to nonexistence by being ritually stripped of their names. The name, both in written and spoken forms, saved the departed from oblivion. He or she would never be an unknown, deprived of a sepulcher, a funeral cult, or offerings. In short, a person with a name would always be assured inclusion in the cycle of life. The anonymity that was the destiny of the common man, those who were not rich enough to obtain a tomb, embalming, and rituals, was a thing to be avoided. The poor entrusted their remains to consecrated but unoccupied locations such as necropoles and even temple annexes converted into cemeteries. They also would go so far as to have themselves entombed in the walls of such places! Thus they hoped to obtain the indirect benefit of the offerings left to a funeral cult and trusted in the dry climate to preserve the body naturally.
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FIGURE 2. Constituent elements of the individual: The ka, a sacred sign that was the personification of the vital force and the double of the deceased; akh, represented by the tufted ibis, the subtle body that reflected the celestial powers.



The Texts and Rituals of Immortality

Solemnly mummified according to the ritual of embalming, the deceased, who was inert, immobile and imprisoned in hundreds of yards of cloth and bandages as a potential Osiris, had to regain the use of his limbs and senses. The Opening of the Mouth Ritual, originally intended for the animation of religious statuaries, became responsible for this phase of reactivation. The Book of Respirations was an extension of this domain at a much later time in the Thebaid, under the aegis of Amun-Ra.

Last, a sort of passport to eternity, a vademecum memory aid was necessary for the deceased. This is the renowned Book of the Dead, a veritable tourist guide for the voyage through the labyrinth of the beyond. The title was bestowed by Champollion on the group of texts that the ancients called the Book of Coming Forth by Day. It includes a core of 162 chapters to which timely adjunctions were grafted, thus bringing it up to the verified 192 chapters we are familiar with today. Under the New Kingdom the Book of Coming Forth by Day took up the relay of the Book of the Two Paths, a kind of atlas of the beyond, and the Coffin Texts, an amalgamation of formulas widely known during the Middle Kingdom period that were issued themselves from the Pyramid Texts, which had been reserved for the sole use of the kings during the Old Kingdom.

The living were clearly apprehensive of this one-way trip into the unknown from which no person had visibly returned, and for which their confidence had to be placed totally in the hands of the priests, although several rare initiates had likely known near death experiences (NDEs). The prudent thing, therefore, was to surround oneself with the maximum number of precautions, especially if one hadn’t led an exemplary life, so as to confront the beyond with some hope of surmounting all its trials and leaving behind the shadowy entrails of the earth as one of the blessed beings who have been granted passage on the solar bark. This enviable fate was reserved by right for the pharaoh, for whom all precautions had been taken while he passed through the Osirian phase, in order for him to rejoin his father Ra and continue to watch over Egypt. The royal tombs of the New Kingdom were veritable underground palaces filled with a fantastic accumulation of prophylactic objects and whose walls were adorned, according to the epoch, with different sacred texts, specifically the books of the Dwat, of Night and Day, of the Gates, of the Caverns, and so on, which do not enter into the framework of this book. These were there to assure the glorious transmutation of these embodied Horuses.
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