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PREFACE
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The title of this book is taken from a passage in the Corpus Hermeticum, a collection of mystical texts attributed to Hermes Trismegistus, the “thrice-great Hermes,” whom the Egyptians knew as Thoth, the wisest of the gods. He is in dialogue with his pupil Asclepius, describing to him in bold terms the symbolic significance of Egypt in the spiritual history of the world. He says:

Egypt is an image of heaven, or to speak more exactly, in Egypt all the operations of the powers which rule and are active in heaven have been transferred to a lower place. Even more than that, if the whole truth be told, our land is the temple of the entire cosmos.1

Trismegistus says these words by way of introducing a prophecy, which falls into two parts. First, he tells Asclepius that a time will come when Egypt, “the temple of the cosmos,” will be left desolate. Human beings will become weary of life and will cease to regard the universe as worthy of reverence or wonder. Religion will be felt as burdensome, and people will “prefer darkness to light.” In that time the gods will depart from humankind, and their voices will no longer be heard. The soil will turn barren, the very air will sicken and stagnate, and in this way old age will come upon the world.

Thus far the prophecy, although ostensibly to do with the fate of Egypt, clearly embraces a larger historical process than simply that of ancient Egyptian civilization. It is a historical process that we can recognize as extending into our own time; indeed, it seems to be describing the destiny of Western civilization. Perhaps his words imply that we make a mistake in regarding Egypt as belonging to an epoch essentially different from our own. As we struggle with a sense of weariness in a godless and polluted world, we might feel inclined to acknowledge that the first part of the prophecy has now been fulfilled: “Egypt” has been desolated.

But then comes the second part. When all this has come to pass, says Trismegistus, through God’s grace there will be a renewal of human consciousness of the sacred. Wonder and reverence will once again fill human hearts. There will be a general reawakening to the divine, which will cause human beings once more to sing unceasing hymns of praise and blessing. This will amount to a new birth of the cosmos, “a holy and awe-striking restoration of all nature.” All of this is stated still within the framework of a prophecy about Egypt, but it has become apparent that the fate of Egypt incorporates at the same time the fate not only of Western civilization (from which no part of the modern world has remained immune), but also of all nature.

We are presented here with the idea of a vast cosmic cycle, within which Egypt has a special symbolic importance, but which also includes our own time in a particularly significant way. For we live today at that juncture when the first stage of the cycle—the desolation of the temple—has been virtually accomplished, but the second stage—the restoration of the temple—is only just beginning. In the terms of the prophecy, “Egypt” in some respect represents all of humanity and all of nature. In the civilization and spiritual life of ancient Egypt, something was brought to expression that stood for us all at a particular moment in our evolution. Ancient Egypt crystallized in itself a peak of human spiritual attainment and relatedness to nature that has become part of our cultural biography.

Today, we are all brought up to believe that our own era began with the Greeks on the one hand, and the Israelites on the other. The Greeks gave us science and reason; the Israelites gave us monotheism. Thus the soul of the West was forged by means of a heroic antipathy toward a previous epoch of irrational superstition and rampant paganism. This is, however, a picture of our cultural identity that carries less and less conviction with the passage of time.

The Greeks did not so much inaugurate a new epoch of science and rationalism as let slip from their grasp an older dispensation. It was a dispensation of which the Egyptians were the chief guardians in the ancient world, and according to which knowledge of the spiritual powers that pervade the cosmos was assiduously cultivated. As the Greeks slackened their grip upon this older, more attuned mode of consciousness, they had increasingly to orient themselves by reference to the narrower human faculties of logic and sense perception. Similarly, the Israelites did not found their monotheistic religion in a spiritual vacuum, but in the teeth of the ancient polytheistic consensus. From the polytheistic point of view, the religion of the Israelites was an incomprehensible minimalism that even the Israelite people could scarcely understand, and that they only came to accept through a painful, often violent, process of readjustment.

The traditional biography of the Western mind that sees our roots in Greece and Israel does not give us the complete picture. The complete picture must include the world that the Greeks and the Israelites turned away from. The soul of the West is older and wiser than we have been given to believe. In the effort today to reclaim the depth-dimension of the soul, it is necessary, therefore, that we shift our perspective to the blazing culture that lies the other side of the Judeo-Greek horizon. In so doing, not only do we begin to recover a sense of our larger identity, but we also gain a more accurate perspective on the developmental path that we have slowly but inexorably taken since those times.

Egypt calls to us like a lost part of ourselves. As we strive to achieve a new sensitivity toward the spiritual powers that pervade our lives, Egypt comes increasingly into focus for us. We find that there is a new and lively dialogue between the unfolding spirituality of modern times and that of the ancient, pre-Greek and pre-Judaic world. Perhaps we recognize that we are beginning to enter, in our modern way, areas of experience with which the Greeks and Israelites felt uneasy, but with which the Egyptians were entirely familiar. For this reason, it is of inestimable value to pursue this dialogue with the ancient Egyptians. For although their era has now passed, they can nevertheless become our companions and guides as we venture toward our own future.

This is not to advocate some New Age revamp of ancient Egyptian religion. Our modern consciousness is not the same as the ancient consciousness. It has been through a long developmental process that we should honor. Simply to embrace ancient Egyptian spirituality today would be to deny the very meaning implicit in the extraordinary historical process that is the cultural biography of the West. The importance of ancient Egypt today lies in its being a reminder that our modern culture has deeper roots than we may have suspected, deeper not only historically but also spiritually. In tapping these roots we go to a profound source of inspiration and guidance. But at the same time we should recognize that the restored temple will not have the same form as the temple that was desolated. There should be no question, therefore, of our “going back” to Egypt. We have the opportunity today of entering into dialogue with the Egyptian experience, and hence with our own spiritual foundations. Recognizing these foundations, the real challenge is to build toward the future.

This book has owed much to many different people, and it would be impossible to mention them all by name. But grateful thanks are especially due to the following, without whose help and encouragement the book may never have come to the light of day. To Sam Betts and Alison Roberts for reading through early chapters and offering much useful advice and feedback; to Vicky Yakehpar for essential aid with typing; to Barry Cottrell for many perspicacious comments on the completed manuscript and for the beautifully rendered line drawings done specially for this book. I have been most fortunate in having such a sensitive and painstaking editor as Cannon Labrie at Inner Traditions, to whom I am gratefully indebted. Finally, I would like to thank my friends Louanne Richards and Ajit Lalvani for being willing to listen to crucial sections of the book and for their unflagging support.
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A METAPHYSICAL LANDSCAPE
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Radiant Sun

The first thing that strikes one in Egypt is the sun. It is truly majestic, far more so than our northern sun, which too often is limp and cloud defeated. The Egyptian sun commands the lower atmosphere, permeating it with its brilliance. It is a regal presence that dominates the whole country. So pure, so radiant is the light that issues from the Egyptian sun that the ancient Egyptians perceived in it the divine presence of a god they named Shu, of whom it was said that “he fills the sky with beauty.”1

The nearest equivalent to the dazzling beauty of Shu’s light is the atmosphere above the clouds, which one can experience on high mountaintops, or glimpse from airplane windows. The Greeks called this upper atmosphere the “ether.” It is heavenly air that is so much more refined and translucent than mundane air that the gods were felt by the Greeks to live and move in it. One can experience this ether on Mount Olympus, when suddenly one breaches cloud level. But in Egypt, the whole country seems to exist in this godlike atmosphere. One feels that much closer to the heavens, to the divine source that proclaims itself in the all-pervading brilliance of the sun. And so one understands how this country was once known to its inhabitants as ta neteru, “the land of the gods.”

The influence of the sun spreads even into the night. The sun-inebriated air retains a purity that draws the stars close to the earth. Out of the towns, the Egyptian nights belong to the stars. The whole body of the heavens arches over the earth, covering it with a glittering embrace. This body belongs to Nut, daughter of Shu.

By night, the star-studded daughter of Shu is as powerful a presence as her father is by day. Indeed, it is Nut who gives birth to the sun each morning. Mythologically, there is a reciprocity in the relationships of Shu to Nut and of Nut to the sun god Ra who, though he is the father of Shu, is also born of Nut. The pervasive quality of luminescence that characterizes both day and night links these deities in a circle of interdependence.

But there can be no question of the ultimate supremacy of the sun. It is the sun that is the source of life and emblem of the creative spirit that permeates the whole world. From the earliest times, hymns of praise were addressed to the sun god Ra:

Splendid you rise, O living sun, eternal Lord!

You are radiant, beauteous, mighty,

Your love is great, immense.

Your rays light up all faces.

Your bright hue gives life to hearts,

When you fill the Two Lands with your love.

Mighty God, who created himself,

Who made every land, created what is in it,

All peoples, herds and flocks,

All trees that grow from the soil;

They live when you dawn for them,

You are mother and father of all you made.

When you dawn, their eyes observe you,

As your rays light the whole earth;

Every heart acclaims your sight,

When you are risen as their lord2

Such feelings do not come readily to dwellers of the cloud-covered, mist-laden north. We have little experience of the realm beyond the clouds, and we breathe a denser atmosphere than that of the Egyptians. Perhaps it would have been impossible for our modern, secular, scientific civilization to have arisen in the climate of Egypt, for civilizations, like plants, belong to and grow out of a certain soil; they unfold and develop in a specific ambience of light and air. In Egypt the quality of light alone acts as a refining influence on spiritual life, and the ancient culture that developed there was profoundly aware of its indebtedness to the source of this light that “filled the Two Lands [Egypt] with love.”

River and Desert

But it is not just the quality of light that has such a profound influence on the character of Egypt. There is also its unique landscape, which is made up of dramatic polarities closely juxtaposed, if not intertwined. Were it not for the Nile, Egypt would be desert. Yet because of the Nile, Egypt is a long, lush oasis with an exuberance of vegetation. It is true that the sun is the source of life, but the life-giving warmth and uplifting light of the Egyptian sun can only be appreciated in the region of the Nile valley. Once beyond the ambit of the river, the lord of life burns the land with the merciless heat of the desert. Egypt is, as Herodotus said, “the gift of the Nile.”3 It is the fertilizing waters of the Nile that transform the sun’s intrinsic fierceness into a generous benevolence.

The Nile valley is a wonder for the northern traveller. Plants that we see only in the heated greenhouses of our botanical gardens grow luxuriantly there: the banana and date palm, mango and pomegranate, guava and soff-saff tree. There is an abundance, a profusion of greenery. But one is always aware that it is but an oasis. The desert is always at hand: a few miles away, sometimes just a few yards. The desert is a presence one feels even in the midst of the oasis. In Egypt, one becomes acutely aware of the precipicetousness of life. Life flourishes on the precipice; it flourishes through the grace of geographical circumstance.

Thus Egypt plays host equally to the extremes of the overflowing life of the oasis and the intractable hostility of the barren desert. There is such a concentration of life, and at the same time such an unequivocally sterile expanse surrounding it, that one wonders at the peculiar destiny of this landscape that has to bear within itself, in such extreme degrees, both fecundity and desolation. It is as if here, in this unique physical environment, one comes closer than anywhere else in the world to an experience of the universal forces of life and death, playing out their mutually antagonistic yet complementary roles. They vie with each other, they contend with each other, but there is also a kind of harmony in this perpetual tension and conflict of each within the other. Neither can drive the other one out, and so they exist in a state of dynamic equilibrium.

The ancient Egyptians called their country the Two Lands. This is usually taken at its face value to refer to the Delta region on the one hand, and the rest of the Nile valley on the other. But the broad and fertile plain of the Delta—Lower Egypt—and the long, confined valley of Upper Egypt were themselves a re-expression of a deeper, underlying polarity. From the beginning, the Delta was the domain of Horus while Upper Egypt was the province of Seth, the great opponent from whom the imperiled life and fecundity of the Nile valley had annually to be won. Seth ruled the desert; the desert was Seth’s land. And Seth was eternally opposed by Horus; eternally combatted and defeated. As much as the Two Lands of Egypt are the North and the South, they are equally the fertile Black Lands of the Nile valley, and the barren Red Lands of the encompassing desert.

But the concept of Two Lands goes further than any merely geographical distinction. In Egypt, the physical landscape has a metaphysical resonance of which the ancient Egyptians were keenly aware: the Two Lands are the two contending yet mutually interpenetrating realms of life and death, of the spiritual or heavenly world on the one hand, and the world of lifeless matter on the other.4 It is not without significance that the name Horus—in Egyptian, Heru—meant “He who is Above.” Horus was representative of Heaven, while the domain of Seth was that of unspiritualized matter, chaos, and death. And so this landscape is both paradise and hell, at war with each other yet united in precarious balance and reciprocity.

The Egyptian sun, with its life-giving, translucent light and its searing desert heat contains the same polarity. The sun that shines benevolently upon the flourishing Nile valley is the same sun that scorches the desert. And so the deity whose visible manifestation is the sun, Ra, contains within himself all duality. He is source and progenitor both of the Above and the Below, of Heaven and Earth, and of Horus and Seth. Each night Ra acknowledges this by entering into, passing through, but finally overcoming, the domain in which the forces of Seth are rampant—the Underworld. Here Seth’s power manifests as a life-denying opposition to spirit, but—as such—it is also the necessary precondition of the renewal of life and spiritual rebirth. Even Seth, who in so many respects is the archetype of negativity, embodies a certain duality; he was never thought of as unequivocally bad or evil, but rather as a necessary component of the cosmos viewed as a totality.

This ambivalence of Seth can be experienced in the Egyptian desert. It is indeed mercilessly hot, and there is nowhere to find shelter from the sun. But in this landscape of rock and silence, where no bird flies and no animal save the desert viper moves, there is a solitude that the Nile valley cannot offer. The Nile valley has an intensely social, as well as natural, fertility. In ancient as in modern times, it must have been virtually impossible to experience being alone in the entirely humanized landscape of the valley; for there are no wild places there, no woods, heaths, moorlands or craggy hills to offer retreat.

The valley is in its entirety given over to cultivation. There the human and natural spheres of existence are blended into a harmonious unity, as if all partake of the same social fabric. Men, women, and children work together with their donkeys and oxen, sit with their cows or herds of sheep and goats under trees. Even the egrets that gather—as they have always gathered—in the fields mingle with the workers as if they were domestic fowl. The gods of Egypt were the spiritual denizens of the cultivated land. They were part of the social fabric of the Nile valley. All of them, that is, except for Seth. Seth was always the outsider god, encountered when a person stepped outside the socially cohesive fertile land into the desert. In the eerie, fearful wastes of the desert, the wanderer might or might not stumble upon a venomous snake. But there was no avoiding meeting one’s own solitude. It was here, in Seth’s domain, far from the reassuring presence of the company of gods, that one could experience the utter deprivation of spirit that is the precondition of inner renewal.

In Egypt, one is constantly impressed by the balance and interplay of the opposites: life and death, abundance and barrenness, light and dark, day and night, society and solitude. Each is so clearly described that one sees that the ancient Egyptians could not but understand the world in dualistic terms. Their landscape teaches the metaphysics of the equilibrium of opposing principles.5 To maintain this balance of the Two Lands, of Horus and Seth, of the Above and the Below, was the central preoccupation of the Egyptian people, which devolved specifically upon the king. One of the titles of the king was “The Two Lords.” In the office of kingship, and thereby throughout the whole country, Horus and Seth were embodied and held in equilibrium.6

Flood and Drought

As much as the landscape was—and still may be—experienced as resonating with metaphysical import, so equally was the seasonal cycle that transformed the landscape each year. Today, because the flow of the Nile has passed out of the hands of the gods and into the control of human beings, we can only reconstruct this experience in our imaginations. The Egyptian year used to be governed by the influx and reflux of the Great River, as the Nile was called. The Great River was itself regarded, like virtually all landscape features of ancient Egypt, as the body of a god. His name was Hapi, and he was usually depicted as androgynous, for he was the nurturing mother of the abundant life of the Nile valley. Hapi was not merely a “personification” of the river; it was as if, in those days, people saw through the vivid landscape in which they lived to the energies, forces, and beings of which it was an expression.7

The country on each side of the river was modified by the ancient Egyptians to accommodate and make maximum use of the annual inundation. Many dikes were constructed both parallel to the river and at right angles to it, dividing the valley into a vast network of basins descending in terraces from Upper Egypt in the south to Lower Egypt in the north. Each great basin formed the frame of a whole agricultural district, which in turn was subdivided into a crisscross of ditches and embankments, canals and dikes. The cycle of inundation and retreat thus acted as a principle of organization and division of the land as a whole; it conditioned the agricultural and political ordering of the Nile valley into a series of mutually dependent districts.8

Beginning at the time of the summer solstice, when Sirius rose above the horizon, the floodwaters slowly worked their way north to the Delta. The advance wave of the flood turned the waters of the Nile green with a mass of vegetable detritus floating in the river from the equatorial swamps farther south. For several days the Nile would smell so foul with this decaying vegetable matter that gods, men, and demons stood aghast.9 In the green Nile came Osiris the purifier, who with this stench drove out all evil before the oncoming flood.

A few days later there came a second wave, colored red with ferruginous mud brought down from the soils of Ethiopia. It came on in a spate, and the inundation followed rapidly. The Nile rose forty to forty-five feet in the south, and weeks later about twenty-five feet in the Delta region. These rich, red, humus-filled waters were remarkably sweet. In the ancient festival celebrating the inundation, the people would ritually wash themselves in and drink from the floodwaters.10 The waters submerged the whole country, giving it the appearance of a vast lake or sea. This is how Diodorus described the inundation in the first century B.C.: “Since the country is flat, and towns, villages and rural dwellings are built on earthworks made by the hands of men, the appearance of the whole recalls the Cyclades islands.”11 This description echoes that of Herodotus several hundred years earlier:

When the Nile overflows, the whole country is converted into a sea, and the towns, which alone remain above water, look like the islands of the Aegean. At these times water transport is used all over the country, instead of merely along the course of the river, and anyone going from Naucratis to Memphis would pass right by the pyramids instead of following the usual course by the Cercasorus and the tip of the Delta.12

Such a phenomenon aroused emotions of both apprehension and joy. In one of the ancient Pyramid Texts, we read how “They tremble, they who see the Great River when it surges; but the meadows smile, and the river-banks blossom.”13

The tremendous force of the oncoming flood destroyed everything in its path, disintegrating long stretches of riverbank and obliterating boundaries. In the event of too great a flood, whole villages might be swept away, cattle and people drowned. On the other hand, an insufficient inundation—which was more common—carried with it the threat of starvation. Normally, inadequate inundations could be compensated for by the storage of food supplies from previous years of abundance. But a succession of low inundations threatened the whole land with starvation.

Unlike the rivers of Mesopotamia, however, the annual inundation of the Nile was both predictable and for the most part entirely benevolent. Occurring at the hottest time of the year, the inundation was yet another confirmation of the wise ordering of the universe that caused there to be equilibrium between opposing forces. In the months preceding the flood, the power of Seth would visibly grow. The land became increasingly parched, the earth turned to dust, the vegetation shrivelled. Animals and human beings became listless from the heat, and the Nile shrank ever smaller. It seemed as if the country would soon become absorbed into the surrounding desert.14 At the very moment in the year when the life-sapping, destructive power of Seth seemed closest to victory, then the Nile waters would miraculously begin to swell, “a wave spreading over the orchards which Ra made to nourish all who thirst, you [Hapi] give drink to the desert places.”15 It was an event that never ceased to cause the visiting Greeks to marvel

the rising of the Nile is a phenomenon which astounds those who see it and appears quite incredible to those who hear of it. For whereas other rivers shrink about the time of the summer solstice, and grow smaller and smaller from that point onwards, the Nile alone begins to swell, its waters rise, day by day, until in the end they overflow almost the whole of Egypt.16

The annual cycle of the three seasons: of Deficiency (Shomu) from April to June, of Inundation (Akhet) from July to October, and of Coming Forth or Emergence (Proyet) from November to March, dramatically represented the myth central to the Egyptian religious consciousness—that of the death and resurrection of Osiris. During the drought, Osiris was “lost” or “dead.” It was at this time that his son Horus battled with Seth, the inundation betokening Horus’s victory and Seth’s defeat. It was on account of this that Osiris, the divine source of fertility and reproductive power, was enabled to rise from his condition of unconsciousness and impotence. The surge of plant life that followed the retreat of the waters was the physical corollary of the resurrection of Osiris’s soul.17

The seasonal cycle, however, did more than act out the phases of the Osirian myth. It recalled the very process of the creation of the universe. For when Egypt was submerged under the floodwaters, the whole land returned to the primordial condition of formlessness that prevailed before creation began. The sinking back of the waters and the reemergence of the land was a quite obvious reenactment, in the world of space and time, of what occurred (and eternally occurs) in the very Beginning, in the very first stages of the emanation of the spatiotemporal world from the non-spatiotemporal, spiritual realm. The seasonal transformations that the landscape of Egypt underwent were—like the landscape itself—a reflection on the physical plane of metaphysical realities.

Orientations

In Egypt, the directions of east and west, north and south, are never in any doubt. Through the whole six-hundred-mile span of the Nile valley, there is an almost unbroken constancy in the northward flow of the river. It thus divides the land equally into a western and an eastern half. This physical division of the country by the Great River is given symbolic meaning by the cosmic and divine event of the daily birth of Ra in the east, his journey across the heavenly Nile (of which the earthly Nile is but an image), and his senescence and descent into the realm of the dead beyond the cliffs of the western desert. East and west are thus not simply physical directions, they are mythical and metaphysical orientations. The symbolism of the sun’s diurnal cycle deeply impresses itself upon the Egyptian landscape. The western side of the Nile valley has to be the side of the funerary complexes and mortuary temples, for it is there, beyond the western desert, that Ra descends into the Underworld. The east has to be the side of rebirth, of new life, for every morning the whole country turns east as it awakens to the enlivening rays of the newborn sun.

But just as the country is divided into easterly and westerly realms, as much mythographical as geographical, so also is it divided into the northern, low-lying expanse of the Delta, and the narrow Nile valley to the south. Looking southward, one can have the sense of gazing into another mysterious, metaphysical zone where, as with the east and west, physical geography blends into mythography. The source of the life-giving waters that flowed through the land was essentially mythic: the Egyptians said the sacred river came to the earth from the Underworld or Dwat.18 Now the Dwat (for which our “Underworld” is a somewhat misleading translation) was a region midway between the earthly and the spiritual worlds, and—as will be described later—was the source of all life, health, and fertility for the physical realm. Hence the connection of the Lord of the Dwat—Osiris—with the fertilizing power of the Nile’s flood. And indeed not only Osiris but the whole Osirian myth rises up before one when looking to the south.

The ancient Egyptians quite literally saw Osiris appear in the southern sky in the constellation of Orion, in the period immediately preceding the flood. But the flood itself was directly heralded by the appearance of Isis in the iridescent star Sirius, some time after the first reemergence of Orion from below the southern horizon. The Nile’s inundation was said to be caused by the tears of Isis for her stricken lord, tears that, as it were, came streaming from the rainbow hues of this star down into the emaciated river.

If in looking south one gazes toward the Dwat, then behind one are the stars of the north, the pole stars that never set and that for the Egyptians constituted a cosmic image of eternity. It was the uninterrupted circuit of these stars that the most blessed dead would join, the realm beyond the Dwat, the realm of pure spirit.

A person standing and facing south is in the “archetypal” position by which the ancient Egyptians oriented themselves in “the Beloved Land” (ta-meri). One of the terms for “south” is also a term for “face,” while the word usually used for “north” is related to a word that means “back of the head.” The word for “east” is the same as that for “left”; likewise the word for “west” and “right.”19 In no other country are directions in space so clearly defined in the landscape. One feels “held” by this landscape as one does nowhere else in the world. In the fact that the directions in space were each felt to correspond to sides of the human body, one glimpses something of the rootedness, the absolute belonging, of the ancient Egyptian to this landscape. One understands how this landscape must have nurtured a great confidence in the orderliness of the universe: there is the Great River, there is the fertile Black Land, there is the desert, and there is the sun journeying from east to west each day. No matter where a person stands in the Nile valley, he or she is at the center of a cross whose axes are described by the Nile and its embankments on the one hand, and by the sun’s course on the other. Wherever one is in the Nile valley, one can imagine how the ancient Egyptians must have felt to be always at the center of a metaphysical universe.

It is an interesting fact that the Egyptians regarded their land not only as being at the center of the world but also as being, in a certain sense, the whole world. Thus they called their country “that which the sun encircles,” with the implication that it stood for the whole planet. It was not through ignorance of other countries beyond Egypt’s frontiers; neither was it through a condescending or dismissive attitude toward the “foreign lands.” Rather, it was due to a feeling that characterized the relationship of all ancient peoples to the earth: the feeling that in the part of the earth that they inhabited, the whole was present.20 But more than in any other country, because of its unique qualities of climate and landscape, in Egypt such a feeling could arise with the force of a self-evident truth.
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INTERPENETRATING WORLDS
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The modern traveller to Egypt has an awareness of the natural world, and of personal selfhood as well, that is essentially alien to that of the ancient Egyptian. The most that we can achieve is to experience but an echo of what was once a powerfully resonant landscape; it is like coming into a concert hall just after the final notes of the symphony have been sounded, with the difference that it is our entry upon the scene that causes those notes to die away. The gods are no longer present for us as they were for the ancients, and it is important that we understand why.

In ancient times, people had the feeling that in the part of the world they inhabited, the whole was experienced as present. Each country was apprehended macrocosmically. In this macrocosmic experience of landscape people saw universal, spiritual forces active and immanent in the desert and flood, the course of the sun, the dome of die sky, and throughout the phenomenal world. The physical universe had a “vertical dimension”; it reached up into, and included within itself, spiritual realities that for the modern consciousness are no longer a living experience. But for the ancient Egyptian, a metaphysical world poured into the physical, saturating it with meaning.

The modern consciousness has developed in such a way that access to this vertical dimension has become more or less closed off to it. For the ancient Egyptians, awareness of the vertical dimension was a condition of their experience of life. But today we are, to a large extent, shackled to a “horizontal” mode of perception from which the illuminating presence of the gods has been excluded. The corollary of this development is that we are now that much more aware of how the part of the world in which we live is but a part—one segment of the whole. And if our landscape becomes imbued with symbolic value, we are only too ready to dismiss this as merely subjective, as merely the product of sentiment. Modern rationality asserts that the only objective value a landscape can have is economic value; aside from this, each part of the world is equal to any other part. And so we arrive at our concept of the whole by putting together all the parts. Wholeness is for us simply totality. No longer does it come naturally to us to apprehend the whole as an indwelling presence within the part, for each part of the world has come to be experienced as but a fragment of a whole conceived purely quantitatively. Modern geography operates only on the “horizontal” plane; it is a “democratized” geography from which all metaphysical and mythical elements have been expunged.

Though it may be beyond our powers to recapture the ancient Egyptians’ experience of their world, it is nevertheless worthwhile at least to make the attempt. What this experience entails is no less than a completely different relationship to space.

Outer and Inner Space

Despite the sustained efforts of modern physicists to alter the way in which we think about space, most of us still think of it as a kind of container that physical objects are “in.” Space is assumed to be a neutral and uniform medium, lacking any qualities, and within which objects exist. It is thereby relegated to the background of our thought. We focus on the objects that are “in” space rather than the space itself.

If we turn our attention to this space, however, it proves to be particularly difficult to apprehend. To have an experience of space emptied of objects—to experience sheer “empty space”—is quite impossible.1 It seems that we are simply grasping at an abstraction. In order to experience space, we must experience a world of objects. And so we find that rather than objects being “in” space, space is “in” the relationship of one object to another.

Our modern experience of spatially related objects is an experience of their being external one to another, and also external to ourselves. When we refer to the abstraction that we call “space,” what we are really referring to is a condition of our modern experience of the world, namely, the condition of its “out-there-ness,” it’s being external to us. And if we experience the spatial world as one conditioned by externality, then this is because we experience ourselves as external observers of the world.

But spatiality does not necessarily have to be experienced in this way. It is evident that in ancient times space was experienced not simply as the condition of the outwardness of objects in the world but also as disclosing varying degrees of internality. There were vast and important regions of the cosmos that existed entirely inwardly, in which quite different conditions prevailed, but from which the externalized world derives, and in which it partakes. By implication, human beings did not experience themselves simply as observers of an external world. By virtue of objects having an inner dimension, people were able to enter into them in a way that has become quite unfamiliar to us today.2

This inner dimension is, of course, the symbolic or vertical dimension. What belongs to this dimension is not physical. Within it are located the nonphysical aspects of objects that have an external mode of existence, and also nonphysical forces, energies and beings that may or may not become manifest in external space.

In modern times, there is a strong tendency to regard such an internal dimension as within us. It tends to be located within human subjectivity, either conscious or unconscious. In ancient times, by contrast, inner space was regarded as objective and as existing independently of the human psyche. It was a realm that people perceived or into which they ventured, rather than a realm confined to the individual, or even collective, human psyche. If we were to point to one outstanding difference between the modern and the ancient consciousness, it would be this: that whereas the modern consciousness feels that it contains within itself an inner world, the ancient consciousness felt itself to be surrounded by an inner world. And whereas the modern consciousness feels that objects are contained in external space, or at least separated from each other by a space that is “between” them, the ancient consciousness felt that objects contained, and therefore could reveal, an inner, metaphysical space. It was this experience of a non-subjective, inner dimension to the world that nourished and sustained the ancient symbolic worldview. The decline of this mode of experiencing the world, which led to objects becoming increasingly opaque and incapable of transmitting any transcendent value, lies behind the development of the secular, materialistic worldview of modern times. Let us now turn to the cosmos as the ancient Egyptians experienced it.

The Manifest Cosmos

The Egyptian cosmos was conceived primarily as consisting of three realms: the flat mountain-rimmed earth; the sky above the earth; and the atmosphere between the earth and the sky. None of these realms was thought of as being simply physical, each one manifested an inner, divine presence. To describe the Egyptian cosmos is also to describe a world of divine beings whose nature is expressed in their respective cosmological domains. These domains are only marginally physical, and insofar as they are physical they are also symbolic.

For the Egyptians, the lower realm of the earth was represented in its entirety in the image of the Beloved Land. It was pictured as a wide alluvial plain, through the center of which the Great River flowed; on either side it was bounded by a range of mountains. Beyond these were located the other Middle Eastern countries, which throughout Egyptian history existed on the periphery of the Egyptian universe. Egypt was the country that focalized in itself the macrocosmic whole; the countries beyond Egypt failed to attain the metaphysical status as “an image of the heavens,” and hence were not assigned any cosmic centrality.3 They all merged into the general blur of “foreign lands” that had only peripheral significance in a world picture that was essentially symbolic.

The earth itself was identified with the divine being Geb. In one text, it is described literally as the body of Geb, on whose back vegetation grows, and from whose ribs the barley springs forth.4 Figure 2.1 shows Geb the earth god, his body covered with plants and reeds. The earth was thus alive and ensouled. To tread upon the earth was to tread upon a god.

This image of the earth as god is clearly not based simply on sense perception, nor is it based upon logical reasoning. It is an imaginative vision that sees through the physical landscape into its interiority. Ancient Egyptian theology was to a large extent the product of this higher type of perception, which one might easily misinterpret as an imaginative construct, or some kind of psychological projection. But it actually consists in an imaginative insight into the invisible forces and beings that exist in “inner space,” and that we grasp hold of in symbolic images. Such a mode of awareness might seem to lose sight of the earth altogether, but it would be more accurate to say that our perception is augmented by an experience that resonates at a deeper level of the soul. It is at this deeper level of “soul perception” as distinct from sense perception that, as Henry Corbin says, “the universe of archetype-Images is experienced as so many personal presences.”5

In figure 2.1, we see Geb in a typical pose. He is nearly always represented in this manner when he is portrayed as the spirit of the earth. We see him in a similar posture in figure 2.2. His right leg (and often his right arm, as in figure 2.1) is usually raised, and he rests on his left elbow and left buttock. His face is turned toward the earth, seemingly in a gesture of resignation to a fate that entails having become ensnared in the realm of matter. Geb is rarely shown looking up. It is as if, with a mixture of surprise and sadness, his gaze is arrested by what is below rather than by what is above him. What is above him is his beloved consort Nut, the goddess of heaven.
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Fig. 2.1. The earth god, Geb. New Kingdom papyrus.
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Fig. 2.2. The earth god, Geb, in a posture that suggests surrender to the world of matter. Papyrus of Nisti-ta-Nebet-Taui. New Kingdom.



Geb always seems to lack vitality, and looks as if he is unable to raise himself up. Or is it that he has just landed, having fallen from a great height? Whichever way one sees him, Geb symbolizes the energy that lies behind the world of matter, which is traditionally passive in relation to the world of spirit. In most mythologies the divine being associated with the earth is feminine and is regarded as passive or receptive in relation to a sky god. It is interesting that in ancient Egypt not only is the earth god male, but there are no passive goddesses in ancient Egyptian theology. Geb’s partner, the sky goddess Nut, is a far more energized presence than he. Geb appears in these illustrations like a man exhausted from lovemaking, which, as we shall see, is indeed one way in which he can be understood.
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Fig. 2.3. Geb as cosmic goose. Papyrus of Userhet. Eighteenth Dynasty.



Geb was also pictured in other forms. Most usually, he had the form of a goose, which was the main domestic egg-laying bird in Egypt up until the reign of Thutmosis III. Figure 2.3 shows Geb as “the Great Cackler,” or cosmic goose. As such, his place in the total scheme of things is different from the Geb of the previous illustrations. For it is from the cosmic goose that the world egg comes into being. The cosmic goose would appear to be an image of the androgynous Creator of Worlds, whom we shall meet in the Heliopolitan creation theology as Atum-Ra. Just as it is from the goose’s egg that life arises, so it is from the god Geb at the beginning of time that life emerges and takes on material form.

In these two different ways of imaging Geb we are not only presented with two different aspects of the god; we also come face to face with the paradoxical nature of polytheistic thinking, which is that any single god with apparently limited functions or sphere of operation can at the same time be apprehended as the ultimate Godhead and source of all existence.

Above the earth, and looking down upon the earth god Geb, the Egyptians pictured the heavenly goddess Nut. She is usually represented as a naked woman, her body covered with stars, as in figure 2.4. Her fingertips and toes reach out and down to touch the four cardinal points of the earth, over which her star-spangled body is outspread. This can be seen more easily in figure 2.5, which shows the goddess from the side. It is interesting that both Geb and Nut are nearly always represented naked, which is not normally the case with other deities of the Egyptian pantheon. Perhaps this is because they were thought of primarily in their role as lovers. Or perhaps it is because these two deities—more than any others—show themselves without reserve to the imaginative eye. For they have given themselves utterly to the world of manifestation, and hide nothing from those able to see beyond the outer surfaces of the sense-perceptible world.

With these images of Nut we have only marginally to do with the sensory phenomena of the blue sky of the day or the dark, star-filled night. But this way of representing the dome of the sky is not simply an imaginative construct projected onto the heavens. It is rather a vision of the great cosmic being through whom the stars, the planets, and the sun all come into existence. In figure 2.4, two white circles of the sun disk can be seen on Nut’s body, marking the stages in its journey, having been swallowed by her at sunset, and then being born from her at dawn. Nut is naked as a woman is naked who is giving birth. Nut is eternally giving birth to the world of spiritual forms, symbolized by the stars and planets. It is in this sense that she is the overarching divine presence, in whose cosmic embrace the whole world rests. To her, the following words were sung:

O Great One who has come into being in the sky,

you have achieved power,

you have achieved strength,

and have filled every place with your beauty,

the entire land is yours,

you have taken possession of it,

you have enclosed the earth

and all things within your embrace.6

Nut is the cosmic correspondent to Geb the earth god. If she is the great mother who clothes all beings in their spiritual forms, then it is Geb who gives them material embodiment. The two deities can be seen as two principles: the heavenly or spiritual and the earthly or material source of forms. In figure 2.6, Geb takes the shape of a snake-headed man underneath the figure of Nut. This may be an allusion to the primordial nature of the god, or perhaps to the fact that snakes are the creatures that live closest to the earth. However we understand his snake form, we notice how Nut does indeed “enclose the earth” in her all-encompassing embrace.

Heaven and earth alone, though, do not comprise the universe. Between them, there exists a third principle that both holds them apart from one another and also mediates their respective energies. This is the atmosphere, which, as we have seen, was also apprehended by the ancient Egyptians in the form of a divine presence—Shu. It is Shu who provides the conditions for the manifestation of the world by creating an ambience in which plants can grow, animals move, and birds fly. It is through his intervening presence that light and the breath of life enter into the universe. Hence Shu’s characteristic gesture is that of the ka sign, the sign of animating or vital energy, formed by the arms being held aloft either side of the head, as in figure 2.7. In this illustration Shu has a stripped palm branch on his head, which is the hieroglyph for youthful vigor.
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Fig. 2.4. The Nut looks down upon the earth. Painted coffin. Twenty-first Dynasty.
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Fig. 2.5. The goddess Nut overarching the earth. Papyrus of Nisti-ta-Nebet-Taui. New Kingdom.



The emblem that Shu normally wears upon his head is an ostrich feather, which as a hieroglyph carries the sound value shu. Shu is in fact (like the goddess Maat, who shares the same emblem) sometimes depicted as winged. Figure 2.8 shows him in androgynous form, merged with the god of infinite space, Heh. He kneels with outstretched wings between the figures of the south wind (winged, multiple-headed lioness) and the north wind (double-headed bull).

“I am Shu,” he says, “child of Atum.

My clothing is the air of life,

which gathers around me from the mouth of Atum,

and opens the winds on my path.

I am the one who makes possible

the sky’s brilliance after darkness . . .

My strides encompass the length of the sky.

The breadth of the earth is my foundation. ”7
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Fig. 2.6. Geb and Nut. New Kingdom papyrus.



Shu is the cause of the polarization of heaven and earth into an Above and a Below. His ka gesture is the means by which the sky is held apart from the earth, thus ensuring that a separation between spiritual and material existence takes place. Shu’s posture suggests the need for his constant intervention: were he to relax his pose for one moment, the duality that characterizes manifest existence would cease, and heaven and earth would once again unite. In figure 2.9, the relationship between the three deities who constitute the three spheres of the manifest universe is shown. The goddess Nut dominates the scene, while a diminutive Geb lies prostrate below her. Between them, Shu stands, his upraised arms supported by two ram-headed spirits.

Nut, the heavenly goddess, is invariably depicted as a bigger and stronger presence than either Shu or Geb. Shu’s arms are only apparently raised in order to support her, for the goddess can quite easily support herself with her own arms and legs, as we have seen in figure 2.6. Sometimes Nut takes the form of a cow, her four legs the four pillars that hold up the sky (figure 2.10). It is then quite clear that Shu’s gesture refers less to any need of the goddess for support, and more to his own impulse to fill the space between her and the earth. In figure 2.10, Geb is no longer present. According to one myth, Shu separated Geb and Nut because of his own love for his daughter Nut. Looking again at figure 2.9, could it be that Shu’s arms are drawn upward by the sheer magnetism of Nut’s breasts and vulva? Shu steps into the space that is created through Geb’s separation from Nut. He stands there like a pillar, stretching the full length between earth and sky, and totally dominating the intermediate zone between them. In comparison to both Shu and Nut, Geb is feeble. He is sometimes shown ithyphallic, and hence potent, as in figure 2.11, but he is nearly always recumbent and seemingly without active energy. He is usually much smaller than his consort Nut, so one has the feeling of his being enveloped by her. It was believed that Geb and Nut were originally united in a primordial embrace, but it is hard to imagine that their respective positions were different, save that Geb was then conjoined to her rather than she to him. Hence their separation must have involved Geb falling away from Nut. That this was the case can be seen in figure 3.5 of the next chapter.

The cosmological images of the three deities suggest an obvious hierarchy in which the goddess of the heavens is the dominant figure. Shu and Geb seem to belong to a lesser mode of being, subsidiary to that of the great mother who arches over them. But of the two, it is clear that Shu has a more active and a more significant role than the prostrate Geb. It is as if Geb has disgorged his divine vitality into the material world. As god of the earth, Geb is most connected with the realm of external, physical existence. Shu stands between this realm and the heavenly or spiritual world. He is dependent both on the earth to support his feet and on the heavens toward which his arms reach out. Shu represents the “in-between” realm that as much as it separates heaven from earth, also ensures contact between them. Thus in the relationship of these deities to each other, and in the way in which they are characteristically portrayed, a metaphysical scheme is revealed. Egyptian cosmology is based on the division of the manifest cosmos into three qualitatively distinct domains. These domains are not simply physically distinct but also metaphysically distinct. They are three orders of being to which the physical regions approximate and by which they are symbolized. In order of priority, they are:
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Fig. 2.7. The god Shu with arms upraised in the ka gesture. Detail from the papyrus of Nesitanehtashru. Twenty-first Dynasty.
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Fig. 2.8. The god Shu-Heh, with outstretched wings, between two wind deities. New Kingdom.




[image: image]

Fig. 2.9. The manifest cosmos comprising the gods Nut, Shu, and Geb. Papyrus of Nesitanebtashru. Twenty-first Dynasty.




	The spiritual or heavenly (Nut)

	The intermediate (Shu)

	The physical or earthly (Geb)



The psychic nature of Shu’s intermediate realm is hinted at by the fact that Shu’s arms are often portrayed as being supported in their life-giving gesture by ram spirits. These can be seen both in figure 2.9 and in figure 2.12. In figure 2.12, the ram spirits take the form of ba birds, or soul birds. The hieroglyph of the ram in fact has the sound value “ba.” Their frequent depiction in the intermediate region occupied by Shu is an indication that this was understood on one level as symbolizing the realm of soul, which is intermediate between spirit and matter.
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Fig. 2.10. Nut as heavenly cow. Her four legs are the four pillars that hold up the sky. From the outermost shrine of Tutankhamon. Eighteenth Dynasty.
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Fig. 2.11 Geb, Nut, and Shu. Twentieth Dynasty papyrus.
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Fig. 2.12. Shu’s arms supported by two ram-headed ba birds. New Kingdom coffin.



Through a consideration of these cosmological images alone, it becomes evident that to the ancient Egyptians, the physical universe was still to a certain extent transparent to the spiritual world that lay beyond it. It would be a mistake, therefore, to think of them as imaginatively interpreting the physical cosmos. Rather, through the symbolic image and the power of imaginative perception, the spiritual order was made accessible in and through the physical. If the flat-earth cosmology of the ancients appears to the critical modern mind as physically naive, we should remind ourselves that it related primarily to the inward, or vertical, dimension of existence. Flat-earth cosmology was the product of a fundamentally different intention from that of our own modern cosmology. It was not meant to chart precisely the physical cosmos but to represent symbolically a metaphysical order of being. For all its physical naiveté, it had a spiritual profundity that is totally absent from the physically sophisticated but metaphysically barren modern cosmography. The ancients lived in a world that could be entered into and experienced in its inward depth; the moderns, oblivious of this depth dimension, are content to map in interminable detail the outer surfaces of a godless universe.

The Unmanifest Cosmos

The cosmology of the ancient Egyptians so far described is, however, not yet complete because the flat-earth cosmology also included defining further, more subtle areas of the “vertical dimension” that we must also consider. In figure 2.13, the sky goddess Nut is once again depicted. But now both Geb and Shu are absent. There is a new focus in this figure, in relation to which Geb and Shu are no longer strictly relevant. The focus is on the relationship between the heavenly goddess and the sun god Ra. On the left, Nut can be seen about to swallow the sun as it reaches the western horizon. Instead of going down beneath the horizon, the sun is thus taken up into the body of the sky goddess. Nine star gods stand in adoration before this event. The sun then traverses the whole length of Nut’s body through the hours of the night, and is born again in the east, a much larger and more imposing presence (on the right). Below, it is shown how the barge of the sun god is towed by jackals with attendant gods.

Figure 2.13 is a detail from the New Kingdom Book of Day and Night, which appears in some tombs of the Valley of the Kings and in various papyri of the same period. It is of particular interest because it shows another, further dimension to the cosmos, beyond those that we have so far considered. For within Nut’s body is a region that is entirely invisible, entirely beyond the range of sense perception. When the sun enters this region it can no longer be seen, for it has entered a world that exists purely internally. Here there is no “external space” in which it becomes manifest.

From our modern perspective we may feel tempted to say: “But we know that when we can no longer perceive the sun, it can nevertheless be perceived by other people in another part of the world. It therefore still exists in external space, and anyone who says that it has entered a realm beyond the range of sense perception is simply deluded.” From the point of view of the ancient Egyptians, we would, however, be seriously missing the point about the fate of the sun after it has reached the western horizon. From their spiritual and cosmological perspective, the cycle of the sun is not simply the cycle of a physical object but is essentially a mythological process that the apparent journey of the physical sun symbolizes. Their whole relationship to the sense world was such that the outwardly perceptible surfaces of phenomena were constantly breached in order to concentrate on the noumenal or mythological core of the events that engaged them. For the Egyptians, what is occurring in the sun’s journey, even as it is perceived by the senses, has an aspect that is deeper than what is simply sense-perceptible, for the sun is the outward manifestation of a god. It is the life-process of this god that for them was the reality determining the cycle of the sun. And this life-process involved an alternating rhythm of manifestation and retreat. In the inwardness of the Dwat, the god underwent a renewal that enabled him once more to be born into the world of manifestation.
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