MYSTICISM IN ANCIENT EGYPT:
THE PYRAMID TEXTS RE-EXAMINED

PART ONLE:
Mysticism in Ancient Egypt

Jeremy Naydler
4

Ph.D. Thesis in Theology and Religious Studies

Universit #oﬁ ent
;f}‘r"{ Vsl

PO gt
VAARGL
-y égf

i)



BEST COPY

AVAILABLE

Variable print quality



ABSTRACT

Since the 19th and early 20th centuries, the consensus within
Egyptology has been to deny the existence of mysticism in
ancient Egypt. The myth of Osiris's death and rebirth 1is
interpreted in funerary rather than mystical terms, and
religious texts such as the Pyramid Texts are understood as
funerary rather than mystical texts. In recent years,
however, a number of studies have put forward a mystical
interpretation of texts hitherto regarded as funerary,
arguing that they were as much designed for the living as for

the dead.

In this thesis, the Pyramid Texts are approached from the
standpoint of the phenomenology of religion. The texts in the
pyramid of Unas are systematically analysed, the main aim
being to elucidate the nature of the experiences they
describe. It is argued that many passages 1in the Pyramid
Texts may not be primarily funerary, but could also relate to
rituals and experiences of the 1living king, for example
during the Sed festival. Offering texts, texts concerning
coronation, solarization, spiritual rebirth and ascent to the

sky could be viewed as expressive of mystical rites and
experiences rather than burial rituals or funerary beliefs.

Interest in mysticism within Religious OStudies over the past

century has focused largely on union or identity with the
Godhead, often to the detriment of other kinds of mystical
experience, which have Dbeen treated as marginal to the
culminating unitive experience. However, the experiences of
death, rebirth and solarization, along with specific
visionary and paranormal experiences that accompanied them,
are all intrinsic to the type of mysticism that we find in
ancient Egypt. Given the importance of similar experiential
processes within various Western esoteric traditions, if the
Pyramid Texts are accepted as mystical texts, the way is
opened for the reconnection of Western esotericism with its
mystical and initiatic roots in Egypt.
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PART ONE

MYSTICISM IN ANCIENT EGYPT



CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION: THE ENCOUNTER WITH THE SACRED



Mysticism and Ancient Egypt

It is both a curious and lamentable fact that the subject of
mysticism in ancient Egypt has come to be a controversial
one. From the beginning of the 20th century, there has been a
broad consensus within Egyptology against the existence of
any form of mysticism in ancient Egypt, and this remains the
situation today.! While there have been occasional challenges
to the anti-mysticism consensus over the years, they have not
vet succeeded in dislodging it, and Egyptologists tend to
view mysticism as a dangerous subject best avoided. Instead
of mysticism, attention is focused on the funerary beliefs of
the Egyptians. Indeed, the counterpoise to the denial of
mysticism in ancient Egypt is the undue weight given to the
funerary interpretation of ancient Egyptian religious texts
and rituals. One of the. contentions of this study is that
exclusive emphasis on the funerary interpretation has served
to depotentize Egyptian religion and to distort our
understanding of ancient Egyptian religious sensibility. It
does this by treating as mere belief or external ritual what

were for at least some Egyptians intense inner experiences
ritually undergone while still alive.

The nature of these inner experiences and the ritual contexts
in which they occurred forms the main subject of this study.
It will be argued that rituals existed in ancient Egypt in
which the human soul was Dbrought to the wvery threshold of
death in order to enter into conscious relationship with the

spirit-world. While it will be necessary to draw

substantially on Egyptological material in order to support
this argument, the method that will be adopted in relation to
the material will be that of the phenomenology of religion,
with the aim of understanding the character and significance

of these experiences as religious phenomena.2 Since the
subject of mysticism in ancient Egypt is of interest to both
Egyptologists and historians of religion, the question as to
how the approach taken in the present study differs from that
of the Egyptologist is an important one and will be given due
consideration in the next section. The first task, however,
igs to clarify the use of the term "mysticism" in relation to
the religious experience of the ancient Egyptians, for it is
a term that 1is understood in different ways by different
people, and this in itself is an area by no means free of
controversy.

During the 20th century, the word "mysticism” has, broadly
speaking, been defined in two different ways by scholars. On
the one hand, there have been those who have understood it in
terms of states of consciousness called '"unitive" or
"unitary"”, in which union with the ultimate source of reality
is experienced. Thus mystical experience 1is described by
Robert S. Ellwood as an "encounter with ultimate divine
reality in a direct nonrational way which engenders a deep
sense of unity".3 In such states of consciousness, not only
does the mystic go beyond ordinary sensations, thoughts and
earthly passions, but also spiritual visions, illuminations
and possible accompanying paranormal phenomena. According to
R.C. Zaehner, mystical experience
"has nothing to do with visions, auditions, locutions,
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telepathy, telekinesis, or any other praeternatural
phenomenon which may be experienced by saint and sinner
alike and which are usually connected with an hysterical
temperament."4

The fundamental distinction between the wunitive state of
consciousness and visionary or paranormal states is one that
1s often made in modern studies of mysticism. Visionary or
paranormal states have frequently been held by both
practitioners and scholars alike to Dbe of marginal
significance, and indeed are often regarded as distractions
from the true goal and real meaning of mysticism: namely,
mystical union or identity with the Godhead.®> For scholars
such as Walter Stace, visions and voices, raptures and
trances are not mystical phenomena, and a distinction must be
made between the "visionary” and the true mystic. The former
is still caught in duality, whereas the latter  Thas
transcended all distinctions between subject and object and

enjoys the non-dual consciousness of "oneness" or absorption
in the Absolute.®

This understanding of mysticism as a state of total
absorption 1in the Godhead, empty of any imaginative or
visionary content, has dominated scholarly studies of
mysticism during the 20th century. Major studies such as
Evelyn Underhill's Mysticism (1910), Rudolf Otto's Mysticism
East and West (1932), Walter Stace's Mysticism and Philosophy
(1960), R.C. Zaehner's Mysticism Sacred and Profane (1961),
Robert K. Forman (ed.), The Problem of Pure Consciousness
(1990) and Nelson Pike's Mystic Union (1992) have focused
far more on unitive states of consciousness than on
visionary, non-ordinary or paranormal states, sometimes to
the complete exclusion o0of the latter. Because of the
dominance of this way of understanding what mysticism is, it
has been argued that the very word "mysticism" should now be
used only with reference to unitive or unitary states of
consciousness and that to alter what has become standard

usage would Dbe confusing and counter-productive.? Such an
argument seeks to persuade us that because a certain
definition of mysticism has become generally accepted, it is
therefore an adequate definition.

There 1s, however, a much broader and more inclusive way of

understanding the meaning of the term "mysticism", that
encompasses a wide range of unusual or non-ordinary
experiential states, which include wvisions, out-of-body

experiences, otherworld Jjourneys, encounters with spirits,
initiatory death and rebirth as well as the more unfathomable
states of divine union or unio mystica. It, too, has eminent
exponents. According to William James, for instance, mystical
experiences should be seen as belonging to a spectrum ranging

from revelatory insights and déjd vu at one end to more
overtly religious ecstasies and unitive experiences at the

other.8 He argued that images, whether symbolic or literal,
play an enormous part in mysticism, which was for him
essentially "a vivid sense of the reality of the unseen".?9



William James is Jjust one of a number of 20th century
scholars who sought to embrace visionary, and various Kkinds
of paranormal and supernormal, experience within a broad
definition of mysticism. Amongst them, we may include Mircea
Eliade, Henry Corbin, Gerda Walther and more recently J.B.
Hollenback and Andrew Rawlinson.19 One reason for not
restricting the definition of mysticism to unitive states
alone is that a great many mystics are also visionaries, and
such experiences as encountering angels or spirits, being
lifted up beyond the sphere of the earth and ascending
through the heavens, or the intense inner experience of being
spiritually reborn, are evidently felt to be important
nystical events in their own right by those who undergo them.
They reveal domains of spiritual reality that, to those who
experience them, <can have a shattering impact on their
conception of the world, and a radically transforming effect
on their lives. While such experiences may not be described
in terms of wunion or identity with the Absolute, they
nevertheless entail a breakthrough in plane, in which a level
of reality that most people are not normally aware of,
forcefully impinges upon their consciousness. It is
experiences of this kind that are described by great
visionary mystics 1like 1Ibn Arabi, Hildegard of Bingen and
Swedenborg. Their wvisions were the product of a state of
consciousness highly receptive to a spiritual dimension
transcendent of the physical, and it is ©precisely the
degscribability - in words and images - of the content of
their spiritual visions that makes them valuable to others.

There is, then, an intermediate realm of spiritual experience
that has been termed the mundus imaginalis, or the "imaginal
world" .11 It is a realm of autonomous archetypal images,

beings and powers, the description of which figures
prominently in many texts that deserve to be called

mystical, whether or not they culminate in an experience of
union or identity with the Absolute. Often the reason why
they figure prominently is that, as a frequent prelude to any
experience of union with the Godhead, the veil between the
world normally apprehended by sense-based consciousness and
the spirit-world accessed only in non-ordinary states of
consciousness 1s drawn aside to reveal vast spiritual domains
that appear to the mystic as totally real. For scholars to
dismiss or set aside these spiritual domains in order to
focus exclusively on a transcendent state of union or unio
mystica could be seen as a kind of spiritual reductionism
that would sacrifice a qualitatively rich and ontologically
significant dimension of experience for the sake of a
somewhat purist attachment to the essentially ineffable
culminative experience. The tendency of many scholars to
focus more or less exclusively on the latter has, however,
not only been at the cost of bi-passing whole realms of
spiritual experience, but it has also entailed the
reinterpretation of what are really visionary cosmologies as
mere intellectual constructs.12 This tendency is
characteristic of a mentality that devalues the image and the

imaginal realm in favour of that which 4is aniconic and
abstract.



A further argument against too narrow a definition of
mysticism is that archaic spirituality, such as is found
within both very ancient and also modern tribal cultures in
which shamanism is practised, is "concrete"” in the sense of
being highly c¢oloured by wvisions, locutions, dramatic
journeys into the spirit-world, and so on, but "mystical"” in
the sense of involving supernormal states of consciousness in
which experiences take place in, or in relation to, a
transcendent dimension. Such experiences may  not be
"unitive'", but that is not to say they are not numinous. For
they might involve awesome encounters with spirit-beings.
They might also involve the devastating experience of being
dismembered, or devoured by spirits, and then being "reborn"
with a new spiritual identity. To quibble over whether
experiences like this deserve to be called "mystical" is to
betray a peculiar and quite unnecessary prejudice that would
exclude a vast and important range of human spiritual
experience from the domain of mysticism. Tribal spirituality
is not expressed in the abstract and intellectually
sophisticated terms that we may find in Hinduism, Buddhism or
medieval European Christianity, but this 1s no reason to
banish it from the realm of mysticism altogether. For Western
scholars to argue that mysticism proper does not exist in
tribal religions smacks of ethnocentrity as well as
historical bias. It is ethnocentricity and historical bias of
a particularly puritan bent, that would conceive of the
divine in a purely abstract way.!'3 By contrast, archaic
spirituality is nearly always concrete (in the sense outlined
above) and functions in relation to numerous spirits.14

While ancient Egyptian civilization was not tribal, its
religion does share elements in common with the archaic
spirituality of tribal religions.!'5 One of these common
elements is that ancient Egyptian spirituality expressed
itself in very concrete visual imagery and clearly functioned
in relation to numerous spirits and deities. Rather than deny
that mysticism existed in ancient Egypt, on the grounds that
there appear to be no ancient Egyptian references to the
kind of non-dualistic experience of mystic union that we find
in Shankara or Eckhart, it is surely more fruitful to accept
that while the experience of union or identity with the
Absolute 1s an extremely important mystical experience, it is
not the only kind of experience that may legitimately be
called mystical. We then free ourselves to examine what kind:
of mystical tradition may have existed in ancient Egypt and
what types o0of mystical experience may have Dbeen fostered

there.

In his study, The Book o0f Enlightened Masters, Andrew
Rawlinson has provided an insightful taxonomy of mystical
traditions in which he distingquishes a number of different
types of mystical path, each with a very different emphasis.16
For example, certain traditions will emphasise the total
"otherness” of the divine while others will emphasise its
intimacy to the human soul which is regarded as essentially
identical with it. One tradition may emphasise disciplined
practice through formal graduated steps while another may
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insigt that the state of realization is available here and
now. Some mystical traditions have elaborate cosmologies, and
the mystical path is conceived as a journey through difficult
and often dangerous spiritual terrain, while others may
dismiss such "intermediate" experiences as illusory
distractions from the single goal of union with the
transcendent Godhead. Great misunderstandings can arise if we
seek to evaluate one tradition from the standpoint of
another, while failing to see that there are many possible
mystical paths, practices and indeed goals. If we set up
Meister Eckhart or Shankara as providing the norm of what
mysticism is, then we deprive ourselves of the means to
understand the mystical significance o0of the visionary
experiences of Black Elk, or the coronation text of the
Egyptian pharaoh Thutmosis III, which describes the 1living
king rising to heaven in the form of a falcon.'?7 Are we to
simply look askance at these examples of archaic spirituality
and declare them "pre-mystical or merely inferior visionary
episodes because, as Rudolf Otto pointed out, "Eckhart never
saw 'visions' or experienced ‘'occult facts', nor does
Shankara appeal to such experiences'?18

When we turn to the question of the existence of mysticism in
ancient Egypt, then, we need to bear such questions in mind.
Egyptologists who have denied that mysticism of any kind
existed in ancient Egypt have invariably adhered to a
tyvypically 1limited conception of what mysticism is. Erik
Hornung, for example, in asserting that '"no trace of
mysticism can be found in ancient Egypt", explains:
"The Egyptians never succumbed to the temptation to find
in the transcendence of the existent release from all
imperfection, dissolution of the self, or immersion in
and union with the universe.'19
While "release from all imperfection', '"dissolution of the
self" and "immersion in and union with the universe'" may be
considered legitimate mystical alms in some mystical
traditions, they are certainly not the aims of all mystical
traditions.20 If we cannot find these aims in ancient Egypt,
perhaps we can find something else that may with equal
legitimacy be described as mystical. We would, for example,
look in wvain for anything equivalent to the modern concept of
"self" in ancient Egypt, that might be subject to a mystical
dissolution. What we do find are a number of different
psycho-spiritual components or aspects of the human being,
one o0of which - the akh - represents a state of inner
spiritual illumination.2! If ancient Egyptian religious texts
stress the importance of attaining the condition of becoming
akh, then it seems unwise to deny that this has anything to
do with mysticism on the grounds that the texts are not

referring to the "dissolution of the self".22 Something
similar could be said in relation to the idea of "release
from imperfection”, for it is an aim that would have made
little sense to the Egyptians. The Egyptian state was
constantly fine-tuned (through royal ritual) to harmonise
with the cosmic order of Maat.23 While "release" from
imperfection was not part of the Egyptian world-outlook, the
perfecting of the imperfect world through attuning it to Maat
was. Why should we regard the former as a mystical aim and

5



not the latter? Again, it is unlikely that the ancient
Egyptian would have made much of the idea of "union with the
universe" for the universe was not conceived independently of
the gods, of which it was regarded as an epiphany. Union with
gods we certainly do meet, but union with the universe is a
notion quite alien to the Egyptian mentality. If, then, the
religious 1literature describes union with gods rather than
"union with the universe", are we really entitled to deny
that mysticism existed in ancient Egypt?24 In order to enquire
into whether or not mysticism existed in ancient Egypt, it is
necessary to set aside some of the preconceptions that have
dominated the study of mysticism in the twentieth century so
that we allow ourselves to become aware of the form which

mystical experience may have taken in ancient Egypt.

The present study, while intended primarily as a contribution
to Religious Studies, will also hopefully contribute to the

understanding of ancient Egyptian religion within Egyptology.
In respect to Religious Studies, the aim is to demonstrate
that a type of mysticism existed in ancient Egypt that is
perhaps best described as "visionary mysticism". It entailed
direct experience of the spirit-world through states of
consciousness 1in which the soul left the body in an ecstatic
flight, to encounter ancestors, gods and spirits, and to
experience an 1inner rebirth. Insofar as we are dealing
firstly with direct experience, rather than a set of beliefs
or conjectures, and secondly with a living relationship to a
spiritual dimension of existence perceived as utterly real,
it seems “Jjustifiable to describe these experliences as
mystical, and the literature in which they are expressed as
mystical texts.<5 The main argument of the following chapters
is that the earliest corpus of ancient Egyptian religious
literature - the Pyramid Texts - expresses a mysticism that
has strong affinities to shamanism, which as Mircea Eliade
has pointed out, is the mysticism of archaic spirituality.26
In ancient Egypt the spiritual awareness of human beings was
not the same as that which came to be expressed in different
cultures and in later times. Rather than assert, as some have
done, that mysticism simply did not exist before the
Upanishads were written, it seems wiser to assume that
mysticism took a different form in ancient Egypt from that
which it took in India during the first millennium BC, or in
medieval Christian Europe.<?7 We need to recognise that there

are many types of mysticism and ancient Egypt presents us
with a specific mystical sensibility that to call by any
other name would mean to miss its true significance.

As a contribution to Egyptology, this study entails a
reinterpretation of core religious texts that hitherto have
been regarded as exclusively funerary. The aim is not,
however, to deny the funerary status of the Pyramid Texts,
for there is little doubt that they were used in a funerary

context. The aim 1is rather to show that they were also
mystical texts and could - and did - serve mystical as much

as funerary ends. The reason why it was possible for these
texts to be both mystical and funerary is that the realm of
death was, for the Egyptians as for so many other ancient
peoples, a realm of invisible forces, powers and beings. It
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was a spirit-realm, that existed in a more interior way than
the outwardly manifest world that we perceive with our
senses, but was nevertheless regarded as completely real.
One of the central contentions of this study is that, beyond
the funerary rites and the cult of the dead, there also
existed the possibility of certain individuals entering into
a more conscious relationship with this spirit-realm,
breaching the gap between worlds 1in an altered state of
consciousness. It was this conscious c¢rossing of the
threshold between the world of the living and the dead that
constituted the essence of ancient Egyptian mysticism, and it
was this spiritual experience, rather than Egyptian "funerary
beliefs'", that determined the content of the Pyramid Texts.



A Question of Boundaries

The methodological approach that will be adopted in this
study of the Pyramid Texts will be that of the phenomenology
of religion. One of the primary aims of this approach is to
position oneself as far as possible within the religious
consciousness from which these texts originated. 1In the
course of this study, therefore, the attempt will be made to
"stand inside" the religious consciousness of the ancient
Egyptians of the 0ld Kingdom. What this means is that, in so
far as the Pyramid Texts are religious phenomena, we shall be
attempting to understand them in their own terms, on their
own religious plane of reference. For the purposes of this
study, the word "religion” is used in the broad sense of "the
experience of the sacred” and it is assumed at the outset
that the religious plane of reference has reality, meaning
and value.28 One of the things that distinguishes the
phenomenological approach from others 1is that it aims to
follow the religious material through to its origins in
actual human experiences.<49 What it seeks to avoid is the
explanation of religious material in the nonreligious terms
of historical or <cultural determining influences - a
fashionable if paradoxical endeavour of. both modernism and
post-modernism.30 The focus, then, 1is less on social,
political, economic and other cultural influences on

religious forms of experience and expression -~ important
though these undoubtedly are - than on the essentially
spiritual content of the religious experience. What this
approach entails and why it is felt to be 3justified with
respect to the religious material of ancient Egypt will be
fully discussed in Chapter Five. Sufficient to state here
that this is the approach that will be pursued in this study,
in the conviction that through it the specifically religious
content of the Pyramid Texts can most effectively be

revealed.

The argument that it is only possible to wunderstand the

religilous experience of the ancient Egyptians by studying the
whole society within which such experience took place - its

language, its literature, its history and art, its political
and economic organisation and so on -~ is of course a powerful
one. At 1its conclusion is the view that only Egyptologists
are qualified to pronounce on the nature of Egyptian
religion, for only they have the necessary expertise in all
these fields.3' There need be no difficulty in accepting that
all the above mentioned factors would have had an effect on

how the Egyptians interpreted and explained their religious
experiences to themselves. Religious experience 1s mediated

through - and to a greater or lesser extent conditioned by -
these cultural forms that are reassuringly analysable. But

simply to explain religious experience in terms of these
conditioning factors would be to miss something essential.
That "something essential” 1is not reducible to ordinary

soclal, political, historical or cultural circumstance, but
belongs rather to the nature of human consciousness and its

capacity to become receptive to numinous, and thoroughly non-
ordinary, levels of reality.32

It is for this reason that the study of ancient Egyptian
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religion should not be regarded as the exclusive preserve of
Egyptology. Few people could doubt that the academic
discipline of Egyptology is the only reliable mediator and
transmitter of knowledge concerning ancient Egyptian culture
today, and the present study is greatly - and gratefully -
indebted to the scholarly diligence of Egyptologists.
Egyptology is the necessary foundation on which any enquiry
into the nature of ancient Egyptian religious 1life must
depend. Egyptology does, however, cover a great many
different subject areas -~ language, history, literature, art
and so on, as well as religion - and this breadth of scope is
not just a strength but also a weakness.33 It is a strength in
so far as Egyptologists are obliged to maintain an overall
perspective, but it is a weakness in so far as that as soon
as one enters deeply into any single subject area an
invisible boundary line 1i1s crossed, at which point one is no
longer simply working within the field of Egyptology but has
moved into an area that falls within another specialist
discipline, be it art history, social anthropology, political
history or - as 1in the present case - the history of
religion. It 1is not, however, merely a question of the
boundaries of academic disciplines and their respective
methodological tools that concerns us here. In the case of
ancient Egyptian religion, a point comes when one is no

longer simply studying ancient Egyptian religion, one is
encountering the religiocous dimension as such. One 1is, in

other words, encountering a realm of experience that - while
it may be expressed in Egyptian terms - is by no means

uniquely Egyptian.34

This thesis will argue that the interpretation of religion
requires not simply breadth of knowledge of the culture in
which that religion flourished, nor even thorough
acquaintance with its religious forms, but also a feeling
for, and a personal interest in, the nature of religious
experience. Religion - even a so-called "dead" religion (as
ancient Egyptian religion may seem) - 1s not so much another
academic subject to be covered as a universe of human
experience to be encountered, engaged with and affected by.
While it may be studied academically, the deeper
understanding arises only when the academic is prepared to
allow him or herself to be existentially challenged by the
material that is being studied.35

The question 1is: to what extent is the Egyptologist - whether
as an ''all-rounder" or a specialist - prepared to become
vulnerable to such a challenge? Underlying this question, and

it is only a question, not an accusation, is the issue of
motivation. If a scholar is particularly attracted to the
religion of Egypt, is this because the religion of Egypt
answers a longing in their own soul, or is it merely because

it 1is an 1interesting "field" to be covered? This question

needs to be asked, because the task of studying and trving to
understand the religious world that the Egyptians inhabited

may well lead to depths of engagement that take the scholar
beyond the sphere of Egyptology into the sphere of religion,

and an exploration of that dimension of reality with which
human religious experience is concerned.
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It 1s 1in such circumstances that the issue of boundaries
arises. When does an Egyptologist Dbecome a historian of
religion? When do the methods used in the discipline of
Egyptology need to be supplemented or even replaced by
methods that belong to the phenomenology of religion? And if
the Egyptologist does not adopt these methods, is there a
danger  that the significance of certain phenomena -
especially those associated with religious experience - may
not be fully appreciated by him or her? For the
phenomenological study of ancient Egyptian religion differs
from Egyptology in this respect: the phenomenologist does not
set out simply to describe, nor even simply to interpret, but
rather to enter into dialogue with the ancient texts and

thereby risk being changed.3® This existential risk - which
arises when one opens oneself to the religious universe of
the Egyptians - is intrinsic to the phenomenological

endeavour of following the texts through to their
experiential origins.

The experiential root of Egyptian religion is not safely
located in the distance of a civilization long since past,
but belongs to the very structure of the human being as a
religious being. In becoming receptive to it, we provide the
soil in which it can begin to grow within ourselves, and
become part of our inner orientation toward the world of
spirit. In other words, we also grow with it. As the
historian of religion, W. Brede Kristensen, once stated,
"When religion is the subject of our work, we grow
religiously" .37 Perhaps it would be more accurate to say:
"When religion is the subject of our work, we need to grow
religiously” - for if we do not, then the subject of our work
will elude us. The study of religion is not like the study of
chemistry or biology. It requires that something within us
awaken that - should it remain unconscious - would prevent us
from gaining the necessary understanding of the subject. In
conventional academic disciplines, the call to spiritual
awakening may be ignored, or at least set to one side of the
researcher's work, to be pursued in their leisure time. For
the person who wishes to understand religion, the normal,
common sense, ''everyday congciousness" is not adequate. It is
only a religious consciousness that can unlock the inner
meaning of the religious forms of the past.
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Subjective Engagement
There 1s, then, something potentially problematic in a purely

Egyptological approach to the study of Egyptian religion.
Namely, that unless the Egyptologist adopt a frame of mind
that takes the whole sphere of human religion and religious
experience seriously, then the attempt to penetrate ancient
Egyptian religion with real understanding is unlikely to
succeed. But in taking religion and religious experience
seriously, one has c¢rossed over into a subject that is no
longer strictly speaking Egyptology. One is studying
something more universally human, from which we cannot
exclude ourselves. To paraphrase W. Brede Kristensen again,
when religion is the subject of our work, we cannot exclude

ourselves from it.

The path taken by the Egyptologist studying ancient Egyptian
religion will at some stage arrive at this borderland between
Egyptology and the study of religion, and here the
Egyptologist will have to decide whether or not to make the
crossing. If the decision is made to cross, then the first
thing that the Egyptologist will encounter is the great
dilemma that faces all who embark on the study of religion.
The dilemma could be expressed as follows: the degree to
which the scholar is able to understand the meaning of the
texts 1s dependent on the degree to which he or she
"subjectively" engages with them. To the extent to which the
scholar wishes to preserve the detached stance of
"objectivity', the meaning of the texts will remain more or

less unpenetrated.38

This scholarly Rubicon has been referred to by Jan Assmann
who, writing in 1995, noted that few Egyptologists are
prepared to stray from the edition of primary sources into a
"fully developed exegesis'" of their meaning.3? Assmann pointed

out that such ventures into hermeneutics (the art of
interpretation) are fraught with the dangers of arbitrariness
and subjectivity which most Egyptologists wish to steer clear
of .40 In particular, Egyptology has always been sensitive to
the fact that its subject matter has a tendency to attract
esoteric interpretations with which the scientifically minded
scholar feels profoundly ill at ease.4! Yet Egyptology cannot
avold hermeneutics. Any translation of an ancient Egyptian
text will at the same time, 1like it or not, be an
interpretation.424 And any attempt to understand the religious
ground from which that text was produced will necessarily
involve an activity - a 'subjective" activity - of
interpretation. The issue here is to do with the extent to
which one is prepared to step into the religious universe of
the Egyptians, and relinquish - even challenge - the position
of being a '"neutral" observer located in the nonreligious
universe of modernity.

But let us stay with Assmann. As one of the foremost scholars
of New Kingdom religion, his notion of how the Egyptologist

gains an understanding of ancient Egyptian religious material

is highly instructive, for he clearly delineates the borders

that Egyptologists shrink from crossing and which, once
crossed, proclaim that one has moved into territory that is
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no longer strictly Egyptological. The other side of the

border 1is the terrain of the phenomenology of religion.

Assmann explains what he, as an Egyptologist, means by

"understanding" religious material in the following way:
"By 'understanding' I do not mean empathy or 'tuning
into', which may deceive one into thinking that one has
reached the destination without having realised that a
journey 1is either possible or necessary. Rather I mean
analysing and sorting the material that has been
transmitted to us, so that by reducing its complexity we
may uncover meaningful and, as such, intelligible
contexts."43

For Assmann, keenly aware of the dangers of subjectivity in

interpretation, the key to objective understanding  is

classification and structural analysis of texts. By
contrasting ‘'"analysing and sorting the material" with
"empathy'" and "tuning in'", he makes clear one of the major

differences between the methodology of the Egyptologist and
the one that will be taken in this study. It is not that the
phenomenological approach avoids analysis and classification
of material. This 1is important in itself and provides the
necessary '"control” for all subsequent phenomenological
work.44 The phenomenologist does, however, seek through the
material precisely to ‘'"empathise" and "tune in" to the
religious consciousness that produced it. Where the
Egyptologist is content to subject this material to analysis
and classification, to "reduce its complexity" and to uncover
"intelligible contexts”, the phenomenologist will attempt to
re-live the original experience, no matter how complex it is
and how far it may be from what is familiar to us today.45

From a phenomenological standpoint the method of "reducing
complexity"” and ‘"uncovering intelligible contexts" seems
guaranteed to steer the researcher away from the specifically
religious significance of the phenomena being studied. For it
is surely only by acknowledging complexity and by moving our
focus away from what 1s merely contextual to what is
essential that we put ourselves in a position to recognise
the mystical dimension of ancient Egyptian religion. This is
precisely what the phenomenological method enables us to do
whereas, were we to pursue the methodology advocated by
Assmann, the power, the intrinsic numinosity and existential
meaning of this dimension would be missed. One of the
arguments of this thesis is that through the phenomenological
method, a new kind of understanding may be gained. This
understanding is both more receptive to, and more engaged
with, the mystical content o0of the Pyramid Texts than would
otherwise be possible if we adhered to methodological

approaches such as that put forward by Assmann.

The aim of this study, then, is to move beyond describing
and classifying the content of the Pyramid Texts in order to

encounter the human gsituation, the existential and
experiential ground, from out of which this content has

arisen, and to which it ultimately refers. When, for example,
we read in Utterance 223 of the Unas Pyramid Texts, of the
king being told to wake up, stir himself and rise up, it is
not enough simply to note that this is an allusion to a
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particular episode in the Osiris myth, and that the king is
at this point identified with Osiris. Certainly to stop at
this point may be a great temptation. One could of course
elaborate further on the social, political and funerary
contexts of this episode o©of the myth, or devote oneself to
extended commentary on the grammatical structure of the text,
and in so doing one would no doubt make a wvalid contribution
to scholarly knowledge. In all likelihood one would in the
process have also safely neutralised the text's existential
significance, and saved oneself from too unsettling an
exposure to 1its real import. But for the phenomenologist,
there is a further question to be asked, and that is: what
does it mean existentially and experientially for the king as
Osiris to wake up, stir himself and rise up? To ask this
question in a thoroughgoing manner is to deepen our
involvement with the religious dimension of what is being
described. We attempt to penetrate further into its meaning
by allowing its meaning to penetrate into us. The king, in
being identified with Osiris, has crossed the threshold of
death, and vet now he is being told to come back to life.
Here do we not knock on the door of a realm of experience
that is both unfamiliar and terrifying? To fully expose
ourselves to the inner meaning of Utterance 223 is to risk
releasing the full power of a mysterium tremendum.

While it may be quite appropriate for the Egyptologist to
hold back from attempting such an encounter, and to focus on
analysing and sorting the religious data as an end in itself,
for the phenomenologist this encounter is crucial in order
to gain the kind of understanding that he or she is seeking.

This is not to «criticise Egyptology, but simply to
distinguish two different kinds of approach to the same
subject matter. Within the discipline of Egyptology, it may
be sufficient to define "understanding" as 'analysing and

sorting the material” in order to '"reduce complexity" and
"uncover meaningful and intelligible contexts'". But the
methodology of analysis and classification by itself will
result in a mode of understanding that inevitably remains
external to the living content of the religious text. For the
phenomenologist, one has not fully understood the
specifically religious significance of a text until one has,
in the words of Mircea Eliade, '"laid bare the existential
situation" underlying a symbol, rite or myth.46 For the
phenomenologist, no amount of analytical and classificatory
work will result in true understanding unless there is a

mobilisation of all one's emotional and intuitive faculties
in order to "empathise” and '"tune into"” the nature of the

experience that is being described.
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Shamanism in Relation to Ancient Egyptian Religion

The spiritual universe of the ancient Egyptians does in fact
have a great deal in common with that revealed in the
literature of shamanism. In the shamanic literature, we read
account after account given by people for whom the spirit-
world is a reality, just as it was for the ancient Egyptians.
In shamanism, as 1in ancient Egyptian religion, we are only
marginally concerned with Dbelief systems: central to
shamanism are actual human experiences. It 1is simply not
possible to approach an understanding of these experiences
unless one accepts that they relate to a dimension of
existence of a different order from the sense-perceptible
world that normally captures our awareness. Thus, as we shall
see in the course of this study, a certain alliance exists
between shamanism and ancient Egyptian religion that sets
them both apart from the later faith-based religions.

The role of the shaman as mediator between the "non-ordinary"
reality of the spirit-world and the ordinary reality of the
sense-perceptible world 1is in many respects paralleled in
ancient Egypt by the Egyptian king, whose role is similarly
to act as mediator between worlds.47 Such important shamanic
themes as the initiatory death and dismemberment followed by
rebirth and renewal, the transformation of the shaman into a
power animal, the ecstatic ascent to the sky, and the
crossing of the threshold of death in order to commune with
ancestors and gods, are all to be found in the Pyramid Texts,
as we shall see. If within shamanism these motifs correspond
to actual experiences undergone Dby the shaman, then we
fail to do justice to the same motifs in the Pyramid Texts if
we lock ourselves into an interpretative stance that can only
see them as the expression of Egyptian "funerary beliefs".

For the purposes of the present study, however, it would be
something of a digression to attempt to., argue, on the basis
of such comparisons, that ancient Egyptian religion was a
type of shamanism. There are several elements in classical
shamanism that are absent from ancient Egyptian religion.
Most obviously, we do not find the single figure of the
shaman in Egypt, entering into trance states in order to
retrieve souls, heal the sick or Jjourney into the spirit-
world, in the way in which this is described in classical
shamanism. Moreover, classical shamanism 1is strictly speaking
a phenomenon of tribal hunter gatherer societies, wusually
organised in small, scattered units.48 The social organisation
of ancient Egypt was very different from this. We do, though,
find a variety of figures in ancient Egypt, be they priests,
magicians, healers or the king himself, who taken together
fulfilled practically all the roles of +the traditional
shaman, using more or less the same means.49 Furthermore, it
could be argued that we misunderstand shamanism if we see it
merely as a sociological phenomenon. As Mircea Eliade has
pointed out, shamanism should be <classed as a type of
mysticism.>0 But while it might be possible to make a case for
shamanism 1in ancient Egypt, this is not our primary aim,
which is more to uncover realms of spiritual experience than
to apply labels that run the risk of concealing the uniquely
Egyptian experience from view.5! Our aimﬁis to attempt to
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aim is to attempt to reveal something of the quality of
ancient Egyptian spiritual life, and the kind of
consciousnesss within which it arose, rather than to subsume
it under some general explanatory term. If therefore it can
be shown that certain features of the ancient Egyptian
Pyramid Texts have a distinctively shamanic quality, this is
not to make a case for shamanism in ancient Egypt, but rather
to illumine the Egyptian religious landscape from a shamanic
perspective. In so far as comparison with shamanism will be
made in the following pages, it will be done to serve the
purpose of emphasizing a 1lived relationship of the human
being to the '"non-ordinary" reality of the spirit-realnm.

The inner meaning of the Pyramid Texts can also be illumined
from the perspective of other mystical traditions of the
Mediterranean world, such as the ancient Greek and
Hellenistic Mystery cults, the mystical philosophy of
Platonism and neo-Platonism as well as the Hermetic
tradition.52 Crossing over the threshold of death, the ascent
of the soul to the sky, the encounter with ancestors and
gods, and the critical experience of spiritual rebirth are
all attested in these mystical traditions just as they are in

gshamanism. If we find corresponding motifs in the Pyramid
Texts, then we have all the more reason to consider that they
may be referring not to "funerary beliefs" but to actual

mystical experiences. For if the spirit-world is a reality,
then human beings may become conscious of it, and journey
into it, through a diversity of means and from within a wide
range of different religious frameworks.

of all the different religious frameworks, shamanism could
be regarded as the most primal, and could be seen as a
substratum of what came to expression in more urbanized and
hierarchically organised, formal religious structures, such
as developed in ancient Egypt.33 But Egyptology has been and
remains remarkably resistant to the idea that there was any
shamanic element in ancient Egyptian religion. Few
Egyptological studies of ancient Egyptian religion refer to
shamanism, and if they do it is usually in dismissive terms.o4
It is hoped, then, that the present study may contribute to a
softening of this resistant attitude, and may lead to an
acceptance that not only was ancient Egyptian religion
mystical, but that the type of mysticism that existed in
Egypt had strong affinities with shamanism.
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The Call to Awakening

Reference has been made to the attempt to '"lay bare the
existential situation"” as «crucial to understanding the
specifically religious significance of a text. Intrinsic to
any existential situation is both the act of experiencing
and the object experienced. The interpretation of religious
texts requires that we recognise that not only do they arise
out of actual religious experiences, but that they also refer
to spiritual realities that need to be understood precisely
as such.55 The fact that they may not be realities to the

modern world should not lead us to categorise them as merely
"cosmologies'", ''cosmographies", or "ideologies'", etc.56 For
while this may be how they seem to the modern scholar, for
the Egyptians they were indubitable realities.5?7 It is a
guiding assumption of this study that in order to understand
the Pyramid Texts, we need to overcome what Henry Corbin has
called the "agnostic reflex" that seems to have become a kind
of gquarantor of academic respectability, and which has a
paralyzing effect on the mind, closing it off from the
dimension of experience to which the Egyptians were so open.58
If we are concerned with mystical experience, we are
concerned also with that to which this experience refers.
The use of the term "mysticism"” in this study therefore
incorporates both awareness of, and relationship to, the
spiritual dimension of existence which is perceived to have
reality and power. Whether the word '"shamanism" is
appropriate or not as an interpretative category is less
relevant than our recognition that for the ancient Egyptian
religious consciousness there were experiential realms that
most moderns are unaware of. The focus of this thesis, then,
returns to experiences and the transpersonal realities to
which these experiences refer.>39

In so far as this study is concerned both with the religious
consciousness of ancient Egypt and with the nature of the
inner worlds toward which that consciousness was directed,
its focus is not simply on the past. It i1s on structures of
human consciousness and the objects which are revealed to
these structures of consciousness. The motivation for the
present study stems from a belief that ancient Egyptian
religion serves to put us in touch with dimensions of
reality that, while they have been excluded from the
worldview of scientific materialism, are no less real for
falling outside the dominant conceptual and experiential

framework of our times. Those who allow themselves to engage
with it fully know that ancient Egyptian religion has the

capacity to connect us with something buried and half-
forgotten within ourselves. For Mircea Eliade, this was one
of the most important reasons for studying the history of

religions. He referred to the latter as a "meta-psycho-
analysis'" that can lead to an '"awakening" to the existence of

great spiritual riches and a '"renewal of consciousness".60

On the one hand, then, the phenomenological approach to
ancient Egyptian religious material provides a much needed
complement to standard Egyptological approaches. For it seeks
to unveil those layers of experience and wisdom that have to

a large extent been excluded from the ©purview of the
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Egyptological establishment and which, it will be argued,
constitute the mystical core of ancient Egyptian religion. On
the other hand, the phenomenological study of ancient

Egyptian religion puts us in touch with a whole dimension of
human experience that should rightfully be incorporated
within the contemporary study of mysticism. In this respect,
this thesis 1is intended primarily as a contribution to
Religious Studies, for the religious experience of antiquity
has not yet received the research it deserves by contemporary
scholars interested in mysticism.

Through the study of ancient Egyptian religion, we are
presented with realms of human experience that few of us
today come near to experiencing. The root concern of this
thesis is not just to understand a mode of consciousness that
is remote from us in time, but also to reflect on ourselves
and the peculiarly godless predicament that we find ourselves
in. The study of ancient Egyptian religion serves as a mirror
to our own consciousness. Through entering into dialogue
with the ancient Egyptians, our presuppositions concerning
the possible range of human experience may well be shaken by
the presentiment that it could be so much greater. While what
follows is intended to shed light on the religious experience
of the ancient Egyptians, this in itself can wake us up to
levels of our own humanity, and to objective spiritual
realities, that the contemporary world has long since lost

contact with.
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CHAPTER TWO

EGYPTOLOGY: THE DEATH AND REBIRTH
OF MYSTICISM IN ANCIENT EGYPT




Mysticism and the Realm of Death

In Chapter One, we have seen that the question as to whether
or not mysticism existed in ancient Egypt cannot properly be
answered unless we take into consideration the nature and
status of a wider range of spiritual experience than mystic
union alone. What is important is that this wider range of
experience arises from a consciousness ©0f a dimension of

exlistence that transcends the physical, even though such
consciousness may not be the ultimate "unitive" consciousness

of absorption within the Godhead. In so far as it involves
awareness of, and relationship to, transcendent spiritual
realities, it deserves to Dbe treated as authentically

mystical. Examples of this type of mystical experience
include ‘journeys to the spirit-world, encounters with gods
and spirits, and the inner experience of dismemberement,
death and spiritual rebirth, all of which are common to both
shamanism and ancient Egyptian religion. Although Egyptology
has generally interpreted the descriptions and portrayals of
these episodes as Dbelonging to the funerary cult, and the
context in which they took place as a post mortem context,
they need also to be understood as intrinsically mystical.
For while there is no doubt that within Egyptian religion
what occurred in passing over the threshold of death was
deemed to be supremely important, and a vast number of texts
and images testify to this, it nevertheless should also be
acknowledged that the religious literature concerning the
experience of death was not meant solely for the use of the
dead but also for the 1living, for the texts themselves

indicate this.]

For the Egyptians, death was not simply something that
happens to a person when they come to the end of their life.
It was conceived as a realm that exists alongside the

physical realm that we inhabit during our lifetime, and they
called this realm the Dwat.<¢ The Dwat was an invisible region
that borders on, and interpenetrates, the world of the
living. In this region are to be found gods and demons as
well as the spirits of the dead. Furthermore it is only
through having entered this region that the experience of
inner spiritual 1illumination (becoming akh) can come about.3
Whereas today we tend to have a temporal conception of death
as something that intervenes and cuts off our life at a
certain moment in time, the Egyptian conception of death was
not simply temporal, it was also spatial. The space occupied
by the dead was, however, conceived of as a deeply interior
space. In contrast to the modern secular awareness of the
world, the Egyptians were aware that the world they lived in

was not simply physical, not simply visible, but both

physical and nonphysical, both visible and invisible. And
even more unlike the modern view, they regarded the invisible

or interior world as in many respects more important and more
real than the visible, exterior world.

It was more important because it was regarded not only as the
terminus of old, worn out life but also as the source of new
life. It was the source of all that comes into manifestation
on the material plane, somewhat similar to the Platonic world

of archetypal forms. For the Egyptians, then, 1life on the
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material plane was considered to be more than just inter-
related with the Dwat: it was utterly dependent upon it. To
understand both the origins and the fate of the things that
come into being in the physical world, the Egyptians believed
that it was necessary to know the nature of the invisible

world of the Dwat.

There 1s a New Kingdom esoteric text that appears in the tomb
of Ramesses VI, and elsewhere, that makes it very clear that
this interior realm of the Dwat, into which people go when
they die, was the object of intense interest for the Egyptian
priesthood. The title of this text is "The Book of What is in
the Underworld (Dwat)', and in its introductory sentences we
read that the text is concerned with ~
"the knowledge of the power of those in the Dwat"
including "knowledge of their sacred rituals to Ra,

knowledge of the mysterious powers, knowledge of what is

in the hours as well as their gods...'"4
Now it might be argued that the whole of this text along with
the contents of all the rest of the massive body of
literature dealing with the Egyptian "otherworld" is not
knowledge at all, but mere priestly speculation about
something essentially unknowable. But it could equally well be
maintained that this knowledge was the outcome of the type of
mystical experience that involved crossing the threshold of
death while still alive, so characteristic of shamanism.
There 1is evidence, that will be presented in the next
chapter, that rituals existed in ancient Egypt that served
the purpose of projecting the soul across the threshold of
death even when still alive. These rituals, although
portrayed primarily as royal rituals in which the king was

the main participant, are unlikely to have been exclusively
royal for the simple reason that they were devised and

directed by, and then recorded under the supervision of, the
priesthood. Unless there were also initiates into this
mystical knowledge within the priesthood, it is hard to see
how such kingship rituals could have been spiritually
effective. It is also hard to see how the literature with its
detailed descriptions of the geography of, and the
experiences of the human soul in, the world of the dead could
have come about unless there were priests who had direct
awareness of this realm.

In this respect, the following comments of Mircea Eliade in

relation to the role of the shaman in tribal communities are
also pertinent to our understanding of the role of the

priesthood in ancient Egypt and the origin of esoteric texts
such as the Book of What is in the Underworld:

"It is thanks to his capacity to travel into
supernatural worlds and SEE superhuman beings (gods,
demons) and spirits of the dead that the shaman is able
to contribute in such a decisive manner to the KNOWLEDGE
OF DEATH. It is likely that many features of the
'funereal geography,' as well as certain themes of the

mythology of death, are the result of the ecstatic
experiences of the shamang.'5

Whether we regard such ecstatic experiences as capable of
producing genuine knowledge depends to a large extent on our
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own philosophical position, but it is certainly the case
that within shamanic cultures this was, and is, regarded as a
valid route to the acquisition of authentic knowledge. 1In
ancient Egypt, this also seems to have been the case.

Kingship rituals were by no means Jjust pageantry, but
entailed the king undergoing powerful inner experiences. In
Chapter One (p.5), reference was made to the coronation text
of Thutmosis III, in which the king claims to have risen up
to heaven 1in the form of a falcon and actually seen there
the secret image of Ra, and beheld the transformations of the
sungod '"on his secret ways of heaven".®¢ We may of course
dismiss this as merely an empty piece of royal bombast, but
i1t could also be seen as a description of a genuine mystica

experience. |

The titles of wvarious ancient Egyptian high officials from
all periods, indicate that many of these officials may also
have had direct knowledge of spiritual realities. One such
title was "master of secrets" or in its longer form "master
of secrets of heaven, earth, and the underworld (Dwat)",
which we find, for example, in the titulary of the New
Kingdom vizier Rekhmire, of whom it was claimed: '"There is
nothing on earth, in heaven or 1in any part of the Dwat of
which he does not have knowledge."? It certainly seems more
likely that the type of knowledge referred to here had an
experiential basis than that it was merely a memorizing of
the content of sacred texts.® In other words it was mystical
knowledge: knowledge that was the result of direct experience
of spiritual realities. According to the FEqyptian priasat
Chaeremon who, living in the first cenltury A.D., is an
important late source for our understanding of the tenor of
the inner life of the priestood, the priests of Egypt were in
"constant contact with divine knowledge and inspiration".9 His
account of the type of knowledge pursued in the temples will
be considered later in this chapter, but it is worth noting
here that Chaeremon describes it as both '"divine" and
"inspired".

It was because o0f the perceived mystical basis of ancient
Egyptian religion that across the ancient Greek and
Hellenistic world, ancient Egypt had a reputation for being
the fountainhead of esoteric knowledge and wisdom.!'0 Many
Greek and Roman accounts of ancient Egyptian religion are not

only respectful and sensitive toward its deeper spiritual
import, they also affirm that mystical experience was the
wellspring of thils esoteric wisdom. Indeed, not a single
commentator seems to have thought the funerary cult held a

paramount place in ancient Egyptian religious life. Instead

of the funerary cult, we find writers such as Herodotus,
Plutarch and Iamblichus referring a great deal to mysteries,

initiation and mystical experience.!! The Egyptian priests are
portrayed as spiritual practitioners who had direct knowledge
of realities beyond the physical. According to our Greek and
Roman sources, this knowledge was less the result of
philosophical reasoning or speculation, and more the result
of direct experience.l2 Thus Greek religion and philosophy was

often portrayed as but a pale reflection of the earlier
Egyptian wisdom.13 .



The Greek and Roman commentators had the advantage of direct
or indirect contact with contemporary Egyptian priests, a
possibility denied to us. Furthermore, they were living at a
period in time when there was still a flourishing mystery
tradition which some of our most important sources were
acutely sensitive to, or into which they were themselves
initiated.'¥ There is therefore not simply just a historical
proximity to ancient Egypt but also an experiential proximity
in these ancient sources, the lack of which puts us at a
distinct disadvantage when it comes to wunderstanding the
religious experience of the ancient Egyptians. In most other
respects, our knowledge of ancient Egyptian culture is far
more accurate and comprehensive than that of the ancient
Greeks and Romans who, with a few notable exceptions, were
not able to read hieroglyphs.!> But in the sphere of religious
experience, the ancient commentators were spiritually far
closer than we are to the Egyptians, and for this reason
their testimony carries considerable weight.16
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Egyptology: Mysticism Denied
The revival of interest in ancient Egypt during the

Renaissance was largely because it was seen as the source of
a wisdom of both greater antiquity and greater profundity
than that of the Greeks. The Renaissance knowledge of Egypt
depended on ancient commentators such as Plutarch, Diodorus
and Iamblichus, supplemented with newly discovered and
freshly translated texts, most importantly the Corpus
Hermeticum.'? This dependency on classical sources continued
into the 18th century, with the consequence that until the
end of the 18th century the standard view of Egypt amongst
academics differed 1little from the view held in antiquity -
that Egypt was the source both of Greek culture and religion
and that it harboured a wisdom more profound than that of the
Greeks.!'8 Thus when Charles Frangois Dupuis, one of the most
politically influential scholars of the French revolution and
Napoleonic period, promulgated the idea that Greek religion
and philosophy were simply embellishments of a wisdom whose
source was Egyptian, this was not seen as particularly
radical.l? Indeed, this was the belief of many members of the
battalion of scholars who went to Egypt with Napoleon's
Expedition, and quite possibly of Napoleon himself. The dream
of unlocking a lost ancient knowledge that could then be

integrated within contemporary European culture was almost
certainly part of the agenda of the French conquest.20 The

direct result of the conquest of Egypt was that Egyptian
hieroglyphs were eventually deciphered, and the modern

discipline of Egyptology was born.

In the beginning, Egyptology was still aligned to the ancient
perception of Egypt as harbouring a tradition of deep wisdom,
that was the inspirational fount of Greek religion, mythology
and philosophy - particularly Platonism and Hermetism. Early
Egyptologists like Champollion, de Rougé&, and Brugsch had a
genuine reverence for Egypt as  the source of a sublime
metaphysics and theology.2! But this reverential attitude
toward Egyptian religion was gradually displaced by a far
more critical approach as Egyptology established itself as a
professional academic discipline. The attitudes of late 19th
and early 20th century Egyptologists like Maspero and Erman
differ markedly from those of the earlier '"romantics'". Their
interest in Egypt was not fired by religious motivations, and
the ancient religious texts that they now published for the
first time seemed to have no affinity at all with the
intellectually precise treatises of the Greek philosophers.
Gaston Maspero, who was the first to publish the Pyramid
Texts, admitted that despite trying, he was unable to
discover any profound wisdom in ancient Egyptian religious
texts. After years of grappling with them, he had to admit in
1893 (the year before his publication of the Pyramid Texts):

"...that they [Egyptian religious texts] did not show

any of the profound wisdom that others had seen in

them. I cannot be accused of wanting to depreciate

the Egyptians and I am convinced that they were one

of the great people of humanity, one of the most

original and the most creative, but they always
remained semi-barbarians..."22

23



Adolf Erman was of a similar opinion. He pointed to the
"conflicting ideas'", "jumble'" and "confusion" that he found
in the Pyramid Texts, which he felt was simply exacerbated in
the Book of the Dead. Referring to the latter, he declared

the confusion to have become so great "that it now scarcely
repays the labour of attempting to disentangle it."23 For
Erman, the Greeks' reverential attitude toward the Egyptians
could only be explained as being due to their having been
deliberately hoodwinked by the charlatan Egyptian priests,
who knew that if they simply kept quiet the Greeks would read
into their religion all sorts of wonderful mysteries that

were actually not there:
"The more taciturn and reserved was the behaviour of

the priests, the more did the Greeks believe that

they possessed wonderful secrets; and when in time
they learned these mysteries and understood what was

contained in the sacred writings concerning Osiris

and Isis, Typhon and Horus, their faith in the wisdom
of the Egyptians was so0 deeply rooted that they were
unable to look with unprejudiced eyes at those myths
so devoid of spirituality. They interpreted them
according to their own philosophical ideas, instead

of perceiving their emptiness.''Z4

From the 1880's onwards more and more of the sacred
literature of ancient Egypt was translated and made available
to the modern world. DBut for the translators, who were

working within an increasingly positivistic milieu, these
texts seemed to reveal only a desultory mix of primitive
magical spells, a confusion of hymns, offering formulae,
prayers, fragments of myth and disparate instructions for

carrying out arcane rituals. To many of the first generations
of scholars the sacred literature of ancient Egypt seemed so

muddled, haphazard and obscure that any residual hopes of
rediscovering some "forgotten wisdom" or "secret knowledge"
came to seem like c¢hildish fantasies, which were Nnow

exploded.

Thus it was concluded that the ancient Egyptian mind was
"pre-philosophical", incapable of c¢oherent or systematic
thought, and given to expressing itself in rather crude
imagery. Far from being a treasure house of sublime wisdom or
a repository of 1lost secret knowledge, ancient Egyptian

religious literature seemed to be riddled with primitive
superstitions and muddled, if somewhat grandiose, beliefs.

The sentiment expressed by the Egyptologist, T. Eric Peet,
writing in the 1930's, is fairly typical of the conclusions

reached by scholars after half a century of labour:
"In the eyes of the Greeks, the Egyptians possessed a
reputation for wisdom. As time goes on and we learn

more about the Egyptian mind and its products it
becomes increasingly difficult to understand this....

Theology, for instance, consisted of a mass of myth
and legend in which the deeds of the gods, neither
better nor worse than those of any other pantheon,
were preserved... The fact is that the

Egyptians never disentangled philosophy from the
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crudest theology.'245
This view of the ancient Egyptian mind to a large extent
remained the dominant one among Egyptologists for much of the
20th Century. It was complemented by a second view, that the
Egyptians were practical people with a basically
materialistic outlook on life. This is why their theology

was so undeveloped. For T. Eric Peet,
"The Egyptian mind was practical and concrete, and
concerned itself little or not at all with
speculations regarding the ultimate nature of
things."26

It is an opinion that we find repeated over and over again.
The Egyptians, far from being the guardians .0of a secret
wisdom, were actually an ignorant lot who had not vyet
discovered philosophy or science and concerned themselves
only with the practical affairs of daily existence. As
another Egyptologist, B.L. Goff, writing in the late 1970's

was to put it,
"In ancient Egypt, as also elsewhere in the ancient

world, there was no knowledge of consistent laws

governing the operation of everything around us. Men
knew that the world was complex. Much in their

experience seemed inconsistent. They and their
associates were often inconsistent... Thus polytheism
seemed a realistic conclusion from their observation
of the complexity of the world; and inconsistency
seemed of its essence... Thus what appears to usg
contradictory did not seem invalid to the ancient
Egyptians. Furthermore they were practical, not

philosophical people .. "27
Goff's argument seems to be that, owing to a certain weakness

in the ancient mind, due (we must suppose) to the fact that
it did not have the advantage of a modern traininhg in

gcientific thinking, the Egyptians solved the problem of a
complex and apparently inconsistent world by creating an
equally complex and inconsistent polytheistic mythology.
Thanks to modern science, we have now advanced beyond this
stage of bafflement by the world, and have attained precisely
what eluded the Egyptians: a knowledge of the "consistent
laws governing the operation of everything around us."

This assessment of the level of knowledge, or rather blind
ignorance, of the ancient Egyptians was shared by many non-
Egyptologists as well. Otto Neugebauer, in his monumental The
Exact Sciences in Antiquity written during the 1950s, put it
like this:
"Ancient science was the product of very few men; and
those few happened not to be Egyptian.'28
The same opinion 1s echoed by the philosopher, Bertrand
Russell in his book The Wisdom of the West:
"Both Egypt and Babylon furnished some knowledge
which the Greeks later took over. But neither
developed Science or Philosophy. Whether this is due
to lack of native genius or to social conditions.lis
not a fundamental question here. What is gignificant
1s that the function of religion was not conducive to
the exercise of the intellectual adventure.'29
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In the second part of the 20th century, however, the view of
the ancient Egyptian mind as ‘'pre-philosophical™ and
incapable of accessing worthwhile knowledge, became less and
less sustainable. As scholars like Alexandre Piankoff, Erik

Hornung and Jan Assmann began to penetrate the subtle,
complex and highly intricate levels of meaning in New Kingdom
religious literature, it became clear to them and others

that, in the words of Hornung,
"Egyptian thought steers clear of monocausal

simplification, convincing instead through refinement
and association, through mastery of both word and
image. ' 30
Russell was wrong. The Egyptians were concerned with
philosophical questions: questions about being and non-being,
about the meaning of death, about the nature of the cosmos
and human nature, and many other philosophical, cosmologicél
and theological issues.3! In the view of James P. Allen,

writing in the 1late 1980s, we should less 1lament the

intellectual deficiency of the ancient Egyptians than of
modern Western thought that has <c¢reated a dichotomy between

objective scientific knowledge and philosophy on the one
hand, and subjective religious experience on the other. This

dichotomy simply did not exist in ancient Egypt where
religion and philosophy formed a unity.34 Jan Assmann went so

far as to assert that in ancient Egypt there was, after all,
"an esoteric body of knowledge' .33 For scholars 1like
Piankoff, Hornung, Assmann and Allen, what was required
was a detailed analysis and sorting of the religious material
so as to uncover what is meaningful and intelligible beneath
what initially appears to be confused and confusing.34

Although within contemporary Egyptology, the tide has been
turning in attitudes toward ancient Egyptian religion, there
is, however, still a long way to go. For while scholars of
Egyptian religion may now be more inclined to see
intelligibility and meaning, they do not see mysticism. They
do not see knowledge that has an intrinsic validity because
it has arisen from direct spiritual experience. Thus despite
Assmann referring to a body of "esoteric knowledge', he views
this knowledge as esoteric by virtue of its restricted access
rather than because of its intrinsically mystical content.35
And Hornung has <consistently denied the existence of
mysticism 1in ancient Egypt.36 Both Piankoff and Allen, who
have worked extensively with the symbolism and cosmology of
the Pyramid Texts, follow the same line. They do not question
the general assumption that they are funerary texts
reflecting complex beliefs concerning the afterlife.37 Here
then, 1t seems we come to the boundary referred to in
Chapter One, over which Egyptology is reluctant to step. The
boundary lies between intellectual analysis on the one side

and empathetic "re-living" of the spiritual experiences that
are expressed in the religious texts on the other.

Egyptology in the latter part of the 20th century has on the
whole been highly resistant to investigating the experiential
dimensions of Egyptian religion. Furthermore, it is not
unusual still to encounter Egyptological studies that report
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only incoherence, inconsistency and confusion in ancient
Egyptian religious texts.38 On the whole, it would be fair to
say such perceptions are less dominant than they were, but
the attitudes that characterised Egyptology during the late
19th and first part of the 20th century are deeply ingrained
and form a kind of substructure to the whole edifice of the

discipline. Underlying much Egyptological thinking during the
19th and 20th centuries, it is possible to detect
presuppositions - to a large extent shared by the general
culture - that still exercise a considerable influence on the
way in which ancient Egyptian religious material 1is
interpreted today. Three can be 1isolated as having had a
determining influence on attitudes within mainstream academic
Egyptology since its inception in the 19th century. We have
met them all in the previous pages. They are, firstly, that
since the Egyptians lacked modern scientific method, they
must also have lacked true knowledge of the world. Secondly,
because Egyptian civilization was historically earlier than
that of the Greeks and Romans, it was more primitive and less
advanced, Jjust as modern civilization 1s more advanced than

that of the Greeks and Romans. Underlying this assumption is
the idea of progress, which tends negatively to colour modern

perceptions of the past. The third assumption is that the
character or temperament of the Egyptians was practical
rather than mystical. This assumption, along with the other
two, has had particularly serious consequences for the study
of Egyptian religion and the way in which Egyptian religious
texts have been understood.

The three presuppositions have led to many of the deeper,
more mystical aspects of ancient Egyptian religion being
passed over or neutralized by being subsumed under the

general rubric of "funerary beliefs". Those Egyptologists who
have addressed the mystical aspects of ancient Egyptian
religion have run the risk of being marginalised from the
mainstream. For what is at issue is more than just the level
of knowledge or ignorance (and, by implication, degree of
"primitiveness") of the ancient Egyptians. It is also a
question of the satisfactoriness of our own scientific
knowledge, and the culture that is based upon it, and whether
perhaps the Egyptians really did know important things about
which we today are abominably ignorant.
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The Knowledge of the Egyptians .
It has for several centuries been a fundamental assumption of

modern Western culture that the way to attain reliable
knowledge is through science rather than through religious or
mystical experience, and that science was a product of Greek,
not Egyptian civilization. The first part of this assumption
can be traced back at least as far as Francis Bacon's The
Advancement of Learning (1605), which set forth the vision of
a‘ "universal science'" within which all knowledge would be
incorporated through a slow cumulative process, fuelled by
continuing and systematic research.3® 1In this paradigm,

scientific knowledge is purged of personal opinion, feeling
or value-judgement in order to attain an impersonal and

objective description of reality. It does this by pursuing ‘a
methodology that stresses empirical observation, the ability
of third parties to repeat observations and experiments, and
the formulation of explanatory theories that will be open to
modification or refutation by subsequent observations. 1Its
objectivity is thus guaranteed, whereas the insights,
visions or revelations of religious or mystical experience
are viewed as irredeemably subjective, impossible to verify
or repeat by third parties, and thus unreliable sources of

knowledge.

The second part of the assumption, that it was the Greeks who
invented the one and only reliable method of attaining

knowledge called science, began to take root considerably
later - during the 18th century, when William Warburton and

others first argued that the Egyptians were unable to think
scientifically or philosophically.40 Up until that time, it
was still widely Dbelieved that the Egyptians possessed a
knowledge and wisdom that was superior to that of the Greeks
- superior because it was based on contemplation and/or

mystical experience of the divine order.4! But slowly the view
took hold that it was the Greeks who laid the foundations of
the scientific pursuit of knowledge and that the cultures of
Mesopotamia and Egypt that existed before that of Greece were
"pre-scientific" and "pre-philosophical." As such, they could
hardly be credited with having had much in the way of 'real

knowledge".

When the Egyptologist B.L. Goff stated that in ancient Egypt
"there was no knowledge of consistent laws governing the
operation of everything around us", he was voicing an opinion

widely held by 20th century Egyptologists and ancient
historians that there was no real knowledge in Egypt.42 This

opinion 1s very deep rooted, and emerges in otherwise open-
minded studies of ancient Egyptian culture, such as Barry

Kemp's Anclent Egypt: Anatomy of a Civilization (1989). There
we read, with reference to ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt, the
almost casual remark that these ancient cultures

"have arisen and run successfully for long periods
without much true knowledge of the world at all.'43

The assumption, of course, is that only modern scientific
knowledge 1s "true knowledge". During the 19th and 20th
centuries, it was argued that in these ancient cultures,
where the guardians of learning were priests, knowledge
remained at a primitive level because of the stranglehold of
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superstition, magic, and uncritically held beliefs that
supposedly characterised pre-Greek societies. The reason why
there was no "true knowledge" was that it was totally
inhibited by their religious outlook and theocratic power-
structures.44 The implication here is that a religious culture

such as ancient Egypt is necessarily an ignorant culture.

This assumption has had such a strong hold that even when the
historian of science Otto Neugebauer and the Egyptologist J-P
Lauer were forced by the evidence on the ground to admit that
the Egyptians were using such mathematical relations as pi
and phi 1in the construction of buildings, instead of
concluding that the Egyptians had a theoretical knowledge of
these mathematical relations, they put it down merely to
"practical knacks" and '"utilitarian empiricism'". In other
words the Egyptians were using these relations without
actually being aware of the fact that they were so doing.45
This reluctance to admit that the Egyptians were as capable
of logical and mathematical thinking as the Greeks sits
uneasily with the extraordinary precision with which ancient
Egyptian monuments, such as the pyramids, were built. It is
also 1in stark contrast -with the testimony of the Greeks
themselves. Anclent sources testify that prominent Greek
thinkers (like Thales, Pythagoras, Plato and Eudoxus) learnt
their philosophy and science from the Egyptians.46 Eudoxus -
like Pythagoras before him - was a renowned mathematician
and astronomer, who spent sixteen months studying in Egypt
before returning to Athens to teach at Plato's Academy.47
According to no less an authority than Aristotle, Egypt was
"the cradle of mathematics"” and the priests of Egypt invented

geometry, arithmetic and astronomy.48

In the early days of Egyptology, there was a greater
willingness to accept that the Egyptians did have an
understanding of mathematical principles such as pi as well
as advanced astronomical knowledge, and this can'be sSeen in
the writings of Jomard, Piazzi Smyth, Norman Lockyer and
Flinders Petrie.49 But during the 20th Century, advocacy of
such views became increasingly heretical, and a growing rift
emerged between '"mainstream'" Egyptology that was dismissive
of claims that the Egyptians had the capacity either to think

in terms of abstract mathematical relations or to make very
accurate astronomical observations, and ‘'outsiders'", who
usually did not have a formal qualification in Egyptology and
so could easily be dismissed as cranks or '"pyramidiots'.

Foremost amongst the latter was R.A. Schwaller de Lubicz who,
desplite his detailed study of the theoretical principles and

practical application of ancient Egyptian mathematics in
The Temple of Man (Le temple de 1'homme) and his studies of
ancient Egyptian esotericism and symbolism in this and other
works, remains virtually ignored by the Egyptological
establishment.>% In the Temple of Man, de Lubicz argues like
many before him that the learning of the Greeks was largely
derivative of, and lagged behind, the much more comprehensive
metaphysical understanding of the Egyptians. His explanation
for the difference between the Egyptian and Greek methods of
acquiring knowledge 1s that the Greeks isolated and
abstracted the analytical faculty from its metaphysical and
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metaphysical and symbolic locus in the Egyptian religious
consciousness. It was not so much that the Greeks were more
intellectually rigorous, but rather that they were 1less
spiritually aware than the Egyptians. Thus the science that
they inaugurated was a science from which the sacred
dimension had been expurgated.>! According to de Lubicz, the
Egyptians had the same intellectual abilities as the Greeks,
but they put these at the service of an overriding
metaphysical and symbolic sensibility, ever directed toward
"the eternal vital moment"” that constantly escapes analytical

enquiry.>2

It is significant that the explanation given by de Lubic:z
corresponds very closely with an account of the Egyptian
priest Chaeremon, who lived in the 1st century AD.53 Though an
Egyptian, Chaeremon was steeped in Hellenic culture and went
out of his way to explain Egyptian temple 1life in terms
comprehensible to non-Egyptians. Some allowance therefore has
to be made for his speaking the language of Platonic and
Stoic philosophy, which by the 1st century AD had become the
lingua franca of discourse about spiritual matters. According
to the account he has left to us, the Egyptian priests
"dedicated their entire lives to the thought and
contemplation of God... The fruit of their contemplation
of God was knowledge; and through contemplation and _
knowledge they attained to a way of life at once

esoteric and old-fashioned.'54
Through this "constant contact with divine knowledge and
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