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	The story of ancient Egypt stretches across roughly 3,000 years, though the exact figure shifts depending on how one chooses to carve up the timeline. Other civilizations, ancient Greece among them, split their long pasts either along cultural lines, as with the "Classical Era," which opened with the rise of democracy and closed with Alexander the Great's death, or by tracking the successive reigns of individual rulers. Egypt's vast past was first organized into dynasties. The Egyptian priest Manetho, who lived in the 3rd century BCE, sorted history into 30 dynasties, and Egyptologists of later times have gathered these into larger periods based on how much of present-day Egypt each king controlled. Following Shaw's chronology, they run as shown here:[1]

	The Pharaonic Period

	Early Dynastic Period (Dynasties 1-2) ca.3050-2660 BCE

	Old Kingdom (Dynasties 3-6) ca. 2660-2190 BCE

	First Intermediate Period (Dynasties 7-11)ca. 2190-2066 BCE

	Middle Kingdom (Dynasties 11-12) ca. 2066-1780 BCE

	Second Intermediate Period (Dynasties 13-17) ca. 1780-1549 BCE

	New Kingdom (Dynasties 18-20) ca. 1549-1069 BCE

	Third Intermediate Period (21-25) ca. 1069-664 BCE

	Late Period (Dynasties 26-31) ca. 664-332 BCE

	The Ptolemaic Period 332-30 BCE

	The Roman Period 30 BCE – 395 CE

	To see why present-day scholars preferred longer blocks of dynastic rule, one first has to grasp the geography of the lands Egypt governed. The Nile, the river that shaped so much of daily existence and belief for the ancients, flows from south to north, spreading into a wide delta in the north while the terrain in the south is more barren. This contrast explains one of the more bewildering features of Egyptian history: the "Upper Kingdom" lay in the south, and the "Lower Kingdom" lay in the north.[2] Two separate crowns stood for these "Two Lands" – the "Red Crown" for the Lower Kingdom and the "White Crown" for the "Upper Kingdom." Each was worn by its own ruler, and when the realms were joined, the two were combined into a "Double Crown." The "intermediate" periods were the times when the country split back into two kingdoms, and they were frequently characterized by political upheaval and a marked decline in cultural output, including art and architecture.

	Right from the Early Dynastic Period, the land was partitioned into smaller territories along the river, which modern scholars label "Nomes." The term "nome" originates with the ancient Greeks, who, while the Greek Ptolemaic Dynasty (332-30 BCE) governed Egypt, described each territory as a sort of "pasturage" that fell under the broader authority of that kingdom's Pharaoh. This provided a handy method of organizing the people of the two kingdoms, yet it creates difficulty when one tries to determine which version of a shared myth is the "correct" or "most widely believed" one. The cause is that myths, despite certain resemblances, could differ greatly from one nome to the next. For this reason, writers like the ancient historian Plutarch picked out one particular version of a myth and recorded or examined only that.

	Scholars of later eras divided the various kinds of myth further, grouping them by the cult center that generated or "standardized" them.[3] They call these groupings "theologies," for instance the "Memphite Theology" (myths from Memphis) or the "Heliopolitan Theology" (myths from Heliopolis). One theory holds that these "theologies" rivaled those of other cult centers in some fashion. Shaw, though, sees them as alternatives rather than opposing doctrines; although each cult center might swap in a god from another nome in place of one of its own local deities, he finds no real hostility among the different groups of believers. Even without any dogma imposed from outside across all of Egypt, the Egyptians still kept hold of certain broad ideas. One of these is the creation of the universe. In general terms, a boundless, dark ocean of "chaos" named Nun existed, and from it a god emerged who set creation in motion.[4] The various cult centers felt free to revise or enlarge this idea so that it suited local preferences and loyalties to particular deities. Later, in the New Kingdom, the cult center of Thebes rose to prominence, and its priests sought to merge the earlier traditions of Egypt. In this effort Amun served as the creator god, yet the Thebans also took in the traditions of major cult centers such as Hermopolis, Memphis and Heliopolis. To a modern reader these often look like quite unrelated accounts, but they were cleverly woven together at Thebes around 1200 BCE.[5]

	Within the general creation story sit two aspects essential to understanding every myth of ancient Egypt: maat and isfet. Isfet, broadly speaking, stands for chaos or disorder, and it was regarded as a basic ingredient of everything that exists. Ancient Egyptians had no thought of rooting isfet out of ordinary life; it was, after all, said to be among the elements already present in the boundless ocean when creation dawned. Their only wish was that isfet should never grow stronger than maat, its opposite: justice. Maat was frequently shown as a goddess with a feather on her head, the same feather being the hieroglyph that signified her.[6] She, or simply the idea of justice, was thought to be present in every area of life, and anyone who broke it would face punishment. According to the Middle Kingdom Coffin Texts, Atum, the "Great Finisher" of creation,[7] breathed in maat to gain his consciousness: "Inhale your daughter Maat [said Nun to Atum] and raise her to your nostril so that your consciousness may live.

	May they never be distant from you, your daughter Maat and your son Shu, whose name is "life" … it is your son Shu who will lift you up."[8] 

	Following this, Atum gained the power to push the waters of Nun back from himself, lifting himself clear of them to become "what remained," the "mound of creation." One point deserves attention: nothing was created until Atum drew in life and justice. Without maat and the dualistic counterpart that accompanies her, no world could have come into being, which explains why maat and isfet are found everywhere, and why the ancient Egyptians accepted chaos as part of existence. Once Atum had pulled himself free of Nun, the children he had carried within him, chiefly Shu and maat/isfet (frequently shown as a manifestation of the goddess Tefnut), were divided from their father, and Tefnut would eventually become the mother of all the gods.  

	The renowned Egyptologist Garry Shaw describes the Egyptian ethos as "an endless repetition of creations, destructions and rebirths, entangled in a net of divine interactions … each person [living] as the hero of his own mythic narrative each day."[9] Under this outlook, ancient Egyptians would "assimilate" themselves to whichever deity matched the circumstances they faced at a given moment. Shaw offers a revealing series of illustrations, writing, "A person with a headache became Horus the Child, cared for by his mother, who herself became Isis; in death, the deceased transformed into various gods whilst traversing the afterlife realm, assuming each deity's divine authority for a time. Egypt's myths were elastic enough to be shaped into everyone's lives … myths, and the acts of the gods detailed therein, answered the question, 'why did this happen to me?' There is comfort in precedent."[10] 

	For an ancient Egyptian, identifying with "Horus the Child" carried particular weight, since the figure is rooted in the widespread idea of the "Divine Mother." Among the roles the "divine mother" plays across the world's mythologies is that of sustaining a feeling of protection and nurture in early religions. In the religious thinking of early humans her part was at first a leading one, but during the 9th and 8th millennia BCE, when androcentric nomadic cultures at last merged with the goddess-venerating societies that had produced the earliest expressions of humanity's longing for companionship and shelter, the more warlike and "heroic" strands of myth rose to greater religious prominence. For an ancient Egyptian, "becoming" Horus the Child meant returning to the sheltering arms of a mother and holding out hope of recovering and growing stronger than before.  

	Horus's myth feeds this religious outlook in two respects. First, Horus is the conquering hero of the divine royal line, the embodiment of "right" action and of good prevailing over evil. Second, he reaches that royal station only after being tended as a sickly infant, hunted by the evils of the world as personified in his uncle, Seth. Taking on the identity of Horus went well beyond a matter of mere wordplay; it gave the believer a way of making sense of the hostility surrounding them. It was also intended to stir up hope of eventually overcoming those hostilities and arriving at adulthood, along with every ambition that accompanied it. 

	Eternity awaited every Egyptian after death, yet the Egyptians had no notion of an ethereal, otherworldly hereafter
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