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Ancient Egyptian Gods

The Nile River valley sheltered some of the earliest agricultural settlements, dating back about eight thousand years before the present day. At the beginning of recorded human history, Neolithic hunter-gatherers chose the fertile land following the Nile River’s path for semi-permanent and then permanent settlements. By the time of the Early Bronze Age, those settlements became the towns and cities that united to form the kingdom of Ancient Egypt. Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt shared a lot of cultural touchstones, including similar religious beliefs, practices, and gods.

As a single nation, Ancient Egypt arose on the Nile Delta around 3150 B.C. and developed a rich and distinct culture that has remained interesting and vigorous to this day. Between 1870 and 1930 the study of Ancient Egypt roared to the forefront of cultural archeology and has stayed there ever since. The first researchers into the people and places of Ancient Egypt had a wealth of information to study with the religion, the gods, and the practices of the region and period.

Religion played an enormous role in the development of Ancient Egypt. Ancient Egyptian culture worshiped a myriad of gods arrayed in a pantheon. As polytheists, the ancient Egyptians identified different gods with various aspects of human existence, like life and death, childbirth and fertility. There were gods of the forces of nature, as well as more abstract gods for less concrete concepts, like wisdom.

A pharaoh or a king functioned as the center of Egyptian religion, as both the king of Egypt and as the connection between the people and their gods. Egyptian culture focused on the pharaoh. Each Egyptian king, or pharaoh, was declared a god, as part of his rank. Pharaohs performed the high and formal religious duties and conducted major religious ceremonies. They practiced rituals that the people believed were utterly essential for the well-being of their society. Pharaonic religious practices composed the official, state-sanctioned religion of Ancient Egypt.

People interacted with the gods on their own, through prayer and rituals, but it was more like magic than a formal religion. The "religion of the people" was nonetheless very similar to the religion practiced by the pharaoh. Depending on the strength of the pharaoh's status, ordinary people varied their emphasis on either state religion or their own practices. In general, if the pharaoh's policies and actions produced significant benefits, the people were more likely to look at him as having the favor of the gods, and they would follow his religious practices.

We know a great deal about this ancient culture due to the deep integration of religion into the lives of the people during that period. For thousands of years, Egyptian art and architecture reflected the images and the characteristics ascribed to the gods. The Egyptian pantheon numbered over one hundred major gods, but they were not all of equal importance.

If one includes minor deities, the number rockets to over one thousand. Gods that represented more culturally significant aspects of life had more worshippers and more attention. Those particular gods also had more stories and tales told about them, leading to a greater sense of backstory; that is, people had a much greater familiarity with some gods than with others. The importance of any one particular god changed over time. The characteristics of gods also changed subtly or were merged with other gods. Egyptian religion of the time was not as static and unchanging as one might think.

Like all peoples, the Egyptians were most enthralled by the core aspects of life: sex, birth, death, and the afterlife. Warfare, bloodshed, illness, disease, and the natural order also figured heavily in the makeup of the Egyptian pantheon. The gods of the crops, the hearth and home, knowledge, learning, and war and death also figured prominently.

The creation of existence, or the creation myth, had several variations in Ancient Egyptian history. Each variant is quite different from the others, and the gods responsible for making the world are different in each story. Each major city in Egypt advocated for their gods being the primary movers in the creation, so the stories vary. However, all Egyptian religious groups had the same creation myth: the world arose out of chaos, represented by water. Dry land described order and structure. From the dry land developed the sun, called Ra, and Ra was the first recognized ruler and lawgiver. To live in balance with nature meant appeasing Ra.

However, another tradition, heavily favored by the people of the city of Hermopolis, indicates that a proto-god named Atum already existed in the waters of creation. When he came forth out of the waters, he created eight other gods. These nine gods formed the Ogdoad, a small group of old gods. These gods existed alongside humanity in what was a storied "Golden Age of Humanity" that was, and is, entirely mythical.

An Edenic time when gods lived side by side with humanity is a hoary cultural tradition and, over time, the concepts of Ra and Atum became merged into Ra-Atum. Another pantheon of "original" and very ancient gods was the Ennead, which was made up of Atum as the chief god, and Isis, Ra, Osiris, Geb, Nut, Tefnut, Shu, Nephthys, and Horus as the lesser gods. Over time, the Ennead tradition and the Ogdoad overlapped so much they merged.

Unlike many other culture’s creation stories, the origin of humanity does not feature prominently in Egyptian mythos. Some brief stories say the tears of Ra-Atum created the first humans. Like most creation myths, the origins of humanity are rooted in sadness and sorrow. The creation of the universe had four main stories in Ancient Egyptian mythology.

From the separation of the universe into chaos and order came the establishment of Maat. Maat (or Ma’at) encompasses the Egyptians’ views on life, death, morality, justice, truth, order, chaos, and right living. Maat was the overarching concept of what the Egyptians perceived as their cultural imperative. To preserve Maat was to ensure blessings. To deviate was to risk bringing the wrath of the gods down on one’s disobedient head.

Before we begin our exploration of the gods of Ancient Egypt, it’s important to understand that which gods got the most attention varied from place to place, city to city, and village to village. A very popular god in Heliopolis might not be quite as familiar in Thebes. The peoples of different cities valued different deities to greater or lesser degrees. Those gods worshiped at Thebes might be slightly different from those at Memphis or Heliopolis. Remember, at this time in history, travel was far more difficult, and differences between the cultures in each city would sometimes be significant. The popularity of different gods rose and fell with time and with the fortunes of the Egyptian people.

 Egyptian deities had both a male and a female aspect. A god had a counterpart goddess, with the pair being responsible for much of the same general concepts, with variations particular to each. As well, some gods or goddesses had a different aspect; for example, the goddess Maat (order, balance, harmony) is opposed by Isfet (chaos, evil). Sometimes these oppositions are not complete. In other words, it's not always a "good god" versus "evil god" dynamic. A god of health and fertility does not have a direct opposite of sterility, but the Egyptians did have a god of dry air and parched land where nothing could grow. Figuratively, these two stand in opposition.

The gods of the Egyptians were not as enduring in characteristics as one might think of a god. The functions of some gods sometimes overlapped the functions of the others, and, over the millennia, some gods merged with others. For example, Ra was merged with Horus in one later dynasty, creating Ra-Horakhty. Ra and Re are the same. Sometimes the sigil animal for one god’s icon was used by another. For example, Horus was typically represented by a man with the head of a hawk. However, depending on the context of the symbolism, the deity might indeed be Ra.

As well, you’ll find that the gods of a settlement or town mirrored aspects of a major god, sometimes piece for piece, yet had a different name, a different icon, and they even had a different origin story. That was one of the differences between the “major gods” and the “minor gods,” as well as the variation from “national god” to “local god.” The Egyptian pantheon was huge. There were gods of particular locales that were very obscure, such as a hill or a small stream. An overarching major god might have been the god of all streams and hills, but a local god would have watched over that particular area.

There are some prominent and recurrent symbols associated with the gods. Although many symbols represent the Ancient Egyptian gods, some symbols require understanding to get a good idea of the iconography of the times. Iconography tends to differ because Ancient Egypt was dived into two regions: Upper and Lower Egypt. Upper and Lower Egypt used slightly different icons to represent gods. These divisions represented peoples with slightly different beliefs and interpretations of the gods. Different symbols were combined sometimes, like some gods, when Upper and Lower Egypt joined into a single national body around 3100 BC. Egyptian gods and pharaohs were often depicted wearing the pschent crown, a symbol of the wealth of both Upper and Lower Egypt. The pschent was red and white: red for Lower Egypt and white for Upper Egypt. The figure of a rearing cobra rested on the brow of the pschent and symbolized protection and defense of the Egyptian people.

A disc, often on the head of a figure, represented the solar disc, or the sun. Many of Egypt’s gods and goddesses represented some aspect of the sun. Some deities related to different aspects of light; others related to warmth, purity, healing, or another kind of beneficence. The sun, in fact, had several major gods. One of those gods, Atum, had different aspects: a rising sun, the sun at noon, the setting sun, and the sun as it traveled through the Underworld (in this case, nighttime). Each aspect had a different name and different symbols, but they were all part of a composite god (Ra, Atum, Khepri, Nefertum).

Another symbol, the uraeus, was in the shape of a rearing cobra poised to strike. This figure was often worn at the front of the pschent double crown as worn by the pharaoh. It represented the divine blessing of the gods upon the king, the king’s absolute right to rule, and his godhood. The uraeus was also the symbol of the goddess Wadjet, a goddess of the land and protector of the pharaoh.

The ankh’s origins are surprisingly obscure for such a universal icon and talisman. It is known to represent life or the “breath of life,” and it was common throughout Egypt and Persia. Many gods and goddesses carry the ankh, most often in their right hand, unless extending it to someone in their left hand. The ankh was and is a universal symbol of life and beneficence for all gods, all peoples, and all periods of Egyptian history. Even today, people across the world wear it as a symbol of eternal life, although many don’t know what culture brought forth this beneficent symbol.

Keep in mind that Ancient Egypt was a land of vast contrasts. An area of fertile land extended on both sides and the entire length of the Nile River delta, which was overflowed by the river. This area was perfect for agriculture. However, outside the fertile zones lay barren desert, harsh and unforgiving. The dichotomy between life and death, fertility and sterility, was deeply and thoroughly imprinted on the psyche and culture of the Egyptians.

The Nile flooding its banks was predictable and always started when the star Sirius rose just before the sun. About this time of year, torrential rains on






Conclusion

The gods of Ancient Egypt reveal the thoughts and the mindset of that culture and its people. The gods themselves are important only insofar as they tell us about their worshippers and how they viewed themselves in relation to the universe. From their gods, we can see the ancient Egyptians valued order and structure. Everything they observed was named; given duties and responsibilities; had limits; and, yet, in many cases, still interacted and overlapped with other gods. We know they valued life in the present (what people with a goddess of beer don’t value a good time?). Their respect for the transition from life to death, death to life, and eternal renewal remains profound.

The sheer number and variety of gods in the ancient Egyptian culture speaks to the Egyptian need to know, to understand, and to relate to all parts of their universe and to each other. Perhaps this drive to understand the world and to make sense of why and how things happen supported the monument-building drive of these people. Their staggering feats of building have endured in hostile conditions for millennia. The pyramids, the ancient city buildings, the statuary, and the obelisks serve as reminders that the Egyptians felt themselves to be capable of leaving a mark on the world and in history. Nonetheless, they did nothing without welding in their gods to the feat.

