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I have been working with these texts for long enough now to know that the first problem is not the Egyptian material. The first problem is the way people have been trained to look at it. The reader may remember that I have said this before, in earlier papers and in the notes that led up to this edition: once a field decides what a thing is, it becomes very difficult for anyone inside that field to see what the thing might also be. The Coffin Texts are a good example. They are treated as funerary literature, which they are. They are treated as ritual equipment, which they are. They are treated as a stage between the Pyramid Texts and the Book of the Dead, which is partly true, although too neat for my liking. But what happens when we stop repeating the approved labels and ask what we are actually looking at here? We are looking at a dead person enclosed inside a wooden construction covered with instructions, names, threats, maps, transformations, passwords, divine identifications, celestial routes and warnings about beings who block passage. That is not a small thing. It is not just religion in the polite museum sense. It is a system. It may be a broken system, a regional system, an edited system, or several systems layered together, but it is still a system, and I believe we lose more than we gain when we reduce it to literary categories that make modern researchers comfortable.

I know how that sounds. I have been accused of arrogance often enough, and when people say it I usually get angry, because the accusation is generally used as a substitute for answering the material. Then later, when I calm down, I admit that there is some truth in it. I do know a great deal about this subject. I have put years into following references that many people cite but do not read, comparing translations, checking spell numbers, looking at coffin layouts and asking why an image was placed under the body rather than beside it. I am not ashamed of that. I am also not claiming that I know everything, because nobody does, and anyone who says otherwise should be watched carefully. But there is a difference between modesty and pretending not to see what is in front of you. There is also a difference between expertise and institutional permission. Some researchers seem to believe that knowledge becomes legitimate only after it has passed through the correct university department, the correct journal and the correct circle of approval. Researchers outside the field often make the opposite mistake and believe that anything rejected by a university must be true. Both positions are lazy. One hides behind credentials. The other hides behind rebellion. We need to keep this in mind before we go further.

The reader may remember my earlier discussion of the Pyramid Texts and the problem of sequence. Modern editions give us numbered utterances and orderly pages. The original monuments do not. The words occupy chambers, corridors, gables, walls and architectural directions. Position is part of meaning. The same problem becomes even more interesting with the Coffin Texts because the texts are not carved into a royal monument that remains in place. They are written around a body. The body lies inside the text. This is something I have stressed many times because it changes the entire way we should approach the material. A translation printed in a book encourages us to read from top to bottom as though we are reading a theological essay. The owner of the coffin did not encounter the text that way. The deceased was enclosed by it. A spell beside the head is not necessarily doing the same work as a spell beneath the feet. A painted pair of eyes is not merely decoration. A false door is not just an artistic convention. A route drawn on the coffin floor is not simply an early map. It may be all of these things, but there is more to this than meets the eye, and the physical arrangement is one of the places where that “more” survives.

What does this really mean? I am not entirely sure, and I want to be honest about that. My current understanding is that these coffins worked as constructed ritual environments, almost like portable chambers in which language, image, orientation and the body were made to operate together. That description is safer than calling them machines, although I have used the word machine in private notes because at times that is what they resemble. I do not mean a mechanical device with gears. I mean a system of linked functions. The names activate identities. The images supply things. The routes establish movement. The threats repel enemies. The declarations place the deceased inside the life of a god. The coffin itself separates, protects and contains. If this information is correct, then the Coffin Texts should not be studied only as sentences. They should be studied as parts of an operating arrangement. But here is the problem: the arrangement is incomplete. Most coffins are damaged, displaced, badly recorded, divided between museums or published through drawings made under conditions that were not always ideal. We are trying to understand a working system from pieces that have been removed from their original setting.

This is important.

It also explains why I have little patience with the kind of confidence that sometimes appears in Egyptology. I am not talking about careful scholarship. There are excellent Egyptologists, and this book depends heavily on their work. I am talking about the tone of ownership that develops when a specialist vocabulary begins to replace thought. A phrase such as “funerary democratization,” “Osirianization,” “textual transmission” or “mortuary theology” can be useful, but it can also become a screen. Once the phrase is repeated often enough, people stop asking what actually happened. Did access become democratic? No. Did Osiris suddenly replace every earlier idea? No. Was there one text being transmitted? Probably not. Were all these coffins part of one national theology? The situation is more complex than that. Yet the neat phrases remain because they fit into lectures, catalogues and grant proposals. Those who have followed this material know that I am suspicious whenever a difficult body of evidence is reduced to one fashionable term. It usually means the real questions have been postponed.

At the same time, I need to say something to the independent researchers who will read this and immediately start talking about stargates, alien technology, genetic resurrection chambers or Atlantean initiations. Slow down. I understand the attraction. I have worked in alternative history and metaphysical research long enough to know that ancient texts sometimes preserve ideas that modern categories cannot handle. I am not frightened by that possibility. I do not reject a question because it sounds strange. But strangeness is not evidence, and resemblance is not identity. A coffin covered in routes, gates and divine transformations may remind us of later esoteric systems, near-death accounts, astral maps or even technological interfaces. That does not mean the coffin was built by extraterrestrials, and it does not mean the Egyptians possessed modern physics in symbolic form. Could there be another layer to this? Yes. Should we look? Yes. Should we fill every gap with the most dramatic explanation available? No. That is how serious alternatives are discredited, usually by their own supporters.

As we discussed in earlier papers, the safest way to investigate unusual material is to begin with the object and remain close to it for as long as possible. Who owned the coffin? Where was it found? What was written on the left wall, the right wall, the floor and the lid? Which signs are damaged? Which spell appears on another coffin? Does the wording change? Is the owner male or female? Was the name altered? Was the coffin reused? Which deity is invoked locally? What was drawn beside the text? These questions may sound less exciting than asking whether the Duat was another dimension, but they are how we get to the larger question without fooling ourselves. I believe the Egyptians understood reality as more layered than modern materialism allows. I also believe they were practical people who commissioned objects through workshops, copied old texts badly, reused timber and made mistakes. Both things can be true. What if both versions are partially correct? What if the sacred technology was real in their understanding, while the physical object remained an ordinary product of craftsmen, money, status and local custom?

This is where the institutional and alternative camps often fail in opposite directions. The institutional researcher can become so afraid of metaphysical implications that every Egyptian statement is reduced to social function, political ideology or ritual performance. The independent researcher can become so eager for hidden knowledge that every ordinary workshop error is turned into encryption. One side sterilizes the material. The other inflates it. I have done both at different times, and I want to admit that. In my earlier work I sometimes accepted the “democratization” model too easily because it provided a clean historical movement from king to elite to broader society. Later I reacted against that model so strongly that I may have underplayed the real widening of textual access. My position now is subject to change, but it seems that neither story is enough. Non-royal people had afterlife expectations long before the Coffin Texts. Yet the appearance of royal formulas, divine identities and complex textual equipment on non-royal coffins still represents a major shift. Not equality. Not democracy. A redistribution of certain forms of sacred power among those who could obtain them.

The modern title “Coffin Texts” also gives the impression of a known book. It was not a book in the modern sense. Adriaan de Buck and other scholars assembled parallel versions and assigned numbers so the material could be compared. That work was necessary and, from my understanding, one of the great achievements in the study of Egyptian religion. But every system creates an illusion. Once a composition is called CT 335, it begins to look stable. Once an English translation gives it a beginning and an end, it begins to look complete. The ancient reality may have been a damaged version written in columns around a corner, missing lines, joined to another composition, interrupted by an image and altered for a particular owner. The modern spell number helps us find it. It does not tell us what the ancient thing was. This becomes important later when we discuss the Book of Two Ways, because people speak of “the map” as though one master diagram existed. The surviving copies do not support that confidence.

I have mentioned this before, but the Book of Two Ways is where the larger investigation becomes difficult to keep within ordinary boundaries. We have routes, divisions, gates, guarded regions, fiery zones and a destination associated with powerful divine presences. The diagrams are placed beneath the body. Why there? Are we looking at a map for the dead, a ritual image activated during burial, a model of sacred geography, a diagram of states of consciousness, or several of these at once? What are we actually looking at here? I want to wait before saying too much because the word “map” pulls the mind in a modern direction. A map is supposed to represent space. But Egyptian sacred images often do more than represent. They can make present, substitute, protect and participate. If that principle applies here, then the diagram may not simply show the route. It may create the route within the coffin’s ritual world. That is my current understanding, but this part is still shady and we will have to see how it develops through the individual examples.

There is another question that most discussions avoid because it sounds too basic: who was supposed to use the words? Was the deceased expected to read? Were the spells recited before burial? Did a priest activate them? Did their written presence alone make them effective? Was the coffin speaking on behalf of the owner? Were some lines instructions to beings in the Duat rather than information for the dead? We often use phrases such as “guide for the afterlife,” but a guide is something a living reader consults. A sealed coffin is different. I suspect that several ideas operated together. The text could be recited, written, seen, placed and possessed. Its power did not depend on one modern category called reading. The Egyptian idea of words was not simply informational. A name could establish identity. A command could compel. A mythic statement could place the speaker inside an event. This is not as farfetched as it may sound. Even modern legal, religious and political systems recognize words that change status when spoken by the right person under the right conditions.

What happens, then, when the dead person says, “I am Osiris”? Egyptologists usually explain this as identification with the god, and that is correct as far as it goes. But what kind of identification? Symbolic? Ritual? Temporary? Legal? Mystical? Ontological? I am using several terms here that may irritate both sides, but the uncertainty is real. The deceased is not merely comparing himself with Osiris. In many spells he speaks from within the god’s identity, uses the god’s enemies, family relations and victories, and expects the result of the divine story to apply to him. This could be one reason myth appears in fragmented form throughout the Coffin Texts. The coffin does not need to retell the entire story. It needs to place the owner at the correct point within it. The reader may remember my earlier argument that Egyptian myth often functions less like a story and more like a field of reusable events. The speaker enters that field and claims an outcome.

And there is more.

The owner may also become Re, Horus, Thoth, a falcon, a lotus, a flame, a star or another form. Are we dealing with one soul changing costumes, several parts of the person operating in different regions, or a religious system that did not demand one stable identity after death? I believe the last possibility is closer to the evidence. Modern people are obsessed with a single continuous self. The Coffin Texts appear more flexible. Survival may require transformation. Identity may be expanded by names, forms and divine associations. That does not mean individuality disappears. The owner’s personal name is repeatedly protected. But the person survives by becoming more than the social individual who died. This has spiritual implications, and I will not pretend otherwise. Those who have followed this material will understand why I think the Egyptian dead were not trying to preserve the ego in its ordinary form. They were trying to gain range.

This is also where the exopolitical and cosmic questions begin to appear, although I want to keep them under control. Egyptian texts speak of sky beings, solar boats, imperishable stars, divine councils, hostile powers and regions beyond ordinary human access. Does that mean extraterrestrials? Not automatically. Ancient people looked at the sky, organized ritual around it and spoke of gods as celestial. But why are modern researchers so nervous when someone asks whether ancient descriptions might preserve memories of contact, altered states, unusual phenomena or non-human intelligence? The nervousness tells us something, though not necessarily about Egypt. It tells us how tightly modern knowledge polices the border between religion and reality. If a being is called a god, it is allowed to exist as belief. If someone asks what kind of being the Egyptians thought they were encountering, the question becomes embarrassing. I do not intend to solve that problem in this introduction. I only want to mark it. We should neither literalize every divine image nor automatically reduce every divine encounter to imagination.

Before we go further, I want to stress the limits of this book. I am not presenting a final decoding of the Coffin Texts. Anyone promising that should be distrusted. The corpus is too large, too damaged and too uneven. Some spell translations remain uncertain. Some coffin dates are disputed. Some excavation contexts were poorly recorded. Museum publications vary in quality. I may be wrong about details, and I expect later work to alter parts of what follows. But uncertainty does not mean paralysis. We can still compare patterns, identify recurring structures, separate stronger claims from weaker ones and ask better questions than the ones we inherited. That is what this book attempts to do.

The approach will sometimes annoy specialists because I will ask questions that cross the boundaries between archaeology, religion, consciousness and metaphysics. It will sometimes annoy alternative researchers because I will refuse to turn every unanswered question into confirmation of a hidden civilization or non-human intervention. I can live with both reactions. The middle position is not always moderate; sometimes it is the most difficult position because it receives fire from both sides. I have no interest in being acceptable to people who have not done the work. At the same time, I do not want to become the kind of independent researcher who mistakes isolation for correctness. We need criticism. We need comparison. We need people who know the language, the objects, the excavation history and the ritual background. What we do not need is intellectual obedience.

I was asking myself, while reworking this edition, whether the Coffin Texts are ultimately about fear. They certainly contain fear: fear of hunger, snakes, hostile beings, confinement, dismemberment, judgment and loss of identity. But they are not passive. The voice of the deceased can be aggressive, proud and commanding. It threatens gods, claims titles, names enemies and refuses annihilation. There is arrogance in that voice, and perhaps this is another reason I respond to it. The dead person does not approach the next world apologizing for existing. He or she arrives armed with names and says, in effect, I know who you are, I know where I am going, and you will let me pass. Is that spiritual confidence, ritual theatre, magical coercion or desperation? Most probably all of them at different moments.

As I mentioned before, I have my own arrogance to manage. There are times when I read a modern explanation and think the author has missed something obvious. Sometimes I am right. Sometimes I discover three weeks later that the “obvious” point was based on a bad translation or an image reproduced backwards. This is why the investigation has to remain open. Confidence is useful when it pushes us beyond timid repetition. It becomes dangerous when it stops us checking. I want the reader to watch me doing both: making strong claims about the larger pattern, then pulling back when the detail does not support certainty. That is not inconsistency. It is how research actually works when it has not been polished into a false straight line. So where does that leave us? With a body inside a painted wooden structure, surrounded by a language of survival. With scholars who have done the immense work of copying, editing and translating the texts, even when some of them later speak as though their categories are the same thing as the ancient reality. With independent researchers who sense that something larger is present, even when some of them rush too quickly into claims they cannot support. With a corpus that belongs to neither camp. The coffins are still there, damaged, scattered and stubborn. They do not care about our professional boundaries.

We will begin with the historical setting, but I want the reader to remember that history is only one layer. Political fragmentation, provincial wealth, workshop practice and royal ideology help explain who could commission these objects and how the texts circulated. They do not explain away the system itself. After that we will move from pyramids to coffins, from royal speech to non-royal claims, from text to image, from daily solar movement to guarded regions, judgment, Osiris, transformation, scribal variation and the later Book of the Dead. Along the way I will return to questions that may appear premature. Were these texts instructions, performances, maps or identities? Did the Egyptians describe symbolic realities, altered states, literal post-mortem regions or a combination? Are we dealing with one tradition, or several traditions held together because they were useful? What if the apparent confusion is part of the design?

I do not expect every reader to agree with my direction. I would be suspicious if everyone did. I ask only that we stay close to the material and resist the two easy exits: the official explanation that closes the question too early, and the sensational explanation that answers it before the evidence has been understood. Between those two exits is a more difficult road. It is slower. It requires humility, though not the theatrical humility people sometimes demand from anyone outside an institution. It also requires the confidence to say when a standard explanation is weak.

Those who have followed this material know that I am not interested in safe conclusions.

I am interested in the gates.

––––––––
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CHAPTER 1 - MIDDLE KINGDOM EGYPT
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The historical setting must be built from regional evidence rather than from a single story of collapse and recovery. At Qubbet el-Hawa, Moalla, Asyut, Meir and Deir el-Bersha, elite tombs record local offices, family connections and claims to have maintained food supplies or public order. These inscriptions are acts of self-presentation, not neutral administrative reports. Ankhtifi of Moalla, for example, described feeding his nome during famine and intervening beyond its borders. His text is valuable because it shows how a provincial ruler wished to be remembered; it cannot by itself establish the scale or duration of a nationwide famine. The same caution applies to literary compositions such as the Admonitions of Ipuwer and the Prophecy of Neferti, whose surviving forms belong to later scribal settings and use disorder as a literary and political device.1 The chronology of funerary change is equally uneven. Pyramid Text utterances had already moved beyond the burial chambers of kings before the mature Middle Kingdom corpus appeared. Middle Kingdom copies of Pyramid Texts occur on non-royal coffins, but they coexist with compositions that have no known royal antecedent. The result is not a simple transfer of a finished royal book. It is a succession of local selections, adaptations and new compositions. Harco Willems has argued from coffin groups and cemetery organisation that access to these texts depended upon social position, burial community and regional custom. The owners represented in the corpus were overwhelmingly members of administrative, priestly and estate-holding households.2

Mentuhotep II's reunification created a new political order, but no surviving decree links his court to the compilation of the Coffin Texts. The largest textual groups come from several regions, especially Middle Egypt. Deir el-Bersha preserves the Book of Two Ways tradition; Asyut and Meir preserve other selections and arrangements. The evidence therefore points to circulation among workshops and learned communities rather than publication from a single royal centre. Thebes belongs in the history, but it should not be treated as the command centre for every development in the corpus.3 The term Middle Kingdom also conceals change through time. Eleventh-Dynasty coffins, Twelfth-Dynasty provincial groups and later Thirteenth-Dynasty examples do not form one static body. Spell selections, coffin decoration and burial architecture altered across those generations. Dates assigned to individual coffins often depend on titles, genealogy, artistic style and archaeological context rather than on an inscribed regnal year. Where a date remains disputed, the argument in this book will state the range rather than force an exact year.4 The Pyramid Age had left behind both a magnificent inheritance and a fragile system. For centuries, the kings of Egypt had ruled from the great necropolis of Memphis and later from their power bases in the Nile Valley, overseeing the construction of colossal monuments in stone that stood as both political propaganda and cosmic assurance of immortality. Yet by the close of the Sixth Dynasty, with the reign of Pepi II stretching into uncommon length, the centralized machinery of the state began to falter. The Old Kingdom had been built on the delicate balance of royal authority, an economic network that funneled resources into state projects, and the ideological conviction that royal ideology cast the king as the principal guarantor of cosmic order. But longevity bred weakness. Pepi II’s extraordinarily long reign, while at first a sign of stability, became a slow erosion of effective governance. By the time of his death, the succession was uncertain, and the cohesion that had made the Old Kingdom strong began to fragment.

The collapse was not immediate, nor was it simple. The end of the Old Kingdom has often been described as a “dark age” in Egypt’s history, but this oversimplification hides a much more difficult picture. Archaeological and textual evidence suggest that it was not so much a sudden catastrophe as it was a drawn-out decentralization. Provincial officials, once subordinate to the royal administration, gained in wealth and independence. They began to build their own tombs, often adorned with inscriptions proclaiming their virtues and generosity to their local communities. This was a radical shift from the ideology of earlier centuries, when only the king’s tomb was inscribed with cosmic spells. The growth of local power bases meant that the resources of Egypt were increasingly controlled at a regional level. The provincial nomes, from the Delta to Upper Egypt, developed political strength that rivaled the crown. The First Intermediate Period, which followed the Old Kingdom, is often portrayed in later Middle Kingdom literature as a time of chaos, famine, and political collapse. The famous text known as the Admonitions of Ipuwer paints a world turned upside down: the poor are rich, the rich are poor, and the land is filled with violence. While such laments may exaggerate for rhetorical effect, they reveal how Egyptians of later generations remembered this epoch—a rupture in the continuity of order, the loosening of ma’at, the cosmic balance of truth, justice, and harmony that underpinned society. Archaeology supports the notion of stress: there is evidence of decreased Nile floods, leading to crop failures and famine, which would have exacerbated the political fragility of the age. Yet The First Intermediate Period also saw experimentation, of local rulers cultivating new forms of power, art, and culture. The tombs of provincial governors from this period are filled with inscriptions emphasizing their personal deeds: how they fed the hungry, protected their people, and maintained local order. The spotlight shifted from the king as divine father to the individual noble as moral leader.

This shift had far-reaching implications for the religious imagination. Where once only the pharaoh was envisioned as the one who ascended to the stars, now others began to imagine their own survival after death. The Pyramid Texts, once restricted to the walls of royal tombs, began to trickle into new contexts. In some provincial burials of the First Intermediate Period, parallels of the old utterances appear in adapted form. Forms of sacred speech previously attested mainly in royal monuments now appear in a broader range of non-royal funerary settings. These early signs of textual extension beyond royal burial foreshadowed the massive change that would come with the Coffin Texts of the Middle Kingdom. Yet in the uncertainty of the First Intermediate Period, there was no single, stable canon. Rather, there were experiments, localized adaptations, and a slow unraveling of the old exclusivity that had defined the Pyramid Age. The First Intermediate Period was also a time of literary creativity. Texts like the Prophecy of Neferti, composed later but set in this chaotic time, dramatize the collapse of order and the hope for restoration under a strong king. The laments of the age speak of social inversion, temples abandoned, and the Nile failing in its duty. While these compositions are not direct historical reportage, they reflect the deep cultural trauma of an age when the ideals of centralized kingship could no longer be taken for granted. Out of this crucible of disunity emerged a new political vision in the Middle Kingdom, one that would redefine kingship, religion, and the very boundaries of the afterlife.

The memory of the Old Kingdom lingered as both a golden age and a warning. The massive pyramids still dominated the setting, silent reminders of an era when kings marshaled entire populations to raise stone mountains that reached toward the heavens. Yet to later Egyptians, these monuments also embodied hubris, the overconcentration of power, and the eventual failure to sustain balance. The Middle Kingdom rulers, beginning with the Theban reunifier Mentuhotep II, would inherit this complicated inheritance. They would draw upon the grandeur of the past, but they would also reformulate kingship to suit a new age of broader participation and stronger local traditions. The funerary tradition reflects this change vividly. In the First Intermediate Period, burial practices became more localized, less uniform, and more expressive of individual status. Wooden coffins began to bear inscriptions—not yet the vast corpus of the Coffin Texts, but precursors that suggested the coffin itself could serve as a protective container of words as much as a vessel for the body. Decoration shifted from simple symbolic motifs to more elaborate inscriptions, signaling a growing belief that writing could safeguard the deceased. The coffin was no longer a silent box; it was becoming a canvas for the voice of magic. The collapse of the centralized Old Kingdom system created a vacuum into which local elites swiftly stepped. Egypt, once orchestrated from Memphis through the machinery of royal administration, now saw the provinces—each with its own governor, or nomarch—emerge as semi-independent centers of power. The decentralization was political and reshaped the cultural and religious life of Egypt in ways that would leave a lasting imprint on the Coffin Texts. Where once royal ideology presented the king as the principal mediator between gods and people, now provincial rulers began to claim similar authority, cultivating local versions of cosmic order and presenting themselves as guardians of their communities in both life and death.

The tombs of these nomarchs offer the clearest window into this change. Excavations at sites like Beni Hasan, Asyut, and El-Bersha reveal grand burial architecture and inscriptions that trumpet the virtues of their occupants. These men, and occasionally women, described themselves as providers of justice, defenders of the weak, and protectors against famine. In phrases echoing the ideology of kingship, they boasted of feeding the hungry and clothing the naked, of keeping peace in their nomes when chaos reigned elsewhere. In their inscriptions, the cosmic responsibility of the king was reimagined at the local level. Though they never claimed outright divinity as the pharaohs had, the nomarchs positioned themselves as indispensable mediators of ma’at within their territories. This decentralization was reinforced by economic realities. As the main government faltered, the ability to collect taxes and redistribute grain across the Nile Valley collapsed. Local temples, estates, and provincial treasuries gained autonomy. The great pyramid projects of the Old Kingdom, which had drawn immense resources from across Egypt, ceased. Instead, resources were directed toward regional centers, enriching provincial elites and empowering them to sponsor their own building projects. In art and burial, one sees the fruits of this wealth: elaborately painted tombs with banquet scenes, processions of servants, and detailed depictions of agriculture and hunting. These images, while serving as magical guarantees of eternal sustenance, also reflect the pride of local elites in their prosperity and their power to sustain life independent of royal provision.

This regional flourishing had religious consequences. Temples dedicated to local gods received patronage, and local priesthoods gained influence. In the Delta, cults of minor deities rose in prominence; in Upper Egypt, Theban traditions began to coalesce. Provincial elites began to draw upon and adapt royal funerary traditions, embedding them within their own tombs. This borrowing was not simply imitation but a declaration that the cosmic promises once reserved for the king now extended to those with sufficient means. The ideology of exclusivity, already weakened by the long reign of Pepi II, was further eroded by the prosperity and ambition of provincial nobility. At the same time, this decentralization produced tensions. Egypt was not a federation but a land accustomed to unity under a single king. As nomarchs entrenched themselves, rivalries erupted between nomes, and alliances shifted. Some governors grew forceful enough to challenge their neighbors militarily, leading to localized conflict. The political map of Egypt fractured, and the lack of main coordination meant that external threats and internal famine could not be easily addressed. Yet in this very fragmentation lay the seeds of a religious extension beyond royal burial. When the king no longer monopolized the path to the gods, others began to demand a share in the sacred. The rise of provincial elites also brought changes in literacy and scribal culture. Local courts and administrations required trained scribes, and the production of texts was no longer confined to the royal court. The growth of provincial scribal activity created more settings in which funerary compositions could be copied and adapted, though the surviving evidence does not identify a single earlier group that had controlled the tradition. Coffins inscribed with spells began to appear in provincial necropoleis, suggesting that workshops were experimenting with combining old Pyramid Text utterances with new incantations tailored for non-royal use. This expansion of funerary literacy was both a reflection of and a driver for the spread of the Coffin Texts in the Middle Kingdom.

One striking feature of this era is how the local elite embraced the concept of individual devotional expression. In their inscriptions, they emphasized their service to their communities and appealed directly to the gods. Whereas the Old Kingdom king was the god’s son and mediator, the nomarch now prayed for personal protection and sustenance, seeking favor from Osiris, Re, or local deities. This shift in religious orientation, from collective cosmic order upheld by the king to individual relationships with the gods, was necessary for the theological expansion of the Coffin Texts. The spells were not just about securing the king’s eternal reign but about ensuring the survival and prosperity of ordinary individuals—at least, those who could afford inscribed coffins. The decentralization also reshaped the material basis of religion. Wooden coffins became widespread, decorated with scenes of daily life, spells, and protective texts. Wooden coffins provided a portable and individually commissioned surface for text and image, although the material itself should not be treated as proof of a deliberate rejection of royal monumentality. Each coffin became a microcosm, a universe inscribed with the words needed to navigate the afterlife. These developments were born in the provincial context, where local workshops crafted coffins for their patrons, drawing upon a growing repertoire of spells. Over time, these scattered traditions coalesced into the vast corpus now known as the Coffin Texts. This period of decentralization, while eventually overcome by the reunification of the Middle Kingdom, left a permanent mark on Egyptian religious history. The Coffin Texts are the clearest evidence of this shift. They embody the ambitions of provincial elites, the spread of scribal culture, and the desire for eternal protection in an uncertain world. In the centuries that followed, when kings once again ruled with strength, the parallels of this provincial experiment would remain. The extension of funerary privileges beyond the royal sphere, born from political fragmentation, could not be undone. It had become part of Egypt’s religious DNA, a new horizon of hope inscribed on the walls of wooden coffins, promising that eternity was a possibility for all who could claim it.

The story of Egypt’s reunification under the Eleventh Dynasty is one of resilience and reinvention. After more than a century of disunity, with northern and southern nomes vying for dominance, it was Mentuhotep II of Thebes who finally restored the Two Lands to a single throne. His achievement, celebrated by later generations as the dawn of a new golden age, was political. It also carried deep religious consequences, setting the stage for a change in the way Egyptians imagined the afterlife. The Coffin Texts, whose expansion coincided with the reunification of Egypt, bear the imprint of this renewed order: a corpus shaped in the crucible of fragmentation but consolidated under kings who sought to knit together a fractured nation. Mentuhotep II, reigning in the late twenty-first century BCE, emerged from Thebes, a city that had risen to prominence during the First Intermediate Period. While rival dynasties claimed authority in Herakleopolis to the north, it was the Theban kings who prevailed. The decisive victory came when Mentuhotep defeated his northern rivals and proclaimed himself the unifier of Egypt. His mortuary difficult at Deir el-Bahri, a monumental terrace-temple tucked beneath the cliffs of western Thebes, symbolized this new age. It was both traditional and new: echoing Old Kingdom pyramid difficultes with their causeways and chapels, but also anticipating the terraced temples of later ages. The architecture spoke of continuity and change, of a kingship that honored the past yet reshaped it for a new epoch.

In the ideological program of Mentuhotep’s reign, kingship was redefined. No longer could the pharaoh rely on the sheer monumentality of pyramids to project power; resources were too dispersed, and the memory of overreaching Old Kingdom rulers was too recent. Instead, the Middle Kingdom king presented himself as a restorer, a shepherd who reunited Egypt and healed its wounds. Reliefs and inscriptions portray Mentuhotep as a warrior and a guarantor of prosperity and justice. This image of kingship, less divine absolutism and more restorative leadership, resonated with a society that had grown accustomed to strong provincial elites. The king had to cooperate with local powers rather than simply overshadow them. It is in this balance between main authority and local traditions that the Coffin Texts flourished. The reunification under Mentuhotep II created the stability necessary for scribes and priests to begin compiling, editing, and standardizing the scattered funerary spells of the First Intermediate Period. What had once been localized experiments now began to crystallize into a more coherent body of work. The vast corpus of the Coffin Texts, encompassing more than a thousand individual spells, could not have come into existence without the political and cultural consolidation of the Middle Kingdom. Yet reunification did not erase the imprint of provincial participation. Indeed, the very character of The Coffin Texts reflects the Middle Kingdom’s hybrid reality. The spells contain parallels of Old Kingdom Pyramid Texts, but they are interspersed with new developments that reflect local concerns: protection from snakes and scorpions, spells for food and water, incantations for crossing canals and lakes of the underworld. These were not the concerns of kings alone but of non-royal patrons who lived close to the rhythms of the land. The Coffin Texts are at once national and local, royal in inheritance but communal in scope.

The reign of Mentuhotep II also marked a major religious shift with the ascendancy of Osiris. While Osiris had been a figure in the Pyramid Texts, it was in the Middle Kingdom that his cult became main to the national imagination. Mentuhotep styled himself as the heir of Osiris, associating his reunification of Egypt with the mythic reunification of the god’s body after his dismemberment by Seth. This theological symbolism provided a forceful resonance: just as Osiris was reassembled and given new life, so too was Egypt restored from fragmentation. The Coffin Texts, emerging in this milieu, placed Osiris at the heart of afterlife theology. Salvation was no longer framed solely in terms of joining Re in the sky but also in terms of being resurrected with Osiris in the underworld. This dual orientation—the solar and the Osirian—became a hallmark of Middle Kingdom funerary belief. The successors of Mentuhotep II carried forward this vision. The later Eleventh Dynasty kings, though less illustrious, maintained Thebes as the spiritual capital of a reunited Egypt. In the Twelfth Dynasty, the kings of Itjtawy near Lisht further institutionalized the Middle Kingdom order. Senusret I, Amenemhat II, Senusret II, Senusret III, and Amenemhat III each contributed to the consolidation of state power, economic renewal, and religious development. Their pyramids, smaller than those of the Old Kingdom but still imposing, testify to a rebalanced vision of kingship: monumental but restrained, symbolic rather than extravagant. The Middle Kingdom monarchs were pragmatic, channeling resources into tombs, irrigation, fortifications, and administrative reform.

In this pragmatic context, the Coffin Texts reveal the intellectual undercurrents of the age. They are encyclopedic, pragmatic, and systematic. Where the Pyramid Texts had been a relatively closed set of royal utterances, the Coffin Texts became a vast library of spells available to non-royal patrons with sufficient means. This openness reflects the ethos of the Middle Kingdom itself: a centralized order that nonetheless recognized and absorbed the contributions of provincial culture. The reunification did not obliterate local traditions; it canonized them, weaving them into a new national theology. This theological synthesis is visible in the geography of the Coffin Texts. The spells map the Duat with lakes, canals, and fields that mirror the Nile setting familiar to provincial Egyptians. At the same time, they maintain the cosmic solar passage of Re, binding local imagery to widely shared cosmic cycles. This fusion was only possible in the stable, reunified Egypt of the Middle Kingdom, when scribes had both the security and the patronage to codify centuries of experimentation into a corpus that endured for generations. The Middle Kingdom reunification under Mentuhotep II and his successors was not just a political event but a religious watershed. It provided the conditions for the Coffin Texts to emerge in their full form: texts that embodied the memory of fragmentation yet spoke to a newly united society. They are the theological counterpart of political reunification—voices from across Egypt woven into a single canon, just as diverse nomes were woven into one kingdom. The afterlife was no longer the exclusive horizon of the pharaoh; it was the shared destiny of all who could inscribe their coffins with the words of power.

The triumph of Mentuhotep II had permanently altered the religious and political setting of Egypt, but it was the long-lasting ascendancy of Thebes that gave the Middle Kingdom its distinctive character. Once a provincial stronghold in Upper Egypt, Thebes rose to become the spiritual heart of the reunited nation, and in doing so it reshaped the theology of kingship and the ritual life of the communities represented in the surviving evidence. Theban ideology, with its dual emphasis on Osirian resurrection and solar renewal, became the guiding principle of the Middle Kingdom. This religious centralization, rooted in Thebes, provided the cultural scaffolding for the Coffin Texts, which carried the imprint of Theban theology into the very coffins of Egypt’s dead. At the core of Theban ascendancy was the god Amun. Originally a local deity of obscure origins, Amun’s cult gained prominence as Thebes consolidated power. By the time of Mentuhotep’s successors, Amun was no longer simply a provincial god; he was rising toward national status. His identity as a hidden, mysterious force—“the one who is concealed”—gave him a theological elasticity that allowed him to merge with other deities. In the Middle Kingdom, this process of syncretism became visible as Amun was increasingly fused with Re, the great solar deity of Heliopolis. Amun-Re, the hidden sun, symbolized both transcendence and immanence, both mystery and radiance. This fusion mirrored the political reality of the age: Thebes had triumphed, but it could not erase the older solar traditions of the north. Instead, it absorbed and redefined them, creating a new theological center that acknowledged both traditions.

Theban ascendancy also entailed a new relationship between the king and the gods. In Old Kingdom theology, the pharaoh himself was divine, the living Horus and son of Re. In the Middle Kingdom, the king’s role shifted subtly but substantially. He was no longer merely the divine embodiment of the sun; he was also the earthly heir of Osiris, the god who had died and risen again. This Osirian emphasis, nurtured in Thebes where Osiris’s cult flourished, redefined kingship as restorative and salvific rather than simply cosmic. The king was the unifier not just of the Two Lands but of life and death, of solar radiance and Osirian resurrection. This duality was echoed in the Coffin Texts, where the deceased could aspire both to rise with the sun in the sky and to be resurrected with Osiris in the underworld. The religious centralization fostered by Thebes was not limited to royal ideology. It extended into the practices of priesthoods, temple building, and the dissemination of funerary texts. Theban priests became prominent custodians of theology, orchestrating rituals that linked the living community to the eternal cycles of death and renewal. Their influence spread through temple difficultes such as Karnak, which began modestly in the Middle Kingdom but would later become the greatest religious center of Egypt. Even in its early form, Karnak symbolized the consolidation of Theban theology: a sanctuary
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