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Abstract:This article explores the profound and ineffable religious consciousness that permeated
ancient Egyptian society, a belief system that was deeply intertwined with every facet of life. At the
heart of this spiritual worldview were the creation myths, which offered narratives on the origins
of the universe and the divine order governing it. Central to this exploration are the revered gods
and goddesses—Ra,Osiris, Isis, and others—who were not just mythological figures but vital
forces guiding human existence, natural phenomena, and the afterlife. Through these deities,
Egyptians sought to understand the mysteries of life, death, and rebirth. This chapter argues that
the religious consciousness of the time, though often ineffable, provided a framework that shaped
both individual and societal identity, demonstrating how religion was an intrinsic part of Egypt’s
enduring civilization.
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Introduction
Historically, there have been two predominant types of religions practiced by humans—
polytheism and monotheism. As clear from the names, "poly" means "many" and "theism" means
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"belief in God," so polytheism is the belief in the existence of multiple gods. In contrast,
monotheism represents the belief in the existence of a single god who oversees worldly affairs.!
Since exceptions are always there in nature, the same is the case in the belief system of human
beings. So, for example, apart from Monotheism and Polytheism, there also exists Henotheism.
Henotheists do believe in the existence of one God but doesn’t deny the existence of other Gods.
Rather they consider other Gods to be lesser beings.? As far as the history of Egypt is concerned,
as most religions of the ancient near east were polytheistic,’ the religion of ancient Egypt was also
polytheistic and ancient Egyptians worshipped a pantheon of Deities, gods, and goddesses, each
associated with different aspects of life and nature.*

The Ancient Egyptian Religion and the Creational Myths

In polytheistic traditions, deities personify cosmic phenomena such as the sky, air, and earth. In
Egyptian history, over 1,500 deities are identified by name.’ The Egyptian society was a theocratic
society where deities were part of lives of Pharaohs as well as the common masses.® The origins
of ancient Egyptian religion are traced back to prehistoric times, presenting challenges regarding
sources. However, myths recorded in later periods offer significant insights into the ancient
Egyptian concepts of religion and deities.” The ancient Egyptians believed in a journey to eternity,
perceiving their earthly existence as a mere fragment of this extensive journey.®

In the ancient past, Deities were worshipped in both animate and non-animate forms and
ancient Egyptian civilization was no exception to this fact. The veneration of gods in the animate
form has been a more common and oldest form of deity worship in ancient Egypt. In most of the
cases Gods were in the form of Cows, Dogs, Crocodiles, Jackals, and so many other animate
forms.” Over the period of time, anthropomorphic gods also appeared in Egyptian history.
However, the anthropomorphic gods never developed into a complete human form of God, so for
example one of the first deities to be given a human form was Goddess Hathor but even she
retained the animate form—Horns of a cow. !°

In monotheistic religions, there is usually a holy book that has been revealed by God to
the Prophet who then preaches the message of god to the people. In Egypt’s case, there is neither
a single God nor a holy book like the Bible or the Quran rather the deities keep changing and
evolving for thousands of years.!! Egyptian religion was totally changed in its structure if
compared to the modern time religions. The Egyptian religion contained multiplicity of approaches
and answers. This means that the ancient Egyptian religion was without a central dogma, no set of
beliefs, highly tolerant, full of freedom, and all the beliefs and symbols of expressions of different
local cults were considered valid.'?

The recurring question that different cultures across the globe have asked time and again
is: where did we come from and how did the world begin?'? Human beings have devised countless
stories of their origins to explain this question. Ancient Egyptians were not exceptions in this
regard, either. They had their creational myths, unique in nature,'* but before that, it is necessary
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to learn the ropes and understand what exactly myths are.

Myths

Myths are stories about God and stories that are sacred, explaining how the world is. Basically
there are three different types of myths; myths told for entertainment purposes, then there are myths
about things that had never happened in the first place but those stories have the power to change
the world, and the last category is of the myths that are complex and that try to answer complex
questions such as the purpose of our lives, the concept of death etc. These three categories are
proposed by G. S. Kirk in his book on the meaning and function of Myths.!> Egyptian mythology
is quite fascinating and examples of each type of the above category can be easily found in
Egyptian Mythology.'® The ancient Egyptians had no single commonly shared creational myth.
Egyptian sources contain many accounts of creational myths but the following are the three most
important creational concepts of the ancient Egyptians that differ from one another by the stress
that it puts upon on varying deities.

The Hermopoliton Creational Myth

This concept, known as the Hermopoliton creational myth, originated in the ancient Egyptian city
of Hermopolis.!” Essentially, this myth puts forward that the universe was created by eight
primordial deities. These eight deities, also known as Ogdoad, symbolize different elements of the
cosmos. According to the hermopoliton concept, the first entities to exist were these eight gods,
preceding other Egyptian gods.'® Organized into four husband-wife pairs, each pair of deities was
linked to a specific aspect of pre-creation. Such as, Nun and Naunet represented primeval water,
Heh and Hauhet symbolized infinity, Kek and Kauket embodied darkness, and Amun and Amaunet
signified hiddenness.!® Moreover, according to this creational myth, it was believed that these eight
gods existed within the watery chaos of pre-creation and that they formed together the colossal
lotus flower, from which the Sun God was born.?’

1. Nun and Naunet | Primeval water

2. Heh and Hauhet | Infinity

3. Kuk and Kauket | Darkness

4. Amun and Amaunet | Hiddenness

The Heliopolitan Creational Myth
This concept emerged in the city of Heliopolis in ancient Egypt?!' and is built upon the group of
nine deities, known as the Enneads.?? In this concept, the prime deity is the Sun God while all
others are its descendants.? It primarily focuses on the Sun God, Atum, and the role that it had
played in the creation and less on the aspects of pre-existence as the Hermopolitan concept does.
The Heliopolitan concept posits that the sun god Atum came into existence by himself, being born
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out of the primordial flood before becoming the source of further creation by producing two
children, Shu (air) and Tefnut (moisture), from himself.?* Afterward, Shu and Tefnut produced
their offspring, Geb (Earth) and Nut (Sky), who took places above and below their parents. Geb
and Nut then gave birth to deities including Osiris, Isis, Seth, and Nephthys.?
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Figure 1. the air god Shu, assisted by other gods, holds up Nut, the sky, as Geb, the earth, lies beneath. Detail from
the Greenfield Papyrus (the Book of the Dead of Nesitanebtashru) (© Trustees of the British Museum)

This scene is from the Greenfield Papyrus, dating from approximately 950-930 B.C.E., during the
21st-22nd dynasty, and was excavated at the First Cache in Upper Egypt.2°

The Memphite Creational Myth

The Memphite concept, originated in the city of Memphis, emphasizes the role of God Ptah in
creation. Ptah was the ancient Egyptian God of metalworkers, craftsmen, and architects.?’” The
Memphite view is unique in that it testifies to the Heliopolitan view of the Sun God Atum, but at
the same time, it goes further, claiming that Ptah preceded the Sun God Atum. According to this
concept, Ptah created Atum and other Gods through his heart and his tongue.?® Here the power of
the heart signifies thought and the power of tongue signifies speech, which makes this concept a
logical concept of creation to have emerged in ancient Egypt. According to the Memphite view,
Ptah created the enneads of Heliopolis by first thinking of them and then uttering their names.?’
This theology is preserved on the Shabaka Stone (King Shabaqo (c. 716702 BCE) copied the
Memphite theology onto stone in order to preserve it) in the Egyptian collection of the British
museum.>’

The above three concepts clearly show that ancient Egyptians were not having a single
universal creational myth accepted by everyone, rather priests belonging to different places had
their own versions of the creational myths. Having said that, one thing is for sure that the thinking
capabilities and the religious consciousness of ancient Egyptian was ineffable, and the quest for

Journal of Historical Studies and Research, Volume 4, Number 3 (September - December,2024) 41 |Page



Religious Consciousness of Ancient Egyptian

finding an answer to the question of the origins enabled them to have the above mentioned distinct
and unique creational myths.

Gods of Ancient Egypt
As mentioned above, the religion of ancient Egyptian civilization was polytheistic in nature, with
a vast pantheon comprising over 1500 deities. However, gods like Ra, Isis and Osiris were central
to religious practices. In the present research, within the extensive collection of Egyptian gods and
goddesses, Ra, Isis, Osiris, Seth, Thoth, and Ptah are the main deities that will receive special
focus.

The Sun God Ra and the Egyptian concept of the rise and fall of the Sun
Ra was the Sun God of ancient Egypt—an ultimate source of light energy and life.?! The Egyptians
believed that Ra came into being at the beginning of time.
‘Hail Atum-who made the sky, who created that which exists...
Lord of all that is, who gave birth to the gods!’
Book of the Dead, Spell 79
The main cult of Ra emerged in the town called as the Heliopolis.*? His cult believed him to be the
creator of the world as well as the creator of the men. Ra is sometimes referred to as, Ra the
Weeper. The Egyptians believed that Ra wept and when his tears reached Earth, men came into
existence.’® Ra is usually depicted as a Falcon wearing the sun disc as his symbol, encircled by a
cobra, which actually symbolizes the power of the sun and its life giving properties. **
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Figure 2. ancient Egyptian god, Ra

The Egyptian concept of the rising and setting of the sun was associated with the story of rivalry
between Ra and his arch-rival, Apophis. Apophis was the Egyptian God of chaos. Whenever Ra
made his way to the underworld, Apophis would swallow him and the sun set and when Apophis
spit out Ra, the sun would rise again. 3

In ancient Egypt, Ra was the god of Sun as well as of Earth and the Underworld and this
was the reason that many Gods merged with Ra to add on to their own divinity, as Atum and Amun
coalesced with Ra, forming new deities like Amun-Ra, and Atum-Ra.3°

Osiris, Isis and the famous story of love, betrayal and resurrection

Osiris: the Egyptian god of Afterlife

Osiris—the God of death, resurrection and fertility, was one of the most prominent deities of
ancient Egypt who ruled the Egyptian underworld.’” However, initially, he was the ruler of the
world. Later on he became the ruler of the underworld and afterlife.*® In Egyptian mythology,
Osiris is usually depicted as a mummy with his arms crossed over his chest, wearing the crown
having two ostrich feathers.*® Osiris had a son named Hathor from his sister wife, Isis, and a jealous
brother, Seth, who later on devised a plan to kill Osiris.*

Journal of Historical Studies and Research, Volume 4, Number 3 (September - December,2024) 43 |Page



Religious Consciousness of Ancient Egyptian

In ancient Egypt, people believed that after death they would leave for eternity in the fields
of reeds. But to be able to enjoy this eternal life, they had to go through a series of tests in the
underworld. These tests took place in the judgment hall before Osiris, the god of death and
resurrection. The most important test used to be the weighing of heart of a person against the
feather of justice and truth. In the case of persons heart weighing more than the feature, the result
would be eating of the accused person by a crocodile headed demon, marking the end of his story,
whereas if the heart weighed equal to the feather, the person would leave for eternity in the field
of reeds.*!

Figure 4. the Judgment of the Dead by Osiris, Trustees of the British Museum

Isis, the goddess of healing and magic
Known to the ancient Egyptians as Amet, Isis was the goddess of healing and magic. Isis being
the sister wife of Osiris, and also renowned for her magical abilities, was deeply revered and
worshiped by the people of ancient Egypt.*? In Egyptian mythology, Isis is depicted as a beautiful
woman wearing a headdress with the hieroglyphic sign of the throne.** An interesting fact about
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Isis is that she was a virgin deity, but she conceived a son named Horus, showing her magical
prowess.** Apart from that, Isis was a loyal partner of Osiris and she played a central role in the
fight between Osiris and Seth by standing tall against all odds and bringing back the dismembered
body of Osiris from across the Egypt, out of her loyalty and love for her husband. This made Isis
a typical example of an ideal wife and mother for every Egyptian woman. *°

5K R

Figure 5. ancient Egyptian goddess, Isis, via National Geographic

A tale of Love, Betrayal and Resurrection

The origins of the goddess Isis can be traced back to the mythical story of the Old Kingdom of
ancient Egypt. According to the famous tale of Isis and Osiris, Osiris ruled Egypt with Isis as his
queen. However, Seth, jealous of his brother Osiris, devised a plan to somehow get rid of Osiris
and become the ruler of Egypt.*® To that end, Seth held a banquet and presents a beautifully woven
wooden chest where the famous chest incident takes place. The sarcophagus, custom made for
Osiris, fitted in Osiris and immediately Seth closed the lid of the chamber before throwing it to the
Nile, in order to take him as far as possible. Seth, was then crowned as the new ruler of Egypt with
his sister Nephtys as his wife.*’

Isis” quest to find Osiris’ body is a central element of the story. In a desperate and
determined quest fueled by her love for Osiris, Isis decided to find Osiris body and bring him back
to life in-order to have a child.*® Eventually successful, Isis happiness was short lived as Seth this
time dismembered Osiris body and scattered the pieces all over Egypt. Isis, undeterred,
transformed herself into a bird to locate the pieces. She found all but one, the genitalia. By using
her magical abilities, she fashioned a replacement for Osiris’ missing genitalia using gold.*’ She
then stitched Osiris body into a mummy which is neither dead nor alive. With the help of the
magical powers of god Thoth, and her magical abilities and performances of rituals, Isis conceived
a child with Osiris, even though he is dead.’® This child is Horus, the rightful heir of Osiris, and
that is how Isis ends up being successful in her mission. °!
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Figure 6. Statues of Isis and Osiris, 664-525 BC, Egyptian Museum, Cairo®

Thoth, the Egyptian God of Wisdom

Thoth, known as Djehuty to the ancient Egyptians, was the God of writing, learning and the moon.
Originally Thoth was the God of moon but later on he happened to be associated with learning and
writing.>® In Egyptian mythology, Thoth appears in two distinct forms, as a sacred Ibis and as a
Baboon.>* In his ibis from, Thoth acted as a messenger between earth and heaven while in the
baboon form he was meant to shine in the night sky as a lunar god.>® Since Thoth was considered
to have invented the art of writing therefore, he was the scribe of the Enneads and recorded all
types of accounts.

Thoth had a reputation for truth and integrity in Egyptian mythology, thus he also had a role
to play in the afterlife. In the Book of the Dead, Thoth stands before the scale that weighs the heart
of the deceased at the judgment.’® Moreover, the lunar aspect of Thoth was equally important for
the ancient Egyptian and considered him to be the night sun and silver Atum, and that he replaced
the Sun god Ra at night.
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Figure 7. Thoth and Ammit in the Book of the Dead, Ani’s Judgment, 1250 BCE (19th Dynasty), British Museum,
London

The above fascinating facts gave God Thoth prominence in the pantheon of Egyptian deities.

Ptah, the Creator

Ptah—God of creation, craftsmen and wisdom— was one of the oldest of Egyptian Gods, holding
immense prominence in ancient Egyptian mythology.’’ In the Memphite theology Ptah was the
chief deity and it was believed that Ptah not only preceded the sun God Atum but also created
other Gods through his heart and tongue.®

The fact that makes Ptah a unique deity in ancient Egyptian mythology is the presence of
Ptah when there was nothing.>” In other words, Ptah was the creator of everything. With the power
of his mind, he not only created the world but also the creatures by uttering their names, making
him the god who made himself to be god.®

In Egyptian mythology, Ptah is depicted as a mummified man holding a scepter, standing
upright often on a pedestal. The scepter is a key element in his depiction, representing his authority
life, stability and power. ®!
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Figure 8. ancient Egyptian god, Ptah

Seth, an Egyptian God with a dual nature
Seth, known primarily as the God of chaos, violence, confusion, desserts, and storms, was a
complex and multifaceted deity in ancient Egyptian Mythology.®? Usually, Seth is depicted as a
human body with the head of a mysterious unidentified animal.®® In Egyptian Mythology, Seth

was known as evil personified.®*

Figure 9. ancient Egyptian god, Seth
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There is a complex duality in the nature of God Seth as he is both the destroyer and the protector.
In Egyptian mythology, on the one hand, Seth is the jealous brother of God Osiris and wants to
become the ruler, as narrated in the story of Isis and Osiris.®> While on the other hand, he protects
the sun god Ra from Apophis every night, making him the God having a unique duality in his
character.®

Conclusion

To conclude, the religious consciousness of ancient Egyptians was an all-encompassing and
ineffable force that shaped their understanding of the universe, their society, and their personal
lives. Through creation myths and the veneration of gods and goddesses, they crafted a worldview
that sought to explain the mysteries of existence, life, and death. This deep-rooted spiritual
framework, woven into every aspect of their civilization, reflects the profound connection between
the sacred and the material world in ancient Egypt. The lasting impact of this religious
consciousness continues to resonate in our understanding of one of history’s most enduring
civilizations.
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