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This unique approach to Egyptian mythology takes readers on a tour up the Nile, stopping at

the most famous monuments and vividly retelling the myths connected to each site.Join

Egyptologist Garry J. Shaw on an entertaining tour up the Nile, through a beautiful and

fascinating landscape populated with a rich mythology: the stories of Horus, Isis, Osiris, and

their enemies and allies in tales of vengeance, tragedy, and fantastic metamorphoses. Shaw

retells these stories with his characteristic wit, and reconnects them to the temples and

monuments that still stand today, offering a fresh look at the most visited sites of Egypt.The

myths of ancient Egypt have survived in fragments of ancient hymns and paintings on the walls

of tombs and temples, spells inked across coffins, and stories scrawled upon scrolls.

Illustrations throughout bring to life the creation of the world and the nebulous netherworld; the

complicated relationships between fickle gods, powerful magicians, and pharaohs; and eternal

battles on a cosmic scale.Shaw’s evocative descriptions of the ancient ruins will transport

readers to another landscape—including the magnificent sites of Dendera, Tell el-Amarna,

Edfu, and Thebes. At each site, they will discover which gods or goddesses were worshipped

there, as well as the myths and stories that formed the backdrop to the rituals and customs of

everyday life. Each chapter ends with a potted history of the site, as well as tips for visiting the

ruins today. Egyptian Mythology is the perfect companion to the myths of Egypt and the gods

and goddesses that shaped its ancient landscape.

About the AuthorGarry J. Shaw is an Egyptologist and travel writer who regularly writes for the

Art Newspaper and has contributed to Apollo magazine, History Today, Current World

Archaeology, and Timeless Travels. He is the author of The Egyptian Myths: A Guide to the

Ancient Gods and Legends. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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INTRODUCTIONPreparing for a Journey Along the NileYou close your eyes and imagine the

journey ahead. All of Egypt – with its ancient myths and legends, gods, temples and tombs –

lies between you, newly arrived in Aswan, and Alexandria, 850 kilometres (530 miles) to the

north. In your mind, you become the falcon god Horus, flying high over the Nile. Your wings

catch the wind. You can see far. Look! Over in the distance. That hill is where the sun god

defeated the followers of the chaos snake Apophis. The blood of Bastet created that peculiarly

coloured rock. Those mounds are the tombs of the most ancient gods. Every stone, hill, temple

and town that you pass as you fly over the land has a meaning, tied to the actions of divine

forces. The Nile’s eternal journey north, cutting its channel through the harsh desert over

millions of years, created this landscape. Its water feeds the fields that flank its route. From the

rocky bends of the great river in the south, where the Nile flood was believed to erupt into the

world from the infinite waters surrounding creation, northwards to Memphis, where it fans out

to create the marshy Delta, Egypt is a land of mythology.A map of Egypt made after the

Prussian expedition of the 1840s, led by German Egyptologist Karl Richard Lepsius. Our

journey will take us from Aswan, near the bottom of the map, to Alexandria in the north-west

Delta.Starring in these myths were the hundreds of divinities that comprised Egypt’s pantheon,

beings that the Egyptians called netjeru. On the whole, these were gods with jobs, important

roles in the cosmos: Osiris was responsible for processes of regeneration; Re was the sun at

its most powerful; Ptah was the creative mind; and so on. These gods had many

manifestations, but they weren’t everywhere at once. They were powerful, but only within their

own areas of influence. They could travel freely throughout creation, but not beyond its limits.

They were long-lived, but not immortal. They knew more than you and me, but they didn’t know



everything. They had human emotions, and human flaws. These powerful forces at work in the

Egyptian world could be dangerous or helpful. They were ever changing, ever present and, to

the Egyptians, very real.Egypt’s temples were called ‘mansions of the gods’. These were

exclusive places, where priests, literally the ‘god’s servants’, made offerings to please those

divinities who had cosmic responsibilities. These gods lived in the sky, their true forms – like

blinding, earth-shaking light – always distant. But they sent down their manifestations to inhabit

the statues crafted in their names. In this way, they could smell the sweet incense burning

before them; suck the energy from food and drink left in their sanctuaries; feel the freshly

washed linens wrapped around their bodies each day. This is what kept them happy. The

priests’ actions kept the world turning, ensuring the annual flood and harvest and keeping

Egypt in the gods’ favour. In order to do this successfully, they had to perform the correct

rituals, the correct way, every day. To the Egyptians, this was not a belief system, for belief

implies the existence of options. This was simply the way the world worked. The gods were a

demanding bunch.But to most people, in their day-to-day lives, the most influential deity wasn’t

the most important or powerful god in the pantheon. Re had a key role in creation, and was

involved in running the cosmos, but when it came to your crops or illness, he had little interest.

You wouldn’t call the local mayor if your fridge broke down; they might have a lot of power, but

their interest in your fridge is limited. It’s the same with the Egyptian gods. Yes, Re might be

able to help you with your field or your ailments, but realistically, he has better things to do. The

oldest or most powerful god is not always the first port of call.Rather than worrying about Re’s

opinion of them while he went about his business in the cosmos, most people were more

concerned about demons and ghosts. Demons inhabited the dark realm of the Duat, a place

that was sometimes beneath the ground, sometimes in the sky. Such beings could escape this

place through caves and bodies of water to terrorize the living, bringing sickness and disease.

Ghosts, too, walked the earth, and could enter people’s homes, in a threatening or helpful

capacity, depending on their mood. But it wasn’t all bleak. Popular household gods also had a

particular influence on daily life, such as Bes and Taweret, who looked after women and

children, or Renenutet, who was responsible for the harvest. And the ancestors were never far

from people’s minds, because they had a direct line to the gods.All of these beings – great or

small – were as much a part of Egypt’s environment as the desert, fields, cities, towns, villages

and temples. The Egyptians knew they were all around us, all the time. The supernatural

permeated every aspect of life and death. Myths, told around campfires, spread through

literature or kept in temple libraries, explained this world through the actions of gods and the

invisible. They brought order and understanding to the chaos of life, and comfort in hard times.

Myths are more than stories; they are a reflection of us, representing a universal human need

to make sense of reality.Assembling Egyptian myths: our sourcesHow do we know any of this,

you might be asking? The short answer is: with difficulty. Many problems face anyone

attempting to reassemble the myths of ancient Egypt. There was no single source that

gathered all the myths together – no holy book of Egyptian religion. Myths are found in a

variety of places, from temple and tomb walls to magic spells, but these often don’t include all

the details we’d need to reconstruct the myth. Rather, we tend to find allusions to the myths,

their meaning clear to readers or listeners who were already aware of the broader story.

Episodes in the myths were also omitted for religious reasons. Art and texts were believed to

have the power to magically bring whatever was represented or described into being. So,

because temples and tombs were sacred spaces, requiring any inscription or carving to exhibit

the perfection of divine order (maat), the Egyptians avoided directly mentioning ritually

dangerous aspects of myths, or parts that would introduce disorder to the environment – so,



the death of Osiris, a fundamental mythic event in Egyptian afterlife belief (see Chapter 6), is

never mentioned directly.Mythological snippets can most often be found on temple walls, in

carved scenes that show – and so recreate for eternity – the rituals and festivals performed

before the gods; or in funerary texts, magical inscriptions meant to assist the dead in the

afterlife by describing key locations, divinities, dangerous beings and helpful rituals and spells.

At different times, such texts were inscribed on the interior walls of royal pyramids, in the tombs

in the Valley of the Kings, on the sides of nobles’ coffins or written on papyrus rolls, placed near

the deceased – a collection of spells today known as ‘The Book of the Dead’. Other

abbreviated myths are found in sources from daily life: for example, at the start of magic spells,

often used to cure illnesses, giving them a divine precedent when the gods used the same

magic. This reassured the user that the spell had worked in the mythological past, so it would

work again. The writings of Greek and Roman authors are important sources too, though these

were sometimes adapted for their non-Egyptian audience.Egypt’s priests also kept

‘mythological manuals’ in their libraries, accounts of local traditions, written on papyrus rolls,

some of which survive in a fragmentary state. These same myths can sometimes be found

inscribed in stone on temple walls – a clever way of ensuring their survival for future

generations of priests. As guides to the myths of Egypt’s various regions – called ‘nomes’ by

Egyptologists, using the Greek term – they are an excellent resource for understanding local

myths, and often feature the nome’s god in a prominent role, promoted to the prime god in

mythology. These myths tend to be aetiological, explaining how a local topographical feature –

a hill, a lake, the colour of certain rocks – came to be, or the reason for the location of a

temple. Indeed, the need to explain is one of the prime reasons for Egyptian myths; even myths

recorded on temple walls tend to be inscribed only to provide a reason why certain rituals were

performed, or why certain festivals were celebrated in that location.So, although we know the

major cult centres of Egypt’s gods and goddesses – the places we visit in this book – their

mythology must be reassembled using all the evidence at our disposal, not just that found in

the local area from a particular phase of history. With such varied sources, spread over time

and space, each providing limited information in an ancient language, any attempt at

reconstructing a myth is somewhat artificial, and must include a degree of interpretation. This

is somewhat fitting, given that there was no fixed, correct version of any of Egypt’s myths

anyway. All the best tales are fluid, reshaped again and again by storytellers for their readers or

listeners. This book is my attempt to shape Egypt’s myths for you.Egyptian chronology and

historyYou’re almost ready to leave. But before you go, let’s first get to grips with Egypt’s history

and chronology. The time frame covered by ‘ancient Egypt’ is around 3,000 years, from c. 3150

BC, when we find the first kings of a unified country, through to the death of Cleopatra VII in 30

BC (and even longer if you include the Roman phase). During the 3rd century BC, a priest

named Manetho looked back over history and organized Egypt’s kings into thirty royal

dynasties. He presented each as an individual family line, ruling one after the other, and wrote

down the lengths of the king’s reigns, creating an early chronological framework. But it is now

clear that some of his dynasties include unrelated rulers, while at other times, families are split

across dynasties. Some family lines, presented as successive by Manetho, actually ruled

simultaneously in different locations. An additional problem is that Manetho’s text, called the

Aegyptiaca, has only survived in the writings of later authors, so there is no complete and

original version for us to read.Nonetheless, today, after two centuries of excavation and textual

analysis, and with the help of scientific techniques, Egyptologists have built on Manetho’s

framework, clarifying the lengths and order of kings’ reigns to roughly establish when in time

they ruled. In turn, events that occurred under these kings can now be assigned dates. They’ve



also placed his dynasties into longer phases, divided according to whether they were

‘kingdoms’ – periods of political unity in which a single king reigned at any given time – or times

of division known as intermediate periods, when the rulers of separate (sometimes competing)

dynasties overlapped in different parts of the country. This time span, covering Egypt’s thirty

dynasties, can, as a whole, be called the Pharaonic Period or the Dynastic Period. In addition,

before the 1st Dynasty and the unification of Egypt, there was the Predynastic Period, while at

the other end of the chronological line, after a phase of renewed Persian rule (sometimes

referred to as the 31st Dynasty) and the brief reign of Alexander the Great and his family, there

was the Ptolemaic Period, ending with Cleopatra VII, and then the Roman Period. This phase

of Greek and Roman rule can be referred to jointly as the Graeco-Roman Period.Egyptologists

are still refining the chronology of ancient Egypt, particularly its earliest phases. Dates after

664 BC are accurate, but the further back in time we go, the greater the margin of error. By the

time we reach the Early Dynastic Period, our date estimates could be off by about a century.

New discoveries can also alter our knowledge of the lengths of kings’ reigns. For these

reasons, you’ll find that books offer slightly different chronologies. It also means that if you

invent a time machine, I, and other Egyptologists, can’t be blamed for you missing the

construction of the Great Pyramid by several decades. We’re trying our best. In this book, the

chronology used follows Dodson and Hilton’s The Complete Royal Families of Ancient Egypt

(2004).The chronology of ancient EgyptPredynastic Periodc. 5000–3150 BC Early Dynastic

Periodc. 3150–2584 BCDynasties 1–2 Old Kingdomc. 2584–2117 BCDynasties 3–6 First

Intermediate Periodc. 2117–2066 BCDynasties 7–11 Middle Kingdomc. 2066–1781

BCDynasties 11–12Dynastic PeriodSecond Intermediate Periodc. 1781–1549 BCDynasties 13–

17 New Kingdomc. 1549–1069 BCDynasties 18–20 Third Intermediate Periodc. 1069–664

BCDynasties 21–25 Late Period664–332 BCDynasties 26–31Ptolemaic Period332–30

BCRoman Period30 BC–AD 395Bon voyage!I think you’re now ready to begin your journey.

Whether this is your first visit to Egypt or your thousandth, my hope is that this book will shine

a new light on your experiences in this ancient country. As you turn the pages, you’ll become a

modern-day Herodotus, travelling along the Nile from city to city, town to town, village to village,

hearing about the ancient Egyptians’ myths, legends and stories. Whether you’re an armchair

traveller, picturing the journey in your mind; on a Nile cruise, exploring new sites every day as

you drift along the river; or backpacking the length of the country on a shoestring, this book will

help you to get a feel for the monuments you see, and more importantly, the beliefs held by the

ancient Egyptians who built them.Places can go by many names in Egypt, ranging from their

transcribed names from ancient Egyptian, their Greek or Roman names, and their modern

Arabic names. In this book, I’ve decided to use whichever name a given location is most

popularly known by; thus you will find the Egyptian Pi-Ramesses, the Greek Hermopolis and

the Arabic Dendera all sharing these pages. The same goes for the names of people and

divinities: if a god or goddess is best known by their Greek name, that’s the one I use. So, here

it is Thoth rather than Djehuty; Osiris not Asir; Isis not Iset. For names transcribed from the

ancient Egyptian language, there are also a great many variations, because the Egyptians

didn’t write down vowels. In the end, the spelling used tends to depend on personal preference.

I prefer Re to Ra, for example, and Amun to Amen. Just to confuse things though, I write

Amenhotep rather than Amunhotep.This book takes a different approach to Egyptian

mythology from many others. By presenting the myths location by location, we get a feel for

how varied Egyptian mythology was; how each location had its primary family of deities and

local beliefs, while still guest-starring gods and goddesses from other parts of the country.

Many locations had their own mythic explanation for the creation of the world, or of local



geography, but still fitted into the same wider system of beliefs about the workings of the

cosmos and the afterlife. What emerges from this new approach is the freedom to tell different

stories – ones that go beyond a narrative history of the gods and their experiences to show

what people in different parts of the country believed.So, here we go.It’s time to board the boat,

cast off the mooring rope and set sail. Remember, if the past is another country, mythology is

another world. There’s as much you’ll find confusing as you’ll find fascinating. But in the end,

isn’t that all part of the fun of travel? Whatever your feelings are on the journey, when you get

back, you’ll definitely have a story to tell.Enjoy the ride.
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The book is arranged my sites and their local gods”
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