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osmogonies—stories about how
C[he world began—have been told
almost every culture in the world.
They help people define their place in
i1 universe, embedding the specifics
of one human culture within a wider,
Yegumic” pattern. The Greek word cos-
mos implies order and beauty, as well
e universe: to compose a “cosmogony”
& to describe how the world came to
be a beautiful and well-ordered place
The genre includes some of the earliest
texts in all surviving literature. These
texts give us an idea of how human
beings in premodern civilizations tried
to make sense of their world, and how
they answered questions that still puz-
Jle scientists, philosophers, poets, and
theologians today. Where does the
world come from? What is it made of?
Is there an order or pattern or purpose
in the universe, or do things happen at
random? Was there a god or gods who
created or arranged the world? How
did life on earth begin? How did human
beings come into existence? Has there
always been evil? If not, how did wicl
edness and conflict first begin®
These questions are profound, but
the answers offered by ancient texts
By strike modern readers as “primi-
tive” or naive. Early cosmogonies pro-
vide mythical stories, involving divine
personifications, instead of seientific
theories (such as the big bang) about

A detail from the Hellenistic altar of
sl:'xﬂmun. ca. 164-156 B.c.E., that
0 the giant Aleyoneus being forcibly

separated fry e s, Caia
eparated from the carth goddess, Gai:
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the beginnings and composition of the
cosmos. But we should take these sto-
ries as a provocation to think harder
about what “scientific” thinking really
is. How are our beliefs about atomic
particles different from ancient beliefs
about the power of earth and sky?
Clearly, the bards and poets who told
most of these stories were not inter-
ested in conducting verifiable or falsi-
fiable experiments to find out how
the world works. In that sense, they
were “unscientific.” But it does not fol-
low that they were unsophisticated in
their thinking, Even the authors of
the earliest surviving texts were already
responding in complex ways o a long,
set of oral and written traditions

Nor were these stories immediately
supplanted by later ways of thinking
and writing. Mythological traditions
about the origins of the universe
inspired the beginnings of science and
informed later discussions of philoso-
phy, history, and theology. The work of
the early Greek thinkers who are often
seen as the first scientists—the “pre-
Socratics’—includes some critique of
twaditional theology and myth; Xeno-
phanes, for instance, suggested that
Homer and Hesiod (whose Theogony
includes the earliest Greek myths about
the origins of the gods) are both “impi-
ous” in their depiction of the gods com-
mitting adultery. The earliest“scientific
or “philosophical” thought still belongs
to the tradition of Hesiod, although
entities like “water,” “fire,” “air,” and
“mind” are substituted for the named
deities who appeared in the archaic
texts (like Gaia or Uranus). Much later,
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the Roman philosopher-poet Lucretius
challenges the idea that we need to
imagine divine creators for the (purely
material) world, but he makes extensive
poetic use of the cosmological tradition
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Cosmogonies frequently contay
political dimension. Descriptions of the
great creator god may, by analogy, praise
& human ruler who has an intimate rel.
tionship with his divine equivalent,
These texts often feature stories ofa pri
meval struggle between different gener-
ations of the gods, a “theomachy” (batde
of the gods): in several cases, a younger
male god (Marduk in the Babylonian
stories, Zeus in the Greek myths) man-
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Rather, they present some
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processes of naming. In several stories,
like the Epic of Gilgamesh, the separa.
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T his is one of the earliest surviving
Jong Egyptian texts. It was inscribed

place where it could never be read by
human eyes after the building in which
it was carved was completed. Full of
violentimagery, it presents the deceased
king as ascending to the sky and taking
on the role of the creator god in a per-
petual cycle defined by the daily rising
of the sun and the corresponding dis-
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them for him;

Gory All Over is the one who binds them for hirn;

Courser, the lords’ knife-bearer, is the one who will sit their throats for Unis
and takes out for him what is in their belly—he is the ‘messenger he sends
to confront;

Shezmu is the one who will butcher them for Unis and who cooks a meal of
them for him on his evening hearthstones.

Unis is the one who eats their magic and swallows their akhs,
for their adults are for his morning meal, their middle-sized ones for his eve-

ning meal, their little ones for his nighttime snack, their old men and
women (fuel) for his ovens;

for the sky's great northerners® are the ones who set fire for him to the caul-
drons containing them with the bones of their senior ones;

for those in the sky serve him, while the hearthstones are poked for him with
the legs of their women;

for both skies® go around (in service) for him and the two shores serve him.

Unis is the most controlling power, who controls the controlling powers;

Unis is the sacred image who is most sacred of sacred images;

anyone he finds in his way he will devour. Y

for Unis's proper place is in front of all the privileged ones in the Akhet.

Unis is the god wha is senior to the senior ones, 1
for thousands serve him and hundreds present offering to him;
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for he has been given title as the
gods’ father;
for Unis I

eappeared in the sky and is crowned as lord of

greatest controlling poy,, b
Orig,
n

Y the

for the vertebrae of spines have been broken up for him ang {,': Akhey,

the gods’ hearts;

for he has eaten the red and swallowed the raw.
Unis will feed on the lungs of the experienced and grow content f,

hearts and their magic as well
Unis will spit out when he licks the
and their magic is in his belly.

Unis's privileges will not be taken from him, for he has sw,

tion of every god.*

Continuity is the lifetime of Unis, eternity is his limit, in his Privilege of
He Likes He Acts. When He Dislikes He Does Not Act,”

Akhet's limits forever continually.
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For their ba is in Unis’s belly and their akhs are with Unis, as the excess of ;.
meal with respect to (that of) the gods, since it was heated for L o

their bones.”

for their ba is with Unis, and (only) their shadows are (still) with their owners;
for Unis is in this (state), ever apparent, ever set. 3

Those who do (evil) deeds will not be able to hack up the place of Unis's heart
among the living in this world forever continually.!

7. The constellation Orion is identified as a
senior deity i the Pyramid Texts—texts carved
into the walls and sarcophagi of pyramids of
the Old Kingdom; in later periods Orion is
associated with the god of the dead, Osiri

8. Unis has consumed the mental capacitics

hem.

1 the gods, and now he can outwit them:
5. Univs meal consisted of the gods. vnc:'g{
ing their bas and akhs, and 5o was in ex

hing they could have.
i“yl‘J;;Emmymnnds this world as well 25 the
celestial world and is perpetually immune 0

{ prominently at the entrance
tomb of an important official in
capital city of el-Amarna, this
T celebrates the sun as creator and
o ainer of the world and emphasizes
the close connection between the god
e his human counterparts, the king
{Amenhotep IV) and queen (Nefert).
The king initiated a religious and politi-
cal revolution when he exclusively pro-
moted the cult of the sun god, Aten,
built a new capital, and changed his
name to Akhenaten, which means “He
whois effective for Aten.” For a decade

The g
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THE GREAT HYMN To THE ATEN
€. 1350 p.c.,

or two the old pantheon with numerous

£0ds was neglected in favor of a new,

singular creator god. Some scholars

have seen the cult of Aten as an carly

type of monotheism, although this is

much debated. The peaceful and lyrical
tone of the hymn is at odds with the
violence accompanying the changes
that Akhenaten introduced, which were
rejected within a few years of his death,
when Egyptians abandoned the new
capital, destroyed the king's monu-
ments, and tried to erase his name from
their society's memory.

Akhenaten and his family make an offering to Aten,
the sun god.
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The Great Hymn to the Aten'

Adoration of | Re-Harakhti-who-rejoices-in-lightland? -,
Aten, living forever; the great living Aten who is in jubilee, the i

Dick encircles, lord of sky, lord of earth, lord of the houseog g% ol thyr
Aten; (and of) the King of Upper and Lower Egypt, who lives by, 1" in A
of the Two Landsy Neferkheprure? Sole-one-of-Res the Son of g 22 the 1
Mast the Lord of Crowns, Akhenaten, great in his lifetime; (10 lies 1o
great Queen, the Lady of the Two Lands, Nefer-nefru-Aten Nefornd) his by
health and youth forever. The Viser, the Fanbearer on the righy o R

of

——— Ay he says: e King

* Splendid you rise in heaven’s lightland,
O living Aten, creator of life!
When you have dawned in eastern lightland,
You fill every land with ywr:alzg-uzy.’

You are beauteous, great,

High over every land; i 1
Your rays embrace the lands, g lomieulo

‘the son whorn you love;
Though you are far, your rays are on carth, ' o
Though one sees you, your strides are unsee

one of the manifes-
fru-Aten is a compara-
tionally to Akhenaten’s
tfect one of the per-

f Akhenaten,
concept

) without clearly

ts traditional mean

e @49

Earth brightens when you dawn in lightland,
When you shine as Aten of daytime; 4
As you dispel the dark,

‘As you cast your rays,

The Two Lands are in festivity.
Awake they stand on their fect,

You have roused them;

Bodies cleansed, clothed,

Their arms adore your appearance.
The entire land sets out to work,

All beasts browse on their herbs;
Trees, herbs are sprouting,

Birds fly from their nests,

Their wings greeting your ka

All flocks frisk on their feet,

‘All that fly up and alight,

They live when you davn for them.
Ships fare north, fare south as well,
Roads lie open when you rise;

The fish in the river dart before you,
Your rays are in the midst of the sea.

THE GREAT HYMN TO ThE ATEN

Who makes seed grow in women,
Who creates people from sperm;

Who feeds the son in his mother's womb,

‘Who soothes him to still his tears.

Nurse in the womb,

Giver of breath,

To nourish all that he made.

When he comes from the womb to breathe,
On the day of his birth,

You open wide his mouth,

You supply his needs.

When the chick in the egg speaks in the shell,
You give him breath within to sustain him;
When you have made him complete,

To break out from the egg,

He comes out from the egg,

To announce his completion,

Walking on his legs he comes from it.

g How many are your deeds,
Though hidden from sight,
0 Sole God beside whom there is nonel!
You made the earth as you wished, you alone,
All peoples, herds, and flocks;

crafive princi-
tions. Here
ifesta-
T

only god.

—

1, This could mean cither that no god can be
compared with the Aten/Re or that he is the

©
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All upon carth that walk on legs,
All on high that fly on wings,

The lands of Khor and Kush,?
The land of Egypt.

You set every man in his place,
You supply their needs;

Everyone has his food,

His lifetime is counted.

Their tongues differ in speech,
Their characters likewise;

Their skins are distinct,

For you distinguished the peoples.

You made Hapy in dat,?
You bring him when you will,

To nourish the people,

For you made them for yourself.

Lord of all who toils for them,

Lord of all lands who shines for them,

Aten of daytime, great in glory!

All distant lands, you make them live,

You made a heavenly Hapy descend for them;
He makes waves on the mountains like the sca,
To drench their fields and their towns.

How excellent are your ways, O Lord of eternity!
A Hapy from heaven for foreign peoples,

And all lands' ereatures that walk on legs,

For Egypt the Hapy who comes from dat.

Your rays nurse all fields,

When you shine they live, they grow for you;

You made the seasons to foster all that you made,

Winter to cool them, heat that they tasfe you.

You made the far sky to shine therein,

To behold all that you made;

You alone, shining in your form of living Aten,

Risen, radiant, distant, near,

You made millions of forms from yourself alone, n

Towns, villages, fields, the river's course; i
I eyes observe you upon them, -

For you are the Aten of daytime on high.

"an equivalent from the
charactefzed as nothes Hapy:
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(Gl

. ou are it my heart
o e s no other who knows you,
Only your son, Neferkheprire,
Whom you b
<c on car ¥
R e Sou have dawned they live,
en you set they die; :
e el e lifetime, one lives by you.
Al eyes are on your beauty until you set,
All Tabor ceases when you rest i the west;
When you rise you sti
. Every leg is on the moy
You rouse them for yor
The King who lives by M
Neferkheprure, Sole-one-of-Re,

of Re w f
m:;‘:m, great in his lifetimes*
(And) the great Queen whom he loves,
Nefer nefru-Aten Nefertiti, living forever.

R

4 A broken and obscure passage omitted by
the tanglator, # 0
5 A special epithet adopted by Akhenaten.

en

Sole-one-of-Re,
ave taught your ways and your might. w
h come from your hand as you made them,

r everyone for the King,
ve since you founded the carth.

ur son who came from your body,

aat, the Lord of the Two Lands, »

vho lives by Maat, the Lord of crowns,

the Lady of the Two Lands,

s

Nefertii's epithet “living forever’ is a standard
one applied to both kings and queens.




