





The History of the Study of Ancient Egyptian Religion

Some of the older Eyptologists from the nineteenth century did not restrict themselves to
what I shall call the archaeological, literary and artistic preliminaries of the study of AER. They
tried not only to give a description but also an explanation of religious phenomena, for example
Heinrich Brugsch, Gaston Maspero and Archibald Sayce.

Although since Champollion’s time numerous books have been written with general titles
such as “Egyptian Religion,” I doubt whether much actual progress has been made in the theory
formation of AER or as Hornung has put it: “We are still far away from a reliable morphology in
Egyptian religion such as Erman’s for Egyptian language and Schéfer’s for Egyptian art.”* One
problem with all these books on AER is that they were often written by scholars, Egyptologists,
whose main interest and specialisations were language, archaeology, art or history but not
specifically AER in itself, although they wrote on that subject.

On the other hand, books on AER were also written by scholars, orientalists or theologians
who were interested in religion as such, but not specifically in AER in itself. The title of a book
of Le Page Renouf dating from 1880 speaks volumes: Lectures on the Origin and Growth of
Religion (singular!) as illustrated by the Religion of Ancient Egypt. A profound analysis of the
religious data has to take into account political, historical, literary and other factors. The German
school of Kees, Sethe and Erman has become famous for this. The downside was that AER was
not only well described, but also explained, i.e. explained away into political, historical or liter-
ary factors. Scholars who explain something away into something else or who reduce religious
phenomena I shall call reductionists.?

Adolf Erman seems to be a typical reductionist. According to oral tradition, at the end of a
fascinating lecture on AER, Erman is supposed to have said: “Aber quatsch ist es doch, meine
Herren (but it's nonsense all the same, gentlemen).” In his autobiography, Erman writes that the
one thing he liked most about his study of AER was its poetic fantasy, but poetry is a literary and
not a religious category. However, Erman was a great scholar and not just a reductionist who
reduced AER to nonsense and poetry. Erman writes in his biography that the other thing he liked
most about AER was not theology but what he called “the real religion of the people.”® This illus-
trates not just the positivistic and reductionist scholar firmly rooted in the nineteenth century,
but also the liberal Protestant Christian that Erman was, who called religion real as soon as he
found feelings of dependence or what the liberal Protestant German theologian Friedrich
Scheiermacher called “schlechthinniges Abhingigkeitsgefiihl.” At least Erman knew his own lim-
itations. Erman, who knew the Ancient Egyptian language and culture so well, as well as his own
predilections and limitations, has probably produced the only book on AER written before the
Second World War that still can be profitably consulted.

Ancient Egypt with all its temples and tombs has always been an interesting country and cul-
ture for those who are interested in the origin and growth of religion and philosophy, demon-
strated recently by Jan Assmann in his Moses the Egyptian and by others in publications of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Not only Egyptologists but also scientists of religion, some-
times called religious historians or, to use the German word “Religionswissenschaftler,” studied
AER. They were orientalists and theologians by training, who more or less specialized in Egyptian
and other ancient religions. I say more or less because a weak point in their studies is sometimes
the specific literary, artistic and historical preliminaries of AER. Cornelis Petrus Tiele, who was
the first to occupy the newly founded chair for the History of Religions in the Faculty of Theology
at the University of Leyden in 1877, wrote hundreds and hundreds of pages on AER in a com-
parative study of ancient religions. The original Dutch edition appeared in 1872, the English
translation in 1882.7 However, the historical and comparative study of the religions of mankind
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