H, te Velde

THE THEME OF THE SEPARATION OF HEAVEN AND
EARTH IN EGYPTIAN MYTHOLOGY™

The religion of ancient Egypt, like many others, also in-
cluded the concept of the separation of heaven and earth as a part
of the myths concerning the creation that took place in the begin-
ning; this concept is fundarental to the reality Egyptian man lved
in, and offers a perspectivi for the future, 'which in Egypt means in
effect for man's destiny after death,

The separating of tv2 sky and the earth is a recurrent theme
in funerary literature and ir hymns to the gods, especially in the
solar hymns of the NK.l It was accounted as a work of creation;
through the spearation of heaven and earth or the raising of the
heavens, the course along the sky came into existence which the
sun could follow to fill the eérth with light and life, It is implicit in
this ldea that the separation of heaven and earth was not considered
to be absolute, Separated as they are, heaven and earth still consti-
tute a differentiated unity, that we are accustomed to call the cosmos,
The Egyptians,‘however, liked to denote this differentlated unity as
the blnary opposition of heayen and earth, To do so was In lne
with the view of Egyptlan ontology2 that the difference between being
and non-~being is that being s - differentiated; the cosmos
exists because it is differentiated infto heaven and earth,

The mythicialA concept of.this separation had a ritual counter-
part. Festival calendars of various temples and also other data show
that the festival of the raising of the sky was fairly generally cele-
brated upon certain dates, at any rate since the NK.3 It was the
god Shu In particular who, as a text in the book Amduat, among
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others, says: "Separated heaven from earth in the primordial dark~
ma-ss".4 The function could, though, be attributed also to various
other gods such as Amon, Atum, Ptah, Upuaut or Khnum, and they
could be worshipped as the raiser of the sky, The separation of
heaven and earth could be summarized as the entire good and
regulating work of creation.5

That separating heaven and earth was thus regarded as
good, appears very clearly from a number of passages from mainly
"magical" texts that speak of the sky falling upon the earth as a
cosmic catastrophe.6 The Egyptians were convinced that the cosimos,
protected by gods,v was threatened by extra~terrestrial demons, so
that the equilibrium of heaven and earth was not entirely stable,
Indeed, dangers also threatened from within; Seth the god of con-
fusion, who was notorious for his wicked iricks, was sometimes sus-
pected of making the sky fall upon the earth.7 The literary work
"the Contendings of Horus and Seth" even relates that the divine
mother Neith, this benevolent godess once in an angry mood
threatened to drop the sky upon the earth. 8

The Egyptians’ fear of such a catastrophe changing the dif-
ferentiated cosmos into chaos and making all sink down into the
primordial waters must not be exaggerated however. One of the
greatest certainties was the location of heaven above the earth, One
could speak of something béing as firmly established as the sky

upon its four pillars.g

In some culiures the separation of heaven and earth has a
negative meaning, as putting and end to paradisiacal aboriginal con-
ditions when men, a stlll unacquainted with labour, suffering and death
were together with the gods. For some reason or other, a ritual mis-
take for instance, free intercourse between heaven and earth was
disrupted, and the gods retired to heaven.10

Traces of such a negative view of the separation may, I
think, be discerned in Egypt also, ' In the Book of the Heavenly
Cow, 1z for instance, we read that the sun-god Re ruled as king
over gods and men together, but when he became old mankind
began to conspire against him. Then he ordained a great slaughter
among the people., Yet before Mankind -:was exterminated he retired
and sat down upon the Heavenly Cow, The cow got up in the morn-
ing and became sky, In this story the separation is not so much a

deplorable event as a good solution of the difficulties that had arisen :
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between gods and men, so after all it is a good . creation too,

Like many peoples and cultures 13 the Egyptians imagined
heaven and earth as an anthropomorphous divine pair, In most cul~
tures the god of the sky is male and the deity of the earth female,
In Egypt, however, the sexes are reversed: Nut is the goddess of
heaven and Geb the god of the earth, One naturally seeks an ex~
planation of this exception to a general Me. It has been suggested14
that it may haye arisen from the customary position assumed in
sexual intercourse:; the earth-god Geb lying beneath his spouse
Nut the sky~-goddess, This idea is only suﬁported by a reference
to the manner In which Isis receilved the seed of Osiris, Although
1 willingly admit that women in general held a less subordinate po~
sition in Egypt than in ' some other countries, I do
not think that the very rare deplctions of coitus in ancient Egypt
confirm the above hy'pothesls.ls

It is noticeable that practically all the Egyptian words for
the heavens have the feminine gender and those for the earth the
masculine, 16 The gender of a word is not arbitrary, but in many
cases we cannot tell what motivated the choice.. Perhaps in this
instance one might seek a reason in the natural conditions of the
country of the Nile where the Egyptian language and world view
developed, 17 Fertllity there was not fostered by rain from the sky,
which might elsewhere be regarded as the seed of the sky-~god
fertilizing the earth-goddess; in Egypt water came from the Nile and
the earth. Hence the earth might be regarded as male and the sky
Interpreted as a goddess who gave birth to the sun and the stars,

The chief point of importance in mythology concerning Geb
and Nut, besides their producing a great number of children, is
that they were separated by their father o not" by their son =
Shu, The reason given in a well-known Egyptian text 18 is that Geb
quarrelled with Nut becwe like a sow devouring her owniﬁfrrows
she swallowed up her children the sun and the stars, We again
find the implicit idea here that the separation of heaven and earth
made it possible for life and light to develop, Yet we also see the
contrary expressed in writing and illustration; Shu, sometimes called -
the son of Re and sometimes bearing the sun-disk upon his head,
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separatés heaven and earth by bringing light,
One of the most well-known pictures from ancient Egypt shows

Geb and Nut, the earth represented as a recumbent man above whom
the sky siretches in the shape of a woman, The divine palr is sep=
arated by Shu who bears the goddess of heaven on his hands, As

s0 many subjects in Egyptian religion, these representations of
the separation of heaven and earth have not yet been systematically
collected, and we still lack a comparative and systematic religio-
~historical study based on such a corpus.lg .

In general design the drawing on papyrus or the painting on
a sarcophagus is always the same, but in the detalls we see many
interesting and instructive variations, The earth is represented as a
languidly recumbent man, slowly half ralsing himself, his face turned
downward and his outstretched left arm seeking support upon the
ground, The right arm rests upon the right knee, which Is drawn up.
He seems to represent the earth as it arose from the primaeval
waters (Tatenen),zo Whenever there is an inscription, the god is
always Geb, He is habitually naked apart from ornaments, The phal-
lus is sometimes not visible, sometimes Ump, sometimes hidden in a

penis sheath and sometimes erect, especially when the earth-god is
depicted not in the lying position but as sitting or floating.

The sky is usually shown as a slender young woman,
bending over the earth~god In such manner that her toes and finger—
tips touch the ground, Like Geb, she is naked apart from her orna~
ments, Sometimes stars are drawn on her body, The bodies of the
pair are mostly placed in paralle]l, so that the head of the goddess
is above the head of the god, but it is not exceptional to see a
reversal, so that Geb’s head Is near the feet and below the womb
of Nut.21 Nut is always so placed that her womb ls toward the east,
where the sun is born from her,

Usually, but not always, a man is drawn in a standing or
occasionally sitting position, supporting the sky-goddess with his
hands., As a rule an inscription or iconographical characteristics
show him to be Shu, In contrast to Geb and Nut he is commonl'y'
clothed, That Geb and Nut are naked is highly unusual for Egyptian
gods and suggests that before they were parted they formed a pri~
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mordial unity of a sexuai nature, The sun is usually present in his
boat above or below Nui's body, or in some other way, Shu is often
assisted by two ram-headed anthropomorphous figures, named Khnum,
ba or otherwise, Next to these or in their stead there may be one or
two birds with the head of a ram, a falcon or a man, representing
ba soul Inside and outside the space enclosed by Geb and Nut
various other divine figures and symbols may be drawn, in parti~
cular a man or womanfin adoration — whose destiny in life is thus
placed in cosmic perspective, This depiction of the separation of
heaven and earth is never accompanied by a long explanatory text,
Sometimes the beginning of a sun hymn is written beside it.,

It is not bossible here to enter into a more detalled analysis
of the representation of Geb and Nu’c.22 I will only make iwo re-~
marks, By far the greater part of these depictions date from the com-
paratively short period of the 21st and 22nd dynasty, We have only
a few dating from the subsequent periods. These differ clearly .in
iconographical details from the familiar depictions of the 21st and
22nd dynasty that are so often reproduced,”> It is striking that in
the religious iconography I have, so farn not found a single depiction
of Geb and Nut dating from the period before the 21lst dynasty,
whereas the motif of Geb and Nut being separated by Shu is known
well enough from the funerary literature of earlier times., The earliest
representation of Geb and Nut — jf indeed we may call it one — is
found in the Erotic Papyrus of Turin, that dates from the 20th dynas-
ty. Om.lin24 characterizes this drawing as a parody of the Geb and
Nut representation, 1 have not, however, as yet fomnd any evidence
that the Geb and Nut depiction belonged to the i‘eﬁertoire of
Ramesside iconography_ so that it could have gjiven rise to a
parody, If there is a any connexion between the depiction of Geb
and Nut in the 21st and later dynasties and this drawing in the
Erotic Papyrus of Turin, it is not inconceivable that a drawing such
as the latter had an influence on subsequent religious iconography.

Apart from the earliest representation in the Turin Erotic
Papyrus, which iconographically is rather a variant, all the pictures
are painted on sarcophagi or drawn In funerary papyri, Only in the
tomb of Shoshenk of the 22nd dynasty is the representation cut in
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stone, 25

Thus we meet this deplction of the separation of heaven and
earth almost exclusively In a funerary context, l,e, a situation con~
cerned with human rebirth, Surely this shows it to be an element of
the myth of creation that verbally and pictorially expresses what
happened in the beginning and what is the foundation of the reality
man now lives In, while offering a perspective for the future, for
man’s destiny after his individual death,
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