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religious entities were regarded as microcosms
of the universe itself. Just as the sky-goddess
NUT was thought to spread her star-studded
body over the earth, so she was also considered
to stretch herself protectively over mummies
and the houses of the gods. In the Old
Kingdom, from the reign of the Sth-Dynasty
pharaoh Unas (2375-2345 BC) onwards, the
belief that mortals could be reborn in the form
of the circumpolar stars led to the depiction of
large numbers of stars on the ceilings of the
corridors and chambers of pyramids. Indeed,
one of the utterances in the PYRAMID TEXTS was
a request for Nut to spread herself over the
deceased so that he might be ‘placed among the
imperishable stars’ and have eternal life.

Astarte

War-goddess of Syrian origin, probably intro-
duced into Egypt in the 18th Dynasty
(1550-1295 BC), usually portrayed as a naked
woman on horseback wearing a headdress
consisting of the azef crown or bull horns. She
was adopted into the Egyptian pantheon as a
daughter of rRA (or sometimes of PTAH) and one
of the consorts of SETI, and she was particu-
larly linked with equestrian and chariotry
skills; like anar (another Syrian goddess wor-
shipped in Egypt) she was considered to pro-
tect the pharaoh’s chariot in battle. A stele of
Amenhotep i1 near the Great Sphinx at Giza,
recording her delight in the young king’s rid-
ing skills, is probably the earliest surviving
Egyptian textual reference to Astarte.

J. LECLANT, ‘Astarte 4 cheval d’apres les
représentations égyptiennes’, Syria 37 (1960),
1-67.

R. STADELMANN, Syrisch-palistinische Gottheiten
m Agypten (Leiden, 1967), 101-10.

astronomy and astrology

The Egyptians often decorated the ceilings of
their temples, tombs and coffins with depic-
tions of the heavens, since most funerary and
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The astronomical knowledge of the
Egyptian priests and architects at this time is
indicated by early examples of the ceremony
of pedj shes (‘stretching the cord’), first attest-
ed on a granite block of the reign of the 2nd-
Dynasty king Khasekhemwy (c.2686 BC).
This method relied on sightings of the Great
Bear and Orion (see saH) constellations,
using an ‘instrument of knowing’ (merkhet),
which was similar in function to an astrolabe,
and a sighting tool made from the central rib
of a palm leaf, thus aligning the foundations
of the pyramids and sun temples with the
cardinal points, usually achieving an error of
less than half a degree. Although the texts
and reliefs in temples of later periods contin-
ued to describe the enactment of this pro-
cedure (as in the temple of Horus at EDru), it
appears to have become a mere ceremony and
in practice the temples were simply aligned
in relation to the river.

The earliest detailed texts relating to
astronomy are the ‘diagonal calendars’ or ‘star
clocks’ painted on wooden coffin lids of the
early Middle Kingdom and also of the Late
Period. T'hese calendars consisted of thirty-six
columns, listing the thirty-six groups of stars
(‘decans’) into which the night sky was divid-

ed. Each specific decan rose above the horizon
at dawn for an annual period of ten days. The
brightest of these was the dog star Sirius
(known to the Egyptians as the goddess
SOPDET), whose ‘heliacal rising’ on about 19
July coincided with the annual Nile inunda-
tion and therefore appears to have been
regarded as an astronomical event of some
importance. The god saH, the mythical con-
sort of Sopdet, was the personification of
another decan, the constellation of Orion.

The calendrical system based on decans was
flawed by its failure to take into account the
fact that the Egyptian year was always about
six hours short, adding up to a slippage of ten
days every forty years. It is therefore unlikely
that the Middle Kingdom ‘star clocks’ were
ever regarded as a practical means of measur-
ing time. Nevertheless, the decans were later
depicted on the ceilings of tombs and temples,
starting with the tomb of SENENMUT in west-
ern Thebes (17353; ¢.1460 Bc). The ‘astro-
nomical ceilings’” in the Osireion of Sety 1 at
ABYDOS (¢.1290 BC), and the tomb of RAMESES
v (kv2) (¢.1150 BC) in the Valley of the Kings,
include cosmological texts describing the peri-
od of seventy days spent in the underworld by
each decan.

Interior of the hd of the wooden coffin of Soter,
showing Nut flanked by signs of the zodac and
personifications of the 24 hours of the day. Roman
period, 2nd century 4b, from Abd el-Qurna,
Thebes, £. 2.13 m. (£46705)







ASWAN HIGH DAM
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eastern bank of the Nile; the reck-cut tombs of
Qubbet el-Hawa on the western bank; and the
town, temples and NILOMETER of Elephantine,
an island in the centre of the river. Apart from
two small Greco-Roman temples there are few
surviving remains of Aswan itself since the
area has continued to be occupied up to mod-
ern times. The tombs of the governors of
Aswan, at Qubbet el-Hawa, which date mainly
to the Old and Middle Kingdoms (2686-1650
BC), contain important biographical reliefs and
inscriptions. The island of Elephantine has
been excavated by a German team since the
1970s; their results show the steady expansion
of the settlement from a small Early Dynastic
village and temple to the much larger town of
the Roman period.
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Aswan High Dam

An extensive artificial reservoir was created in
Lower Nubia, when the first Aswan dam was
constructed (and heightened in three phases)
between 1902 and 1933, necessitating a cam-
paign to survey Nubian sites before they were
submerged. When work began on the new
Aswan High Dam in 1960, the creation of Lake
Nasser, one of the largest reservoirs in the
world, was initiated. A UNESCO-co-ordinated
operation was therefore launched, not only to
record the Nubian monuments threatened by
this much more extensive flooding but also to
dismantle and move certain monuments
(including PIIILAE, ABU SIMBEL and KALABSHA)
to higher ground before the completion of the
dam in 1971.
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Asyut (anc. Djawty; Lykopolis)

Capital of the thirteenth Upper Egyptian
nome (province), located roughly midway
between Cairo and Aswan. Despite numerous
textual references to the importance of the
Pharaonic town of Asyut and its temple of the
jackal-god WEPWAWET, the excavated remains
are restricted primarily to the rock-tombs of
the local élite, dating from the 9th Dynasty to
the Ramesside period (¢.2160-1069 8c). The
biographical texts on the walls of the First
Intermediate Period and Middle Kingdom
rock-tombs provide historical information on
the struggle between the rulers of HERAK-
LEOPOLIS MAGNA and TUEBES. The tomb of the
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12th-Dynasty nomarch Djefahapy contains
uniquely detailed legal texts of endowment
and was later re-used as a cult centre of
WEPWAWET
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Aten

Deity represented in the form of the disc or
orb of the sun, the cult of which was particu-
larly promoted during the reigns of
Amenhotep 1v/akHENATEN (1352-1336 BC)

Abkhenaten (left) and Nefertuti (right) worship the
Aten (top lefl), whose rays end in hands, some of
them extending to the offerimgs piled in front of
Akhenaten. The figures are heavily damaged,
partly due to defects in the stone and partly as a
result of the reaction against the so-called heresy of
Akhenaten. From the tomb of Tutu (£48) i the
southern group of Amarna. (P. . NICIIOLSON)

and Smenkhkara (1338-1336 BC). The close
links between the disc and the sun-god have
led to some uncertainty as to whether the Aten
was treated as a divine being in its own right.
There is also a certain amount of evidence to
suggest that Akhenaten may even have equat-
ed the Aten with his own father, AMENHOTEP 11T
(13901352 Bc). Earlier pharaohs had been
associated with the Aten, as in the case of

THUTMOSE T (1504-1492 8C), who was por-
trayed in his temple at Tombos in Nubia wear-
ing the sun-disc and followed by the hiero-
glyphic sign for ‘god’

‘T'he popularity of the Aten slowly grew
throughout the New Kingdom and the char-
acteristic iconography of the disc with rays in
the form of outstretched arms had already
appeared in the time of Amenhotep n
(1427-1400 BC). The Aten was particularly
favoured by Amenhotep 1 (1390-1352 Bc),
during whose reign there is evidence of the
presence of priests of Aten at HELIOPOLIS (the
traditional centre of the worship of the
sun-god ra). He also incorporated references
to the Aten in the names he gave to his palace
at MALKATA, a division of his army and a
pleasure boat.

However, it was under Amenhotep 1v that
the cult of the Aten reached its peak. On his
accession as sole ruler, the Aten became the
‘sole’ god, and a temple, the Per-Aten, was
built on the perimeter of the temple of Amun
at KARNAK. This included at least three sanctu-
aries, one of which was called the Hwt-benben
(‘mansion of the BENBEN’). Within a short time
the cult of Amun appears to have been severe-
ly curtailed and eventually proscribed, and the
Aten began to be promoted as the sole, exclu-
sive deity.

Around the fifth year of his reign.
Amenhotep 1v took the next logical step, which
was to create a new capital city with its own
temples dedicated to the cult of the Aten. Tle
called this new foundation Akhetaten (‘the
horizon of the disc’) and located it in a virgin
site in Middle Egypt that was untainted by the
worship of other gods (see rr-AmarNa). The
king changed his name and titles from
Amenhotep to Akhenaten, although elements
of his titles which already concerned the sun-
god (rather than Amun) were left unchanged.
His acknowledgement of the cults of the sun-
god included the provision of a burial place
for a MNEVIs bull (the physical manifestation
of Ra) at el-Amarna, although this tomb
remains undiscovered and was perhaps never
completed. Although Akhenaten is sometimes
regarded as the first proponent of monothe-
ism, his relationship to the cult of the Aten
and the rest of the Egyptian pantheon must be
regarded firmly in the context of his time. Erik
Hornung’s view of the cult of the Aten as 2
form of henotheism, in which one god was
effectivelv elevated above many others, is
probably closer to the mark.

Two major temples to the Aten were built
at el-Amarna, although, unlike major Theban
temples, they were built largely of mud
brick, perhaps with the intention of later
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