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of ancient Greek philosophy, and a brief outline of some topics from its main research fields: 

metaphysics, epistemology, ethics and philosophy of mind. The essential properties that 

signifies Greek philosophy, and indeed modern philosophy, will be formalised in a model 

appropriate for textual analysis. The Egyptian texts, that have been characterized as philosophy 

by the Egyptologists, will then be analysed, and the concluding result will be compared against 

the model of philosophy, to ascertain if the selected Egyptian texts can be classified as 

philosophy, or not. 
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1. Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to investigate whether classical Hellenic philosophy developed 

from a previous philosophical tradition, initiated centuries before in ancient Egypt, and if, 

consequently, modern philosophy, in the western tradition, also should trace its origin to ancient 

Egypt, rather than ancient Greece.1 Egyptologists opinion, James Allen writes, 

It is a persistent, if no longer intentional, bias of Western thought that “serious” philosophy 

began with the Greeks. In the sense of philosophy as a science – a system of intellectual 

principles developed according to fixed rules of investigation – this is true. But in the 

broader sense of philosophy as a system of human thought it is, of course, erroneous.2 

Allen makes allusion here to the popular conception of philosophy, and seems to call for a 

reconsideration of the modern technical concept of philosophy. Support for this sort of 

enterprise, from within the field of Egyptology, is not exceptional. For example, while 

discussing the difficulties of making sense of Egyptian creation myths, Erik Hornung writes, 

Any application of a two-valued logic, which is based on a / not-a distinctions and on the 

law of the excluded middle, to Egyptian philosophical and theological thought leads at once 

to insoluble contradictions. We cannot avoid this fact, and “common sense” is no help here. 

We must choose between two alternatives. Either we equate truly logical thought with two-

valued logic, in which case Egyptian thought is undeniably “illogical” or “prelogical”; or 

we admit the possibility of a different type of logic which is not self-contradictory, which 

can only be a many-valued logic.3 

The characterization of philosophy is particularly difficult, but Allen is, from a certain point of 

view, at least half right, philosophy should be conceived as scientific reasoning and methods. 

Hornung also, is equally half right, serious philosophy should be equated with the introduction 

of two-valued logic. However, it is not the purpose of this study to define, or re-define, 

philosophy, rather this study will proceed from the pre-defined classical model of philosophy, 

and seek to ascertain, primarily, if a number of Egyptian texts meet the demands of this model.  

The ideological debate, whether philosophy should be augmented to include all sort of 

thinking, or if the Greeks stole their philosophy from Egypt (a sort of ancient cultural 

appropriation) will not concern this study. However, the classification of the Egyptian texts, as 

philosophy, or not, is a problem that concern the modern scholar, and it is the intention of this 

study to ascertain if the Egyptian texts can be classified as philosophy, or not. The problem is 

especially pressing since the term ‘Ancient Egyptian Philosophy’ have become almost 

generally accepted. The problem, in other words, concern our modern conception of 

philosophy, and whether the Egyptian texts should qualify as philosophy, or not. Since western 

philosophy traces its origin to Greek philosophy, comparison with the specific properties that 

Greek philosophy share with modern western philosophy, will be the chief apparatus in this 

investigation. The thought behind this can be displayed with the casual chain P0 → P1 → … → 

Pn, where P0 is the properties that the hypothesised Egyptian philosophy have, P1 is Greek 

                                                      
1 Henceforth the word ‘Egyptians’ when used should be construed to designate the ancient Egyptians, similarly 

‘Greeks’ designate the ancient Greeks. 
2 Allen 1988, ix. 
3 Hornung 1982, 239. 
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philosophy and Pn is our modern conception. If P0 really is casually linked with P1, then there 

must be some essential properties, say a, b, c and d, such that P0 share these essential properties 

with P1, i.e. that P0 → P1, and, subsequently, that for some essential properties P0 → Pn. 

To simplify matters, the investigation will attempt to capture the essence of Greek 

philosophy in a model Ω, and then use this model to determine whether the Egyptian texts have 

the specified essential properties. Philosophy have a certain universal character, in that the 

problems that philosophy deal with remain almost exactly the same for all time (if not 

impossible). The analytical treatment of the history of philosophy will be the chief approach in 

this investigation. This is not antiquarian history of Greek philosophy, or Egyptian myth. The 

presuppositions in this investigation will therefore be that very little (almost nothing) of the 

context is relevant for the analysis itself, even if such an investigation is interesting, and 

relevant, it falls outside the scope of this study. This investigation is therefore a very ahistorical 

project, only the analysis of the Egyptian texts, and the assessment of the resulting analysis 

against the model Ω of philosophy will concern us. 

The focus of the research done into the Egyptian origin of philosophy have been chiefly 

concerned with a specific type of historical evidence, gathered, either from Greek writers of 

history, or from Egyptian mythological texts, such as the various accounts of creation. Arguably 

this limited approach to the subject is rather surprising, because a brief investigation into the 

Egyptian literary corpus, reveal far more interesting textual sources to investigate, texts that 

have a far more ‘philosophical’ theme and content, but have so far been neglected by scholars 

investigating this particular issue. It is the purpose of this study to fill this gap in the research. 

1.2. Primary Sources used in this study 

 

The selection of Egyptian texts is determined in part by their ‘connection’ to the various fields 

of research within philosophy itself. Clearly, if the Egyptians developed philosophy in the first 

place, and if the Greeks retrieved philosophy from Egypt, there must exist an original corpus 

of Egyptian philosophical texts that corroborate this claim. The texts have been selected to 

cover the major fields of philosophy, in order not to leave anything out. The intention is that 

the philosophical discipline of metaphysics ‘corresponds’ to the mythical creation texts, and 

that Theory of Knowledge, and Value Theory, ‘corresponds’ to the Egyptian wisdom and 

lamentation texts. Another criterium is previous research done by Egyptologists that relate to 

this subject, particularly interesting are the Egyptian texts that Egyptologists claim are 

philosophical texts.  

The primary sources are: 

The Tale of the Eloquent Peasant. A text relating the struggle of a peasant for justice, while 

simultaneously establishing the Egyptian concept ma’at as the central cultural value. The text 

proceeds to link ma’at with the mythical past, heralded as an ideal time, creating the impression 

that ma’at is an ideal concept. The text is philosophically interesting because of its unmistakable 

critical nature, and the first steps to conceptual analysis, that breaks thorough the narrative. The 

text is claimed by Jan Assmann to be a treaty on the Egyptian concept of Ma’at.4 

The Dialogue Between Man and his Ba. A text related to the golden age of Egyptian literature. 

Richard Faulkner, one of the first interpreters, read this text as a dialogue on the subject of 

suicide, something that possibly places the text within moral philosophy.5 

  

                                                      
4 Assmann 1990, 58. 
5 Faulkner 1956. 
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The Great Hymn to the Aten. This text describes, and establishes, the Aten as the central 

governing principle in the universe. James P. Allen characterizes it as the first natural 

philosophy. This text is semi-related to the mythical corpus, curiously it also predates the 

Memphis Theology, and would therefore be a more natural choice as ‘the first philosophy’.6 

The Lamentations of Khakheperraseneb, one of the most interesting, and difficult texts relating 

to this subject. A priest is lamenting the state of the world, or so it seems, a more careful reading 

reveal that his complaints are curiously unspecific, he cannot articulate what he is lamenting 

because language itself does not allow him. Richard B. Parkinson describe this text as a 

philosophical text.7 

The Memphis Theology. This is the text that initiated the whole issue. When translating and 

analysing the text James Henry Breasted was immediately struck by the, seemingly rational, 

idea of creation through logos (sometimes translated as reason). The connection between mind 

and world is undeniable, and Breasted exclaimed that this text was ‘the first philosophy’.8 

1.3. Theory and Method 

 

The study will be divided into two sections: Philosophy and Egyptology. The purpose of the 

Philosophy section is to clarify some of the basic characteristics of philosophy, and formalize 

these properties in a model. A study that sets itself the goal of clarifying whether the Egyptians 

were the first philosophers must be clear as to what the Egyptians is supposed to have preceded. 

Rather than simply proceed from an undefined concept of philosophy, this study will first 

attempt to clarify what philosophy is, and thereafter proceed to investigate if the Egyptian texts, 

the primary sources, indeed can be classified as philosophy. 

The method used will consist in constructing a model Ω of Greek philosophy, using such 

characteristics of philosophy, that are retrieved from the selected theory. The idea is that: if 

Greek philosophy actually did originate in Egypt, then we must be able to find essential 

philosophical properties, rational methods, and the characteristic problems typically discussed 

by philosophers, already discussed in the writings of the ancient Egyptians. The analysis of the 

selected Egyptian texts will focus on finding these typical philosophical patterns. Although, 

understanding of the Egyptian texts is not the primary aim of the textual analysis, the exegetical 

method will be used to complement the analysis. The model Ω will then be compared against 

the resulting analysis of the Egyptian texts, in order to determine if the Egyptians were engaged 

in philosophy or not. The analytical approach will be somewhat theoretical, with almost full 

stress on the theoretical side of philosophy.9 

The selected theory refers to the classical model, that places the origin of western 

philosophy in Greece, not in Egypt. Such as explicitly presented by Bertrand Russell, in his 

seminal work History of Western Philosophy, Anthony Kenny, in A New History of Western 

Philosophy, Maria Michaela Sassi, in The Beginning of Philosophy in Greece, Anders Wedberg, 

in Filosofins Historia – antiken och medeltiden, William K. Guthrie in A History of Greek 

Philosophy, and Aristotle in his history of philosophy. 

                                                      
6 Allen 1989. 
7 Parkinson 2002, 201. 
8 Breasted 1902. 
9 Readers more interested in how the Egyptian texts relate to practical philosophy, are referred to the work of 

Anthony Preus Greek Philosophy: Egyptian Origin. 
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1.3. Background 

 

In the beginning of the 20th-century, after investigating and translating a mythological text, 

called the ‘Memphis Theology’, found on a slab called the ‘Shabako Stone’, presently on 

display in the British Museum London, the eminent Egyptologist James Henry Breasted 

claimed, based on his interpretation, and analysis of the text found on the stone, that philosophy 

must have originated in Egypt, and that it was the Egyptians, not the Greeks, that were the first 

real philosophers.10 

Since then the claim that philosophy originated in Egypt have been further developed, and 

have found new proponents, not merely within the field of ancient study, but from research in 

the history of philosophy as well. However, Egyptologists themselves have a peculiar habit of 

following in old footsteps, such is the case with James P. Allen, who, even though he 

acknowledges the unique ‘scientific’ contribution that the Greeks made to philosophy, still 

contend that the writings of the Egyptians should be classified as ‘philosophy’, and that, eo 

ipso, the Egyptians were the first philosophers. Allen further argues that the modern definition 

of philosophy, basically the definition that separates philosophy from religion, and the objective 

from the subjective, is a modern Western bias, not an ancient bias.11 

Allen advocates an augmentation of the technical concept of philosophy, to amend it to 

include mythical thinking, and points to the fact that the relationship between philosophy and 

religion were not yet clearly distinguished in Egyptian times, referring to the natural philosophy 

of Akhenaten, as a transcendental paradigm, to prove his point.12 

In the beginning of the 21th-century the number of published articles and books advocating, 

arguing for, and supporting, what could be called: a ‘category-reductionist argumentation’ have 

increased dramatically. Among them is the philosopher Christos C. Evangeliou, who follow 

Allen in arguing that philosophy should be regarded as a much wider discipline, and that support 

for this argument can be found in the writings of the Greek philosophers themselves, who, 

according to Evangeliou, even credited the Egyptians with the invention of philosophy.13 

Modern philosophers themselves have been rather slow to respond to these, and similar 

claims, but recently Anthony Preus, a practical philosopher, have risen to the challenge. Preus 

argues that every philosophical discipline, even such disciplines as the philosophical study of 

morals, law and even religion, follow established scientific principles and rules, and tries, first 

and foremost, to maintain a critical stance towards previous research, conducted within the 

specific field, something that sets Greek philosophers apart from their alleged Egyptian 

predecessors.14 

Egyptologists themselves have been rather conservative regarding the development of this 

issue during the 21th-century. Richard B. Parkinson does categorize a text as ‘philosophy’ in 

one of his works on Middle Kingdom literature, but that is far from earlier calls, or predictions, 

for the reformulation of the concept of philosophy.15 

The conception that myth and reason yield two diametrically different forms of knowledge, 

and that knowledge conveyed through myth is somehow inferior to knowledge by reason is 

criticised by Harald Haarmann. Myth is the primary source of knowledge in early western 

                                                      
10 Breasted 1902. 
11 Allen 1988, xi. 
12 Allen 1989, 89. 
13 Evangeliou 2006. 
14 Preus 1998; Preus 1997. 
15 Parkinson 2002, 201. 
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thought, something that establishes a natural link between Egyptian philosophy, described as 

mythical, and later Greek philosophy.16 

Maria Michela Sassi argues that philosophy began in Greece, and that there is a clear 

distinction between the previous ways to view the world, and the more scientific way introduced 

by the Greeks. The habit in the western history of philosophy to accept as point of origin the 

contribution of the philosopher Thales is entirely accurate.17 

This study will proceed differently and initially leave the concept of philosophy as it is 

found in the referred theory, and investigate, first, if the Egyptians texts fall within this concept 

of philosophy, or not.  

  

                                                      
16 Haarmann 2015. 
17 Sassi 2018. 
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2. Philosophy 

The first philosophers in the western tradition were Greeks, the classical model contend that 

any attempt to derive its origin further into the times of yore, would be an erroneous case of 

post hoc, ergo propter hoc. 

2.1. The search for the first principle ἀρχή, λογος and οντα. 

The first Greek philosophers asked questions like ‘what is the ἀρχή (beginning) of everything’ 

and equated ἀρχή (hence arche) with some sort of substance, either simple, or manifold.18 They 

regarded arche as a unitary principle, that in itself would explain the structure of the world. 

Simply arche would be the fabric that the world is made from, and from which every other 

substance would ultimately derive, and in some sense still partly consist. Yet another early 

presupposition that the Greek philosophers used, were the stipulation that all things in the world 

was animate. Everything had, in some sense, a ψυχή (psyche, soul).  

 Thales, who is listed as the first philosopher in every history book of Greek philosophy, 

equated the arche with ὕδωρ (hydor, water) or possibly ὑγρóν (hygron, moisture), the 

explanation, according to Aristotle was in part derived from the myths, but also reasoned.19 The 

explanation sets itself away from the myths because the gods have been removed completely, 

and what remain is a simple scientific hypothesis – albeit a false one. The argument behind 

equating arche with hygron seems to have been the presence of either hydor or hygron in 

everything, even the soul. The Greek psyche, was believed to be constructed of this moisture, 

when the body died it would dry up, explaining why the soul had departed.20 

 Other philosophers would follow Thales, but none would agree that arche should be 

equated with hygron. Anaximander argued that if arche was anything familiar, then that 

substance would soon overflow the universe, therefore the arche must be something completely 

different, and he postulated ἄπειρον (aperiron, the boundless, or unlimited) as arche. His theory 

would in turn be rejected by Anaximenes, who argued that πνεῦμα (pneuma, air, or breath) was 

the arche. This reasoning seems to be a more conservative return to an idea very similar to the 

one previously advanced by Thales.21 

The fundamental idea, that all three philosophers shared, was the unity of the world, one 

principle to explain everything – monism. The Greek term λογος (hence logos) is applicable to 

the type of explanation that the early Greek philosophers sought to provide. Interpreted in this 

sense, logos is simply a rational explanation of a phenomenon. A logos, depending on what is 

                                                      
18 The first philosophers did not use the term ‘substance’ it was introduced later by Aristotle. However, the term 

‘substance’ captures the essence of what the first principle manipulated with. 
19 Aristotle Metaphysics 983b20, ed. Barnes 1995, 1556. 
20 Guthrie 1962, 67. 
21 Guthrie 1962, 81. 
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being explained, could be context, form, ratio, or a definition.22 Gradually the possibility to 

provide a complete logos of the universe would encounter a serious obstacle, deriving from the 

theory of Parmenides. The subject, of which Parmenides treats, is οντα (hence onta), translated 

into English by the term ‘being’. Parmenides onta is a technical term that refer to every true 

proposition that contain the word ‘is’ as constituent. Other explanations would have it that onta 

is everything that we can think, and that can be expressed linguistically, like a proposition. This 

introduce a technical distinction between onta and existence, since we can think about non-

existing things, and clearly state that these things does not exist, even though non-existing 

things does not exist. The proposition stating that a non-existing thing does not exist would still 

refer to onta. A more modern way to equate onta would be to explain it as the domain of 

discourse (everything we can talk about). Parmenides then held that the arche is onta.23 

 Modern interpreters have mostly been impressed with the type of question that these early 

philosophers asked, whereas some of the answers have been rather hard to celebrate.24  

2.2. The philosophical treatment of ψυχή. 

The abandonment of the mythological creation account, and reliance on natural philosophy to 

explain everything, meant that the religious ideas, associated with the ψυχή (psyche, soul), 

needed to be explained, in relation to the new philosophical world view. Initially the psyche 

was regarded as that which signifies the living, and since everything consisted of the arche 

substance, everything alive must have been constructed of this substance, hence also the psyche. 

Further, the world could not have been created from nothing, as in the myths, by a demiurge, 

since the arche was indestructible, only subject to change, therefore the psyche was 

indestructible also, and at the death of the body it would simply leave and be absorbed 

elsewhere. There was no religious afterlife to explain what happened to the psyche, even though 

philosophers such as Pythagoras and Empedocles would embrace incarnation, which would 

explain the immortality of the psyche.25 The early philosophers would all maintain the bodily 

aspect of the psyche, because their philosophical systems were essentially monistic systems, 

hence questions of the relation between psyche and body does not arise. 

 Gradually the view that psyche was something different in kind would manifest itself, the 

body would disperse and perish at death, whereas the psyche would not. Rather than equate the 

psyche with a material substance, like hygron or pneuma, philosophers began regarding the 

psyche as νοῦς (nous, intellect), and nous would, in turn, distinguish the animate from the 

inanimate. The previous monistic view, had now turn into a dualism. Plato, in the Republic, 

further divide the psyche into three parts: reason, temper, and appetite.26 

The abandonment of traditional religion meant that justice, virtue and similar properties, 

that plausibly can be associate with the psyche, needed to be explained in another way than 

references to rewards contra punishments in the afterlife. 

2.3. The concept of δίκη, ἀλήθεία and έπιστήμη. 

In the Republic Plato defines δίκη (dike, justice) by analogy, the state is justice, or justice is the 

                                                      
22 Guthrie 1962, 38. 
23 Kenny 2010, 160-82. 
24 Guthrie 1962, 68. 
25 Kenny 2010, 183f. 
26 Kenny 2010, 189. 
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virtue of the state. Virtue, of course, is a property of the psyche, but according to Plato, it is the 

purpose of the judicial state to produce virtuous citizens. The tripartite division of the psyche 

correspond to certain stately constitutions, reason to aristocracy and appetite to tyranny, with 

oligarchy, and democracy, as temper, somewhere in the middle. The reason for this division, 

and its relation to justice, is έπιστήμη (episteme, knowledge). The judicial maintenance of the 

state requires episteme, something only found in the psyche dominated by reason.27 

 Initially there were no division between episteme (theoretical knowledge) and τέχνη 

(techne, practical knowledge), the distinction did not become completely clear until Aristotle.28 

Plato’s interest in knowledge is twofold, techne is the technique that guarantee judicial rule, but 

episteme is required to ascertain the goal of rulership, i.e. the good. Knowing what is good 

require γνώσις (gnosis, understanding). This connect episteme with reason, the ruler of the state 

must be able to explain, or give a complete logos to the laws and actions of the state.29 

 Plato’s dialogue Theaetetus contain the famous definition of episteme, it concludes that 

episteme is justified belief, that is ἀλήθεία (aletheia).30 A belief that is justified is a belief 

supported by a logos. However, what is aletheia? Parmenides defines it: for gnosis 

(understanding) that aletheia is and that not-aletheia (or letheia) is not-onta (not-being), is the 

path of conviction, i.e. being is true reality (being is arche).31 Aristotle defines it: to say of what 

is (being) that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false, while to say of what is that it is, and 

of what is not that it is not, is aletheia.32 This would make it clear that aletheia is true reality, 

i.e. truth.33 

2.4. The model Ω 

Initial characteristic properties, and methods, and character of these properties, in cursive.34 

Applicable to philosophic research in (A) Metaphysics; (B) Logic (including the study of 

language); (C) Theory of knowledge; (D) Ethics; (E) Philosophy of Mind. 

(I) Universal character, necessary. 

There are no theoretical restrictions on knowledge in any of the philosophical disciplines A-E, 

on the contrary, they are open source, anyone can make use of the methods, and review the 

philosophical arguments, agree, or disagree with them, every opinion count (in theory). 

(II) Seeks understanding, necessary.35 

(III) Rational argumentation logos, necessary.36 

In order to meet the demands of property (I) those engaged in philosophy must persuade their 

peers, this require objective principles, and the use of transparent language. Because of property 

(I) anyone should be able to follow the argumentation, therefore a preference to such methods 

that have consensus to guarantee this. 

                                                      
27 Guthrie 1975, 473-79, 527-37. 
28 Aristotle Metaphysics 981b10-982a2, ed. Barnes 1995, 1553. 
29 Kenny 2010, 123-29. 
30 Kenny 2010, 123-26. 
31 Parmenides Fr. 2, ed. Davidson 1870, 4; Tarán 1965, 32. 
32 Aristotle Metaphysics 1011b25, ed. Barnes 1995, 1597. 
33 The correspondence between nous and aletheia seems to lie in things (pragmata), and perhaps there is a lucky 

coincidence that the logical structure of the world (onta) is very similar to the logical structure of language. 
34 Note that not all properties are essential, only those characterized as necessary. Properties (I), (II), (III), (III.a), 

(III.b), (IV), (IV.a) and (V) can jointly be considered sufficient. 
35 Kenny 2010, x, xii. 
36 Guthrie 1962, 38. 
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(a) Nothing is both Being and not-Being, necessary.37 

Parmenides investigation of Being amounted to the establishment of the occasionally useful 

principle of non-contradiction, a self-contradictory concept is useless for scientific research. 

(b) Either something is or it is not, necessary.38 

(c) Definition and analysis of concepts.39 

(IV) Critical of authority, necessary.40 

One of the most important discoveries of philosophy, the conviction that knowledge, and 

understanding, can actually increase using critical methods. If something is true, then it must 

remain true, even in spite of criticism. Truth is therefore immune to critique. 

(a) Independence from institutions, necessary.41 

(b) Insistence on originality, variation; academic rivalry.42 

Along with the emergence of independence from institutions, primarily religious ones, came 

the appearance of the individual author. 

(c) Dialectical method.43 

(V) Rejection of gods as explanatory principles, necessary.44 

This principle, more than any other, comprehensibly establishes the difference between the 

philosophical methods and the previous, mythological, explanations of the world. 

(VI) Empirical observation to formulate new hypotheses and refute old ones.45 

The rejection of the religious teachings meant that the Greek philosophers found themselves 

with a tabula rasa, and were consigned to their own devices – sensory impression and reason. 

However, this also meant freedom from theological teachings, suddenly there were no 

theological framework that they needed to adapt their thinking into. 

(VII) Analogical reasoning.46 

(a) Mechanical explanations of natural phenomenon. 

The rejection of the overbearing theological framework required a scientific theory as 

replacement, and the Greeks became very fond of comparing their findings of the world with 

the workings of a machine, or an organism, and reduce their terms to this effect. 

(VIII) Generalization.47 

Laws of nature were gradually formulated, by combination of repeated (VI), (VII) and (VII.a), 

then further empirical observation gradually allowed laws to replace hypothesis. 

(IX) Deductive reasoning, a priori reasoning.48 

Being, as it turned out, have properties suitable for scientific research: (i) indestructibility; (ii) 

unchangeable; (iii) unitary; leading philosophers to conclude that structure is more real than 

things, and to abandon inductive, and a posteriori research, in favour of pure thinking. 

                                                      
37 Aristotle Metaphysics 1005b14, ed. Barnes 1995, 1588. 
38 Aristotle Metaphysics 1011b24, ed. Barnes 1995, 1597. 
39 Wedberg 1968, 98-101. 
40 Wedberg 1968, 82-83. 
41 Russell 1957, 11. 
42 Sassi 2018, 71-75. 
43 Kenny 2010, 128; Wedberg 1968, 73f. 
44 Sassi 2018, 44. 
45 Wedberg 1968, 90ff. 
46 Russell 1957, 42, 64f, 73f; Sassi 2018, 110f. 
47 Sassi is sceptical of this property, although the argument against this property is not conclusive; Wedberg 

regard it as an ideal for early philosophers, later abandoned. Wedberg 1968, 141; Sassi 2018, 62. 
48 Russell 1957, 48ff, 68; Wedberg 1968, 86ff, 118-22. 



 

14 

3. Analysis of Ancient Egyptian Texts 

All the texts analysed in this section can be found in the appendix. 

 

3.1. The Tale of the Eloquent Peasant 

Egyptologists have mostly accepted that the Egyptian concept ma’at is the central theme in the 

story.49 However, the meaning and translation of ma’at is not so clear. The analysis of the text 

itself is almost completely dependent on the interpretation of this concept. If ‘ma’at’ is 

translated as ‘truth’ then the theme of the tale become, at once, very abstract, and truth is, of 

course, also a concept that have interested philosophers. There is, however, a clear indication 

that the translation of ma’at is not simply ‘truth’, as some Egyptologists would have it, in their 

otherwise excellent translations.50 The reason for this is quite simply that ma’at is a much wider 

concept than truth, and only sometimes, but not consistently, refer to truth.  

Consider the Old Kingdom tomb autobiographies, and ponder how these texts relate to the 

truth. Doubtless the tomb owners did not always tell the truth when boasting about their 

achievements in life. Nevertheless, they still applied by the regulations of ma’at when 

constructing their tombs like they did, and when writing what they did in their tombs. This little 

thought experiment show, that it is perfectly possible to conform to ma’at, while saying 

something that is false. The ancient Egyptian concept ma’at is thus not simply truth, rather it is 

something else, like ‘all that which is good, and beneficial, to the state of Egypt’. Incidentally 

then, ma’at sometimes correspond with what is true, but not all the time. The Egyptian concept 

ma’at would not suffice for scientific investigations, or as a method used for philosophy, a 

necessary requirement is that all concepts used must conform to both ΩIII.a and to ΩIII.b. 

The role of ma’at, however, is the central concern in the tale, and at the end of the tale the 

relationship between the peasant and the gods have changed dramatically. Initially the 

relationship is mediated through an array of land lords, magistrates, courtiers and finally the 

King himself. The tale ends by introducing a more personalized relationship to the gods, 

expressed in the peasant’s final soliloquy, 

(115) I shall now depart and appeal about you to Anubis. 

Previously this relationship was defined by a complicated hierarchy. Officially, in theory 

anyway, the King was responsible for conducting all religious ceremonies in Egypt. The King 

was the only link between the realm of men, and the realm of the gods. However, here the 

peasant will take his case, his quest for ma’at, to the gods himself, without any intermediary. 

The tale imply that a dramatic change was in store, or that the religious hierarchy had changed, 

or is suggesting that such a change is imminent. A rather dramatic conceptual change regarding 

personal access to the gods, and ma’at. 

 The tale itself does not contain any clarification of the concepts used, like ma’at, which is 

used in a wide variety of analogies. The concept is introduced as if the reader is already familiar 

                                                      
49 See for example Kelly-Simpson 2003, 25; Assmann 1990, 58f. 
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with it, something that suggests that it sustained its meaning. The tale itself revolves around a 

practical case, the injustice done to the peasant, and the subsequent quest for justice. A personal 

quest for justice is hardly a philosophical problem, rather a clearly demarcated case of personal 

redemption, or reckoning. However, a conceptual analysis, or criticism of an old concept, in 

favour of a new matrix, that would have been more in line with philosophy. However, the tale 

does not contain any such analysis, rather it assumes familiarity with a concept that is already 

well established. The critical aspect of the tale, explicitly present throughout, is directed against 

the practise of justice, not against, or suggesting amendment of, the concept ma’at, even if 

ma’at is interpreted as justice. The fault lies not with the gods, but with human affairs, and the 

inability of the magistrates to achieve ma’at. However, even in the end there is no answer to 

what ma’at, in the sense of justice, really is, no justification, and the justice achieved remain 

strangely incongruent to a concept of law. 

3.2. The Dialogue between Man and Ba  

The text is a debate between two interlocutors, the Man and the Ba, where initially the Ba is 

accused to constrain the Man towards death.51 

(10) Look, my soul is misleading me – through I do not listen to him, is dragging me to 

death – though <I> have not yet come to it, is throwing <me> on the fire to burn me up! 

Parkinson, in his translation, immediately renders ‘Ba’ as ‘Soul’ without hesitation, and most 

translations do the same.52 The immediate impression is that the dialogue is a lamentation text, 

very pessimistic. Faulkner’s initial interpretation, that the text is an inner monologue on the 

theme of suicide, even if not quite accurate, as the analysis below will reveal, is not altogether 

that far off the mark.53 Apparently the Ba have a heart, that is separate from the body of the 

Man, and from the heart of the man, as the following implies, 

(40) If my soul listens to me, without wrongdoing, with his heart in accord with mine, he 

will prosper.  

However, it could also be that the Man and Ba shares the heart. However, the text relates that 

the corpse belongs to the Ba after death, as the Man seems to suggest, 

(43) I will make a cool shelter for your corpse, so that you will make another soul in 

oblivion envious! 

The Ba responds in such a way that the response could be interpreted as criticism of the whole 

funerary cult; a nihilist response to the whole purpose (point) behind lavish tomb constructions. 

However, suddenly the sides turn and the Man says, 

(136) Death is to me today <like> a sick man’s recovery, like going out after confinement. 

Now the man seems to welcome death, this is a ‘change of heart’ literally! Because it causes the 

Ba to change its position also, 

(149) May you make offering upon the brazier, and cling to life by the means you describe! 

Rather dramatic, earlier the Ba was dragging the Man towards a premature death, but now urges 

him to cling to life. What we have before us, is a text describing the sense of having a change of 

hearts. The Ba have suddenly become equipped with the pessimistic, but obedient conformist, 

heart, that previously belonged to the Man. When the Man changed his opinion, to resemble the 

life weary position of the Ba, the Ba adopted the life embracing position of the Man, in a way 

                                                      
51 Allen interprets the whole dialogue differently, but concur regarding this paragraph, see Allen 2011, 141. 
52 Parkinson 1997; compare with Faulkner 1956; Simpson 2003. 
53 Faulkner 1956. 
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the perfect equilibrium is achieved, both in life and for the afterlife. 

The text is critical of the funerary cult, yet conformist to a new theology. Faulkner’s title 

‘The Man who was weary of life’ and insistence that the dialogue is an inward monologue on 

the theme suicide, is not plausible. Rather the dialogue is an honest admission that the old ways, 

building lavish style monuments – pyramids, is no guarantee to secure eternal life, especially if 

the name is destroyed with the tomb, 

(60) They who built in granite, who constructed pavilions in fair pyramids, as fair work, so 

that the builders should become Gods – their altar stones have vanished, like the oblivious 

ones. 

A new cult of death is needed, a theology, where 

(142) But There a man is a living god, pushing the wrongdoer’s action. There a man stands 

in the barque, distributing choice offerings from it to the temples. There a man is a sage who 

cannot, when he speaks, be stopped from appealing to the Sungod. 

A teaching for life and afterlife in equal proportion. The criticism of the old funerary custom is 

brought forward to serve the new religious order, the inclusive open-ended theology. This would 

make the text both critical of the past (a rather unusual practise in ancient Egypt) and advocating 

something new (a new way to deal with death). The text can be interpreted as a theological duel 

or a theological elucidation on the nature of the ba and the new funerary cult.54 

3.3. The Great Hymn to the Aten 

The Great Hymn to the Aten, is a celebration to the light, and, at the same time, a new doctrine 

that rejuvenates the role of the King, or, possibly, a religious revolution. The description of the 

Aten in the hymn is very naturalistic, or it seems that way, because all the old gods, and the 

preferred linguistic style that went with them, have been almost completely removed, or altered. 

However, does this shift in form of expression and thought, represent a whole new way to make 

sense of the world? Hardly. Rather it is a conservative immanent cultural appropriation, where 

the Aten is equipped with all the properties that are connected with the light or the sun, in any 

way, and where all other properties, deemed unnecessary, is simply ignored or removed. The 

texts in the hymn clearly states of the Aten: ‘Thou are Re’, and the Aten is, at dawn, called 

‘Horakhti’. Appropriating the term ‘Re’ and ‘Horakhti’ is not really a novelty, consider the 

previous syncretism between Amun and Re as ‘Amun-Re’ or even ‘Amun-Re-Horakhti’, the 

terms themselves are hardly new, they have a long previous history. 

Interpreting the Hymn as natural philosophy, Allen identifies four main themes, that he 

characterizes as philosophical: (i) the Aten animates all things (as the sun does); (ii) the Aten 

creates all things; (iii) the Aten sustains all things; (iv) the Aten determines the cycle of life.55 

In total the Hymn establish the Aten, the light, as the governing principle of the universe. 

Everything can, in principle, be traced back to the light, and, since the light is a unitary concept, 

everything is fundamentally one, or all the diversity have the unitary principle as origin. Allen 

says that this reasoning would make the Aten a more natural choice to postulate as the arche, 

compared to what the Greek philosophers concluded.56 

At first it would appear that the death of the world at the departure of the Aten, in the West, 

would be a logical problem for the continuity of the world. How is the world, and consequently 

knowledge of the world, maintained if the world is created a new every day at dawn? The Aten 
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determines the cycle of life, when the Aten is gone, have disappeared behind the horizon at sun 

set, the world is dead, or, slightly less consequential, the illumined world is dead, and since the 

illumined world is the only world where life is possible, life ceases during the dark hours. The 

Hymn makes an explicit connection between darkness and death. 

When you set in the western horizon, the world is in darkness, in a state of death. [3]. 

And continues, 

The land depends on thee, even as thou hast made them; when thou dawnest they live, when 

thou settlest they die. [12]. 

The logical problem of continuity is solved by a reference to the heart of the King, where the 

Aten apparently resides during the darkness. This reference solves one epistemological 

problem, but creates another more serious one. Darkness overall is a problem, especially if the 

Aten, light, is to be interpreted as the original principle that animates everything. How to 

account for the existence of darkness, if the Aten animates everything, and should be equated 

with the fundamental principle, then what about darkness? The natural solution would simply 

be to maintain that darkness is the negation of light, or absence of light. Although this is not 

explicitly stated, it would be a rather logical solution. 

The epistemological problems that relate to the interpretation of the hymn as philosophy, 

begin with the meaning of ib=i (my heart) and sꝪ=k nfrḫprwrՙ wՙnrՙ (your son Neferkheperura-

Waenra). Hornung is certain when he writes that the initial ‘he says’, that begin the hymn itself, 

is a reference to Akhenaten.57 However, the text is recorded in the rock tomb of Ay, it would 

therefore be equally plausible to interpret the hymn as spoken by Ay, something that have far 

reaching consequences. Consider the introduction by Ay, usually omitted by Egyptologists,58 

The Bearer of the Banner of the right hand of the King, Overseer of all the horses of His 

Majesty, he who gives satisfaction in the whole land, the favourite of the good god, the 

father of the god, Ay, saith [2]. 

Clearly this is Ay speaking not Akhenaten, something that may suggest alternative readings of 

the most enigmatic part of the hymn, 

When thou didst depart; when all men whose fares thou didst create that thou mightiest not 

see [thine(?)] own self [alone?] .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . (Though) thou art in my heart, there is none 

that know thee other than thy son, Nefer-kheperu-ra Wa-en-ra. Thou hast caused him to be 

skilled in thy ways and thy power. [12]. 

The difference refers to whether ‘(Though) thou art in my heart’ refer to the heart of Ay, or, 

more in line with the accepted interpretation, to the king.59 Our modern form of self-expression 

would make the suffix pronoun ib=i followed by sꝪ=k nfrḫprwrՙ wՙnrՙ into a reference to two 

different individuals. If ib=i refers to Ay, then the solipsistic epistemology that the hymn is 

believed to imply dissolves, and transforms, at least, into a dualism, including both Ay and the 

king, but probably into a pluralistic system. The interpretation does not alter the epistemological 

predicament of Akhenaten’s teachings, 

[T]here is none that know thee other than thy son, Nefer-kheperu-ra Wa-en-ra. [12]. 

Knowledge of the Aten is a privilege reserved for the king. The implications of this is that 

knowledge of the Aten, and the basic principles of the universe, must be mediated through the 

King. This contradicts the universality of philosophy, ΩI. Allen is well aware of this problem, 

                                                      
57 Hornung 1995, 79. 
58 See for example the translation by Hornung 1995, 79. 
59 Hornung translate the whole passage as: ‘When you have gone, there no longer remains your eye, which you 

have created for their sake, so that you do not behold yourself as the sole one of what you have created – even 

then you remain in my heart, and there is no one else who knows you, except your son, Neferkheperura Waenra, 

whom you have taught your nature and your might.’, Hornung 1995, 82f. 
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and propose a division, between the philosophical part of the Hymn, and the religious part.60 

This suggestion is paraphrasing at work. 

Hornung suggest that the linguistic style of the Hymn represents a change in logic, which 

is the real innovation in Akhenaten’s revolution. This, so called ‘change in logic’, is interpreted 

as anticipating the modes of thought, that was later developed in the west.61 However, this 

reasoning is intricately connected to ideas that would make Akhenaten’s teaching into a 

monotheistic teaching. If the world is to be explained from arche, then monotheism would be 

a natural starting point for a religious teaching. But the political and economic motives behind 

Akhenaten’s revolution make more sense if compared to Old Kingdom solar cult and the role 

of the King during those times, a conservative turn, not with reasoned discourse and logical 

change. 

3.4. The Lamentations of Khakheperraseneb. 

The troubles in making sense of this text, indicated by the often conflicting and contradictory 

interpretations made by earlier exegetists, may depend on the disposition of the text itself. The 

opening line of the text, may suggest that we are dealing with a collection of aphorisms, or an 

anthology, that in itself could be incomplete, in the introduction the text is even described as a 

‘gathering of words, the heaping of sayings’ (rto. 1). Whether it is the aphoristic style itself, an 

interpretative problem, or the possible missing sections of the text, that impose the 

contradictions, is not so easy to determine, especially since every interpretation rest on one 

translation or the other. The translation of the second line is symptomatic of this whole problem, 

the seeking of phrases by a searching heart (rto. 1). 

Egyptologists have typically translated this sentence to coincide with their overall interpretation 

of the text as a whole, i.e. the meaning of the whole text suggest the translation, rather than 

having the meaning of the sentence suggest the translation. This approach assumes that the text 

is a completed whole, and not a fragment, or a collection of aphorisms (where sentences may 

have little or no textual interrelationship). Kadish, for example, translate the sentence as ‘the 

searching for phrases in racking the brain’ (d‛r ḫnw m ḥḥy n ib) and interprets it to mean: the 

heart as engaged in the search for literary invention.62 Ockinga, on the other hand, translate 

‘investigating a complaint by means of searching for the heart’ (dꝪr ḫnw m ḥḥi n ib) and 

interprets the role of the heart as searching for understanding to the causes of a perplexing social 

problem.63 A third Egyptologist, Parkinson, translate ‘the seeking of utterances with heart-

searching’ and conceives a possible philosophical motive in the role of the heart, but confines 

the text to a role of intertextual rejuvenation, as opposed to critique of outdated forms.64 The 

role of the heart is interpreted as the source of personal suffering, the only kind there is, and is 

challenged with reconciling itself with the state of affairs, and resolve the theodic problem that 

Khakheperraseneb finds himself in.65 Loprieno interpret the role of the heart as the interlocutor 

in an ongoing internal philosophical debate on received ideas, were ideological schemes are 

challenged.66 Moers sees the unusual topic as an ancient form of critical examination of both 

literary models and worldviews, and point out that they both relate to cultural identity, using 
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63 Ockinga 1983, 90. 
64 Parkinson 2002, 200f. 
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previous interpretations as staring point, he attempts to reconcile the readings of Parkinson and 

Ockinga.67 All these conflicting interpretations suggest an inherent contradiction, either within 

the interpretations, but possibly within the text itself. 

    The inherent contradiction become apparent when considering the interpretations, that the 

Egyptologists provide, of the whole text.68 According to Ockinga the text relates the search for 

understanding of a social and political problem, the terrible state that Egypt is in.  

I meditate on what has happened, the events that occur throughout the land: changes take 

place, it is not like last year, one year is more irksome than the other. The land breaks up, 

is destroyed, becomes a wasteland (rto. 10). 

The interpretation rest on equating ḫnw with ‘complaint’ (to a problem) and qualifying it with 

dꝪr, in turn equated with ‘probing investigation’, all this suggest that a dꝪr ḫnw m ḥḥi n ib is 

‘investigating a complaint by means of searching for the heart’.69 The role of the heart is 

associated with understanding, which, of course, is intimately connected with the aim of 

philosophy, the interpretation therefore have a special relevance in this study. The investigation 

is described as a complete tour de force when Khakheperraseneb, 

wring out my body of what it holds, in releasing all my words (rto. 3). 

Ockinga then suggest that the unloading (shꝪk) is the explicit result of the searching of the heart, 

and that the search have revealed what the lamentable state of the land depends on, 

One wakes to it every day, and the hearts do not reject it. Yesterday’s condition is like 

today’s, because it is imitated by the masses, because of inflexibility. None is wise enough 

to know it, none angry enough to cry out, one wakes to suffer each day.70 

This is the cause of the problem, the lamentable state that the land is in, the chaos is caused by 

the imitation of the old habits, i.e. the repetition of the past! We have learned that, (i) changes 

are taking place (social and political), and that (ii) all this because of imitation of the past, 

changes are happening because everyone is imitating the old habits, i.e. changes are happening 

because nothing changes (rather ambiguous).71 This would suggest that the lamentable state of 

the land was something of a fixed condition, since if it is caused by the repetition of the past, 

which was otherwise held up as an ideal in Egypt, then it must have been something of a 

permanent problem. 

I say this in accord with what I have seen: From the first generation to those who come 

after, they imitate that which is past (rto. 6, 7). 

There is no doubt that the changes are held up as something evil, as the cause of the lamentable 

state of the land. However, the gods, as Parkinson points out, are not to be blamed, because ‘the 

plans of the gods are thrown into tumult, their directives neglected’.72 This create the impression 

of an inherent contradiction, either in Ockinga’s interpretation or the text. 

    Parkinson’s interpretation is also plagued by a weak form of ambiguity, that Parkinson notes 

and indicate is inherent in the text itself. According to Parkinson the problem that is bothering 

Khakheperraseneb is not the chaos of the world, but his own suffering, and his hearts inability 

to reconcile itself with adversity, and that the whole text resides on a more personal level. The 

                                                      
67 Moers 2003, 293-95. 
68 There is a manifest contrast, regarding the appearance of ambiguities, when the interpretations are presented 

only for segments of the text, either the introduction in isolation, or for individual sentences in isolation, as 

opposed to the text as a whole. 
69 Ockinga 1983, 90. 
70 Ockinga 1983, 92. 
71 Moers is sceptical to this because it would turn Khakheperraseneb’s problem almost into a revolutionary 
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72 Parkinson 2002, 201. 
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problem is personal suffering not external suffering. The inherent contradiction between the 

misery of the world (the cause of the worlds torment), and the cause of the problem itself, in 

the mind, is resolved, according to Parkinson, by the literary independence of the heart, a 

common motif in Egyptian literature.73 Reminiscent of Milton’s Paradise Lost where the 

apostate angel after suffering the loss of heaven, and finding himself in hell, states, 

The Mind is its own place, and in itself can make a Heaven out of Hell, and a Hell out of 

Heaven.74 

    However, there is a simple way to resolve the fallacies in Ockinga’s interpretation, at the cost 

of removing the philosophical implication, ΩIV. Assume that Khakheperraseneb is searching 

for the cause to the chaos in the land, and concludes that it is related to imitation (sni r) of the 

past ideal, i.e. to the plans (sḫrw) that the gods installed in the mythical past. Further assume 

that there is an inherent anti-symmetry between imitation and re-enactment, whereas a re-

enactment of an event X0, is a relation ℜ, that yields: X0↔X1↔X2 ↔ … ↔ Xn, were X0 have 

a symmetrical and transitive relation to each Xi, but whereas imitation is merely an outward 

form, without the necessary internal commitment that is required of ℜ. Khakheperraseneb 

would then not be the revolutionary, that Moers objected to in Ockinga’s interpretation. Rather 

he would be a conservative herald, advocating a return to true re-enactment, and true literary 

form, not this shallow imitation without intellectual commitment. 

3.5. The Memphis Theology. 

The Memphis Theology is, in effect, the older Heliopolitan account of creation, with the central 

god of Memphis, Ptah, added as the demiurge of the original demiurge, shifting prominence 

from Heliopolis to Memphis, appropriation, syncretism, and very creative. Allen, however, feel 

that syncretism is commonplace in what he designates ‘Egyptian metaphysical thought’, a 

natural way to develop the theological system in a consistent way.75 His use of the word 

‘consistent’ relate to the continuous way that the Egyptians dealt with the rejuvenation of these 

creation myths, rather than if the method of syncretism is consistent – it is not.  

According to Breasted the text is ‘the oldest known philosophical explanation of the 

world’.76 Further, he refers to finding the stone (in the British Museum treasury no less) as 

finding the first ‘tangible support to the Greek tradition of the origin of their philosophy in the 

East’.77 According to Breasted this is the text that we have been searching for, the text that will 

corroborate the claim that Greek philosophy originated in Egypt. The central theme that caught 

his imagination is how the Egyptian priests imagined the creation of the world to have 

proceeded. Breasted interprets the text on the stone as ‘suggestiveness for the later Greek notion 

of nous and logos’.78 

(48) Ptah is the Being of the gods.  

The translation here rest, first, on equating ḫpr with Being lexically (which can be done), but, 

secondly, with equating the Egyptian Being with either of the Greek nous, logos or even onta. 

The translation of the hieroglyphs in the phrase is rather arbitrarily made by Breasted who 

ignores the difficult middle signs m, r, w, or make r and w part of ḫpr as ḫpr.w, and translate 

ptḥ m ḫpr.w ntr.w, or possibly even ptḥ ḫpr ntr.w (ignoring all three). However, the whole 
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sentence could just as well be ptḥ imyw-r ḫpr ntr.w, and read: ‘Ptah oversees the coming into 

being of the gods’.79 The texts does contain some other connections with the Greek ideas of 

nous and logos, although perhaps not with the Greek onta, 

(56) The gods fashioned the sight of the eyes, the hearing of the ears, and the smelling of 

the nose, that they might furnish the desire of the heart. It (the heart) is the one that bringeth 

forth every successful issue. It is the tongue which repeats the thought of the heart; it (the 

heart) is the fashioner of all gods, at the time when every divine word even, came into 

existence by the thought of the heart, and command of the tongue. 

In the Timaeus Plato speak of the primacy of the mind, the personal mind, in the creation of the 

world, the form of which is the idea, and the created world is a pale reproduction.80 To make 

this work the Egyptian ḥꝪty (heart) would have to be either nous, or onta, and ns (speech) 

presumably would have to be logos. 

Breasted equates heart with mind, although he is rather vague regarding the meaning of the 

term ‘mind’, whereas the Egyptian tongue, he equates with the expression of thoughts into 

language – speech. The text, according to Breasted, is a praise of the mind of Ptah. The mind 

of Ptah is the source of all the images that can be linked to the things, and, more, the mind is 

also the creative force, through which these images become reality, in speech.81 However, 

Breasted seem to interpret the text as implying something much stronger, the mind of Ptah is 

the source of all the things in the world. It is unclear if the text makes the stronger claim: 

material things, or just the naming procedure. Either a thing becomes differentiated, from 

everything else, when given a name by the god, or, much stronger, it is created, from nothing, 

when given a name. Further the mind of Ptah is distinguished from the minds of ordinary 

people, 

(54) Horus came into existence through him, Thoth came into existence through him, 

through Ptah, from whom proceeds the power of the heart and the tongue  . . . . 

He is the one who makes to [lost causative verb] that which comes forth from every body 

(thought), and from every mouth (speech), of all gods, of all people, of all cattle, of all 

reptiles, which live, thinking and commanding everything that he wills. 

The interpretation given by Breasted is that the mind of Ptah is a supervenience base to all other 

minds, and that every thought of these, in effect, is a thought of Ptah. Breasted admit, that the 

Egyptian priests would not have made a conscious use of philosophical notions, and that there 

is no awareness of the metaphysical problem of mind, and its relation to the material world, 

none of this is clearly distinguished in the text, almost as if the Egyptian priests simply were 

ignorant of philosophy.82 

The comparison with early Greek philosophy concentrates on the Greek notion of logos, 

which Allen equates with ‘word’, whereas Breasted seems to imply something stronger, like 

‘reason’. The religious ideas that the text centres around are tacitly ignored when the 

philosophical content is discussed. Breasted does not feel that the reference to the mythical 

divine world, and the use of gods to explain causality, and original principles, reduce the 

philosophical aspect to naught, arguing that this recourse to the myths are found in early Greek 

philosophy also.83 Allen leaves out the mythical text completely in his translation and focuses 

on the creation account only.84 The problem with relating the text to the Greek logos is that 
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logos is a reasoned explanation of a phenomena, to give a logos is to reach behind the 

phenomenon, and if the first principle is the phenomena, then the text would ultimately point 

to Ptah, a god. The Greeks in their logos explicitly banned gods, because the referent is to 

something that in itself cannot be explained. At best, therefore, the text would equate arche 

with mind, but there is no clear explanation, or definition, therefore there is no logos. 

 The analysis of the text clearly show that it belongs to the category religious creation texts, 

and that it is a syncretism with the older myth from Heliopolis. The Memphis Theology does 

have some interesting features, the primacy of the mind does not come out as strongly in the 

older text, the role of Ptah in the creation of the world is very innovative. Ptah is traditionally 

the patron of craftsmen and artists, who shape the objects they create from an image in their 

mind. Analogy would have suggested that the god Ptah created the world in much the same 

fashion. However, there is no evidence that the Memphite priesthood, in devising the myth, 

were consciously dealing with a philosophical problem. The idea of creation using divine words 

is a very natural one, prominent in many ancient civilizations, the description of creation in the 

Bible, for example, is very similar.  
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4. Analytical Discussion 

The problem of intentional fallacy, in relation to this investigation, regarding the Egyptian texts, 

arise when we take an ancient text into our community, applying our meanings, references, and 

our criteria for philosophy to it, and ask if the text is a philosophical text. Whereas the Egyptians 

operated during different times, and no word for philosophy is known, perhaps the closest we 

get is the Middle Egyptian word sꝪi (wisdom). Another possibility is reading mdt nfr (perfect 

speech) as resembling reasoned discourse. But rendering mdt nfr as logos, without justification, 

would be transferring our meanings and our references onto an ancient concept that, in all 

likelihood, never was intended to hold such meanings. 

 In the first text The Tale of the Eloquent Peasant, there is one constituent property that 

stand out: criticism, this property is also a characteristic property listed in ΩIV. However, 

criticism is not, in itself, a sufficient property. The text itself does not provide any conceptual 

analysis, or explanation of any of the concepts used, which remain ambiguous. There is no 

logos, and therefore the rational investigation required of philosophy ΩIII is missing. 

 The second text The Discourse between a Man and his Ba, touch a practical subject that 

have also interested philosophers. However, there is an interesting difference between the 

Egyptian treatment, and the later Greek treatment. The Greeks, when discussing the concept of 

the soul, and the possibilities of an afterlife, would reject the religious teachings altogether. This 

is one of the necessary properties, ΩV. Egyptian ethics, even when critical of the older funerary 

cult, still present their new teachings securely within the same religious framework. The 

conclusions reached in the discourse would therefore shun one theological model, only to 

favour another theological model, within the same overbearing religious framework, therefore 

not achieving the independence required of property ΩIV.a. 

 The third text The Great Hymn to the Aten, establishes the Aten as the all governing 

principle of the universe. This conclusion, like Allen point out, could prima facie have been 

made by the Greek philosophers, when searching for the arche.85 The difficulties explaining 

the presence of darkness, could be solved by equating darkness with the temporary absence of 

light, a sort of negation of light. Hornung who reads the hymn as anticipating a change in logic, 

the first step to a more western mode of reasoning, may have had some such ideas. The Greek 

philosopher Empedocles used similar reasoning in his philosophy.86 However, much as the 

hymn would seem to meet the demand for logos in natural philosophy, it fails dramatically to 

account for the epistemological side of philosophy. True knowledge of the world is reserved 

for the king only, this would contradict the universal criterium ΩI. 

 The fourth text The Lamentations of Khakheperraseneb, is by far the most difficult text to 

classify among the primary sources used in this study. The text is definitely critical of 

something, but exactly what is difficult to say, ΩIV could apply.87 Parkinson, in his analysis of 

the text, suggest that the role of the heart indicate a philosophical purpose.88 However, it is 

difficult to agree that the displacement of the problem itself to the mind would qualify as 

                                                      
85 Allen 1989, 99. 
86 Aristotle Metaphysics 1000b12-1001a15, ed. Barnes 1995, 1580f. 
87 If ΩIV relate to cultural identity, or language, then possibly ΩIII.c could apply for language. 
88 Parkinson 2002, 201. 
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interpreting the text as philosophical. The theodicy problem, that Parkinson is surely 

contemplating, is not essentially a philosophical problem – it belongs also to religion. The 

resolution of the text could lie in a conservative interpretation of the motifs of the author, rather 

than in a critical approach to re-enactment and use of collective memory, Khakheperraseneb 

could be lamenting the mere imitative hypocrisy in Egyptian society, this would make him an 

advocate of religious tradition, not a force for change, i.e. not a philosophical purpose. 

The problem could, of course, be related to language itself, and indicate a trouble to speak 

meaningfully about a subjective problem, the comparison made with the chaotic external world 

would then be a parallel to the real intrinsic problem. The search for a new language (mdw.t 

mꝪ.t) could indicate the search for a language equipped with resources to enable the expression 

of this problem.  The internal monologue of the protagonist, on the other hand, suggest a theodic 

problem, not inherently linguistic. 

We have a result that could imply both ΩIV and not-ΩIV, either the text itself harbours this 

inherent contradiction, the interpretations, or the incompleteness of the text is the cause of it. 

Access to the full text, if a missing section indeed exist, could possibly resolve this issue. The 

presence of an inherent contradiction, from within the text itself, would fail ΩIII.a. The text, in 

present condition, does not contain any logos, therefore ΩIII is not achieved. 

The fifth text The Memphis Theology, obviously fit the category of religious creation texts, 

whether the account of creation would also suffice as arche is another matter. To equate the 

Egyptian word ḫpr with onta is rather presumptuous, and interpreting the source of being as the 

Greek nous or logos, is like putting the cart before the horse. The hieroglyph for the Egyptian 

word ḫpr is the dung beetle, and the symbolism is gathered from nature, the beetle born inside 

the boll of dung, breaks out and comes into existence, which symbolises transformation from 

one form into another; or from inertia into life.  

Rather than interpret this text as relating the creation of the material world, which is quite 

absurd, it should be interpreted as a solipsistic account of creation of the microcosm, as opposed 

to the macrocosm. The philosopher Wittgenstein have expressed solipsism in the compressed 

proposition ‘I am my world. (The microcosm.)’.89 The created world, in the sense of the 

microcosm, is relating, in retrospective, its own creation. Creation proceeds by a rational 

process, by naming the sense-phenomenon, the name act as existential witness, creation 

differentiates the named things, which become existent, from the unnamed things, that continue 

to be non-existent, or undifferentiated. 

From a solipsistic point of view the microcosm comes into existence, as soon as the 

metaphysical subject reaches consciousness. Interpreted in this way the creation account in the 

Memphis Theology, could just as well be a description of creation of the microcosm. Assume 

that the primordial water (Nun) is identified with the womb, filled with water, dark, and inert; 

then Atum, the undifferentiated one, enters and implodes, initiating creation. A first 

differentiation by the microcosm itself is achieved at birth, between water (Nun), and the pair 

moist (Tefnut) and air (Shu), the process continues, with earth (Geb) and sky (Nut), and 

proceeds according to the list, compiled in the book, with the wonderful title: Beginning of the 

teaching for clearing the mind, for the instruction of the ignorant, and for learning all things 

that exists.90 

The world is my world: this is manifest in the fact that the limits of language (of that 

language which I alone understand) mean the limits of my world.91 

The differentiation, in this creation account, is a process of naming; the limit of the world grow 

                                                      
89 Wittgenstein 1921, 5.63. 
90 See Gardiner 1947, appendix, pls. 2. 
91 Wittgenstein 1921, 5.62. 



 

25 
 

as more things are provided with a name. 

It is perceivable that Breasted could have had some such interpretation in mind, when he 

called the text of the Shabako Stone ‘philosophy’. However, the creation account, if interpreted 

accordingly is hardly more advanced than the Heliopolitan myth, which, rather bluntly, is 

appropriated by the Memphites in a political move to link with the past. Neither account 

resembles later philosophical discourse, the criterium ΩV and ΩIII is not achieved.  
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5.  Conclusion 

The comparison with the model Ω confirms that the Egyptian texts analysed here still have a 

preference to religious entities as reference to abstract ideas, and when explaining natural 

events. Even in the section of the corpus, that otherwise shun the supernatural, there is still an 

inherent reference to the mythical past – to authority.  

The rational explanation, the logos, that the early Greek philosophers where looking for, is 

not provided. The Egyptian sage, instead, searched for the solution to their problems, and 

rejuvenation, within the established religious tradition, often using the past as authority, even 

for renewal. The Egyptian institutions were surprisingly inclusive, and receptive to new ideas, 

such as syncretism, and as long as these ideas would not threaten the continued existence of the 

institutions themselves, the ideas would be accepted, suggesting the institutions themselves as 

source. The ambiguities caused by breach of the law of non-contradiction were no obstacle for 

inclusion. The philosophers, on the other hand, used methods that depended on the law of non-

contradiction, and immediately rejected authority as a source of truth, and they would 

consciously seek to formulate ideas that were independent contra religious institutions. 

No proof that classical Hellenic philosophy originated from a previous Egyptian tradition 

have been found in this study. None of the Egyptian texts, in the appendix, exhibit the essential 

properties required for an early Greek philosophical text, according to the model Ω, therefore 

they should not to be classified as philosophy. 
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Appendix 1: The Tale of the Eloquent Peasant 

Papyrus Berlin 10499, 3023, 3025. 

Provenance: 10499 Ramesseum, Thebes. 

Period: 10499: 13th Dynasty, 3023 and 3025: 20th Dynasty. 

Location: Egyptian Museum and Payprus collection, Berlin. 

Acquisition date: 1907. 

Description: The papytus 10499 contain two literary texts; on recto The Tale of the Eloquent 

Peasant, and on the verso The Tale of Sinuhe. 

Translation: William Kelly Simpson.92 

R1 There was once a man whose name was Khunanup. He was a peasant of Sekhet-Hemat, 

and he had a wife named Merit. Now this peasant said to his wife, ‘‘Behold, I am going 

down to Egypt in order to bring provisions from there for my children. Go and measure for 

me the barley which is in the storehouse, that which remains from last year’s barley.’’ (His 

wife did as  

R5 he had requested), and then he set out for her six measures of barley. / Then the peasant 

said to his wife, ‘‘Behold, (there are) twenty measures of barley as food (for you) and your 

children. Now make these six measures of barley into bread and beer for me as daily rations, 

that I may live on them.’’ So the peasant then set out for Egypt, having loaded his donkeys 

with 

R10 reeds, herbs, / natron, salt, wood from [...] tyu, staves of Ta-Menment, /  

R15 leopard skins, jackal hides, nesha-plants, anu-plants, tenem-plants, kheprur 

R20 plants, / sahut, saskut, misut-plants, senet-stones, aba-stones, / ibsa-plants,  

R25 inbi-plants, pigeons, naru-birds, weges-birds, tebu, / weben-plants, tebes 

R30 plants, gengent, berries (?), and inset-seeds, a full  / abundance of all the  

R35 finest products of Sekhet-Hemat. The peasant continued on his way, traveling 

southward in the direction Neni-nesut, and arrived at the district of Per-Fefi to the north of 

Medenit. There he encountered a man standing on the river bank whose name was  

R40 Nemtynakhte. He was the son of a man / whose name was Isry, / and he was a 

subordinate of the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru. Then this Nemtynakhte, when he 

had seen the peasant’s donkeys which greatly delighted his heart, spoke saying, ‘‘Would 

that I had some kind of charm endowed with power through which I might confiscate the 

possessions of  

R45 this peasant!’’ Now the house of this Nemtynakhte was at the juncture / of the 

                                                      
92 Simpson 2003, 26-44. 
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beginning of a narrow path, one which was not broad enough to exceed the width of a 

loincloth. One side of it was bounded by the water, and the other side by the barley. Then 

Nemtynakhte said to his servant, ‘‘Go and bring me a piece of clothing from my house.’’ 

Immediately it was brought to  

R50 him, and he stretched it out over the juncture of the beginning of the path, / so that its 

fringe touched the water, and its hem the barley.  

B1,1 Now the peasant was traveling along the public road, / and Nemtynakhte said, ‘‘Watch 

out, peasant! Do not tread on my clothing.’’ Then the peasant said, ‘‘I shall do what pleases 

you, for my path is good.’’ So he  

B1,5 went toward the higher ground. Then Nemtynakhte said, / ‘‘Is my barley to be a path 

for you?’’ Then the peasant said, ‘‘My path is good, but the bank is steep, so my way (must 

be) through the barley, for you are obstructing the road with your clothing. Will you not let 

us pass on the road?’’ He had just finished speaking these words, when one of the donkeys  

B1,10 filled / his mouth with an ear of barley. Then Nemtynakhte said, ‘‘So now, I shall 

confiscate your donkey, peasant, because he is eating my barley. Behold, he will tread grain 

because of his crime.’’ But the peasant replied, ‘‘My path is good, and only one (ear of 

barley) has been harmed. Could I buy 

B1,15 back my donkey for its value, if you should seize him / for filling his mouth with an 

ear of barley? Moreover, I know the owner of this estate: it is the property of the Chief 

Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, and he curbs every thief in this entire district. Am I to be 

robbed on his estate?’’ Then Nem 

B1,20 tynakhte retorted, ‘‘Is there not a well-known proverb:/ ‘A poor man’s name is 

pronounced (only) for the sake of his master’? I am speaking to you, and do you dare to 

invoke the Chief Steward?’’ Then he took for himself a switch of green tamarisk, beat his 

whole body with it, confiscated his donkeys, and drove them to his estate.  

B1,25 Then the peasant / lamented exceedingly through grief for what had been done to 

him. But Nemtynakhte said, ‘‘Do not raise your voice, peasant! Behold, you will go to the 

domain of the Lord of Silence.’’ Then the peasant replied, ‘‘You whip me, you take away 

my property, and you even take the very lament out of my mouth. By the Lord of Silence, 

give me  

B1,30 back / my property! Only then will I desist from my wailing which so disturbs you.’’ 

So the peasant spent a period of ten days pleading with Nemtynakhte, but he paid no 

attention to it. So the peasant made his way to Neni-nesut in order to petition the Chief 

Steward Rensi, the son of Meru. He met him just as he was coming  

B1,35 out of the door / of his house to board his official barge. Then the peasant said, ‘‘I 

would like to be permitted to inform you about this situation of mine. There is good reason 

that a faithful assistant of yours should be charged to come (to me), so that I may send him 

back to you (to tell you)  

B1,40 about it.’’ Then the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, ordered / a faithful 

assistant of his to come to him, and the peasant sent him back (to him) concerning the 

matter in its every detail. Then the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, laid a charge 

against Nemtynakhte to the magistrates who were under his jurisdiction. They, however, 

said to him, ‘‘In all likelihood, this is one of his peasants who  

B1,45 has gone over to someone other than him. / After all, this is the way they usually 

deal with peasants who go to the jurisdiction of someone else. Yes,  

B1,50 this is the way they handle (such things). Is there any reason to punish Nemtynakhte 

on account of a few scraps of natron and a bit of salt? He will be ordered to return it, and 

return it he will.’’ / Then the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, kept silent, neither 

replying to the magistrates nor giving answer to the peasant. 
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1. 

Then the peasant came to make petition to the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, 

saying: ‘‘O Chief Steward, my lord, greatest of the great, arbiter of everything, both that 

which is yet to be and that which (now) is: 

B1,55 If you descend to the Lake of / Ma’at, You will sail thereon in the breeze. The fabric 

of your sail will not be torn, Nor will your boat be driven ashore. There will be no damage 

to your mast, Nor will your yards be broken. You will not founder when you come to land, 

Nor will the waves bear you away.  

B1,60 You will not taste the perils / of the river, Nor will you gaze upon the face of fear. 

The swiftly swimming fish will come to you, And you will catch (many) fatted fowl; For 

you are a father to the orphan, A husband to the widow, A brother to her who has been cast 

out, The clothing of him who has no mother. 

B1,65 Permit me to exalt your name in / this land In accordance with every good law: A 

leader untainted by greed, a noble unpolluted by vice, One who obliterates deceit, one who 

nurtures Ma’at, One who answers the plea of him who raises his voice. I shall speak and 

(surely) you will hearken: Fulfill Ma’at, O exalted one, Exalted even by those who are 

themselves exalted. 

B1,70 Relieve / my distress, for lo, I am afflicted; Take heed to me, for lo, I am in anguish.’’ 

Now the peasant spoke these words during the time of his Majesty, the King of Upper and 

Lower Egypt, Nebkaure the justified. Then the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, went 

before his Majesty and said,  

B1,75 ‘‘My Lord, / I have found someone among the peasants who is exceedingly eloquent 

of speech. His property was stolen by a man who is in my service, and behold, he has come 

to petition me about it.’’ Then his Majesty said, ‘‘As you desire to see me healthy, cause 

him to remain here,  

B1,80 without replying to anything which he says. And so that he may keep on / speaking, 

remain silent. Then let his words be brought to us in writing, that we may hear them. 

However, provide the means so that his wife and his children may live, for behold, one of 

these peasants comes to the city only when there is nothing in his house. And furthermore, 

provide the means so that this peasant himself may live: you will see that food be supplied 

to him without letting him know that it is you who is giving it to him.’’ So there was 

apportioned to him ten loaves of bread and two jugs of  

B1,85 beer / every day. The one who supplied them was the Chief Steward Rensi, the son 

of Meru. He would give them to a friend of his, and he would give them to (the peasant). 

Then the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, wrote to the governor of Sekhet-Hemat 

about the issuing of provisions for the peasant’s wife, three measures of barley every day. 

2. 

Then the peasant came to petition him a second time, saying, ‘‘O Chief Steward, my lord, 

greatest of the great, wealthiest of the wealthy, in you those who are great (know) one who 

is greater, and those who are wealthy B1,90 (know) / one who is wealthier: O helm of 

heaven, support-beam of the earth, O plumb line which carries the weight: Helm, do not 

steer off course, Support-beam, do not list, Plumb line, do not vacillate. A mighty lord 

should recover that which its owner has lost and defend the desolate. What you require is 

(already) in your house, a jar of beer and B1,95 three loaves of bread. What will it cost you 

to recompense / those who appeal to you? One who is mortal perishes along with those who 

are under him. Do you expect to live forever? Surely these things are wrong: A balance 

which tilts, A plummet which errs, A precise and honest man who becomes a deceiver. 

Behold, Ma’at flees from you, Driven from her throne. Nobles perpetrate crimes, And 

rectitude of speech is overturned. Judges steal what has already been stolen, And he who 
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can twist a matter in just the right way B1, / Can make a mockery of it.  

100 He who supplies the winds languishes on the ground, He who refreshes the nostrils 

(now) causes men to gasp. The arbiter is (now) a thief, And he who should quell distress is 

one who creates its origin. The town is flooded (with wrong), And he who should punish 

evil (now) perpetrates crimes.’’ 

Then the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, said: ‘‘Is your obstinacy greater than (the 

fear) that my servant might seize you?’’ But the peasant continued: 

         B1, ‘‘He who measures / the tax allotment embezzles for himself;  

105 He who administers on behalf of another steals his goods; He who should rule in 

accordance with the laws condones thievery. 

Then who is there to redress evil? He who should dispel crime commits transgressions? 

One is meticulous in perversity, And another gains respect because he commits crimes. Do 

you see herein anything referring to yourself? Punishment (now) is short, but iniquity is 

extensive. Yet a good deed will bring its own reward, For there is a proverb: B1, ‘Do for 

one who may do for you,  

110 That you may cause him thus to do.’ This is like thanking him for what he will do, It 

is like warding off something rather than attacking (it), It is like entrusting something to a 

skilled artisan. Would that (you might know) a moment of destruction, Devastation in your 

vineyard, Dearth among your birds, Destruction among your water birds! Let him who sees 

(now) become blind; Let him who hears (now) become deaf, For he who used to guide now 

guides but to confusion. B1, / [...] Behold you are mighty and powerful,  

115 Yet your hand is stretched out, your heart is greedy, And compassion has passed far 

beyond you. How destitute is the wretch whom you destroy! You are like unto a messenger 

of Khenty! B1, You exceed (even) the / Lady of Pestilence!  

120 If it is not your concern, it is not her concern; If something does not affect her, it does 

not affect you; If you have not done something, she has not done it. He who is well provided 

should be compassionate, For force belongs (only) to the desperate, And theft is natural 

(only) for him who has nothing of his own; That which is theft (when done) by the criminal 

Is (only) a misdemeanor (when done by) him who is in want. One cannot be wrathful with 

him on account of it, For it is only a (means of) seeking (something) for himself. B1, You, 

however, are satisfied / with your bread  

125 And contented with your beer; You abound in all manner of clothing. The gaze of the 

steersman is directed forward, But the ship drifts of its own will. The king is in the palace, 

And the tiller is in your hand, But evil is done all around you. Lengthy is my petition, and 

heavy is my lot. People will say, ‘What business does that fellow have?’ B1, Construct a 

refuge, keep your riverbank hale,  

130 For behold, your abode reeks of crocodiles. Be meticulous with your tongue so as not 

to let it wander, For the power which is in it is the abomination of a man. Do not utter 

falsehood; keep prudent the magistrates. The judges are an insatiable belly, The speaking 

of falsehood is like (fine) herbs for them, For such poison is pleasant to their hearts. B1, 

You who know the affairs of / all men,  

135 Can you ignore my plight? You who can extinguish the peril of all waters, Behold, I 

am on a voyage without a boat. You who are safe harbour for all who are drowning, Rescue 

one who has been shipwrecked. Deliver me from my plight, for you are mighty.’’ B1, Then 

the peasant came to petition him a third time, saying: / ‘‘Chief  

140 Steward, my lord: You are Re, the lord of heaven, with your attendants; The provisions 

of all mankind are from you as from the flood. You are Hapy who makes verdant the fields 

and revives the desert. Punisher of the thief, defender of the distressed, B1, Become not / a 

raging torrent against the supplicant.  
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145 Be vigilant against the approach of eternity, Cherish length of life, for, as is the saying, 

‘To do Ma’at is the breath of the nostrils.’ Inflict punishment on him who merits 

punishment, And none will resemble you in your integrity. Will the balance be off? Will 

the scale tilt to one side? B1, Will Thoth / be merciful, and then you do wrong?  

150 You must show yourself the equal of these three; As these three are benign, so you 

must be benign. Neither answer good with evil, Nor put one thing in the place of another, 

For speech grows more (rapidly) than weeds To find the breath for its answer. B1, Then 

wrong will pour forth / more (readily) than one spreads out  

155 garments. This is my third attempt to make you act! You must steer your course by 

minding the sail; Ride the waves so as to do Ma’at. Be on guard, for you could run aground 

through the tiller rope, But the stability of the land is to do Ma’at. Do not utter falsehood, 

for you are noble; B1, Do not be petty, / for you are distinguished; 

160 Do not utter falsehood, for you are a balance; Do not go off course, for you are 

impartiality. Behold, you are the sole one with the balance; If it wavers, then you will 

waver. Do not drift; steer your course; pull on the tiller rope. Do not rob, but take action 

against the robber; B1, / He is not truly great who is great (only) in greed.  

165 Your tongue is the plummet, Your heart is the weight, And your two lips are its arms. 

If you veil your face against brutality, Who then will reprove evil? Behold, you are a 

despicable scrubman, B1, One so grasping as to abuse / a friend,  

170 One who would abandon his friend in favor of a fawner, One whose brother is he who 

comes and brings him (a bribe). Behold, you are a ferryman who transports only him who 

has the fare, An honest man whose honesty has been truncated. Behold, you are the 

supervisor of a storehouse Who does not permit a poor man to buy on credit. B1, Behold, 

you are / a hawk to the commoners,  

175 One who lives on the most worthless of the birds. Behold, you are a butcher whose 

delight is slaughter, And the mutilation thereof means nothing to him. Behold, you are a 

poor shepherd of the flock, for you take no heed. Act, therefore, less like a gluttonous 

crocodile, For there is no safety in any town of this entire land. B1, / Hearer, you do not 

hear! Yet why do you not hear?  

180 Have I today repulsed the marauder? Does the crocodile recoil? What profit is in it for 

you? For the truth which was hidden has now been found, And deceit is thrown backwards 

upon the earth. Do not dispose tomorrow when it has not yet arrived, For no one knows the 

evil thereof.’’ B1, 

185 Now the peasant had spoken this speech / to the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, 

at the entrance to the court. Then (Rensi) caused two attendants to set upon him with whips, 

and they thrashed his every limb. Then the peasant said, ‘‘The son of Meru is in error, for 

his face is blind to what he should see and deaf to what he should hear, and his heart neglects 

what has been brought to his attention. B1, Behold you are (like) a city / without a governor,  

190 Like a people without a ruler, Like a ship on which there is no captain, (Like) a crowd 

without a leader. Behold, you are a constable who steals, A governor who takes bribes, A 

district administrator responsible for suppressing crime But who has become the archetype 

of the perpetrator.’’ 

4. 

Then the peasant came to petition him a fourth time. He found him B1, 

195 / coming out from the gate of the temple of Herishef, and he said: ‘‘O gracious one! 

May Herishef be gracious to you, he from whose temple you have just come. 

          Goodness is annihilated, for there is no fidelity to it, (No desire) to fling deceit 

backwards upon the earth. If the ferry has been beached, then how can one cross (the river)? 
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Success is attained (only) in abomination. B1, To cross / the river on foot—is this a feasible 

way to cross?  

200 Such cannot be done! Who now can sleep peacefully until the dawn? Vanished (now) 

is walking during the night, Or even traveling by day, Or permitting a man to stand up for 

his own cause, Even though it be truly excellent. But behold, there is no gain for him who 

tells you these things, For compassion has passed far beyond you. B1, How destitute is the 

wretch / whom you destroy!  

205 Behold, you are a fisherman who (fully) satisfies himself, One who is determined to do 

what he desires, One who harpoons hippopotami, shoots wild bulls, Catches fish, and snares 

birds. But he who is hasty of speech is not free from indiscreet talk, And he who is light of 

heart is not serious of mind. B1, Be patient, so that you may learn Ma’at;  

210 Control your own preference, so that the humble petitioner may gain. There is no 

impetuous man who attains to excellence, There is no impatient man to whom authority is 

given. Let your eyes see! Let your heart be instructed! Do not be tyrannical in your power, 

That evil may not overtake you. B1, If you ignore one incident, it will become two.  

215 It is the eater who tastes, It is he who is questioned who answers, And it is the sleeper 

who sees the dream. As for the judge who merits punishment, He is an archetype for him 

who does wrong. Idiot! Behold, you are struck! B1, You know nothing! And behold, you 

are questioned!  

220 You are an empty vessel! And behold, you are exposed! Helmsman, do not let your 

ship veer off course; Giver of life, do not let men die; Provider, do not let men perish; 

Sunshade, do not attract (the heat of) the sun; Refuge, do not let the crocodile carry (me) 

off. B1, 

225 This is the fourth time I appeal to you. / Must I spend all my time at it?’’ 

5. 

Then the peasant came to petition him a fifth time, saying, ‘‘O Chief Steward, my lord: 

             The khudu-fisherman [...] kills the iy-fish, The spearer of fish harpoons the aubeb-

fish, B1, The djabhu-fisherman spears / the paqer-fish,  

230 And the uha-fisherman plunders the river. Behold, you are much the same as them. Do 

not deprive a pauper of his goods, One known to you as a lowly man. His possessions are 

the very breath of a pauper, And stealing them is (like) plugging his nose. You were 

appointed to judge complaints, B1, To judge between two (disputants), and / to curb the 

thief when he steals.  

235 But behold, your actions are a support of the thief; Men trust you, but you have become 

a transgressor. You were appointed as a dam for the destitute That he might not drown, But 

behold, you are a torrent raging against him.’’ B1, 

6. 

240 Then the peasant came / to petition him a sixth time, saying, ‘‘O Chief Steward, my 

lord: He who fosters Ma’at diminishes falsehood (grg), And he who fosters goodness is a 

destroyer of evil (bw), As when satisfaction comes and ends hunger, As when clothing ends 

nakedness, B1, As when the sky is calm after a / high wind and warms all who are cold,  

245 As when fire cooks what is raw, As when water quenches thirst. Look right before your 

face: The arbiter is a despoiler, He who should make peace (now) creates misery, B1, / He 

who should create calm (now) causes trouble;  

250 But he who deceives diminishes Ma’at. So fulfill (your duty) well, That Ma’at may be 

neither defrauded nor made extreme. If you receive something, share it with your 

companion, For to devour (something) selfishly is a lack of righteousness. B1, But my 
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misery leads (only) to / my departing,  

255 My complaint brings (only) my dismissal. No one knows what is in the heart. Do not 

be idle, but attend to my accusation, For if you destroy (something), who will restore it? 

The sounding-pole is in your hand like an unused pole, For by chance the water happens to 

be deep; But if the boat should run aground, it will be ransacked, B1, And its cargo cast 

onto the land / on every shore.  

260 You are educated, you are intelligent, you are proficient— But certainly not in order 

to steal— But look at yourself! You make yourself just like everyone else! Your deeds are 

perverse, And the example for all men is now the deceiver of the entire land. He who tends 

the garden of evil waters his field with corruption B1, And cultivates his plot / with 

falsehood,  

265 So as to irrigate iniquity for ever.’’ 

7. 

Then the peasant came / to petition him a seventh time, saying, ‘‘O Chief Steward, my lord: 

You are the rudder of the entire land, And the land voyages in accordance with your 

guidance. You are the equal of Thoth, One who judges without discrimination. B1, My 

lord, be patient,  

270 That a man may entreat you / about his righteous cause. Be not vexed, for it does not 

suit you. He who looks too far ahead will become disquieted, So do not dwell on what has 

not yet befallen, And do not rejoice about what has not yet happened. Patience prolongs 

friendship, But as for him who neglects a fault which has been committed, There is no one 

who knows what is in his heart. If law is subverted and integrity destroyed, B1, There is no 

poor man / who will be able to live,  

275 For he will be cheated, and Ma’at will not support him. Now my body was full, my 

heart was burdened, And it has poured from my body of its own accord; There was a break 

in the dam, its water gushed out, And my mouth opened to speak. Then I plied my sounding 

pole and drained off the flood (within me). I have unburdened what was in my body, I have 

washed my soiled linen. B1, / My harangue is (now) completed;  

280 My misery is fully in your sight. What (now) do you lack? Your indolence will mislead 

you, Your greed will deceive you, And your cupidity will increase your foes. But will you 

(ever again) encounter another peasant like myself? As for one who is indolent, will a 

petitioner remain at the door of his house? B1, / There is no one who was silent whom you 

caused to speak,  

285 There is no one who was sleeping whom you caused to wake, There are none who were 

exhausted whom you have revived, There is no one who was closemouthed whom you have 

opened, There is no one who was ignorant whom you have made wise, There is no one who 

was unlearned whom you have taught. But magistrates are responsible for driving out evil; 

They are masters of goodness; They are artisans who bring into being that which exists, 

(They are) responsible for joining the head which has been cut off.’’ B1, 

290 / Then the peasant came to petition him an eighth time, saying, ‘‘O Chief Steward, my 

lord: Men flounder because of selfishness; The greedy man lacks success, For his (only) 

success is failure. You are greedy, but it (gains) you nothing; You steal, but it is no profit 

to you. Now, permit a man to stand up for his cause which is truly good. You have your 

provisions in your house, and your belly is full. Your grain is excessive and even overflows, 

B1, / And what issues forth perishes on the earth.  

295 (You are) a rogue, a thief, an extortioner! Yet magistrates are commissioned to 

suppress evil, As safeguards against the aggressor; Magistrates are empowered to fight 

falsehood. It is not fear of you which causes me to petition you. You do not know my heart: 

A lowly man who turns again and again to make complaint to you, One who does not fear 
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him to whom he makes his petition, B1, / One whose equal will not be brought to you from 

any quarter (of town).  

300 You have a plantation in the country, You have a salary in the administration, You 

have provisions in the storehouse, The officials pay you, and still you steal. Are you an 

extortioner? Do men bring (bribes) to you And to the henchmen with you at the allotment 

of the farmlands? Perform Ma’at for the sake of the Lord of Ma’at, For the constancy of 

his Ma’at is absolute. B1, / (You are) the pen, papyrus and palette of Thoth,  

305 So keep far from the doing of wrong. That goodness should be potent is excellent 

indeed, For Ma’at will endure unto eternity And go down to the grave with him who 

performs it. He will be buried, and the earth will enfold him, B1, / But his name will never 

vanish upon the earth,  

310 For he will be remembered because of his goodness. Such is the integrity of the decree 

of God: It is a balance, and it does not tilt; It is a scale, and it does not lean to the side. 

Whether it is I or another who comes (before you), You must acknowledge (him). B1, / Do 

not give back (to him) the reply of a silent man.  

315 Do not abuse one who himself has done no abuse. But you show no compassion! You 

are neither concerned nor perturbed! You do not give me due recompense for this fine 

speech Which comes from the mouth of Re himself. B1, Speak Ma’at! Perform Ma’at!  

320 For it is great, it is exalted, it is enduring, Its integrity is evident, And it will cause 

(you) to attain the state of veneration. Can a balance tilt? It is its scale-pans which bear 

things, B1, And there must be no / exceeding the measure.  

325 A criminal action does not reach safe harbor, But he who is humble will reach land.’’ 

9. 

B2,91 / Then the peasant came to petition him a ninth time, saying, ‘‘O Chief Steward, my 

lord: Men’s balance is their tongue; It is the scale which determines what is lacking. Inflict 

punishment on him to whom punishment is due, So that men may conform to your integrity. 

B2,95 / [...] As for falsehood, its deeds may flourish, But Ma’at will turn herself to balance 

it. Ma’at is the final end of falsehood, And (falsehood) will diminish and be seen no more. 

If falsehood walks, it goes astray; It does not cross in the ferry, and it makes no headway. 

B2, / As for him who prospers through it,  

100 He will have no children, he will have no heirs upon earth. As for him who sails with 

it, he does not reach land, And his boat does not arrive at its mooring-place. Do not be 

ponderous, but do not be frivolous; Do not be tardy, but do not hurry; B2, Do not be partial, 

and do not give in to / a whim;  

105 Do not cover your face against one whom you know; Do not blind your sight against 

one whom you have seen; Do not spurn one who entreats you. Turn away from this 

slothfulness, And let your decision be pronounced. Act on behalf of the one who has been 

active (in appealing) to you. Do not listen to everyone, But respond to a man in accordance 

with his righteous cause. An idle man has no past; B2, / One who is deaf to Ma’at has no 

friend;  

110 He who is grasping never has a joyful day. He who suffers will become wretched, And 

he who is wretched will become a plaintiff, But an enemy may become a killer. Behold, I 

appeal to you, but you do not hear it. B2, 

115 I shall now depart and appeal about you to Anubis.’’ Then the Chief Steward Rensi, 

the son of Meru, had two attendants go to bring him back. Then the peasant was frightened, 

for he assumed that punishment would be inflicted upon him because of this speech which 

he had made. Then the peasant said, ‘‘(Like) a thirsty man’s approach to  

120 water, (like) the reaching out of the mouth / of the child of a nursing woman for milk, 
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such is death for one who seeks (it), when he sees it coming, when his death, long delayed, 

finally comes.’’ Then the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, said, ‘‘Have no fear, 

peasant. Behold, you will act in accordance with what is done on my part.’’ Then the 

peasant swore an oath,  

125 saying, / ‘‘On my life! Shall I eat of your bread and drink of your beer forever?’’ Then 

the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, said, ‘‘Now wait here, and you will hear your 

appeals.’’ Then he had someone read from a new scroll every petition word for word. [...]  

130 / Then the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, dispatched them to his Majesty, the 

King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Nebkaure the justified, and they were pleasing to his heart 

more than anything which was in this entire land. Then his majesty said, ‘‘Son of Meru, 

give the verdict yourself.’’ Then the Chief Steward Rensi, the son of Meru, caused to guards 

to go  

135 to [bring Nemtynakhte]. / He was brought in and a list was made [of his property ...] 

six servants, along with [...] his barley, his emmer, his donkeys, his pigs, and his flocks [...] 

of Nemtynakht [was given] to the peasant [...]. It has reached its conclusion [...] 
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Appendix 2: The Dialogue Between Man and Ba 

Object: Hieratic papyrus, Streitespräch eines Lebensmüden mit seiner seele. 

Identity Nr. Papyrus Berlin 3024 

Period: Amenemhat III, 12th Dynasty; 1850 BC. 

Provenance: circa 1840 Thebes.93 

Material: Papyrus in four parts each 16,4 x 350,5 cm. 

Collection: Ägyptisches Museum und Papyrussammlung Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin. 

Acquisition: Purchased in 1843 by Karl Richard Lepsius. 

Translation: Richard Parkinson.94 
 

My soul opened his mouth to me, to answer what I said,] [………………………..] 

[unknown number of verses lost] […………………………………………………] you 

will […] to say […………….…………]  […………….] [1] Their [tongues] will not be 

partial – that would be crooked retribution – Their tongues will not be partial!  I opened 

my mouth to my soul, to answer what he said, ‘This is all too much for me today! My soul 

has disagreed with me! Now this is beyond all exaggeration; this is like leaving me alone! 

My soul should not depart! He should stand up for me about this! [………]! He should […] 

without fault! He [may be far] from my body, from the net of ropes, but it shall not come 

about that he manages to escape on the Day of [Pain]. [10] Look, my soul is misleading me 

– through I do not listen to him, is dragging me to death – though <I> have not yet come to 

it, is throwing <me> on the fire to burn me up! What is he like, […]ing […], with his back 

to his […]? He should stay close to me on the Day of Pain! He should stand on that side, 

like a praise-singer does (this is the way to set off so as to return safely)! O my soul, foolish 

to belittle the sorrow which is due to life, you who constrain me towards death, when I have 

not yet come to it – make the West pleasant for me! Is this pain? [20] Life is a transitory 

time: the trees fall. Trample on evil, put my misery aside! May Thoth, who appeases the 

gods, judge me! May Khonsu, who writes very Truth, defend me! May the Sungod, who 

controls the bark, listen to my speech! May Isdes in the Sacred Chamber defend me! For 

my need is pressing, a [weight] he has placed on me. [30] It would be a sweet relief, if the 

gods drove off the heaviness of my body!’ 

What my soul said to me: ‘Aren’t you a man? – so you’re alive, but to what good? You 

should ponder life, like a lord of riches!’ 

I said, ‘So I haven’t passed away yet, but that’s not the point! Indeed, you are leaping away 

– and you’ll be uncared for, with every desperado saying, “I will seize you!” Now, when 

you are dead, but with your name still living, that place is an alighting place, attractive to 

the heart. The West, an [inescapable] voyage, is a harbour. If my soul listens to me, without 
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wrongdoing, [40] with his heart in accord with mine, he will prosper. I shall make him 

reach the West, like someone in a pyramid at whose burial a survivor has waited. I will 

make a cool shelter for your corpse, so that you will make another soul in oblivion envious! 

I will make a cool shelter, so that you will not be too cold, and will make another soul 

envious! I shall drink at the river lip; I shall raise a shady spot, so that you will make another 

soul who is hungry envious. [50] But if you constrain me towards death in this manner, you 

will find nowhere to alight in the West! Be patient, my soul, my brother, until an heir exists 

who will make offerings of food, and will wait at the grave on the day of burial, and make 

ready a bed of the necropolis!’ My soul opened his mouth to me, to answer what I said, ‘If 

you call burial to mind, it is heartbreak; it is bringing the gift of tears, causing a man misery; 

it is taking a man away from his house, and throwing him on the high ground. You will not 

come up again to see the sunlight! [60] They who built in granite, who constructed pavilions 

in fair pyramids, as fair work, so that the builders should become Gods – their altar stones 

have vanished, like the oblivious ones’ who have died on the shore for lack of a survivor, 

when the flood had taken its toll, and the sunlight likewise, to whom only the fish of the 

water’s edge speak. Listen to me! Look, it is good to listen to men! Follow the happy day! 

Forget care! 

A commoner ploughs his plot; he loads his harvest into a boat [70] and tows it along, for 

his feast day is approaching, and he has seen the darkness of a north wind arise. He watches 

in the boat as the sun goes down, and gets out with his wife and children, and they perish 

by a pool, infested by night with a swarm of crocodiles. And at least he sits down, and 

argues, saying, “I am not weeping for that mother, although she has no way out of the West 

to be on earth another time; but I shall ponder on her children, crushed in the egg, who saw 

the face of Khenty before they had lived.” 

[80] A commoner asks for dinner. His wife says to him, “It’s for supper-time.” He goes 

outside, to relieve himself for a moment. He is like another man as he turns back to his 

house, and through his wife pleads with him, he does not hear her, after he has relieved 

himself, and the household is distraught.’ 

I opened my mouth to my soul, to answer what he said to me, ‘Look my name reeks, look, 

more than the smell of bird-droppings on summer days when the sky is hot. Look my name 

reeks, look, more <than the smell> of a haul of spiny fish [90] on a day of catching when 

the sky is hot. Look my name reeks, look, more than the smell of birds, more than a clump 

of reeds full of waterfowl. Look my name reeks, look, more than the smell of fishermen, 

than the creeks of the pools they have fished. Look my name reeks, look, more than the 

smell of crocodiles, more than sitting under the river edges with a swarm of crocodiles. 

Look my name reeks, look, more than a woman about whom lies are told to her man. [100] 

Look my name reeks, look, more than a healthy child about whom they say, “He belongs 

to someone who hates him.” Look my name reeks, look, more than a port of the sovereign 

that utters treason behind his back. 

Who can I talk to today? For brothers are bad, the friends of today do not love. Who can I 

talk to today? For hearts are selfish, and every man is stealing his fellow’s belongings. 

<Who can I talk to today?> Mercy has perished, and the fierce man has descended on 

everyone. Who can I talk to today? For they are contented with bad, and goodness is thrown 

down everywhere. Who can I talk to today? [110] He who should engage a man with his 

bad deed makes everyone laugh <with> his evil crime. Who can I talk to today? They 

plunder, and every man is talking his fellow. Who can I talk to today? For the wrongdoer 

is an intimate friend, and the brother with whom one dealt has become an enemy. Who can 

I talk to today? The past is not remembered, and no one helps him who gave help then. 

Who can I talk to today? The past is not remembered, and no one helps him who gave help 

then. Who can I talk to today? For brothers are bad, and one trurns to strangers for honesty. 

Who can I talk to today? People are expressionless, and every man’s face is downturned 

against his brothers. [120] Who can I talk to today? For hearts are selfish, and no man’s 
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heart is reliable. Who can I talk to today? There are no just men, and the land is left over to 

the doers of injustice. Who can I talk to today? An intimate friend is lacking, and one turns 

to an unknown man to protest. Who can I talk to today? There is no one who is content, 

and him with whom one walked is no more. Who can I talk to today? I am weighed down 

with misery for want of an intimate friend. Who can I talk to today? For wrong roams the 

earth; there is no end to it. 

[130] Death is to me today <like> a sick man’s recovery, like going out after confinement. 

Death is to me today like the smell of myrrh, like sitting under a sail on a windy day. Death 

is to me today like the smell of flowers, like sitting on the shore of Drunkenness. Death is 

to me today like a well-trodden path, like a man’s coming home from an expedition. Death 

is to me today, like the sky’s clearing, like a man grasping what he did not know before. 

[140] Death is to me today like a man’s longing to see home, having spent many years in 

captivity. 

But There a man is a living god, pushing the wrongdoer’s action. But There a man stands 

in the barque, distributing choice offerings from it to the temples. But There a man is a sage 

who cannot, when he speaks, be stopped from appealing to the Sungod.’ 

What my soul said to me: ‘Throw complaint over the fence, O my partner, my brother! 

May you make offering upon the brazier, and cling to life by the means you describe! Yet 

love me here, having put aside the West, and also still desire to reach the West, your body 

making landfall! I shall alight when you are weary; so shall we make harbour together!’ 

So it ends, from start to finish, as found in writing. 
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Appendix 3: The Great Hymn to the Aten 

Tomb of Ay. 

West Thickness. 

Uncovered: 1883. 

Previous copy: - Bouriant, Mission Archéologique, V. I., p. 2. 

Literature: N. de Garies Davies (1908) The Rock Tombs of El Amarna Part VI. – Tombs of 
Parennefer, Tutu, and Ay, William Clowes and Sons, London. 

East Thickness. Pls. xxv, xxxvii, xxxix. 

Translation: Norman de Garies Davies.95 

Note: the number within the square brackets [1] refer to the columns on the thickness as found 
in the tomb of Ay; [1] is the first column from left to right. 

 

The Great Hymn to the Aten 

[1] An adoration of Horakhti-Aten, who lives for ever and ever, the living and great Aten, 

who is within the sed-festival, lord of all that Aten encircles, lord of heaven, lord of earth, 

lord of the house of Aten in Akhetaten, (of) the King of Upper and Lower Egypt, living on 

Ma’at, lord of the Two Lands, Nefer-kheperu-ra Wa-en-ra, the Son of the Sun, living on 

Truth, Lord of Crowns, Akhenaten, great in his duration, (and of) the chief wife of the 

King, whom he loves, Lady of the Two Lands, Nefer-neferu-aten-Nefertiti, who has life, 

health and youth for ever and ever. (?) 

The Bearer of the Banner of the right hand of the King, Overseer of all the horses of His 

Majesty, he who gives satisfaction in the whole land, the favourite of the good god, the 

father of the god, Ay, [2] saith: 

Thy rising is beautiful on the horizon of heaven, O living Aten, who dispenses life. (When) 

thou rise in the eastern horizon thou fill every land with thy beauty. Thou art splendid, 

great, radiant, uplifted above every land. Thy rays embrace the lands to the extent of all 

that thou hast made. [3] Thou art Ra; thou bring them after their number and subject them 

(to) thy beloved son. Thou art distant, but thy rays are on the earth. Thou art in (their) faces, 

and they watch (?) thy goings. 

(When) thou descend on the western horizon the earth is in darkness, in the likeness of 

death. They lie down in a chamber with their heads wrapped up; one eye seas not its fellow. 

(Though) all their goods which are under their heads be taken from them, they know (it) 

not. [4] Every lion cometh forth from his den; all the serpents bite; (for) the darkness is 

(their) ambush. (?) The land is in silence; (for) he who made them rest in his horizon. 

When the land brightens, thou rise on the horizon and shine as Aten of the daytime. Thou 

drive away darkness. When thou send the rays the Two Lands are in festival; mortals (?) 

arise and stand upon (their) feet; (for) thou hast raised them up. They cleanse their limbs; 

(and) take [5] clothes; their arms are (uplifted) in praise at thy rising; the whole land 
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performs its labours. Animals of all kinds rest on their pastures; trees and herbage grow 

green; birds flutter in their nests, their wings (outstretched) in praise to thy sprit. All cattle 

leap upon their feet, all manner of flying and fluttering things [6] have life when thou raise 

for them. The ships, too, go down and up the stream; (for) every road opens at thy rising. 

The fish in the river glide to greet thee; thy rays penetrate the deep sea, creating (too) issue 

in women and producing seed in mankind, giving life to the son in his mother’s womb, 

soothing with that which stills his weeping, being a nurse within [7] the womb, giving air 

in order to put life into all that He has made. When he issues from the womb .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

.  .  .  .  .the day of his birth, thou open his mouth duly (?) and supplies his needs. 

A young bird in the egg chirps within the shell, (for) thou give to him air inside it to impart 

life to him; thou give to him his full form, so that he brakes it (the egg) from (within) the 

egg. (When) he comes forth from the egg he can chirp with all his might; he runs on his 

feet when he comes forth from it. 

How manifold are the things which thou hast made! They are hidden from sight, O [8] sole 

god, to whom none other is rival. Thou hast created them for thy heart (when) thou were 

alone, mankind, cattle, all manner of animals, all that are upon earth going on foot, and as 

many as are aloft flying with their wings, the nations of Syria and Kush and the land of 

Egypt. Thou assign each man to his place, thou supply they need (so that) each man has his 

sustenance, reckoning his term of life. Their tongues are diverse in speech; their natures, 

[9] and even their complexions, are distinct. (For thus) thou distinguish the strange people. 

Thou make the Nile in the under-world and bring it at thy pleasure to give life to mankind, 

as thou hast made them for thyself, their lord to the uttermost who is weary because of 

them, (as well as) the lord of every land, who rise for them, the Aten of the daytime, great 

of awe. 

As to every distant nation thou make them to live. Thou hast set a Nile in heaven which 

descends for them [10] and make waves on the mountains like the great deep, moistening 

their fields in their settlements. How excellent are thy ways, O Lord of Eternity! Thou are 

a Nile in heaven for the strange nations and for all the wild beasts that go upon foot; (but) 

a Nile which issues from the under-world for Egypt. Thy rays nurse every field; when thou 

rise they live and thrive for thee. 

Thou make the season to foster all that thou hast made: [11] the winter to cool them and 

the summer heat that they (?) may taste thee. Thou hast made the heaven afar off in which 

to shine and look on all that thou hast made. Thou art one; but thou shine in thy changing 

forms as the living Aten, rising, gleaming, becoming distant, approaching again. (?) 

Thou didst make millions of formalities out of thy single self – cities, villages, fields, roads 

and rivers. All eyes see thee opposite them. Thou art Aten of the day-time aloft. [12] When 

thou didst depart; when all men whose fares thou didst create that thou mightiest not see 

[thine(?)] own self [alone?] .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . (Though) thou art in my heart, there is none that 

know thee other than thy son, Nefer-kheperu-ra Wa-en-ra. Thou hast cased him to be 

skilled in thy ways and thy power. 

The land depends on thee, even as thou hast made them; when thou raise they live, when 

thou settle they die. Thou in thyself art length of days; life is from thee. Eyes are (fixed) 

[13] on (thy) beauties until thou set; (then) all labours are set aside. Thou set on the right; 

drawing, [thou bring weal (?)] .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . for the King. All who run upon foot, since 

ever thou laid the foundations of the earth, thou hast raised up for thy son who went forth 

from thy body, the King of Upper and Lower Egypt,  Nefer-kheperu-ra, who lives on Ma’at, 

the lord of crowns, Akhenaten, great in duration, (and for) the great wife of the King, whom 

he loves, Lady of the Two Lands, who lives and thrives for ever and ever. 
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Appendix 4: The Lamentations of Khakheperraseneb 

Obeject type: writing tablet. 

Museum Number: EA5645. 

Period: 18th Dynasty. 

Description: Rectangular white stuccoed and painted wooden writing board with a hale 
pierced in one side; inscribed with the Sayings of Khakheperraseneb. 

Provenance: Egypt. 

Material: Wood; stucco. 

Dimensions: 30,1 x 55,7 cm. 

Transcription: recto and verso. 

Location: British Museum, London. 

Translation: Miriam Lichtheim.96 

 

Collection of the sayings of Khakheperraseneb, wab-priest of Heliopolis. 

r.1   The gathering of words, the heaping of sayings, the seeking of phrases by a searching heart, 

made by a priest of On, Seni’s [son], Khakheperre-sonb, called Ankhu. He says: 

r.2 Had I unknown phrases, saying that are strange, novel, untried words, free of repetition; Not 

transmitted sayings, 

r.3 spoken by the ancestors! I wring out my body of what it holds, in releasing all my words; For 

what was said is repetition, when what was said is said. Ancestor’s words are nothing to 

boast of,  

r.4 they are found by those who come after. 

r.5  Not speaks one who spoke, there speaks one who will speak, may another find what he will 

speak! Not a teller of tales after they happen, this has been done before; Nor a teller of 

what might be said,  

r.6 this is vain endeavour, it is lies, and none will recall his name to others. I say this in accord 

with what I have seen: From the first generation to  

r.7 those who come after, they imitate that which is past. Would that I knew what others ignore, 

such as has not been repeated, to say it and have my heart answer me, to inform it of my 

distress, Shift to it the load on my back, the matters that afflict me, Relate to it the load 

on my back, 

And sigh "Ah" with relief! 

r.10  I meditate on what has happened, the events that occur throughout the land; Changes take 

place, it is not like last year, one year is more irksome than the other. The land breaks up, is 

destroyed, Becomes [a wasteland].  

                                                      
96 Lichtheim 1973, 145-48. 
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r.11 Order is cast out, chaos is in the council hall; The ways of the gods are violated, their 

provisions neglected. The land is in turmoil, there is mourning everywhere;  

r.12 Towns, districts are grieving, all alike are burdened by wrongs. One turns one’s back on 

dignity, the lords of silence are disturbed; As dawn comes every day, the face recoils from 

events. I cry out about it,  

r.13 my limbs are weighed down, I grieve in my heart. It is hard to keep silent about it, another 

heart would bend; but a heart strong in distress: It is a comrade to its lord. Had I a heart  

r.14 skilled in hardship, I would take my rest upon it, weigh it down with words of grief, lay on it 

my malady! 

v.1 He said to his heart: Come, my heart, I speak to you, answer me my sayings! Unravel for me 

what goes on in the land, why those who shone are overthrown. I mediate on what has 

happened: While trouble entered in  

v.2 today, and turmoil will not cease tomorrow, everyone is mute about it. The whole land is in 

great distress, nobody is free from crime; hearts are greedy. He who gave orders  

v.3 takes orders, and the hearts of both submit. One wakes to it every day, and the hearts do not 

reject it. Yesterday’s condition is like today’s …… None is wise enough to know it, 

v.4 none angry enough to cry out, one wakes to suffer each day. My malady is long and heavy, 

the sufferer lack strength to save himself from that which overwhelms him. It is pain to be 

silent to what one hears,  

v.5 it is futile to answer the ignorant, to reject a speech makes enmity; the heart does not accept 

the truth, one cannot bear a statement of fact, a man loves only his own words. Everyone 

builds on crookedness, right-speaking is abandoned. I spoke to you,  

v.6 my heart, answer you me. A heart addressed must not be silent, Lo, servant and master fare 

alike, there is much that weighs upon you! 
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Appendix 5: The Memphis Theology 

The Shabako Stone 

Museum number: EA498 

Period: 25th Dynasty, 710 BC. 

Provenance: Memphis. 

Material: Conglomerate. 

Dimensions: 137 x 66 cm. 

Acquisition: Donated by George John Spencer, 2nd Earl Spencer 1805. 

Description: Conglomerate stela, rectangular, subsequently re-used as nether millstone: two 
horizontal and remains of sixty vertical registers of hieroglyphs recounting the ‘Memphis 
Theology’. 

Location: British Museum, on display G4/B8. 

Translation James Henry Breasted.97 

 

(3) This Ptah is he, who is proclaimed under this great name. (4) The Southland and the 

Northland are this Uniter, who appears as King of Lower Egypt. [(5) left blank]. (6) He that 

begat him is Atum, who formed the Nine Gods, (7) to whom the gods offered when he had 

judged Horus and Set. (8) He defended their litigation, in that he set up Set as King of 

Upper Egypt in the Southland, from the place where he was born, Sesu (?); whereas Keb, 

he set Horus as King of Lower Egypt in the Northland, from the place where his father was 

drowned; (9) at the division of the Two Lands. It is Horus and Set who stood on the ground 

(?); they joined the Two Lands at Enu (?); it is the boundary of the Two Lands. 

(10a) Keb (to) Set, speech; “Hasten from the place, wherein thou was born.” 

(11a) Keb (to) Horus, speech: “Hasten from the place wherein thy father was drowned.” 

(12a) Keb (to) Horus and Set, speech: “I will judge you.” 

(13a-17a) Keb (to) the gods: “I have assigned the inheritance to that heir, to the son of the 

first-born son.” 

(10b) (To) Set the Southland! It is evil to the heart of Keb, that the portion of Horus should 

be (only) equal to the portion of Set. 

(11b) (To) Horus the Northland! It is Keb, who gives his inheritance to Horus, he gives the 

son (12b) of his first-born son. (13c) Horus stands on the earth, he is the uniter of this land, 

proclaimed under the great name, “Totenen south of his wall,” lord of eternity. (14c) The 

double crown flourishes on his head; he is Horus, appearing as King of Upper and Lower 

Egypt, Uniter of the Two Lands at the Stronghold, at the place where the Two Lands are 

united. 

(15c) Now when the – (?) and the column were at the front of the house of Ptah, Horus and 

                                                      
97 Breasted 1902. 
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Set were united, joined, they became brothers, they no longer strove together. 

(16c)  . . . . united in the House of Ptah, in the place  . . . . wherein 

the Southland and the Northland join (?); it is this land. (Broken references to the Osiris-

myth follow and then come the great central lacuna.) 

  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

(48)  Ptah is the Being of the gods (??) 

(49a) Ptah upon the Great Throne is  . . . 

(49b)  . . . fashioner of the gods. 

(50a)  Ptah-Nun is the father of Atum. 

(50b)  . . . fashioner of the gods. 

(51a) Ptah-Nekhabet is the mother who bore Atum. 

(51b)  . . . . . . . . . . . 

(52a) Ptah the Great is the heart and tongue of the gods. 

(52b) . . . at the nose of Re every day. 

(53) He that became heart, and he that became tongue are an emanation of Atum . .

 . . their Ka’s being this heart and this tongue. 

(54) Horus came into existence through him, Thoth came into existence through 

him, through Ptah, from whom proceeded the power of the heart and the 

tongue… He is the one who makes to [lost causative verb] that which comes 

from every body (thought), and from every mouth (speech), of all gods, of all 

people, of all cattle, of all reptiles, which live, thinking and commanding [lit., 

‘commanding the word of everything….] everything that he wills. 

(55)  His Ennead is before him, being the teeth and the lips, the phallus and the hands 

of Atum …. (For) the Ennead of Atum came into existence from his phallus 

and his fingers; the Ennead indeed being the teeth and the lips in his mouth, 

which proclaims the name of everything; and from which Shu and Tefnut came 

forth. 

(56)  The gods fashioned the sight of the eyes, the hearing of the ears, and the 

smelling of the nose, that they might furnish the desire of the heart. It (the heart) 

is the one that bringeth forth Every successful issue. It is the tongue which 

repeats the thought of the heart; it (the heart) is the fashioner of all gods, at the 

time when every divine word even, came into existence by the thought 

(57) of the heart, and command of the tongue. It (the heart) is the maker of Ka’ s…. 

the maker of every food-offering and every oblation, by this word, the maker 

of that which is loved and that which is hated; it is the giver of life to him who 

bears peace (the innocent), the giver of death to him who bears guilt. It (the 

heart) is the maker of all handiwork, and of every handicraft, the doing of the 

hands, the going of the feet; the movement of every member is according to its 

command (viz.,) the expression (lit. ‘word’) of the heart’s thought, that cometh 

forth from the tongue and doeth the totality of everything…… Ptah-Tatenen, 

he being the fashioner of the gods; everything has come forth from him, 

whether offering or food or (59) divine oblation, or any good thing. He is Thoth, 

the Wise; greater is his strength than (that of the gods. He united with Ptah after 

he had made all things, every divine word; when he formed the gods, made the 

towns, equipped the nomes, placed the gods in their adyta, (60) made their 
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offerings flourish, equipped their adyta, made likeness of their bodies to the 

satisfaction of their hearts; then the gods entered into their bodies, of every 

wood, of every costly stone, of every metal (?), and everything, that grows upon 

his …. (?) (61) from which they come. It is he whom all the gods sacrifice, their 

Ka’s being united, associated with the Lord of the Two Lands. The divine 

storehouse of Totenen is the Great Seat attached to the heart of the gods who 

are in the house of Ptah, lord of life, lord…. Wherein the life of the Two Lands 

is made. 

(62)  …. Osiris, he was drowned in his water; Isis and Nephthys saw; when they 

beheld him, they were of service to him. Horus gave command to Isis and 

Nephtys in Dedu, that they should save Osiris, and that they should prevent that 

he drowns. 

(63)  They went around …. (?), they brought him to the land, he Entered his secret 

structure in …. Of the lords of eternity, at the footsteps of him who rises in the 

horizon upon the highways of Re in the Great Seat.  

(64)  He associates with the court, he becomes a brother to the gods. Tatenen-Ptah, 

lord of years, he hath become Osiris in the Land, in …. On the north side of this 

land. His son Horus comes to him, appearing as King of Upper Egypt, 

appearing as King of Lower Egypt, in the presence of his father, Osiris and the 

gods, his ancestors, who are behind him. 


