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Abstract :

The serpent was a dominant theme in the culture of the ancient
Egyptians. In the physical world, serpents were feared and
respected. The ancient Egyptians were aware of the danger that
serpents presented to their day-to-day life. They could harm,
paralyze or kill and they demanded the respect of the ancient
Egyptians. The Egyptian cobra, horned viper, and black-necked
spitting cobra were all a very real danger to the ancient
Egyptians. Venom from any of these three snakes could lead to
paralysis or death.'

The serpent plays an extraordinarily important and
extremely diverse role as a symbolic animal. The primary
characteristics that gave the serpent its symbolic significance
were the special place it occupies in the animal kingdom
(movement over the ground without legs, living in holes in the
ground, yet slipping out of eggs like a bird), its cold, slick and
shiny exterior, its poisonous bite and its venom that can be used
for medicinal purposes, as well as its periodic shedding of its
skin.”

This paper aims to be a descriptive and an analytical
study of the benevolent serpent deities at the Underworld
Books. The Appellation of the serpent according to different
texts; the iconography; the Divinity and Symbolic Value of the
Serpent; his cult and relation between him and other gods and
how he was linked to the sun god.’
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Historical Background

Thus local wide fauna of birds, crocodiles, serpents,
turtles, frogs, plus cattle, dogs, cats and other domesticated
animals were considered to be the living images of a particular
god or goddess and a natural and indestructible of the
environment in which people lived.*Animal cults in general
may have been motivated first of all by man's fear of animals
and their usefulness. Animals became media of revelation and
also the bearers of supernatural powers and archetypalqualities,
hence the fact for example, that the bull symbolized the power
of generation, the cow motherhood and the serpent symbolized
the fertility.’

Before the beginning of history, the ancient Egyptians
took the serpent as a Totemian® symbol for protecting them
from evil forces and directing its harm and violence to their
enemies. So, it is seen as a sacred power and eternal symbol
that crossed every path in the myth, culture and history of man.
Sometimes these mythic beasts appear as ordinary serpents. At
other times, they take on magical or monstrous forms. They
have long been associated with good as well as with evil,
representing life and death, creation and destruction.’

From the serpent, a great variety of symbolisms can be
realized; among them: in general symbolism, androgyny, circle,
convalescence, cunning, danger, death, deceit, destruction,
divine emanation, evil, false appearance fertility, guardianship,
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generation, grief, health, intelligence, jealousy, lasciviousness,
malice, materialism, misfortune, phallus, pleasure, power,
prophecy, prudence, renewal, revenge, self- creation self -
indulgence, self -sustenance sensation, sensuality, sin, subtlety,
temptation, treachery, the unfathomable, universe circle,
vexations, vice, wiliness, wisdom, worldliness, emblem of
lighting, physicians, and witchcraft.® Its symbolism showed also
the most glaring contrasts. Its speed slithering beauty, its
mystery and dangerousness evokedworship and abhorrence. As
a chthonic ° animal the serpent was one of the life-creating
powers. '

The serpent is one of the forms of Atum, believed to be a
primeval creator deity. He was the serpent who continued to
live season after season. In a fascinating dialogue with Osiris,
the Egyptian god of the underworld and of final
judgment.'' Atum predicts the destruction of the world that he
created and his own reversion back to the form of serpent.'*

According to Henri Frankfort, “The primeval
serpent.....survives when everything else is destroyed at the end
of time”. Thus the serpent was strongly and continually
associated with creation and eternal existence in the ancient
Egyptian ethos. They portrayed life itself by the image of the
rearing serpent, and a serpent biting its tail was a common
Egyptian emblem for "eternity” (Fig.1, 2) ."
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Fig.2, The scene represents a
serpent described as the ‘tail-
eater’ which i1s present in a
variety of different cultures,
going back as far as the
ancient Egyptians.

After (John, R., 1957, From
Alchemy to Chemistry, New
York, 179).

Fig.1, The sun god Ra s
encircled by the protective
serpent Mehen which seen eating
its own tail as a symbol for the
cycle of life and death that the
universe maintains.

After (Wilkinson, R., 2003, The

Complete Gods and Goddesses in
Ancient Egypt, London, 223)

Clark added that the concept of life in ancient Egypt is
represented in the automatic or soft movement which bases to
move up. It is related with the upright of the serpent to the top
with the appearance of the lotus flower from the deeply water
and flourishing its leaves with the first sun light. From this
point, the serpent became the symbol of life, organization,
royalty, and legitimacy'’

Clark clarifies that the main activities and symbols of the
serpents in ancient Egyptian beliefs as follows: the creator from
one hand and the monster who should be controlled from the

other hand. The first is seen in both of the serpent z3-t3. It is a
divine serpent god weaves the universe in several folds or one
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fold putting his tail at his mouth and guards the underworld.
And Neheb-kaw, the god of water who lives inside the caves
where the Nile flood springs from. While the second is seen in
the great enemy of Ra who personifies the powers of darkness
Apophis who should be defeated daily."

Hornung added also that the full circle of the serpents'
body(fig.3) 1s envisaged as a separation  between existence
and nonexistence. According to the Amduat'®and the Book of
Gates'’, the serpent was the hours' guardian as every nightly
hour is guarded by a serpent god. It was often represented with
four body folds to reflect the four cardinal points of the

m.ls

universe

Fig.3, The full circle of the serpents' bodyportrayed as being
surrounded the world in order to separate between the existence
and nonexistence.

(After, Hornung, 1996, Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt:
the One and the Many, London, 179.)
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The forms of serpents were sanctified by the Egyptians only

limited in two forms: the first was the horned cobra ~  which is
a poisonous serpent. It was well-known as sandy serpent due to

its presence of abundance in Aswan desert in particular at
Kalabsha. It die immediately after biting man.'” While the
second is known as the Uraeus which 1s considered more
dangerous than the first and sends it’s fiery breathes to the
enemies of the king. For that reason it was place at the forehead
of the king. One of those serpentine goddesses who decorated
the crown of the king is Wadjet, the protector goddess of the
sun god.*’

B- The Appellation of the Serpent:

There 1s a general confusion with 'snake': even though in
biology the term 'serpent' is usually preferred for the larger
kinds. Literature has never made that distinction; therefore
snake and serpent have been put under one heading. The other
distinctive (the serpent being limbless, having scales) are not
observed either: e.g. in old prints of the Paradise-scene the
'serpent’ does have limbs, looking more like a lizard, or (even
likelier) a 'dragon'; only when specific mention has been made
of the kind.”!

Serpents belong to the reptiles which is derived from the Latin
word "Repto”. While in the ancient Egyptian language.”> The

family of serpents belonged to the
A a
.
Wordz o mvar? Vari;} X S ddft"*>which

means "serpent”, "serpentine", and "worm".
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Then the determinative of the cobra form appeared with the "k”

el Lo A
sound like -mfg, "the Malakit" and A © hgn,

- o0 24
"worship" or "glorify".

While the three-folded serpent "is used as a determinative

for the names of the serpent -—- % mn © w*. Other name

<> <>

: : U :
1S mentioned~—» ~——° rqrgthat means the "reptiled".*

The snake (serpens) takes its name because it creeps
(serpere) by secret approaches. It crawls not with open steps
but by tiny thrusts of its scales. But those animals that support
themselves on four feet, like the lizard and the newt, are not
snakes, but are called as it is said previously reptiles (reptile).
Snakes are also reptiles, because they crawl (repere) on their
stomach and

breast. Of these animals there are as many poisons as
there are kinds, as many varieties of danger as there are of
. 27
appearance, and as many causes of pain as there are colors.

A Brooklyn papyrus®®is manual for the treatment of
snakebite lists the names of thirty-seven types of serpent
distinguished by the ancient Egyptians. It gives a physical
description of each serpent, along with precise descriptions of
symptoms, whether or not the wound is mortal. And the name
of god or goddess of which the serpent is considered to be a
manifestation following the list of serpents is a list of remedies.
One of the serpents the Egyptians had to contend with was the
horned viper, who is rasping coils make a sound.”
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Despite the large number of serpents’ names in ancient
Egyptian texts and the multiplicity of forms in various
inscriptions. Noticed that, it is difficult to do an inventory of the
serpents in Egypt since ancient times and determine its factions;
colors and the environment in which they were found.
However, serpents are mentioned in Pyramid Texts, Coffin
Texts, Book of Dead, and other religious books dating to the
New Kingdom. They do not mention their anatomical
description to clarify their faction and colors.”® But there is
what is called by Brooklyn papyrus which dates back to 30™
dynasty. it was found at Brooklyn museum that provided to
some extent a detailed book about the serpent in ancient Egypt
including their names; forms; locations and its severity.31

Serpents appear in several different forms in ancient
Egyptian hieroglyphic writing and art. This chapter will begin
with a discussion on the general use of serpents in the ancient
Egyptians” writing and art.It is written in the Egyptian

language with many forms for instance, the attacker cobra Q

which is pronounced as d, for example A | Qgt and R at. When
the cobrais found fixed on the front part of the crown, it is

UL

written as <that refers to one of the serpentine goddesses.>

o

While it is seen standing == on the forehead of the pharaoh, it is
used as a determinative for the cobra goddesses like
[ \ f NN Q N
l A Z . . . f— 33

<= =i‘ritand < . Snsrt.
It is appeared also with the name of some old Egyptian towns,

there 1s what is called the serpent province

-502 -



BC\ ZE = ijﬁ“where the "Fields that Ra loved" is found.
While along the Nineteenth Dynasty, the serpent was used as a
determinative for Luxor; Habu; Dandara; Edfu; Buto. And it
became common also at both of the late and Greece periods.™

While the determinative of the serpent with four-folded body

appeared at the Late Period. It was used as a determinative
N R

for the in warms — fnt, "warm" or < | | Ifntw,
"warms" the kind which devoured the deceased through the

underworld.*

The hieroglyph inscription of the serpents' name
corresponds phonetically to the letter Z is a representation of its
movement. Like the sign of the slug, or horned serpent
(phonetically equaled to F). This hieroglyph refers to
primogenital and cosmic forces. Generally speaking, the names
of the goddesses are determined by signs representing the
serpent as it is said previously—which is tantamount to say that
it is because of woman that the spirit has fallen into matter and
evil. The serpent is also used, as are other reptiles, to refer to
the primordial—the most primitive strata of life. The serpent is
also used, as are other reptiles, to refer to the primordial—the
most primitive

strata of life. In the Book of the Dead (XVII), the reptiles

are the first to acclaim Ra when he appears above the surface of
the waters of Nut.”’

Also, it 1s known that the letter S also was one of the
oldest symbols of serpent hood, both in its shape and in its
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sibilant sound. It was one of the oldest symbols of female
power. Woman and serpent together were considered holy,
since both seemed to embody the power of life’®. According to
the Egyptian belief, the serpent was the mother of all gods who
is painfully familiar in all the Mosic record as a female animal.
A Greco-Egyptian writer of the Ptolemaic period "Horapollo",
does, indeed, assign a motive for the superstation; and his
language is sufficiently curious to excuse the quoting of it
accordingly. So it would be obvious that, from a purely
philosophical point of view, the explanation they afford of the
serpent-worship of Egypt is unsatisfactory in the extreme.””

The Divinity and Symbolic Value of the Serpent:

- Fertility and Rebirth:

In religion, myth, and literature, serpents often stand for
fertility or creative life forces. They are said to be the symbols
of life that throwoff the past and continue to live .**As when the
ancient Egyptians would represent the universe, they delineate a
serpent with variegated scales, devouring its own tail; by the
scales intimating the stars in the universe. The animal is also
extremely heavy, as is the earth, and extremely slippery, like
the water. Moreover every year it puts off its old age with its
skin, as in the universe the annual period effects a
corresponding change. It becomes renovated to emerge again as
these ability was confirmation of the belief in resurrection to the
ancient sages’ as the moon®' its shadow to be born again. The
serpent and the moon are interchangeable in many
culturesbecause both of them are immortal. They are in constant
renovation and that i1s why the serpent is considered a
representation of the moon. The serpent shed its skin
periodically, it transforms, but it does not perish, it renews itself
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as the moon does. It teaches us about the cycle of life, death,
and rebirth. Serpents teach us about vitality, sensuality, and
fertility.*

The serpents are closely associated with both of the males
and females, in the same way they are related to the moon.
Serpents have as well a deep fecundity symbolism. Some
scholars think that the snake has a feminine side (lunar) and a
masculine one, since its shape and its movements suggest the
virility of the penis. So, serpents combine the two principles
masculine and feminine needed for the creation. Anyway, in
Ancient Egypt the phallic condition of the serpent does not
seem to be too emphasized.®

Guardianship :

The wisdom of the gods was the knowledge of the
serpent. His sinuous form like the undulating waves of the sea
which contain every secret and the mystery of life.**Serpents
are seen as potent guardians of temples and other sacred spaces.
This connection may be grounded in the observation that when
threatened. Some serpents (such as rattle serpents or cobras)
frequently hold and defend their ground, first resorting to
threatening display and then fighting, rather than retreat. They
are natural guardians of treasures or sacred sites which cannot
easily be moved out of harm's way.*

From the earliest records of civilization, the serpent
played a significant cultural role as an enigmatic creature with
supernatural powers. It is related with the Egyptian magic that
have to be classed as Demonic. Since it invoked all manner of
supernatural beings including the fearsome
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inhabitants of the underworld.*® It is alternatively seen (in
the same community) as benevolent creator and protector of
wisdom and eternal life, or perpetrator of evil and agent of

§Esw

Fig.26, The four defensive forms of the uraeui named with the
serpent goddesses who appear the amuletic form.

After, Andrews, C.,1994, Amulets of Ancient Egypt, London,
35.

Good and Evil

It seems clear that enough evidences exist from a wide
range of sources to establish the dual nature of serpent
symbols.**This nature representing both gods and demons, good
and bad, life and death. In some instances, serpents served as
positive symbols with whom it is possible to identify or to
sympathize. In other instances, serpents served as negative
symbols, representing opponents or antagonists of figures or
principles with which it is possible to identify. They also
appeared as ambivalent figures, neither wholly positive nor
wholly negative in valence.”
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Serpent were certainly not seen always a threatening
creatures in ancient Egypt, as they seem to have been in other
societies.In fact, they were frequently seen as protective and
guardians. The serpent represents any primeval, cosmic force. It
shares the ambiguity of all ancient, elementary
symbols (cf. Eagle, Lion, etc.); examples: the most spiritual of
all creatures; it has a fiery nature, and its swiftness is terrible.”

Poison and healing

Serpents are connected with poison and medicine. Its
venom is associated with the chemicals of plants and fungithat
have the power to either heal poison or provide expanded
consciousness (and even the elixir of life and immortality)
through divine intoxication. Because of its herbal knowledge
and entheogenic association the serpent was often considered
one of the wisest animals, being (close to the) divine. Its divine
aspect combined with its habitat in the earth between the roots
of plants made it an animal with chthonic properties connected
to the afterlife and immortality.”'

At the time domestic serpents were also accepted by
households as bringers of good fortune. They were commonly
associated with wisdom and longevity.”’The heavy wooden
staff was probably a symbol of eternity as embodied in mother
earth, rather than representing the walking stick of the dedicated
physician always ready to travel anywhere for the good of his

patients >°.

Since time immemorial the serpent has been venerated as
an enigmatic creature with supernatural powers. As a serpent
and staff symbol it is also traditionally associated with the
healing arts as he was an historical figure as healer in earlier
ages in less certain.”
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