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Abstract

Ancient Egyptian ontologies have been commonly approached as related to order and chaos. Associated with the latter are the concepts of
existence and non-existence, which may be expressed by the verb wn ‘to be’ and its derivatives, as well as the substantive n.fyr “‘what is’
and its negation iw.tyt ‘what is not’. The earliest attestations of n.tyt and iw.tyt are found in the Pyramid Texts, reflecting the importance
of (non)existence in cosmic and funerary beliefs. By the Middle Kingdom, n.#yt and iw.#yt occur in titles and epithets of officials, some of
whom were involved in boundary formation and traversal. This paper provides an overview of these developments and their insights on
Middle Kingdom conceptions of the world. Exploring the role of transregional activities, it questions whether ‘what is’ and ‘what is not’
may reflect an ontology of boundaries connected with socio-political shifts of the early second millennium BCE.
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Introduction This conceptual framework of Egyptian ontology has
been a topic of ongoing discourse, yet only a few have
critically assessed its complexities anew. Perceptions of
Egyptian concepts of the world, of life, of death, and of the
cosmos, have not yet widely adjusted nor updated nineteenth
and twentieth century approaches including those regarding
the afterlife and the other. Such approaches remain well-
embedded in Egyptological methodologies, providing the
bases of archaeological, historical, art historical, and text-
based points of inquiry. Some Egyptologists have recently
sought to recursively revise such approaches to enrich per-
ceptions of ancient Egyptian culture and society. Inspired by
the anthropological ‘ontological turn’,’ they have attempted

In 1971, Hornung published his seminal analysis on ancient
Egyptian conceptions of gods.! Amid its exploration of
divine power is a short excursus on the ‘challenge of the
non-existent’ that questions how the Egyptians generally
perceived being and nothingness.” Hornung was ‘well
aware of the conceptual difficulties involved’ in his inquiry,
especially given its association with ontology and philoso-
phy.3 His suggested approach was to identify, analyse and
clarify sources on existence, to then assess ‘the conceptual
framework of Egyptian ontology and perhaps to fit it into
the historical perspective of what Martin Heidegger calls
the “contemplation of the existent as existent” — into the
history of philosophy.’*

5 For more on the ontological turn, see Henare, et al. 2007;
Holbraad 2012; Viveiros de Castro 2013.

"Hornung 1971; Hornung 1982.
2 Hornung 1982: 172-185. The English translation of Hornung’s

original German publication (1971) by John Baines is used hence- Corresponding author:
forth for references to the publication, and in-text quotations. Anna-Latifa Mourad, Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures,
3Hornung 1982: 173. The University of Chicago, | 155 E 58th St., Chicago, IL, 60637, USA.

4Hornung 1982: 173. Email: almourad@uchicago.edu
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to push past cultural relativism in their research by argu-
ing that worlds or ontologies differ.® Unfortunately, the
degree to which this has impacted understandings of ancient
Egyptian ontologies remains limited.

For instance, understandings of interactions between
groups of diverse socio-cultural origins within and beyond
Egypt have been significantly revised in recent decades
due to newly-discovered or freshly-appraised materials,
as well as the incorporation of more current anthropologi-
cal and sociological perspectives.” Nevertheless, Egyptian
ontologies of socio-cultural boundaries are yet to be fully
clarified, as with the ontologies of boundaries themselves.®
Remaining fundamental to such concepts is the framework
of order (ms3°.7) and chaos (isf.7). Since at least the mid-
twentieth century, Egyptologists have generally approached
Egyptian political, ideological, and socio-cultural manifes-
tations and developments in association with the cosmo-
logical maintenance of m3°.t over isf.t.” Accordingly, the
pharaoh was responsible for this maintenance, especially in
the ordered realm of Egypt.!® As an extension of this role,
boundaries with chaotic elements had to be reinforced and
protected, thereby keeping at bay forces that could threaten
order, including peoples from beyond the geographic
and socio-cultural boundaries of Egyptian communities.
Thus, the maintenance of order over chaos, together with
these forces’ evidently distinguishable aspects, has been
approached as one of the most enduring and immutable
concepts across pharaonic history. This overall synthesis
has been rightly re-examined and questioned in recent years
alongside updated understandings of Egyptian encounters
with its surrounds;'! however, the perception of such con-
cepts in view of Egyptian ontologies, and their possible
variances and transformations across time and space, still
require re-assessment.

Thus, this paper aims to stimulate further discussion
on Egyptian ontologies, specifically those associated with
forces related to m3<.7 and isf.z. To explore this, the paper
assesses a particular expression regarding ‘what is’ and
‘what is not’ that becomes increasingly attested in the early
second millennium BCE, and questions whether it signals
either a transforming ontology, or a changing means to
represent it. It first surveys the earliest known attestations
of this expression that occur in late third to early second

¢ Examples that specifically employ the ontological turn include
Nyord’s reappraisal of Egyptian mortuary religion (Nyord 2017,
Nyord 2018), Mati¢’s evaluation of the pharaoh as Montu (Mati¢
2019), and Brémont’s study on the desert (Brémont 2018).
Contributions that share a similar approach, albeit not in direct
reference to the ontological turn, include Muhlestein 2007.

7For instance, Schneider 2003; S.T. Smith 2003; S.T. Smith 2018;
Hubschmann 2010; Liszka 2012; Néser 2012; van Pelt 2013;
Bader 2021; Boozer 2015; De Souza 2020; Mourad 2015; Mourad
2021.

8 See, however, Quirke 1989; Assmann 1996; Galan 1995;
O’Connor 2003; Torok 2008.

° For more on ms3<.t and isf.f, see Hornung 1956; Assmann 1990;
Ockinga 2001; O’Connor 2003.

19 For more on the pharaoh and ms©.f, see Assmann 1970: 65;
Blumenthal 1970: 432-441; Teeter 1997: 1-4.

11 See, for instance, Brémont 2018; Allon 2021.

millennium BCE Pyramid and Coffin Texts, followed by
those associated with specific officials. It then considers
the role of boundary-maintenance and traversal among
the many potential means to understanding the attesta-
tions. Rather than explicitly arguing against the importance
of ms“.t and isf.t, it focusses on the conceptualisation of
boundaries between forces related to these elements, partic-
ularly in view of its consequent impact on how cross-border
activities are understood in Egyptology. While following
the approach favoured by Hornung as described above, it
concludes with the implications on our understandings of
how Egyptians of the early second millennium BCE may
have approached the world around them.

What Is and What Is Not in Pyramid and
Coffin Texts

The expression in focus comprises two words: n.t(y)t, a
substantive derived from a relative adjective that directly
translates to ‘that which is’ or ‘what is’; and its negation
iw.t(y)t for ‘that which is not’ or ‘what is not.” Its earliest
known attestations are from the Pyramid Texts of the 6%
Dynasty King Pepi 1. One spell on the ascension to the sky
notes that the pharaoh is s§ mds.t ntr dd(.w) n.t(y)t shpr
iw.t(y)t ‘the god’s document scribe who says what is and
brings into being what is not” (PT 510).'> The phrase has
been interpreted as a reflection of the cognitive process on
speaking and writing — that is, a scribe who says or reads
what is written and writes down what is not yet existent.'3
This aligns with an ontological approach in which the scribe
recognises what is verbally, but transforms what is not into
existence via the process of writing. Such an approach
need not counteract an interpretation regarding the totality
of what the scribe recites and writes, but rather retains the
scribe’s role in manifesting what is not (yet) existent. This
nuance is, to the author’s knowledge, not attested in other
Old Kingdom examples of n.#(y)t and iw.#(y)t. The limited
Pyramid Text spells that mention the terms instead utilise
them to express alternate meanings that are not associated
with manifestation nor (non)existence. '

By the early second millennium BCE, an increase in the
occurrences of these two words is attested in texts relat-
ing to existence, several of which are found in the Coffin
Texts. Initially, the emergence of the Coffin Texts was erro-
neously believed to reflect a religious shift that enabled
non-royal individuals to access the Pyramid Texts, previ-
ously reserved for the royal family, following a decline in

12 Allen’s P 449; Sethe’s Pyr. 1146¢ (Allen 2005: 153). PT 510 is
also attested in Merenra’s pyramid.

13 Roccati 1997-2000.

“4Interestingly, all are attested in the corridor of Pepy I’s pyramid.
These include PT 511 (Allen’s P 450; Sethe’s Pyr. 1160b), which
concerns the act of saying what is and its negation, or dd dd n.t(y)
t im=k dd iw.1(y)t ‘Speaker, say what is and do not say what is not’
(Allen 2005: 154). One other spell, PT 507 (Allen’s P 461; Sethe’s
1102a) mentions one who has and one who has not, specifically:
hm.ty n n.ty n=f iw.ty n=f 3 ‘Helmsman, say to him who has that
he who has not is here’ (Allen 2005: 157).
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royal power via a ‘democratisation’ process.'> While the
Coffin Texts share parallels with the Pyramid Texts, with
many repeated spells,'® the variations indicate other fac-
tors of influence.!” Although similarities between Coffin
Texts and tomb inscriptions of the Old Kingdom and First
Intermediate Period have been identified,'® their earli-
est attestations within coffins of non-royal individuals are
likely of First Intermediate Period date, with the custom
clearly observed by the Middle Kingdom."®

Regarding ‘what is’ and ‘what is not’, the earliest Coffin
Text occurrences date from the late 11" to the early 12
Dynasty reign of Amenembhat I (Table 1).2° They are found
in two spells, CT 660 and CT 666, on the outer coffin of
the hi3.1y- ‘count’ Dhw.ty-nht of Deir el-Bersha. Most of the
remaining attestations are generally assigned to around the
reigns of Senwosret II and III. Apart from those in Papyrus
Gardiner II and III, all are from coffins of men, and most
are from Deir el-Bersha, with a few from the nearby site
of Assiut and one from Meir. There seems to be no corre-
lation between the attestations and the kinds of coffins on
which they are featured, with the expressions occurring on
inner and outer coffins, single coffins, and one coffin lid.?!
Closely paralleling PT 510’s ‘what is’ and ‘what is not” are
the attestations in CT 320, in which the deceased creates
what is but brings into being what is not, with one clause
identifying the deceased as Hapi, god of the Nile’s inunda-
tion. Similarly, CT 1086 states that the deceased brings into
being what is, while Papyrus Gardiner II’s CT 1017 deems
the deceased as a creator of both what is and what is not.
The association between these attestations and the act of
creation or manifestation (‘bringing into being’) is evident.

In contrast, the remaining occurrences utilise the relative
adjective and its negation to refer to entities, those ‘who
are’ and ‘who are not’. The two are apposed in five spells:
CT 45, CT 149, CT 473, CT479, and CT 1028 (Table 1).
For instance, CT 1028 notes that the deceased is ‘exalted
by those who are and who are not’. Among the epithets pro-
vided for the deceased in CT 45 are two that distinguish him
as ‘lord of those who are, ruler of those who are not’. On
the other hand, CT 314 specifically identifies the ‘king of
those who are not’ as Osiris. The paths to reach the abode
of Osiris, or Rostau, are described in the so-called Book of
Two Ways,?? of which CT 1035 stresses the importance of
knowing the spell to traverse these paths and avoid becom-
ing like ‘one who is not, who shall never have ms“.1’. As
CT 1072-1082 attest, the paths are guarded by dangerous,
armed beings or gatekeepers and can only be accessed if the

15See Finnestad 1989; Sgrensen 1989; Willems 2008: 131-140; M.
Smith 2009; Willems 2014: 124-135; Nyord 2021; Troche 2023.
16 Mathieu 2004; Morales 2017.

7Willems 2008: 213-214; Willems 2014.

18 Coulon 2004; Hays 2004: 190-191; M. Smith 2009.

19 Jiirgens 1995: 6-7; Willems 2008: 140-142; Willems 2014: 226.
20For a list of attestations of n.zyt/iw.tyt in all grammatical forms
in the Coffin Texts, see van der Molen 2005: 1689—-1706.

2l For the significance of the placement of spells in coffins, see
Gracia Zamacona 2021.

22 For the Book of Two Ways, see Schack-Schackenburg 1903;
Grapow 1909; Lesko 1971; Lesko 1972; Hermsen 1991; RoBler-
Kohler 2003; Backes 2005; Sherbiny 2017.

deceased has the required knowledge.?* CT 1035 thus sug-
gests that the deceased risks being like one who is not along
these paths, providing rare insight that this entity will never
have m3<.z. If this is the case, then the question remains as
to whether the deceased who has knowledge to traverse the
paths would be among those who are. CT 695 may offer
elucidation here: the spell occurs on the same coffin as
CT 1035 and concerns a ritual that was likely purposed to
ensure that the deceased’s property enters the realm of the
dead. Cautiously interpreting the unclear spell, it could refer
to the desert or the West as the place of the deceased, where
those who stand have been created ‘in the presence of Osiris
among those who are’. Assuming that to be in the presence
of Osiris signals reaching Rostau, then CT 1035, along-
side CT 695, suggests that those who reach Rostau may be
defined as those who are.

If these terms are understood as ‘existent’ and ‘non-
existent’,>* then another epithet of Osiris in the Coffin Texts
is relevant here. This occurs in textual witnesses of CT
335. The spell concerns the journey into the day from the
realm of the dead. Among the entities it describes is the ir
sip n(.y) n.t(y)t wn ‘The supervisor of what exists’.?> Most
textual witnesses from around the reigns of Amenemhat II
to Senwosret Il add a gloss that explains this further: ptr r=f
sw Wsir pw ir n.t(y)t wn n nhh pw hn d.t “Who is he? He
is Osiris. As for what exists, it is eternity and everlasting.’2°
One textual witness, however, attributes the epithet to Ra
rather than Osiris.?” In all cases, the stative form of the verb
wn ‘to exist’ is utilised to convey a similar meaning to 7.#(y)
w ‘those who are’. Thus, Osiris is ‘lord of those who are’
as well as ‘supervisor of what exists’. Unlike n.fyw and
its occurrences, CT 335’s n.7(y)t wn ‘that which exists’ is
found on coffins from Thebes, Lisht, Saqqara, Meir, and
Beni Hassan.

Apart from spells that indicate everlasting existence,?
Coffin Texts that use the verb wn and its derivatives to iden-
tify existence otherwise include expressions that appose the
existent and the non-existent. For instance, CT 1042 men-
tions that the deceased creates a spirit (3/1) that thereby exists
while that which is hated does not exist.?’ Another expres-
sion notes how a Seth-related gift would disallow existing,°
while an additional spell on surviving the realm of the dead

23 Sherbiny 2017: 172, 601-602.

2 Hornung 1982: 173-174.

% De Buck 1951: 1V.200-201; Faulkner 1973: 262 (1V.200).

26 These include B9Cb, M54C, M1C, L3Li, MINy, Sql1C, Sq7C,
M8C, M7C, B1P, T1Be, M57C, T2Be, T3Be and T3L. De Buck
1951: IV.200-201. In addition, a few witnesses (Sql1C, Sq7C,
SqlSq and BH1Br) clarity: ir nhh r< pw ir d.t grh pw ‘As for
eternity, it is day; as for everlasting, it is night’ (De Buck 1951:
IV.202). For more on glosses or commentaries in CT 335, see
RoBler-Kohler 1995; Jiirgens 1999.

7 As transcribed for L1Ny in De Buck 1951: 1V.201.

28See CT 404 (De Buck 1954: V.196a; Faulkner 1977: 50 (V.196)),
CT 693 (De Buck 1956: V1.326; Faulkner 1977: 258 (V1.326)), and
CT 782 (De Buck 1956: V1.412; Faulkner 1977: 306 (V1.412)).

2 De Buck 1961: VII.293-294; Faulkner 1978: 134 (VII.293—
294). See also CT 1151 (De Buck 1961: VII.501; Faulkner 1978:
181 (VIL.501)).

30CT 587 (De Buck 1956: V1.209; Faulkner 1977: 190 (V1.209)).
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Table I. Attestations of ‘who/what is’ and ‘who/what is not’ in the Coffin Texts. Those in several documents follow the text marked
with an asterisk. Translations rely on Faulkner 1973—-1978. Dates follow Willems 1988.

CT Attestation Document Coffin Owner* Site Date* Reference(s)

45 nb n(.y) n.tyw B10C* Outer Imn-m-h3.t Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: All De Buck 1935:
hks n(.y) iw.tyw BI2C Inner Ths Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SIIl 1.199b; Faulkner
‘lord of those who are, ruler  B|3C Outer  7Th3 Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.:SI-Slll -~ 1973: 39 [1.199]
of those who are not’ BIY (Coffin)  Dhw.ty-nht  Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: All-SIIl

B16C Outer Nfri Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SlII
BI7C Inner Nfri Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SIII

149 iw.w n.yw iw.tyw sw SIP Outer Nht=i Assiut 12 Dyn.: SII? De Buck 1938:
‘those who are and those S1Chass Lid Nht=i Assiut 12 Dyn.: SII? 11.250d; Faulkner
who are not lament’ S|C* Inner Msh.ty Assiut 12 Dyn.: SII? 1973: 128 [11.250]

S2C Outer Msh.ty Assiut 12 Dyn.: SII?

149 dr=i n.tyw ssn=i iw.tyw nn iyi SIC* Inner Msh.ty Assiut 12 Dyn.: SII? De Buck 1938:
hsf im=i s2C Outer  Msh.ty Assiut 12 Dyn.: SII? 11.252d—; Faulkner
‘| crush those who are, | 1973: 128 [11.252]
cause those who are not to
pass away’

314 ink Wsir k3 imn.t nsw.t n(.y) B5C Inner Dhw.ty-hpp  Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SISl De Buck 1951:
iw.tyw 1V.94; Faulkner
‘l am Osiris, bull of the West, 1973: 235 [IV.94]
king of those who are not’

320  ink iri n.t(y)t shpr iw.1(y)t B2L Outer Gws Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SIII De Buck 1951:
dd-=i hpr Hw IV.145b; Faulkner
‘l am one who creates what 1973: 248 [IV.145]
is and brings into being what
is not. | speak and Hu comes
into being’

320 ink Hp(y) hn.ty ms.wt irr B2L Outer Gws Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SIII De Buck 1951:
n.t(y)t hpr iw.t(y)t IV.145k; Faulkner
‘l am Hapi who is in charge 1973: 248 [IV.145]
of births, who creates what
is and brings into being what
is not’

473  mdsb.t pw pw pnk.tyw shr. B9C Middle  Tmn-m-h3.t Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: All De Buck 1956:
ytiw.tyw BIY* (Coffin)  Dhw.ty-nht  Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: AlI-SIII - VI.12b—c; Faulkner
‘It is the bailer of those who 1977: 109 [VI.12]
bail out and who drive away
those who are not’

479  ms33 win.t(y)w dws wi iw.tyw P. Gardiner - - - - De Buck 1956:
‘Those who are see me, 1l V1.40p, s, 41h, p,
those who are not worship 42c—d, n, 43e;
me’ Faulkner 1977:

122123 [VI.4043]

540  bw.t=f iw.t(y)t n m33=fisf.t M22C (Coffin) - - - De Buck 1956:
‘His abomination is what is VI.136k
not, he has not seen isf.7

660  iti iyi =k hr iw.t1(y)t=s BlBo Outer Dhw.ty-nht  Deir el-Bersha Late || Dyn.— De Buck 1956:
“Your hand will move to and early 12 Dyn. (Al) VI.286f; Faulkner
fro because of it that is not’ 1977: 232 [V1.286]

666  1iw.tyw iwi N pn shk.n=fnhh BlBo Outer Dhw.ty-nht  Deir el-Bersha Late || Dyn— De Buck 1956:
s.tmnf(?) d.t early 12 Dyn. (Al) V1.293|-m; Faulkner
‘O you who are not, N 1977: 237 [V1.293]
comes, having destroyed
those who pray for a place in
() eternity’

695  iri.ntw hw r-gs Wsirm-m  BIL Inner Gws Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SIII De Buck 1956:

n.tyw

‘There have been created
those who stand in the
presence of Osiris among
those who are’

VI.329e¢; Faulkner
1977: 260 [VI.329]

(Continued)
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Table I. (Continued)

CT Attestation Document Coffin Owner* Site Date* Reference(s)

997  ink iri tn ink n.t(y)=i ink P. Gardiner - - - - De Buck 1961:
Re.w-Ttm I (P. VII.213j-214a;

‘l am one who made you, Gardiner Il Faulkner 1978: 104
| am one who is, | am Ra- damaged) [VI1.214]
Atum’

1017 iyi.n=i iri.n=i n.t(y)t shpr P. Gardiner - - - - De Buck 1961:
[n.t()t] iw.t(y)t Il VI1.238a; Faulkner
‘l have come and | have 1978: 118 [VI1.238]
created that which brings
what is and what is not into
being’

1028  iw=i sks.kwi in n.tyw in P. Gardiner - - - - De Buck 1961:
w.[oyw] Il VII.251g—r; Faulkner
‘l am exalted by those who 1978: 126 [VII.251]
are and who are not’

1035 ir sw.t n.wt rh.n=f hr ws.wt  BIL Inner Gws Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SliI De Buck 1961:
ip.twm 3b.t mw.wt $3[.t m]  B2L Outer Gws3 Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SIIl VI1.283b—c;
iw.t(yr) sw.t n ms“.t=f d.t B3L* Inner Sn Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.:SI-Slll  Faulkner 1978: 132
‘But as for him who doesnot g Outer  Spi Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: Sli-sii - [V11-283]
know this spell for passing over
these paths, he shall be taken
into the infliction of the dead
which is ordained, as one who
is not, who shall never have
ms.t

1086 wpi(=i) ws.t m Rssw s[ndm]=i BIL* Inner Gws Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SllI De Buck 1961:
mn.t n(.y) Wsir ink shpr B2L Inner Gws Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SI-Sll ~ VI1.363b—d;
n.t(y)t wd® iz.t=f iri(.y) B3L Inner Sn Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SISl Faulkner 1978: 149
wadflmint BSC lnner  Djw.ay-up Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: Sll [Vil.363]
| open the way in Rostau, | g, (Coffin)  Sn Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SISIlI
ease the suffering of Osiris, |
am he who brings into being
what is, who assigned his BIP Outer  Spi Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SllI
standard, who made his path
in the valley’

1135 nnk n.tyw nb.w hr.t BIP Outer Spi Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SIII De Buck 1961:
‘Mine are those who are, the BIBe (Coffin)  Sn Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: SII-SIl  V11.480a; Faulkner
possessors/lords of what is B5C* Inner Dhw.ty-hip  Deir el-Bersha 12 Dyn.: Sll 1978: 172 [V11.480]

required’

*Abbreviations: Dyn. = Dynasty; A = Amenembhat; S = Senwosret.

states that the deceased ‘appeared’ and thus exists.’! A few
attestations are related to creative forces, as with CT 162
in which the four winds of heaven are mentioned to have
come into being before gods existed,’? or CT 306 in which
Atum is [ir] p.t kms wnn.t ‘one who made the sky and cre-
ated what exists’.3* Alternatively, CT 997 places Ra-Atum
as one who made the gods and as ‘one who is’. This signi-
fies the first point of creation and, perhaps, of existence.
As supported by the discussed Coffin Text spells, creation
was thereafter a dynamic process, with entities that could
become existent, and those that could become non-existent.
This agrees with current understandings of Egyptian con-
cepts of creation.

Clearly, the creation of wnn.t or existence is associ-
ated with creator deities like Ra and Atum. The Coffin

31 See CT 638 (De Buck 1956: VI.260; Faulkner 1977: 217
(V1.260)).

32 De Buck 1938: 11.400a; Faulkner 1973: 140 (11.400).

33 De Buck 1951: 1V.60¢; Faulkner 1973: 224 (1V.60).

Texts additionally indicate that either Ra or Osiris could be
‘supervisor of what exists’. However, the survey of attesta-
tions of n.£yt and iw.1yt signal that, from at least the Middle
Kingdom, Osiris was king or ruler of those who are not,
an association supported by CT 695 which could refer to
those who are not in the presence of Osiris. To reach his
abode, CT 1035 points to the importance of having specific
knowledge, signalling that the deceased could avoid becom-
ing like those who are not. It is this role of the individual in
determining what is and what is not that is suggested by fur-
ther attestations of n.fyt and iw.zyz. PT 510 hints at this by
referring to the pharaoh as scribe who can bring into being
what is not (yet) existent, whereas a few Coffin Texts attrib-
ute this role to the deceased. Would this thereby imply that
the individual could manifest ‘everything’?

Indeed, when written together, n.zyt iw.tyt ‘what is and
what is not’ are commonly translated as ‘everything’.3*

3* Goodwin 1876: 102-103 (2); Gardiner 1957: 153 (§203.4);
Fischer 1973: 5 n. 2; el-Sayed 1983: 360 n. 2.
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The translation expresses the useful concept of a totality,
but one which may lead to more limited interpretations if
the specificity of the Egyptian terms are not considered.
In cases where creation is concerned, the nuance of n.zyt
iw.1yt in noting the manifestation of what is not (yet) should
be considered. This nuance may otherwise be captured by
approaching ‘everything’ as a rhetorical totality that could
include the existent and the non-existent, which is further
addressed below regarding additional attestations of n.zy?
iw.yt.

Ontologically, however, Hornung highlights that the
translation is problematic due to its paradoxical equation
of existence with non-existence.*® Instead, to define non-
existence, Hornung suggests examining the moment of
creation. At this point there is no space, no time, no gods,
and no things.’® CT 75, for instance, mentions the watery
abyss before the creation of Shu by Atum,” while CT 76
describes this pre-creation universe as one with waters (nw),
darkness (kk.w) and obscurity (tnm.w).*® Such qualities are
juxtaposed against those of the created, existent, universe.*’
When creation ensues, it does not remove what came
before; together with the totality of existence is an endless
remainder that is not transformed.*’ As Hornung writes, this
is ‘the final limit, or the realm beyond all boundaries, which
is encountered when one reaches outside the limited world
of being.”*' Thus, the existent is embedded in the non-
existent, and features the cosmic and the physical realms.
Accordingly, the non-existent could also be encountered
across these realms including, for example, in the voyages
of the deceased, or in day-to-day activities.*?

Consequently, Hornung proposes that the constant pres-
ence of the non-existent offered potential for both renewal
and hostility.** Its potential for renewal or renewed creation
is especially due to the observed continuous creation and
the continuation of existence alongside non-existence.* The
non-existent, however, could also pervade the fixed limits of
ordered creation which may lead to hostile confrontation.*
Indeed, as CT 1035 notes, those who are not would never

3> Hornung 1982: 173.

3¢ Hornung 1982: 175.

37De Buck 1935: 1. 332-338; Faulkner 1973: 72 (1. 332-338). For
more on this spell, see Allen 1988: 14—18.

38 De Buck 1938: 11.10-17; Faulkner 1973: 77-80 (IL.10-17). As
Allen (1988: 20) notes, ‘the meaning of tnm.w may be associated
with its root verb tmm “to go astray” and relate to the ‘undeter-
mined character of the external universe (“Nowhere” vs. the
defined “Where” of the world) or to its lack of order’. For more on
this spell, see Allen 1988: 18-21; Bickel 1994: 26-27. For more
on Nu and the pre-creation universe, see Pépin 1989; Rotsch 2005;
Bickel 2005; Popielska-Grzybowska 2017; Assmann 2019: 21;
Belmonte and Lull 2023: 2-7.

3 Bickel 1994: 31; Meeks and Favard-Meeks 1996: 13—15.

40 According to Bickel (1994: 30), the Coffin Texts signal that the
pre-existent Nu is instrumental in creating the universe.
4'Hornung 1982: 177.

“2 Hornung 1982: 179-80.

43 Hornung 1982: 180-85. Nu is also described as having potential
for creation and destruction (Popielska-Grzybowska 2017: 22).

“ Hornung 1982: 180-85.

4 Hornung 1982: 180-85.

have ms3°.t; yet, would this indicate that they instead have
isf.t, or elements thereof, or could non-existent elements
threaten the continuance of m3.#? Of uncertain reading,*®
CT 540 seems to suggest that what is not is an abomination
as it restricts one from even seeing or identifying isf.z. This,
as Hornung notes, would impede a deceased individual from
being blessed.*’” He agrees with the link between the non-
existent and isf.z, and notes that the maintenance of ms<.¢
was required to ensure the endurance of existent elements.*®
This would accordingly relate to the various activities that
kept isf.t at bay, including the Egyptian pharaoh’s duty to
maintain m3°.t, not in inertia (an aspect of the non-existent),
but rather in dynamic continuity, justifying its persistent sig-
nificance for the Egyptians.*

While the implications of the non-existent’s potential
will be further explored in the following sections, it is per-
tinent to mention one further approach to what is not that
stems from the aforementioned interpretation of PT 510. As
el-Sayed observes, the existent can refer either to a thing or
a living being that has a form, a name, a soul, and a spirit,
while the non-existent is that which is not yet existent, and
thus remains in the divine secrets.>® This is based on attesta-
tions that not only occur in the Pyramid and Coffin Texts,
but also on a limited number of 11" to 19" Dynasty stelae
as well as New Kingdom statues and religious texts. Those
dating after the Middle Kingdom, and thus beyond the
chronological parameters of this study, mainly include epi-
thets regarding the creation of the existent.’! These epithets
continued to be used for Osiris and (Ra-)Atum, as in the
Coffin Texts, but are also attested for other creator deities,
including Amun, Khnum, Neith, Ptah, and Thoth.>?

What Is and What Is Not in Epithets
and Titles

Additional epithets of the late 11" to 12" Dynasties are
associated with Osiris, Khentyimentyw, and Abydos. As
observed from the selection in Table 2, these can occur on
stelae commissioned for officials with a range of duties. The
epithets concern the ‘coming’, ‘rushing’ or ‘bringing’ of
existent and non-existent entities to the deity or city. Stelae
BM EA580 and EA574 identify Osiris as ‘lord of eternity’,
supporting CT 335’s definition of the existent with eter-
nity, and thus Osiris as ‘supervisor of what exists’. Stela
Turin 1534 reveals additional pertinent details, classifying
Khentyimentyw as the ‘prince of primeval time, chief of
the ancestor gods’. This hints at the deity’s creative poten-
tial, and corroborates Hornung’s argument regarding the

46 Faulkner suggests that Spell CT 540, line 136Kk, is corrupt, and
instead translates it as: ‘I detest him who will not see wrong’
(Faulkner 1977: 158 (V1.136)). Its translation in Table 1 follows
Hornung 1982: 181.

4Hornung 1982: 181.

“ Hornung 1982: 213, 216.

4 Hornung 1982: 183.

S0El-Sayed 1983: 360, 363.

SUEl-Sayed 1983.

52El-Sayed 1983: 361.
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Table 2. Middle Kingdom attestations of ‘what is and what is not’ in epithets of Osiris, Khentyimentyw or Abydos. Translations of

titles largely follow Ward 1982.

Attestation Associated Title(s) Object Site Date*  References
Individual

iyi m hip.t in ntr.w n.w 3bdw hr wr.t  Is Count; overseer Stela Abydos(?) Late || Scott-Moncrieff,

3.t snd nb.t hmhm.t iwi.t n=s n.t(y)t of priests (BM Dyn.— Lambert and Hall

iw.t(y)t htp=n ntr <3 hr=s EA193) 12 Dyn.  1912: pl. 33 [lines

‘Welcome in peace by the gods 8—117; Spiegel 1957:

of Abydos on the great division of 197-198

respect, lady of renown, to which

comes what is and what is not, after

the great god has gone to rest on it’

nb nhh hks ntr.w iww n=f n.t(y)t S-n-sbk Count Stela Abydos(?) 12 Dyn.  Scott-Moncrieff,

iw.t(y)t (BM (early) Lambert and Hall

‘lord of eternity, ruler of the gods, to EA580) 1912: pl. 37 [lines

whom comes what is and what is not’ 2-3]

iyl n=f n.t(y)t iw.t(y)t Hn.t(y)-imn.tyw b-ks.w/ - Stela Abydos 12 Dyn.: Maspero 1882:

k3 T3-wr nb im.y-bsh wr p3.wt hr.y-tp  b-ih.w (Turin SI(?) 115-117 [lines 5-7;

ntr.w dr.tyw hw nhh iti.y ntr.w hrp <3 1534) Piehl 1881: 18-19

n.t p.t hks n(.y) nh.w [lines 5-7]; Freed

‘to whom comes what is and what is 1996: fig. 8d

not, Khentyimentyw, bull of the Thinite

nome, lord who is before, prince of

primeval time, chief of the ancestor

gods, eternal flesh, sovereign of the

gods, great controller of heaver, ruler

of those who live’

Hn.t(y)-imn.tyw nb Ddw hk3 3bdw In-iti=f Overseer of a Stela Abydos 12 Dyn.:  Simpson 1974: 12;

ini.w n=f n.t(y)t iw.t(y)t district (Leiden All Landgrafova 201 I:

‘Khentyimentyw, lord of Dedu, ruler V.6) (Yr.9) 190-191 [Nr. 56]

of Abydos, to whom is brought what is

and what is not’

Hn.t(y)-imn.tyw nb Ddw hksz 3bdw iwi ~ Imn-m-h3.t ~ Overseer of a Stela Abydos(?) 12 Dyn.:  Scott-Moncrieff,

n=f n.t(y)t iw.t(y)t storehouse (BM All Lambert and Hall

‘Khentyimentyw, lord of Dedu, ruler of EA567) (Yr. 13)  1912: pl. 5 [line 22];

Abydos, to whom comes what is and Simpson 1974: pl. 22

what is not’ [ANOC 13.2]

Wsir Hn.1(y)-imn.tyw nb nhh hks imn.t  Smi.ty the Master of Stela Abydos(?) 12 Dyn.:  Scott-Moncrieff,

ww n=f n.t(y)t wn Younger secrets of the (BM All Lambert and Hall

‘Osiris Khentyimentyw, lord of royal insignia; EA574) 1912: pl. 9 [lines

eternity, ruler of the west, to whom chamberlain; 15—16]; Simpson

rushes those who exist’ priest of the 1974: pl. 61 [ANOC

White and Red 42.2]

crowns

*Abbreviations: Dyn. = Dynasty; A = Amenembhat; S = Senwosret.

importance of the point of creation for understanding exist-
ent and non-existent entities.

Nevertheless, the role(s) of the non-divine in such crea-
tion may be gleaned from texts that, in fact, are first attested
before these epithets and before the Coffin Text occurrences.
According to collated attestations (Table 3), the earliest thus
far found is from the tomb of “3-nhr at Deir el-Bersha.> It
occurs in an epithet associated with ‘measuring’ what is and
what is not, possibly in relation to this high official’s ability
to demarcate, or newly create, the boundaries of his district.
According to his other titles, “3-nht was also responsible
for judiciary and cultic activities, and for expeditions to

33 The tomb’s dating to the reign of Montuhotep II, probably after
the reunification of Upper and Lower Egypt, follows Willems
2007: 84—-88. See also Brovarski 1981; Gestermann 2008.

the Western Desert. Perhaps these could similarly infer his
management of ‘measuring’ what is and what is not in rela-
tion to law and order, the cultic and the profane, and to paths
beyond the Nile Valley.

The importance of boundaries is discerned in another
epithet of Montuhotep II’s reign. Tn-iti=f, son of Ifi, is ‘one
who acts as door for what is and what is not’. The stela on
which this is inscribed otherwise describes how the official
kept commoners away from the king, and met with visitors
at the palace. As such, Lichtheim notes that the official was
‘the “door” between the king and the people’.>* His position
as ‘overseer of the Anr.t of the Great Doorway’ could also
point to another role. The Great Doorway may be associated

54 Lichtheim 1988: 51 n. 6. For more on gatekeepers in ancient
Egypt, see Leprohon 1994.
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Table 3. Middle Kingdom attestations of ‘what is’ and ‘what is not’ in texts associated with officials. Translations of titles largely
follow Ward 1982 and Fischer 1997.

Attestation Associated Selected title(s) Object Site Date* Reference(s)
Individual
hnbn n.t(y)t iw.t(y)t hz-nht Count; judge; vizier; Biographic text, Tomb 5 I'l Dyn.:  Griffith and
Smn.t is.wt t3§.w im.yw controller of the two tomb fagade (17K85/1), MII(?) Newberry
Wn.t thrones; overseer of Deir el- 1896: pl. 13
‘one who measured/ priests; overseer of the Bersha (line 11)
conveyed what is and city; treasurer of the king of
what is not, making firm Lower Egypt; great overlord
the stones/landmarks of of the Hare nome; overseer
the boundaries which of the Western Deserts
are in the Hare nome’
iri 3 hr n.t(y)t iw.t(y)t  In-itisf son ~ Overseer of the hnrt of the  Stela Thebes (?) Il Dyn.:  Fischer 1960:
‘one who acts as door  of Tfi great doorway; manager of  (MMA 57.95) Ml figs 1-2, pl. 7
for what is and what estate personnel
is not’
im.y-r3 n.tf{(y)t] Hnnw Chief steward in the entire Stela TT 313, Deir |1 Dyn.: Hayes 1949:
wl.1(y)t] land; chief steward; sealer of (MMA el-Bahri MIl pl. 4
‘overseer of what is and things of the oasis; overseer 2000.103+
what is not’ of horn, hoof, feather and 2002.392a—)
scale
im.y-r3 n.t(y)t iw.t(y)t Hn(n)w Sealer of the king of Lower ~ Rock inscription ~ Wadi Il Dyn: Couyat and
‘overseer of what is and Egypt; overseer of temples; (M1 14) Hammamat ~ MIll Montet 1912:
what is not’ overseer of the granary and (Yr. 8) 81-84 (114.3;
the two treasuries; overseer 114.5)
rh s§m n(.y) n.t(y)t of horn and hoof; overseer
iw.t(y)t nn sws.t hr=f of the six great houses;
‘one who knows the trusty of the king in the
condition of what is and southern doorway
what is not, nothing
escaping from him’
im.y-rs Sm<.w mi-kd=f ~ Tmn-m-h3.t  Nobleman; count; overseer  Rock inscription  Wadi Il Dyn.: Couyat and
smi.w n=f n.t(y)t iw.t(y)t of the city; vizier; overseer (M1 13) Hammamat  MIV Montet
‘overseer of the entire of the works; chief of the six (Yr.2) 1912: 79-81
Upper Egypt, to whom great ones; judge of nobility (113.7-8)
is reported what is and and subjects; overseer of
what is not’ the door of Upper Egypt
13 mw(?) §C hr idb n.t(y) nh.w Controller of sailors; Stela of Ankhu,  Wadi 12 Dyn.:  Sayed 1977:
tiw.t(y [...] overseer of recruits western jamb Gawasis S| 162-163;
‘the land, the water(?), (Yr.22)  Mahfouz 201 I:
the sand on the 54
riverbank, what is and
what is not [...]’
sip(.w) n=f n.t(y)t iw.t(y) Wp-w3.wr-3  Nobleman; count; sealer of  Stela (Leiden Abydos 12 Dyn.:  Simpson
t n ikr n(.y) mnh(.w)=f the king of Lower Egypt; VA4, no. 5) S| 1974: pl. 30;
hrib sm-priest; controller of (Yr.44)  Landgrafova
‘to whom is entrusted every apron; priest of m3.t; and All 2011: 156-157
what is and what is not, overseer of the equipment (Yr.2) (no. 49)
on account of his being in the presence of the god;
efficient in the heart (of great wb-priest of Osiris
the king)’
hm-ntr n(.y) Wr-shm.w  Df3-hp=i | Nobleman; count; great Inscription, great Tomb |, 2 Dyn.:  Griffith 1889:
hm-ntr nb wrr.t s3i.w overlord of the entire |3 hall, east wall, Assiut SI pl. 5 (lines
Hnm.w ntr.w iww n=f nome of Upper Egypt; south of door 233-234); Urk.
n.t(y)t iw.t(y)t overseer of priests of VII.55.18-20

‘priest of Great-of-
power, priest of the
lord of the red crown,
whom Khnum and the
gods await, to whom
comes what is and what

is not’

Wepwawet; overseer of
priests of Anubis; overseer
of priests of Osiris; sealer
of the king of Lower Egypt;
scribe of the god’s book;
chief lector priest; overseer
of Upper Egypt; controller
of the two thrones in the
double house

(Continued)
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Table 3. (Continued)

Attestation Associated Selected title(s) Object Site Date* Reference(s)
Individual

rdi.n wiim.y-r3 k3.t m  Imn.y Accompanying sealer; Stela (Louvre Abydos 12 Dyn.:  Piehl 1888:

hrp n.ty)t iw.t(y)t n controller of works Cl172) All 16, pl. 12C;

mnh=i n ikr=i hr ib=f r (Yr. 3) Landgrafova

ir.y-<.t nb n.ty hr=f 2011: 188-189

‘the overseer of (no. 55)

works appointed me

as controller of what

is and what is not,

because | was more

beneficent and excellent

in his heart than any

hall-keeper who was

with him’

shpr iw.t(y)t r hpr hrrw  Sn“-ib Assistant sealer of the Rock inscription  Serabit el- 12 Dyn.:  Gardiner and

m[$<m shr.w=f] overseer of the treasury (No. 35) Khadim AlV Peet 1952:

‘one who brings into (Yr. 6) pl. 11 (35);

being what is not (?) Cerny 1955:

to bring about the 71-72,n. c

contentment of [the (no. 35)

expedition with his

plans]’

ssm.w n(.y) iw.t(y)t Rnsi Chief steward Eloquent Peasant - MK Parkinson

n.t(y)t (P. Berlin 3023) 1991: B1.85

‘leader of what is not

and what is’

*Abbreviations: Dyn. = Dynasty; M = Montuhotep; A = Amenemhat; S = Senwosret; MK = Middle Kingdom.

with the former capital of the Herakleopolitan Dynasty,
newly controlled by Montuhotep II and thus significant for
the formation of the new state,> whereas a hinr.t at this time
was likely a defensive enclosure.’® Thus, hypothetically, as
overseer of this defensive structure at Herakleopolis, the
official perhaps acted as ‘door’ between what was part of
the newly ordered state, and what was not (yet) part of it,
consequently also protecting this boundary from potential
hostility with entities that were not (yet) ordered, or from
vulnerability to non-existence.

Another official under Montuhotep II, Hnnw, was ‘over-
seer of what is and what is not’. His fragmentary tomb
inscription at Deir el-Bahri ascribes him with additional
titles indicating possible expeditions to the Western Desert
oases, as well as responsibility over animals.’” The inscrip-
tion also comprises a description of an expedition con-
ducted by Hnnw, possibly to the Levant for the acquisition
of timber.>® This appears to be the first known state-spon-
sored expedition to this region that can be assigned to the
11" Dynasty. Another inscription from the Eastern Desert’s
Wadi Hammamat attributed to the same Hnnw records how
he resumed activities in the Eastern Desert, dug wells, and
brought incense from Punt, again for seemingly the first
time in the 11" Dynasty but during the reign of Montuhotep
I1.>° Alongside these repeated expeditions are the offi-
cial’s responsibilities as ‘trusty of the king in the Southern

3 Fischer 1959: 248.

36 Quirke 1988; Quirke 2004: 94-95.
STHayes 1949.

8 Hayes 1949.

% Couyat and Montet 1912: 81-84.

Doorway’ at Elephantine, from where activities further
south to Nubia were coordinated. Perhaps these combined
duties relate to another epithet in the Wadi Hammamat
inscription that describes Hnnw as ‘one who knows the con-
dition of what is and what is not, nothing escaping from
him’. Accordingly, such knowledge and oversight of what
is and what is not could be interpreted in several ways: they
may be associated with responsibilities that are not well-
explored in the inscriptions, such as those at the treasuries,
at the temples, or over animals; or they may be correlated
with Hnnw’s roles in conducting transregional activities and
re-establishing expeditions on behalf of the new administra-
tion. Considering the focus of both inscriptions, the latter is
more likely.

An association with a myriad of roles may also be sug-
gested for Tmn-m-hs.t. This official’s epithet as one ‘to
whom is reported what is and what is not” immediately fol-
lows his title as ‘overseer of Upper Egypt’, suggesting a
reference to events that had and had not yet taken place.
However, Tmn-m-h3.t is also an ‘overseer of the door of
Upper Egypt’,®® again highlighting a possible association
with a boundary between the perceived ordered and non-
ordered entities. The very location of this inscription at
Wadi Hammamat points to 7mn-m-h3.t’s role in or manage-
ment of an expedition to/via the Eastern Desert.

Two additional attestations have been found beyond the
Nile Valley. Dating to Senwosret I’s reign is the fragmentary
inscription of ‘nh.w at the Red Sea coast’s Wadi Gawasis.
The text concerns an expedition to Bia-Punt, with mention

% Couyat and Montet 1912: 79-81.
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of products from God’s Land.®' Sayed’s transcription sug-
gests the reading of line 8 as ‘their counting in a list of the
sand upon the riverbank, that which is and that which is
not’.®? This has been interpreted as an emphatic indicator
of the numerous range of goods brought back,*® with n.#(y)t
iw.1(y)t thereby translated as ‘everything’. Mahfouz, on the
other hand, transcribes line 8§ to directly translate to ‘their
[creation], the land, the water, the sand on the riverbank,
what is and what is not’,** which could instead describe the
existent and non-existent entities that could be encountered
along the path to/from Bia-Punt. The creation of what is
not is otherwise inferred in Sn-ib’s inscription at Serabit
el-Khadim. However, given the sentence in which it occurs,
this probably refers to manifesting that which is not yet
existent to ensure the success of an expedition.®

Additional 12% Dynasty attestations may be related to
cultic duties. A ‘controller of works’ 7Tmn.y is described as
‘controller of what is and what is not’. His Abydos stela
otherwise mentions 7mn.y’s involvement in directing work
in temples of gods across Egypt,®® and the consequent pre-
sumed demarcation of the sacred from the secular. The
inscription of Df3-hp=i I mentions the ‘coming’ of what is
and what is not to the deceased, the epithet echoing those
associated with Osiris, Khentyimentyw, and Abydos. This
mayor was otherwise involved in temple duties, with his
tomb inscription also known for its inclusion of contracts
with priests of the main deities in his district.” As a hr.y stz
m Wsir ‘master of secrets/transformation of Osiris’ and bs
Stz n(.y) nb 3bdw ‘one initiated in the secrets/transformation
of the lord of Abydos’, Df3-hp=i I was clearly closely asso-
ciated with the Abydenian cult,’® which may explain the
attestation of ‘what is and what is not’ in his tomb. The (5)s%3
‘secrets/transformation’ of the existent is otherwise featured
in a 13" Dynasty stela from Edfu, which provides another
mayor, Mh-ib-Hr, with the unique title hr.y s$t3 n.t(y)t wn.t
‘master of secrets/transformation of what exists’.® It is
uncertain if the absence of the non-existent in this case may
be associated with the official’s relation to Horus (as priest
of Horus of Edfu) rather than Osiris. Similarly, it remains
theoretical if the identification of Wp-w3.wr-3 on a stela
from Abydos as one ‘to whom is entrusted what is and what
is not’ is associated with his roles as priest of m3°.7 and great
web-priest of Osiris.”®

1 Sayed 1977: 162-163; Bard and Fattovich 2018: 88-89.
2Sayed 1977: 162—163. This translation is by Cruz-Uribe, as pub-
lished in Bard and Fattovich 2018: 89.

63 Bard and Fattovich 2018: 89 n. 17.

4 Mahfouz 2011: 54.

65 Based on the reconstruction in Cerny 1955: 72 note c.

% Piehl 1888: 16, pl. 12C; Landgrafova 2011: 188-189 (no. 55).
87 Griffith 1889: pls 6-8 (lines 273-324); Kahl 2022.

%8 Griffith 1989: pls 4 (230), 9 (347); Urk. VII. 54.18, 65.17. For
the title hr.y s§73 ‘master of secrets’, see Rydstrom 1994: 76;
Beatty 2000; Balanda 2009. Fitzenreiter (2022) has proposed the
translation of §§73 as ‘transformation/disambiguation’.

% Edfu 10 (Stela Cairo CG 20530). Ward 1982: 121 (1024);
Kubisch 2008: 208-213, fig. 13 (line 6), pl. 5 (line 9); Trapani
2007: 1831, fig. 1, pl. 1 (line 9). The dating follows Franke 1983:
285.

7 Simpson 1974: pl. 30.

One other Middle Kingdom attestation regarding the exist-
ent and non-existent is worthy of mention. This occurs in
the literary composition of The Eloquent Peasant. A main
character, Rnsi, is identified by the Peasant as a ‘leader of
what is not and what is’. As he is the official to whom the
Peasant pleads for justice and who presents the Peasant’s
case to the king, this epithet may be linked with (a) Rnsi’s
delineation and judgement of order, which accords with his
description as a shtm grg shpr ms©.t ‘destroyer of falsehood,
creator of m3<.1’7" or a iwsw ‘balance’;”* (b) hearing and
reporting events that may or may not have occurred, and
which could eventually be recorded, as occurs in the tale;’?
(c) Rnsi’s duty to act as ‘door’ between commoners and the
king, in a manner similar to that posited for 7n-iti=f son of
Tfi; or (d) all of the above.

Overall, the titles and epithets of the non-divine in con-
nection with what is and what is not signal at a wide range
of possible interpretations. The initial attestation at Deir
el-Bersha is thus far the earliest of the 11" Dynasty, pre-
dating known Coffin Text attestations at the site. Together
with subsequent 11% Dynasty examples, the texts reveal sig-
nificant aspects of what is and what is not. A high official
could report, have oversight over, and have knowledge of
the condition of what is and what is not. One could also
measure and demarcate what is and what is not, as well as
control their movement. In the 12" Dynasty, they could be
entrusted, controlled, and led by officials. In one case, they
came to an official as they would to a deity, and in another,
what is not was probably even created. Accordingly, el-
Sayed proposes that the expression was a means to honour
officials of high rank who should have knowledge of the
future, but also dominate and imagine it.”* This brings the
intriguing notion of non-existence as that which is not (yet)
existent or known.

Still, due to the limited number of attestations across
the variant sources, it is difficult to pinpoint to what degree
attestations in titles and epithets reflect the concepts of (non)
existence as represented in the Pyramid and Coffin Texts.
The epithets of Osiris, Khentyimentyw, and Abydos signal
at this correlation; however, there may exist several poten-
tial means to interpreting n.#(y)f iw.#(y)t in officials’ inscrip-
tions. As aforementioned, if translated as ‘everything’, then
n.t(y)t iw.t(y)t could be considered as a rhetorical total-
ity: as a combination, or a new, slightly different, whole.
Accordingly, the epithets and titles could be interpreted via
either an epistemological or an ontological perspective, or
both. For instance, an epithet for ‘one who acts as door for
what is and what is not’ could refer to an official’s duties
as doorkeeper of a broad range of goods and peoples. On
the other hand, it could additionally refer to duties as a
doorkeeper between the known and not (yet) known or the
ordered and not (yet) ordered. As such, more nuanced mean-
ings of n.#(y)t iw.1(y)t could be explored by understanding

71 Parkinson 1991: B1.98.

2 Parkinson 1991: B1.191.

3 ih ini.tw n=n m s§ sdm=n st ‘then it (the peasant’s speech) will be
brought to us (the king and Rnsi) in writing, so that we may hear it’
(Parkinson 1991: B1.110).

74El-Sayed 1983: 363.
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the terms both individually and collectively via such per-
spectives. The following section explores one such poten-
tial interpretation: namely, that concepts of boundaries may
be correlated with attestations of what is and what is not.
This is framed by the observation that most officials with
epithets and titles concerning n.#(y)t iw.#(y)t held responsi-
bilities along or beyond such limits, as well as the Pyramid
and Coffin Texts’ representation of the individual’s role in
manifesting what is and what is not (yet). It also employs
Hornung’s suggestion regarding the pervasive potential of
non-existence in the physical and cosmic realms.

A Case for the Role of Boundaries and
Boundary Traversal

A boundary is defined as a general separator indicating any
type of limit.”> In many cases, the officials listed in Table
3 held roles linked with geographic limits of political or
administrative units or borders.” These include boundaries
between districts (“h3-nht’s inscription) and those deline-
ated as the Great and Southern Doorways (as in the texts
of In-itisf and Hnnw). All were either in the process of
being established or newly demarcated in the 11% Dynasty.
Although they were not yet the fixed territorial boundaries
typically conceptualised for the Middle Kingdom, they
were still likely ‘imposed by command of the king,” as per
the Egyptian ideology of kingship.”’

Imposing boundaries also entailed their maintenance and
their protection from threatening forces. Accordingly, both
11" and 12% Dynasty rulers continued third millennium
BCE practices of representing their control over Egyptian
districts and the subjugation of threatening forces. For
instance, one fragmentary scene at Montuhotep II’s chapel
at Gebelein depicts a procession of provinces,’® highlight-
ing their desired or actual acquiescence to the king. Another
shows Montuhotep I smiting an Egyptian, behind which
are three kneeling men each labelled as St.yw, St.fyw and
Thnw.yw to identify groups from/beyond Egypt’s southern,
north-eastern and western borders respectively.”’ This rep-
resents the aggressive subordination of peoples who were
conceived as threats to the king’s newly ordered realm, as
supported by the scene’s caption specifying w p.(y)w
t3.wy grg Smw tz Mhw hss.wtidb.wy pd.t 9 nw.t[...] ‘sub-
duing the chiefs of the Two Lands, setting in order Upper
and Lower Egypt, the foreign lands, the two banks, the nine
bows, the towns [...].” Clearly, it was of equal importance
for the king to maintain the internal stability of Egypt’s ter-
ritory as it was to control forces beyond this territory.

To further protect Egypt’s imposed boundaries and con-
trol the movement of goods and people across its limits,
the administration commissioned the construction of struc-
tures or monuments at strategic locations. Alongside the

75 For the definition of ‘boundaries’, ‘frontiers’ and ‘borderlands’,
see Parker 2006: 79.

76 Parker 2002: 373.

77 Quirke 1989: 262.

8 Marochetti 2010: 11, 62-63, fig. 16.

7 Habachi 1963: 39, fig. 17, pl. 11b; Brovarski 2010: 61;
Marochetti 2010: 11, 52, fig. 15.

Great and Southern Doorways, those of the early Middle
Kingdom include boundary stelae as well as enclosures.?
Examples are the so-called Walls of the Ruler, which were
evidently built to keep out north-eastern groups, or to Asf
‘repel’ the St.zyw and pipt ‘crush’ the Nmi.w-§¢ as in the
Tale of Sinuhe,®! and nn rdi.t hsi.y sm.w r Km.t ‘to not
allow the “3m.w to descend to Egypt’ as in the Prophecies of
Noferty.®? The Prophecies note the intended result: iw ms©.¢t
riyi.t r s.t=s i[sf.f] dr(.ty)=sy r rw.ty ‘M3.t will return to
its place, isf.t being driven out’.®* The re-establishment and
maintenance of the internal and external boundaries of the
11" and 12" Dynasties were thus represented as a means to
continuously create organisation, and consequently main-
tain m3°.z.

This fits well with the ideology of ms3 .t and isf.t that
aligns the physical with the cosmic realms. However,
focussing only on the hostile, threatening aspects of isf.z
may problematise the traversal of boundaries for reasons
other than protection and defence. Why would Egyptians
be involved in such activities if they were conceived to be
as dangerous as purported by the conceptualised opposing
principles of ms€.t and isf.#? According to such inscriptions
as those of Hnnw, the new administration was commission-
ing expeditions beyond Nile Valley communities to (re-)
establish control over strategic routes, but also to retrieve
desirable resources. These included the various minerals,
metals, flora and fauna of the Eastern and Western Deserts,
as well as the resources of more distant areas such as the
Levant, the Red Sea coast, Punt, or the Western Desert
Oases.

Combined with the implication that the continuous crea-
tion of order could lead to encounters with non-existence
with its potential for renewal and creation, the attestations
of ‘what is” and ‘what is not’ in the early Middle Kingdom
offer different understandings. They provide a further
justification as to why the perceived limits of ms3“.r were
traversed and managed by the king and, especially, by non-
royal individuals who would have to ensure the continuation
of existence at these boundaries. Perhaps individuals who
were responsible for delineating or protecting boundaries,
and navigating through or to deserts, were associated with
encountering the existent and the non-existent. This would
support, for instance, the interpretation of such creatures as
griffins in desert landscapes of 11" to 12 Dynasty tomb
scenes as a possible ‘reflection of the desert’s chaotic and
strange character’.3* It also agrees with later attestations of

80 Quirke 1989; Galan 1995: 104—114; Tordk 2008: 79-92; Moreno
Garcia 2016: 112; Siegel 2022.

81 Papyrus Berlin 3022, line B17. Koch 1990.

82 Papyrus Hermitage 1116B, lines 66-67. Helck 1992.

8 Papyrus Hermitage 1116B, lines 68-69. Helck 1992.

8 McDonald 2017: 32. Among the earliest is the griffin depicted in
the tomb of “h3-nht at Deir el-Bersha (Griffith and Newberry 1896:
pl. 16). See also the griffin in the tomb of Nhri at Deir el-Bersha,
and the composite creatures in the Beni Hassan tombs of Bsk.z 111,
Htjj and Hnm.w-htp(.w) 11, most recently recorded in Kanawati
and Evans 2014: pls 37a, 124, 127¢; Kanawati and Evans 2018: pls
13a, 67; Kanawati and Evans 2020: pls 17b, 94-95. For more on
the interpretation of these scenes in reference to order and chaos,
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potential encounters with griffins near the Red Sea coast.®®
As representatives of their ruler, officials would have to
traverse and/or protect the newly established boundaries of
order, but in doing so they might also acquire new knowl-
edge or commodities, or encounter new groups that had not
yet been known by the ruler or by leading officials, espe-
cially in the 11" Dynasty period of state formation. These
may then represent the potential of non-existence. The
boundary-traversers would thus be responsible for what is
and what will be, as well as what is and what is not, whereas
the non-existent offered potential for knowledge, routes,
resources, and valuable social relations.

This interpretation should not be assumed to reflect
the pharaoh’s reduced role in controlling ‘foreign’ affairs.
The attestations indicate that many, if not all, of the offi-
cials’ activities were commissioned by a king. Moreover, it
was not only earthly or geographical boundaries that were
assumed to be traversed or delineated, but those wherein
non-existence may generally pervade existence, where
m3©.t had to be maintained so that isf.# may be recognised
or ‘seen’ (CT 540; Table 1). Following Englund, the Duat
may similarly be conceptualised as ‘neither good nor bad’,
with potential for hostility and renewal, where knowledge
is available but dangerous forces are also present.® If the
Coffin Texts point to the individual’s role in determining
what is and what is not and in becoming who is and who is
not in the realm of the dead, then perhaps this role was par-
alleled in the realm of the living. It is, therefore, tempting to
infer that expressions regarding ‘what is’ and ‘what is not’
emerge in the early 11" Dynasty due to either a transform-
ing ontology or a transforming means to represent it across a
wider range of texts. That is, the surviving texts suggest that
‘what is” and ‘what is not’ are newly associated with indi-
viduals who were responsible for achieving stability, and
possibly represent individual agency over a rhetorical ‘eve-
rything’. Perhaps, this might be linked with the early second
millennium BCE political crisis experienced in Egypt when
it was not ruled by one pharaoh who would maintain m3°.z.

Conversely, the Coffin Texts also highlight how indi-
viduals could transfigure into spirits, navigate the path to
Rostau, and join the company of deities. As such, the expres-
sions on ‘what is’ and ‘what is not’ may instead correlate
with the increased representation of the non-royal individ-
ual’s role in cosmic processes, and in creating, negotiating,
and maintaining m3°<.7 in the physical and cosmic realms.®’
Accordingly, this may reflect the ontology of the self as
Osiris in death, with Osiris, Abydos, and Khentyimentyw
receiving existent and non-existent entities, and Osiris rul-
ing those who are and who are not. Whether this is then
due to the political changes of the Old to Middle Kingdoms,
the religious developments across this period, the growing

see Houlihan 1996: 43—44. See also Vasiljevi¢ 2003; Sabbahy
2017.

8 Darnell 1995: 80; Quack 2009: 349. For more on griffins in
ancient Egypt, see Wengrow 2014; Gerke 2014; Sabbahy 2017.

8 Englund 1999: 107.

87 For more on ms°.t in Middle Kingdom society, see Lichtheim
1992; Ockinga 2001: 484-485.

importance of the cult of Osiris,*® or merely the nature of
the preserved evidence, remains uncertain. Still, such obser-
vations stress that m3.7 and isf.t should not only be studied
in reference to the pharaoh; the agency of non-royal individ-
uals who were involved in traversing, delineating, or control-
ling liminal spaces should also be considered. By knowing,
reporting, controlling or leading what is and what is not,
officials could be signifying considerable responsibilities in
managing and coordinating cross-boundary activities.

Conclusions

The analysis of attestations of n.fyt ‘what is’ and iw.tyt
‘what is not’ has led to several interpretations regarding
conceptualisations of boundaries, the world, and the self.
The translation of the terms together as ‘everything’ is not
incorrect, but should be approached in consideration of the
rhetorical totality of manifestations, particularly in relation
to what is not and what is not yet. The variations in use
from the late third to early second millennium BCE point
to a wider range of sources in the early Middle Kingdom,
and perhaps widening understandings of existence and non-
existence. Those in the Coffin Texts signify an association
with creation and manifestation, as well as the role of Osiris
as a ruler of those who are and those who are not. Those
who are seem to have been approached as those who appear
before Osiris; those who are not were unsuccessful in tra-
versing the paths to Rostau, never having achieved ms°.¢
‘order’. As CT 540 suggests, what is not cannot recognise
isf.t ‘chaos’. The direct identification of ‘what is not’ as
isf.t, however, is not clearly stated in the Coffin Texts nor in
other examined attestations. This neutrality between ms°.7
and isf.t supports the potential for hostility and renewal per-
ceived to be offered by non-existence.

Yet, such potential requires manifestation and organisa-
tion. While the pharaoh is typically assumed to be respon-
sible for creating and maintaining ms<.t, officials were also
tasked with this important duty. As discussed, the ecarly
Middle Kingdom occurrences of n.tyt and iw.tyt indicate
that officials could oversee, report, control, measure and
have knowledge of what is and what is not. A case for the
role of boundaries in these activities was proposed, with
their delineation conceptualised as a form of creating and
maintaining m3°<.t. Those involved in traversing or protect-
ing such boundaries may have conceived their activities
in association with what is and what is not, with the latter
offering potential for new knowledge, desired commodities,
or fruitful relations, but also hostile confrontations.

These diverse outcomes of cross-border activities in the
Middle Kingdom are well-known. However, approach-
ing them only via the opposing concepts of m3“.t ‘order’
and isf.t ‘chaos’, with the latter threatening Egypt and
Egyptians, can problematise the ideological justification for
travelling beyond the limits of m3<.¢ in search for resources
or diplomatic relations, especially when such exchange and
interactions were not yet state-controlled nor formalised.
Instead, a consideration of the potential of non-existence

8 For more on the cult of Osiris, see J.W. Wegner 1996; M.-A.
Wegner 2002: 57-104.
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would support such activities by non-royal individuals. This
slight shift in conceptualisation amplifies the role of indi-
vidual agency in the maintenance and traversal of different
types of boundaries. It also leads to the question whether
entities from beyond these boundaries could have been per-
ceived to have the potential offered by non-existence. If
so, this may have wider implications on how Egyptologists
study ontologies of the early second millennium BCE, as,
for instance, those regarding identity and the perception of
individuals originating from and beyond the boundaries of
the Egyptian state. Therefore, there remains more research
to be completed on ancient Egyptian ontologies, particu-
larly in relation to m3°.t, isf.t and their boundaries, and how
these may have transformed alongside socio-political and
religious developments. At least for the early second mil-
lennium BCE, the expressions regarding ‘what is’ and ‘what
is not’ offer pertinent insight on the role of individuals and,
possibly, on the nature of boundaries at a transitional period
when they were once again being (re)structured.
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