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The so-called Book of Two Ways forms parts of the ancient Egyptian
Coffin Texts. These religious texts appeared on some of the box-shaped co-
ffins for most of the first half of the second millennium BC and slightly ear-
lier. In its standard form, the so-called Book of Two Ways is a mixture of
texts and images and is exclusively attested on the insides of coffins from a
certain cemetery in Middle Egypt. This brief contribution sheds light on few
results of the recent research on this intriguing and highly complex compo-
sition. A survey of the newly discovered and rediscovered documents cha-
llenges both the centrality of the geographical distribution of this composi-
tion and the originality of some of its pictorial-textual elements. This state
of affairs opens up interesting interpretative possibilities as far as the edito-
rial transmission history and the mechanisms of the contextual adaptability
are concerned. These new findings ultimately call into question some of the
widely-held opinions concerning the so-called Book of Two Ways.
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Sources of the so-called Book of Two Ways

The so-called Book of Two Ways is a composition of magico-
religious texts and images in a certain sequence. It is attested on the

© 2018 W. Sherbiny; Published by the A.Yu. Krymskyi Institute of Oriental
Studies, NAS of Ukraine on behalf of The Oriental Studies. This 1s an
Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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insides of a number of coffins that date back to the ancient Egyptian
Middle Kingdom (2055-1650 BC) originating from a single cemetery
in Middle Egypt. It was the cemetery of the fifteenth province of
Upper Egypt [Helck 1974, 106—109; Gomaa 1986, 287—304] known
for its capital which the Greeks called “Hermopolis”. It housed the
main cult center of the god Thoth who was associated with Hermes in
the Graeco-Roman Period [Baines & Malek 2000, /26f; Kessler 2001,
94-97]. This geographical concentration of the sources led many re-
searchers to suggest a Hermopolitan origin of this composition as one
of the creations of the theologians at Hermopolis [Bonnet 1952, 882;
Stadler 2009, 99-103].

Intriguingly, variants of a certain segment from this composition
are attested in other regions. These include few Middle Kingdom co-
ffins from the cemetery of Beni Hassan in Middle Egypt [de Buck
1956, 194; 1961, 107—-108] and a burial chamber of an early Middle
Kingdom tomb at Kom El Hisen in the western Delta [Silverman
1988, 73—82 and 50-52; 1989, 29-53; 1990, 853—-876]. These attes-
tations, however, have been mainly interpreted as variants of some
excerpts from the so-called Book of Two Ways. Processes of text bo-
rrowing from a Hermopolitan source and a subsequent tailoring of
the material to local traditions have been generally assumed to play
dominant role in explaining these occurrences. However, recent
scholarship has started to cast doubt on the Hermopolitan origin of
several components of this composition [Sherbiny 2017a].

In the beginning of the twenty-first century a precursor of a spell
that was only attested in the so-called Book of Ways surfaced among
the fragments of the Pyramid Texts of the king Merenere (2287—
2278 BC) from the Old Kingdom [Pierre-Croisiau 2004, 268, 278,
and fig. 17]. Furthermore, an interesting variant of a certain spell has
been attested on a coffin from Lisht [Sherbiny 2017a, 17, 200f, 242].
Although this coffin was already known to the Coffin Texts project
staff who assigned to it the siglum LINY [Lesko 1979, §], only a
few number of its Coffin Texts were published. The spell occurs on
the headboard of this Lisht coffin in the context of an old offering
ritual. It 1s even introduced by Pyramid Texts spells [Allen 2006,
20-25] that had been positively recorded for the first time on the

The Oriental Studies, 2018, Ne 81 45



W. Sherbiny

subterranean chambers of the king Unas from the 5" Dynasty (2375-
2345 BO).

An even more interesting piece of evidence has been retrieved ear-
lier this century as well. Contrary to all the previous attestations of
the entire so-called Book of Two Ways or parts thereof which came
from funerary contexts, the new document may point to another di-
rection. It is a fragmentary leather roll kept now in the Cairo Museum
[Sherbiny 2017b]. Although its provenance is unknown, it can be
conveniently dated to sometime between the late Old Kingdom and
early Middle Kingdom on paleographical and linguistic grounds. In-
terestingly, this unique document includes a large segment combining
texts and images from the so-called Book of Two Ways that can only
be compared with the most lavishly illustrated example of this com-
position as attested on the Hermopolitan coffin of Sepi in the Cairo
Museum!. There is no clear indication in the text that refers to its ori-
gin, and nothing can prove that it is Hermopolitan either. This is in
fact the first time a complete pictorial-textual segment of this compo-
sition occurs in a document which might not have been come from
Hermopolis. The manuscript can be compared with few other reli-
gious papyri of similar age, such as the three Gardiner papyri 111V,
and the “papyrus Golenishchev™.

The survey of the evidence at hand alters the widely-held opinions
about the Hermopolitan origin of several segments of this composi-
tion. The picture that emerges here is that both textual and pictorial
variants similar (or almost identical — as in the case of the Cairo
leather roll) to the material attested on the Hermopolitan coffins, were
already known in other areas in Egypt and documented on much old-
er material. Hence both the temporal and spatial boundaries of this
intriguing composition are certainly extended beyond the apparent
monopoly of the Middle Kingdom theologians of Hermopolis.

Publication History

The earliest publications of the so-called Book of Two Ways at the
hands of Schack-Schackenburg [1903] and Lacau [1904] were the

"' For color images see, [Forman & Quirke 1996; Sherbiny 2017a].
2 For these and additional manuscripts, see [Buchberger 1993, 40; Sher-
biny 2017a, 16 and 22; 2017b].
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primary sources of studying this composition (Fig. 1). This situation
changed when the seventh volume of the The Egyptian Coffin Texts
of the Chicago Oriental Institute saw the light of day [de Buck
1961]. Not only did de Buck include the previously published ma-
nuscripts of the so-called Book of Two Ways, but he also added a
good number of new sources that were never published before from
the museum collections in Cairo, Europe, and the United States of
America. Nevertheless, the lack of both photographs (which were
solely available for the editors of the Coffin Texts but were never
published) and facsimiles of the original manuscripts drew thick
veil on many iconographical elements that did not receive much atten-
tion by the textually biased Chicago Coffin Texts project [cf.
Sherbiny 2009]. It is only recently that the quality of de Buck’s
treatment of the iconographic material of this composition started
to lose the credence they once enjoyed [Sherbiny 2017a, passim].
In addition, one of the early sources (B6C), which was previously
thought to transmit a purely textual version of the composition,
turned out now [Sherbiny 2017c] to be the earliest illustrated
source of the so-called Book of Two Ways in its standard textual-
pictorial arrangement (Fig. 2).

The so-called Book of Two Ways versus the Underworld Books

A recurrent idea in the Egyptological literature about this compo-
sition has to do with considering it a precursor to the famous “under-
world” books or the cosmographies attested on the royal tombs of the
New Kingdom, such as the Amduat and the Book of the Gates, and
the like [e.g. Altenmiiller 1970; Hornung 1972, 15-17; Hermsen
1991; RoBler-Kohler 2003]. 1t is then assumed to be as a guide to the
Hereafter placed at the feet of the deceased in the coffin, and offering
an imaginary map of the Netherworld.

Although some elements may seem to be somehow comparable,
the general structure and formulation is very different. Contrary to
the circular descriptions in the third person about the sun god and the
passage through different temporal regions and their specific beings
[Quack 2006, 595], the textual and pictorial characteristics of so-
called Book of Two Ways are different [Sherbiny 2017a, 25ff]. As in
many other spells from the Coffin Texts outside this composition, a

The Oriental Studies, 2018, Ne 81 47



W. Sherbiny

great deal of utterances recorded in the text represents recitations,
originally in the first person singular of an anonymous speaker on his
way to a certain destination. The text in some of the sources, mainly
the early coffins, features the name of the deceased who appears to be
spoken about instead of being the speaker as in the original first per-
son formulations. This kind of deliberate change and adaptation of
the text to the funerary context may allude to an original Sitz im Le-
ben of these utterances which may have not been intrinsically fune-
rary in the first place.

Here and Hereafter

The recent analysis of several sections of this complex composi-
tion points to a certain ritual background to some segments which
seem to have been derived from the divine cult in the Egyptian temp-
les. Not only did the processes of editing such religious texts take
place in these temples, but also some ritual episodes were alluded to
in the course of the composition. Interestingly, part of the material
incorporated into the so-called Book of Two Ways seems to have
originated in both the Osirian and solar cult centers. This background
was rather reflected in the old manuscripts, which were once kept in
the great temple of the god Thoth in Hermopolis, and from which the
entire composition was eventually edited. Thus it was not necessari-
ly an expression of actual religious practices in this temple. Interes-
tingly, Barguet had already reached a similar conclusion long time
ago [Barguet 1969]. He interpreted several texts against the back-
ground of initiating a priest into the realm of the divine and passing
through sacred spaces within a divine cult temple. Although Bar-
guet’s approach was generally too speculative and not all his argu-
ments can be easily accepted, the impressions the composition made
on him seem to be (at least partially) consistent with some of the re-
sults of the recent research’®. Needless to say a detailed appreciation
of this view of this long and complex composition cannot be justi-
fiably expressed in this succinct contribution. However, we may
briefly refer to two examples.

Earlier scholars suggested that most of the textual material of the
famous Book of the Dead chapters 144/147 was interwoven from, or

3 E.g. [von Lieven 2002; Quack 2002].
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at least inspired by, the many textual elements in the so-called two
ways section in our composition®. This chapter from Book of the
Dead mainly concerns the passage through seven heavily guarded
gates (Fig. 3) leading to the sanctuary of Osiris. The non-funerary
background of similar passages related to the gates is made clear by
the publication of much later manuscripts. It is a papyrus kept in the
Metropolitan Museum (MMA 35.9.21) that goes back to the Ptole-
maic Period [Goyon 1999, 3—7]. Here the slender adaptation of the
Book of the Dead chapters in the funerary liturgy of this papyrus
(specifically from col. 7,16 until col. 8,5) clearly suggests a ritual ori-
gin of the text in the Osirian cult [Goyon 1999, 19, 34-35, pls. VII-
VII; Quack 2006, 595; von Lieven 2012].

It has been also noticed that Book of the Dead chapter 137A,
which concerns a certain nocturnal rites involving lighting a torch, is
associated with an approach to these Osirian gates [Budge 1898, 309;
Luft 2008; 2009]. An interrelationship between these two chapters
found also expression in their spatial disposition on the walls of some
later tombs and Book of the Dead manuscripts [Eigner 1984, /80—
182; Quirke 2013, 307 and 310]. The application of similar material
in ritual context including offerings turns up also in other texts from
the Middle Kingdom and earlier [Franke 1994, 223-235].

Intriguingly, an allusion to the same nightly ritual in reference to
the torch in analogous cultic milieu (using the same phraseology of
these early texts and the later Book of the Dead chapter 137A!) turns
up also in the so-called Book of Two Ways. In the close vicinity, clear
references to the gates and their powerful gatekeepers and to offe-
rings prepared for Osiris are mentioned [Sherbiny 2017a, 253, 263,
284, and 300]. These findings suggest that these rites had much lon-
ger transmission history before they found their expression in the
famous Book of the Dead, which probably goes back to the Old
Kingdom. They also draw our attention to a different conceptual
setting of the so-called two ways section that probably had little to do
with mapping the Hereafter and guiding the deceased in a nether-
worldly journey to his final resurrection and an eternal life in the Ely-
sian Fields. Such romanticized idea of the life after death with its

* E.g.[Waitkus 1983; Hornung 1979, 502ff; Quirke 2013, 323ff].
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allegorical borrowing from Judeo-Christian traditions might seem
very attractive for the modern mind. However, the situation described
briefly above unmistakably refers to a specific mechanism that situ-
ates the text protagonist in a ritual landscape inspired by the acts of a
living ritualist in a divine cult.

Insights into a lost legacy

The picture that eventually emerges is that the Hermopolitan
theologians most probably had access to manuscripts of older age
and from different religious genres. These manuscripts had probably
some iconographical and textual elements. However, they heavily
treated and edited this material and attempted to interpret the ob-
scure passages as far as they could. Although this procedure was not
always successful, it proved to be an active and dynamic interaction
with this old material on the part of the Hermopolitan theologians
and scribes’. The so-called Book of Two Ways represents an exclu-
sively Hermopolitan tradition as part of the local coffin decoration
program. However, it seems to be a deliberate compilation of older
textual and pictorial material that were combined, reworked, and ar-
ranged in a “canonical” order. The outcome of these processes was a
pictorial-textual composition that was pragmatically used as a local
tradition in decorating the coffin floorboards of the elite. This predi-
lection to include rare and old material that was not used in the coffin
decoration program of the other provinces has preserved to us some
echoes of a lost world of ancient Egyptian iconographical and textual
legacy.

> E.g. [Sherbiny 2017a, 213].
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Fig. 3. Book of the Dead chapter 144 — pBrocklehurst II
(after [Naville 1886, pl. CLIV]).
The vignette shows the seven complex gates in numerical order
depicted above and their guardians below
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B. lllepb6ini
Binnynns 3ary0JieHol criagIuHu.
OcranHi gociizKeHHs T. 3B. “KHuru ABox mJisxip”
y CraponaBabomy €runri
Tak 3Bana “KHura qBoX IUISAXIB” € YACTUHOIO JaBHOETUIIETCHKUX IPO0-
HUYHUX TeKCTIB. Lli pemiriiiHi TeKCTH 3’SIBUWIMCS Ha JIESIKUX KOpOOYaCTUX
capkodarax mpoTsarom OUIbINOT YacTHUHU Tniepiioi nojgoBuuu I Thc. 1o H. €. 1
HaBITh paHiuie. Y cBOil cTaHgapTHiM Qopmi Tak 3BaHa “Kuura aABox muis-
X1B” sBIISIE COOOIO TIOETHAHHS TEKCTIB Ta 300pa)K€Hb, 3aCBIAYCHUX CyTO Ha
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BHYTPIIIHIX MOBEPXHAX capkodaris, M0 MOXOASITh 3 IEBHOTO HEKPOIIOJS B
Cepennbomy €runti. L kKopoTKa cTaTTs NPOJMBAE CBITIO Ha JICSIKI PE3yiib-
TaTU HEJAABHIX JOCIIJKEHbD 111€1 IHNTPUTYIOUOI Ta Jy>K€ CKIJIAIHOT KOMITO3UIII].
Orsi HeJaBHO BIIKPUTHX 1 3HOBY BIIKPUTHUX JOKYMEHTIB KUJA€ BUKIIUK K
JYMII1 II0JI0 LEHTPAIbHOIO TreorpadiuHoro MicIs MOsSBU LIbOTO KOPITYCY, TaKk
1 OpUTIHATBHOCTI JIEAKUX HOro Tpadiko-TEeKCTOBUX €leMEHTIB. Takuil cran
CIpaB BIAKPHBAE IIKaBl MOXJIMBOCTI IHTEPIpPETAIlii MOA0 iCTOpii peaary-
BaHHS Ta MEXaHI3MIB KOHTEKCTHOI ajarnraiiii. 3ampornoHoBaHi HOB1 BUCHOB-
KU B KIHIIEBOMY IIJICYMKY CTaBJISITh IiJI CyMHIB JIeKl BEJIbMU IMOUIUPEH]
JYMKH 11010 Tak 3BaHOo1 “KHUTrH IBOX MIISAXIB”.

Kuarwuosi ciaoBa: “Kuura nBox numsixiB”, rpoOHuYHI TekcTd, Kuura
MepTBHUX, ['epmomnons, pemiriitHi Tekctu, CtaponaBHiil €rumner, moxopoHHa
JiTeparypa, ikoHorpadis, puTyall, KyJIbT, KHUTH PO 3arPOOHUN CBIT

B. lllep6unu
X0 YTePAHHOI0 HACJIeIUS.
Ilocnexnue uccaenoBanms T. H. “Kuuru aByx myrei”
B /IpeBHem Erunre

Tak HazpiBaemas “Kuura aByx mytei” SBISICTCS YaCThIO JIPEBHEETHUIIET-
CKHUX TPOOHHYHBIX TEKCTOB. DTU PEIIMTUO3HBIE TEKCThI MOSBUIUCH HA HEKO-
TOPBIX KOpoOYaThIX capkodarax B TeueHHE OOJBIICH YacTH MEPBOM MOJIOBU-
uel 11 TIC. 10O H. 3. U gaxke paHee. B cBoelt ctangapTHON (HopMe Tak HaA3bI-
Baemas “KHura nByX ImyTed” TpeACTaBIseT COOOM coYeTaHHE TEKCTOB W
M300pKEHUN, 3aCBUAETEIIbCTBOBAHHBIX HCKIIOYUTENIHO Ha BHYTPEHHHX
MOBEPXHOCTSX capKo(aros, MPOUCXOASIINUX U3 ONMPEIAEICHHOTO HEKPOIIOJIs B
Cpennem Erunte. OTa kpaTkas cTarhs MPOJIMBAECT CBET HA HEKOTOPHIE PE3YIlb-
TaThl HEABHUX UCCIICAOBAHUI ITOWM UHTPUTYIOLIEH U OYEHD CII0KHON KOMIIO-
3utiuu. O030p HENABHO OTKPBITHIX U BHOBH OTKPBITHIX JTOKYMEHTOB OpocaeT
BBI30B KaK MHEHHIO O [IEHTPAJIHLHOM reorpauyecKkoM MecTe TOSBICHUS ATOTO
KOpITyca, TaK U OPUTMHAIIBHOCTU HEKOTOPBIX €ro IpaUKO-TEKCTOBBIX 3Jie-
MEHTOB. Takoe NoJIoKEeHHE JIEN OTKPBIBAET HHTEPECHBIE BO3MOKHOCTH UHTEP-
peTalyy B OTHOLICHUH UCTOPUU PEAKTUPOBAHUS U MEXAHU3MOB KOHTEKCT-
HOM ajmanTtanuu. [IpensioxkeHHbIE HOBBIE BBIBOAbLI B KOHEYHOM HMTOIE CTaBSIT
10/ COMHEHHE HEKOTOPBIE U3 IIUPOKO PACIIPOCTPAHEHHBIX MHEHUW OTHOCH-
TEJbHO TaK Ha3biBaeMou “KHuru nByx myTteit”.

Kiaruesble cioBa: “Kuura npyx myrteit”, rpoOHUYHBIE TEKCThI, KHHra
MEpTBBIX, [ epMononb, penurno3usie TeKCThl, peBuuit Eruner, norpedanb-
Has JTUTepaTypa, MKOHOTrpadusi, puTya, KyJabT, KHUTH O 3arpOOHOM MHUpPE
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