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Apep: The Serpent Waiting for the Sun
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Egyptian religious texts imagined the sun's passage threatened by Apep, the serpent of chaos.
Surviving papyri preserve both this cosmic danger and ritual words intended to help overcome it.
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THE ACCOUNT

Sunrise need not feel inevitable when night is imagined as a dangerous passage. In Egyptian religious
imagery, the solar god confronts Apep, an immense serpent associated with chaos. Getty's account describes
Ra overcoming this enemy before emerging in the east; some illustrations give the god a cat's form as he
attacks the snake. The familiar return of daylight becomes the visible outcome of a struggle beyond ordinary
human sight.

FOLLOWING THE TRAIL

The threat belongs to documented Egyptian funerary and ritual traditions, not an astronomical animal
sighting. One precisely dated witness is the Bremner-Rhind Papyrus, copied in 305 BCE according to its
colophon and now held by the British Museum. Its contents include the Book of Overthrowing Apep and a
section naming the enemy. This late manuscript preserves older religious material, so its copying date should
not be mistaken for the origin of the entire tradition.

WHY IT STAYS WITH US

The unsettling feature is repetition. An enemy of cosmic order gives the next dawn something to overcome,
while ritual makes human participation imaginable. The text turns a daily certainty into an obligation that
must be renewed. Its surviving pages let us see how the ordinary experience of darkness could be connected
to the maintenance of the world.
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WHERE THIS TELLING COMES FROM

The Egyptian Book of the Dead: exhibition guide
J. Paul Getty Museum
https://www.getty.edu/art/exhibitions/book_of_dead/downloads/BOD_WebPDF_FA1.pdf

Bremner-Rhind Papyrus, EA10188,8
British Museum
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA10188-8

RETURN TO THE STORY

Apep: The Serpent Waiting for the Sun
Visit the record for its illustrations and further reading.
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