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I 

In Search of Paradise 

There was a time�our ancient scriptures tell us�whe n Immortality was 
within the grasp of Mankind. 

A golden age it was, when Man lived with his Creator in the Garden of 
Eden�Man tending the wonderful orchard, God taking strolls in the 
afternoon breeze. "And the Lord God caused to grow from the ground 
every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for eating; and the Tree of 
Life was in the orchard, and the Tree of Knowing good and evil. And a river 
went out of Eden to water the garden, and from there it was parted and 
became four principal streams: the name of the first is Pishon . . . and of the 
second Gihon . . . and of the third Tigris . . . and the fourth river is the 
Euphrates." 

Of the fruit of every tree were Adam and Eve permitted to eat�except of 
the fruit of the Tree of Knowing. But once they did (tempted by the 
Serpent)�the Lord God grew concerned over the matte r of Immortality: 

Then did the Lord Yahweh say: 
"Behold, the Adam has become as one of us 
to know good and evil; 

And now might he not put forth his hand 
and partake also of the Tree of Life, 
and eat, and live forever?" 

And the Lord Yahweh expelled the Adam 
from the Garden of Eden . . . 

And He placed at the east of the Garden of Eden 
the Cherubim, and the Flaming Sword which revolveth, 
to guard the way to the Tree of Life. 

So was Man cast out of the very place where eternal life was within his 
grasp. But though barred from it, he has never ceased to remember it, to 
yearn for it, and to try to reach it. 

Ever since that expulsion from Paradise, heroes have gone to the ends of 
Earth in search of Immortality; a selected few were given a glimpse of it; 
and simple folk claimed to have chanced upon it. Throughout the ages, the 
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Search for Paradise was the realm of the individual; but earlier in this 
millennium, it was launched as the national enterprise of mighty kingdoms. 

The New World was discovered�so have we been led to  believe�when 
explorers went seeking a new, maritime route to India and her wealth. 
True�but not the whole truth: for what Ferdinand an d Isabel, king and 
queen of Spain, had desired most to find was the Fountain of Eternal Youth: 
a magical fountain whose waters rejuvenate the old and keep one young 
forever, for it springs from a well in Paradise. 

No sooner had Columbus and his men set foot in what they all thought 
were the islands off India (the "West Indies"), than they combined the 
exploration of the new lands with a search for the legendary Fountain whose 
waters "made old men young again." Captured "Indians" were questioned, 
even tortured, by the Spaniards, so that they would reveal the secret 
location of the Fountain. 

One who excelled in such investigations was Ponce de Leon, a profes- 
sional soldier and adventurer, who rose through the ranks to become 
governor of the part of the island of Hispaniola now called Haiti, and of 
Puerto Rico. In 1511, he witnessed the interrogation of some captured 
Indians, Describing their island, they spoke of its pearls and other riches. 
They also extolled the marvelous virtues of its waters. A spring there is, 
they said, of which an islander "grievously oppressed with old age" had 
drunk. As a result, he "brought home manly strength and has practiced all 
manly performances, having taken a wife again and begotten children." 

Listening with mounting excitement, Ponce de Leon�h imself an aging 
man�was convinced that the Indians were describing the miraculous 
Fountain of the rejuvenating waters. Their postscript, that the old man who 
drank of the waters regained his manly strength, could resume practicing 
"all manly performances," and even took again a young wife who bore him 
children�was the most conclusive aspect of their ta le. For in the court of 
Spain, as throughout Europe, there hung numerous paintings by the 
greatest painters, and whenever they depicted love scenes or sexual 
allegories, they included in the scene a fountain. Perhaps the most famous 
of such paintings, Titian’s Love Sacred and Love Profane, was created at 
about the time the Spaniards were on their quest in the Indies. As everyone 
well knew, the Fountain in the paintings hinted at the ultimate lovemaking; 
the Fountain whose waters make possible "all manly performances" 
through Eternal Youth. 

Ponce de Leon’s report to King Ferdinand is reflected in the records kept 
by the official court historian, Peter Martyr de Angleria. As stated in his 
Decade de Orbe Novo [Decades of the New World], the Indians who had 
come from the islands of Lucayos or the Bahamas, had revealed that "there 
is an island ... in which there is a perennial spring of running water of such 
marvelous virtue, that the waters thereof being drunk, perhaps with some 
diet, make old men young again." Many researches, such as Ponce de 
Leon’s Fountain of Youth: History of a Geographical Myth by Leonardo 
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Olschki, have established that "the Fountain of Youth was the most popular 
and characteristic expression of the emotions and expectations which 
agitated the conquerors of the New World." Undoubtedly, Ferdinand the 
king of Spain was one of those so agitated, so expectant for the definitive 
news. 

So, when word came from Ponce de Leon, Ferdinand lost little time. He 
at once granted Ponce de Leon a Patent of Discovery (dated February 23, 
1512), authorizing an expedition from the island of Hispaniola northward. 
The admiralty was ordered to assist Ponce de Leon and make available to 
him the best ships and seamen, so that he might discover without delay the 
island of "Beininy" (Bimini). The king made one condition explicit: "that 
after having reached the island and learned what is in it, you shall send me a 
report of it." 

In March 1513, Ponce de Leon set out northward, to look for the island of 
Bimini. The public excuse for the expedition was a search for "gold and 
other metals"; the true aim was to find the Fountain of Eternal Youth. This 
the seamen soon learnt as they came upon not one island but hundreds of 
islands in the Bahamas. Anchoring at island after island, the landing parties 
were instructed to search not for gold but for some unusual fountain. The 
waters of each stream were tasted and drunk�but wit h no evident effects 
On Easter Sunday�Pasca de Flares by its Spanish nam e�a long coastline 
was sighted. Ponce de Leon called the "island" Florida. Sailing along the 
coast and landing again and again, he and his men searched the jungled 
forests and drank the waters of endless springs. But none seemed to work 
the expected miracle. 

The mission’s failure appears to have hardly dampened the conviction 
that the Fountain was undoubtedly there: it only had to be discovered. 
More Indians were questioned. Some seemed unusually young for the old 
ages claimed by them. Others repeated legends that confirmed the 
existence of the Fountain. One such legend (as recounted in Creation 
Myths of Primitive America by J. Curtin) relates that when Olelbis, "He 
Who Sits Above," was about to create Mankind, he sent two emissaries to 
Earth to construct a ladder which would connect Earth and Heaven. 
Halfway up the ladder, they were to set up a resting place, with a pool of 
pure drinking waters. At the summit, they were to create two springs: one 
for drinking and the other for bathing. When a man or woman grows old, 
said Olelbis, let him or her climb up to this summit, and drink and bathe; 
whereupon his youth shall be restored. 

The conviction that the Fountain existed somewhere on the islands was 
so strong that in 1514�the year after Ponce de Leon ’s unfruitful mission� 
Peter Martyr (in his Second Decade) informed Pope Leo X as follows: 

At a distance of 325 leagues from Hispaniola, they tell, there is an 
island  called  Boyuca,  alias Ananeo,  which�accor ding to  those who 
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explored its interior�has such an extraordinary fou ntain that drinking of 
its waters rejuvenates the old. 

And let Your Holiness not think this to be said lightly or rashly; for 
they have spread word of this as the truth throughout the court, so 
formally that the whole people, not few of whom are from among those 
whom wisdom or fortune distinguished from the common people, hold it 
to be true. 

Ponce de Leon, undaunted, concluded after some additional research 
that what he had to look for was a spring in conjunction with a river, the two 
possibly connected by a hidden underground tunnel. If the Fountain was on 
an island, was its source a river in Florida? 

In 1521, the Spanish Crown sent Ponce de Leon on a renewed search, 
this time focusing on Florida. There can be no doubt regarding the true 
purpose of his mission: writing only a few decades later, the Spanish 
historian Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas stated thus in his Historia 
General de las Indias: "He (Ponce de Leon) went seeking that Sacred 
Fountain, so renowned among the Indians, as well as the river whose 
waters rejuvenated the aged." He was intent on finding the spring of Bimini 
and the river in Florida, of which the Indians of Cuba and Hispaniola 
"affirmed that old persons bathing themselves in them became young 
again." 

Instead of Eternal Youth, Ponce de Leon found death by an Indian 
arrow. And although the individual search for a potion or lotion that can 
postpone the Last Day may never end, the organized search, under a royal 
decree, did come to an end. 

Was the search futile to begin with? Were Ferdinand and Isabel and Ponce 
de Leon, and the men who sailed and died in search of the Fountain, all 
fools childishly believing in some primitive fairy tales? 

Not the way they saw it. The Holy Scriptures, pagan beliefs, and the 
documented tales of great travelers, all combined to affirm that there was 
indeed a place whose waters (or fruits’ nectars) could bestow Immortality by 
keeping one forever young. 

There were still current olden tales�left from the times when the Celts 
were in the peninsula�of a secret place, a secret f ountain, a secret fruit or 
herb whose finder shall be redeemed of death. There was the goddess 
Idunn, who lived by a sacred brook and who kept magical apples in her 
coffer. When the gods grew old, they would come to her to eat of the 
apples, whereupon they turned young again. Indeed, "Idunn" meant 
"Again Young"; and the apples that she guarded were called the "Elixir of 
the Gods." 

Was this an echo of the legend of Herakles (Hercules) and his twelve 
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labors? A priestess of the god Apollo, predicting his travails in an oracle, 
had also assured him: "When this shall be done, thou shalt become one of 
the Immortals." To achieve this, the last but one labor was to seize and 
bring back from the Hesperides the divine golden apples. The Hes- 
perides�"Daughters of the Evening Land"�resided at the Ends of Earth. 

Have not the Greeks, and then the Romans, left behind them tales of 
mortals immortalized? The god Apollo anointed the body of Sarpedon, so 
that he lived the life of several generations of men. The goddess Aphrodite 
granted to Phaon a magic potion; anointing himself with it, he turned into a 
beautiful youth "who wakened love in the hearts of all the women of 
Lesbos." And the child Demophon, anointed with ambrosia by the goddess 
Demeter, would surely have become immortal were not his mother� 
ignorant of Demeter’s identity�to snatch him away f rom the goddess. 

There was the tale of Tantalus, who had become immortal by eating at 
the gods’ table and stealing their nectar and ambrosia. But having killed his 
son to serve his flesh as food for the gods, he was punished by being 
banished to a land of luscious fruits and waters�et ernally out of his reach. 
(The god Hermes restored the butchered son to life.) On the other hand, 
Odysseus, offered Immortality by the nymph Calypso if only he would stay 
with her forever, forsook Immortality for a chance to return to his home and 
wife. 

And was not there the tale of Glaukos, a mortal, an ordinary fisherman, 
who became a sea-god? One day he observed that a fish that he had caught, 
coming in touch with a herb, came back to life and leaped back into the 
water. Taking the herb into his mouth, Glaukos jumped into the water at 
the exact same spot; whereupon the sea-gods Okeanos and Tethys admitted 
him to their circle and transformed him into a deity. 

The year 1492, in which Columbus set sail from Spain, was also the year 
in which the Muslim occupation of the Iberian Peninsula ended with the 
surrender of the Moors at Granada. Throughout the nearly eight centuries 
of Muslim and Christian contention over the peninsula, the interaction of 
the two cultures was immense; and the tale in the Koran (the Muslim holy 
book) of the Fish and the Fountain of Life was known to Moor and Catholic 
alike. The fact that the tale was almost identical to the Greek legend of 
Glaukos the fisherman, was taken as confirmation of its authenticity. It was 
one of the reasons for seeking the legendary Fountain in India�the land 
which Columbus had set out to reach, and which he thought he had 
reached. 

The segment in the Koran which contains the tale is the eighteenth Sura. 
It relates the exploration of various mysteries by Moses, the biblical hero of 
the Israelite Exodus from Egypt. While Moses was being groomed for his 
new calling as a Messenger of God, he was to be instructed in such 
knowledge as he still lacked by a mysterious "Servant of God." Accom- 
panied by only one attendant, Moses was to go find this enigmatic teacher 
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with the aid of a single clue: he was to take with him a dried fish; the place 
where the fish would jump and disappear would be the place where he 
would meet the teacher. 

After much searching in vain, the attendant of Moses suggested that they 
stop and give up the search. But Moses persisted, saying that he would not 
give up until they reached "the junction of the two streams." Unnoticed by 
them, it was there that the miracle happened: 

But when they reached the Junction, 
they forgot about their fish, 
which took its course through the stream, 
as in a tunnel. 

After journeying further, Moses said to his attendant: "Bring us our early 
meal." But the attendant replied that the fish was gone: 

"When we betook ourselves to the rock, 
sawest thou what had happened? 
I did indeed forget about the fish� 
Satan made me forget to tell you about it: 
It took its course through the stream, 
in a marvelous way. 
And Moses said: 
"That was what we were seeking after." 

The tale in the Koran (Fig. 1) of the dried fish that came to life and swam 
back to the sea through a tunnel, went beyond the parallel Greek tale by 
relating itself not to a simple fisherman, but to the venerated Moses. Also, 
it presented the incident not as a chance discovery, but as an occurrence 
premediated by the Lord, who knew of the location of the Waters of Life� 
waters that could be recognized through the medium of the resurrection of 
a dead fish. 

As devout Christians, the king and queen of Spain must have accepted 
literally the vision described in the Book of Revelation, "of a pure river of 
Water of Life, clear as crystal, proceeding out of the throne of God. ... In 
the midst of the street of it, and on either side of the river, was there the 
Tree of Life, with twelve manner of fruit." They must have believed in the 
Book’s promises: "I will give unto him that is athirst of the Fountain of the 
Water of Life"�"I will give to eat of the Tree of L ife which is the midst of 
the Paradise of God." And could they not be aware of the words of the 
biblical Psalmist: 

Thou givest them to drink 
of thy Stream of Eternities; 

For with thee is the Fountain of Life. 



60. ’Behold, Moses said 
To his attendant, " I will not 
Give up until I reach 
The junction of the two 
Seas or (until) I spend 
Years and years in travel." 

61. But when they reached 
The Junction, they forgot 
(About) their Fish, which took 
Its course through the sea 
(Straight) as in a tunnel. 

62. When they had passed on 
(Some distance), Moses said 
To his attendant: " Bring us 
Our early meal; truly 
We have suffered much fatigue 
At this (stage of) our journey." 

63. He replied :  " Sawest thou 
(What happened) when we 
Betook ourselves to the rock ? 
I did indeed forget 
(About) the Fish : none but 
Satan made me forget 
To tell (you) about it: 
It took its course through 
The sea in a marvellous way! " 

64. Moses said : " That was what 
We were seeking after: " 
So they went back 
On their footsteps, following 
(The path they had come). 

Fig. 1 

There could thus be no doubt, as attested by the holiest Scriptures, that 
the Fountain of Life, or the Stream of Eternity, did exist, the only problem 
was�where, and how to find it. 

The eighteenth Sura of the Koran seemed to offer some important clues. 
It goes on to relate the three paradoxes of life that Moses was shown once 
he located the Servant of God. Then the same section of the Koran 
continues to describe three other episodes: first, about a visit to a land 
where the Sun sets; then to a land where the Sun rises�that is, in the east; 
and finally to a land beyond the second land, where the mythical people of 
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Gog and Magog (the biblical contenders at the End of Days) were causing 
untold mischief on Earth. To put an end to this trouble, the hero of the tale, 
here named Du-al’karnain ("Possessor of the Two Horns"), filled up the 
pass between two steep mountains with blocks of iron and poured over 
them molten lead, creating such an awesome barrier that even the mighty 
Gog and Magog were powerless to scale it. Separated, the two could cause 
no more hardship on Earth. 

The word Karnain, in Arabic as in Hebrew, means both Double Horns 
and Double Rays. The three additional episodes, following immediately 
after the tale of the Mysteries of Moses, thus appear to retain as their hero 
Moses, who could well have been nicknamed Du-al’karnain because his face 
"was with rays"�radiated�after he had come down fro m Mount Sinai, 
where he had met the Lord face to face. Yet popular medieval beliefs 
attributed the epithet and the journeys to the three lands to Alexander the 
Great, the Macedonian king who in the fourth century B.C. conquered most 
of the ancient world, reaching as far as India. 

This popular belief, interchanging Moses and Alexander, stemmed from 
traditions concerning the conquests and adventures of Alexander the Great. 
These included not only the feat in the land of Gog and Magog, but also an 
identical episode of a dry, dead fish that came back to life when Alexander 
and his cook had found the Fountain of Life! 

The reports concerning Alexander’s adventures that were current in 
Europe and the Near East in medieval times were based upon the supposed 
writings of the Greek historian Callisthenes of Olynthus. He was appointed 
by Alexander to record the exploits, triumphs and adventures of his Asiastic 
expedition; but he died in prison, having offended Alexander, and his 
writings have mysteriously perished. Centuries later, however, there began 
to circulate in Europe a Latin text purporting to be a translation of the lost 
original writings of Callisthenes. Scholars speak of this text as "pseudo- 
Callisthenes." 

For many centuries it was believed that the many translations of the 
Exploits of Alexander that were current in Europe and the Middle East, all 
stemmed from this Latin pseudo-Callisthenes. But it was later discovered 
that other, parallel versions existed in many languages�including Hebrew, 
Arabic, Persian, Syriac, Armenian and Ethiopic�as w ell as at least three 
versions in Greek. The various versions, some tracing their origins to 
Alexandria of the second century B.C., differ here and there; but by and 
large, their overwhelming similarities do indicate a common source� 
perhaps the writings of Callisthenes after all, or� as is sometimes claimed� 
copies of Alexander’s letters to his mother Olympias and to his teacher 
Aristotle. 

The miraculous adventures with which we are concerned began after 
Alexander completed the conquest of Egypt. From the texts it is neither 
clear in which direction Alexander set his course, nor is it certain that the 
episodes are arranged in an accurate chronological or geographical order. 
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One of the very first episodes, however, may explain the popular confusion 
between Alexander and Moses: apparently Alexander attempted to leave 
Egypt as Moses did, by parting the waters and getting his followers to cross 
the sea on foot. 

Reaching the sea, Alexander decided to part it by building in its midst a 
wall of molten lead, and his masons "continued to pour lead and molten 
matter into the water until the structure rose above its surface. Then he 
built upon it a tower and a pillar, upon which he carved his own figure, 
having two horns upon his head." And he wrote upon the monument: 
"Whosoever hath come into this place and would sail over the sea, let him 
know that I have shut it up." 

Having thus shut out the waters, Alexander and his men began to cross 
the sea. As a precaution, however, they sent ahead some prisoners. But as 
they reached the tower in the midst of the waters, "the waves of the sea 
leapt up upon them (the prisoners) and the sea swallowed them up and they 
all perished. . . . When the Two-Horned One saw this, he was afraid of the 
sea with a mighty fear," and gave up the attempt to emulate Moses. 

Eager, however, to discover the "darkness" on the other side of the sea, 
Alexander made several detours, during which he purportedly visited the 
sources of the river Euphrates and of the river Tigris, studying there "the 
secrets of the heavens and the stars and the planets." 

Leaving his troops behind, Alexander returned toward the Land of 
Darkness, reaching a mountain named Mushas at the edge of the desert. 
After several days of marching, he saw "a straight path which had no wall, 
and it had no high and no low place in it." He left his few trusted 
companions and proceeded alone. After a journey of twelve days and twelve 
nights, "he perceived the radiance of an angel"; but as he drew nearer, the 
angel was "a flaming fire." Alexander realized that he had reached "the 
mountain from which the whole world is surrounded." 

The angel was no less puzzled than Alexander. "Who art thou, and for 
what reason art thou here, O mortal?" the angel asked, and wondered how 
Alexander had managed "to penetrate into this darkness, which no other 
man hath been able to do." To which Alexander replied that God himself 
had guided him and gave him strength to "have arrived in this place, which 
is Paradise." 

To convince the reader that Paradise, rather than Hell, was reachable 
through underground passages, the ancient author then introduced a long 
discourse between the angel and Alexander on matters of God and Man. 
The angel then urged Alexander to return to his friends; but Alexander 
persisted in seeking answers to the mysteries of Heaven and Earth, God 
and Men. In the end Alexander said that he would leave only if he were 
granted something that no man had ever obtained before. Complying, "the 
angel said unto him: I will tell thee something whereby thou mayest live 
and not die." The Two-Horned said: ’Say on.’ And the angel said unto him: 
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In the land of Arabia, God hath set the blackness of solid darkness, 
wherein is hidden a treasury of this knowledge. There too is the fountain 
of water which is called "The Water of Life"; and whosoever drinketh 
therefrom, if it be but a single drop, shall never die. 

The angel attributed other magical powers to these Waters of Life, such 
as "the power of flying through the heavens, even as the angels fly." 
Needing no further prompting, Alexander anxiously inquired: "In which 
quarter of the earth is this fountain of water situated?" "Ask those men who 
are heirs to the knowledge thereof," was the angel’s enigmatic answer. 
Then the angel gave Alexander a cluster of grapes whereby to feed his 
troops. 

Returning to his companions, Alexander told his colleagues of his 
adventure and gave them each a grape. But "as he plucked off from the 
cluster, another grew in its place." And so did one cluster feed all the 
soldiers and their beasts. 

Alexander then began to make inquiries of all the learned men he could 
find. He asked the sages: "Have you ever read in your books that God hath 
a place of darkness of which knowledge is hidden, and that the Fountain 
which is called the ’Fountain of Life’ is situated therein?" The Greek 
versions have him search the Ends of Earth for the right savant; the 
Ethiopic versions suggest that the sage was right there, among his troops. 
His name was Matun, and he knew the ancient writings. The place, he said, 
"lieth nigh unto the sun when it rises on the right side." 

Scarcely more informed by such riddles, Alexander put himself in the 
hands of his guide. They again went into a Place of Darkness. After 
journeying for a long time, Alexander got tired and sent Matun ahead by 
himself, to find the right path. To help him see in the darkness, Alexander 
gave him a stone which was given him earlier under miraculous circum- 
stances by an ancient king who was living among the gods�a stone which 
was brought out of Paradise by Adam when he left it, and which was heavier 
than any other substance on Earth. 

Matun, though careful to follow the path, eventually lost his way. He 
then produced the magical stone and put it down; when it touched the 
ground, it emitted light. By the light, Matun saw a well. He was not yet 
aware that he had chanced upon the Fountain of Life. The Ethiopic version 
describes what ensued: 

Now, he had with him a dried fish, and being exceedingly hungry he 
went down with it to the water, that he might wash it therein and make it 
ready for cooking. . . . But behold, as soon as the fish touched the water, 
it swam away. 

"When Matun saw this, he stripped his clothes and went down into the 
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water after the fish, and found it to be alive in the water.’’ Realizing that this 
was the "Well of the Water of Life," Matun washed himself in the waters 
and drank thereof. When he had come up from the well, he was no longer 
hungry nor did he have any worldly care, for he had become El-Khidr� 
"the Evergreen"�the one who was Forever Young. 

Returning to the encampment, he said nothing of his discovery to 
Alexander (whom the Ethiopic version calls "He of the Two Horns"). Then 
Alexander himself resumed the search, groping for the right way in the 
darkness. Suddenly, he saw the stone (left behind by Matun) "shining in the 
darkness; (and) now it had two eyes, which sent forth rays of light." 
Realizing that he had found the right path, Alexander rushed ahead, but 
was stopped by a voice which admonished him for his ever-increasing 
ambitions, and prophesied that instead of attaining eternal life he would soon 
bite the dust. Terrified. Alexander returned to his companions and his troops, 
giving up the search. 

According to some versions, it was a bird with human features who spoke 
to Alexander and made him turn back when he reached a place "inlaid widi 
sapphires and emeralds and jacinths." In Alexander’s purported letter to his 
mother, there were two bird-men who blocked his way. 

In the Greek version of pseudo-Callisthenes, it was Andreas, the cook of 
Alexander, who took the dried fish to wash it in a fountain "whose waters 
flashed with lightnings." As the fish touched the water, it became alive and 
slipped out of the cook’s hands. Realizing what he had found, the cook 
drank of the waters and took some in a silver bowl� but told no one of his 
discovery. When Alexander (in this version, he was accompanied by 360 
men) continued the search, they reached a place that shined though there 
were neither Sun nor Moon nor stars to be seen. The way was blocked by 
two birds with human features. 

"Go back!" one of them ordered Alexander, "for the land on which you 
stand belongs to God alone. Go back, O wretched one, for in the Land of 
the Blessed you cannot set foot!" Shuddering with fear, Alexander and his 
men turned back; but before they left the place, they took as souvenirs 
some of its soil and stones. After several days’ marching, they came out of 
the Land of Everlasting Night; and when they reached light, they saw that 
the "soil and stones" they picked up were in fact pearls, precious stones and 
nuggets of gold. 

Only then did the cook tell Alexander of the fish that came to life, but still 
kept it a secret that he himself had drunk of the waters and that he had kept 
some of it. Alexander was furious and hit him, and banished him from the 
camp. But the cook wished not to leave alone, for he had fallen in love with 
a daughter of Alexander. So he revealed his secret to her, and gave her to 
drink of the waters. When Alexander found that out, he banished her too: 
"You have become a godly being, having become immortal," he told her; 
therefore, he said, you cannot live among men�go li ve in the Land of the 
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Blessed. And as for the cook�him Alexander threw in to the sea, with a 
stone around his neck. But instead of drowning, the cook became the sea- 
demon Andrentic. 

"And thus," we are told, "ends the tale of the Cook and the Maiden." 

To the learned advisers of Europe’s medieval kings and queens, the various 
versions only served to confirm both the antiquity and the authenticity of 
the legend of Alexander and the Fountain of Life. But where, O where 
were these magical waters located? 

Were they indeed across the border of Egypt, in the Sinai peninsula� 
the arena of the activities of Moses? Were they close to the area where the 
Euphrates and Tigris rivers begin to flow, somewhere north of Syria? Did 
Alexander go to the Ends of Earth�India�to find the  Fountain, or did he 
embark on those additional conquests after he was turned back from it? 

As the medieval scholars strove to unravel the puzzle, new works on the 
subject from Christian sources began to shape a consensus in favor of India. 
A Latin composition named Alexander Magni Inter Ad Paradisum, a Syriac 
Homilie of Alexander by Bishop Jakob of Sarug, the Recension of Josippon 
in Armenian�complete with the tale of the tunnel, t he man-like birds, the 
magical stone�placed the Land of Darkness or the Mo untains of Darkness 
at the Ends of Earth. There, some of these writings said, Alexander took a 
boat ride on the Ganges Biver, which was none other than the Pishon Biver 
of Paradise. There, in India (or on an island offshore), did Alexander reach 
the Gates of Paradise. 

As these conclusions were taking shape in Europe of the Middle Ages, 
new light was shed on the subject from a wholly unexpected source. In the 
year 1145, the German bishop Otto of Freising reported in his Chronicon a 
most astonishing episde. The Pope, he reported, had received a letter from 
a Christian ruler of India, whose existence had been totally unknown until 
then. And that king had affirmed in his letter that the Biver of Paradise was 
indeed located in his realm. 

Bishop Otto of Freising named as the intermediary, through whom the 
Pope had received the epistle, Bishop Hugh of Gebal, a town on the 
Mediterranean coast of Syria. The ruler, it was reported, was named John 
the Elder or, being a priest, Prester John. He was reputedly a lineal 
descendant of the Magi who had visited Christ the child. He defeated the 
Muslim kings of Persia, and formed a thriving Christian kingdom in the 
lands of the Ends of Earth. 

Nowadays, some scholars consider the whole affair to have been a forgery 
for propaganda purposes. Others believe tbat the reports which reached the 
Pope were distortions of events that were really happening. The Christian 
world at the time, having launched the Crusades against Muslim rule over 
the Near East (including the Holy Land) fifty years earlier, met with a 
crushing defeat at Edessa in 1144. But at the Ends of Earth Mongol rulers 
began to storm the gates of the Muslim empire, and in 1141 defeated the 
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carried the tale far and wide, the versions became increasingly specific on 
this point: not only the appearance, but also the manhood and virility of the 
aged soldiers were restored to youthfulness. 

But how does one get to this Fountain, if the route to India is blocked by 
the heathen Muslims? 

On and off, the Popes attempted to communicate with the enigmatic 
Prester John, "the illustrious and magnificent king of the Indies and 
beloved son of Christ." In 1245, Pope Innocent IV dispatched the Friar 
Giovanni da Pian del Carpini, via southern Russia, to the Mongol ruler or 
Khan, believing the Mongols to be Nestorians (an offshoot of the Eastern 
Orthodox Church) and the Khan to be Prester John. In 1254, the Armenian 
ruler-priest Haithon traveled in disguise through eastern Turkey to the 
camp of the Mongol chieftain in southern Russia. The record of his 
adventurous travels mentioned that his way took him via the narrow pass on 
the shores of the Caspian Sea called The Iron Gates; and the speculation 
that his route resembled that of Alexander the Great (who had poured 
molten iron to close a mountain pass) only served to suggest that the Ends 
of Earth, the Gates of Paradise, could indeed be so reached. 

These and other papal and royal emissaries were soon joined by private 
adventurers, such as the brothers Nicolo and Maffeo Polo and the former’s 
son Marco Polo (1260-1295), and the German knight William of Boldensele 
(1336)�all searching for the kingdom of Prester Joh n. 

While their travelogues kept up the interest of Church and Courts, it was 
once again the fate of a popular literary work to rekindle mass interest. Its 
author introduced himself as "I, John Maundeville, Knight," born in the 
town of St. Albans in England who "passed the sea in the year of our Lord 
Jesus 1322." Writing at the end of his travels thirty-four years later. Sir 
John explained that he had therein "set down the way to the Holy Land, 
and to Hierusalem: as also to the lands of the Great Caan, and of Prester 
John: to Inde, and divers other countries: together with many and strange 
marvels therein." 

In the twenty-seventh chapter, captioned "Of the Royal Estate of Prester 
John," the book (The Voyages and Travels of Sir John Maundeville, Knight) 
states: 

This emperor, Prester John, possesses very extensive territory, and has 
many noble cities and good towns in his realm, and many great and large 
isles. For all the country of India is divided into isles, by the great floods 
that come from Paradise. . . . 
And this land is full good and rich. . . .  In the land of Prester John are 
many divers things and many precious stones, so great and so large, that 
men make thereof plates, dishes, cups etc.... 

Sir John went on to describe the River of Paradise: 
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In his country is the sea called the Gravelly Sea. . . . Three days from 
that sea are great mountains, out of which runs a great river which comes 
from Paradise, and it is full of precious stones, without a drop of water, 
and it runs through the desert, on one side, so that it makes the Gravelly 
Sea where it ends. 

Beyond the River of Paradise, there was "a great isle, long and broad, 
called Milsterak," that was a paradise on Earth. It had "the fairest garden 
that might be imagined; and therein were trees bearing all manner of fruits, 
all kinds of herbs of virtue and of good smell." This paradise, Sir John 
states, had marvelous pavilions and chambers, the purpose of which was 
diverse sexual enjoyment, all the work of a rich and devilish man. 

Having fired the imagination (and greed) of his readers with the tales of 
precious stones and other riches, Sir John now played on the men’s sexual 
desires. The place, he wrote, was filled with "the fairest damsels that might 
be found under the age of fifteen years, and the fairest young striplings that 
men might get of that same age, and they were all clothed richly in clothes 
of gold; and he said that they were angels." And the devilish man� 

Had also caused to be made three fair and noble wells, all surrounded 
with stone of jasper and crystal, diapered with gold, and set with precious 
stones and great Orient pearls. And he had made a conduit under the 
earth, so that the three wells, at his will, should run one with milk, 
another with wine, and another with honey. And that place he called 
Paradise. 

To that place, the crafty man lured "good knights, hardy and noble," and 
after entertaining them he persuaded them to go and kill his enemies; 
telling them that they should not fear being slain, for should they die, they 
would be resurrected and rejuvenated; 

After their death they should come to his Paradise, and they should be of 
the age of the damsels, and they should play with them. And after that he 
would put them in a fairer Paradise, where they should see the God of 
Nature visibly, in his majesty and bliss. 

But that, said John Maundeville, was not the real Paradise of biblical 
renown. That one, he said in Chapter XXX, lay beyond the isles and lands 
which Alexander the Great had journeyed through. The route to it led 
farther east, toward two isles rich in gold and silver mines "where the Red 
Sea separates from the Ocean Sea": 

And beyond that land and isles, and deserts of Prester John’s lordship, in 
going straight toward the east, men find nothing but mountains and great 
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rocks; and there is the dark region, where no man can see, neither by day 
nor night. . . . And that desert, and that place of darkness, lasts from this 
coast unto Terrestrial Paradise, where Adam, our first father, and Eve 
were put. 

It was from there that the waters of Paradise flowed: 

And in the highest place of Paradise, exactly in the middle, is a well that 
casts out the four streams, which run by diverse lands, of which the first 
is called Pison, or Ganges, that runs through India, or Emlak, in which 
river are many precious stones, and much lignum aloes, and much sand 
of gold. 
And  the other river is called  Nile,  or Gyson,  which goes through 
Ethiopia, and after through Egypt. 
And the other is called Tigris, which runs by Assyria, and by Armenia the 
Great. 
And the other is called Euphrates, which runs through Media, Armenia 
and Persia. 

Confessing that he himself had not reached this biblical Garden of Eden, 
John Maundeville explained: "No mortal man may approach to that place 
without special grace of God; so that of that place I can tell you no more." 

In spite of this admission, the many versions in many languages that 
flowed from the English original maintained that the knight had stated "I, 
John de Maundeville, saw that Fountain and drank three times of that water 
with my companion, and since I drank I feel well." The fact that in the 
English version, Maundeville complained that he was sick with rheumatic 
gout and near the end of his days, mattered not to the many who were 
thrilled by the marvelous tales. Nor did it matter then, that scholars 
nowadays believe that "Sir John Maundeville, Knight" may in fact have 
been a French doctor who had never traveled, but very skillfully put 
together a travelogue from the writings of others who did take the risk and 
trouble of journeying far and away. 

Writing about the visions that had motivated the exploration that led to 
the discovery of America, Angel Rosenblat (La Primera Vision de America y 
Otros Estudios) summed up the evidence thus: "Along with the belief in the 
earthly Paradise was associated another desire of a messianic (or Faustic) 
nature; to find the Fountain of Eternal Youth. All the Middle Ages had 
dreamed of it. In the new images of the Lost Paradise, the Tree of Life was 
converted into the Fountain of Life, and then into a River or Spring of 
Youth." The motivation was the conviction that "the Fountain of Life came 
from India ... a Fountain that cured all ills and assured immortality. The 
fantastic John Maundeville had actually encountered it on his trip to India 
. . . in the Christian Kingdom of Prester John." To reach India and the 
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waters that flow from Paradise became "a symbol of the eternal human 
desire for pleasure, youth and happiness." 

With the land routes blocked by enemies, the Christian kingdoms of 
Europe sought a sea route to India. Under Henry the Navigator, the 
kingdom of Portugal emerged in the middle of the fifteenth century as the 
leading power in the race to reach the Orient by sailing around Africa. In 
1445, the Portuguese navigator Dinas Dias reached the mouth of the 
Senegal River, and mindful of the voyage’s purpose reported that "men say 
it comes from the Nile, being one of the most glorious rivers of Earth, 
flowing from the Garden of Eden and the earthly Paradise." Others 
followed, pushing to and around the Cape at the tip of the African 
continent. In 1499, Vasco da Gama and his fleet circumnavigated Africa and 
reached the cherished target: India. 

Yet the Portuguese, who had launched the Age of Discovery, failed to 
win the race. Diligently studying the ancient maps and all the writings of 
those who had ventured east, an Italian-born seaman named Cristobal 
Colon concluded that by sailing west, he could reach India by a sea route 
much shorter than the Eastern Route sought by the Portuguese. Seeking a 
sponsor, he arrived at the court of Ferdinand and Isabel. He had with him 
(and took on his first voyage) an annotated copy of the Latin version of 
Marco Polo’s book. He could also point to the writings of John Maundeville, 
who explained a century and a half before Columbus (Colon) that by going 
to the farthest east, one arrives at the west "on account of the roundness of 
the earth ... for our Lord God made the earth all around." 

In January 1492, Ferdinand and Isabel defeated the Muslims and 
expelled them from the Iberian Peninsula. Was it not a divine sign to Spain, 
that what the Crusaders could not achieve, Spain would? On August 3 of 
the same year, Columbus sailed under the Spanish flag to find a western sea 
route to India. On October 12, he sighted land. Until his death in 1506, he 
was sure that he had reached the islands which made up a great part of the 
legendary domain of Prester John. 

Two decades later, Ferdinand issued to Ponce de Leon the Patent of 
Discovery, instructing him to find without delay the rejuvenating waters. 

The Spaniards had thought that they were emulating Alexander the 
Great. Little did they know that they were following footsteps of far greater 
antiquity. 



II 

The Immortal Ancestors 

The short life of Alexander the Macedonian�he died at age thirty-three in 
Babylon�was filled with conquest, adventure, explor ation; a burning 
desire to reach the Ends of Earth, to unravel divine mysteries. 

It was not an aimless search. Son of Queen Olympias and presumably of 
her husband King Philip II, he was tutored by the philosopher Aristotle in 
all manner of ancient wisdom. Then he witnessed quarreling and divorce 
between his parents, leading to the flight of his mother with the young 
Alexander. There was reconciliation, then murder; the assassination of 
Philip led to the crowning of Alexander when twenty years old. His early 
military expeditions brought him to Delphi, seat of the renowned oracle. 
There he heard the first of several prophesies predicting for him fame�but 
a very short life. 

Undaunted, Alexander set out�as the Spaniards did n early 1,800 years 
later�to find the Waters of Life. To do so, he had to open the way to the 
East. It was from there that the gods had come: the great Zeus, who swam 
across the Mediterranean, from the Phoenician city of Tyre to the island of 
Crete; Aphrodite who also came from across the Mediterranean, via the 
island of Cyprus; Poseidon, who brought with him the horse from Asia 
Minor; Athena, who carried to Creece the olive tree from the lands of 
western Asia. There, too, according to the Greek historians, whose writings 
Alexander studied, were the Waters which kept one forever young. 

There was the history of Cambyses, son of the Persian king Cyrus, who 
went by way of Syria, Palestine and the Sinai to attack Egypt. Defeating the 
Egyptians, he treated them cruelly, and defiled the temple of their god 
Amnion. Then he took into his heart to go south and attack "the long-lived 
Ethiopians." Describing the events, Herodotus�writi ng a century before 
Alexander�said (History, Book III); 

His spies went to Ethiopia, under the pretense of carrying presents to the 
king, but in reality to take note of all they saw, and especially to observe 
whether there was really what is called "The Table of the Sun" in 
Ethiopia. . . . 
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Telling the Ethiopian king that "eighty years was the longest term of 
man’s life among the Persians," the spies/emissaries questioned him 
regarding the rumored long life of the Ethiopians. Confirming this, 

The king led them to a fountain, wherein when they had washed, they 
found their flesh all glossy and sleek, as if they had bathed in oil. And a 
scent came from the spring like that of violets. 

Returning to Cambyses, the spies described the water as "so weak, that 
nothing would float on it, neither wood nor any lighter substance, but all 
went to the bottom." And Herodotus noted the following conclusion: 

If the account of this fountain be true, it would be their (the Ethiopians’) 
constant use of the water from it, which makes them so long-lived. 

The tale of the Fountain of Youth in Ethiopia, and of the violation by the 
Persian Cambyses of the temple of Ammon, had direct bearing on the 
history of Alexander. This concerned the rumors that he was not really the 
son of Philip, but the offspring of a union between his mother Olympias and 
the Egyptian god Ammon (Fig. 3). The strained relations between Philip 
and Olympias only served to confirm the suspicions. 

As related in various versions of pseudo-Callisthenes, the court of Philip 
was visited by an Egyptian Pharaoh whom the Greeks called Nectanebus. 
He was a master magician, a diviner; and he secretly seduced Olympias. 
Unbeknown to her at the time, it was in reality the god Ammon who had 
come to her, taking the guise of Nectanebus. And so it was that when she 
bore Alexander, she gave birth to a son of a god. It was the very god whose 
temple the Persian Cambyses had desecrated. 

Defeating the Persian armies in Asia Minor, Alexander turned toward 
Egypt. Expecting heavy resistance by the Persian viceroys who ruled 
Egypt, he was astonished to see that great land fall into his hands without 
any resistance: an omen, no doubt. Losing no time, Alexander went to the 
Great Oasis, seat of the oracle of Ammon, There, the god himself (so 
legends say) confirmed Alexander’s true parentage. Thus affirmed, the 
Egyptian priests deified him as a Pharaoh; thereby, his desire to escape a 
mortal’s fate became not a privilege, but a right. (Henceforth, Alexander 
was depicted on his coins as a horned Zeus-Ammon�Fi g. 4.) 

Alexander then went south to Karnak, the center of the worship of 
Ammon. There was more to the trip than met the eye. A venerated 
religious center since the third millenium B.C., Karnak was a conglomera- 
tion of temples, shrines and monuments to Ammon built by generations of 
Pharaohs. One of the most impressive and colossal structures was the 
temple built by Queen Hatshepsut more than a thousand years before 
Alexander’s time. And she too was said to have been a daughter of the god 
Ammon, conceived by a queen whom the god had visited in disguise! 



 

Fig. 3 Fig. 4 

Whatever actually transpired there, no one really knows. The fact is that 
instead of leading his armies back east, toward the heartland of the Persian 
empire, Alexander selected a small escort and a few companions for an 
expedition even farther south. His puzzled companions were led to believe 
that he was going on a pleasure trip�the pleasures of lovemaking. 

The uncharacteristic interlude was as incomprehensible to the historians 
of those days as to the generals of Alexander. Trying to rationalize, the 
recorders of Alexander’s adventures described the woman he was about to 
visit as a femme fatale, one "whose beauty no living man could praise 
sufficiently." She was Candace, queen of a land to the south of Egypt 
(today’s Sudan). Reversing the tale of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, in 
this instance it was the king who traveled to the queen’s land. For, 
unbeknown to his companions, Alexander was really seeking not love, but 
the secret of Immortality. 

After a pleasant stay, the queen agreed to reveal to Alexander, as a 
parting gift, the secret of "the wonderful cave where the gods congregate." 
Following her directions, Alexander found the sacred place: 
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He entered with a few soldiers, and saw a starlit haze. And the rooftops 
were shining, as if lit by stars. The external forms of the gods were 
physically manifest; a crowd was serving (them) in silence. 

At first he (Alexander) was frightened and surprised. But he stayed to 
see what would happen, for he saw some reclining figures whose eyes 
were shining like beams of light. 

The sight of the "reclining figures," with eyes emitting beams of light, 
made Alexander stop short. Were they too gods, or deified mortals? He was 
then startled by a voice: one of the "figures" had spoken up: 

And there was one who said: "Glad greetings, Alexander. Do you know 
who I am?" 
And he (Alexander) said: "No, my lord." 
The other said: "I am Sesonchusis, the world-conquering king who has 
joined the ranks of the gods." 

Alexander was far from being surprised�as though he  had encountered 
the very person he had searched for. His arrival apparently expected, 
Alexander was invited in, to "the Creator and Overseer of the entire 
universe." He "went within, and saw a fire-bright haze; and, seated on a 
throne, the god whom he had once seen worshipped by men in Rokotide, 
the Lord Serapis." (In the Greek version, it was the god Dionysus.) 

Alexander saw his chance to bring up the matter of his longevity. "Lord 
god," he said, "how many years shall I live?" 

But there was no answer from the god. Then Sesonchusis sought to 
console Alexander, for the god’s silence spoke for itself. Though I myself 
have joined the ranks of the gods, Sesonchusis said, "I was not as fortunate 
as you ... for although I have conquered the whole world and subjugated 
so many peoples, nobody remembers rny name; but you shall have great 
renown . . . you will have an immortal name even after death." In this 
manner, he consoled Alexander. "You shall live upon dying, thus not 
dying"�immortalized by a lasting reputation. 

Disappointed, Alexander left the caves and "continued the journey to be 
made"�to seek the advice of other sages, to find an  escape from a mortal’s 
fate, to emulate others who before him did succeed in joining the immortal 
gods. 

According to one version, among those whom Alexander searched out 
and met was Enoch, the biblical patriarch from the days before the Deluge, 
who was the great-grandfather of Noah. It was a place of mountains, "where 
Paradise, which is the Land of the Living, is situated," the "abode where 
the saints dwell." Atop a mountain there was a glittering structure, from 
which there extended skyward a huge stairway, made of 2,500 golden slabs. 
In a vast hall or cavern Alexander saw "golden figures, each standing in its 
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niche," a golden altar, and two huge "candlesticks" measuring some sixty 
feet in height. 

Upon a couch nearby reclined the form of a man who was draped in a 
coverlet inlaid with gold and precious stones, and above it, worked in 
gold, were branches of a vine, having its cluster of grapes formed of 
jewels. 

The man suddenly spoke up, identifying himself as Enoch. "Do not pry 
into the mysteries of God," the voice warned Alexander. Heeding the 
warning, Alexander left to rejoin his troops; but not before receiving as a 
parting gift a bunch of grapes that miraculously were sufficient to feed his 
whole army. 

In yet another version, Alexander encountered not one but two men from 
the past: Enoch, and the Prophet Elijah�two who acc ording to biblical 
traditions have never died. It happened when Alexander was traversing an 
uninhabited desert. Suddenly, his horse was seized by a "spirit" which 
carried horse and rider aloft, bringing Alexander to a glittering tabernacle. 
Inside, he saw the two men. Their faces were bright, their teeth whiter 
than milk, their eyes shone brighter than the morning star; they were "lofty 
of stature, of gracious look." Telling him who they were, they said that 
"God hid them from death." They told him that the place was "The Gity of 
the Storehouse of Life," from where the "Bright Waters of Life" emanated. 
But before Alexander could find out more, or drink of the "Waters of Life," 
a "chariot of fire" snatched him away�and he found himself back with his 
troops. 

(According to Muslim tradition, the prophet Muhammed was also carried 
heavenward, a thousand years later, riding his white horse.) 

Was the episode of the Gave of the Gods�as the othe r episodes in the 
histories of Alexander�pure fiction, mere myth, or perhaps embellished 
tales based on historical fact? 

Was there a Queen Gandace, a royal city named Shamar, a world- 
conqueror named Sesonchusis? In truth, the names meant little to students 
of antiquity until relatively recently. If these were names of Egyptian royal 
personages or of a mystical province of Egypt, they were as obscured by 
time as the monuments were obscured by the encroaching sands; rising 
above the sands, the pyramids and the Sphinx only broadened the enigma; 
the hieroglyphic picture-words, undecipherable, only confirmed that there 
were secrets not to be unlocked. The tales from antiquity, passed on via the 
Greeks and Romans, dissolved into legends; eventually, they faded into 
obscurity. 

It was only when Napoleon conquered Egypt in 1798, that Europe began 
to rediscover Egypt. Accompanying Napoleon’s troops were groups of 
serious scholars who began to remove the sands and raise the curtain of 
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forgetfulness. Then, near the village of Rosetta, a stone tablet was found 
bearing the same inscription in three languages. The key was found to 
unlock the language and inscriptions of ancient Egypt: its records of 
Pharaonic feats, the glorification of its gods. 

In the 1820s European explorers penetrating southward, into the Sudan, 
reported the existence of ancient monuments (including sharp-angled 
pyramids) at a site on the Nile river called Meroe. A Royal Prussian 
expedition uncovered impressive archaeological remains during excavations 
in the years 1842-44. Between 1912 and 1914, others uncovered sacred 
sites; the hieroglyphic inscriptions indicated one of them was called the Sun 
Temple�perhaps the very place where the spies of Ca mbyses observed the 
"Table of the Sun." Further excavations in this century, the piecing 
together of archaeological finds, and the continued decipherment of the 
inscriptions, have established that there indeed existed in that land a 
Nubian kingdom in the first millennium B.C.; it was the biblical Land of 
Kush. 

There indeed was a Queen Candace. The hieroglyphic inscriptions 
revealed, that at the very beginning of the Nubian kingdom, it was ruled by 
a wise and benevolent queen. Her name was Candace (Fig. 5). Thereafter, 
whenever a woman ascended the throne�which was not infrequent�she 
adopted the name as a symbol of great queenship. And farther south of 
Meroe, within this kingdom’s domain, there was a city named Sennar� 
possibly the Shamar referred to in the Alexander tale. 

And what about Sesonchusis? It is told in the Ethiopic version of pseudo- 
Callisthenes, that journeying to (or from) Egypt, Alexander and his men 
passed by a lake swarming with crocodiles. There, an earlier ruler had built 
a way to cross the lake. "And behold, there was a building upon the shore of 
the lake, and above the building was a heathen altar upon which was 
written: ’I am Kosh, the king of the world, the conqueror who crossed this 
lake." 

Who was this world conqueror Kosh, namely the king who ruled over 
Kush or Nubia? In the Greek version of this tale, the conqueror who had 
commemorated his crossing of the lake�described as part of the waters of 
the Red Sea�was named Sesonchusis; so Sesonchusis a nd Kosh were one 
and the same ruler�a Pharaoh who had ruled both Egy pt and Nubia. 
Nubian monuments depicted such a ruler as he receives from a "Shiny 
God" the Fruit of Life shaped like date palms (Fig. 6). 

Egyptian records do speak of a great Pharaoh who, early in the second 
millenium B.C., was indeed a world conqueror. His name was Senusert; 
and he, too, was a devotee of Ammon. Greek historians credited him with 
the conquest of Libya and Arabia, and significantly also of Ethiopia and all 
the islands of the Red Sea; of great parts of Asia� penetrating east even 
farther than the later Persians; and of invading Europe via Asia Minor. 
Herodotus described the great feats of this Pharaoh, whom he names 
Sesostris; stating that Sesostris erected memorial pillars wherever he went. 
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The pillars which he erected," Herodotus wrote, "are still visible." Thus, 
when Alexander saw the pillar by the lake, it only confirmed what 
Herodotus had written a century earlier. 

Sesonchusis did indeed exist. His Egyptian name meant "He whose 
births live." For, by virtue of being a Pharaoh of Egypt, he had every right 
to join the company of the gods, and live forever. 

In the search for the Waters of Life or of Eternal Youth, it was important to 
assert that the search was surely not futile, for others in days past had 
succeeded in the quest. Moreover, if the waters flow from a Paradise Lost, 
would not finding those who had been there be a means of learning from 
them how to get there? 

It was with that in mind, that Alexander sought to reach the Immortal 
Ancestors. Whether he indeed encountered them is not too important: the 
important fact is that in the centuries preceding the Christian era, 
Alexander or his historians (or both) believed that the Immortal Ancestors 
indeed existed�that in days that to them were ancie nt and olden, mortals 
could become immortal if the gods so wished. 

The authors or editors of the histories of Alexander relate various 
incidents in which Alexander encountered Sesonchusis; Elijah and Enoch; 
or just Enoch. The identity of Sesonchusis could only be guessed, and the 
manner of his translation to Immortality is not described. Not so with 
Elijah�the companion of Enoch in the Shining Temple , according to one 
Alexander version. 

He was the biblical Prophet who was active in the Kingdom of Israel in 
the ninth century B.C., during the reign of kings Ahab and Ahaziah. As his 
adopted name indicated (Eli-Yah�"My God is Yahweh") , he was inspired 
by and stood up for the Hebrew god Yahweh, whose faithful were finding 
themselves harassed by the followers of the Canaanite god Baal. After a 
period of seclusion at a secret place near the Jordan River, where he was 
apparently coached by the Lord, he was given "a mantle of haircloth" of 
magical powers, and was able to perform miracles. Residing first near the 
Phoenician town of Sidon, his first reported miracle (as related in I Kings 
Chapter 17) was the making of a little cooking oil and a spoonful of flour last 
a widow, who gave him shelter, the rest of her lifetime. Then he prevailed 
on the Lord to revive her son, after he had died of a violent illness. He 
could also summon the Fire of God from the skies, which came in handily in 
the ongoing struggle with the kings and priests who succumbed to pagan 
temptations. 

Of him, the Scriptures say, that he did not die on Earth, for he "went up 
into Heaven in a whirlwind." According to Jewish traditions, Elijah is still 
immortal; and to this very day, tradition requires that he be invited to come 
into Jewish homes on Passover eve. His ascent is described in the Old 
Testament in great detail. And as reported in II Kings Chapter 2, the event 
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was not a sudden or unexpected occurrence. On the contrary: it was a 
planned and pre-arranged operation, whose place and time were communi- 
cated to Elijah in advance. 

The designated place was in the Jordan Valley, on the eastern side of the 
river�perhaps in the very area where Elijah was ord ained as "a Man of 
God." As he began his last journey to Gilgal�a plac e commemorating an 
earlier miracle, as the Bible tells�he had a tough time shaking off his 
devoted chief disciple Elisha. Along the way, the two Prophets were 
repeatedly intercepted by disciples, "Sons of Prophets," who kept asking: Is 
it true that the Lord will take Elijah heavenward today? 

Let the biblical narrator tell the story in his own words: 

And it came to pass when the Lord 
would take up Elijah into Heaven by a Whirlwind, 
that Elijah went with Elisha from Cilgal. 

And Elijah said unto Elisha: 
"Tarry here, I pray thee, 
for the Lord has sent me to Beth-El." 

And Elisha said unto him: 
"As the Lord liveth, and by thy life, 
I will not leave thee." 

So they went down to Beth-El. 

And the Sons of the Prophets that were at Beth-el 
came forth to Elisha, and said unto him: 
"Knowest thou that the Lord will, this day, 
take the master from above thee?" 

And he said: 
"Yea, I know it too; but keep silent." 

Now Elijah admitted to Elisha that his destination was Jericho, by the 
Jordan Biver; and he asked his colleague to stay behind. But again Elisha 
refused and went along with the Prophet; "and so they came to Jericho." 

And the Sons of the Prophets that were at Jericho 
approached Elisha and said unto him: 
"Knowest thou that the Lord will, this day, 
take the master from above thee?" 

And he said: 
"Yea, I know it too; but keep silent." 

Foiled thus far in his attempt to proceed alone, Elijah then asked Elisha 
to stay behind in Jericho, and to let him proceed to the river’s bank 
unaccompanied. But Elisha refused, and would not part from Elijah. 
Encouraged, "fifty men of the Sons of the Prophets went along; but they 
stopped and stood apart as the two (Elijah and Elisha) reached the Jordan." 
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And Elijah took his mantle 
and rolled it together, 
and struck the waters. 

And the waters parted hither and thither, 
and the two of them crossed over on dry ground. 

Once they were across, Elisha asked that Elijah imbue him with the 
divine spirit; but before he could get an answer, 

As they continued to walk on and to talk, 
there appeared a chariot of fire, 
and horses of fire, and the two were separated. 

And Elijah went up into Heaven, 
in a Whirlwind. 

And Elisha saw, 
and he cried out: 
"My father! My father! 
The Chariot of Israel and its horsemen!" 

And he saw it no more. 

Distraught, Elisha sat stunned for a while. Then he saw that the mantle of 
Elijah was left behind. Was it by accident or on purpose? Determined to 
find out, Elisha took the mantle, and returned to the banks of the Jordan, 
and called the name of Yahweh, and struck the waters. And lo and behold� 
"the waters parted hither and thither, and Elisha crossed." And the Sons of 
the Prophets, the disciples who stood back on the western side of the river 
in the plain of Jericho, "saw this; and they said: ’the inspiration of Elijah 
doth rest upon Elisha’; and they came toward him, and prostrated 
themselves before him." 

Incredulous of what they had seen with their own eyes, the fifty disciples 
wondered whether Elijah was indeed taken heavenward for good. 
Perchance the Lord’s wind had blown him only some distance, and he was 
thrown upon a mountain or into some ravine? they asked. Over the 
objections of Elisha, they searched for three days. And when they returned 
from the futile search, Elisha said: "Did I not say unto you, ’Go not?’" for he 
well knew the truth: that the Lord of Israel had taken Elijah up in a Chariot of 
Fire. 

The encounter with Enoch, which the histories of Alexander claimed for 
him, introduced into the Search for Immortality an "Immortal Ancestor" 
specifically mentioned in the Old and New Testaments alike, the legends of 
whose ascent to the heavens predated the Bible and were recorded in their 
own right. 

According to the Bible, Enoch was the seventh pre-Diluvial patriarch in 
the line of Adam through Seth (as distinct from the accursed line of Adam 
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through Cain). He was the great-grandfather of Noah, the hero of the 
Deluge. The fifth chapter of the Book of Genesis lists the genealogies of 
these patriarchs, the ages at which their rightful heirs were born, and the 
ages at which they died. But Enoch was an exception: no mention at all is 
made of his death. Explaining that "he had walked with the Lord," the Book 
of Genesis states that at the actual or symbolic age of 365 (the number of 
days in a solar year), Enoch "was gone" from Earth, "for the Lord had taken 
him." 

Enlarging on the cryptic biblical statement, Jewish commentators often 
quoted older sources which seemed to describe an actual ascent by Enoch 
to the heavens, where he was (by some versions) translated into Metatron, 
the Lord’s "Prince of the Countenance" who was stationed right behind the 
Lord’s throne. 

According to these legends, as brought together by I. B. Lavner in his 
Kol Agadoth Israel [All the Legends of Israel], when Enoch was summoned 
to the Lord’s abode, a fiery horse was sent for him from the heavens. Enoch 
was at the time preaching righteousness to the people. When the people 
saw the fiery horse descending from the skies, they asked Enoch for an 
explanation. And he told them: "Know ye, that the time has come to leave 
ye and ascend to Heaven." But as he mounted the horse, the people 
refused to let him leave, and followed him about for a whole week. "And it 
was on the seventh day, that a fiery chariot drawn by fiery horses and angels 
came down, and raised Enoch skyward." While he was soaring up, the 
Angels of Heaven objected to the Lord: "How comes a man born of a 
woman to ascend unto the Heavens?" But the Lord pointed out the piety 
and devotion of Enoch, and opened to him the Gates of Life and of 
Wisdom, and arrayed him in a magnificent garment and a luminous crown. 

As in other instances, cryptic references in the Scriptures often suggest 
that the ancient editor assumed that his reader was familiar with some 
other, more detailed writings on the subject at hand. There are even 
specific mentions of such writings�"The Book of Rig hteousness," or "The 
Book of the Wars of Yahweh"�which must have existed , but were entirely 
lost. In the case of Enoch, the New Testament augments a cryptic 
statement that Enoch was "translated" by the Lord "that he should not see 
death" with a mention of a Testimony of Enoch, written or dictated by him 
"before his Translation" to Immortality (Hebrews 11:5). Jude 14, referring 
to the prophecies of Enoch, is also taken as referring to some actual writings 
by this patriarch. 

Various Christian writings throughout the centuries also contain similar 
hints or references; and as it turned out, there have in fact circulated since 
the second century B.C. several versions of a Book of Enoch. When the 
manuscripts were studied in the nineteenth century, scholars concluded 
that there were basically two sources. The first, identified as I Enoch and 
called the Ethiopic Book of Enoch, is an Ethiopic translation of a previous 
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Greek translation of an original work in Hebrew (or Aramaic). The other, 
identified as II Enoch, is a Slavonic translation from an original written in 
Greek whose full title was The Book of the Secrets of Enoch. 

Scholars who have studied these versions do not rule out the possibility 
that both I Enoch and II Enoch stem from a much earlier original work; and 
that there indeed could have existed in antiquity a Book of Enoch. The 
Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament, which R. H. Charles 
began to publish in 1913, is still the major English translation of the Books 
of Enoch and the other early writings which were excluded from the 
canonized Old and New Testaments. 

Written in the first person, The Book of the Secrets of Enoch starts with 
an exact place and time: 

On the first day of the first month of the 365th year I was alone in my 
house and I rested on my bed and slept. . . . And there appeared to me 
two men, very tall, such as I have never seen on Earth; and their faces 
shone like the sun, and their eyes were like burning lamps, and fire came 
forth from their lips. Their dress had the appearance of feathers, their 
feet were purple. Their wings were brighter than gold; their hands 
whiter than snow. They stood at the head of my bed and called me by 
name. 

Because he was asleep when these strangers arrived, Enoch adds for the 
record that by then he was no longer sleeping; "I saw clearly these men, 
standing in front of me," he states. He made obeisance to them, and was 
overtaken by fear. But the two reassured him: 

Be of good cheer, Enoch, be not afraid; the Everlasting God hath sent us 
to thee and lo, today thou shalt ascend with us into heaven. 

They then told Enoch to wake up his family and servants, and order them 
not to seek him, "till the Lord bring thee back to them." This Enoch did, 
using the opportunity to instruct his sons in the ways of righteousness. Then 
the time came to depart: 

It came to pass when I had spoken to my sons, these men summoned me 
and took me on their wings and placed me on the clouds; and lo, the 
clouds moved. . . . Going higher I saw the air and (going still) higher I 
saw the ether; and they placed me in the First Heaven; and they showed 
me a very great sea, greater than the earthly sea. 

Ascending thus unto the heavens upon "clouds that move," Enoch was 
transported from the First Heaven�where "two hundre d angels rule the 
stars"�to the Second, gloomy Heaven; then to the Th ird Heaven. There 
he was shown 
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a garden with a goodliness of its appearance; beautiful and fragrant trees 
and fruits. 

In the midst therein there is a Tree of Life�in tha t place on which the 
God rests when he comes into Paradise. 

Stunned by the Tree’s magnificence, Enoch manages to describe the 
Tree of Life in the following words: "It is beautiful more than any created 
thing; on all sides in appearance it is like gold and crimson, transparent as 
fire." From its root go four streams which pour honey, milk, oil and wine, 
and they go down from this heavenly Paradise to the Paradise of Eden, 
making a revolution around Earth. This Third Heaven and its Tree of Life 
are guarded by three hundred "very glorious" angels. It is in this Third 
Heaven that the Place of the Righteous, and the Terrible Place where the 
wicked are tortured, are situated. 

Going further up, to the Fourth Heaven, Enoch could see the Lumin- 
aries and various wondrous creatures, and the Host of the Lord. In the 
Fifth Heaven, he saw many "hosts"; in the Sixth, "bands of angels who 
study the revolutions of the stars." Then he reached the Seventh Heaven, 
where the greatest angels hurried about and where he saw the Lord�"from 
afar"�sitting on his throne. 

The two winged men and their moving cloud placed Enoch at the limits 
of the Seventh Heaven, and left; whereupon the Lord sent the archangel 
Gabriel to fetch Enoch into His Presence. 

For thirty-three days, Enoch was instructed in all the wisdoms and all the 
events of the past and the future; then he was returned to Earth by an awful 
angel who had a "very cold appearance." In total, he was absent from Earth 
sixty days. But his return to Earth was only so that he might instruct his 
sons in the laws and commandments; and thirty days later, he was taken up 
again unto the heavens�this time, for good. 

Written both as a personal testament and as a historic review, the Ethiopic 
Book of Enoch, whose earliest title was probably The Words of Enoch, 
describes his journeys to Heaven as well as to the four corners of Earth. As 
he traveled north, "toward the north ends of Earth," he "saw there a great 
and glorious device," the nature of which is not described. And he saw 
there, as well as at the western ends of Earth, "three portals of heaven open 
in the heaven" in each place, through which hail and snow, cold and frost 
blew in. 

"And thence I went to the south to the ends of the Earth," and through 
the portals of Heaven there blow in the dew and rain. And thence he went 
to see the eastern portals, through which the stars of Heaven pass and run 
their course. 

But the principal mysteries, and secrets of the past and the future, were 
shown to Enoch as he went to "the middle of the Earth," and to the east and 
to the west thereof. The "middle of the Earth" was the site of the future 
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Holy Temple in Jerusalem; on his journey east, Enoch reached the Tree of 
Knowledge; and going west, he was shown the Tree of Life. 

On his eastward journey, Enoch passed mountains and deserts, saw 
water courses flowing from mountain peaks covered by clouds, and snow 
and ice ("water which flows not"), and trees of diverse fragrances and 
balsams. Going farther and farther east, he found himself back over 
mountains bordering the Erythraean Sea (the Sea of Arabia and the Red 
Sea). Continuing, he passed by Zotiel, the angel guarding the entrance to 
Paradise, and he "came unto the Garden of Righteousness." There he saw 
among many wonderful trees the "Tree of Knowledge." It was as high as a 
fir, its leaves were as of the carob, and its fruit like the clusters of a vine. 
And the angel who was with him confirmed that indeed it was the very tree 
whose fruit Adam and Eve had eaten before they were driven out of the 
Garden of Eden. 

On his journey west, Enoch arrived at a "mountain range of fire, which 
burnt day and night." Beyond it he reached a place encircled by six 
mountains separated by "deep, rough ravines." A seventh mountain rose in 
their midst, "resembling the seat of a throne; and fragrant trees encircled 
the throne. And amongst them was a tree such as I had never smelt. . . and 
its fruit resembles the dates of a palm." 

The angel who accompanied him explained that the middle mountain was 
the throne "on which the Holy Great One, the Lord of Glory, the Eternal 
King will sit when He shall come to visit Earth." And as to the tree whose 
fruits were as the date palms, he said: 

As for this fragrant tree, no mortal is permitted to 
touch it till the Great Judgment . . . 

Its fruit shall be for food for the elect . . . 
Its fragrance shall be in their bones, 
And they shall live a long life on Earth. 

It was during these journeys that Enoch "saw in those days how long 
cords were given to those angels, and they took to themselves wings, and 
they went towards the north." And when Enoch asked what this was all 
about, the angel who guided him said; "They have gone off to measure . . . 
they shall bring the measures of the righteous to the righteous, and the 
ropes of the righteous to the righteous . . all these measures shall reveal 
the secrets of the earth." 

Having visited all the secret places on Earth, Enoch’s time had come to 
take the Journey to Heaven. And, like others after him, he was taken to a 
"mountain whose summit reached to Heaven" and to a Land of Darkness: 

And they (the angels) took me to a place in which those who were there 
were like flaming fire, and when they wished, they appeared as men. 

And they brought me to a place of darkness, and to a mountain the 
point of whose summit reached to heaven. 
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And I saw the chambers of the luminaries, and the treasuries of the 
stars, and of the thunder, in the great depths, where were a fiery bow 
and arrows, and their quiver, and a fiery sword, and all the lightnings. 

Whereas, at such a crucial stage, Immortality slipped out of Alexander’s 
hands because he had searched for it contrary to his proclaimed destiny� 
Enoch, as the Pharaohs after him, was proceeding with divine blessing. 
Thus, at this crucial moment, he was deemed worthy of proceeding; so 
"they (the angels) took me to the Waters of Life." 

Continuing, he arrived at the "House of Fire": 

And I went in till I drew nigh to a wall which is built of crystals and 
surrounded by tongues of fire; and it began to affright me. 

And I went into the tongues of fire and drew nigh to a large house 
which was built of crystals; and the walls of the house were like a 
tesselated floor of crystals, and its groundwork was of crystal. Its ceiling 
was like the path of the stars and the lightnings, and between them were 
fiery Cherubim, and their heaven was as water. 

A flaming fire surrounded the walls, and its portals blazed with fire. 
And I entered into that house, and it was hot as a fire and cold as 

ice. . . . 
And I beheld a vision; behold, there was a second house, greater than 

the former, and the entire portal stood open before me, and it was built 
of flames of fire. . . . 

And 1 looked therein and saw a lofty throne: its appearance was as 
crystal, and the wheels thereof as the shining sun, and there was the 
appearance of Cherubim. 

And from underneath the throne came streams of flaming fire, so that I 
could not look thereon. 

Arriving at the "River of Fire," Enoch was taken aloft. 
He could see the whole of Earth�"the mouths of all the rivers of Earth 

. . . and the cornerstones of Earth . . . and the winds on Earth carrying the 
clouds." Rising higher, he was "where the winds stretch the vaults of 
Heaven and have their station between Heaven and Earth. I saw the winds 
of Heaven which turn and bring the circumference of the Sun, and all the 
stars." Following "the paths of the angels," he reached a point "in the 
firmament of Heaven above" from which he could see "the end of Earth." 

From there, he could view the expanse of the heavens: and he could see 
"seven stars like great shining mountains"�"seven m ountains of magnifi- 
cent stones." From wherever he was viewing these celestial bodies, "three 
were toward the east," where there was "the region of heavenly fire"; there 
Enoch saw rising and falling "columns of fire"�erup tions of fire "which 
were beyond measure, alike toward the width and toward the depth." On 
the other side, three celestial bodies were "toward the south"; there Enoch 
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saw "an abyss, a place which had no firmament of the Heaven above, and no 
firmly founded Earth below ... it was a void and awesome place." When 
he asked the angel who was carrying him aloft for an explanation, he 
replied: "There the heavens were completed ... it is the end of Heaven 
and Earth; it is a prison for the stars and the host of Heaven." 

The middle star "reached to Heaven like the throne of God." Having the 
appearance of alabaster, "and the summit of the throne as of sapphire," the 
star was "like a flaming fire." 

Journeying on in the heavens, Enoch said, "I proceeded to where things 
were chaotic. And I saw there something horrible." What he saw was "stars 
of the heaven bound together." And the angel explained to him: "These are 
of the number of stars of heaven which have transgressed the command- 
ment of the Lord, and are bound here till ten thousand years are 
consummated." 

Concluding his report of the first Journey to Heaven, Enoch said: "And I, 
Enoch, alone saw the vision, the ends of all things; and no man shall see as I 
have seen." After being taught at the Heavenly Abode all manner of 
wisdom, he was returned to Earth to impart teachings to other men. For an 
unspecified length of time, "Enoch was hidden, and no one of the children 
of men knew where he was hidden, and where he abode, and what had 
become of him." But when the Deluge neared. he wrote down his teachings 
and advised his great-grandson Noah to be righteous and worthy of 
salvation. 

After that, Enoch was once again "raised aloft from among those who 
dwell on Earth. He was raised aloft on the Chariot of the Spirits, and his 
’Name’ vanished among them." 



III 

The Pharaoh’s Journey 

to the Afterlife 

The adventures of Alexander and his search for the Immortal Ancestors 
clearly comprised elements which simulated their experiences: caverns, 
angels, subterranean fires, fiery horses and Chariots of Fire. But it is 
equally clear that, in the centuries preceding the Christian era, it was 
believed (by Alexander or by his historians or by both) that if one wished to 
attain Immortality, one had to emulate the Egyptian Pharaohs. 

Accordingly, Alexander’s claim to semi-divine ancestry was evolved from 
a complicated affair by an Egyptian deity, rather than by simply claiming 
affinity to a local Greek god. It is an historical fact, not mere legend, that 
Alexander found it necessary, as soon as he broke through the Persian lines 
in Asia Minor, not to pursue the Persian enemy, but to go to Egypt; there 
to seek the answer to his purported divine "roots," and from there to begin 
the search for the Waters of Life. 

Whereas the Hebrews, the Greeks and other peoples in antiquity 
recounted tales of a unique few who were able to escape a mortal’s fate by 
divine invitation, the ancient Egyptians developed the privilege into a 
right. Not a universal right, nor a right reserved to the singularly righteous; 
but a right attendant on the Egyptian king, the Pharaoh, by sole virtue of 
having sat on the throne of Egypt. The reason for this, according to the 
traditions of ancient Egypt, was that the first rulers of Egypt were not men 
but gods. 

Egyptian traditions held that in times immemorial "Gods of Heaven" 
came to Earth from the Celestial Disk (Fig. 7). When Egypt was inundated 
by waters, "a very great god who came forth (to Earth) in the earliest times" 
arrived in Egypt and literally raised it from under the waters and mud, by 
damming the waters of the Nile and undertaking extensive dyking and land 
reclamation works (it was therefore that Egypt was nicknamed "The Raised 
Land"). This olden god was named PTAH�’The Develope r." He was 
considered to have been a great scientist, a master engineer and architect, 
the Chief Craftsman of the gods, who even had a hand in creating and 
shaping Man. His staff was frequently depicted as a graduated stick�very 
much like the graduated rod which surveyors employ for field measuring 
nowadays (Fig. 7). 

35 
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The Egyptians believed that Ptah eventually retired south, where he 
could continue to control the waters of the Nile with sluices he had installed 
in a secret cavern, located at the first cataract of the Nile (the site of today’s 
Aswan Dam). But before leaving Egypt, he built its first hallowed city and 
named it AN, in honor of the God of the Heavens (the biblical On, whom 
the Greeks called Heliopolis). There, he installed as Egypt’s first Divine 
Ruler his own son RA (so named in honor of the Celestial Globe). 

Ra, a great "God of Heaven and Earth," caused a special shrine to be 
built at An; it housed the Ben-Ben�a "secret object " in which Ra had 
purportedly come down to Earth from the heavens. 

In time Ra divided the kingdom between the gods OSIRIS and SETH. 
But the sharing of the kingdom between the two divine brothers did not 
work. Seth kept seeking the overthrow and death of his brother Osiris. It 
took some doing, but finally Seth succeeded in tricking Osiris into entering 
a coffin, which Seth promptly set to seal and drown. ISIS, the sister and 
wife of Osiris, managed to find the coffin, which had floated ashore in what 
is nowadays Lebanon. She hid Osiris as she went to summon the help of 
other gods who could bring Osiris back to life; but Seth discovered the body 
and cut it to pieces, dispersing them all over the land. Helped by her sister 
NEPHTYS, Isis managed to retrieve the pieces (all except for the phallus) 
and to put together the mutilated body of Osiris, thereby resurrecting him. 

Thereafter, Osiris lived on, resurrected, in the Other World among the 
other celestial gods. Of him the sacred writings said: 

He entered the Secret Gates, 
The glory of the Lords of Eternity, 
In step with him who shines in the horizon, 
On the path of Ra. 

The place of Osiris on the throne of Egypt was taken over by his son 
HORUS. When he was born, his mother Isis hid him in the reeds of the 
river Nile (just as the mother of Moses did, according to the Bible), to keep 
him out of the reach of Seth. But the boy was stung by a scorpion and died. 
Quickly, the goddess his mother appealed to THOTH, a god of magical 
powers, for help. Thoth, who was in the heavens, immediately came down 
to Earth in Ra’s "Barge of Astronomical Years" and helped restore Horus to 
life. 

Growing up, Horus challenged Seth for the throne. The struggle ranged 
far and wide, the gods pursuing each other in the skies. Horus attacked 
Seth from a Nar, a term which in the ancient Near East meant "Fiery 
Pillar." Depictions from pre-dynastic times showed this celestial chariot as a 
long, cylindrical object with a funnel-like tail and a bulkhead from which 
rays are spewed out, a kind of a celestial submarine (Fig. 8). In front the 
Nar had two headlights or "eyes," which according to the Egyptian tales 
changed color from blue to red. 
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Fig. 8 

There were ups and downs in the battles, which lasted several days. 
Horns shot at Seth, from out of the Nar, a specially designed "harpoon," 
and Seth was hurt, losing his testicles; this only made him madder. In the 
final battle, over the Sinai peninsula, Seth shot a beam of fire at Horus, and 
Horus lost an "eye." The great gods called a truce and met in council. After 
some wavering and indecision, the Lord of Earth ruled in favor of giving 
Egypt to Horus. declaring him the legitimate heir in the Ra-Osiris line of 
succession. (Thereafter, Horus was usually depicted with the attributes of a 
falcon, while Seth was shown as an Asiatic deity, symbolized by the ass, the 
burden animal of the nomads; Fig. 7). 

The accession of Horus to the reunited throne of the Two Lands (Upper 
Egypt and Lower Egypt) remained throughout Egyptian history the point 
at which kingship was given its perpetual divine connection; for every 
Pharaoh was deemed a successor of Horus and the occupier of the throne of 
Osiris. 

For unexplained reasons, the rule of Horus was followed by a period of 
chaos and decline; how long this lasted, no one knows. Finally, circa 3200 
B.C., a "dynastic race" arrived in Egypt and a man named Menes ascended 
the throne of a reunited Egypt. It was then that the gods granted Egypt 
civilization and what we now call Religion. The kingship that was begun by 
Menes continued through twenty-six dynasties of Pharaohs until the 
Persian domination in 525 B.C., and then through Greek and Roman times 
(when the famed Cleopatra reigned). 

When Menes, the first Pharaoh, established the united kingdom, he 
chose a midpoint in the Nile, just south of Heliopolis, as the place for the 
capital of the two Egypts. Emulating the works of Ptah, he built Memphis 
on an artificial mound raised above the Nile’s waters, and dedicated its 
temples to Ptah. Memphis remained the political-religious center of Egypt 
for more than a thousand years. 

Rut circa 2200 B.C. great upheavals befell Egypt, the nature of which is 
not clear to scholars. Some think that Asiatic invaders overran the country, 
enslaving the people and disrupting the worship of their gods. Whatever 
semblance of Egyptian independence remained, it was retained in Upper 
Egypt�the less accessible regions farther south. Wh en order was restored 
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some 150 years later, political-religious power�the  attributes of kingship� 
flowed from Thebes, an old but until then unimposing city in Upper Egypt, 
on the banks of the Nile. 

Its god was called AMEN �"The Hidden One"�the very god Amnion 
whom Alexander had searched out as his true divine father. As supreme 
deity, he was worshipped as Amen-Ra, "The Hidden Ra"; and it is not clear 
whether he was the very same Ra but now somehow unseen or "hidden," or 
another deity. 

The Greeks called Thebes Diospolis, "The City of Zeus," for they 
equated Ammon with their supreme god Zeus. This fact made it easier for 
Alexander to affiliate himself with Ammon; and it was to Thebes that he 
rushed after he had received Amnion’s favorable oracle at the oasis of Siwa. 

There, at Thebes and its precincts (now known as Karnak, Luxor, Dier- 
el-Bahari), Alexander came upon the extensive shrines and monuments to 
Ammon�impressive to this very day although they sta nd empty and in 
ruins. They were built mostly by Twelfth Dynasty Pharaohs, one of whom 
was probably the "Sesonchusis" who had searched for the Waters of Life 
1,500 years before Alexander. One of the colossal temples was built by 
Queen Hatshepshut, who was also said to have been a daughter of the god 
Ammon. 

Such tales of divine parentage were not unusual. The Pharaoh’s claim to 
divine status, based on the mere fact of occupying the throne of Osiris, was 
sometimes augmented by assertions that the ruler was the son or the 
brother of this or that god or goddess. Scholars consider such statements to 
have only symbolic meaning; but some Egyptian Pharaohs, such as three 
kings of the Fifth Dynasty, maintained that they were actually, physically, 
the sons of the god Ra, begotten by him when he impregnated the wife of 
the high priest in his own temple. 

Other kings attributed their descent from Ra to more sophisticated 
means. It was claimed that Ra embodied himself in the reigning Pharaoh, 
through which subterfuge he could then have intercourse with the queen. 
Thereby, the heir to the throne could claim direct descent of Ra. But apart 
from such specific claims to be of divine seed, every Pharaoh was 
theologically deemed to be the incarnation of Horus and thus by extension 
the son of the god Osiris. Consequently, the Pharaoh was entitled to eternal 
life in the very same manner experienced by Osiris: to resurrection after 
death, to an Afterlife. 

It was this circle, of gods and god-like Pharaohs, that Alexander longed to 
join. 

The belief was that Ra and the other immortal gods managed to live forever 
because he kept rejuvenating himself. Accordingly, the Pharaohs bore 
names meaning, for example, "He Who Repeats Births" and "Repeater of 
Births." The gods rejuvenated themselves by partaking of divine food and 
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beverage at their abode. Therefore, the king’s attainment of an eternal 
Afterlife called for his joining the gods in their abode, so that he too could 
partake of their divine sustenances. 

The ancient incantations appealed to the gods to share with the deceased 
king their divine food: "Take ye this king with you, that he may eat of that 
which ye eat, that he may drink of which ye drink, that he may live on that 
whereupon ye live." And more specifically, as in a text from the pyramid of 
King Pepi: 

Give thou sustenance to this King Pepi 
From thy eternal sustenance; 
Thy everlasting beverage. 

The departed Pharaoh hoped to draw his everlasting sustenance in the 
celestial realm of Ra, on the "Imperishable Star." There, in a mystical 
"Field of Offerings" or "Field of Life," there grew the "Plant of Life." A text 
in the pyramid of Pepi I describes him as getting past guards with the 
appearance of "plumed birds," to be met by the emissaries of Horus. With 
them 

He traveleth to the Great Lake, 
by which the Great Gods alight. 
These Great Ones of the Imperishable Star 
give unto Pepi the Plant of Life 
whereon they themselves do live, 
so that he may also live thereon. 

Egyptian depictions showed the deceased (sometimes with his wife) at 
this Celestial Paradise, sipping the Waters of Life out of which there grows 
the Tree of Life with its life-giving fruit, the date palm (Fig. 9). 

The celestial destination was the birthplace of Ra, to which he had 
returned from Earth. There, Ra himself was constantly rejuvenated or "re- 
awakened" by having the Goddess of the Four Jars pour him a certain elixir 
periodically. It was thus the king’s hope to have the same goddess pour him 
too the elixir and "therewith refresh his heart to life." It was in these 
waters, named "Water of Youth," that Osiris rejuvenated himself; and so it 
was promised to the departed King Pepi that Horus shall "count for thee a 
second season of youth"; that he shall "renew thy youth in the waters whose 
name is ’Water of Youth. " 

Resurrected to Afterlife, even rejuvenated, the Pharaoh attained a 
paradisical life: "His provision is among the gods; his water is wine, like that 
of Ra. When Ra eats, he gives to him; when Ra drinks, he gives to him." 
And in a touch of twentieth century psychotherapy, the text adds: "He 
sleeps soundly every day ... he fares better today than yesterday." 

The Pharaoh seemed little bothered by the paradox that he had to die 



 

Fig. 9 

first in order to attain Immortality. As supreme ruler of the Two Lands of 
Egypt, he enjoyed the best possible life on Earth; and the resurrection 
among the gods was an even more attractive prospect. Besides, it was only 
his earthly body that was to be embalmed and entombed; for the Egyptians 
believed that every person possessed a Ba, akin to what we call "soul," 
which rose heavenward like a bird after death; and a Ka�variably 
translated Double, Ancestral Spirit, Essence, Personality�through which 
form the Pharaoh was translated into his Afterlife. Samuel Mercer, in his 
introduction to the Pyramid Texts, concluded that the Ka stood for the 
mortal’s personification of a god. In other words, the concept implied the 
existence in Man of a divine element, a celestial or godly Double who could 
resume life in the Afterlife. 

But if Afterlife was possible, it was not easily attained. The departed king 
had to traverse a long and challenging road, and had to undergo elaborate 
ceremonial preparations before he could embark on his journey. 

The deification of the Pharaoh began with his purification and included 
embalmment (mummification), so that the dead king would resemble Osiris 
with all his members tied together. The embalmed Pharaoh was then 
carried in a funerary procession to a structure topped by a pyramid, in front 
of which there stood an oval-shaped pillar (Fig. 10). 

Within this funerary temple, priestly rites were conducted with a view to 
achieving for the Pharaoh acceptance at journey’s end. The ceremonies, 
called in the Egyptian funerary texts the "Opening of the Mouth," were 
supervised by a Shem priest�always depicted wearing  a leopard skin (Fig. 
11). Scholars believe that the ritual was literally what its name implies: the 
priest, using a bent copper or iron tool, opened the mouth of the mummy 
or of a statue representing the departed king.  But it is clear that the 
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ceremony was primarily symbolic, intended to open for the deceased the 
"mouth" or Entranceway to the Heavens. 

The mummy, by then, was tied up tight in many layers of material and 
was surmounted by the king’s golden death mask. Thus, the touching of its 
mouth (or that of the king’s statue) could have been only symbolical. 
Indeed, the priest intoned not the deceased, but the gods to "open the 
mouth" so that the Pharaoh could ascend toward eternal life. Special 
appeals were made to the "Eye" of Horus, lost by him in the battle with 
Seth, to cause the "opening of the mouth" so that "a path shall be opened 
for the king among the Shiny Ones, that he may be established among 
them." 

The earthly (and thus by conjecture only temporary) tomb of the 
Pharaoh�according to the texts and actual archaeolo gical discoveries�had 
a false door on its eastern side, i.e. the masonry was built there to look like 
a doorway, but it was actually a solid wall. Purified, with all limbs tied 
together, "opened of mouth," the Pharaoh was then envisioned as raising 
himself, shaking off Earth’s dust, and exiting by the false door. According to 
a Pyramid Text which dealt with the resurrection process step by step, the 
Pharaoh could not pass through the stone wall by himself. "Thou standest at 
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the doors which hold people back," the text said, until "he who is chief of 
the department"�a divine messenger in charge of thi s task�"comes out to 
thee. He lays hold on thy arm, and takes thee to heaven, to thy father." 

Aided thus by a divine messenger, the Pharaoh was out of his sealed 
tomb, through the false door. And the priests broke out in a chant: "The 
king is on his way to Heaven! The king is on his way to Heaven!" 

The king is on his way to Heaven 
The king is on his way to Heaven 
On the wind, on the wind. 
He is not hindered; 
There is no one by whom he is hindered. 
The king is on his own, son of the gods. 
His bread will come on high, with Ra; 
His offering will come out of the Heavens. 
The king is he "Who Comes Again." 

But before the departed king could ascend to Heaven to eat and drink 
with the gods, he had to undertake an arduous and hazardous Journey. His 
goal was a land called Neter-Khert, "The Land of the Mountain Gods." It 
was sometimes written pictorially in hieroglyphic by surmounting the 

symbol for god (Neter)  upon a ferry boat  ; and indeed, to reach 

that land, the Pharaoh had to cross a long and winding Lake of Reeds. The 
marshy waters could be crossed with the aid of a Divine Ferryman, but 
before he would ferry the Pharaoh over he questioned the king about his 
origins: What made him think he had the right to cross over? Was he a son 
of a god or a goddess? 

Beyond the lake, past a desert and a chain of mountains, past various 
guardian gods, lay the Duat, a magical "Abode for rising to the Stars," 
whose location and name have baffled the scholars. Some view it as the 
Netherworld, the abode of the spirits, where the king must go as Osiris did. 
Others believe it was an Underworld, and indeed much of its scenes were 
of a subterranean world of tunnels and caverns with unseen gods, pools of 
boiling waters, eerie lights, chambers guarded by birds, doors that open by 
themselves. This magical land was divided into twelve divisions, and was 
traversed in twelve hours. 

The Duat was further perplexing, because in spite of its terrestrial nature 
(it was reached after crossing through a mountain pass) or subterranean 
aspects, its name was written hieroglyphically with a star and a soaring 

falcon as its determinatives      or simply with a star within a 

circle , denoting a celestial or heavenly association. 

Baffling as it has been, the fact is that the Pyramid Texts, as they followed 
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the Pharaoh’s progress through his life, death, resurrection and translation 
to an Afterlife, considered the human problem to be the inability to fly as 
the gods do. One text summed up this problem and its solution in two 
sentences: "Men are buried, the gods fly up. Cause this king to fly to 
Heaven, (to be) among his brothers the gods." A text inscribed in the 
pyramid of King Teti expressed the Pharaoh’s hope and appeal to the gods 
in these words: 

Men fall, 
They have no Name. 
Seize thou king Teti by his arms, 
Take thou king Teti to the sky, 
That he die not on Earth among men. 

And so it was incumbent upon the king to reach the "Hidden Place," and 
go through its subterranean labyrinths until he could find there a god who 
carries the emblem of the Tree of Life, and a god who is the "Herald of 
Heaven." They will open for him secret gates, and lead him to the Eye of 
Horus, a Celestial Ladder into which he would step� an object which can 
change hues to blue and red as it is "powered." And then, himself turned 
into the Falcon-god, he would soar skyward to the eternal Afterlife on the 
Imperishable Star. There, Ra himself would welcome him: 

The Gates of Heaven are opened for thee; 
The doors of the Cool Place are opened for thee. 
Thou shalt find Ra standing, waiting for thee. 
He will take your hand, 
He will take thee to the Dual Shrine of Heaven; 
He will place thee on the throne of Osiris . . . 
Thou shalt stand supported, equipped as a god . . . 
Among the Eternals, on the Imperishable Star. 

Much of what is known today on the subject comes from the Pyramid 
Texts�thousands of verses combined into hundreds of  Utterances, that 
were discovered embossed or painted (in the hieroglyphic writing of 
ancient Egypt) on the walls, passages and galleries of the pyramids of five 
Pharaohs (Unas, Teti, Pepi I, Merenra and Pepi II) who ruled Egypt from 
circa 2350 B.C. to 2180 B.C. These texts were sorted out and numbered by 
Kurt Sethe in his masterful Die altaegyptischen Pyramidentexte, which has 
remained the major reference source together with the English counter- 
part, The Pyramid Texts by Samuel A. B. Mercer. 

The thousands of verses that make up the Pyramid Texts seem to be just a 
collection of repetitious, unconnected incantations, appeals to the gods or 
exaltations of the king. To make some sense of the material, scholars have 
developed theories about shifting theologies in ancient Egypt, a conflict and 
then  a  merger  between  a  "Solar  Religion"  and  a  "Sky  Religion,"  a 
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priesthood of Ra and one of Osiris, and so on, pointing out that we deal with 
material that has been accumulated over millennia. 

To scholars who view the mass of verses as expressions of p r i mi t i v e  
mythologies, figments of the imagination of people who cowered in fear as 
the wind howled and the thunder roared and called these phenomena 
"gods"�the verses remain as puzzling and confusing as ever. But these 
verses, all scholars agree, were extracted by the ancient scribes from older 
and apparently well-organized, cohesive and comprehensible scriptures. 

Later inscriptions on sarcophagi and coffins, as well as on papyrus (the 
latter usually accompanied by illustrations) indeed show that the verses, 
Utterances and Chapters (bearing such names as "Chapter of those who 
ascend") were copied from "Books of the Dead," which bore such titles as 
"That Which Is in the Duat," "The Book of the Gates," "The Book of the 
Two Ways." Scholars believe that these "books" in turn were versions of 
two earlier basic works: olden writings that dealt with the celestial journey 
of Ra, and a later source which stressed the blissful Afterlife of those who 
join Osiris resurrected: the food, the beverage, the conjugal joys in a 
heavenly abode. (Verses of this version were even inscribed on talismans, to 
achieve for their wearer "union with women by day or night" and the 
"desire of women" at all times.) 

The scholarly theories, however, leave unexplained the magical aspects 
of the information offered by these texts. Bafflingly, an Eye of Horus is an 
object existing independently of him�an object into  whose insides the king 
can enter, and which can change hues to blue and red as it is "powered." 
There exist self-propelled ferries, doors that open by themselves, unseen 
gods whose faces radiate a glow. In the Underworld, supposedly inhabited 
by spirits only, "bridge girders" and "copper cables" are featured. And the 
most baffling aspect of all: Why, if the Pharaoh’s transfiguration takes him to 
the Underworld, do the texts claim that "the king is on his way to Heaven"? 

Throughout, the verses indicate that the king is following the route of the 
gods, that he is crossing a lake the way a god had crossed it before, that he 
uses a barque as the god Ra had done, that he ascends "equipped as a god" 
as Osiris was, and so on and on. And the question arises: What if these texts 
were not primitive fantasies�mythology�but accounts  of a simulated 
journey, wherein the deceased Pharaoh emulated what the gods had 
actually done? What if the texts, substituting the name of the king for that of 
a god, were copies of some much earlier scriptures that dealt not with the 
journeys of the Pharaohs, but with the journeys of the gods? 

One of the early leading Egyptologists, Gaston Maspero (L’Archeologie 
egyptienne and other works), judging by grammatical form and other 
evidence, suggested that the Pyramid Texts originated at the very 
beginning of Egyptian civilization, perhaps even before they were written 
down hieroglyphic-ally. J. H. Breasted has more recently concluded 
(Development of Religion and Thought in Ancient Egypt) that "such older 
material existed, whether we possess it or not." He found in the texts 
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information on the conditions of civilization and events which enhances the 
veracity of the texts as conveyors of factual information and not of fantasy. 
"To one of quick imagination," he says, "they abound in pictures from the 
long-vanished world of which they are a reflection." 

Taken together, the texts and later illustrations describe a journey to a 
realm that begins above ground, that leads underground, and that ends 
with an opening to the skies through which the gods�and the kings 
emulating them�were launched heavenward (Fig. 12). Thus the hiero- 
glyphic connotation combining a subterranean place with a celestial 
function. 

Have the Pharaohs, journeying from their tombs to the Afterlife, actually 
taken this Route to Heaven? Even the ancient Egyptians claimed the 
journey not for the mummified corpse, but for the Ka (Double) of the 
departed king. But they have envisioned this Double as re-enacting actual 
progress through actual places. 

What, then, if the texts reflect a world which had indeed existed�what if 
the Pharaoh’s Journey to Immortality, even if only by emulation, indeed 
followed step by step actual journeys undertaken in prehistoric times? 

Let us follow in these footsteps; let us take the Route of the Gods. 

 



IV 

The Stairway to Heaven 

Let us imagine ourselves in the Pharaoh’s magnificent funerary temple. 
Having mummified and prepared the Pharaoh for his Journey, the Shem 
priests now intone the gods to open for the king a path and a gateway. The 
divine messenger has arrived on the other side of the false door, ready to 
take the Pharaoh through the stone wall and launch him on his journey. 

Emerging through the false door on the eastern side of his tomb, the 
Pharaoh was instructed to set his course eastward. Lest he misunderstand, 
he was explicitly warned against going west: "Those who go thither, they 
return not!" His goal was the Duat, in the "Land of the Mountain Gods." 
He was to enter there "The Great House of Two . . . the House of Fire"; 
where, during "a night of computing years," he shall be transformed into a 
Divine Being and ascend "to the east side of Heaven." 

The first obstacle in the Pharaoh’s course was the Lake of Reeds�a long 
body of marshy waters made up of a series of adjoining lakes. Symbolically, 
he had the blessing of his guardian god to cross the lake by parting its 
waters (Fig. 13); physically, the crossing was possible because the lake was 
served by the Divine Ferryman, who ferried the gods across in a boat made 
by Khnum, the Divine Craftsman. But the Ferryman was stationed on the 
far side of the lake, and the Pharaoh had a hard time convincing him that he 
was entitled to be fetched and ferried over. 
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The Ferryman questioned the Pharaoh about his origins. Was he the son 
of a god or goddess? Was he listed in the "Register of the Two Great Gods"? 
The Pharaoh explained his claims to being of "divine seed," and gave 
assurances of his righteousness. In some cases it worked. In other instances 
the Pharaoh had to appeal to Ra or to Thoth to get him across; in which 
instances, the boat and its oars or rudder came alive with uncanny forces: 
the ferryboat began to move by itself, the steering-oar grasped by the king 
directed itself. All, in short, became self-propelled. One way or another, 
the Pharaoh managed to cross the lake and be on his way toward "The Two 
That Bring Closer the Heavens": 

He descends into the boat, like Ra, 
on the shores of the Winding Watercourse. 

The king rows in the Hanbu-boat; 
He takes the helm toward the 
Plain of "The Two That Bring Closer the Heavens," 

in the land beginning from the Lake of Reeds. 

The Lake of Reeds was situated at the eastern end of the domain of 
Horus. Beyond lay the territories of his adversary Seth, the "lands of Asia." 
As would be expected on such a sensitive boundary, the king discovers that 
the lake’s eastern shore is patrolled by four "Crossing guards, the wearers of 
side locks." The way these guards wore their hair was truly their most 
conspicuous feature. "Black as coal," it was "arranged in curls on their 
foreheads, at their temples and at the back of their heads, with braids in the 
center of their heads." 

Combining diplomacy with firmness, the king again proclaimed his 
divine origins, claiming he was summoned by "my father Ra." One Pharaoh 
is reported to have used threats: "Delay my crossing, and I will pluck out 
your locks as lotus flowers are plucked in the lotus pond!" Another had 
some of the gods come to his assistance. One way or another, the Pharaoh 
managed to proceed. 

The king has now left the lands of Horus. The eastward place which he 
seeks to reach�though under the aegis of Ra�is "in the region of Seth." 
His goal is a mountainous area, the Mountains of the East (Fig. 14). His 
course is set toward a pass between two mountains, "the two mountains 
which stand in awe of Seth." But first he has to traverse an arid and barren 
area, a kind of no-god’s land between the domains of Horus and Seth. Just 
as the pace and urgency of the Utterances increase, for the king is getting 
closer to the Hidden Place where the Doors of Heaven are located, he is 
challenged again by guards. "Where goest thou?" they demand to know. 

The king’s sponsors answer for him: "The king goes to Heaven, to possess 
life and joy; that the king may see his father, that the king may see Ra." As 
the guards contemplate the request, the king himself pleads with them: 
"Open the frontier . . . incline its barrier ... let me pass as the gods pass 
through!" 
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Having come from Egypt, from the domain of Horus, the king and his 
sponsors recognize the need for prudence. Many Utterances and verses are 
employed to present the king as neutral in the feud between the gods. The 
king is introduced both as "born of Horus, he at whose name the Earth 
quakes," and as "conceived by Seth, he at whose name Heaven trembles." 
The king stresses not only his affinity to Ra, but declares that he proceeds 
"in the service of Ra"; producing thereby a laissez-passer from higher 
authority. With shrewd evenhandedness, the texts point out to the two 
gods their own self-interest in the king’s continued journey, for Ra would 
surely appreciate their aid to one who comes in his service. 

Finally, the guards of the Land of Seth let the king proceed toward a 
mountain pass. The king’s sponsors make sure that he realizes the import of 
the moment: 

Thou are now on the way to the high places 
In the land of Seth. 
In the land of Seth 
Thou will be set on the high places, 
On that high Tree of the Eastern Sky 
On which the gods sit. 

The king has arrived at the Duat. 

 

The Duat was conceived as a completely enclosed Circle of the Gods (see 
Fig. 15), at the head-point of which there was an opening to the skies 
(symbolized by the goddess Nut) through which the Imperishable Star 
(symbolized by the Celestial Disk) could be reached. Other sources 
suggested in reality a more oblong or oval valley, enclosed by mountains. A 
river which divided into many streams flowed through this land, but it was 
hardly navigable and most of the time Ra’s barge had to be towed, or moved 
by its own power as a "boat of earth," as a sled. 
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The Duat was divided into twelve divisions, variably described as fields, 
plains, walled circles, caverns or halls, beginning above ground and 
continuing underground. It took the departed king twelve hours to journey 
through this enchanted and awesome realm; this he could achieve, because 
Ra had put at his disposal his magical barge or sled, in which the king 
traveled aided and protected by his sponsoring gods. 

There were seven gaps or passes in the mountains that enclosed the 
Duat, and two of them were in the mountains on the east side of Egypt 

 
(i.e. in the mountains on the west of the Duat), which were called 

"The Horizon" or "The Horn" of "The Hidden Place." The pass through 
which Ra had traveled was 220 atru (some twenty-seven miles) long, and 
followed the course of a stream; the stream, however, ran dry and Ra’s 
barge had to be towed. The pass was guarded and had fortifications "whose 
doors were strong." 

The Pharaoh, as some papyri indicate, took the course leading through 
the second, shorter pass (only some fifteen miles long). The papyrus 
drawings show him upon the barge or sled of Ra, passing between two 
mountain peaks on each of which there is stationed a company of twelve 
guardian gods. The texts describe a "Lake of Boiling Waters" nearby� 
waters which, despite their fiery nature are cool to the touch. A fire burns 
below the ground. The place has a strong bituminous or "natron" stench 
which drives away the birds. Yet not too far away, there is depicted an oasis 
with shrubs or low trees around it. 

Once across the pass, the king encounters other companies of gods. 
"Come in peace," they say. He has arrived at the second division. 

It is called, after the stream that runs through it, Ur-nes (a name which 
some scholars equate with Uranus, the Greek god of the skies). Measuring 
some fifteen by thirty-nine miles, it is inhabited by people with long hair, 
who eat the flesh of their asses and depend on the gods for water and 
sustenance, for the place is arid and the streams are mostly dry. Even Ra’s 
barge turns here into a "boat of earth." It is a domain associated with the 
Moon god, and with Hathor, the Goddess of Turquoise. 

Aided by the gods, the king passes safely through the second division and 
in the Third Hour arrives at Net-Asar, "The Stream of Osiris." Similar in 
size to the second division, this third division is inhabited by "The 
Fighters." It is there that the four gods, who are in charge of the four 
cardinal points of the compass, are stationed. 

The pictorial depictions which accompanied the hieroglyphic texts 
surprisingly showed the Stream of Osiris as meandering its way from an 
agricultural area, through a chain of mountains, to where the stream 
divided into tributaries. There, watched over by the legendary Phoenix 
birds, the Stairway to Heaven was situated; there, the Celestial Boat of Ra 
was depicted as sitting atop a mountain, or rising heavenward upon streams 
of fire (Fig. 16). 

Here,  the pace of prayers and Utterances increases again. The king 



 
Fig. 16 

invokes the "magical protectors," that "this man of Earth may enter the 
Neter-Khert" unmolested. The king is nearing the heart of the Duat; he is 
near the Atnen-Ta, the "Hidden Place." 

It was there that Osiris himself had risen to the Eternal Afterlife. It was 
there that the "Two That Bring Closer the Heaven" stood out "yonder 
against the sky," as two magical trees. The king offers a prayer to Osiris (the 
Chapter’s title in the Book of the Dead is "Chapter of Making His Name in 
the Neter-Khert Granted"): 

May be given to me my Name 
in the Great House of Two; 

May in the House of Fire 
my Name be granted. 

In the night of computing years, 
and of telling the months, 
may I be a Divine Being, 
may I sit at the east side of Heaven. 
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Let the god advance me from behind; 
Everlasting is his Name. 

The king is within sight of the "Mountain of Light." 
He has reached the STAIRWAY TO HEAVEN. 
The Pyramid Texts said of the place that it was "the stairway in order to 

reach the heights." Its stairs were described as "the stairs to the sky, which 
are laid out for the king, that he may ascend thereon to the heavens." The 
hieroglyphic pictograph for the Stairway to Heaven was sometimes a single 

stairway (which was also cast in gold and worn as a charm), or more often 

a double stairway , as a step pyramid. This Stairway to Heaven was 

constructed by the gods of the city of An�the locat ion of the principal 
temple of Ra�so that they, the gods, could be "unit ed with the Above." 

The king’s goal is the Celestial Ladder, an Ascender which would actually 
carry him aloft. But to reach it in the House of Fire, the Great House of 
Two, he must enter the Amen-Ta, the Hidden Land of Seker, God of the 
Wilderness. 

It is a domain described as a fortified circle. It is the subterranean Land 
of Darkness, reachable by entering into a mountain and going down 
spiraling hidden paths protected by secret doors. It is the fourth division of 
the Duat which the king must now enter; but the mountain entrance is 
protected by two walls and the passage between them is swept by flames 
and manned by guarding gods. 

When Ra himself had arrived at this entrance to the Hidden Place, "he 
performed the designs"�followed the procedures�"of the gods who are 
therein by means of his voice, without seeing them." But can the king’s 
voice alone achieve for him admission? The texts remind the challenger that 
only "he who knoweth the plan of the hidden shaftways which are in the 
Land of Seker," shall have the ability to journey through the Place of 
Underground Passages and eat the bread of the gods. 

Once again the king offers his credentials. "I am the Bull, a son of the 
ancestors of Osiris," he announces. Then the gods who sponsor him, 
pronounce in his behalf the crucial words for admission: 

Admittance is not refused thee 
At the gate of the Duat; 
The folding doors of the Mountain of Light 
Are opened to thee; 
The bolts open to thee of themselves. 
Thou treadest the Hall of the Two Truths; 
The god who is in it greets thee. 
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The right formula or password having thus been pronounced, a god 
named Sa uttered a command; at his word, the flames ceased, the guards 
withdrew, the doors opened automatically, and the Pharaoh was admitted 
into the subterranean world. 

"The mouth of the earth opens for thee, the eastern door of heaven is 
open for thee," the gods of the Duat announce to the king. He is reassured 
that though he enters the mouth of the earth, it is indeed the Gateway to 
Heaven, the coveted eastern door. 

The journey in the fourth and following Hours leads the king through 
caverns and tunnels where gods of diverse functions are sometimes seen, 
sometimes only heard. There are underground canals, on which gods move 
about in soundless barques. There are eerie lights, phosphorous waters, 
torches that light the way. Mystified and terrified, the king moves on, 
toward "the pillars that reach the Heaven." 

The gods seen along the way are mostly organized in groups of twelve, 
and bear such epithets as "Gods of the Mountain," "Gods of the Mountain 
of the Hidden Land," or "The Holders of the Time of Life in the Hidden 
Land." The drawings that accompanied some of the ancient texts provide 
identification of these gods through the different scepters held by them, 
their particular headgear, or by depicting their animal attributes�hawk- 
headed, jackal-headed, lion-headed. Serpents also make an appearance, 
representing subterranean guards or servants of the gods in the Hidden 
Land. 

The texts and the ancient illustrations suggest that the king has entered a 
circular underground complex, within which a vast tunnel first spirals down 
and then up. The depictions, presented in a cross-section fashion, show a 
gradually sloping tunnel some forty feet high, with a smooth ceiling and a 
smooth floor, both made of some solid material two to three feet thick. The 
tunnel is partitioned into three levels, and the king moves within the 
middle level or corridor. The upper and lower levels are occupied by gods, 
serpents and structures of diverse functions. 

The king’s sled, pulled by four gods, begins its journey by gliding silently 
along the middle corridor; only a beam emitted from the vehicle’s bow 
lights the way. But soon the passage is blocked by a sharply slanting 
partition, and the king must get off and continue on foot. 

The partition, as the cross-section depictions show, is one wall of a shaft 
that cuts across the three tunnel levels (which slope at about 15°) at a 
sharper angle of some 40°. It apparently begins abo ve the tunnel, perhaps 
at ground level or somewhere higher within the mountain; it seems to end 
as it reaches the floor of the lowest, third level. It is called Re-Stau, "The 
Path of the Hidden Doors"; and at the first and second levels, it is indeed 
provided with chambers that look like air-locks. These chambers enable 
Seker and other "hidden gods" to pass through, though "the door has no 
leaves." The king, who has left his sled, mysteriously passes through this 
slanting wall simply by virtue of the command of some god, whose voice 



Fig. 17 

had activated the air-lock. He is greeted on the other side by representa- 
tives of Horus and Thoth, and is passed along from god to god. (Fig. 17.) 

On his way down, the king sees "faceless gods"�gods  whose faces cannot 
be seen. Offended or simply curious, he pleads with them: 

Uncover your faces, 
take off your head coverings, 
when ye meet me; 

For, behold, I [too] am a mighty god 
come to be among you. 

But they do not heed his plea to show their faces; and the texts explain 
that even they, "these hidden beings, neither see nor look upon" their own 
chief, the god Seker "when he is in this form himself, when he is inside his 
abode in the earth." 

Spiraling his way down, the king passes through a door and finds himself 
on the third, lowest level. He enters an antechamber which bears the 
emblem of the Celestial Disk, and is greeted by the god who is "The 
Messenger of Heaven" and a goddess who wears the feathered emblem of 
Shu. "He who rested the sky upon the Stairway to Heaven" (Fig. 18). As 
called for by the formula in the Book of the Dead, the king proclaims: 

Hail, 
two children of Shu! 
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Hail, 
children of the Place Of The Horizon . . . 

May I ascend? 
May I journey forth like Osiris? 

The answer must be positive, for the king is admitted by them, through a 
massive door, into the shafts which only the hidden gods use. 

In the Fifth Hour, the Pharaoh reaches the deepest subterranean parts 
which are the secret ways of Seker. Following shafts that incline up, over 
and down, the Pharaoh cannot see Seker; but the cross-section drawings 
depict the god as a hawk-headed person, standing upon a serpent and 
holding two wings within a completely enclosed oval structure deep 
underground, guarded by two sphinxes. Though the king cannot see this 
chamber, he hears coming from it "a mighty noise, like that heard in the 
heights of the heavens when they are disturbed by a storm." From the 
sealed chamber there flows a subterranean pool whose "waters are like 
fire." Chamber and pool alike are in turn enclosed by a bunkerlike 
structure, with a compartmentalized air-lock on the left side and a huge 
door on the right side. As further protection, a mound of soil is piled up 
atop the sealed chamber. The mound is topped by a goddess, whose head 
only is seen, protruding into the descending corridor. A beetle symbol 
(meaning "to roll, to come into being") connects the head of the goddess 
with a conical chamber or object in the uppermost corridor (Fig. 19); two 
birds are perched upon it. 

Fig. 18 



 
The texts and symbols inform us that, though Seker was hidden, his 

presence could be made known even in the darkness, because of a glowing 
"through the head and eyes of the great god, whose flesh radiates forth 
light." The triple arrangement�goddess, beetle (Khe per) and conical 
object or chamber�apparently served to enable the h idden god to be 
informed of what goes on outside his hermetically sealed chamber. The 
hieroglyphic text adjoining the beetle symbol states: "Behold Kheper who, 
immediately the (boat?) is towed to the top of this circle, connects himself 
with the ways of the Duat. When this god standeth on the head of the 
goddess, he speaks words to Seker every day." 

The passage by the Pharaoh over the hidden chamber of Seker and by the 
setup through which Seker was informed of such passage, was deemed a 
crucial phase in his progress. The Egyptians were not the only ones in 
antiquity who believed that each departed person faced a moment of 
judgment, a spot where their deeds or hearts would be weighed and 
evaluated and their soul or Double either condemned to the Fiery Waters 
of Hell, or blessed to enjoy the cool and lifegiving waters of Paradise. By 
ancient accounts, here was such a Moment of Truth for the Pharaoh. 

Speaking for the Lord of the Duat, the goddess whose head only was seen 
announced to the Pharaoh the favorable decision: "Come in peace to the 
Duat . . . advance in thy boat on the road which is in the earth." Naming 
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herself Ament (the female Hidden One), she added: "Ament calls to thee, 
so that thou mayest go forward in the sky, as the Great One who is in the 
Horizon." 

Passing the test, not dying a second time, the king was born again. The 
way now led by a row of gods whose task it was to punish the condemned; 
but the king proceeds unharmed. He rejoins his boat or sled; it is 
accompanied by a procession of gods; one of them holds the emblem of the 
Tree of Life (Fig. 20). 

The king has been found worthy of Afterlife. 

Leaving the zone of Seker, the king enters the sixth division, associated 
with Osiris. (In versions of the Book of the Gates, it was in this Sixth Hour 
that Osiris judged the departed.) Jackal-headed gods "Who Open the 
Ways" invite the king to take a refreshing dip in the subterranean pool or 
Lake of Life, as the Great God himself had done when he passed here 
before. Other gods, "humming as bees," reside in cubicles whose doors fly 
open by themselves as the king moves by. As he progresses, the epithets of 
the gods assume more technical aspects. There are the twelve gods "who 
hold the rope in the Duat," and the twelve "who hold the measuring cord." 

The sixth division is occupied by a series of chambers set close together. 
A curving path is called "The Secret Path of the Hidden Place." The king’s 
boat is towed by gods clad in leopard skins, just as the Shem priests who 
performed the Opening of the Mouth ceremonies were clad. 

Is the king nearing the Opening or Mouth of the Mountain? In the Book 
of the Dead, the chapters indeed now bear such titles as "The chapter of 
sniffing the air and of getting power." His vehicle is now "endowed with 
magical powers ... he journeyeth where there is no stream and where 

 



58    The Stairway to Heaven 

there are none to tow him; he performeth this by words of power" which 
proceed from the mouth of a god. 

As the king passes through a guarded gate into the seventh division, the 
gods and the surroundings lose their "underworld" aspects and begin to 
assume celestial affiliations. The king encounters the falcon-headed god 
Heru-Her-Khent, whose hieroglyphic name included the stairway symbol 
and who wore on his head the Celestial Disk emblem. His task is "to send 
the star-gods on their way and to make the constellation-goddesses go on 
their way." These were a group of twelve gods and twelve goddesses who 
were depicted with star emblems. The incantations to them were addressed 
to "the starry gods"� 

who are divine in flesh, whose magical powers have come into being . . . 
who are united into your stars, who rise up for Ra . . . 

Let your stars guide his two hands so that he may journey to the 
Hidden Place in peace. 

In this division, there are also present two companies of gods associated 
with the Ben-ben, the mysterious object of Ra that was kept at his temple in 
the city of An (Heliopolis). They "are those who possess the mystery," 
guarding it inside the Het-Benben (The Ren-ben House); and eight who 
guard outside but also "enter unto the Hidden Object." Here there are also 
nine objects, set up in a row, representing the symbol Shem which 
hieroglyphically meant "Follower." 

The king has indeed arrived in parts of the Duat associated with An, after 
whom Heliopolis was named. In the Ninth Hour, he sees the resting place 
of the twelve "Divine Rowers of the Boat of Ra," they who operate Ra’s 
celestial "Roat of Millions of Years." In the Tenth Hour, passing through a 
gate, the king enters a place astir with activity. The task of the gods there is 
to provide Flame and Fire to the boat of Ra. One of the gods is called 
"Captain of the gods of the boat." Two others are those "Who order the 
course of the stars." They and other gods are depicted with one, two or 
three star symbols, as though showing some rank associated with the 
heavens. 

Passing from the tenth to the eleventh division, the affinity to the 
heavens rapidly increases. Gods bear the Celestial Disk and star emblems. 
There are eight goddesses with star emblems "who have come from the 
abode of Ra." The king sees the "Star Lady" and the "Star Lord," and gods 
whose task it is to provide "power for emerging" from the Duat, "to make 
the Object of Ra advance to the Hidden House in the Upper Heavens." 

In this place there are also gods and goddesses whose task it is to equip 
the king for a celestial trip "over the sky." Together with some gods he is 
made to enter a "serpent" inside which he is to "shed the skin" and emerge 
"in the form of a rejuvenated Ra." Some of the terms here employed in the 
texts are still not understood, but the process is clearly explained: the king, 
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having entered dressed as he came, emerges as a falcon, "equipped as a 
god": the king "lays down on the ground the Mshdt-garment"; he puts on 
his back the "Mark-garment"; he "takes his divine Shuh-vestment" and he 
puts on "the collar of beloved Horus" which is like "a collar on the neck of 
Ra." Having done all that, "the king has established himself there as a god, 
like them." And he tells the god who is with him: "If thou goest to Heaven, 
so will the king go to Heaven." 

The illustrations in the ancient texts depict here a group of gods dressed 
in unusual garb, like tightly fitting overalls adorned with circular collar 
bands (Fig. 21). 

They are led or directed by a god with the emblem of the Celestial Disk 
upon his head, who stands with outstretched arms between the wings of a 
serpent with four human legs. Against a starry background, the god and the 
serpent face another serpent which, though wingless, clearly flies as it 
carries aloft a seated Osiris. (Fig. 22). 

Having been properly equipped, the king is led to an opening in the 
center of a semi-circular wall. He passes the hidden door. Now he moves 
within a tunnel which is "1300 cubits long" called "Dawn at the End." He 
reaches a vestibule; the emblems of the Winged Disk are seen everywhere. 
He encounters goddesses "who shed light upon the road of Ra" and a 
magical scepter representing "Seth, the Watcher." 

The gods explain to the awed king: 

This cavern is the broad hall of Osiris 
Wherein the wind is brought; 
The north wind, refreshing, 
Will raise thee, O king, as Osiris. 

It is now the twelfth division, the final Hour of the king’s subterranean 
journey. It is "the uttermost limit of the thick darkness." The point which 
he has reached is named "Mountain of the Ascent of Ra." The king looks up 
and is startled: the celestial boat of Ra looms in front of his eyes, in all its 
awesome majesty. 

He has reached an object which is called "The Ascender to the Sky." 
Some texts suggest that Ra himself prepared the Ascender for the king, 
"that the king may ascend upon it to the heavens"; other texts say that the 
Ascender was made or set up by several other gods. It is "the Ascender 
which had carried Seth" heavenward. Osiris could not reach the Firmament 
of Heaven except by means of such an Ascender; thus the king too requires 
it in order to be translated, as Osiris, to eternal life. 

The Ascender or Divine Ladder was not a common ladder. It was bound 
together by copper cables; "its sinews (like those) of the Bull of Heaven." 
The "uprights at its sides" were covered over tightly with a kind of "skin"; 
its rungs were "Shesha-hewn" (meaning unknown); and "a great support 
(was) placed under it by He Who binds." 
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