





Most simply, RA is the story of the Egyptian sun god, particularly
during the hours between sunset and sunrise. The myth tells how
Ra (or Re) passes the night, travelling from west to east through
the netherworld, a dangerous time for him and filled with encoun-
ters with his vilest enemies, in particular the serpent Apophis. itis
easy to see how the myth satisfies the cosmological problem of
how the dying sun can rise up newborn the next morning in the
opposite sky.

RA is what might be called a hierophany, areligious drama. While
inbroad outlines it is easily comprehensible, |havesoughtinmany
ways to retain an aura of mystery in certain details. Much of the
text has been retained in Pharaonic Egyptian. Thisis the language
of the gods, which appropriately distances them. But it is inter-
preted as the drama proceeds by a high priest or Hierophant,
together with his assistants (I call them Hierodules) and inexplain-
ing they embellish the myth, adding details suitable to a contem-
porary audience.

The audience is limited to 75 — necessary because of the location
changes throughout the work, and fitting because this cor-
responds to the 75 magic names of Ra, one of which each indivi-
dual will carry throughout the night as a seal of divine protection.
But audience is the wrong word here, for those in attendance are
more like initiates being conducted through a mystery ritual, and
must consider themselves as such if RA is to have meaning for
them. During the early part of the work they indulge in numerous
preparation exercises designed to assist them when they even-
tually descend into the netherworld. They learn breathing exerci-
ses; they learn to distinguish the gods by their appearance as well
as the sounds and perfumes associated with them; they learn to
chant in ancient Egyptian; and at the conclusion of these prepara-
tions they are clothed like the priests themselves. TheHiero-
dules then accompany them to the netherworld where Anubis will
guide them, showing them the manner in which Ra’s miraculous
rebirth is carried out. There are many spectacles in the nether-
world, but the worl. is experiential in other senses than the visual,
with particular emphasis on the senses which function best in
darkness: touch, hearing, smell and taste.

RA is certainly not intended for everyone. In a sense the initiates
must be castand play their roles as carefully as the actors, dancers
and musicians who present the work. Perhaps a few lines from
Serge Saurenon’s book on The Priests of Ancient Egypt are not out
of place here.

“The Egyptian temple does not admit the crowd: from the en-
trance of the sanctuary, a series of doors more and more effective-
ly protects the holy place from the dangers of the open air. The
darkness deepens as, room by room, one penetrates to the heart of
the edifice; the floors go lower, the earth approaches, and, with an
apprehension which increases from moment to moment, the visi-
tor finds himself before the entrance, carefully closed, of the cha-
pel where (the divinity) consents to embody itself. It is this sacred
effigy that the priest contracts to maintain religiously, to clothe, to
nourish, and above all to protect from the attacks of evil
spirits...." {p. 35)

Symbols loom large in RA as they do in all Egyptian religious wri-
tings. In fact, as Henri Frankfort explains in Ancient Egyptian Rel;-
gion, “they constitute in the case of many a god ali - or almostali —
we know about him,” (p. 7} producing an “irreducible unity of
image and thought.” (p. 28) Then what does Ra symbolize? Ra,
who in iate Egyptian religion had become the chief or universal
deity, moves in a perpetual cycle of ascent and descent, up to the
heavens as the sun and down to the netherworld, to the realm of




the dead. Yet in death Ra gathers new strength for his resurrec-
tion, while in life he perpetually moves towards death. | have been
paraphrasing Piankoff here, who continues: “Thusthe terms oflife
and death become interchangeable: life means slow dying, death
means resurrection and new life. The main theme of The Litany of
Reis the meeting of opposites, Re and Osiris, who become united
and form an entity.” (p. 10)
Osiris, the god of rebirth and renewal, of planting and growth, me-
diates through Ra to return him to the sky where he may supply
lightand life so that nature may continue hercourse. Thisisthe es-
sential theme, for the Egyptians, as Frankfort explains, “viewed
their living universe as a rhythmic movement within an unchang-
ing whole.” (p. 13) The myth then becomes the model for human-
ity. “Whether the dead man’s aim is the solar circuit or that of the
circumpolar stars, or the life of Osiris, the essential wish is the
same: to be absorbed in the great rhythm of the universe.” (p. 106)
It is with this in mind that we will attempt, during the 8-hour pro-
duction of RA to engage the initiates in a cycle of experiences that
will give this cosmic theme a personal reality. This will not be easy
for the stigmata of modern life are not easily erased. Nor will we
ever perhaps know to what extent we will succeed. For Jung, who
has influenced my thinking a good deal in the preparation of the
total text, has said: “Rebirth is not a process that we can observe.
We can neither measure nor weigh nor photographiit. It is entirely
beyond perception.”

R. Murray Schafer




The Litany of Re in Ancient Egyptian Religious Literature

The text which forms the basis for RA is The Litany of Re, or to give
its proper ancient title, “The Book of the Adoration of Re in the
West and of the Adoration of the One-joined-together in the West
(i.e. Osiris). "This belongs in a category of mortuary texts in use in
Egyptduring the NewKingdom (c. 1550 - 1070B.C.), and revived
occasionally later. Ali these share one aim in common, namely to
chart the nightly part of the sun through the Underworld in the
course of which he unites with Osiris. in the process of describing
this union of the creative, solar principle with the passive hyposta-
sis of fertility, the mortuary books, with such names as the "Book
of Caverns”, “Book of What-is-in-Hell", etc., provide ample details
ofthe twelve sections of the Underworld and theirdivine denizens.
The Litany is built around the invocation of the sun-god by his 756
names, and the role played by the deceased in assisting and parti-
cipating in the descent and re-emergence of the solar deity at
dawn. Although the dozen or so copies of this book which are at
present extant derive in the main from versions placed onthe walls
of royal tombs — the earliest {Thutmose lil's,c. 15604 - 1450B.C.)
is an exception, being on the king’s shroud - it is quite clear that
the Litany could be read and used by anyone who had the means to
doso. Thetextwas, infact, intended to be recited by one person, as
the written directions accompanying the book indicate, at night
over 75 representations of the sun-god drawn in colour upon the
ground. In the versions in the royal tombs such illustrations are
more elaborate and occur at intervals along the walls in a series of
vignettes. Reciting the text with the proper intonations and ad-
hering strictly to the directions, was considered to be especially
efficacious for the pious ancient Egyptian, as it would assist him
personally in triumphing over the perils he might encounter both
in life and in death.
In the course of Ra’s descent into the Underworld and his journey
through it, he and his entourage of gods and human souls would
travel on an infernal river, inspired by the phenomenon of the Nile
which so dominated the thinking and life of every Egyptian, in a
flotilla of boats. Every so often the sun-barque might be assailed
by the forces of malevolence and chaos in a variety of forms (dra-
gons, goblins, demons, butchers etc.), and it was the role of the
devout who accompanied him to try and ward off usually by ma-
gical means the threats of these powers of darkness. Thus asense
of foreboding at the presence of evil hangs over the whole, and
makes it incumbent on the true devotee of the god to come to his
aid.
Although the Litany was never, as far as we know, performed in
dramatic form, the phenomenon of “sacred drama” is well known
from ancient Egypt. Myths of great importance to the community
could be commemorated in simpie “mystery” plays, in which
priests and laity took part, playing the parts of the divine protago-
nists and their supporters. Almost always the action was symbolic
and the dialogue brief and rudimentary; occasionally mock com-
bat would be staged, but processionals were especially popular. in
all, however, no text was ever recited nor dramatized for pure en-
joyment. There was a firm belief, prompted by a crude logic, that
reproducing the myth in some form on earth would at one and the
same time be magically effective in the reaim of the gods, and
prove beneficial to the well-being and salvation of the individual
devotee. As the rubric to the Litany putsiit, “this is the victory of Ra
over his enemies in the West:itis profitabie fora man uponearth, it
will be profitabie for him after his burial.”

D.B. Redford




Some Notes on the Characters in ‘RA’

The Hierophant, meaning high Egyptian priest, and his three hie-
rodules Heftet, Nayt and Resur form the link between the every day
world and the netherworld of ancient Egypt. They are responsible
for the instructions of the initiates and for their safety while in the
netherworld.

The gods of ancient Egypt form an elaborate hierarchy: the En-
nead; the protective divinities of the Pharoahsandthe Kingdom, the
divinities of birth and death, and the deified man. The Ennead,
meaning the cycle of nine, is a pedigree of gods descended from the
creator god, and constituting the mythological ancestry of the king,
orpharoah. Basically a concept of the solarcult, at home in Heliopo-
lis, the group comprises the following:

ATUM
(the creator who brought the world into being
through self-fertilization)

SHU TEFNUT
{Air, the support of Nut) {Moisture)
GEB NUT
(Earth, the “heir” of the gods) (Sky)
SETH OSI/RIS
{god of chaos and the (the personification of
infertile desert) the king in death)
NEPHTHYS ISIS
fwhich means {personification of the throne
“lady of the castle”) of Egypt, “mother of the

king’)




e e

Ra —common word for “sun”in the most ancient dialect, and name
of the sun-god.

Osiris — the personification of the king in death, and by extension
the ruler and later judge of the dead. Also connected with the fertili-
ty bestowed by the Nile, and identified with Nepry (young grain)
and Andjjety (pastoral god). Guarantor of triumph over death to all
devotees who identify with him.

Isis - original personification of the throne of Egypt and therefore
mother of the king, consort of Osiris who aids in re vivifying him.

Nephthys — sister of Isis who, with her. performs the lamentations
over Osiris.

Hasroet — obscure; probably personification of necropolss.

Amente Nufe — (literally beautiful west) a personification of the
land of the dead beyond the western horizon.

The King - son of the sun god, identified as Horus, lord of the sky,
and mythological archetype of Kingship.

Bes —a robust dwarf. an imp or a Puck character, Bes was the buf-
foon of the gods.

Anubis — (meaning “young dog”), a jackal god, originally a local
god of the town of Asyat, guardian of the dead, and assistant at the
revivifying of Osiris.

Thoth — scribe of the gods who invented writing and all intellectual
pursuits.

Maat — goddess of law, truth and justice.

Seker - a greenish hawk-headed mumm y, he wasworshippedin a
sanctuary which communicated directly with the underworld.
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RA is a co-production of COMUS Music Theatre, Holland Festival
and LAK-theater.

This production would not have been possible without a grant
from the Department of External Affairs, Ottawa and the Ministry
of Welfare, Health and Cultural Affairs, Directorate for Internatio-
nal Relations, Bilateral Cooperation Division, The Hague.

We gratefully acknowledge help for RA from the following per-
sons and institutions:

Art Handling Services, mr J. Greive; Amsterdams Uit Buro; Etala-
geburo J.C. Bakker BV; COMUS Music Theatre, Susan Wright; CP
Air, Desiree Jansen, mr R. Kolthek; De Grote Beer, Wil and Ruud;
Holland Festival, Mieke Coenemans, Veronica Coesel, Jacquin
van Elsberg, Ad 's-Gravesande, Irene de Groot, Sandra den Ha-
mer, Simone Hartog, Elza Heijman, Hubert van der Kleij, Karin
Kéhler, Elly Lammers, Ove Lucas, Saskia Maas, TinekevanManen,
Babs van Overbeek, Frans de Ruiter, Just Smits, Arthur Sonnen,
lvonne Valk, Ernst Verster; Hooglandse Kerk, Afke Kastelein; Fa
Kat, mr De Vos; Het Koetshuis, Jan Kooij; LAK-theater, Maarten
Baanders, Willem Boer, Marianne Bonarius, Roland Helmer, Els
van Loon, Jeanne Oudemans, Maureen van Ravensbergen; Mo-
torhuis,mr J.Niewenburg;Nefertiti; Museum van Oudheden, Prof.
Dr H. D. Schneider; Houthandel D.D. Noordman; mr Van Oerle;
Openbare Bibliotheek, mrs. Van der Burg, mr A. De Caluwé; Par-
fum-fabriek Koninklijke Sanders; Peek en Cloppenburg groep NV;
Reinwardt Academie, Gosewijn van Beek, Frans Schouten; Het
Reuk- en Smaakinformatiecentrum van de Vereniging van Reuk-
en Smaakstoffenfabrikanten, Piet Korteweg; Stage, Gé van Ton-
geren; Stichting Burcht, Hetty Leydekkers, Theo Robben, Jan van
der Stoep, Ben Walenkamp; Max Terveen Stoffen; De Traiteur,
Wim van der Ziel; Fa Van der Wiel, optiek; De lJsbreker, Wilma
Borkent, Jessica de Heer, Jan Wolff; all those who had themselves
mummified,

and the government, civil servants and population of the commu-
nity of Leiden.

COMUS Music theatre, Toronto, was founded in 1975 asanorga-
nization for the development of new Canadian music-theatre.
Earlyin 1981, COMUS commissioned R. Murray Schafer to create
a new work of music-theatre, based on the ritual of the Egyptian
sun-god Ra. In May 1983, RA premiered at the Ontario Science
Centre, Toronto.

lllustrations in this booklet by Jerrard Smith




Some Background Reading for RA

The Litany of Re, edited by Alexandre Piankoff, Bollingen Books,
Series XL-4, New York, 1964. An English translation together
with the Egyptian hieroglyphs of the document which forms the
source for RA.

7he Book of the Dead, edited by E.A. Wallis Budge, Dover Books,
New York, 1967. This readily available translation is somewhat
out of date. In some ways it is a parallel document to the item -
above and some detaiis for RA have been taken from it.

The Gods of the Egyptians, edited by E.A. Wallis Budge, Dover
Books, New York, 1969. This two-volume reference book con-
tains chapters on all the major Egyptian deities. It is easily
obtainable and quite readable.

Ancient Egyptian Religion, Henri Frankfort, Harper Torchbooks,
New York, 1961. This book is still in printand provides a good ge-
neral account of the subject.

Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt, Erik Hornung, Cornell Uni-
versity Press, ithica, N.Y,, 1982. The most recentand comprehen-
sive discussion of the subject.

Ancient Egypt: Its Culture and History, J.E. Ma nchip White, Dover
Books, New York, 1970. A general introductory volume for the
layman.

Ancient Egypt, National Geopgraphic Society, Washington,
1978. An excellent book for pictures. Also contains some inte-
resting essays.

7 he Book of the Dead, edited by Evelyn Rossiter, Crown Publishers,
New York, n.d. lllustrations from the papyri of Ani, Hunefer and
Anhai, together with helpful commentary, show the course taken
by Egyptians after death.

Ancient Evenings, by Norman Mailer. MacMillan London Ltd.,
1983.




