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Chapter 1

From Totems to Gods
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In the summer of 1888 an Egyptian farmer was working in the desert near the town of Beni Hasan. One day he dug a hole and accidentally made an incredible discovery. Just under the surface of the desert lay thousands and thousands of cat mummies. They had been lying there, undisturbed, for more than two thousand years.

Why did the ancient Egyptians mummify so many cats?

Animals were a big part of religion in Egypt from prehistoric times. Thousands of years before the pyramids were built, before Egypt became one country, the people were divided into clans. Each clan had a sacred symbol, or totem. The totem was usually an animal. As a rule clan members did not kill or eat their totem animal.
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Why were certain animals chosen to be totems? Perhaps the clan members chose an animal because it helped them to survive—for example, ibises ate poisonous snakes. Perhaps the clan admired a certain quality in an animal, such as the strength of a bull. Or perhaps they were afraid of a particular animal and thought it might not harm them if they worshiped it.

When war broke out between clans, the winning clan demanded respect for its totem. First one clan rose to power, then another. Eventually a nation was built, and
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many totems were held sacred. All along the Nile people revered cats, ibises, hawks, beetles, and other animals.

When the ancient Egyptians began to believe in gods, these gods were not just spirits. The Egyptians believed that gods must have bodies to live in. Sometimes the gods chose to live in the bodies of sacred animals. A particular god would choose a particular animal because they shared some of the same characteristics. For example, Anubis, the god of tombs, lived in a jackal's body because jackals often prowled around tombs.




 

[image: [Image]]

At first a single animal was chosen to be the body where the god could live. This animal lived in luxury in the temple of its god. Priests fed and cared for the temple animals. Diodorus Siculus, a Greek historian who lived in the first century B.C., reported that temple cats and ichneumons1 (the Greek name for African mongooses) were fed pieces of bread mixed with milk, or pieces of raw fish from the Nile. Those who had the privilege of feeding the animals wore special emblems, and the people they met bowed to them in respect.

Diodorus also wrote about how the caretakers collected money to use for the animals' food. If an Egyptian had a child who had lived through a serious illness, he made a vow to the gods. To fulfill this vow, the Egyptian shaved his head and weighed his hair. Then he donated an amount of gold or silver equal to the weight of his hair.

The temple animals were thought to be the vessels of the gods. As such, they were treated with care and respect. But the animals themselves were not actually worshiped as gods.

Eventually some people began to confuse the sacred animals with the gods themselves. The cat or crocodile in the temple was no longer just a vessel for a god. It was an actual god. And so was every other cat or crocodile.
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Animal worship was especially popular in the Late Period, from 712 to 332 B.C., and beyond. The people treated sacred animals with fanatic devotion.2 Diodorus reported that anyone caught killing a sacred animal was put to death. It didn't matter whether the animal was killed accidentally or on purpose. If anyone happened to find a dead animal, he backed away from it in horror, mourning its death and declaring his own innocence at the same time.

Around 60 B.C., Diodorus saw just how fanatical the Egyptians could be about their sacred animals. He saw a Roman soldier in Egypt accidentally kill a cat. At that time the Roman Empire was the most powerful empire ever, The Egyptians had every reason to be afraid of the Romans. But that didn't stop a mob from gathering at the soldier's house. The pharaoh Ptolemy XII sent officials to plead for calm. But the mob's devotion to cats was overwhelming. They killed the Roman.
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Chapter 2

Cat Worship
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The ancient Egyptians held cats sacred from the earliest times. Cats protected the food in houses and granaries from rats and mice. They also killed asps and other poisonous snakes.

Cats played many roles in Egyptian mythology In one story, a cat saved the world from darkness and evil. The ancient Egyptians believed that when the sun set, a battle was fought between Ra, the sun god, and Apep, the serpent of darkness. Every night Ra turned into a cat and fought the evil Apep. Every night he chopped off the serpent's head. Then in the morning the victorious sun could rise in the east. But Apep was immortal. So every night he came back to life to fight the sun god again.
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One member of the cat family, the lion, was the sacred animal of two Egyptian goddesses, Sekhmet and Bastet.1 Each goddess was portrayed with a woman's body and a lion's head. But the goddesses were exact opposites.

Sekhmet was violent and angry. She was the goddess of war and diseases. She stood for the destructive, burning power of the sun.
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Bastet was kind. She was the bringer of good fortune and good health. She stood for the good power of the sun, the power to make things grow.

The destructive Sekhmet continued to have a lion's head. But eventually the gentle Bastet's lion turned into a cat. More and more often Bastet was pictured with a woman's body and a cat's head. The cat became her sacred animal.




 

[image: [Image]]

One legend said that Bastet was once stung by a scorpion and saved by the sun god, Ra. If an Egyptian was stung by a scorpion, he would reenact that event in Bastet's life. First he cried out, as Bastet had: "O Ra! Come to thy daughter, whom a scorpion has bitten on a lonely road!" Then he answered in Ra's words: "Do not fear, do not fear, my splendid daughter; behold, I stand behind thee. It is I who destroy the poison that is in all the limbs of this cat." By putting himself in Bastet's place and reciting this spell, the Egyptian believed he would be saved by Ra, just as Bastet had been.

The main temple of Bastet was in the city of Bubastis. When Sheshonk I became pharaoh around 945 B.C., he built Bubastis into an important city. The cult of Bastet then became popular all over Egypt. This was the time when cat worship began to rise to a fanatical level.




 

Artisans made thousands of small bronze sculptures of cats. They sold them to people who worshiped Bastet. These worshipers offered the bronze cats at temples and shrines and hoped for an answer to their prayers.

Cat amulets became popular with young married women. A woman would buy an amulet (a magical charm) showing a cat and her kittens and hang it on the wall. Then she prayed to Bastet for the same number of children as the number of kittens on the amulet.
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Herodotus, a Greek historian who lived from around 484 to 425 B.C., traveled all over Egypt. He wrote that when a fire broke out, the Egyptians did not show any concern for the property being burned. Instead, they protected cats. Men stood around the fire to make sure no cats ran into the burning building.2 If a cat perished in the fire, the Egyptians deeply mourned its death.

If a cat died a natural death in a house, Herodotus reported, all those who lived in the house mourned the loss by shaving off their eyebrows.

The reverence an ancient Egyptian felt toward a cat did not end when the cat died. It was important to bury a sacred cat with the respect it deserved. And that respect included mummification.
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Chapter 3

A Second Chance at Life
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According to legend, when the god Osiris reigned over the earth with his wife, the goddess Isis, he civilized the Egyptians. He gave them laws. He taught them how to plant and harvest crops. He was a kind and well-loved ruler.

His brother Set was jealous. He wanted the crown for himself. Set conspired with seventy-two men to kill Osiris. First, he secretly measured Osiris. Next, he built a beautiful wooden chest just the right size for his brother. Then, he invited Osiris to a feast. At the feast Set promised to give the chest to whomever it fit exactly. Each of the seventy-two conspirators tried to lie in it, but not one of them fit exactly. Osiris was the last to try. As soon as he lay in the chest, the men slammed the lid. They nailed it shut. Then they threw the chest into the Nile.
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Isis searched for the chest and found it near the mouth of the river. She tried to hide it, but Set found it. He cut up Osiris's body into fourteen pieces and scattered them all over Egypt.

Isis searched for the pieces of Osiris's body. With the help of the other gods she put the pieces together, embalmed the body, and wrapped it in linen. Then she fanned the body with her wings.1 And Osiris became alive again. From that time on he was the god of the dead.

Osiris died, but he came back to life. The ancient Egyptians thought, "Perhaps people can do that too." After all, Osiris died against his will, and people die against their will. Osiris got a second chance at life. So the Egyptians prepared their dead for a second chance at life.
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The ancient Egyptians believed that within a living person was a special life force. They called it the ka. As long as a person was alive, his ka stayed within his body. When he died, his ka left him.

The Egyptians believed that the ka would come back to the body and give it new life, just as Osiris had been given new life. But first the ka needed to find the body it belonged to. If the body was decayed, the ka couldn't recognize it. So the Egyptians learned to preserve the body with mummification.

Embalmers treated the body with salts and wrapped it in linen. This stopped the body from decaying. If the body didn't decay, then it could still be recognized, and its ka could find it again. A statue of the dead person, called a ka statue, might be entombed with the mummy. Then the ka could live in the statue if the mummy was destroyed.
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Cats were treated in much the same way. A cat had its ka too. Its body had to be preserved so that its ka could find it again someday. Then the cat could come back to life.2

Sometimes a cat was mummified in an elaborate way. The body was wrapped in strips of linen that had been dyed in two colors. The linen strips were woven together to form beautiful patterns. The head was covered with a mask made of a material similar to papier-mache. Pieces of linen were sewn on the mask to look like eyes. Ears were made from the midribs of palm leaves, set in a natural position.

Other cats were mummified in a simple way. They were rolled up only in a piece of plain linen. But the rolling was done with the care and respect that a sacred animal deserved.
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Many cat mummies were buried in coffins. These were made of bronze or wood. Some coffins were shaped like cats. Others were rectangular boxes. Sometimes bronze ka statues were mounted on top of the boxes. Sometimes the boxes had a cat face painted on top. The eyes might be made of crystal and gold, with black obsidian pupils.

Cat mummies were buried in cemeteries created especially for cats. There were cat cemeteries at Beni Hasan, Thebes, and other towns where Bastet was worshiped. But the most famous cat cemetery was in the city where Bastet was especially revered: Bubastis, in the Nile Delta.
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CHAPTER 1

From Totems to Gods

T the summer of 1888 an Egyptian farmer was working in the
desert near the town of Beni Hasan. One day he dug a hole and
accidentally made an incredible discovery. Just under the surface
of the desert lay thousands and thousands of cat mummies. They
had been lying there, undisturbed, for more than two thousand
years.

Why did the ancient Egyptians mummify so many cats?

Animals were a big part of religion in Egypt from prehistoric
times. Thousands of years before the pyramids were built, before
Egypt became one country, the people were divided into clans.
Each clan had a sacred symbol, or totem. The totem was usually
an animal. As a rule clan members did not kill or eat their totem
animal.
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CHAPTER 2

Cat Worship
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ancient Egyptians believed that when the sun set, a battle
was fought between Ra, the sun god, and Apep, the serpent
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the evil Apep. Every night he chopped off the serpent’s
head. Then in the morning the victorious sun could rise
in the cast. But Apep was immortal. So every night he
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