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Introduction (Historical Context, Case Studies, Methodology, 

Scientific Approach and Aim of this Research) 

 

 This thesis examines the role of animals in ancient Egyptian religion, especially during 

the Ptolemaic period (332-30 BCE), when animal cults gained great importance. During this 

period, millions of animal mummies were produced in connection with religious practices. This 

vast number of animal mummies proves that animals were exploited, utilized, and mistreated in 

many ways from their birth until their death. On the other hand, different behaviors have been 

observed toward sacred animals or pets. This distinction existed even among animals of the same 

species, proving how complex ancient Egyptian religion and practice were regarding animals.  

Priesthoods played an important role in the existence and support of animal cults through 

their cooperation with the Ptolemaic kings. The Ptolemies understood from the beginning of their 

rule the deep devotion of the ancient Egyptians to their gods, and consequently they supported 

these beliefs to gain more power and legitimize their authority.  

Within this system, cats and dogs were among the most manipulated species. These two 

species represent a peculiar case of animal exploitation; Dogs were associated with the ancient 

Egyptian god Anubis and, through syncretism and interpretatio Graeca, with the ancient Greek 

god Hermes, forming Hermanubis. In contrast, Bastet was not directly associated with a Greek 

goddess; however, she was worshipped by both ancient Egyptians and Greeks, and important 

festivals were organized in connection with her veneration. 

This study is based on the examination of dog and cat mummies found in various 

locations in Egypt such as Asyut, Dendra, Saqqara, Tell Basta, Abydos, Kharga Oasis, as well as 

museum collections of animal mummies, especially those of the Museo Egizio, used as 

comparative examples and representations. It is also based on the arguments of many important 

scholars in this field, such as Salima Ikram, Dieter Kessler, Paul T. Nicholson, Alain Zivie, 

Roger Lichtenberg, Françoise Dunand, Chiori Kitagawa, Edward Bleiberg, and others. This 

research aims to analyze the role of these two species, the contexts in which they were found, 

their age at death, the marks of exploitation on their bones, and the possibility of the existence of 

breeding centers for mass animal production from the beginning of their lives until their death.  
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Additionally, the techniques of mummification, bandaging textiles, shape, decoration, 

and the different materials used for coffins have been examined, as they reflect the economic, 

political, and social status associated with animal mummies. All these factors, together with the 

use of scientific methods such as CT scanning, X-ray imaging, and radiocarbon (¹⁴C) dating, as 

well as the testimonies of ancient writers and papyri, are crucial for understanding this system of 

animal production and manipulation within a religious framework. 
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Chapter 1. Religion, Politics, and Syncretism: The Historical and 

Cultural Context of Ptolemaic Egypt 
 

1.1 Sacred Animals and Divine Manifestation in Ancient Egyptian 

Religion 

 

Scholars from the 19th and 20th centuries believed that Egyptian religion developed in a 

linear way: people initially worshiped objects in a fetishistic manner, then gradually began the 

worship of animals, and finally worshiped gods in human form.1 As a result, they suggested that 

there was progress toward something more developed and logical. However, as Stephen Quirke 

explains, there is no archaeological evidence to support or suggest such a development.2 Instead, 

already by 3000 BCE, people worshiped gods in human form, hybrid gods with animal heads 

and human bodies, animals, and symbols/objects, all at the same time. Thus, these forms are not 

stages of evolution but different ways to represent the same “unknown” divine being, depending 

on what one wished to express.3 Additionally, art and writing (hieroglyphs) in Egypt were 

closely linked, and images and symbols were created according to the same rules.4 Moreover, 

Quirke suggests that the reason gods’ forms change (e.g., human vs. human with an animal head) 

is due to artistic and practical considerations, not because they “evolved.”5 For example, a 

human body is easier to depict sitting on a throne or holding a scepter, and artists sought balance 

and harmony in the composition. Consequently, the forms of Egyptian gods do not indicate a 

progression from “primitive” to “developed.”6 They are simply different ways of depiction that 

exist simultaneously and serve artistic and symbolic purposes. Overall, Egyptian gods’ forms 

were symbolic and artistic choices, not evidence of an evolutionary progression from animals to 

humans.7 

 
1 Stephen Quirke, Exploring Religion in Ancient Egypt (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2014), 29-31. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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According to Siegfried Morenz, the Ancient Egyptians considered their country the 

center of the world and themselves its only legitimate inhabitants, which is why their religion 

was closely tied to Egypt.8 The king functioned simultaneously as a priest and political leader, 

while the gods had a political role, protecting Egypt and the Egyptians, but also acted on a 

personal level for individual worshippers.9 Despite the emergence of a sense of universality 

during the New Kingdom, the gods remained primarily Egyptian, although they were 

increasingly seen as creators and protectors of foreign peoples as well.10 Ancient Egyptian 

religion did not become a world religion, as the political aspect of the gods and their connection 

to the country limited their role for outsiders.11 However, through the incorporation of foreign 

deities into the pantheon, sometimes by merging them with existing gods, as with Baal and Seth, 

or by adding them directly, as with Astarte or Anat, Egypt presented its own gods as universal 

creators and protectors, not merely national ones, demonstrating the inclusive character of 

Egyptian religion.12 Consequently, the Egyptian pantheon grew very extensive, with festivals and 

rituals linking Egypt to regions across Africa, the Mediterranean, and the Levant.13 

In ancient Egyptian religion, according to Jan Assmann, gods participate in both human 

and cosmic activities, creating what is called “divine presence.”14 This presence, as he suggested, 

varies depending on the form of contact, for example in rituals, inner devotion, magic, or self-

discipline. Assmann further identifies three dimensions of divine presence: first, the 

Cultic/Local/Political, where gods reside in specific places and symbolize collective or political 

identity; second, the Cosmic, where the universe is a realm of divine action and religious 

experience; and finally, the Mythic, where sacred tradition (including myths, names, and 

genealogies) preserves the gods in cultural memory.15 In summary, Assmann explains that divine 

 
8 Siegfried Morenz, Egyptian Religion (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1973), 49. 
9 Ibid., 50-51. 
10 Ibid., 52. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Salima Ikram, Ancient Egypt: An Introduction (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 118; Morenz, 

Egyptian Religion, 52. 
13 Ikram, Ancient Egypt: An Introduction, 119. 
14 Jan Assmann, The Search for God in Ancient Egypt, translated by David Lorton (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press, 2001), 7-8. 
15 Ibid. 
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presence is the arena in which gods act and humans experience religion, expressed locally, 

cosmically, and mythically.16 

As Salima Ikram has mentioned, the ancient Egyptian pantheon consisted of more than 

eighty deities, ranging from the major gods present since the very origins of Egyptian 

civilization, who were involved in creation and cosmic order, to minor gods who influenced 

specific aspects of daily life and the afterlife.17 Major gods had control over specific areas of 

influence, though some of their responsibilities could overlap, and many were linked to specific 

regions or natural phenomena.18 In addition, each city also had its own local god, sometimes 

even demi-gods, who were particularly important in local worship.19 Egyptian gods were 

represented as both humans and animals because certain animals were symbolically linked to 

them. According to Ikram, this reflects how, from early on, Egyptian religion was shaped by the 

natural world and natural phenomena, including animals associated with particular deities.20 The 

unique traits of animals and their difference from humans were seen as a connection to the 

divine.21 Certain animals were linked to specific gods either because their characteristics 

matched the deity’s powers or because the god was believed to protect people from the animal’s 

dangers.22 

 Plutarch (Of Isis and Osiris, Moralia, §77) observes that animals were not worshipped as 

divine beings but as manifestations of divine power. Ancient philosophers believed that living 

beings represented divinity more accurately than non-living entities because they are alive, 

active, possess sensory capabilities, and have awareness of themselves and their environment. 

People regarded animals as more appropriate objects of veneration than metal or stone objects. 

Therefore, animals were not offered prayers as if they were gods but were instead used to 

connect humans to deities, since animals, by their very nature, were seen as a more direct 

reflection of deities’ universal order than inanimate objects. For these reasons, because living 

beings were considered more valuable and closer in essence to deities than non-living things, 

 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ikram, Ancient Egypt: An Introduction, 118. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., 119. 
20 Ibid., 120. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
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animals used in religious worship and ceremonies represented a more potent focus than would be 

possible with non-living objects.23 A perspective further supported by Günther Hölbl suggests 

that animals were not simply understood as part of the natural world but as mediators of divine 

powers.24 This view is also substantiated by H. te Velde, who argues that in Egyptian cosmology, 

animals were considered living beings equal in some sense to humans.25 

For Dieter Kessler, in ancient Egypt the animals that were believed to be sacred were not 

the gods themselves but served as helpers or symbols of the gods.26 Every god had specific 

phases of renewal and rebirth, and during festivals, the deities were believed to appear on earth, 

specifically in their main temples.27 Sacred animals, such as ibises, cats, dogs, and falcons, 

accompanied the gods in their mythological stories; for instance, in myths about Thoth, ibises are 

described as killing snakes, showing how they help the god defeat his enemies.28 Of course, such 

interpretations were not meant to describe the actual behavior of the animals but were a way to 

express symbolic meanings based on the animals’ natural characteristics.29 Essentially, sacred 

animals helped people see and understand the gods’ powers and took part in religious rituals.30 

Considering these scholars’ observations, sacred animals embodied the gods’ powers, 

making them perceptible to humans and participating actively in religious ceremonies. The 

Egyptians carefully studied the natural world and chose animals that most clearly embodied the 

divine traits they wished to express.31 Sacred or cult animals were typically identified as 

specially chosen animals selected because of a set of distinctive and unusual markings, believed 

 
23 Plutarch, Of Isis and Osiris, in Moralia, trans. and ed. William Watson Goodwin (1878), §77, digitized by the 

Internet Archive and reformatted by Brady Kiesling, ToposText, https://topostext.org/work/274.  
24  Günther Hölbl, A History of the Ptolemaic Empire, trans. Tina Saavedra (London and New York: Routledge, 

2001), 4-5. 
25 H. te Velde, “A Few Remarks upon the Religious Significance of Animals in Ancient Egypt,” Numen 27, no. 1 

(June 1980): 77, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3269982.  
26 Dieter Kessler, “Part 1 and Part 2: Introduction into the Theology and Ritual Use of Sacred Animals (an Internet 

Publication by Dieter Kessler, University of Munich, Including an Additional Short Synthesis in Part 3 - Last 

Version),” n.d., 4. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Yekaterina Barbash, “How the Ancient Egyptians Viewed the Animal World,” in Soulful Creatures: Animal 

Mummies in Ancient Egypt (London; Brooklyn: D. Giles Ltd. in association with the Brooklyn Museum, 2013), 21; 

Ikram, Ancient Egypt: An Introduction, 120. 

https://topostext.org/work/274
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3269982
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to signify the physical presence of a god.32 These animals were worshipped throughout their 

lives as living embodiments of that deity.33 It was believed that the god’s divine essence had 

entered the animal, transforming it into a divine being.34 For example, the Apis bull at Memphis 

was believed to embody Ptah and Osiris; the Buchis bull at Armant embodied Montu and Re; 

and the crocodile at Fayum and Kom Ombo embodied the god Sobek.35 These animals were 

honored and treated as living embodiments of gods during their lifetime, and upon death, they 

received burials as elaborate as those of pharaohs.36 It was believed that the deity’s spirit would 

then inhabit another animal with similar characteristics, which would also be venerated until its 

own death.37 

Maʽat, was a core principle of ancient Egyptian religion and established at the moment of 

creation.38 It expressed the belief that the universe is stable and unchanging, and that opposing 

forces must remain in balance to maintain order.39 The symbolic role of animals was closely 

connected to the concept of maʽat, where gods, humans, and animals coexisted in a hierarchical 

framework of interdependence.40 The concept of maʽat represented harmony, justice, and cosmic 

order, guiding both ethical behavior and social organization.41 Following this concept, the king 

was responsible for maintaining the balance of life on Earth through the principles of maʽat.42 He 

offered prayers and performed sacrifices to sustain his relationship with the gods and ensure 

harmony with the people of Egypt.43 In this way, as divine ruler and head of the temple 

priesthood, the king protected Egypt from harm and ensured its prosperity.44 

 
32 Salima Ikram, Divine Creatures: Animal Mummies in Ancient Egypt (Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 

2015), 5. 
33 Edward Bleiberg, “Animal Mummies: The Souls of the Gods,” in Soulful Creatures: Animal Mummies in Ancient 

Egypt (London; Brooklyn: D. Giles Ltd. in association with the Brooklyn Museum, 2013), 79. 
34 Barbash, “How the Ancient Egyptians Viewed the Animal World,” 21. 
35 Ikram, Divine Creatures, 5-6; Bleiberg, “Animal Mummies: The Souls of the Gods,” 79. 
36 Ikram, Divine Creatures, 6. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Assmann, The Search for God in Ancient Egypt, 3-5. 
39 Henri Frankfort, Ancient Egyptian Religion: An Interpretation (New York: Harper & Row, 1948), 63-64. 
40 Ikram, Ancient Egypt: An Introduction, 117. 
41 Margaret R. Bunson, Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt, rev. ed. (New York: Facts on File, 2002), 221-222; Salima 

Ikram, Death and Burial in Ancient Egypt (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2015), 21-23, 26, 34. 
42 Ikram, Ancient Egypt: An Introduction, 60, 117. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
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However, not all animals were perceived as sacred, since they did not have the special or 

unique markings that identified them as gods.45 In contrast, one function was that they could be 

used as votive mummies in the first millennium onwards, offerings consisting of specific 

mummified animals purchased by pilgrims as emissaries to the gods and were presented at 

shrines dedicated to the relevant deity.46 For example, cats were given to the goddess Bastet, 

while dogs and other animals belonging to the canid family were offered to the god Anubis.47 

However, this is just one explanation; other scholars have suggested different interpretations, 

such as that votive animal mummies were associated with the annual celebration of the New 

Year festival as dedications to the gods, which are presented in the following chapters.48 

Especially during the Late Period and the Graeco-Roman period, votive animal mummies (along 

with the associated animal cults) experienced significant growth, exhibiting a variety of methods, 

techniques, forms, and decorations, as well as the establishment of numerous animal 

cemeteries.49 Most mummified animals discovered today have been identified as votive 

mummies, and it is astonishing that their numbers reach thousands or even millions, particularly 

in Sacred Animal Necropolises such as Saqqara or Tuna al-Gebel.50 

As suggested by Salima Ikram, there is evidence indicating that these animals were 

deliberately bred for sacrificial purposes.51 Unfortunately, many remains of these animals show 

evidence that they were intentionally killed, exhibiting signs such as broken necks, skulls 

crushed by blunt instruments, and marks of strangulation.52 Even their young age at death (two to 

four months, or nine to twelve months) indicates the abusive exploitation carried out by the 

priests responsible for breeding them.53 Furthermore, the varying quality of the animal mummies 

provides additional evidence of abuse and economic exploitation, as pilgrims could select the 

type of votive mummy they desired for each occasion.54 

 
45 Ikram, Divine Creatures, 9-10, 13; Barbash, “How the Ancient Egyptians Viewed the Animal World,” 22. 
46 Bleiberg, “Animal Mummies: The Souls of the Gods,” 80; Ikram, Divine Creatures, 10. 
47 Ikram, Divine Creatures, 9. 
48 Bleiberg, “Animal Mummies: The Souls of the Gods,” 81. 
49 Salima Ikram and Aidan Dodson, The Mummy in Ancient Egypt: Equipping the Dead for Eternity (London: 

Thames & Hudson, 1998), 135; Ikram, Divine Creatures, 10. 
50 Ikram, Divine Creatures, 10-12. 
51 Ibid., 13. 
52 Ibid., 13-14. 
53 Ibid., 14. 
54 Ibid., 11. 
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Therefore, in Egyptian civilization, sacred and everyday life were closely connected, as 

religious beliefs regarding the gods shaped both the pharaoh's rule and the daily activities of 

ordinary people, creating a society deeply rooted in faith.55 Herodotus’ observation that “the 

Egyptians are religious excessively beyond all other men” (Histories 2.37) reflects a culture 

devoted to ritual purity and divinity, an idea also supported by Richard H. Wilkinson, who 

describes Egypt as one of the most profoundly theocratic civilizations of the ancient world, with 

many gods and goddesses recognized in the ancient pantheon.56 

While the Egyptian pantheon may sometimes appear complex and unfamiliar to modern 

observers, the multiplicity of divine forms has often been interpreted through modern scholarly 

classification: human (anthropomorphic), animal (zoomorphic), hybrid, or composite.57 For 

example, theriomorphic representations like Bastet as a cat or Anubis with a canine head were 

not just artistic choices but expressed key religious ideas. Through these symbolic associations, 

animals and animal forms could represent divine qualities and play a symbolic role in rituals and 

worship.58 

Ancient Greek writers frequently noted the contrast between their own perceptions and 

Egyptian practices, finding it puzzling that Egyptian gods could have animal heads, which 

illustrates the difference between the way the ancient Greeks and ancient Egyptians perceived 

the relationship of humans to the sacred nature of animals.59 As Herodotus observes regarding 

Egyptian religious practices: 

“The Egyptians are excessively careful in their observances, both in other matters which 

concern the sacred rites and also in those which follow: Egypt, though it borders upon Libya, 

does not very much abound in wild animals, but such as they have are one and all accounted by 

them sacred, some of them living with men and others not. But if I should say for what reasons 

the sacred animals have been thus dedicated, I should fall into discourse of matters pertaining to 

 
55 Richard H. Wilkinson, The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt (London: Thames & Hudson, 2003), 

12-15. 
56Herodotus, The Histories, Book 2, Chapter 37, trans. trans. George Campbell Macaulay, ToposText, 

https://topostext.org/work/22; Wilkinson, The Complete Gods, 6. 
57 Te Velde, “A Few Remarks,” 79. 
58 Emily Teeter, “Animals in Egyptian Religion,” in A History of the Animal World in the Ancient Near East 

(Leiden: Brill, 2002), 339-341. 
59 Te Velde, “A Few Remarks,” 76. 

https://topostext.org/work/22
https://topostext.org/work/22
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the gods, of which I most desire not to speak; and what I have actually said touching slightly 

upon them, I said because I was constrained by necessity.” 

                                         (Histories, Book 2, Chapter 65).60 

  

Moreover, Diodorus Siculus describes the veneration of animals in Egypt: 

“As regards the consecration of animals in Egypt, the practice naturally appears to many 

to be extraordinary and worthy of investigation. For the Egyptians venerate certain animals 

exceedingly, not only during their lifetime but even after their death, such as cats, ichneumons 

and dogs, and, again, hawks and the birds which they call 'ibis,' as well as wolves and crocodiles 

and a number of other animals of that kind, and the reasons for such worship we shall undertake 

to set forth, after we have first spoken briefly about the animals themselves.” 

                              (Bibliotheca Historica, Book I, Chapter 83.1).61 

 

 Overall, the connections between animals and specific deities are often unclear due to 

insufficient evidence. The notion that animals were worshipped, and then humans created images 

of gods in some sort of 'humanization' of divine powers, remains unsubstantiated.62 In prehistoric 

and predynastic Egypt, images were made of animals and humans, but we do not know if they 

were meant to be divine images.63 Only with the beginning of historical records can we 

confidently identify that certain figures (animal, human, or hybrid) were meant to represent 

gods.64 We do not have any evidence suggesting that images of divinities in animal form were 

made prior to hybrid or human ways, which emphasizes that ancient Egyptian religious 

representation was a complex typology of symbolic forms rather than the product of a linear 

evolution.65 
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 1.2 Religious and Cultural Interactions between Ancient Egypt and 

Ancient Greece: Syncretism, Interpretatio Graeca, and Cultural 

Adaptation 

 

With the beginning of the Hellenistic period (323-30 BCE), especially after the conquest 

of Egypt by Alexander the Great in 332 BCE and the following establishment of the Ptolemaic 

Dynasty, ancient Egyptian and Greek religious traditions came into close contact.66 This 

relationship was marked by continuous coexistence and by cultural exchange, adaptation, and 

reinterpretation.67 Ptolemaic society was not just “Greeks versus Egyptians,” but a very complex 

system where institutions, social networks, and cultural practices developed through the 

interactions of the two groups.68 According to Joseph G. Manning, the Ptolemies did not entirely 

detach from Egyptian tradition, and the Ptolemaic regime simply built on established power 

systems put in place under earlier Egyptian and Persian empires while modifying those systems 

for the new multiethnic circumstances.69 The Egyptian religious and social traditions continued 

to develop and affect Greek presence at the same time.70 This multiethnic, flexible, institutional, 

and culturally hybrid environment led to the development of religious syncretism and new forms 

of divine identification and worship.71 

 In the case of Ptolemaic Egypt, we can use the term syncretism to describe the active 

cultural and religious negotiations through which ancient Egyptian and Greek deities, rituals, and 

symbols were interpreted, adapted, blended, and more importantly, sometimes resulted in new 

forms that were intelligible to both such as Hermanubis, Ammon/Zeus, and Isis/Demeter.72 Such 

syncretic processes certainly were not accidental or superficial; rather, they involved a sustained 
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dialogue between traditions, with Greek notions of Egyptian religion filtered through the lens of 

the interpretatio Graeca, and ancient Egyptian religious practices partially reframed in a 

Hellenistic cultural milieu.73 Evidence from archaeology, cult practices, and shared ritual objects 

bear witness to the depth of these engagements, illustrating how syncretic processes oriented 

both the religious imagination and social realities of Ptolemaic Egypt.74 

As Charles Stewart argues, syncretism is a widespread feature of human culture and 

religion. It reflects the natural tendency of societies to borrow, adapt, and merge elements from 

different traditions.75 Although such mixing is very common, the way it is identified or described 

is often shaped by social, political, or ideological factors. Calling something “syncretic,” 

therefore, is not neutral but it can carry cultural or moral assumptions.76 Moreover, syncretism is 

both a descriptive and an analytical term because it refers not only to the ways in which familiar 

elements are borrowed and utilized in new contexts, but also to the historical and cultural 

meaning of these processes.77 Importantly, such forms of cultural and religious blending have 

existed for thousands of years, long before the global interactions associated with modernity or 

colonialism.78 

Historically, syncretism has been influenced not just by cultural exchange but also by the 

notions of cultural purity and nationalism.79 As Stewart notes, nineteenth-century European 

classicists, such as Karl Otfried Mueller, often portrayed Ancient Greece as a purely Greek 

civilization, downplaying or denying influences from ancient Egypt and the Near East. Any 

similarities between ancient Greek myth or cult and Eastern myth or cult, in Mueller's argument, 

must be Greek.80 This is part of an anti-syncretic agenda.81 In Ptolemaic Egypt, on the other 

hand, the ancient Greek and ancient Egyptian religious traditions operated with intentionality and 
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strategy toward one another, resulting in hybrid phenomena (such as Hermanubis, as mentioned 

above) that shaped both ritual practice and the religious imagination.82 

Additionally, it is worthwhile to look at the term interpretatio Graeca, which describes 

the Greek practice of understanding non-Greek deities and religious customs through the lens of 

their own pantheon. The term interpretatio Graeca comes from later European classicists, who 

considered it unreasonable to claim that Egypt had influenced Greek culture.83 On the other 

hand, ancient historians such as Herodotus, Hecataeus, and Diodorus believed that there were 

Egyptian settlements in Greece and that even Athens had Egyptian origins, although they 

attributed this idea to Egyptian priests.84 Plato also saw connections between ancient Greek and 

Egyptian deities and cities, while the historians regarded Egyptian religion as the basis of Greek 

religion, and there were other pre-Ptolemaic correspondences between ancient Egyptian and 

Greek gods, such as Amun with Zeus, Osiris with Dionysus, Horus with Apollo, Ptah with 

Hephaestus, and Isis with Demeter.85 Their aim was not to Hellenize ancient Egyptian religion 

but instead they wanted to preserve a dynamic set of traditions and historical precedents bridging 

two cultures.86 Also, it is important to highlight that these accounts were not created to serve the 

Ptolemies in promoting a Greek-Egyptian cultural synthesis, since Herodotus wrote more than a 

century before Alexander’s conquests, while Plato’s views can be seen as a kind of prefiguration 

of the later conquest of Egypt by Alexander the Great.87 

Moreover, archaeological evidence, rituals, and shared objects show that the Greek 

Mysteries, including the Eleusinian rites, adopted some Egyptian elements, especially during the 

Ptolemaic period.88 In particular, as has been suggested by Martin Bernal, three points stand out: 

first, there is strong evidence that Greek Mysteries and Egyptian cults were connected even 

before the Ptolemies; second, many Greeks believed that the Eleusinian cult came from Egypt; 

and third, this belief influenced religious practices during the Ptolemaic period.89 This process of 
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negotiation and mutual recognition allowed hybrid deities to emerge and integrated Egyptian 

components into the Greek religious imagination. Overall, ancient sources show that Egypt had a 

significant influence on Greek culture, whereas the notion that this was unjustified (interpretatio 

Graeca) comes only from later European scholars, not from the ancient Greeks.90 

One of Alexander the Great's first acts after the so-called “liberation” of Egypt from 

Persian control was to sacrifice to the sacred Apis bull, linked to the cult of Ptah in Memphis.91 

By worshiping Egyptian gods and goddesses through their animal manifestations on earth, he 

was following his own propaganda to gain the support of the local population, while also 

honoring the Greek custom of recognizing the gods of a foreign land.92 At the same time, this 

action distinguished his conquest from that of the Persians (especially Cambyses, who killed the 

sacred bull in 523 BCE, as noted by Herodotus) and reinforced his legitimacy and respect among 

the locals.93 Moreover, through this act, he sought to create a “climate of trust” and to promote 

concepts that were very important to the ancient Egyptians, such as order and harmony (ma’at), 

between the ancient Egyptian and Greek populations.94 He also had organized athletic and 

musical contests that are clearly consistent with ancient Greek ritual traditions.95 This constitutes 

the first explicit instance in which an ancient Egyptian divine cult appears alongside distinctively 

ancient Greek ceremonial practices.96 

The importance of Apis did not end with Alexander. The Ptolemies quickly recognized 

the strong legitimizing power of the cult of the sacred bull in consolidating their own rule.97 

Their interest extended not only to the living manifestation of the god but also to the deceased 

form, Osiris-Apis.98 This policy of respect toward ancient Egyptian cults was not merely 

symbolic. It reflected a larger context shared first by Alexander and subsequently by the 

Ptolemies that governing a large and culturally diverse empire required a more proactive 
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recognition of local religious traditions and sacred spaces.99 Herodotus’ account of Cambyses’ 

misconduct in Egypt and the so-called Peukestas papyrus show that the Ptolemaic administration 

explicitly instructed soldiers to avoid entering temples and religious precincts, revealing a 

pragmatic approach to religious and cultural accommodation.100 The management of Egyptian 

religious sensibilities set an important precedent for later Greco-Egyptian syncretism and the 

emergence of deities like Serapis and Isis combining both traditions.101 

The creation of the cult of Serapis represents one of the clearest examples of Greco-

Egyptian syncretism and interpretatio Graeca in the Ptolemaic era.102 While the god was 

originally based on the Memphite Osiris-Apis cult, he was Hellenized to make him accessible 

and attractive primarily to the Greek-speaking population and then to the Egyptians, thereby 

serving both the political need for dynastic legitimacy and the broader goal of cultural 

integration.103 However, as Siegfried Morenz notes, even though Serapis gained widespread 

popularity among the people of the Mediterranean, the ancient Egyptians preferred to continue 

worshipping the Osirian group of deities, and consequently, the Ptolemaic plan to create a 

national god did not succeed.104 This same pattern of controlled adaptation and strategic 

promotion of sacred figures is equally observable in the Ptolemaic administration of animal 

cults.105 In both cases, whether in the construction of a new anthropomorphic god or in the 

management of zoomorphic sacred animals such as cats and dogs, religious tradition was 

combined with practical, administrative, and economic objectives, allowing veneration and 

utilitarian use to coexist within a single state-sponsored framework.106  

Ptolemaic Egypt constituted one of the most significant cultural and religious contact 

zones of the ancient Mediterranean. While Greek cults and rituals largely retained their 

traditional forms, the religious mentality of the Greek-speaking population was gradually 
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permeated by Egyptian practices and conceptions.107 The example of Serapis and the support of 

animal cults thus belong to the same broader pattern of Ptolemaic religious policy.108 Ancient 

Egyptian elements were neither simply preserved nor abandoned, but actively reorganized and 

integrated into a new system in which religious meaning, political legitimacy, and economic 

functionality coexisted and reinforced one another.109  

Syncretism, the blending and identification of gods, was common in both societies but in 

Egypt took a more formal, structured expression due to its highly elaborate theological tradition 

and complex temple ritual.110 With time, ancient Egyptian religion became dominant in everyday 

religious life, as Egypt's reputation for divine wisdom and the minority status of Greek settlers 

promoted tolerance of native beliefs.111 Most of the names of the ancient Greek gods in 

Ptolemaic papyri (such as Hermes, Aphrodite, or Zeus) are in fact ancient Egyptian gods with 

whom they were identified.112 The current was not entirely one-way, however: whereas Greeks 

took something from Egyptian religion, Egyptians borrowed something from Greek art, science, 

and philosophical reasoning.113 Ultimately, deities like Serapis, Isis, Hermes, and Anubis 

embodied this close union, as a bridge between two religious worlds, and gave birth to a truly 

Greco-Egyptian religious identity.114 

 

 1.3 The Role of Priesthood and the Ptolemies’ Collaboration to 

Consolidate Power 

 

During the Graeco-Roman period, priests in Egypt held an important role within the 

social order. As explained by Marina Escolano-Poveda, they were primarily responsible for 

acquiring, maintaining, and deciphering specialized knowledge, which was central to 
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maintaining the order of the cosmos, and also served as intermediaries between the divine and 

the human world.115 Becoming a priest required a step-by-step initiation and training that 

constructed a hierarchy of rank that was maintained by many priestly families over 

generations.116 Temples continued to serve as important institutions of religious, intellectual, and 

economic responsibility, amassing priests who would fulfill ritual obligations along with 

administrative ones and with the aid of lay assistants.117 Within the well-populated and 

multicultural character of the Mediterranean, a high-ranking Egyptian priest had a broad 

reputation for learning, and many were respected as philosophers, scientists, or magicians.118 

This reputation is also evidenced in written sources from the same period.119 

In the Ptolemaic era, the role and social composition of the Egyptian priesthood evolved, 

while the country’s deep-rooted religious traditions were preserved.120 As Gilles Gorre notes, for 

many contemporary and later observers (Greek, Roman, and modern scholars alike) the 

continuity of Egyptian worship between the Pharaonic and Hellenistic periods went without 

saying.121 At the same time, the internal organization of temples and the composition of the 

priesthood gradually came under extensive control by the royal administration; this indeed 

implied a new form of the relationship between political authority and religious institutions.122 

He also suggested that this development could be divided into two main phases.123 During the 

first phase (343-270 BCE), comprising the end of the native Nectanebid dynasty, the second 

Persian domination, and the early years of Macedonian presence, the Egyptian priesthood 

maintained its institutional continuity.124 Despite political upheavals, during this period priests 
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continued to function as the primary agents of traditional worship, maintaining their role as 

mediators between humans and gods.125  

The second phase of institutional history ranged from the mid-3rd to the 1st century BCE. 

It reflects an increase in state involvement with temple administration.126 The Ptolemaic kings, 

perceiving the power and social influence of the temples, attempted to control the priesthoods 

economically and administratively, while simultaneously incorporating temples into the structure 

of royal authority.127 From the 2nd century BCE onwards, many temples were under the 

oversight of officials appointed by the crown, whereas the traditional priestly aristocracy was 

losing its status.128 Furthermore, Gorre demonstrates that the inscriptions, statues, and funerary 

monuments of priests reveal a gradual shift in how they presented themselves.129 Whereas in the 

early Ptolemaic period, the priests tended to present themselves as belonging to traditional 

continuity and to local cult, their self-expression later acquired Hellenized features, which 

corresponded to their position in a double authority system, at once sacred and royal.130 This 

testifies both to the flexibility of the Egyptian religious tradition and to its ability to survive in 

new cultural contexts.131  

Under Ptolemaic rule in Egypt, the Greek kings recognized the significant power of the 

native priesthood and worked through them, honoring traditional religious practices while at the 

same time using the priesthood to consolidate and legitimize their own political authority.132 As 

part of this process, the king could be worshiped as a god in various social and cultural contexts 

in the Hellenistic world: during his reign in Alexandria, in the Greek communities that inhabited 

the chora, and in Egyptian temples.133 More often, however, the king was not equated entirely 

with the gods but received honors that highlighted his human nature, showing that his life and 

success depended on the favor of ancient Greek and Egyptian deities.134 In many cases divine 
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rituals that depicted the king as a god existed alongside rituals to the gods for the king's 

welfare.135  

In Egyptian ideology, kingship was viewed as a manifestation of the creative power of 

the supreme god, temporarily embodied in a mortal ruler who required divine legitimization.136 

According to the Myth of the Divine Birth, the pharaoh was considered the physical offspring of 

the gods and thus their representative on earth.137 Such myths were used strategically to 

strengthen the political authority of the king and the ruling dynasty.138 The Macedonian Kings 

capitalized on these ancient Egyptian beliefs about kingship and used them as an additional 

method to reinforce their authority.139 They created an official ruler cult and placed members of 

the royal family inside the Egyptian religious system.140 Arsinoe II became the first Ptolemaic 

queen to marry her brother, Ptolemy II Philadelphus, a union that reshaped both the status and 

public image of Ptolemaic queens while strengthening the legitimacy of Ptolemaic rule in 

Egypt.141  

Arsinoe II was deified during her lifetime, identified with key female figures of the 

Greco-Egyptian pantheon like Aphrodite, Isis, and Hathor.142 Furthermore, she received her own 

temples and priesthoods within the principal Egyptian sanctuaries, while the king’s mother 

embodied the protective function of Isis over Horus, highlighting the close connection between 

royal authority and divine symbolism.143 As a result of this belief, the king’s wife was seen as the 

earthly manifestation of Hathor, the primordial female creator goddess, who received particular 

emphasis during the Ptolemaic period.144 For example, at the temple of Hathor at Dendera, the 

goddess is sometimes depicted holding the Was-scepter, normally carried by male gods, instead 
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of the Wadj-scepter, typical for goddesses.145 Along with titles such as ‘Lady of All,’ these 

elements emphasize Hathor’s complex, multifaceted character.146 Since the queen was 

understood to embody Hathor on earth, these qualities were also attributed to her, defining her 

role in the dynasty as a creative and generative force responsible for ensuring continuity.147 

 The idea became extremely popular, so the kings continued it with later queens such as 

Berenice II.148 Priests wrote decrees, for example the Canopus Decree, in which Ptolemy II and 

Queen Berenike were honored for their substantial support of animal cults.149 They also 

constructed new shrines and added special rituals for these deified queens.150 From the second 

century BCE onward, large meetings of Egyptian priests (the so-called “synods”) regularly 

honored the ruling king and queen.151 They set up royal statues in temple courtyards, performed 

sacrifices on their behalf, and created new priestly titles that carried the royal name.152 Many 

high-priestly families even began giving their children royal names to show loyalty.153 

As Dorothy Joan Thompson explains, Ptolemies were never worshipped in the same way 

as traditional Egyptian gods; the offerings were made “for the benefit of” the king and queen 

rather than directly “to” them.154 Even so, this ruler cult worked very well: it gave the Greek 

dynasty a visible place inside Egyptian religious life, brought Greek and Egyptian elites closer 

together, and made the priests active partners in supporting royal power.155 Once again, close 

cooperation with the Egyptian priesthood proved to be one of the most effective tools of 

Ptolemaic rule.156 

According to the Greek dedicatory custom, as outlined by Stefan Pfeiffer, the so-called 

hyper-formula (hyper + genitive, i.e., ὑπέρ + γενική), would be employed in dedications and the 

building of temples on behalf of the king or for gods, serving a key role in the articulation of 
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relationships between an exalted kingly person and the divine sphere.157 Its meaning could 

indicate that the offering was made for the well-being of the king or by the king as a virtual 

agent.158 In Egyptian contexts, priests acted as the pharaoh’s representatives, thus offerings made 

in temples were effectively directed to the king himself.159 Egyptian temples were fundamentally 

dedicated to the king’s well-being, as the pharaoh was the primary ritualist who maintained 

ma’at, the cosmic order, through offerings and ceremonies. In return, the gods granted benefits 

such as fertility, prosperity, and stable rule.160 Offerings for the king’s well-being were therefore 

integral to temple rituals, demonstrating that the king, although mortal, was the highest god on 

earth whose power depended on the divine.161 This framework highlights the Ptolemies’ 

religious role which was supported by the priest. Priests installed the king as a god in temples 

with statues, rituals, and feasts, but emphasized that his divine authority depended on the 

Egyptian gods.162 

Furthermore, Françoise Dunand et al. suggests that through the restoration and building 

of temples, the protection of sacred animals, and the honoring of priestly privileges, the 

Ptolemies sought to gain greater acceptance and demonstrate their respect for ancient Egyptian 

religious traditions, rather than imposing Hellenistic forms of worship.163 Temples like the ones 

of Horus at Edfu and Isis at Philae served as both religious and economic centers under the 

supervision of the royal administration.164 Τhe priests were often part of well-established local 

dynasties and held high social status and independently maintained the ideological connection 

between the royal authority and the divine source.165 Priests in Egypt frequently employed this 

hyper-formula in petitions addressed to the king or his officials, explicitly indicating that the 

offerings were made on behalf of the king.166 This was acceptable because of the cult of sacred 
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animals and local deities, as it highlights the role that animals played in everyday and religious 

life in Egypt. 167 

One example discussed by Kyriakos Savvopoulos and Charles Crowther is a small votive 

offering from Alexandria, dedicated to the Egyptian god Anubis by a group of Egyptian 

priests.168  

 

Ὑπὲρ βασιλέως Πτολεμαίου 

καὶ βασιλίσσης Ἀρσινόης 

θεῶν Φιλοπατόρων Ἀνούβει 

οἱ πρεσβύτεροι τῶν ὀλυροκό- 

πων. ἱερεὺς Ἀμεννεύς. 

Παχὼς Παᾶπις 

Παψώβθης Παθβοῦς 

Πετοσῖρις Πεσιέχων.169 

 

As Savvopoulos informs us, the inscription states that the dedication was made on behalf of King 

Ptolemy and Queen Arsinoe, the Theoi Philopatores, to Anubis, by the “elders of the emmer-

millers,” followed by a list of priests, including Ammeneus, Pachos, Paapis, Papsobthes, 

Pathbous, Petosiris, and Pesiechon.170 Anubis represents yet another prominent Egyptian deity 

integrated early into the religious and political strategies of the Ptolemies. Already under 

Ptolemy II (Philopator’s grandfather), a temple dedicated to Anubis, Serapis, and Isis had been 

established in the region of Kanopos, under the supervision of the Egyptian priest Pasis.171 

Although excavations in Alexandria have not revealed a temple of Anubis, various forms of 

evidence indicate that his cult was associated with those of Serapis and Isis. The identity of the 

dedicants here is also indicative of the close working relationship between the Egyptian 
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priesthood and the Ptolemaic dynasty that benefited both groups.172 The dedication is particularly 

notable because it is one of the few cases in Alexandria that refers to loyalty to Egypt in the 

Hellenistic koine.173 

According to Günther Hölbl, a pivotal example illustrating this pragmatic political 

theology and the collaboration between the Egyptian priesthood and the Ptolemies is the 

Amnesty Decree issued by Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II in 118 BCE.174 The decree ensured that 

higher and lower priesthoods would receive significant advantages. Priests who had purchased 

their office were allowed to retain it (though limits were placed on independent transfer), and the 

immunity and freedom of temple lands was upheld, along with the right of the temples to grant 

asylum.175 Such amnesty decrees, which record the benefactions of a ruler, date back to the 

earliest periods of the pharaonic state and form a key element of ancient Egyptian royal ideology. 

For example, as Boyo G. Ockinga points out, the texts from the shrine of Nectanebo I at Saft el-

Henneh (Thirtieth Dynasty) present the king as being rewarded by the gods for his works on 

behalf of temples and cults.176 The reward for these actions is kingship itself, understood as a 

form of power based on control over both Upper and Lower Egypt and the extension of royal 

authority over foreign lands, in accordance with traditional Egyptian royal ideology.177 Ptolemaic 

temple inscriptions mirror this language and these concepts, describing how the gods grant and 

maintain royal authority in response to the king’s piety.178 This demonstrates that the ideological 

foundations of late Pharaonic and Ptolemaic rule share significant elements of continuity.179  

In addition, they played a significant role in legitimizing political authority and 

promoting peace and stability between Greek and Egyptian communities.180 With the renovation 

of temple precincts, Euergetes II actively promoted the animal cults, acting as a devout pharaoh 
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in the ancient Egyptian style. Most importantly, it was decreed that the costs of burying the 

sacred animals of Apis and Mnevis would be covered by royal funds. This demonstration of 

royal concern for sacred animals is a common motif in priestly decrees issued between the reigns 

of Ptolemy III and Ptolemy V.181 

It is also important to mention, as Emily Cole notes, that the strategic use of language in 

Ptolemaic Egypt played a crucial political role and reinforced the collaboration between the 

Ptolemies and the native priesthood.182 The so-called Égyptien de tradition (the traditional form 

of Middle Egyptian written in Hieroglyphs and Hieratic) was used as a prestigious language for 

religious texts, political decrees, and important inscriptions.183 Demotic, on the other hand, 

served as a more accessible script for literate Egyptians who no longer used Middle Egyptian, 

mainly scribes and officials working in temples and local government offices.184 By writing texts 

in multiple languages/scripts, the priests were able to demonstrate cultural authority and 

facilitated the Ptolemies' adoption of Egyptian religious and administrative practices.185 This 

multilingual practice allowed the Ptolemaic kings to legitimize their rule, linking themselves to 

the pharaonic past, while simultaneously strengthening the priesthood’s political and social 

influence.186 The strategic use and manipulation of language thus acted as both a tool of 

governance and a symbol of the mutually beneficial relationship between the Greek rulers and 

the Egyptian elite.187  

This linguistic cohabitation of the Greek and Egyptian languages in Ptolemaic Egypt is 

also a term used and analyzed by Anastasia Maravela, who emphasizes its practical and 

administrative significance.188 As she explains, Greek was the language of state authority, the 

courts, and official transactions, whereas demotic remained as the medium for local, religious, 

and community affairs. Bilingual priests and scribes acted as intermediaries, translating 
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documents and ensuring communication between Greek officials and Egyptian society.189 This 

bilingual competence not only played a crucial role in effective governance but also reinforced 

the priesthood’s central role as cultural and political mediators, creating a bridge between 

Egyptian traditions and the Hellenistic state apparatus.190 

To summarize, under Ptolemaic administration, the priestly class served a pivotal role in 

mediating between the Greek rulers and the indigenous Egyptian population, helping to 

legitimize the Macedonian rule, whilst blending the Egyptian religious tradition with Hellenistic 

culture.191 This close connection between temple, palace, and sacred animals created a stable 

environment in which Greek rulers and Egyptian priests could work and cooperate.192 The 

framework outlined here (state support for animal cults, temple management of living animals, 

and the shared language of legitimacy) will allow us to see, in specific cases of the cat and the 

dog, how the same system of power and religious organization affected each animal differently, 

depending on how it was used for worship and political purposes.193 

 

Chapter 2. Animals and Human Society in Ptolemaic Egypt: Utility, 

Companionship, and Cult Practices 
 

2.1 The Dual Roles of Animals in Ptolemaic Egypt: Practical Utility 

and Human Companionship 

 

Historically, many different peoples and cultures employed a wide range of animals for 

various utilitarian purposes. This broader pattern is also clearly visible in Ptolemaic Egypt, 

where the use of animals became deeply integrated into daily life and closely connected to the 

functions and interests of the royal administration. This wider state system also extended across 
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religious, economic, and administrative spheres, as well as into warfare, magical practices, 

hunting, consumption of meat, sacrificial rituals, spectacles involving animal cruelty, horse and 

chariot racing, animal triumphs, and even medical practice.194 Animals were valued not only for 

their symbolic and sacred functions but being used in all aspects of the state economy, were 

systematically bred, managed, and taxed; they were made available to the state as an essential 

productive resource.195 

In contrast to the various forms of utilitarian exploitation of animals discussed above, we 

must also consider species such as cats and dogs that were kept as household companions, since 

in these cases we observe an entirely different pattern of treatment and human-animal 

interaction.196 Michael Mackinnon observes that the modern use of the term “pets” usually 

involves close and personal bonds between humans and animals. This connection is marked by 

emotional attachment, shared living spaces, individual names, and the fact that such animals are 

not consumed as food.197 Small species like dogs and cats often meet these criteria, which help 

explain their widespread popularity as companion animals across many cultures. Examples of 

pet-keeping certainly existed in antiquity, for instance in Ptolemaic Egypt, where special burials, 

inscriptions, and offerings demonstrate that some animals were honored or remembered.198 Yet, 

animals honored or commemorated in these ways were not always considered “pets,” and many 

companion animals did not receive any distinctive care after death.199 We must be careful not to 

project modern assumptions onto the ancient world and take into consideration the term 

“personal animals”, suggested by modern scholars to avoid confusion with contemporary notions 

of pet ownership and to emphasize that such relationships were neither standardized nor socially 

institutionalized in antiquity.200  
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Moreover, Michael Mackinnon notes that in the ancient world it was not always clear the 

distinction between “pet” and “working animal” since many animals could serve practical 

purposes for humans while also receiving care or attention similar to that given to pets.201 For 

example, dogs used for guarding or herding, horses for riding or pulling chariots, cats and 

weasels for controlling pests, and even livestock such as goats, pigs, and poultry could all receive 

personal care or be given names.202 In other words, many animals had a dual role: they were both 

useful and personally connected to humans. This dual role depended on several factors, such as 

economic, social, and emotional considerations, as well as religious beliefs.203 These factors help 

explain the varied treatment of animals, as well as the differences in how they were treated in 

different contexts.204 

In Ptolemaic Egypt, for example, animals had a central role in the agrarian economy. 

This is evidenced by representations in tomb and temple reliefs that repeatedly show oxen 

pulling the plough, donkeys and cattle treading seed into the soil, and sheep or goats treading in 

the post-harvest threshing process.205 Livestock also supplied essential secondary products such 

as meat, milk, fat, leather, and hides, which were everyday necessities.206 Wool, however, 

remained of limited importance in traditional Egyptian textile production; only after the arrival 

of Greek settlers and the introduction of new breeds and techniques during the Hellenistic period 

did large-scale wool production become significant.207  

The rapid spread of Hellenistic irrigation technologies in Ptolemaic Egypt, most notably 

the animal-powered Saqiya, a geared water-lifting wheel usually driven by oxen walking in a 

circle, became widespread in Egypt.208 Although its precise date of introduction is still debated, a 

complete example depicted in the second-century BCE Wardian tomb at Alexandria confirms 

that it was a fully developed mechanism and already in use by that time, combining a vertical 

wheel, horizontal cogwheel, and a chain of pots.209 The Saqiya was almost always powered by 
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the same oxen that ploughed the fields and threshed the grain.210 In addition to employing 

different types of draught animals, it was common practice within Ptolemaic society for donkeys 

to be used primarily for long-distance transport, for oxen to perform agricultural work and for 

horses to be used primarily for heavy work.211 

In addition, as Thompson notes, animal husbandry formed an additional source of wealth, 

providing income for settlers and tax revenues for the crown.212 Our knowledge of sheep and 

goat husbandry in Ptolemaic Egypt derives primarily from two complementary bodies of 

evidence. One source consists of the livestock declarations officially submitted to the authorities 

for taxation, and the other comprises private administrative records from large estates, especially 

the Zenon archive from the Fayum.213 When combined with the results of land surveys and 

agricultural reports, these sources reveal an extensive and highly organized pastoral economy in 

Ptolemaic Egypt, supporting not only the military cleruchies but also Greek, Jewish, and Arab 

settlers.214 In both the Arsinoite and Memphite nomes, the sheep and goat herds on the estates of 

Apollonios numbered in the thousands; these animals were raised, rented, and taxed in a 

systematic manner.215 Whether this large-scale pastoralism was a Ptolemaic innovation or a 

continuation of earlier temple practices remains uncertain, but extensive livestock management 

expanded rapidly due to land-reclamation projects in the Fayum and the growing urban 

populations of Alexandria and Ptolemais Hermiou.216 

To understand the financial relationship between livestock and the state, the tax system is 

crucial. The ennomion, for example, was a pasture tax, and livestock taxes were paid not in kind 

but exclusively in cash, making animals a reliable source of monetary revenue for the 

government.217 In addition, livestock owners were required to pay the phylakitikon (a guarding 

tax), rent for leasing or using animals, and various other fees, such as the one-obol-per-head tax 
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on small stock. Even pastureland itself was subject to monetary rent.218 This system shows how 

deeply animals were fiscally exploited, as every stage of livestock management, grazing, 

breeding, renting, and selling, generated income for the state.219 

In conclusion, as has been explained, animals often had a dual role, and sometimes it is 

difficult to fully understand this role, as it depended on many factors. Additionally, the fact that 

animals in ancient Egyptian religion had a specific role, deeply connected with the divine sphere, 

shaped Egyptian civilization in a unique way.220 With the arrival of the Macedonian kings, a 

great interest emerged in sacred animal cults, as well as in the large-scale breeding of animals 

used as votive offerings.221 

 

2.2 The Exploitation of Animals in Ptolemaic Egypt: Breeding, 

Mummification, and Economic Roles 

 

In striking contrast to their utilitarian functions, the religious veneration of animals did 

not decline in the Ptolemaic period but instead became more intense, placing animal cults at the 

very center of political and economic life.222 The long tradition of animal cults was refashioned 

as a significant economic industry. In addition to the cult practices focused on the adoration of 

individual divine manifestations, such as the Apis Bull, the veneration of whole species, such as 

the cat, ibis, dog and crocodile, led to the mass mummification of animals.223  

According to Salima Ikram, ancient Egyptians mummified and buried millions of 

animals.224 At Saqqara alone, it is estimated that approximately 10,000 birds were interred each 

year.225 Dieter Kessler notes that in the Ptolemaic period the Hermopolitan ibis-breeding centers 
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produced about one thousand mummies each year, resulting in an annual total of roughly fifteen 

thousand ibis mummies from ten to fifteen ibiotropheia.226 Lidija M. McKnight and Stephanie 

Atherton-Woolham also note that in his publication on the work at Beni Hasan, Garstang 

mentions the 1889 discovery of a nearby catacomb at Speos Artemidos, which contained 

180,000 mummified cats.227 Edward Bleiberg notes that the dog cemetery at Saqqara contained 

seven million mummies.228 Animal mummies can be categorized into four types: pets, which 

were buried alongside their owners or in separate graves; victual mummies, intended to provide 

an eternal supply of food for humans in the afterlife; sacred animals, which were honored during 

their lives and mummified with ceremony upon death; and votive mummies, offered at the 

shrines of gods to whom these animals were sacred.229 The first three types of animal mummies 

are found across Egyptian history, whereas votive mummies are primarily linked to the later 

periods and especially the Ptolemaic period where the number of votive animal mummies 

produced to meet the demand of pilgrims seeking the intercession of the gods became an 

industrial-scale process.230 This enormous production, involving large breeding farms and 

workshops, guaranteed the temples a regular income and thus reinforced the financial and 

administrative influence of the priesthood.231 

On the other hand, Dieter Kessler has proposed a different interpretation of votive 

mummies. Rather than viewing them strictly as offerings, he argues that animals living and dying 

within temple precincts or on temple-owned land were automatically considered sacred.232 

Because they had existed in consecrated space, these animals were regarded as belonging to the 

god and therefore had to be mummified and deposited in catacombs dedicated to that deity.233 In 

his model, the sequence mother animal > sacred animal > offspring of sacred animal > 

deification applied to all animals inhabiting sacred enclosures.234 Kessler explains the large 
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number of buried sacred animals as a result of the increasing “Osirianisation” of society during 

the Late and Ptolemaic periods.235 He links the killing of sacred animals to ritual renewal 

connected with the Osirian New Year cycle and the symbolic defeat of chaos.236 Access to 

Osirian burial areas was restricted to selected temple personnel, while the general population was 

excluded, often by physical barriers.237 Only priests and members of specific cultic groups were 

allowed to dedicate these animals.238 Objects such as bronzes and jars found at sites like Tuna 

should therefore be understood as institutional deposits related to participation in Osirian rituals 

rather than private votive offerings.239 According to this view, the enormous number of animal 

mummies in the Ptolemaic and early Roman periods resulted from expanded royal cult 

institutions and burial installations, particularly under Ptolemy I and II, rather than from pilgrim 

activity.240 Consequently, according to Kessler, animals that were not direct manifestations of the 

gods, such as flamingos, nightjars, and other species found mummified in the Tuna el-Gebel 

catacombs, likely died within the sacred boundaries of temple-owned land and were mummified 

because they were considered part of the god’s consecrated domain.241 More specifically, a large 

number of animal mummies connected with a god, such as ibises, were not understood as the 

god’s embodiment but as creatures living within the sacred confines of the temple, honored for 

their resemblance to the deity rather than worshipped as gods.242 

Nevertheless, Salima Ikram questions this view, arguing that thousands of mummified 

animals have been found showing signs of mistreatment, abuse or intentional killing.243 At the 

same time, Korshi Dosoo notes that scholars who study animal cults, particularly Alain Charron, 

have suggested that the killing of animals intended for votive mummification was likely 
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restricted to the priesthood.244 Their religious status allowed them to perform actions that would 

have been considered religiously forbidden if carried out by others, and such practices may have 

been kept out of public view.245 However, as Ikram notes, more evidence is needed for each of 

the two interpretations to be certain.246 Even so, it is clear that whether these animals were votive 

offerings from individuals or respectful burials of creatures living on temple grounds, they were 

in some way connected to the divine.247 

For ancient Egyptians, mummification was understood as a process of transformation 

from the ordinary to the sacred.248 They considered mummification of sacred and pet animals to 

be an assurance of the continued existence of gods or respectively, favorite companions in the 

afterlife and similarly expressed the belief that animals had a soul (ka and ba) to a degree 

comparable to that of humans.249 Through mummification, they sought to preserve the physical 

body so that it could continue to house and support the soul.250 As a result, the ka and ba (the 

spiritual aspects of a person or the animal) could continue to exist, inhabit the body, and 

function.251 Within this framework, according to a statement by an Egyptian priest named Hor, 

animal mummies were understood as the souls of the gods and acted as divine messengers.252 He 

explained that the ibis represented the soul of Thoth, while the hawk represented the soul of 

several different gods.253 For this reason, some animals were believed to be, or to contain, a ba, a 

part of the soul that could act in both the human and the spiritual worlds.254 
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As a result, votive animal mummies were created so that these souls could act as 

intermediaries between humans and the gods.255 Once an animal was mummified, it was believed 

to become the ba of the god to whom it was connected.256 This belief is frequently mentioned in 

texts from the ibis sanctuary at Saqqara.257 The ba, which formed part of every person’s spiritual 

identity, was commonly shown as a bird with a human head.258 This is why today we have at our 

disposal a great number and variety of mummified animals. Once a sacred animal was 

mummified, it gained a semi-divine status, and its body, like that of the gods, was believed to 

become gold.259 This idea explains why many humans and animal mummy masks or body parts 

were gilded or painted yellow (Fig.1) to show this change.260 

 

Sacred animals were among the most important types of mummies.261 Egyptians believed 

that each god had a special animal connected to them, and only one animal could serve as a host 

for the god’s divine spirit.262 Priests could recognize these animals by their markings, and during 

 
255 Ibid. 
256 Ibid. 
257 Ibid. 
258 Ibid. 
259 Ikram et al., Animal Mummies, 10. 
260 Ibid. 
261 Ikram et al., The Animal Mummies, 12. 
262 Ibid. 

Figure 1.Coffin for a cat containing a 
mummy, with gilded facial features 
resembling a gold mask. 

 Inventory Number: Cat.2361. 

 Source: Museo Egizio, Turin Online 
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their lives, these animals were treated by people as living gods on earth.263 For example, they 

were fed special foods, participated in ceremonies, and even had oracular powers. When they 

died, their divine spirit moved to a new host, and the dead animal was mummified and buried in 

a special tomb.264  

In addition, as Ikram has mentioned, the most common animal mummies were votive or 

ex-voto offerings.265 These were animals associated with a god but not regarded as hosts for the 

divine spirit; instead, certain animals could be understood as ‘avatars’ of specific deities. 266 

Because people believed that they were a “gift to the god,” they used to offer these types of 

mummies throughout the year on multiple occasions and especially during important dates, such 

as ceremonial ones.267 Pilgrims could buy these animals at temples, explain their wishes to 

priests, and have the priest consecrate the animal, sending the prayer to the god. After this, the 

mummies were kept in sacred places until they were buried in catacombs, pits, or mass tombs, 

often during religious festivals.268 Many types of animals were used for this purpose, including 

cats, dogs, snakes, mongooses, crocodiles, and even beetles.269  

Between the Late Period and Roman period (c. 664 BCE-320 CE), millions of votive 

mummies were produced, which indicates that there was a significant increase in the breeding of 

animals to meet this demand.270 Some of the votive animals that were offered were intentionally 

killed as votive sacrifices rather than being considered sacred or treated as pets. Exotic animals, 

such as baboons, were occasionally imported for use in temple cults.271 The existence of 

breeding programs and the exploitation of animals can be supported by various forms of 

evidence, although this cannot be stated with absolute certainty. One form of evidence for the 

diversity among votive mummies is seen in cat mummies, which display notable variations in 

size, ear morphology, and form. Some exhibit larger or smaller ears, others show rounded or 
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triangular shapes, ears bent inward, or even the absence of one ear.272 Of course, this 

phenomenon is not observed only in cats but also in other animals used as votive mummies. 

Secondly, mummification techniques can also provide evidence of how animal mummies 

were produced and, in many cases, how these animals were abused or mistreated. While these 

techniques changed over time, this section focuses on the methods used mainly during the Late 

and Greco-Roman periods, when most votive mummies were offered. A common technique 

involved removing the internal organs through a cut and then treating the body with natron to dry 

it.273 This method (desiccation and anointment) became widespread during this period, especially 

for votive animal mummies, because it was quicker and more practical than the longer 

evisceration and drying methods used in the Middle and New Kingdoms.274 It is likely that the 

same natron was reused for several animals due to economic reasons, which meant the drying 

was often incomplete, resulting in generally lower-quality mummies.275 Another technique 

involved removing the flesh from the dead animal before mummification.276 Scholars still debate 

this practice, as it is unclear why the flesh was removed and whether it served a particular 

purpose.277 Many mummified animals show signs of defleshing, mostly from the Greco-Roman 

period, when the production of votive offerings reached its maximum.278 Finally, there is the 

molten bitumen and resin technique, which was an extremely violent technique for the animal, 

since the animal was alive and was dipped into containers of hot bitumen or resin before being 

wrapped.279 The embalmer would hold the animal by its feet and immerse it in the hot liquid, 

killing it at the same time.280 This method allowed for quick killing and then mummification, but 

the animals were usually poorly preserved.281 
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Furthermore, during this era, wrapping techniques, textile types and shapes, bandaging 

methods and patterns (Fig.2, Fig.3, Fig.4), as well as the use of oils and resins, became 

increasingly complex, and greater attention was given to these aspects.282 Possibly, these changes 

constitute another factor in the commercialization of animals. Based on a recent study on the 

bandaging patterns of animal mummies from Ancient Egypt by Salima Ikram et al., it has been 

demonstrated that animal mummies can take various forms: some replicate the posture of the 

animal they contain or are intended to contain, while others follow a more standardized 

wrapping.283 The same species may be prepared in multiple ways, as has been suggested, 

although it remains unclear whether these differences reflect chronological change, geographic 

origin, or workshop practices; cost may also have played a role, but this has not yet been 

confirmed.284  

More specifically, they created a typology of animal mummies from museum collections 

throughout the world. The results showed that animal mummies were prepared using a wide 

range of bandaging techniques, reflecting both functional and decorative choices. These include 

plain fabrics, sometimes enhanced with edging, painted decoration, appliqué, crisscrossed or net 

patterns (Type A); overlapping bandages in spiral or herringbone motifs, including monochrome, 

polychrome, or diamond patterns (Type B); simple orthogonal interweaving such as tabby, 

chevron twill, or crenellated patterns (Type C); more complex coffered designs with varied 

coloring and mirrored or meandered patterns (Type D); and hybrid techniques, including 

diamond coffers or D-shaped arrangements (Type E).285 This classification highlights the 

technical diversity and creativity present (Fig.2, Fig.3, Fig.4) in the production of votive animal 

mummies in Ancient Egypt. 
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In addition, Maria Diletta Pubblico notes that during mummification, the ritual 

transformation of animal offerings was carried out through the careful manipulation and 

wrapping of the body.286 Ancient Egyptian texts and images rarely describe the handling of the 

body itself, focusing instead on the elaborate wrapping, which allowed pilgrims to select from a 

wide variety of animal mummies.287 This deliberate silence suggests that the emphasis on 

wrapping was intentional.288 Also, as she notes, variations in animal mummies may reflect 

changes in wrapping techniques, regional styles, workshop practices, or pilgrims’ requests.289 It 

is likely that pilgrims chose their offerings directly in the workshops, where some mummies 

were ready for purchase, as suggested by the plain, unfinished sides intended to be hidden, 

leaving only the decorated side visible.290Another possibility is that models of mummies or 

examples of wrapping patterns were shown to devotees, allowing them to partly choose the 

appearance of their offering.291 Worshippers may also have played a more active role, 
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Figure 2. Cat mummy. Inventory 
Number: Cat. 2348/02. Source: 
Museo Egizio, Turin Online 
Collection. 

 

Figure 4.Cat mummy. Inventory 
Number: Cat. 2349/01. Source: 
Museo Egizio, Turin Online 
Collection. 

Figure 3. Cat mummy. Inventory 
Number: Cat. 2349/04. Source: 
Museo Egizio, Turin Online 
Collection. 
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commissioning specific patterns and decorative features according to their personal preferences 

and budget.292 

The cost of animal mummies varied depending on the amount of raw materials such as 

textiles, adhesives, colorants, and plant-based materials and the skilled labor needed to shape the 

bundles.293 Elaborate decorative patterns on the outer surface, intended to appeal both to pilgrims 

and to the gods, required time, expertise, and access to specialized craft knowledge, further 

increasing the value of the offering.294 In many cases, the wrapping may have been more 

important than the body inside, serving three purposes: symbolic, by shaping the mummy so the 

gods could recognize it; aesthetic, by making the bundle look attractive to pilgrims; and ritual, by 

turning the offering into a sacred object.295 

Another form of evidence could be the large-scale production of animal mummy 

containers, from the different materials used and their costs to the effort required to create them. 

These are indications of the economic impact of the ritual use, mummification, and deposition of 

millions of animals, affecting both local and state-level economies.296 According to Johannes 

Auenmüller and Federica Facchetti animal mummy containers can be distinguished into four 

categories.297 The first type of animal containers are ones made of ceramic and were widely used 

for many animal mummies, especially for falcons and ibis catacombs in North Saqqara. The fact 

that they were made in large numbers shows that they were the cheapest option for keeping 

mummies.298 Other examples include clay coffins shaped like ibises and larger handmade 

ceramic boxes, which were sometimes used to hold wooden mummy containers, as seen at Tuna 

el-Gebel.299 The second type of animal mummy container is made of wood. Wooden containers 

were highly valued, with costs affected by the type of wood, its origin, processing, joinery, and 
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reuse.300 Coatings, paint, inscriptions, and gilding added extra value, and decorated wooden 

containers were often placed inside larger stone or ceramic boxes.301 Even boxes that look simple 

could be costly, because carving the animal form in a single piece of wood needed a skilled 

artisan, produced waste, and often required extra parts such as lids.302 

The third type of animal mummy container was made of stone. Sarcophagi made of 

limestone were often created to fit the species and size of the animal and were used at sites like 

Saqqara for falcons, Tuna el-Gebel for ibises, and Elephantine for sacred rams.303 Moreover, 

small sarcophagi of different qualities were made for ibises and falcons, while more elaborate 

painted or animal-shaped coffins were created for cats, falcons, and sometimes ibises. 

Additionally, rectangular boxes with a carved image of the animal on top were also used for 

scarabs, shrews, and lizards.304 Although these stone coffins were usually small and made from 

local limestone, skilled artisans were needed in order to carve the reliefs and, in some cases, add 

painted decorations.305 The last type of animal mummy container is made of metal. Bronze 

coffins (Fig.5, Fig.6) were made using the lost-wax method, so each one was unique and usually 

did not need extra parts or decoration.306 Small figures, like shrews, ichneumons, or cat heads, 

could be separated votives or part of larger objects.307 Consequently, the production and trade of 

these bronzes show both the high demand and complexity of metal trade in the Eastern 

Mediterranean during the 1st millennium BCE.308  
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To understand the cost of a bronze container, we must rely on the limited archaeological 

and textual evidence available.309 Bleiberg suggests that bronze containers for animal mummies 

were an additional expense, since one deben of bronze (about 90 grams) was worth 20 bronze 

drachmas.310 At the same time, an agricultural worker in Ptolemaic Egypt earned about 18 

drachmas per month.311 This means that bronze objects, including bronze mummy containers, 

were too expensive for the lower classes and were mainly affordable to wealthier individuals, 

such as priests and state officials.312 This indicates that lower social groups were more likely to 

offer simpler animal mummies, while more elaborate offerings were accessible mainly to 

wealthier individuals.313 This practice also reflects the economic exploitation of animals within a 

system that functioned on principles of supply, demand, and profit. At the same time, votive 

animal mummies may have acted as markers of social status, since it would have been evident 

who could afford more costly offerings, even if this display of status was not always intentional. 
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Figure 5. Hollow-cast copper alloy 
animal mummy coffin. Inventory 
Number: Cat. 887. Source: Museo 
Egizio, Turin Online Collection. 

Figure 6. Lower part of the coffin (from Fig. 5) 
showing a linen bundle placed in the upper 
part of the tube, about 5 cm from the bottom, 
probably containing the mummified remains 
of a cat. Source: Museo Egizio, Turin Online 
Collection. 



48 
 

Part of this large-scale production included pseudo-mummies. Some bundles, wrapped to 

look like cats, dogs, hawks, or other animals, were empty or contained only fragments of bones, 

lumps of mud, resin, or other small materials.314 Occasionally, they included only part of the 

animal, representing the whole or even different species in one wrap.315  It is also possible that 

feathers or other fragments became detached during mummification and were preserved 

separately instead of being discarded.316 Some scholars have suggested that these bundles 

represent any creature that had lived within a sacred site and became holy by association.317 

Salima Ikram, on the other hand, has proposed that these animal mummies were made when 

there were not enough real animals available for offerings.318  Priests may have believed that 

even a part of an animal was sufficient to represent the whole, and with the right spells and 

rituals, these fragments could serve as offerings to the gods.319  

As mentioned above, there was a large and organized system for producing animal 

mummies. During the Ptolemaic period, animal cults reached their peak, and the demand for 

mummies was probably very high, so there might not have been enough animals to meet it.320 

Also, pseudo-mummies found in votive contexts were produced as part of the votive mummy 

industry, likely allowing pilgrims to remain unaware of the contents inside.321 Furthermore, 

Ikram suggested that mummies wrapped in a very elaborate way were more likely to be 

falsified.322 This was probably because embalmers wanted to attract the attention of potential 

buyers. These points support Ikram’s view that pseudo-mummies were produced to meet the 

high demand, which may have exceeded the number of available animals. 

Moreover, the fact that this technique was adopted later, rather than from the beginning 

of votive mummy production, suggests that something prompted embalmers and priests to 

change their mummification methods. McKnight notes that archaeological evidence from 
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temples suggests that animals were bred and raised in captivity within temple complexes.323 This 

would have required housing vast numbers of animals at the same time, raising serious questions 

about logistics, such as where the animals were kept, how they were cared for, and who was 

responsible for them.324 Keeping such a system running and well-organized would have placed 

extreme pressure on space, labor, and manpower.325 At the same time, butchering an animal after 

death added another level of manipulation and economic exploitation, especially considering 

how many votive mummies could be made from a single animal.326 On the other hand, it could 

be argued that this practice may have had a somewhat positive effect, if it resulted in fewer 

animals being killed with the creation of pseudo-mummies. However, if we accept that falsified 

mummies were created because there were not enough animals available, and if we consider the 

archaeological evidence for the millions of animals killed to meet religious demand, this suggests 

an extreme level of animal exploitation, particularly of animals that were not regarded as direct 

manifestations of the gods. 

In addition, the workforce involved must have faced very difficult conditions, especially 

during festival periods when production increased greatly.327 Managing all the different 

mummification techniques up to the final product would have required a great deal of labor. 

Considering all the stages involved in producing an animal mummy, the workload was 

substantial.328 At the same time, many surviving mummies show careful attention, at least in 

their outer appearance, suggesting that effort was invested in their presentation.329 McKnight also 

suggests that pseudo-mummies may have been produced because embalmers were paid per 

piece, meaning that the more mummies they produced, the more they earned.330 This raises 

further questions about temple practices and beliefs.331 Did priests truly believe that a single part 

could represent the whole animal, and that the ritual act of depositing a mummy in a sacred 

necropolis was what truly mattered? Were pilgrims aware that some mummies contained only 

bones or other materials, and if so, did they care mainly about appearance and a way to show 
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their social status? Since more elaborate mummies cost more, this also suggests that votive 

mummies may have reflected wealth and social status.332 

Bob Brier further supports this discussion by citing Hor’s archive, in which Hor 

emphasized the need to ensure that pilgrims were not cheated and instructed workers to place 

“one god to one vessel,” meaning that each pot should contain a complete ibis.333 If this is 

accepted, then Hor’s insistence on including the entire ibis rather than just one part indicates that 

completeness had significant ritual meaning. Consequently, based on this explanation, a partial 

animal would not represent the whole, thus highlighting the care taken to produce “authentic” 

votive mummies. 

Papyrological evidence gives an insight into the system of feeders and keepers of the 

animals. They were responsible for their daily care, feeding, and supervision, while at the same 

time benefiting from the economic structure that developed around the cults.334 A letter to Zenon 

from two hierodouloi of Bubastis dated to 247-240 BCE (P. Cair. Zen. III 59451) illustrates this 

dynamic.335 The two cat-feeders, serving the cult of Bubastis in the village of Sophthis, report 

that both the king (Ptolemy II Philadelphus) and Apollonios had granted individuals of their 

profession exemption from all compulsory labour throughout the country. Despite this royal 

privilege, Leontiskos, the chief policeman, compelled them to work in the harvest (work they 

completed so as not to trouble Zenon) and subsequently ordered them to make bricks, while 

allowing two actual brick-makers in the village to go free for his own purposes. The feeders 

therefore appeal to Zenon, requesting that he uphold and enforce the order issued by the king and 

the dioiketes. 

This petition shows that animal feeders were under significant labor pressure, as they 

were repeatedly assigned to physically demanding tasks unrelated to their official role. The 

existence of officially designated cat feeders suggests an organized system of animal care, and 

likely breeding, within temple contexts. Also, the exemption from compulsory labor granted by 

royal authority indicates that animal feeders enjoyed a recognized and protected status. While not 
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necessarily belonging to an elite social class, feeders appear to have held a distinct professional 

status within temple economies. Finally, the existence of specialized feeders further supports the 

idea of organized animal care and possibly breeding, required to sustain the large-scale 

production of votive animal mummies. 

Moreover, some animal mummies were found together with written texts asking the gods 

for help with human problems, such as protection or salvation, especially during the first 

millennium BCE.336 It is also important to note that one of these texts is a vow.337 A vow was a 

personal promise made between a person and a god.338 In this type of text, the writer promised to 

give money or goods to the god in exchange for help.339 Usually, the person asked for mercy 

during a difficult situation or for some form of assistance.340 The vow clearly stated that a 

specific payment or action would be offered to the god’s temple in return for divine help.341 

From this, it can be concluded that offering money or goods to a temple to increase the 

chances of receiving divine help through a vow represents a form of economic exploitation of 

animals, from which the temples themselves ultimately benefited through yet another ritual 

process. In addition, the inclusion of a written text together with a votive mummy likely involved 

an extra cost, since not everyone was able to write and a scribe would have been required.342 For 

this reason, only a small number of texts have been found accompanying votive animal 

mummies.343 

To sum up, the evidence discussed above demonstrates that the production of votive 

animal mummies was part of a highly organized and large-scale system in the Ptolemaic era. The 

variety of mummification techniques, from desiccation and defleshing to the use of bitumen, 

reflects attempts to balance ritual requirements with speed, cost, and high demand. In the same 

way, the wrapping styles and the various types of containers, from simple ceramic vessels to 

decorated wooden, stone, and bronze coffins, reflect different levels of cost, effort, and social 

value. Additionally, it is important to note that this massive, deliberate breeding for the 
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production of votive animals in Ptolemaic Egypt is also confirmed through X-ray studies, which 

have shown that many cat mummies found in the precinct of Bastet were deliberately killed for 

mummification, with some having their necks broken, while others had their skulls crushed with 

blunt instruments.344  All of these practices demonstrate a structured industry supported by 

specialized labor, temple and state administration, and complex logistical networks. At the same 

time, the large scale of production and the way animals were treated show the heavy pressure 

placed on both workers and animals to maintain the votive cults. What is certain, however, is that 

animals were the primary victims of this system. Although some animals received occasional 

attention for food and disease, the majority suffered from malnutrition, illness, and stress due to 

transportation and housing.345 The way these animals were treated as religious objects also 

demonstrates that they served an additional purpose as an economic resource for both temples 

and society, as their bodies and lives were utilized by temples, worshippers, and the economy of 

Ptolemaic Egypt.346 

 

2.3 Case Studies: Cats and Dogs in Ptolemaic Egypt 

 

The role of sacred animals was the key point where Greek and Egyptian beliefs could 

come together.347 Greeks who were initially surprised by animal worship later adopted the 

Egyptian deities through syncretism, creating hybrid forms that were agreeable to both groups.348 

The association of the Apis Bull to Osiris as Serapis is considered the preeminent political and 

religious fusion of the dynasty.349 This process led to the creation of Hellenistic-Egyptian hybrid 

figures that are important for our topic.350 For example, Anubis, often shown as a dog or jackal, 

was associated with the Greek god Hermes (who guided souls), resulting in the hybrid deity 
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Hermanubis.351 This shows how animals played an important role in combining cultural 

traditions and how these mixed deities became part of religious worship.  

On the other hand, although there is no clear Hellenistic-Egyptian hybrid form of the 

goddess Bastet, Alleyn Diesel has suggested that during the Ptolemaic period she was loosely 

associated with Greek goddesses such as Artemis and was referred to as the “Mother of the 

Cats.”352 Bastet was usually represented as a cat or a lioness and became particularly popular 

during the Ptolemaic period. She was also associated with other goddesses, including Hathor, 

Isis, and Mut.353 The festival in her city of Bubastis, dedicated to Bastet, was one of the largest in 

Egypt.354 The overall popularity of animal cults at this time was likely influenced by economic 

factors.355 In the case of the cat cult dedicated to Bastet, it was also accepted by the Greek 

population. Evidence from Bubastis or Saqqara shows that people with Greek names offered 

votive items to Bastet, or adopted names associated with her, such as Petobastis or Senobastis.356 

At the same time, this cult may have served as a form of Egyptian nationalism, helping the local 

population stay united and protect their traditional beliefs.357 

The above analysis has made clear that the double value of animals, ranging from their 

essential utilitarian function in agrarian production to their ultimate sacral status in syncretistic 

cults, underlines the impressive complexity of the Ptolemaic melting pot. This dichotomization 

shows how religion shaped the economy, with the same animal species sometimes taxed by the 

state (such as the ennomion), sometimes used in worship, sometimes kept as pets, and sometimes 

killed as offerings to the gods. 358  

Most importantly, the species that exhibit one of the strongest dichotomies between 

utility and deification, the dogs (utilized for guarding and hunting but associated with Anubis) 
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and the cats (used for vermin management but consecrated to Bastet), are, in fact, the perfect 

field of study in which to analyze this Hellenistic phenomenon.359 The selection of these two 

species of animals is not accidental, since both held a distinctive position within ancient 

Egyptian society, functioning simultaneously as part of the domestic sphere and as objects of 

religious veneration.360 Finally, because they appear frequently in a wide range of evidence, 

including textual, archaeological, artistic, and osteological sources, they offer clear and well-

documented examples representing case studies through which one may analyze how this dual 

role was conceptualized, practiced, and integrated into daily life, as well as gain a better 

understanding of the broader cultural dynamics of this period. 

 

Chapter 3. The Cat in Ancient Egypt: A Case Study 

 

3.1 The Dual Role of the Cat: From Domestication to Religious 

Veneration 

 

As has been explained and analyzed above, ancient Egyptians had an extremely close 

relationship with the natural world and particularly with the animals.361 This is something that is 

directly reflected in their religious beliefs and in the divine qualities they attributed to them.362 

They had a strong belief that animals represented the power of the gods on earth and provided a 

bridge between the human and divine worlds.363 For the Egyptians, animals were not just part of 

the environment, something testified to by their presence in almost every area of daily life such 

as wall painting, sculptures, reliefs.364 It is also important to highlight that scholars have noted 
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that more than 20 percent of hieroglyphic signs depict animals, and animal imagery is very 

common in Egyptian art and symbolism.365 

One of the most prominent animals was the cat, belonging to the feline family, and 

venerated as a sacred animal by the ancient Egyptians.366 Cats gained a great importance in 

ancient Egyptian society, religion and they had a long history since scholars have found cat 

remains dated before 4,000 BCE.367 Ancient Egyptians perceived both species of cats (Felis 

chaus and Felis silvestris lybica) in the same way, without distinction, something that is also 

explained by the same onomatopoeic word, mii or miu, used for both species.368 As James Allen 

Baldwin notes, to understand which species of cats were first domesticated, scholars should base 

their research on three types of evidence: the remains of cats in Egyptian burials; depictions of 

cats in Egyptian tombs or papyri; and statuettes in the form of cats.369 Around 2000 BCE, cats 

and humans had a closer relationship, as there are representations of cats in domestic 

environments, such as the painted scene of a cat in the tomb of Baket III at Beni Hasan during 

the Middle Kingdom period, dating to circa 1950 BCE.370 Another piece of evidence for a 

domestic cat is a limestone stela that depicts a woman with a cat behind her feet, dating to 

around 2400-1786 BCE and found in the area of Koptos.371 Furthermore, an inscription from 

Dayr al-Bahri confirms the domestication of cats during this period, as it includes information 

showing that King Mentuhotep II of the Eleventh Dynasty (c. 2150 BCE-c. 1991 BCE) had a cat 

as a pet.372 A tomb from Abydos that contained seventeen cat skeletons and offering pots further 

confirms the domestication of cats, since it shows the ancient Egyptians’ desire to provide for 

these cats in the afterlife as well.373 

Given these examples, the cat domesticated in Egypt around 2000 BCE, and Egyptians 

had already adopted a close relationship with cats, as witnessed by their depictions, burials, 
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mummies, papyri and statuettes.374 Nevertheless, this process of domestication required a long 

period of time, depending on many factors, such as interaction between humans and animals, 

historical, political, and social changes, and religious beliefs, along with an understanding of the 

natural world.375 However, even during the Predynastic period, the ancient Egyptians had 

established a strong bond with animals. An example of this is the link between animals and gods 

with the rulers of this period, because they had linked royalty and animals, and as a result they 

used to adopt names of animals such as serpent, scorpion, or catfish to identify the divinity of 

animals with themselves.376 Consequently, nearly every wild or domestic animal (apart from 

mice, vermin, and species domesticated later, such as camels or horses) played a significant role 

in shaping ancient Egyptian religion.377 

 The domestication process as mentioned above was not an easy procedure. However, it 

became much easier when cats and humans became used to each other’s presence and realized 

that living together was helpful for both sides.378 Cats were good at adapting to new 

environments, as proved by their wild ancestors in Egypt since they probably lived in varied 

habitats, so they had to take advantage of new opportunities that were essential for their 

survival.379 It is suggested that cats first stayed near granaries and storage areas and then began 

moving closer to people’s homes.380 Their natural ability to hunt rats, mice, and especially 

snakes made them very useful for humans.381 Cats also offered qualities different from other pets 

during that time, such as dogs, monkeys, and baboons, and they quickly became loved and 

accepted in Egyptian households.382 For cats, human homes provided food and comfort, and in 

return they gave up some of their independence. This allowed humans to slowly influence their 

development through diet and selective breeding.383 In this way, as suggested by Jaromír Málek, 

cats eventually became domesticated or, more accurately, domesticated themselves.384 
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In addition, cats were useful to humans in a different way than other animals. Some 

animals, like pigs, cattle, sheep, and poultry, were kept by humans mainly for food or 

materials.385 Others, like horses, donkeys, and dogs, were valued for abilities humans did not 

have. Some animals, such as monkeys and baboons, were kept as pets for entertainment.386 Cats, 

on the other hand, were appreciated for qualities that required them to remain independent and 

free to move as they wished.387 The development of settled farming was the key factor that 

allowed cats to become domesticated. Ultimately, cats are basically animals of farming 

communities, while dogs are linked to hunting groups.388 This is why cats appeared later in 

ancient Egyptian domestication and why there is much more evidence of dogs in earlier 

periods.389 

The rise of the cat in ancient Egyptian religion was remarkable and can be considered in 

many ways unusual, because it did not begin with a strong connection to major deities or 

important religious centers like other sacred animals.390 Additionally, the cat never achieved a 

high, formal divine status; for example, no temples contained reliefs of goddesses with the heads 

of cats.391  Cats were not regarded as physical manifestations of divine beings, as was the case 

with sacred animals like Apis, Mnevis, and Buchis.392 Rather, they served as mediators linking 

devotees with the gods, symbolically transmitting divine will and messages.393 This role can be 

explained by the believers’ desire for a more direct relationship with the gods and for a closer, 

more personal form of interaction that did not rely on priestly mediation.394 The earliest evidence 

of this practice dates back to the New Kingdom, when the first centers of sacred animal 
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necropoleis were established.395 Nevertheless, despite these limitations, over time cats eventually 

became more popular and their reputation spread throughout Egypt.396 

Cats are/were considered members of the feline family and have been viewed throughout 

time as being solar creatures.397 Although Bastet was associated with feline symbolism and 

described as a protective mother goddess from as early as the Second Dynasty, her dominant 

iconographic representation during the Old and Middle Kingdoms remained leonine.398 The 

depiction of Bastet as a cat or a cat-headed woman became firmly established only in later 

periods, particularly from the Twenty-Second Dynasty onward.399 Bastet was believed to be the 

daughter of Re and regarded as a protective mother goddess; she was therefore frequently 

depicted with symbols associated with the sun, including the winged scarab, necklaces with 

pendants showing the udjat-eye of Horus.400 In her representations, Bastet is frequently depicted 

carrying a sistrum, a menat, or an aegis, often in combination.401 The aegis was usually decorated 

with the head of a deity, most often one of the Eye Goddesses, such as Hathor, Tefnut, Sekhmet, 

Mehit, Bastet, or sometimes Isis.402 Also, Bastet is unique among goddesses in being depicted 

with an aegis, which may represent her peaceful and protective aspect, in contrast to the more 

aggressive forms of Hathor or Sekhmet.403  

In addition, kittens were most often depicted together with an adult cat, likely because 

ancient Egyptians associated cats with sexuality and fertility due to their natural ability to 

produce numerous offspring, up to twelve kittens annually.404 As a result, cats were strongly 

linked to women, an association that is clear in ancient Egyptian art.405 In an agricultural society 

like Egypt, fertility had a great importance in both humans and animals, and cats became a 
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significant emblem of abundance.406 Their role in protecting stored grain by hunting pests further 

reinforced their image as restorers and protectors of life.407 This is the reason why cats are 

related to peace, prosperity, and the safeguarding of essential resources.408 

The cat, considered by many Egyptians as a religious animal, had an obvious influence 

on their culture due to how cats have been revered throughout history for both their basic 

characteristics and their protective or "apotropaic" abilities to ward off evil.409 Because of this 

background, many Egyptians held the cat in very high esteem and regarded them as an integral 

part of their everyday religious rituals.410 A striking moment during the early first millennium 

BCE brought many changes, when rulers from the city of Bubastis (modern Tell Basta) rose to 

power during a time of political instability and the female cat began to be linked with the 

goddess Bastet.411  

Furthermore, under the Ptolemaic era (332-30 BCE), cats’ worship reached its highest 

point.412 This is evidenced by the large-scale burial of cats in necropoleis across Egypt, with 

mummies or cat burials documented at sites including Bubastis in Lower Egypt, Speos 

Artemidos in Middle Egypt, Memphis, Tanis in the Delta, Giza, Akhmim, Abydos, Dendera, the 

Dakhla Oasis, and numerous other locations.413 Archaeological evidence from Bubastis and 

Saqqara shows that these practices were organized and part of temple economies, not just 

accidental or popular customs.414  

Additionally, during this period, a significant number of objects connected to goddess 

Bastet were made, mostly as ex-votos for temples or for use in public and private ceremonies.415 

These objects were believed to have protective or magical properties and were positioned in 

temple spaces, possibly as part of rituals connected with oracles.416 During this period, amulets 

were commonly placed in graves as burial goods. This practice became more widespread from 

 
406 Pubblico, “The Cult of Bastet during the First Millennium BC,” 214. 
407 Jackson, Sekhmet & Bastet, 30-31. 
408 Ibid. 
409 Malek, The Cat in Ancient Egypt, 73. 
410 Ibid. 
411 Ibid. 
412 Pinch, Handbook of Egyptian Mythology, 135. 
413 Malek, The Cat in Ancient Egypt, 129; Ikram, Divine Creatures, 107. 
414 Colonna, Religious Practice and Cultural Construction of Animal Worship in Egypt, 13-14. 
415 Pubblico, “The Cult of Bastet during the First Millennium BC,” 207. 
416 Ibid. 



60 
 

the 21st and 22nd Dynasties onward, especially in the Late Period, when there was a noticeable 

decline in the use of other types of grave goods.417 As a result, amulets took on a more prominent 

role in burial customs. These amulets were also worn as jewelry and often depicted gods such as 

Bastet or Sekhmet, who were associated with fertility and maternity.418 Small cat amulets were 

also worn on the body to protect against dangers such as snake bites and scorpion stings or were 

sometimes kept in homes to guard against illness and poverty.419  

Moreover, as Penelope Wilson notes, temples may have served as centers of commerce 

connected with the practice of religious devotion.420 They likely encouraged the purchase of 

amulets, votive bronzes, and ritual items, as well as access to specific temple spaces used for 

activities such as oracles or incubation rituals; all of these can be seen as forms of business 

transactions that took place within the temple.421 It is likely that animal religious practices acted 

as a continuous source of supplies for the temple, either through the breeding or the purchase of 

animals. These animals would be killed, mummified, or turned into small figurines and sold as 

offerings to worshippers.422 Worshippers made these offerings to the gods in the expectation of 

gaining assistance from the respective deity; through the supply of offerings via animal cults, the 

temple was always able to receive offerings to present to the gods.423 

 Over time, as Maria Diletta Pubblico suggested, many of these objects were moved to 

cat necropoleis linked to the temples or placed in special storage during the construction, 

renovation, or repair of temple buildings.424 For example, the Ptolemies promoted Bubastis as a 

major cult center within the Egyptian religious system.425 This can be seen in several actions 

taken by the rulers, such as the building of a Bubasteion in Alexandria by Queen Berenice II and 
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the repair of the main temple of Bastet at Bubastis, which was the most significant center of her 

worship in the Delta.426 In addition, changes to the Decree of Canopus connected Bastet’s main 

festival with Euergesia, a celebration dedicated to the ruling family.427 These actions show a 

clear political and religious effort to support and revive traditional Egyptian cults, especially in 

the 3rd and 2nd centuries BCE.428 As a result, the cat became the most "Egyptian" animal that 

had relationships with gods; as they were still partially wild, their mystique and independence 

were elevated through the gradual domestication process.429 By then, cats had been welcomed 

into most Egyptian households by almost all Egyptians.430 

In conclusion, the cat has a long and complex history of interaction with humans, and its 

dual role as both a useful companion and a religiously valued animal was especially important in 

ancient Egyptian society.431 However, it is important to underline that during the last phase of the 

Pharaonic period as well as the Ptolemaic and Roman times, the number of animals considered to 

embody deities increased dramatically.432 The fact that a deity could appear in animal form did 

not prevent that species from being exploited and utilized for practical or economic purposes.433 

In addition, this manifestation does not mean that every individual animal of that species was 

viewed as sacred but sometimes animals related to a divine specimen, such as the mother or 

offspring of the Apis bull, often received special treatment.434  

 

3.2 The Divine Form: The Cat and the Cult of Bastet 

 

As has been noted by James Allen Baldwin, two major ancient Egyptian deities were 

linked to cats. Firstly, female cats were related to goddess Bastet, who was associated with 
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fertility and whose main cult center was in the east Delta city of Bubastis.435 In Bubastis, large 

festivals were organized annually, attracting both local people and visitors who wished to take 

part in the ceremonies.436 Ancient Egyptians were obliged to participate in these mysteries, as 

they were held to honor Osiris.437 On the other hand, male cats became associated with the solar 

god Re who later identified with Amun of Thebes and whose chief temple stood at Heliopolis.438 

These divine cats were probably chosen by ancient Egyptians for their distinctive markings, 

possibly including a scarab-shaped pattern between the ears, like the one visible on the Gayer-

Anderson cat.439 

This hollow-cast bronze sculpture of the so-called Gayer-Anderson cat depicts a seated 

cat with fine incised details, a silver inlaid sun-disc and udjat-eye pectoral on its chest, as well as 

gold earrings and nose rings.440 The metal extensions underneath show that it was meant to be 

attached to a base.441 Stylistically, the figure belongs to the Late Period (c. 600 BCE).442 It 

represents a goddess and was most likely a votive offering dedicated to a temple by a wealthy 

patron, possibly even a member of the royal family. The large-scale dedication of such divine 

statuettes became widespread in ancient Egyptian society only during the late first millennium 

BCE, and inscriptions on similar pieces show that people gave these statues to ask the gods for 

blessings in return.443 The attributes of cats such as fertility, maternal behavior, and hunting skill 

made them fitting embodiments of divine power, and the iconography on the Gayer-Anderson 
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cat reinforces these associations.444 A scarab placed on the head, along with a winged scarab 

engraved on the chest, refers to the rising sun and its symbolism of creation and renewal.445 The 

stylized rendering of the hair tufts inside the cat’s ears resembles the hieroglyph for ma’at, 

evoking the Egyptian ideals of truth, order, and justice.446It is difficult to say with certainty 

which deity the Gayer-Anderson Cat represents, since ancient Egyptian gods could appear in 

various anthropomorphic, animal, or hybrid forms. However, many scholars consider the 

goddess Bastet to be the most probable candidate.447  

Additionally, it is important to note that Bastet could also be depicted as a lioness, 

especially in her main temple at Bubastis, reflecting her association with goddess Sekhmet.448 In 

the myth of The Destruction of Mankind, Sekhmet is depicted as trying to destroy mankind.449 In 

another story, an angry lioness Sekhmet leaves Egypt but later returns in a calmer form as a 

cat.450 Therefore, Bastet in cat form may be understood as the gentler manifestation of 

Sekhmet.451 A variety of votive figurines of Bastet that found in her temples consistently depict 

her as either a cat or a cat-headed woman, rather than as a lioness.452 

The Egyptian word for “cat” first appears in the First Intermediate Period, in two 

personal names.453 Not long after, a young girl who received a royal burial was called “The Cat,” 

likely in honor of the goddess rather than the animal.454 Older translations rendered her name as 

Bast and interpreted it as “She of Bubastis,” but this is no longer considered correct.455 Her 

epithets are typically either geographic or general, such as “Bastet, Lady of Ankhtawy” or 

“Bastet the Great.” A text from the Old Kingdom even calls her “Mistress of Habes, Mistress of 

the Two Lands in all her places.”456 It has been suggested that Bastet was originally a goddess of 
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ointments because her name is written with the hieroglyph of an ointment jar.457 However, there 

is no evidence that the town of Bubastis had any link to ointment production.458 The jar sign is 

likely used only because its sound, bas, matches the pronunciation of her name.459 Even so, the 

jar may later have become symbolically connected to her. In tomb scenes, the deceased is often 

shown holding such a jar to the nose, perhaps a reference to goddess Bastet.460 

Bastet was first portrayed as a lioness-headed goddess, visually like other leonine deities, 

carrying the sun-disc, uraeus, ankh, and papyrus scepter.461 This fierce form appears in Middle 

Kingdom and New Kingdom material, and it was the only version represented in temple 

reliefs.462 In later periods, however, Bastet increasingly took on a cat-headed or fully feline form, 

becoming closely and uniquely associated with the domestic cat.463 While other goddesses could 

occasionally be shown as cats, this was far less common.464 Bastet’s identity as a cat-goddess 

became distinctive, especially as the true cat arrived relatively late in Egypt, preventing most 

traditionally lion-associated deities from adopting feline imagery.465 Over time, Bastet also 

became linked with ritual instruments connected to pacification, especially the sistrum and the 

menat (Fig.7), both of which were central in calming dangerous lioness goddesses such as 
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Figure 7. Statuette of cat-headed Bastet, Late Period–Ptolemaic 
Period (664-30 BCE).  She carries a banded basket, a lion-headed 
aegis, and a sistrum. Her dress features a detailed striped pattern, a 
decorative feature common in her depictions and possibly intended to 
evoke the natural striping of a cat. The menat, often carried by royal 
women and priestesses, could symbolize or channel divine power; 
some examples even depict cats wearing them.  

Object Number: 58.67.  

Source: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, photo by Anna-Marie Kellen. 
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Sekhmet.466 Iconographic evidence, such as the bronze statuettes of Bastet, indicates that the cult 

of the cat continued during the Ptolemaic period and was adopted by the Greek population. 

The large number of bronze cat statuettes that have been discovered suggests that they 

were dedicated at the shrines of Bastet as pilgrimage offerings, as expressions of thanks for 

divine favors, or as requests for future benefits such as healing, success, fertility, since Bastet 

was associated with these qualities.467 Most of the statuettes depict a seated cat with its tail neatly 

wrapped around its front legs.468 In these representations, the cat’s ears were often pierced and 

adorned with gold or silver rings, and sometimes a scarab symbol was carved between the ears to 

indicate the cat’s connection to the sun god.469  

Bastet did not assume the role of the Distant Goddess, but she was sometimes viewed as 

that deity’s pacified form, especially in contrast to the goddess Sekhmet.470  Like the other 

lioness goddesses, she was regarded as the “Eye of Ra,” acting as his aggressive protector and 

even appearing as a knife-wielding cat battling Apophis.471 Moreover, texts describe her as a 

warlike deity: in the battle accounts of Amenhotep II, enemies are said to be slain like victims of 

Bastet.472 Her dangerous side is also evident in the Coffin Texts, the Book of the Dead, and 

medical spells, where the “slaughterers of Bastet” bring plague at the year’s end.473 To avoid her 

wrath, people sometimes called themselves her children in spells, and offered flasks, amulets, or 

cat statuettes at New Year, often inscribed with her name.474 

The moment when Bastet became connected with the domestic cat remains uncertain.475 

A 17th-dynasty scarab bearing her name along with a cat hieroglyph is the earliest evidence of 

this link, though it may simply indicate a cult animal.476 The first known depiction of Bastet as a 
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cat-headed goddess appears on the 21st-dynasty Papyrus of Dỉrpu, where she guides the 

deceased into the Hall of Judgment.477 However, Pubblico notes that Bastet’s depiction as a cat 

goddess likely began during the Twenty-Second Dynasty, when the royal residence was probably 

at Bubastis.478 Supporting evidence includes a cat-topped ring in the Louvre inscribed with the 

name of Pharaoh Osorkon, “son of Bastet.”479 By the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty, the connection 

between Bastet and cats was clearly established, as shown by a gilded bronze cat statuette in the 

Louvre bearing the name of Psammetichus I and a dedicatory inscription to the goddess.480 

In summary, as Angelo Colonna notes, many scholars, including Siegfried Morenz and 

Erik Hornung, have argued that Egyptian religious thought allowed for multiple forms of divine 

representation, including anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, and hybrid images, all of which carried 

different aspects of a god’s character.481 The animal form, therefore, did not replace the deity but 

served as a meaningful sign through which divine presence was made visible.482 In the case of 

Bastet, the transition from a lioness-headed goddess to a cat-headed or fully feline form does not 

mean a decline in religious thought, but a theological shift that emphasized her pacified, 

protective, and nurturing aspects, in contrast to the more destructive qualities associated with 

lioness deities such as Sekhmet.483 

 

3.3 Ritual Use and Economic Exploitation (The Dichotomy of the 

Sacred) 

 

The way we view our connection to animals today is fundamentally different from what it 

was for the Ancient Egyptians.484 For many people, pets represent a source of love and emotional 
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connection; as such, this has not been part of human experience until quite recently.485 They are 

regarded as an extension of our families, and the grief associated with losing them is 

considerable.486 Although today many individuals advocate for animal rights, the Ancient 

Egyptians' relationship to animals was much less emotionally charged than people’s relationship 

to animals today. Whereas nowadays we associate emotional bonds between humans and 

animals, the Ancient Egyptians connected spiritually to the animal world through religious, 

ceremonial, and practical means such as mummification and labor. However, Egyptians could 

show care and affection for animals, as explained earlier, especially pets or sacred animals, but 

this affection was primarily religious or functional rather than emotional in the way we 

understand it today.487 

For example, a passage from Herodotus shows that the ancient Egyptians sometimes did 

show affection for animals in their own way. When a cat died naturally in a household, everyone 

living in that house would shave only their eyebrows, but when a dog died, they would shave 

their entire body and head. However, this was certainly done for very different reasons from the 

way we mourn animals today. 

“Moreover, when a fire occurs, the cats seem to be divinely possessed; for while the Egyptians 

stand at intervals and look after the cats, not taking any care to extinguish the fire, the cats 

slipping through or leaping over the men, jump into the fire; and when this happens, great 

mourning comes upon the Egyptians. And in whatever houses a cat has died by a natural death, 

all those who dwell in this house shave their eyebrows only, but those in whose houses a dog has 

died shave their whole body and also their head.” 

(Histories, Book 2, Chapter 66)488 

Another example of care for cats is found on the Metternich Stela, which includes three spells 

specifically meant to heal a cat that has been poisoned.489 
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Even though animals were important in ancient Egyptian religion, only pets and sacred 

animals were treated carefully.490 The earliest example of cat mummification, dating to circa 

1350 BCE, is represented by an elaborately sculpted limestone sarcophagus believed to have 

contained Prince Thutmose’s favored pet, the majority of surviving cat mummies in Egypt and 

museum collections are votive in nature, indicating their extensive and systematic production.491 

Burying sacred animals was quite common, even during the Ptolemaic period, and continued into 

the first half of the Roman period, around the second century AD.492  

Although mummification was done to preserve the body so that the soul could live in the 

afterlife, animals of the same species as sacred animals such as cats for Bastet, dogs for Anubis, 

and ibises for Thoth, along with the practice of mummification, were likely exploited to produce 

large numbers of votive animal mummies.493 This was driven by the growing popularity of 

animal cults and the economic benefits for certain members of society.494 For example, Ptolemy I 

Soter appears to have introduced new regulations that required villagers to provide labor and 

financial support for newly established cult associations.495 Another example is the creation of 

large local necropolises, which were built so that sacred animals could be deified and buried 

close to where they were worshipped.496 This helped reduce transportation costs for local cult 

institutions.497  

In addition, many new cult facilities were established for priests, both inside and around 

the galleries of the Ibiotapheion at Tuna el-Gebel. During the reigns of Ptolemy I and Ptolemy II, 

housing was likely also provided for the families of the newly appointed cult personnel.498 

Ancient Egyptian law strictly protected these animals, and severe penalties were imposed on 
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anyone who harmed or killed them.499 At the same time, however, these animals could be part of 

the votive animal system, being intentionally bred and killed at a young age.500 Cats were among 

the most exploited animals within this system, as evidenced by numerous remains showing signs 

of violent death and killing at a very young age.501 These findings indicate that cats were kept in 

captivity and deliberately killed as part of the temple economy to meet the demand for votive 

offerings by pilgrims.502 

The cat cemeteries near the temple of Bastet at Bubastis represent one example of where 

these animals were buried and may have been among the earliest large animal burial sites, dating 

to around 600 BCE.503 The location of these cemeteries was carefully chosen. At sites such as 

Bubastis, Saqqara, and Istabl Antar, cat burial grounds were located near temples dedicated to 

local feline deities like Bastet, Sekhmet-Bastet, and Pakhet.504 Most of the cats originated from 

temple catteries and were raised and maintained by temple personnel before being buried.505 

Another important area is in the southwest of Cairo, the so-called area of Saqqara. Many 

mummified cats have been found near Bubastieion, a sanctuary dedicated to the goddess 

Bastet.506 This site may have been founded during the Late Period, possibly under King Ahmose, 

but it became especially important in the Ptolemaic period.507 Bubastieion was one of several 

temple buildings on the eastern edge of the pyramid plateau, close to Saqqara’s main animal 

burial area, the Serapeum, where the sacred Apis bulls were buried.508 The connection between 

this area and Bastet might date back to the New Kingdom (1540-1069 BCE), although no temple 

remains from that period have been discovered.509 The exact location of the temple cattery is 
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unknown, but it was likely inside one of the nearby buildings.510 Valleys nearby contained rock-

cut tombs, known locally as “cat galleries,” which were used for burying cats.511 

Additionally, large cat necropoleis have also been found at Istabl Antar (Speos 

Artemidos), south of Beni Hasan in Middle Egypt.512 These sites are located near the rock-cut 

temple of the goddess Pakhet, built by Queen Hatshepsut around 1470 BCE. Although Pakhet 

was worshipped as early as the Middle Kingdom, no sanctuary from that period has been 

discovered.513 Unfortunately, these cemeteries have been heavily looted and were never properly 

studied. At Thebes, a demotic papyrus from the mid-second century BCE mentions a place called 

“the resting place of the cats,” and Greek documents from the same period refer to special 

privileges granted to people connected with cat cemeteries.514 Mummified cats have also been 

found at Dra Abu el-Naga on the west bank of the Nile.515 

During the Ptolemaic period, cats were buried in animal cemeteries across Egypt and cat 

burials or mummies have been discovered in many locations, including Tanis in the Delta, Giza, 

Akhmim, Abydos, Dendera, the Dakhla Oasis, and others.516 This makes it difficult to estimate 

the total number of animals involved, but the figures are likely to reach hundreds of thousands or 

even millions.517 One example comes from a single shipment of cat remains sent to England in 

the late nineteenth century. This shipment weighed about nineteen tons and is believed to have 

contained approximately 180,000 mummified cats, which were used to produce fertilizer.518 

It is worth noting, as Paul T. Nicholson points out, that even though these mummies were 

not from Saqqara, they reveal the large scale of animal cults and the strong demand for votive 

animals.519 Based on the Bubasieion research by Zivie and Lichtenberg, about 31% of the 272 

 
510 Malek, The Cat in Ancient Egypt, 127-128. 
511 Ibid., 128. 
512 Ibid. 
513 Ibid. 
514 Ibid. 
515 Ibid., 128. 
516 Ibid., 129. 
517 Ibid. 
518 Ibid. 
519 Paul T. Nicholson, The Sacred Animal Necropolis at North Saqqara, in The Catacombs of Anubis at North 

Saqqara: An Archaeological Perspective, ed. Paul T. Nicholson, with contributions by Salima Ikram, Steve Mills, 

Louise Bertini, John P. Harrison, Delyth Hurley, Hendrikje Nouwens, Ying Qin, Stephanie Vann, Manja Voss, Scott 

Williams, and Cary Woodruff (Leuven-Paris-Bristol, CT: Peeters, 2021), 13. 



71 
 

mummy “packets” examined between 1991 and 1992 consisted only of mud, clay, or a few 

pebbles, meaning they can be classified as pseudo-mummies.520 This indicates that, despite the 

mummification of thousands or even many thousands of animals, the need for votive offerings 

was so great that substitutes had to be created.521 Additionally, roughly 4% of the mummies 

contained only a few cat bones rather than a full animal, a pattern also observed in the Falcon 

Catacomb.522 

Furthermore, the significance of cat and other animal cults during this period, the well-

organized breeding system, as well as the high demand for animal mummies, is reflected in 

many texts that record specialized professional titles.523 Joanna Wilimowska notes that people 

who worked within these cults held priestly status and can be divided into two main groups 

based on their responsibilities.524 The first group consisted of caretakers of sacred animals, 

whose primary duties were to look after the animals and ensure they were properly fed.525 

Because the number of animals bred for these cults was very large, papyri indicate that temples 

associated with animal cults owned agricultural land.526 This land was cultivated both to support 

the animals and to provide food for temple staff.527 Evidence from the Ptolemaic Fayum reveals 

a distinct category of officials connected with animal care.528 In Greek texts, these officials are 

identified by titles ending in -βοσκός, with each keeper named after the animal under their care. 

Thus, cat keepers were called αἰλουροβοσκοί, dog keepers κυνοβοσκοί, and hawk keepers 

ἱερακοβοσκοί, among others.529 The title αἰλουροβοσκοί is also attested outside the Fayum.530 

Other sources, as mentioned by Wilimowska, written in Demotic, refer to similar roles 

using the term mn-ỉry.t tꜣ mỉ.t, which literally means “nurse of cats,” and describe these 
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individuals as feeders of cats.531 They were likely equivalent to the αἰλουροβοσκοί, although it is 

also possible that their duties were limited to ritual functions and did not include the actual 

breeding of the animals.532 Another title attested in Greek is γαλακτοφόρος, and in Demotic fꜣy 

mḥn, both meaning “milk carrier.”533 This role is recorded in P.Count. Verso (229 BCE), column 

xxviii, line 1.628, where both women and one man are mentioned as performing this task.534 

Editors of this document associate this occupation with the cult of Bastet.535 However, P.Count 2 

provides no further details about their activities, leaving their exact role within the animal cults 

uncertain.536 

The second group consisted of undertakers or buriers who were responsible for animals 

after death.537 Their duties included burial-related activities, such as mummification and the 

burying of remains.538 Evidence from the Ptolemaic Fayum records several professional titles 

connected with mortuary work in animal cults.539 In Greek documents, these occupations are 

identified by titles ending with the suffix -τάφος.540 Examples include ἰβιοτάφοι, who were 

responsible for the burial of ibises, and κυνοτάφοι, who dealt with the burial of dogs, and so 

on.541 The sources do not clearly describe their exact tasks, and it remains uncertain whether they 

were directly involved in the mummification process.542 However, Wilimowska argues that the 

evidence suggests that they were mainly responsible for funerary rites, burial practices, and the 

care of the animals’ tombs.543 Compared to animal keepers, professions linked to the burial of 

sacred animals are less frequently attested in the Fayum material.544 There were also other roles, 

like the palm bearers (θαλλοφόροι) and the bearers of the gods (θεαγοί or ṯꜣy (nꜣ) ntr.w), which 
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were done by minor priests who had certain religious tasks.545 These jobs were probably only 

needed at certain times, like during festivals, when more animal mummies were required.546  

Additionally, this organized system for the exploitation of cats can be observed at various 

other stages. As Jaromír Málek has highlighted, modern research on cat mummies has revealed 

the main steps in how they were prepared.547 The first step, which was optional, involved 

opening the body, removing the internal organs, and filling the cavity with materials like sand or 

mud, often mixed with natron.548 Unlike humans, whose organs were sometimes preserved in 

special containers called canopic jars, cats’ organs were usually discarded.549 The cat’s legs were 

generally straightened along the body, which was stretched out, treated with resin or similar 

substances, and tightly wrapped in natron-soaked linen.550 Sometimes reeds were added to 

support the body.551 In some cases, the legs were wrapped separately to make the mummy look 

more life-like.552 The combination of natron and the dry, hot climate helped preserve the rest of 

the body.553 

Moreover, temples that kept animals nearby probably had specialized staff to perform the 

mummification, and in larger centers, the process resembled a production line.554 The final steps 

before burial varied between cemeteries, and different methods could be used at the same site.555 

Most often, the cat was wrapped in one or more layers of linen, sometimes in decorative patterns 

like stripes or diamonds, and simple ornaments, like strings of beads, could be added.556 Studies 

of individual animal mummies have also revealed bandages made from different types of 
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textiles, which supports the idea that materials were reused.557 The majority of cat mummies had 

a slightly tube-like shape, with only the head and ears clearly visible. Some cat mummies were 

shaped to resemble humans, with features like feet and shoulders.558 The face could be painted 

on the bandages, or a bronze mask shaped like a cat’s head could be placed over it.559 

Sometimes, they display vertical lines on the heads, designed to imitate the texture of a cat’s 

fur.560 Examples of cat mummies held in museums worldwide differ widely in length, from small 

specimens around 24 cm, like one in Cairo, to much larger ones exceeding 80 cm, such as a 

piece in New York’s Brooklyn Museum.561 These features clearly raised the value of the 

offerings, which was influenced not only by their size but also by their outward appearance.562 

As a result, Egyptians often created bundles that were larger than the skeleton inside.563 

In some cases, cats were placed inside wooden coffins made from several small pieces of 

wood.564 These coffins were usually made in two parts and shaped to look like animals.565 They 

were often covered with a white coating and decorated with painted details, such as collars or 

necklaces around the cat’s neck, like those seen on bronze cat figures.566 Sometimes the coffins 

were even covered with gold.567 There are also examples where bronze cat heads were attached 

to wooden coffins. Other coffins were small, simple versions of the rectangular coffins used for 

human burials. Some coffins show the person responsible for the burial, standing with raised 

arms in a pose of worship in front of a cat.568 In a few cases, hollow bronze cat figures were used 

to hold the remains of very small cats.569 This method was more common for small animals and 

birds, and only rarely used for cats, since most figures were too small to contain a cat’s body.570 

In other cases, a bronze figure was attached to a small box that held the mummified cat.571 
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Because of the very large number of animals, individual graves were not always possible.572 

Depending on the local area, mummified cats were buried in shared brick-lined graves (Tell 

Basta), placed in rock-cut tunnels (Dendra), put into reused older tombs (Saqqara), or buried 

inside large pottery jars (Tell Basta or Abydos).573 

For example, some of these patterns are clearly shown in the project by Zivie and 

Lichtenberg at the Bubastieion.574 Their study showed that cat mummies can be divided into two 

main types.575 In the first type, the front legs were placed straight along the body, while the back 

legs were bent under the belly. The tail was pulled between the back legs, and the head was 

wrapped in a simple way, giving only a rough shape of the animal. These mummies were often 

covered with resin or similar substances, and two examples were even found inside limestone 

sarcophagi.576 The second type was made to look more like a real cat. In these mummies, the 

head, legs, and tail were wrapped separately, creating a clear cat shape.577 The head was 

sometimes painted with details such as eyes and nose, and in some cases, cloth ears or eyes were 

added to make the mummy look more lifelike.578 

Overall, the mummification methods were quite simple in Bubastieion.579 There is no 

clear evidence that the internal organs were removed, and only a small number of mummies had 

complex or decorative wrapping.580 In addition, differences between the mummies suggest that 

they may have been made at different times or by different embalming workshops.581 Most of the 

cats studied in this project had died at a young age, and many showed signs of violent death, 

such as strangulation, breaking the neck or strong blows to the head.582 In some cases, the 

injuries were so severe that the skull bones were completely broken apart.583 About two-thirds of 

the examined mummies appear to have died violently, and perhaps the most tragic aspect is that 
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many of these animals were killed in this way intentionally, as part of the votive animal system 

itself.584 

Another radiographic study conducted at the National Museum of Antiquities in Leiden 

examined twelve mummies, four of which were cats, as proved by radiological analysis.585 

Among them, one was a pseudo-mummy, containing only the skull, the proximal part of the 

vertebral column, and the forelimbs of a cat.586 The mummified cats belonged to the Felis lybica 

subspecies and were dated to the Greco-Roman period, although the exact locations of their 

discovery were not provided. Furthermore, one cat exhibited significant under-mineralization of 

the bones, which was interpreted as the result of a diet that was too high in the consumption of 

internal organs while in captivity.587 This diet raised phosphorus levels in the blood and led to a 

lack of calcium.588 The poor nutrition was also seen as a factor in the broken thigh bone (femur) 

found in one of the cats.589 The ages at death were estimated using dental eruption patterns and 

epiphyseal fusion, revealing that all four cats were young. However, the radiographs did not 

allow the researchers to determine the cause of death, so it was not possible to conclude how the 

animals had been killed.590 

 

3.4 Understanding Aging, Reproduction, and Species of Cats in 

Ancient Egypt 

 

According to the research by Kurushima et al. in 2012, scientists studied DNA from 

Egyptian cat mummies from the Late Period and the Ptolemaic/Roman periods (664 BCE-250 

AD).591 The results from the DNA analysis indicated that these mummies were domestic cats 

(Felis silvestris catus) and were not from wild cats such as the jungle cat (Felis chaus) or other 
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wild subspecies.592 The mummies also contained genetic types (mitotypes) found in modern cats 

from Egypt and the Middle East, indicating that modern Egyptian domestic cats descended 

directly from these ancient cats.593 The domestic cats found in Egypt descended from the Near 

East and were introduced into Egypt through trade or human migration as domesticated cats.594 

Although the morphology of the mummies was similar to wild cats, DNA analysis was able to 

identify these mummies as domestic cats.595 These findings provide the first genetic evidence 

that the ancient Egyptians used domesticated cats (Felis silvestris catus) for the production of 

votive mummies and suggest that cat domestication occurred before the large-scale practice of 

cat mummification.596 Also, this research indicates the genetic connection between domestic cats 

found in Egypt during the days of the Pharaohs and modern-day Egyptian domestic cats, 

showing their connection and ability to trace these modern cats back to their ancient ancestors.597 

Additionally, this interpretation is also supported by Zivie and Lichtenberg in the Bubastieion 

project (1991-1999), who suggest that the presence of large numbers of cats kept within temple 

precincts prior to their ritual killing and burial in dedicated catacombs indicates that most of 

these animals were domesticated, while wild cats were likely rare exceptions.598 Another scholar, 

Philippe Germond, argued that the domestic cats familiar to the ancient Egyptians have been the 

ancestors of modern domestic cats (Felis catus).599 

Based on these results, it can be observed that the reproductive biology of cats has not 

been significantly altered over thousands of years.600 Domestic cats, both ancient and modern, 

are seasonal polyestrous, which means that they can breed several times during the breeding 

season, which takes place in spring and summer when days are longer.601 Cats generally 

experience their first estrus between five and nine months old, but the timing can differ greatly, 
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with some reaching it as early as three and a half months and others as late as eighteen 

months.602 Additionally, today the typical length of a cat's pregnancy ranges from 65 to 67 

days.603 This means that the cats found in Egypt during the time of the Pharaohs would have had 

the same seasonal breeding patterns as those found today. It is therefore possible that the 

Egyptian domestic cats found today are descended from these ancient cats, and that their 

breeding patterns may have been similar, suggesting a potential continuity over time.  

As noted by Wojciech Ejsmond, small cats in ancient Egypt appear to have had two main 

breeding periods each year and were generally killed once annually, most likely to meet the 

demand for cat mummies used in religious practices.604 Information about cat reproduction in 

ancient Egypt and North Africa is limited.605 However, as he suggested, available evidence 

indicates that Felis chaus gave birth mainly between January and April.606 Overall, the timing of 

reproduction in cats depends on environmental factors such as climate and temperature. On a 

global level, most kittens are born between December and June, and in some cases, cats can 

produce a second or even a third litter within the same year.607 This reproductive cycle likely 

made it possible to have enough kittens available for an annual religious festival, when visitors 

came to temples and purchased animal mummies as offerings.608 Most kittens were born during 

two main periods, from January to April and again in August.609 The killing of cats probably 

occurred between late September and December, followed by the preparation of mummies so 

they would be ready for sale during the winter and spring months.610 

Determining how an animal died is often a difficult task to understand; most cases are 

usually just known through some general classification.611 X-rays can provide valuable 

information regarding the condition of bones; however, there are many factors that can produce 

false positives when using x-ray technology such as overlapping pictures of bones or unclear 
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photographs of bones.612 Also, many interpretations of the condition of an animal’s remains are 

based on modern interpretations and may not reflect how the people living in Ancient Egypt 

perceived their environment.613 The ancient Egyptians mummified a wide variety of animals and 

used different methods of killing for each species.614 However, a study conducted by the British 

Museum identified two age groups in which cats appear to have died: one to four months and 

nine to twelve months.615 This conclusion, based on radiological evidence, suggests that the 

ancient Egyptians deliberately killed animals of specific ages for mummification for votive 

purposes.616 

The collection of cat mummies from the Museo Egizio in Turin (Fig.8) classified the 

young cat mummies into three categories based on age range: 1 to 4 months, 6 to 10 months, and 

9 to 12 months.617 Also, part of this collection includes some mummies of 2-3 years old (Cat. 

2348/3, Suppl. 11010, Suppl. 11011, Cat. 2359, Cat. 2371).618 The collection mostly hosts cats 

that belong to Felis silvestris lybica.  
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Figure 8. Age at death of cats in the Museo Egizio collection. Source: Salima 
Ikram, Sara Aicardi, and Federica Facchetti, eds., The Animal Mummies of 
the Museo Egizio, Turin (Leiden: Sidestone Press, 2019), 142. 
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If we assume that ancient Egyptian cats had the same reproductive cycle as modern cats, 

experiencing their first estrus between five and nine months of age, then we can conclude that cat 

mummies aged 1-4 months had not yet given birth. Cats aged 5-10 months could have had one 

litter, those 8-12 months probably one or two litters, and cats older than one year likely two to 

three litters, while cats over two years could have had three to four litters. Furthermore, within 

the framework of temple breeding programs, it may have been possible to encourage cats to 

reproduce, especially considering the high demand for cat mummies and the existence of pseudo-

mummies, which suggests that resources may not have been sufficient to meet this demand. In 

addition, Bastet, as a goddess, was associated with fertility, prosperity and motherhood.619 

Within this large system of animal exploitation, it could be assumed that mummies of cats that 

had given birth were seen as even more connected to fertility and female reproduction, and this 

may have been another way to increase the economic value of a mummy. There is evidence of 

votive mummies of older age, such as the specimen Suppl. 11010, which was found as a votive 

offering.620  

Another example could be a cat mummy in a wooden qeresu-type coffin (Fig.9), in the 

Museo Egizio, Turin, includes a cat mummy with a complete skeleton (45.3 cm) of an adult cat, 

probably 2 years old, and it has been suggested that the cause of death is based on epiphyseal 

fusion.621 The cat’s skull morphologically belongs to the wild cat Felis chaus, but the analogy 

between the body and tail length indicates a Felis silvestris lybica cat.622 The date of the 

mummy, as well as its provenance, is unknown.623 Based on radiocarbon dating (¹⁴C), the coffin 

dates to 770-430 BCE, and it probably belongs to the Theban region based on the prosopography 

that the coffin bears.624 The coffin’s decoration shows Hersenef with a shaved head and arms 

raised in a worshipful pose, standing in front of the grey cat.625 The hieroglyphic inscription 

written on the coffin helped in the identification of Hersenef. It has been suggested that this 

coffin might belong to a member of the Theban family, specifically another Hersenef, son of 

Nesmin, who is known from several sources and mentioned in a document dated to Year 6 of 

 
619 Malek, The Cat in Ancient Egypt, 59. 
620 Ikram et al., The Animal Mummies, 176. 
621 Ibid., 192. 
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Alexander IV (311 BCE).626 This Hersenef had a different mother, Tamit.627 However, as the 

reconstructed family tree shows, the names Hersenef and Nesmin were used by multiple 

individuals within the family and may have been passed down through several generations.628 

The Hersenef associated with this coffin could be an ancestor of the latter one.629 

 

 

 

The inscription has been unified into a single text but extends across multiple sides of the coffin, 

appearing in several locations. It reads: 

“Saying the words: ‘Ha[il divine Miut (female cat) …] with offering-bearers, who 

appears and shines with Re and joins the followers of the gods, justified’.  […] divine [cat]: may 

she give life, prosperity and health to Hersenef, son of the divine father and priest of Amun in 

Kar-nak, Nesmin. Miut (female cat), lady of jubilation, who gives life, prosperity and health to 

Hersenef, son of the priest and prophet of Amon in Karnak Nesmin, and whom the lady of the 

house Neskhons has borne.Be well, be well, vice versa and twice, justified.May you rise and 

shine because of it, justified.630 

 
626 Ibid., 194. 
627 Ibid. 
628 Ibid. 
629 Ibid. 
630 Ibid., 193. 

Figure 9. Cat mummy in a wooden qeresu-type coffin. Inventory Number: Cat.2371. Source: Salima 
Ikram, Sara Aicardi, and Federica Facchetti, eds., The Animal Mummies of the Museo Egizio, Turin 
(Leiden: Sidestone Press, 2019), 192. 
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Based on Auenmüller and Facchetti observations, the inscription contains a dedication to 

a divine cat.631 Consequently, the cat likely had a votive function rather than to be considered as 

a pet, as it was associated with blessings, fertility, and divine protection. The inscription connects 

the divine cat Miut with giving life, health and prosperity to Hersenef. By invoking the cat in 

such a ritual context, it highlights how cats were perceived as powerful symbols of fertility and 

reproductive vitality. The repeated expression “be well, be well…justified” demonstrates how 

the cat was used to ensure well-being and to maintain life, which is consistent with the general 

perception of the Egyptians on the relationship between cats and fertility and protection. As has 

been suggested, the cause of the cat’s death was the epiphyseal fusion, and the scholars have not 

commented on any evidence of abuse or mistreatment.632 Therefore, considering that the cat was 

approximately two years old, it is likely that she had given birth at least once, especially when 

we take into account the inscription that refers to fertility and life. 

According to Carolin Johansson et al., it is challenging to compare the size and shape of 

modern domestic or wild cats with those of ancient cats, as their appearance may have changed 

over thousands of years.633 The unusually large size of some mummified cats could be explained 

by natural breeds, lifestyle, crossbreeding, human-controlled breeding, or because the museum 

samples were not representative.634 Additionally, it is difficult to determine whether the 

reproductive cycle has evolved linearly, as cat species, and species in general, have changed 

significantly over the years. 

However, if these assumptions are true and if we consider that modern veterinary 

medicine gives an average litter size of four kittens, with variability among cat species, as well as 

the huge number of votive animal mummies that have been found and the existence of pseudo-

mummies, then we can conclude that large numbers of cats were exploited by temples in 

breeding programs.635 Some questions arising from these considerations are whether ancient 

 
631 Auenmüller and Facchetti, “Ceramic, Wood, Stone & Bronze,” 43. 
632 Ikram et al., The Animal Mummies, 192. 
633 Carolin Johansson, Geoffrey Metz, and Margareta Uhlhorn, “Feline Descendant of the Red or the Black Land: A 

Multidisciplinary Investigation of an Unusually Large Ancient Egyptian Cat Mummy,” in Egyptian Bioarchaeology: 

Humans, Animals, and the Environment, ed. Salima Ikram, Jessica Kaiser, and Roxie Walker (Leiden: Sidestone 

Press, 2015), 198. 
634 Ibid. 
635 Little, “Female Cats: Normal Reproduction, and Reproductive Diseases and Conditions,” 1385; Zivie and 

Lichtenberg, “The Cats of the Goddess Bastet,” 118. 
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Egyptians used some cats solely for reproduction, given that the age of most votive cat mummies 

ranges from one month to two years (rarely older). Secondly, did they use these cats as votive 

animals after multiple litters, and if so, did these cats have a different symbolic meaning as 

mothers? 

To summarize, the data suggest cats played an important role in the temple economy of 

ancient Egypt as well as being viewed as symbols of reproduction and religious importance.636 

While several cats were bred for use in votive offerings, the differences in age and symbolic 

connection indicate a more elaborate role for cats, particularly concerning fertility and maternal 

figures. Further research is needed to clarify the full meaning and function of cat mummification. 

 

3.5 The Exploitation of Cats through Magical Practices 

 

In ancient times, the animal domain and magic were closely connected in numerous 

ways. As suggested by Daniel Ogden, this discussion focuses on four main areas: first, the ways 

in which humans could be transformed into animals; second, the use of animals, or parts of 

animals, for magical purposes; third, the application of magic to affect or control animals; and 

 
636 Salima Ikram, “Shedding New Light on Old Corpses: Developments in the Field of Animal Mummy Studies,” in 

Creatures of Earth, Water, and Sky: Essays on Animals in Ancient Egypt and Nubia, ed. Stéphanie Porcier, Salima 

Ikram, and Stéphane Pasquali (Leiden: Sidestone Press, 2019), 183; Malek, The Cat in Ancient Egypt, 59. 

Figure 10. Cat Amulet.  

Inventory Number: Suppl. 2915 

Source: Museo Egizio, Turin Online Collection. 
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fourth, the reverse scenario, in which animals themselves could employ magical means against 

humans.637 

Cats were considered apotropaic symbols, a role that always existed in ancient Egyptian 

belief, though it shifted over the years.638 There are examples of cat representations on cosmetic 

jars for protection.639 The ancient Egyptians also believed that cats were guardians in the afterlife 

and could protect from demons, probably because of the reflective quality of their eyes.640 In the 

Middle Kingdom, they were often depicted attacking snakes with magical knives and wands, and 

were believed to have the power to protect humans from snakes as well as from evil and bad 

luck.641 Cat amulets (Fig.10) have been found in cemeteries at Qaw-Badari in Upper Egypt, 

dating to the Old Kingdom and First Intermediate Period, used as body or cloth charms for 

protection against hazards.642 In the Ptolemaic period, many small amulet and magical statuettes 

were used for protection against snake bites and scorpion stings.643 

The ancient Egyptians were closely connected with both magical practices and medicine, 

as they believed that magic could provide protection and healing.644 Magic and medicine were 

often practiced together. For example, some medical recipes included cures using cat and lion 

dung, as well as substances from other creatures.645Another example comes from a medical 

papyrus, in which cat fat was used for protection against mice.646 Magic was also used for love 

spells, fertility, good luck, and even to alter one’s fate. On the other hand, magic was sometimes 

employed to harm others.647 

Given the general framework of magic and practical objects of use, this chapter will 

focus on the exploitation and further abuse of cats as attested in the Greek Magical Papyri. The 
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magical texts date to the Roman period, and there are numerous examples of the exploitation of 

animals through rituals, including sacrifices, the use of animal bodies to provide ingredients, and 

the killing of animals as part of magical practices, such as the drowning ritual.648 For example, in 

PGM IV. 3086-3097 the formula instructs the ritualist to offer the heart of a cat to a god.649 In 

PGM III. 84-97, the ritualist is told to take the whiskers of a cat and wear them as phylactery.650 

In PGM VII. 846-861, after the purification of the ritualist, they are instructed to walk toward the 

sun while being crowned with a cat’s tail.651 These are only a few examples from the PGM that 

demonstrate the exploitation of animals. Many other instances show the use of whole animals or 

animal parts, such as organs, skins, fur, hair, blood, feathers, tails, and more, in magical 

practices.652 

In the drowning ritual, after the purification of the ritualist, the appropriate animal for the 

ritual had to be selected and then drowned.653 A wide variety of liquids were used, such as water, 

oils, honey, wine, fats, or a mixture of these.654 Beyond their symbolic and ritual significance, 

these ingredients also served a practical purpose, allowing the killing of fish and other aquatic 

creatures that could otherwise survive in water.655 In PGM III. 1-164, a cat was drowned in water 

while the ritualist simultaneously recited the spell.656 The ritual demonstrates connections to 

Bastet and Sekhmet, reflecting their dual roles as protective yet potentially violent deities in 

Egyptian magical practice, both of whom were associated with the destructive and protective 

aspects of the Eye of Ra.657 

“[Take a] cat, and [make] it into an Esies [by submerging] its body in water. While you 

are drowning it, speak [the formula] to [its] back...” 

 
648 Dosoo and Galoppin, “Animals in Graeco-Egyptian Magical Practice,” 203; Dosoo, “Living Death and Deading 

Life,” 340. 
649 Hans Dieter Betz (ed.), Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1997), 98. 
650 Ibid., 21. 
651 Ibid., 141. 
652 Dosoo and Galoppin, “Animals in Graeco-Egyptian Magical Practice,” 239-241. 
653 Dosoo, “Living Death and Deading Life,” 346. 
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657Betz, Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, 18; Dosoo, “Living Death and Deading Life,” 358-359. 
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“Come hither to me, you who are in control of the form of Helios, you the cat- / faced 

god, and behold your form being mistreated by [your] opponents...” 

“Take the cat, and make [three] lamellae, one for its anus; one for…, and one for its 

throat, and write the formula [concerning the] deed on a clean sheet of papyrus…”658 

 

The animal might have been left in the asphyxiating liquid for a significant period after its 

death.659 This ritual was so abusive that oils were sometimes prepared to avoid decomposition of 

the bodies.660 After killing the animal, it was likely dried, after immersion in the oils, using sand, 

linen, bowls, or papyrus strips.661 Natron, fragrant preservatives such as myrrh, frankincense, 

saffron, and wine may also have been used, due to their magical qualities.662 The drying and 

preparation process was very complex, often involving decorated bindings inscribed with 

magical words, spells, drawings, or colored strips.663 

Another brutal use of cats in magical practice involved killing them violently, based on 

the belief that this would send bad dreams to a targeted individual, a practice explicitly described 

in PGM XII. 107-21.664 

“Take a completely black cat that died a violent death, make a strip of papyrus and write 

with myrrh the following, together with the [dream] you want sent, and place it into the mouth of 

the cat.”665 

The Greeks believed that those who died violently entered a special category of the dead, and 

their bodies could be treated similarly to those of the hasye.666 Dosoo argues that the cat used in 

 
658 The following passages, taken from different points of the same ritual in PGM III, illustrate the continuous 

procedure of the drowning ritual. The translation is provided by Hans Dieter Betz; Betz, Greek Magical Papyri in 

Translation, 18. 
659 Dosoo, “Living Death and Deading Life,” 347. 
660 Ibid., 348. 
661 Ibid., 348-349. 
662 Ibid., 349. 
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665 The translation is provided by Hans Dieter Betz; Betz, Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, 157. 
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praised during their lives and after death, and who enjoyed the favor or recognition of their divine or royal superiors; 
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the curse was deliberately drowned rather than simply immersed in water.667 He further notes 

that it is unlikely that hasye originally referred to a “justified drowned individual,” since the term 

appears very early in Egyptian history and acquired multiple meanings depending on context.668 

Evidence from ancient authors such as Herodotus, together with material gathered by Alan 

Rowe, suggests that death by water was associated with a form of deification by at least the fifth 

century BCE, and that this concept became connected with the term hasye by the fourth century 

BCE.669 The purpose of the ritual was to sacrifice an animal through drowning, although this did 

not necessarily mean that the animal became divine.670 In these texts, the term hasye is used in 

connection with such deaths.671 In late Egyptian belief, death by drowning could carry religious 

significance, but not in all cases; therefore, depending on the context, hasye could refer either to 

a religious status or simply to the manner of death.672 

As suggested by Dosoo, these ritual practices show similarities with mummification.673 In 

Roman Egypt, animal mummies used for magic were created according to rituals like those 

described by Herodotus for elaborate human mummification, but their production was generally 

carried out privately by the ritualist, sometimes incorporating parts of their own body.674 The 

materials used included oils, scented resins, colored cloth, and magical incantations. Through 

these rituals, animals were transformed into spiritual beings connected to the ritualist, capable of 

assisting in magic by providing protection, healing, or even helping to curse the ritualist’s 

enemies.675 The construction of magical animal mummies also reflected Egyptian beliefs about 

rebirth and the afterlife.676 Modeled on archetypes such as the sun-god and Osiris, these 

mummies were seen as the physical embodiment of magical helpers.677  

While magical mummies shared some similarities with votive mummies, there were 

important differences. Magical mummies were created for the ritualist’s private use as spiritual 
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assistants and magical texts used to create this divine being, whereas votive mummies were 

publicly dedicated to the gods as acts of devotion or as requests for divine favor.678 There is no 

evidence that animals used as votive mummies were drowned, as this ritual practice seems to 

have been employed mainly in later periods.679 

The magical papyri show a clear difference from other practices, because in these rituals 

the animal’s death is central and purposeful.680 The animal is not just killed, but deliberately 

drowned in a specific substance, becoming a divine figure, such as Osiris, and the ritualist had to 

follow a specific formula and steps.681 While the ritual can be understood in mythological terms, 

the animal represents the dying and reborn god, and the liquid symbolizes the primeval Nile, 

while the ritualist who performs the killing remains hidden.682 In contrast to myths like that of 

Osiris, where Seth, the killer, is a prominent figure who faces consequences, the practitioner acts 

in a practical, non-mythical role, similar to the butcher-priests of votive animal cults.683 

However, this practical role came at the expense of the animals’ lives. Additionally, the death of 

animals is never voluntary, although this is rarely questioned.684 These animals were valued 

more for their death than for their life, as clearly shown in curses where a cat is drowned, 

mummified, and buried.685 The texts acknowledge that the animal dies unwillingly and even 

instruct it to act against others.686 

In summary, in Egyptian religion more broadly, the death of animals was generally seen 

as symbolic or typical, rather than focusing on each individual animal’s life or personality, at 

least as far as their actions reveal.687 Exceptions exist, such as pet mummies or graves shared by 

humans and their dogs, where individual animals with names and histories appear.688 But in most 
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cases, including votive mummies, animal hasye, and even animal gods, little is said about their 

happiness, suffering, or the circumstances of their deaths.689  

 

Chapter 4. The Dog in Ancient Egypt: A Case Study 
 

4.1 From Domestication to Deification: The Role of Dogs in Ancient 

Egypt 

 

Dogs are among the first animals to be domesticated and have developed a close bond 

with humans, acting as pets, guards, herders, and helpers in police work.690 Although some 19th-

century scholars suggested that dogs descended from wild species such as coyotes (Canis 

latrans) or jackals (Canis aureus), today the consensus is that the wolf (Canis lupus) is the 

primary ancestor of modern dog breeds.691 This is supported by multiple lines of evidence, 

including the skull and teeth morphology of dogs, which closely resemble those of wolves rather 

than jackals.692 While dogs and other canids share general physical similarities, the strongest 

evidence comes from molecular biology and genetic studies, which demonstrate a very close 

genetic relationship between dogs and wolves.693 

In ancient Egyptian society, the first evidence of dogs dates to 4800 BCE in Merimde 

Beni Salama in the Delta, but it has been suggested that dogs existed even earlier, when people 

lived as hunters and used dogs to assist them in these activities.694 There were many breeds, 

which can be categorized as Pariahs, Greyhounds (the Tesem and Saluki), Mastiffs, and 

Hounds.695 Because of these qualities, dogs were highly valued by the Egyptians, as evidenced 
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by many tomb scenes depicting them as pets or hunting companions.696 Moreover, in these 

representations, dogs often wear elaborate collars and frequently have names reflecting their 

color, character, or abilities. Some examples include Blacky, Wind, and Brave One.697 However, 

from the 26th Dynasty onwards, there is very little evidence of dogs’ names.698 Some examples 

do exist, such as the two epitaphs for a hunting dog named Tauron found in the Zenon archive, 

but overall, dog names are extremely rare in the Graeco-Roman period.699 This may be because 

owners did not consider it necessary to record their pets’ names on monuments, or more likely, 

the names have simply been lost over time in the surviving texts and archaeological evidence.700 

Additionally, the ancient Egyptians had such a close bond with their dogs that they often 

buried them like humans, sometimes in individual coffins with inscriptions.701 An example of 

this is a stele from the Old Kingdom that refers to a dog of royal protection, the mummification 

of which was ordered by the Pharaoh, as well as the construction of a sarcophagus and an 

appropriate burial for the animal.702 The Pharaoh also had a tomb for his pet dog.703 

Consequently, dogs were not seen only as useful animals that assisted humans in everyday 

activities, but as true companions who deserved to remain close to their masters in the 

afterlife.704 However, it is important to note that this close bond with domestic dogs did not 

automatically associate them with the jackal gods, nor were all dogs considered sacred.705 

The ancient Egyptians worshiped several jackal gods from as early as the First Dynasty, 

including Anubis, Wepwawet, Khentiamentu and Duamutef, all of whom were associated with 

death and the afterlife.706 Other jackal deities were also venerated, but usually within a more 
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local or regional context.707 In general, jackal gods were predominantly male, and female figures 

were often derived from male deities, such as Anupet, who was associated with Anubis.708 

Independent female jackal gods were rare; one example is Hereret. Overall, Egyptian religious 

tradition tended to associate jackal deities with male roles and activities.709 Anubis was one of 

the most important Egyptian deities. He was initially identified as a jackal because of his long 

tail, but due to his black coloration and his strong association with the afterlife and rebirth, he 

was later characterized more broadly as a wild dog.710 He was also associated with embalmers, 

as according to myth he was the embalmer of the god Osiris and acted as their patron.711 As a 

result, dogs were associated with chthonic deities such as Osiris, Isis, and Anubis, and were 

believed to belong to both the upper and underworld.712 

In addition, he was the protector of the necropolis, guiding the dead and participating in 

their judgment.713 Anubis is the Greek version of his name; the original Egyptian name was 

likely Anoub or Anoup and he was sometimes depicted with the Imiut, a symbol consisting of an 

animal skin attached to a stand.714 He was often depicted as a jackal-headed dog, and sometimes 

he was considered the son of Re; in later periods, he became associated with Isis and Osiris.715 

One of his main sanctuaries was in Cynopolis (meaning "City of Dogs" in Greek) and was 

located in the 17th nome of Upper Egypt.716  However, many other cities also worshipped 

Anubis, and dog cemeteries have been found in places such as Kharga, Saqqara, Hierakonpolis, 

Abydos, Asyut, Badari, Koptos and others.717 Especially in Hierakonpolis, a large dog cemetery 
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dating to the Late and Ptolemaic periods was found, as well as in Saqqara with the so-called 

Anubieion cemetery.718 

Other jackal gods, such as Wepwawet, were worshipped in places like Asyut or 

Lycopolis (meaning "City of Wolves" in Greek), and Abydos.719 His name meant “Opener of the 

Ways,” and he was seen as a guide and protector of the deceased.720 Another jackal god, 

Khentiamentu, whose name means “First in the West” (the land of the dead), was a local god in 

Abydos.721 He was a complex deity whose functions overlapped with the growing funerary god 

Osiris.722 Over time, through a process that is not fully understood, Khentiamentu was merged 

with Osiris and lost his independent identity.723 However, his name survived as a title for Osiris 

for more than 2,000 years.724 

Nevertheless, Anubis was the most famous of the jackal gods and played a very 

important role in the understanding of life, death, and the afterlife, which was directly connected 

with Egyptian beliefs.725 His influence was so great that many priests who supervised 

mummification wore masks with the head of Anubis, and during the actual ceremony, a selected 

priest would wear the Anubis mask.726 Furthermore, because of his active role in guiding the 

dead, Anubis was often depicted on coffins, and many amulets bearing his image were worn by 

the deceased to gain the god’s favor and protection.727 
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During the Ptolemaic period, the Greek rulers supported the cult of jackal gods.728 

Although none of the temples dedicated to jackal gods survive, many other temples provide 

evidence of their worship.729 Numerous temples from this period also depict Anubis wearing 

royal crowns, linking him to kingship.730 Additionally, many texts offer insight into the Anubis 

cult, particularly self-dedication documents. For example, a Demotic papyrus dated to the 23rd 

year of King Ptolemy VI Philometor records a woman dedicating herself to the great god Anubis 

and asking for protection from spirits and demons.731 Moreover, many amulets from this period 

showed Anubis (Fig.11, Fig.12,) with a human body and a jackal head in a standing pose.732  

 

 
728 DuQuesne, “Anubis,” 1; Wilfong, Death Dogs, 68. 
729 Wilfong, Death Dogs, 70. 
730 Ibid., 26. 
731 Ibid., 70. 
732 DuQuesne, “Anubis,” 1; Wilfong, Death Dogs, 29. 

Figure 11. Faience Amulet depicting 
the god Anubis. Inventory Number: 
Cat.135.  Source: Museo Egizio, 
Turin Online Collection. 

Figure 12. Wood Amulet depicting 
the god Anubis. Inventory 
Number: Cat.120. Source: Museo 
Egizio, Turin Online Collection. 
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These amulets were probably used both for everyday protection and placed with 

mummies to safeguard the deceased in the afterlife733 Additionally, a variety of bronze figurines 

representing Anubis (Fig.13) were found in temples, likely serving as votive offerings.734  

 

Furthermore, a few mummy labels (Fig.14, Fig.15) that recorded the name, parentage, and age of 

the deceased also featured the figure of Anubis and other canine gods, although such labels were 

not very common.735 These images likely served a protective function and were intended to 

ensure the deceased’s rebirth.736 

 

 
733 Ibid. 
734 Wilfong, Death Dogs, 29-30. 
735 Adrienn Almásy-Martin, “Dogs on Labels: Anubis Representations on Mummy Labels from the Louvre,” in 

Ripple in Still Water: When There Is No Pebble Tossed. Festschrift in Honour of Cary J. Martin (2022), 45-54; 

Wilfong, Death Dogs, 71. 
736 Almásy-Martin, “Dogs on Labels,” 45-54. 

Figure 13. Anubis Bronze 
statuette. Inventory Number: 
Cat.115.  Source: Museo 
Egizio, Turin Online 
Collection. 
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Another very interesting representation of the god Anubis involves jackals shown 

wearing keys suspended from their collars. The key as a divine attribute is first attested in 

Middle Ptolemaic temple inscriptions, where it functions as an ideogram or determinative for the 

word sꜣw, meaning “to protect” or “guardian.”737 In the Late Roman period, the same motif also 

appears in the Great Paris Magical Papyrus, confirming its continued symbolic significance.738 

Jackals carrying keys do not occupy a fixed position within the iconographic programs of 

mummy decoration. When they do appear, they are usually placed in the lower part of the image, 

near the feet of the deceased. These representations first emerge in the early second century CE 

on sarcophagi and funerary shrouds from the family tomb of Soter in Thebes (Fig.16).739 Overall, 

depictions of Anubis or his jackal holding a key are concentrated mainly in Upper Egypt, 

particularly in the Theban region. Outside Thebes and Upper Egypt more broadly, such 

 
737 Klaus Parlasca, “Anubis mit dem Schlüssel in der kaiserzeitlichen Grabkunst Ägyptens,” in Isis on the Nile: 

Egyptian Gods in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, 221-232, https://doi.org/10.1163/ej.9789004188822.i-364.56.  
738 Ibid. 
739 Christina Riggs, The Beautiful Burial in Roman Egypt: Art, Identity, and Funerary Religion (Oxford; New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2005), 227-228; Parlasca, “Anubis mit dem Schlüssel,” 225. 

Figure 14. Mummy Label with Jackal figure 
Object Number: E 9716. Source: © 2016 
Musée du Louvre, Dist. GrandPalaisRmn / 
Chipault – Soligny. 

Figure 15. Mummy Label with Jackal figure. 
Object Number: E 20417. Source: © 2016 
Musée du Louvre, Dist. GrandPalaisRmn / 
Chipault – Soligny. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/ej.9789004188822.i-364.56
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representations are extremely rare, suggesting that this iconographic motif had a strong regional 

character.740 This iconographic motif further demonstrates the continuity of the cult of Anubis 

into the Roman period, showing that his protective role and religious significance remained 

important long after the Ptolemaic era.741 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the Ptolemaic period, Anubis was not only worshipped but also elevated to a cosmic 

deity, and his funerary role was associated with that of Hermes Psychopompos.742 Specifically, 

Anubis was merged with the Greek god Hermes, forming the syncretic deity Hermanubis, who 

served as the psychopompos, or guide of the dead.743 Due to these shared mythological qualities, 

the cult of Hermanubis became very popular and received the support of the Ptolemaic kings.744 

Occasionally, Anubis was associated with Kerberos (Interpretatio Graeca), the three-headed 

 
740 Parlasca, “Anubis mit dem Schlüssel,” 221-232. 
741 Pinch, Handbook of Egyptian Mythology, 105. 
742 Donald B. Redford (ed.), The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt (Oxford; New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2001), 97-98. 
743 Abdelwahed, Houses in Graeco-Roman Egypt, 64. 
744 A. Benaissa, “The Onomastic Evidence for the God Hermanubis,” in Proceedings of the Twenty-Fifth 

International Congress of Papyrology (Ann Arbor, 2010), 67-76. 

Figure 16. Cartonnage fragment from a woman’s mummy mask, 
dated to c. 100-200 CE. The lower register depicts Anubis 
performing rites over a mummy, surrounded on both sides by 
two jackals, each shown wearing keys on their collars. 

Object Number: Cat.2265.   

Source: Museo Egizio, Turin Online Collection. 
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guardian of Hades.745 Because souls were believed to travel along the paths of the planets on 

their journey to the afterlife, Anubis/Hermes was thought to wield powerful words that enabled 

him to pass through all gates and protect the souls from any dangerous spirits.746 Hermanubis is a 

clear example of syncretism and evidence of this can be found in many dedicatory inscriptions 

from the period.747 As a result, the Ptolemies created an oikoumene characterized by cultural 

synthesis, adding new deities to the Egyptian pantheon without replacing or displacing the 

ancient Egyptian gods.748 

 

4.2 Canine Mummification and Economic Practices at the 

Anubieion 

 

Dog burials have been found in many locations in Egypt and date from the Predynastic to 

the Graeco-Roman period.749 Dogs were often regarded as pets, and many of these burials, 

especially in early periods, appear to be pet burials.750 These graves usually contain a single dog, 

with no signs of deliberate killing, and sometimes include collars or leashes.751 In several cases, 

dogs were placed in wooden coffins and were occasionally buried in association with human 

bodies, possibly near the feet or heads of their owners.752 In later periods, particularly during the 

Ptolemaic era, when animal cults reached their peak, many dogs were regarded as sacred animals 

or were used as votive offerings, or perhaps also as amulets in association with Anubis or 

Hermanubis the psychopompos.753  

 
745 Abdelwahed, Houses in Graeco-Roman Egypt, 60. 
746 Abdelwahed, Houses in Graeco-Roman Egypt, 64. 
747 Savvopoulos, “Religious Life in Ptolemaic Alexandria,” 89-90,91-93; Bernal, “Egyptians in the Hellenistic 

Woodpile,” 121,134; Stewart and Shaw, Syncretism/Anti-syncretism, 119-120. 
748 Savvopoulos, “Religious Life in Ptolemaic Alexandria,” 92-93. 
749 Ikram, “Man’s Best Friend for Eternity,” 300. 
750 Mary Hartley, “The Significance of Predynastic Canid Burials in Ancient Egypt,” Archéo-Nil 25 (2015): 58, 

https://doi.org/10.3406/arnil.2015.1089.  
751 Ibid. 
752 Mary Hartley and Susanne Binder, “Canine Interments in the Teti Cemetery North at Saqqara” (n.d.), 23-24; 

Hartley, “Predynastic Canid Burials,” 59; Ikram, “Man’s Best Friend for Eternity,” 301. 
753 Hartley and Binder, “Canine Interments,” 27-28. 
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Mary Hartley and Susanne Binder have suggested the amuletic use of dog based on their 

excavations carried out between 2007 and 2010 in the Teti Cemetery North at Saqqara.754 This 

project brought to light votive dog mummies dating to the Graeco-Roman period, as well as 

individual dogs buried in association with human burials, suggesting that this practice may have 

begun earlier.755 These individual dogs were found in contexts without other grave goods and 

were placed at the feet of the deceased. The excavators suggested that these dogs had an amuletic 

function and were also associated with Anubis as theriomorphic manifestation of a deity, 

intended to assist humans in their journey to the afterlife or to provide protection.756 

Additionally, the presence of a canine mummy may have been considered a more effective form 

of grave protection than conventional grave goods, which were often targeted by tomb 

robbers.757 However, Salima Ikram proposed a different interpretation, suggesting that these dogs 

function as household pets, since this type of burial is found in association with many human 

burials and may have served as guardians of the entire family.758 This idea is further supported 

by findings from another excavation at Gisr-Mudir (Saqqara), where a dog dated to the 26th 

Dynasty was found buried in association with four human bodies. This has been interpreted as 

the dog being a pet of the deceased.759 Overall, as Ikram mentioned, more research is needed on 

these burials with both humans and dogs before we can be sure about their meaning.760 

The role of dogs as pets and companions, combined with their religious connection to 

canine gods, sometimes makes interpreting these burials very difficult, as there are many 

variations and contexts. Dogs were also identified as sacred and as votive mummies buried in 

large numbers, often associated with the cult of Anubis and found in many necropolises and 

catacombs, such as the Anubieion at Saqqara.761 Their role was likely similar to that of cat 

mummies, as discussed above.762 Scholars have suggested that dogs buried in niches were 

 
754 Ibid., 17. 
755 Ibid., 22. 
756 Hartley and Binder, “Canine Interments,” 26-27; Hartley, “Predynastic Canid Burials,” 59. 
757 Hartley and Binder, “Canine Interments,” 28-29. 
758 Ikram, “Man’s Best Friend for Eternity,” 304. 
759 Hartley and Binder, “Canine Interments,” 22. 
760 Ikram, “Man’s Best Friend for Eternity,” 306. 
761 Salima Ikram, Paul T. Nicholson, Louise Bertini, and D. Hurley, “Killing Man’s Best Friend?” (2013), 49-50, 
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considered sacred, while all others were treated as votive offerings, used by pilgrims in 

connection with the associated deity.763 

Based on stratigraphic and numismatic evidence, the Anubieion and its extensions 

originated in the early Ptolemaic period, when they were first attributed to renovations by 

Ptolemy II, and the main structure was built during the rule of Ptolemy V.764 Some evidence 

suggests that this site was already in use as a burial ground from the 4th century BCE, prior to 

the construction of the Anubieion.765 It is located relatively close to the Bubastieion and linked 

by stairs to the Serapieion, and appears to have been occupied until approximately 1 CE, as the 

Romans never fully accepted or supported animal cults in the same way the Ptolemies had.766 

The Anubieion had at least three temple complexes within its enclosure, along with other 

individual dog burials found in the area.767 The dog catacombs were located in the northeast of 

the Saqqara plateau, near to Anubieion Temple, where large deposits of canine mummies 

dedicated to the god were discovered.768 Nevertheless, the catacombs were likely built later, and 

the duration of their use remains uncertain.769 

Furthermore, forty-nine galleries were discovered in the Dog Catacombs, and they were 

used to house votive offerings.770 Although the area was dedicated to Anubis, among the eight 

million animals found there were not only dogs, but also jackals/wolves, goats, donkeys, horses, 

cats, jungle cats, mongooses, sheep, pigs, and foxes.771 Scholars have made some estimates 

regarding the enormous number of dog remains found, calculating that over a period of four 

centuries, beginning in the 4th century BCE, more than 50 animals would have been needed 

daily.772 These figures also clearly indicate the existence of a dog-breeding program alongside 
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764 H. S. Smith and D. G. Jeffreys, “The Anubieion, North Saqqâra: Preliminary Report, 1979-80,” The Journal of 

Egyptian Archaeology 67 (1981): 22, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3856598; Maria Cannata, “Social Identity at the 

Anubieion: A Reanalysis,” American Journal of Archaeology 111, no. 2 (2007): 224, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40037273.  
765 Cannata, “Social Identity at the Anubieion,” 224. 
766 Bleiberg, “Animal Mummies: The Souls of the Gods,” 76; Cannata, “Social Identity at the Anubieion,” 224. 
767 Ikram et al., “Killing Man’s Best Friend?” 52. 
768 Ibid. 
769 Ibid. 
770Salima Ikram and Louise Bertini, with contributions by Delyth Hurley and Stephanie Vann, “The Faunal 

Material,” in The Catacombs of Anubis at North Saqqara: An Archaeological Perspective, ed. Paul T. Nicholson et 

al. (Leuven; Paris; Bristol, CT: Peeters Publishers, 2021), 135; Ikram et al., “Killing Man’s Best Friend?” 53. 
771 Ikram and Bertini, “The Faunal Material,” 137-138. 
772 Ikram et al., “Killing Man’s Best Friend?” 53-54, 58-59. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3856598
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40037273


100 
 

other breeding programs for different animals.773 Consequently, even though dogs were regarded 

as beloved pets and companions, the existence of this vast number of mummified dogs also 

demonstrates that they were exploited for religious practices. 

Most of the mummies contained a single animal, although there are indications that 

different species were sometimes wrapped together.774 The majority of dogs were simply 

wrapped with spiral bandages, though some had twisted papyrus strips or additional horizontal 

linen strips creating a lined pattern.775 An interesting exception is a dog from a niche, which may 

have originally been in a coffin. The niche also contained cartonnage made of linen and plaster, 

decorated with a checkerboard pattern in blue, white, red, and green.776 If the cartonnage 

belonged to the dog, it suggests that niche burials were for more valued animals and involved 

more elaborate wrapping, if not full mummification.777 The dogs were found as complete 

mummies, typically positioned in a seated posture with the tail aligned along the belly and the 

hind paws flexed; in a few cases, this positioning could be observed in situ.778 Overall, the 

animals were poorly mummified, and only a small number appear to have been treated with 

natron to desiccate their bodies.779 Scanning Electron Microscopy has shown that, even in these 

cases, only minimal amounts of natron were used.780  

In addition, the age range of the dogs was divided into three categories: zero to six 

months, seven to fourteen months, and fifteen months and older.781 Approximately 75% of the 

individuals were puppies, while the remaining were mostly adults.782 Regarding the pathologies, 

some Anubieion dogs show signs of rough handling or poor management.783 These include 

spinal deformities, possibly from confinement, improperly healed fractures, blunt-force trauma 

to the skull, and conditions such as fused bones or tooth loss.784 These injuries suggest that some 
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dogs were mistreated, kept in crowded conditions, or received inadequate care, particularly 

breeding females.785 These data provide further evidence for large-scale production and indicate 

that not only puppies were killed, but specifically male dogs, while females were likely retained 

for breeding purposes.786  

Moreover, considering the limited use of natron, the poor state of mummification, and the 

loss of tissue in relation to age and sex, as well as the traditional mummification process, which 

involved forty days for body preparation including evisceration and desiccation with natron 

followed by thirty days of applying oils and resin to the animal’s body, one can draw the 

following observations.787 A recent experimental project by Andreas G. Nerlich, Stephanie 

Panzer, Florian Fischer, and Oliver K. Peschel demonstrated that an 88 kg piglet with a body 

length of 1.30 m required approximately 240 kg of natron over a period of 40 days for complete 

desiccation.788 Other studies have likewise shown that very large quantities of natron were 

necessary for the mummification process.789 Natron salt not only dried the body quickly, 

stopping it from decaying, but also turned the fats into a stable substance, helping to keep the 

mummy preserved.790 

Natron was naturally available in Egypt, particularly from Wadi Natrun (northwest of 

Cairo) and El Kab in Upper Egypt.791 Papyri indicate that it was exported over long distances, 

demonstrating its importance and widespread necessity. 792 The Aramaic papyri from 

Elephantine record customs duties on Ionian and Phoenician ships, listing incoming goods such 

as wine, oil, and metals, and outgoing cargoes primarily consisting of natron.793 Likely produced 
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at a northern port, these documents highlight the economic value of natron, whose long-distance 

trade and essential role in mummification would have kept its price high. This widespread trade, 

combined with the high demand for mummification, likely increased its economic value and may 

have limited its use in low-cost animal mummification. 

Additionally, Salima Ikram and Louise Bertini suggested that the whitish material found 

on a few bodies and wrappings may have been lime, gypsum, or limestone dust.794 Some dogs 

may have been briefly treated in lime, then anointed with oil and resin before wrapping, while 

others were dipped in oil, resin, or bitumen. Not all animals were treated this way, as some still 

had visible fur and flesh, suggesting that the white powder was probably not lime.795 If this is 

true, however, it would indicate a new type of mummification.796 

In P. Innsbruck 75 BCE, there is evidence of a cloth workshop in Anubieion, suggesting 

that some family members were involved in the production and trade of textiles.797 Considering 

the large amounts of cloth needed for the mummification of humans and animals, it is therefore 

not unexpected that specialists in textile production and trade were active within the 

Anubieion.798 Also, most of the animals found were wrapped in seven or eight layers of linen 

bandages, or in some cases fourteen to eighteen layers, meaning that huge quantities of cloth 

were needed for these votive mummies.799 Herodotus’ account provides information about 

pricing for customers. Specifically, an embalmer’s price list mentions that linen cost one hundred 

and thirty-six drachmas, making it the most expensive item on the list, while at the same time a 

dog cost only eight drachmas.800 The placement of a cloth workshop within the Anubieion was 

probably not incidental, as it minimized transportation costs and allowed direct use without time-

consuming delays. These factors indicate a well-organized system of breeding up to the final step 

of animal mummy production. 

Consequently, if natron was indeed expensive and required in large quantities, this could 

explain why it was not always used or was reused. Smaller bodies would require proportionally 

 
794 Ikram and Bertini, “The Faunal Material,” 141. 
795 Ibid. 
796 Ibid. 
797 Cannata, “Social Identity at the Anubieion,” 233. 
798 Ibid. 
799 Ikram and Bertini, “The Faunal Material,” 142. 
800 Brier, Egyptian Mummies, 74. 



103 
 

less natron, which may provide an additional reason for killing animals at a young age. The high 

demand for animals, produced in large numbers for sale, was also likely a contributing factor. 

Both explanations may have played a role. Furthermore, the poor mummification and evidence 

of alternative mummification techniques may also suggest the existence of breeding programs. 

They may also explain the enormous number of animal mummies found and the presence of a 

cloth workshop within the Anubieion. Further research is needed on the price and efficiency of 

gypsum or lime, as these materials may have offered a cheaper and faster method for producing 

large numbers of mummies in a shorter time.  

As Paul Nicholson observes, animal cults held considerable economic power but also 

needed to cover their expenses.801 The production and sale of votive animals to pilgrims was 

therefore an important source of income, and he suggests that the Anubieion may have served as 

the main entrance to the Saqqara plateau.802 Archaeological and Demotic textual evidence (P. 

Louvre E 3266, 197 BCE; P. BM EA 10075 / P. Bodleian MS Egypt. A. 41 (P), 64 BCE; P. 

Louvre 3268, 73 BCE; P. Leiden 378, 160 BCE) shows that the Anubieion was a major temple 

complex with a diverse community, including various professions, and played a central role in 

the Late Period necropolis of Memphis.803 The large number of dog mummies indicates that they 

formed part of the votive system and were probably raised within the confines of the Anubieion 

or in nearby areas such as Memphis.804 However, there is no direct evidence for the existence of 

organized breeding farms.805 It also remains unclear, if one accepts the existence of pilgrims, 

whether they were aware of this system or whether they selected the animals while they were 

still alive.806 Textual sources do not mention these practices, which may suggest an intentional 

silence surrounding the treatment of the animals.807  
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The Archive of Hor provides evidence for financial reforms connected with the House of 

the Ibis during the reign of Ptolemy VI Philometor (c. 180-145 BCE).808 Around 174 BCE, these 

reforms introduced fixed prices for bandaging, showing that mummies were charged at 

standardized rates.809 This suggests that different prices were applied to different types of 

mummies, likely depending on the amount of linen used and the complexity of the wrapping and 

decoration. A similar pricing system may also have existed at the Anubieion and other cult 

centers. As suggested by Bob Brier, bronze statues were much more expensive than mummified 

animals and were therefore a more affordable offering for most people.810 The presence of set 

prices, along with coffins made of different materials and values, points to an organized, market-

based system for producing and selling animal mummies. 

Nevertheless, even in the absence of direct evidence for breeding programs, the factors 

discussed above may help explain the large-scale production of animal mummies and the 

potential existence of organized breeding programs. What can be stated with certainty is that 

animals were intentionally slaughtered and systematically utilized, regardless of whether 

organized breeding facilities existed. However, the concept of “exploitation” is a modern one 

and should not be uncritically applied to ancient societies, whose practices must be understood 

within their own religious, social, and cosmological frameworks. 

 

4.3 Canine Mummification Beyond Anubieion: Regional Practices 

and Mortality Patterns 

 

Excavations at el-Deir in the Kharga Oasis, conducted since 1991, have revealed 

approximately 500 dog mummies.811 In 2001, many dog remains were discovered in the North 

Cemetery. Specifically, in tomb N18, four dogs were found carefully mummified with elaborate 
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wrappings, leading archaeologists to suggest that they may have been pets buried with their 

owner. Tomb N22 contained the remains of more than forty dogs.812 

Further discoveries were made in 2002 in the East Cemetery, where around 250 dogs 

were found. A small number were well preserved and carefully mummified, while the majority 

consisted of skeletal remains.813 In 2004, excavations of a small hill near the East Cemetery 

uncovered approximately 200 dogs, eighty of which were wrapped mummies featuring colored 

textiles and painted faces, suggesting that they were probably votive mummies.814Additionally, 

X-ray analysis of the better-preserved mummies showed that some contained very young dogs, 

others included multiple puppies bundled together, and some contained only bones or small 

packets of earth.815 

Archaeologists believe that the human burials belong to the Ptolemaic period, while the 

dog interments occurred later, during the Roman period.816 X-ray analysis indicates that most of 

the dogs belonged to the species Canis familiaris, although a small number of other dog types 

may also be present among the burials.817 There were very few signs of trauma on the dog 

skeletons, as only a limited number of adult dog skulls showed marks or damage consistent with 

injury; other damage to the bones was likely caused by looting.818 No cut marks were identified 

on the skeletal remains of the dogs at this site. However, the researchers noted that puppies may 

have been killed by methods such as drowning or breaking the neck, which would leave no 

evidence on the skeleton.819 

Another important site is the so-called “Tomb of the Dogs” in the necropolis of Gebel 

Asyut al-Gharbi, Middle Egypt, dating to the Late to Ptolemaic/Roman period, containing 

massive quantities of mummified canids.820 According to Chiori Kitagawa, while there is no 
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clear archaeological or textual evidence for possible breeding facilities at the Asyut necropolis, 

the quantity of mummy remains and evidence of pathologies (i.e., calcium deficiency or vitamin 

D deficiency) in the dog mummies suggest that there may have been breeding facilities in 

proximity to the temples of Anubis and/or Wepwawet.821 Additionally, temple officials probably 

managed both sacred and ordinary dogs, handing them over to embalmers after death, and may 

also have collected stray dogs.822 Given that ibises at Tuna el-Gebel were shipped from different 

parts of Egypt, it is possible that dogs were also brought from other regions to Asyut for use in a 

religious context.823 

Large numbers of canine mummies have also been discovered at el-Dabashiya close to 

the west area of el-Deir, where they are generally interpreted as votive offerings.824 Françoise 

Dunand et al. suggest that the scale of these deposits at both el-Dabashiya and el-Deir points to 

the presence of a nearby cult center, possibly a temple dedicated to Anubis or Wepwawet.825 

This interpretation is strengthened in the case of Wepwawet, the god of Lycopolis, since northern 

Kharga was connected to Lycopolis by a well-known and frequently used route.826 Other sites 

where dog mummies have been found, such as Asyut, consisted mainly of dogs whose age at 

death was over three years and they were found inside human tombs dated to the Middle 

Kingdom.827 Additionally, a peculiar case is the Late Period/Ptolemaic cemetery at Qasr ‘Allam, 

where both humans (adults as well as young individuals) and dogs were buried in the same way, 

in small graves (loculi), together with beads and amulets.828 This similar treatment suggests that 

the burials followed a shared funerary practice or ritual.829 

Overall, as Ikram observes, the varying mortality patterns seen at Saqqara, el-Deir, el-

Dabashiya, and Asyut point to diverse approaches to animal management that differed by 

location and chronological period.830 In this context, the mummified dogs in the Turin collection 

 
821 Ibid. 
822 Ibid. 
823 Ibid. 
824 Ikram and Bertini, “The Faunal Material,” 146; Dunand, Lichtenberg, and Callou, “Dogs at El-Deir,” 173. 
825 Dunand, Lichtenberg, and Callou, “Dogs at El-Deir,” 173. 
826 DuQuesne, “Wepwawet,” 1; Dunand, Lichtenberg, and Callou, “Dogs at El-Deir,” 173. 
827 Ikram and Bertini, “The Faunal Material,” 146. 
828 Dosoo, “Living Death and Deading Life,”, 350. 
829 Ibid. 
830 Ikram and Bertini, “The Faunal Material,” 146. 
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show no clear signs of violent death, with only one exception; however, the fact that most of the 

animals died before reaching one year of age suggests intentional killing (Fig.17, Fig.18, Fig.19, 

Fig.20), possibly through methods such as drowning or poisoning that would leave no visible 

traces on the skeleton.831 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
831 Ikram et al., The Animal Mummies, 116, 119-120, 123-124, 131-134. 

Figure 17. Dog mummy with less than 6 
weeks old at death. 

 Inventory Number: Cat.2347/1.  

Source: Museo Egizio, Turin Online 
Collection. 

Figure 18. Dog mummy between one and 
four months old at death.  

Inventory Number: Provv. 1442.  

Source: Museo Egizio, Turin Online 
Collection. 
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Figure 19. Dog mummy about five 
months old at death. 

 Inventory Number: Suppl. 11008.  

Source: Museo Egizio, Turin Online 
Collection. 

Figure 20. Dog mummy about six to 
eleven months old at death.  

Inventory Number: Suppl. 11007.  

Source: Museo Egizio, Turin Online 
Collection. 
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If it is accepted that dogs mummified before reaching one year of age were deliberately 

killed, they were likely part of an organized breeding system; however, this pattern is not evident 

in all dog mummies. The dog mummy (Fig.17) could be interpreted as a votive offering 

dedicated to Anubis, since its face is covered with black paint, the symbolic color associated 

with the god.832 Moreover, the elaborate style of wrapping is often characteristic of votive 

mummies.833 Matilde Borla and Salima Ikram suggest that decorative patterns reflected the 

wealth and social status of the donor, and that richly decorated mummies with colorful designs 

were intended to be visually appealing both to pilgrims and to the gods to whom they were 

offered.834 However, both the date and provenance of this mummy remain unknown.835 

The second dog mummy (Fig.18), dated to 370-200 BCE based on radiocarbon analysis, 

has an unknown provenance.836 Its bandaging style differs significantly from that of the mummy 

shown on Fig.17. This mummy contains additional limbs and four canine jawbones, probably 

belonging to dogs of a similar age.837 It may also represent a votive mummy; however, it more 

clearly illustrates the diversity of wrapping and bandaging styles, body positioning, and 

mummification techniques, as well as the inclusion of supplementary materials within the 

wrappings.838 These features highlight the variability in production practices across different 

geographical areas, chronological periods, workshops, and functions.839 

The dog mummies in Fig.19 and Fig.20 were both found in Asyut and acquired in 1910 

by the Italian Archaeological Mission, directed by Ernesto Schiaparelli.840 They are dated to the 

early Ptolemaic period (322-300 BCE) based on radiocarbon analysis.841 These puppy mummies 

 
832 Matilde Borla, with a contribution by Cinzia Oliva, “Enveloping the Animals: Textile Types & Patterns,” in The 

Animal Mummies of the Museo Egizio, Turin, ed. Salima Ikram, Sara Aicardi, and Federica Facchetti (Turin: Museo 

Egizio, 2015), 31. 
833 Dunand, Lichtenberg, and Callou, “Dogs at El-Deir,” 173-174. 
834 Matilde Borla and Salima Ikram, “Reflections on Wrapping: Shapes, Patterns, Provenance, and Periods,” in The 

Animal Mummies of the Museo Egizio, Turin, ed. Salima Ikram, Sara Aicardi, and Federica Facchetti (Turin: Museo 

Egizio, 2015), 49. 
835 Ikram et al., The Animal Mummies, 119-120. 
836 Ibid., 123-124. 
837 Ibid. 
838 Borla and Ikram, “Reflections on Wrapping,” 49-52. 
839 Ibid. 
840 Ikram et al., The Animal Mummies, 131-134. 
841 Ibid. 
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were roughly wrapped in a few layers of fragmentary shrouds, held in place with simple knotted 

bandages, like other dog mummies from Asyut.842 Among these mummies, there is one dog 

wrapped in the same simple way that is over six years old, dated to 370-200 BCE, and it is 

suggested to be female.843 It is unclear whether this dog (Fig.21) is related to the younger dogs in 

Fig.19 and Fig.20, or if it died later. However, the radiocarbon dating gives a broader range for 

the adult dog’s death compared to the puppies, which are dated more narrowly to 322-300 BCE. 

Unfortunately, there is no information about whether these dogs were found together or 

separately, which could help determine any possible relationship between them. Further 

investigation is needed, as establishing a relationship between these dogs could provide evidence 

for deliberate breeding practices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Little is known about Schiaparelli’s work in Asyut during 1910-1911. What is certain is 

that in 1910 he excavated the Salakhana Tomb, where mummies were discovered alongside 

steles and sculptures dedicated to Wepwawet.844 Trenches VII and VIII, near Tombs III and IV, 

revealed several reused tombs and shafts containing Late Antique mummies, including numerous 

 
842 Cinzia Oliva, “Conserving Animal Mummies,” in The Animal Mummies of the Museo Egizio, Turin, ed. Salima 

Ikram, Sara Aicardi, and Federica Facchetti (Turin: Museo Egizio, 2015), 56. 
843 Ikram et al., The Animal Mummies, 135-136. 
844 Matilde Borla and Federica Facchetti, “The Museo Egizio and Its Animal Mummies,” in The Animal Mummies of 

the Museo Egizio, Turin, ed. Salima Ikram, Sara Aicardi, and Federica Facchetti (Turin: Museo Egizio, 2015), 20-

21. 

Figure 21. Dog mummy over six 
years age of death.  

Inventory Number: Suppl.11009.  

Source: Museo Egizio, Turin 
Online Collection. 
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animal mummies.845 Only a few tombs, such as Tombs 3, 4, and 14, were intact. All the 

remaining tombs had been reused and were partly filled with Late Antique mummies.846 A mud-

brick wall found above these tombs, later identified as part of the Monastery of Deir el-Meitin, 

was originally thought to protect the tombs but dates to the Late Roman Period.847 Overall, the 

1910 mission focused on areas near the Muslim cemetery, the Salakhana Tomb, and above Tomb 

I (Stabl Antar), recording 617 inventory entries, including many animal mummies, though their 

exact origins were not noted.848 

Another excavation in 1922 in the same Salakhana area uncovered numerous dogs inside 

the tomb of a Middle Kingdom prince of the Lycopolitan nome, together with many stelae 

dedicated to Wepwawet.849 Unfortunately, these mummies are now lost, and their exact number 

is unknown.850 A similar pattern is observed at el-Deir, as discussed above, where family tombs 

were reused in later periods, often after the original owners had disappeared.851 In both cases, 

dogs represent a wide age range, from very young puppies to older animals, and are dated from 

the Ptolemaic to the early Roman period. Consequently, these assemblages were probably not 

formal animal cemeteries like those at Saqqara.852 Instead, the fact that the dogs were buried with 

or close to human remains suggests several possible interpretations.  

These mummies found in Asyut and now housed in the Museo Egizio, Turin, do not 

display decorative features; however, as Cinzia Oliva has suggested, they may originally have 

been placed in coffins or covered with cartonnage.853 A votive function remains possible, 

particularly given the strong association with Wepwawet, although clear evidence such as 

elaborate wrapping or a clearly defined cultic context is lacking. An amuletic or protective role is 

particularly likely, as the placement of dogs near human burials fits well with Wepwawet’s role 

as a guide and protector of the dead. The interpretation of these animals as pets is less 

 
845 Alice Maria Sbriglio, “Schiaparelli at Asyut,” in Asyut: The Excavations of the Italian Archaeological Mission 

(1906–1913) (Modena: Franco Cosimo Panini Editore, 2019), 80, 84-85. 
846 Ibid., 79-80. 
847 Ibid. 
848 Ibid., 85. 
849 Dunand, Lichtenberg, and Callou, “Dogs at El-Deir,” 172. 
850 Ibid. 
851 Ibid. 
852 Ibid. 
853 Oliva, “Conserving Animal Mummies,” 90. 
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convincing, given the large numbers involved, except perhaps in isolated cases. Finally, a 

functional or ritual burial practice also represents a convincing explanation, in which the animals 

were interred as part of broader funerary or cultic traditions rather than as individual personal 

offerings. 

In summary, dogs held great importance for the ancient Egyptians, and archaeologists 

have found them in many different contexts, which is crucial for their interpretation. In many 

cases, it is challenging to explain the role these animals played, since earlier archaeologists did 

not keep proper documentation or provide appropriate curation for animal mummies at all. 

However, even if their exact function sometimes remains unknown, the ages at death, the 

abusive marks on their bones, and the vast number of animals prove that there was deliberate 

breeding.854 Dogs are a peculiar category, since their role as pets and at the same time their 

religious connection with Anubis and Wepwawet, gods associated with death, mummification, 

and the afterlife, adds additional elements that scholars need to take into consideration. Also, 

dogs are a clear example of the distinctions ancient Egyptians drew within animals of the same 

species. Even if dogs were considered pets and beloved animals, this does not mean that they 

could not be part of religion or the votive animal industry, where they were mistreated, exploited 

and killed by the millions. 

 

4.4 Ritual Exploitation of Canines in Ancient Egyptian Magic 

 

Magic played an important role in ancient Egyptian life, and Anubis was linked to 

magical practices from an early period, although at first this connection was mainly as a 

protective force rather than an active magical agent.855 The Graeco-Roman period changed this, 

as Anubis became more closely associated with magic because of his chthonic nature and his 

association with necromancy.856 He was also connected with love spells and general protection in 

daily life.857 Anubis was thought to have protective characteristics because of his connection 

 
854 Ikram et al., “Killing Man’s Best Friend?” 61-62. 
855 Wilfong, Death Dogs, 73. 
856 Duquesne, “Anubis,” 2. 
857 Ibid. 
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with Isis (he assisted her during the birth of Horus) and with the protection of the king, which 

explains his association with Anubis in mammisi.858 As a result of being associated with both 

Hekate, who was thought of as a bridge between both the upper and lower worlds, and with 

Kerberos, the underworld dog that protected the souls of the dead and kept the living out of the 

underworld, Anubis represented all the boundaries between life, death, and the afterlife.859 For 

this reason, he had a lot of influence over various aspects of magical practices that were 

connected to dreams, omens, and divination.860 

Demotic and Greek magical papyri often refer to Anubis as an intermediary between 

humans and gods, in the sense that he brought the gods to answer questions.861 For example, in 

PDM xiv. 528-553, Anubis is described as the Pharaoh of the Underworld, acting as the figure 

who facilitates the gods’ responses to human questions.862 In addition, magical gems and amulets 

bearing his image were used for protection and tyche, as well as the so-called Anubis plant 

(PDM xiv. 425-427), which was used as an ingredient in magical spells.863 Furthermore, the 

blood of a black dog and dog bones, such as jawbones or skulls, sometimes marked with red 

lines and dots, were also used as part of ritual practices.864 

Because dogs and jackals were associated with Anubis, many Greek magical papyri show 

how dogs were used and incorporated into magical practices. In PDM Suppl. 101-116, dogs were 

used in a spell to send dreams. The practitioner was instructed to draw an image of Anubis using 

the blood of a black dog, and then, after writing the spell, place it into the mouth of a black dog 

from the embalming house.865 In PDM Suppl. 117-130, a similar ritual is described, but this time 

it involves a jackal instead of a dog.866 Additionally, in PGM XXXVI. 361-371, a love spell 

instructs the practitioner to put the magical material and the spell inside the mouth of a dead 

dog.867 Dogs were also involved in drowning rituals, the category of biaiothanatoi (those who 

 
858 Wilkinson, Complete Gods and Goddesses, 189. 
859 Abdelwahed, Houses in Graeco-Roman Egypt, 60. 
860 Ibid. 
861 Wilfong, Death Dogs, 74. 
862 Betz, Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, 225-226; Wilfong, Death Dogs, 74. 
863 Betz, Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, 220; Wilfong, Death Dogs, 73-75. 
864 Wilfong, Death Dogs, 75. 
865 Betz, Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, 327. 
866 Ibid. 
867 Ibid., 278. 
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died violent deaths), and beliefs related to hasye, as described in Chapter 3.5.868 For example, 

Pliny mentions that the livers of drowned puppies were used as a remedy to prevent rabies 

following a dog bite.869 

In conclusion, these examples show that dogs and jackals were deliberately exploited and 

killed for the practice of magic, particularly in ritual contexts where their bodies or bodily 

substances were considered effective tools for communication with the divine or the 

supernatural. The magical papyri reveal this distinct ritual approach, in which dogs, cats, and 

other animals were intentionally killed through very violent techniques, following a strict 

sequence of actions and fixed ritual formulas. On the other hand, the texts do not refer to the fact 

that the animals were forced to die, and this may explain why, for the ancient Egyptians as well 

as for later populations who adopted Egyptian religion and practices through syncretism and 

interpretatio Graeca, animals were understood as divine symbols whose deaths marked the 

beginning of a new life in the afterlife.870 

 

Conclusion  
 

Ptolemaic Egypt represents one of the most important zones of cultural and religious 

interaction in the ancient Mediterranean and one of the most interesting cases of syncretism and 

interpretatio Graeca.871 As research has shown, animal cults played a decisive role in 

legitimizing the power of the Ptolemaic kings, reinforcing the authority of the priesthoods, and 

sustaining the worship of ancient Egyptian gods among both the Egyptian and Greek 

populations.872 

Animal cults occupied a central position, as they allowed the ancient Egyptians to 

demonstrate their deep devotion to their religion and the importance of cultic practices.873 At the 

 
868 Dosoo, “Living Death and Deading Life,”, 361-363. 
869 Ibid. 
870 Ibid., 403. 
871 Stewart and Shaw, Syncretism/Anti-syncretism, 1-6. 
872 Thompson, Memphis under the Ptolemies, 117-128; Pfeiffer, “The God Serapis,” 387-389; Pfeiffer, “Offerings 

and Libations for the King,” 83-102; Ockinga, “The Satrap Stele of Ptolemy,” 187. 
873 Manning, The Last Pharaohs, 31-34; Ikram, Divine Creatures, 8; Ikram and Dodson, The Mummy in Ancient 

Egypt, 135. 
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same time, the Ptolemies, through close cooperation with the priesthoods, actively promoted 

these cults together with other strategies such as the introduction of new gods like Serapis, 

temple building, the Greek dedicatory custom of the hyper-formula, and the deification of queens 

like Arsinoe II.874 Through the preservation and promotion of traditional myths such as the Myth 

of the Divine Birth, the Ptolemies presented themselves as pharaoh-gods on earth closely 

connected to the divine.875 As a result, these measures served as instruments of political, 

economic, and social power. 

Animal mummies constituted a central element of animal cultic practice. Despite the fact 

that certain animals were regarded as manifestations of the gods or as beloved pets and therefore 

received special treatment, other animals of the same species were exploited for the mass 

production of votive animal mummies.876 Among these species, cats and dogs appear to have 

been the most maltreated; millions of such animal mummies have been discovered in Egypt and 

are today housed in museums around the world. 

Although many scholars propose different interpretations of the role of animal mummies, 

their function is often difficult to explain due to the lack of evidence and the absence of direct 

proof for the existence of organized breeding programs. Nevertheless, the indirect evidence 

presented in this research, including the manner of death with strangulation or asphyxiation, the 

pattern of deaths at a young age, the elaborate wrapping techniques, the varied decorative use of 

bandages, the specific positioning of the bodies within the wrappings, the variety of materials 

used in the production of coffins, and their deposition in designated areas such as catacombs 

alongside other animals, can be interpreted as indicating an organized system in which animals 

were the victims. 

However, it is important to underline that not all animals were the same, in the sense that 

animals, by their nature, had different behaviors and instincts, and consequently we should 

always bear in mind the different treatment and control that animals experienced. For example, it 

is possible to create a breeding farm for dogs and cats, control their behavior more easily, and 

 
874 Escolano-Poveda, The Egyptian Priests of the Graeco-Roman Period, 329-338; Moyer, Egypt and the Limits of 
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kill them more easily than a crocodile or a snake. It is possible to keep a dog or a cat on a farm, 

but it is more difficult to keep an ibis on a farm, as this would require more elevated 

constructions such as cages. Additionally, crocodiles are by their nature wild animals and need 

access to water, so in this case, if we claim that crocodiles were part of a breeding program, this 

would certainly have existed close to the Nile River. Even in this case, it would have been 

difficult enough to create a construction inside the water to imprison crocodiles, and with or 

without imprisonment practices, it is difficult to catch and kill a crocodile. The crocodile 

represents just one example to show that we should not study all animals holistically, since each 

animal is different, and even if some were “domesticated enough” and their behavior was more 

easily controlled, not all animals received the same treatment and control because it is impossible 

to fully change their nature and instincts. Therefore, we should consider more carefully in which 

cases breeding farms existed and how they functioned in a practical way. 

In this system of industrial-scale mummification, animals became a source of profit for 

the state and were used as a tool for political legitimation. Votive animal mummies further 

illustrate the complexity of ancient Egyptian religion and challenge the common misconception 

that all animals were treated as sacred. This provides a clear example of the dichotomy in the 

treatment of animal species within this society. Although cats were sacred to the goddess Bastet, 

scientific studies indicate that millions died at a young age, along with other signs of 

manipulation. Dogs, in contrast, represent a peculiar case because they were associated with the 

god Anubis and, through syncretism, with the god Hermanubis, yet they were also kept as 

companion pets, and their religious role sometimes overlapped with their functional status, 

making their interpretation more complex; however, millions of them were deliberately killed. 

These animals, together with other species, were bred to die; they were not simply 

mummified after a natural death and offered as dedications to the gods, nor were they part of a 

sacrificial practice. The factors discussed in this research demonstrate that from their birth until 

their deliberate death, these animals belonged to an organized system. Sometimes it is difficult to 

distinguish between what should be considered exploitation and what should not. This is partly 

because today animals often receive better treatment, especially those considered pets, and we 

unwittingly project these beliefs onto Graeco-Roman practices. From a modern analytical 

perspective, these practices may be interpreted as a form of animal exploitation. 
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In a society more than 2,200 years ago, even though many ancient Greek and Roman 

philosophers, such as Pythagoras, Empedocles, Plato, Plutarch, Theophrastus, Ovid, and others, 

argued that animals, even if non-human beings, have emotions, memories, care for their 

offspring, a sense of community, gratitude, and restraint, and that we should consider them living 

beings, the ancient Egyptians regarded animals as, in some way, equivalent to humans, and also 

as manifestations of the gods.877 If someone killed an animal, they had to face the consequences 

and other sources mention that because the Cynopolites were eating the fish Oxyrhynchus, the 

Oxyrhynchites killed dogs and ate them.878 At the same time there are millions of animal 

mummies showing signs of deliberate killing connected with religious practices. These examples 

once again demonstrate the complexity of ancient Egyptian religion and the fine line between 

exploitation and religious veneration. What is certain is that the ancient Egyptians worshiped 

their gods in animal form, and consequently these votive practices were not considered acts of 

mistreatment but as acts of mediation between humans and the gods; with their death, these 

animals were believed to begin a new life in the Netherworld. 

In conclusion, this research has demonstrated that many factors which are not always 

interpreted as animal exploitation can, in fact, be considered forms of manipulation carried out 

for various profitable reasons. All these factors further prove that the mummification of animals 

was a highly organized system, involving multiple stages, from breeding animals to the final 

product, and a wide range of professions engaged in this process as papyri testify. It is also 

important to highlight that animal mummies have been systematically studied since the late 

nineteenth century, and therefore many questions regarding all aspects of what we know about 

mummified animals still need further investigation and understanding. Animals had a central 

position in Egyptian religion, which was central to ancient Egyptian beliefs about daily life and 

the afterlife. Consequently, animal mummies represent one of the most important and valuable 

categories of ancient remains at our disposal and their study is essential for a clearer 
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understanding of ancient Egyptian religion and religious practice during the Late and Graeco-

Roman periods. 
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Glossary  
 

Aegis: A protective attribute or ritual object associated with divine power. 

Ailouroboskoi (Αἰλουροβοσκοί): Temple officials responsible for the care and feeding of 

sacred cats. 

Amulets: Small objects used for protection or magic. 

Anointment: The ritual of applying oil or ointment during religious ceremonies or 

mummification. 

Anubieion (Ἀνουβιεῖον): A sanctuary dedicated to the god Anubis in Saqqara. 

Anubis: Egyptian deity associated with mummification, protection of the dead, life and afterlife.  

Apotropaic: Having the power to protect against evil; used to describe cats and objects believed 

to ward off harm. 

Archive of Hor: A collection of temple records, including accounts, offerings, and 

administrative documents related to the cult of Horus. 

Baket III, tomb of (Beni Hasan): An ancient Egyptian cemetery in Middle Egypt, located about 

20 km south of modern Minya, known for its Middle Kingdom tombs and animal burials. 

Bastet: Egyptian goddess associated with cats, fertility, maternity and protection. 

Bitumen and resin technique: A method used in mummification to preserve bodies. 

Bubastieion (Βουβαστεῖον): A Ptolemaic and Roman temple complex dedicated to Bastet, 

located on the cliff face at the desert boundary of Saqqara. It was a site of worship and ritual, 

associated with sacred cats and offerings to the goddess. 

Bubastis: Ancient Egyptian city, center of the cult of Bastet. Modern Tell-Basta. 

Canopus Decree: Trilingual decree of Ptolemaic Egypt concerning priestly reforms and cult 

practices. 

Catacomb: An underground burial complex in ancient Egypt, often used to place mummified 

animals. 

Chora (χώρα): The Egyptian countryside, as distinct from the capital Alexandria, in Ptolemaic 

administrative terminology. 

CT scanning: A useful method that allows researchers to examine mummies without 

unwrapping them. Using 3D imaging, they can find out age, sex, health problems, hidden 

amulets, and study mummification techniques from different periods. 
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Cynopolis (Κυνόπολις): City associated with the worship of dogs and the god Anubis. 

Debben: An ancient Egyptian unit of weight, used to measure goods for trade and taxes. 

Defleshing: The removal of flesh during mummification. 

Desiccation: Drying process technique essential for mummification, often achieved using 

natron. 

Dioiketes (διοικηταῖς): Administrative official in charge of economic and fiscal matters during 

the Ptolemaic Period. 

Drachmas (δραχμή): Ancient currency used in Hellenistic Egypt. 

Duamutef: Believed to be one of the Four Sons of Horus, associated with canopic jars and 

canine deities. 

Égyptien de Tradition: The traditional form of Middle Egyptian, used for religious and official 

texts. 

Ennomion (ἐννόμιον): A tax or charge on pastureland and the right to feed animals, recorded in 

Hellenistic and Roman papyri. 

Ernesto Schiaparelli: An Italian Egyptologist (1856-1928) known for major archaeological 

discoveries in Egypt, including the tomb of Queen Nefertari and the tomb of the architect Kha, 

and excavations including animal burials. He served as director of the Egyptian collections in 

Florence and later the Museo Egizio in Turin and led the Italian archaeological mission in Egypt 

in the early 20th century. 

Euergesia (εὐεργεσία): A concept in Greek culture referring to doing good deeds or public 

service, especially during the Hellenistic period. 

Hasye: translated as “The blessed one,” an individual favored during life and after death. 

Hierodouloi (ἱεροδούλοι): They were temple servants or sacred slaves in ancient Egypt, often 

serving in religious rituals. 

Hierakoboskoi (Ἱερακοβοσκοί): Temple officials responsible for the care of sacred falcons or 

birds. 

Hermanubis: Syncretic deity combining ancient Greek Hermes and ancient Egyptian Anubis. 

Hybrid: Figure or deity combining both human and animal features. 

Hyper-formula (ὑπέρ + genitive): Dedicatory formula expressing action “on behalf of” 

someone often a king or a god. 

Ibiotropheia (ἰβιοτρόφεια): Institutions or practices for raising sacred ibises in ancient Egypt, 

often linked to temple rituals. 
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Imiut: Symbol consisting of an animal skin attached to a stand. 

Interpretatio Graeca: Term used for the ancient Greek interpretation of foreign gods. 

Ka and Βa: Two important parts of the ancient Egyptian soul: Ka is the life force, and Ba is the 

personality or character of a person. 

Khentiamentu: An ancient Egyptian god whose name means ‘Foremost of the Westerners,’ 

referring to the dead. Worshipped at Abydos as a protector of the necropolis and his role was 

later absorbed into those of Osiris and Anubis. 

Lost-wax method: A technique for creating metal statues by creating a wax model, then casting 

it in metal; used for ancient Egyptian ritual objects. 

Lycopolis (Λυκόπολις): City associated with the worship of wolves or the god Wepwawet. 

Ma’at: One of the most important concepts for the ancient Egyptians, representing truth, order, 

and cosmic balance. 

Mammisi: It was a birth house of a deity in a temple complex. 

Menat: A ritual object and amulet in ancient Egypt, often associated with the goddess Bastet; 

used in ceremonies and believed to bring protection and good fortune. 

Mn-iry.t tꜣ mỉ.t: Translated as “nurse of cats,” the workers that were responsible for raising and 

feeding cats. 

Mummy label: A tag or inscription showing the name, parentage, and age of the deceased, 

sometimes including images of dogs for protection in the afterlife. 

Myth of the Divine Birth: A common story in many ancient cultures where gods or heroes are 

born through supernatural conception, often to show their special status, divine connection, or 

authority. 

Myth of the Destruction of Mankind: An ancient Egyptian myth describing the punishment of 

humanity by the gods. 

Natron: Salt mixture used for drying bodies of humans and animals during mummification. 

Oikoumene (οἰκουμένη): Often used in Hellenistic context meaning “The inhabited world”, 

including all the people and lands on Earth. 

Osirian group of deities: A set of five important Egyptian deities (Osiris, the elder Horus, Seth, 

Isis, and Nephthys), they form a family in the city of Annu and are central to ancient Egyptian 

religion. 

Osirianisation: The process in ancient Egyptian belief of identifying the deceased with Osiris, 

so the dead person shared in his life after death. 
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Pakhet: Ancient Egyptian lioness goddess of war and hunting. 

Papyri Graecae Magicae (PGM): A collection of papyri from Graeco-Roman Egypt, mostly in 

Greek, containing magical spells, rituals, hymns, and formulae. The collection dates from around 

the 2nd century BCE to the 4th century CE and were discovered through the antiquities trade. 

Phylakitikon (φυλακιτικόν): A tax in Ptolemaic Egypt used to pay for guards and police, 

sometimes related to the care or protection of sacred animals. It appears in papyri from the 3rd 

century BCE onward and helped cover security costs. Guards sometimes also received land and 

tax benefits in addition to this tax. 

Pilgrims: Devotees visiting temples or sacred sites and made offerings to the gods. 

Pseudo-mummies: Animal mummies that contain only part of an animal along with other 

materials like feathers and sand. 

Qeresu-type coffin: A rectangular coffin with small pillars, first appearing during the 25th 

Dynasty in Egypt. 

Radiocarbon dating (¹⁴C): Scientific method to determine the age of organic materials. 

Sacred animals: Animals considered as representatives or manifestations of gods in ancient 

Egypt. 

Saqiya: Water-lifting device, usually powered by animals. 

Sarcophagus: A coffin or container for a human or animal mummy, made of stone, wood, 

ceramic, or bronze. 

Sekhmet: Lioness goddess associated with war and healing. 

Sistrum: A sacred musical instrument, like a small U-shaped rattle with metal discs, often held 

by the goddess Bastet. Its sound was used in rituals to honor her, keep away evil spirits, and ask 

for protection. It represents music, dance, joy, and celebration, and was usually made of metal or 

wood, sometimes decorated with the head of Bastet or Hathor. 

Thallophoroi (θαλλοφόροι): People who carried palms in religious or ceremonial processions. 

Theagoi / ṯꜣy (nꜣ) ntr.w/ θεαγοί: Officials who carried statues of the gods during rituals. 

Tyche (τύχη): Ancient Greek goddess of fortune and luck. 

Udjat-eye: Symbol of protection and healing, also called the Eye of Horus. 

Vow: Personal promise made between a person and a god. 

Wadj-scepter: Ancient Egyptian symbolic scepter representing life. 
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Was-scepter: A ceremonial symbol used by gods and rulers in ancient Egypt to show power and 

control. 

Wepwawet: Ancient Egyptian canine god and guide of the dead. 

Wrapping: The linen bandaging used in mummification process. 

X-ray studies: The use of X-rays to look inside mummies without opening them, helping 

researchers study bones, objects, and mummification methods. 
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