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ASPECTS OF THE ANIMALS 
IN RELIGION: THE POWER 
OF THE ANIMAL

Animal – human iconography



Symbols, objects of fear, protection

 Animal (shaped) gods = significant role in royal and non-
royal religion

 Animals → attractive qualities (admired, wanted to emulate
◼ Strength

◼ ability to ward off predators

◼ protective nature

◼ nurturing characteristics / (re-)birth

 Display of deities in forms of animals or animal attributes –
zoomorphism – (standing for their particular 
characteristics) → reveals each god’s nature



Symbols, objects of fear, protection

 Cat – large cats = 
symbols of status 
(cheetahs and lions) were 
kept as exotic pets and 
were emblems of royalty, 
desert animals →
magical, over-humanly 

 crocodiles and 
hippopotami revered and 
worshipped in order to 
protect Egyptians from 
their wrath



Hathor



Hathor

CowFully 
human

Human 
with 
cow’s 
head

Human with 
cow’s ears



Amun

 Stela with Amun in 

various forms (Man, 

goose, and ram). 

Sandstone. Abydos. 

25th dynasty, c. 700 

BC



Feline: Sekhmet and Bastet 
(Ashmolean Museums)



Sekhmet Kom Ombo
Sekhmet at the Mwt
Precinct, Karnak



Iconography - gods and goddesses in 

formal Egyptian art
 deities often have mixed human and animal form

◼ head identifies the theme

◼ form of the body depends on the activity depicted

 Example 1: king shown as supernatural power + his personal identity as 

ruler → depicted with body of a lion and the head of a man wearing the 

headcloth and rearing cobra unique to kingship → sphinx



Medinet Habu





Iconography - gods and goddesses in 

formal Egyptian art
 deities often have mixed human and animal form

◼ head identifies the theme

◼ form of the body depends on the activity depicted

 Example 1: king shown as supernatural power + his personal identity as 

ruler → depicted with body of a lion and the head of a man wearing the 

headcloth and rearing cobra unique to kingship → sphinx

 Example 2: goddess with head of a lion → show fury OR head of a 

cow → show maternal love; but with body of a woman, if she is 

holding a sceptre

 Due to proportions and canon – inherent possibility to 

create harmonious hybrid forms



Animal Mummies

Oxford Pitt Rivers 
Museum 1908.64.4

Crocodile

PRM 1884.57.5

Cat



Mummification of animals
 three main reasons

◼ religious reasons (unconnected with human burial)

◼ beloved pets: mummified by their owners (hope that they 
might join them in afterlife)

◼ food source for the deceased 

 certain species seen as sacred → large numbers of 
animals kept at temples

 visitors to temples: choose animal, when able to pay for 
mummification 

 in return, the visitor hoped to receive the favour of the 
god



Animal Mummies

Oxford Pitt Rivers 
Museum 1908.64.4

Crocodile

PRM 1884.57.5

Cat

Sobek

Bastet



Intro 

 Salima Ikram about mummification of animals

Dr. Salima Ikram Explains How Animal 
Mummies Were Made

 And animal cults

Dr Salima Ikram 

shares the Secrets

of Egypt's Animal Cults

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZwRgctx9SyA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1-KR-OkScp0
http://heritage-key.com/video/animal-mummies-explained-dr-salima-ikram


Embalming table for Apis, 
Memphis



Usage show in documentary 
“The Ancient Egyptians”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=urBlrT-OAHc&feature=relmfu


Serapeum, Saqqara



Serapeum

A - entrance

B - burial made under Cambyses

C - burial made under Amasis

D - last Apis burial of the XXX 

Dynasty



Reconstructed Buchis burial Armant (stone 
sarcophagus in vault, stela of emporor Valerian, 

offering table, offering stands) 



Ibis Galleries, Saqqara, Animal 
Necropolis

◼ sacred ibis (Threskiornis
aethiopicus) seen as incarnation 
of god Thoth

◼ Late and Ptolemaic Period: ibises 
mummified and buried in 
catacombs (especially at Tuna el-
Gebel and Saqqara)

◼ votive objects found in galleries 
(amulets, statuettes: produced in 
the shape of the ibis 

◼ mummified ibises bought by 
pilgrims, donated as gifts to 
Thoth





Mummification of animals
 three main reasons

◼ religious reasons (unconnected with human burial)

◼ beloved pets: mummified by their owners (hope that 
they might join them in afterlife)

◼ food source for the deceased 

 certain species seen as sacred → large numbers 
of animals kept at temples

 visitors to temples: choose animal, when able to 
pay for mummification 

 in return, the visitor hoped to receive the favour
of the god



Dog mummy (Cairo museum), 
from KV50



Dog mummy

 Hunting dog

 Found in KV50

 Eviscerated along length of belly

 No wrappings except on paws

http://www.thebanmappingproject.com/atlas/index_kv.asp?tombID=864


◼ The mummy of a baboon, 
revered by the Ancient 
Egyptians as sacred to the 
god Thoth (from KV50)



Food offerings (Cairo CG 29856)

Vertebrae (CG 29856, 
JE 46906); L: 30, W: 7
Coarse linen 
bandages, spirally 
wound around long 
package, secured by 
being tied in a knot →

caudal vertebrae (at 
least eighteen) from 
the tail of a calf
→ oxtail soup on the 

menu in the Afterlife?


