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Explore the Cultural Significance of a Sky Myth:
The Cultural Evolution of Sopdet (Sirius) and Aset (Isis) in Kemet (Ancient Egypt)
Kemetic (Ancient Egyptian) culture was informed largely by sky myths, informing kingdoms and rulers, funerary rights, and the everyday. The star Sirius, the brightest star in the night sky, has influenced humanity long before the written word. In Kemet, Sopdet (Sirius) was one of the most significant stars to their culture—informing their everyday lives, spiritual practices, and pharaonic rule. Sopdet is entangled in the myth of Isis and Osiris, and over time became synonymous with Isis, the goddess of many names. The Kemetic empire spanned over 3500 years before being absorbed by Greco-Roman rule. Through war, imperialism, travel, migration, trade, and necessity the cult of Isis has evolved and continues to influence culture today.
Culture
It is difficult to fully define and identify Kemetic culture, as so much was not written and that which was written was damaged, eliminated, and/or often skewed with limited perceptions by the elite, dominating beliefs and politics of the time, and lost through translation and interpretation. Kemetic culture has been interpreted from what remains—ruins, ancient artefacts, hieroglyphs, and written text from Greco-Roman times. 
Culture comes from the Latin root word, colere, meaning ‘anything from cultivating and inhabiting to worshipping and protecting,’ and is the root word to colonization and . Raymond Williams, defines culture as: 
[A] standard of perfection, a habit of mind, the arts, general intellectual development, a	whole way of life, a signifying system, a structure of feeling, the interrelation of elements	in a way of life, and everything from economic production and the family to political	institutions […] the organisation of production, the structure of the family, the structure	of institutions which express or govern social relationships, the characteristic forms	through which members of the society .
Kemetic culture lies beyond the ruined temples, pyramids, artifacts, and symbols. Terry Eagleton defines the theory of culture ‘as the study of relationships between elements in a whole way of  but the remains of Kemetic culture struggles to define the whole. Culture is social—it is in the everyday and can vary regionally and individually based on beliefs, relationships, experiences, and resources. Culture can then be seen as a deconstruction of humanity and nature in an attempt to understand the whole. Culture is related to history, geography, time, space and place, spirituality and the everyday. Cultural truths can be considered sacred and revered, may impose religious authority, and are often affiliated with occupation, invasion, war, and chaos. Culture marks historical transitions, change, and growth, ‘suggest[ing] a dialectic between the artificial and the natural, [asking] what we do to the world and what the world does to . ‘Culture can be loosely summarized as the complex of values, customs, beliefs, and practices which constitute the way of life of a specific 
Myth
Like culture, myth evolves with time, influenced by nature elements, migration, geography, religion, war, politics, and technology. Kemetic myths are pieced together from various artefacts and representing variance and evolution, influenced by the people and their values, beliefs, and relationships. Egyptian myth represents the ever-changing culture and sub-cultures, how the stars, nature, geography, technology, war, religion, politics, and the sacred impact the everyday beliefs, practices, and relationships of the individual and collective.  defines myth as: 
[A] usually complex network of myths that are culturally important, imaginal stories, conveying by means of metaphoric and symbolic diction, graphic imagery, and emotional conviction and	participation, the primal, foundational accounts of aspects of the real, experienced world and humankind’s roles and relative statuses within it. Mythologies may convey the political and moral values of a culture and provide systems of interpreting individual experience within a universal perspective which may include the intervention of suprahuman entities as well as aspects of the natural and cultural orders. 
 goes on to define myth as:
[A] “disease of language,” as garbled memories of historical events, as a mode of prelogical thought, as expressions of the subconscious mind, as symbolic descriptions of the natural world or symbolic statements about the social order, and as the spoken part of ritual.
This definition resonates with the complexities of confusion of Kemetic myth as related to differing stories, imaging, and interchangeable names of deities.
The Death of Osiris
Primary myth ‘addresses itself to the needs of a society to answer significant problems and questions regarding human The death of Osiris started as a primary myth to explain the cycles of nature, the stars, balance, and chaos, and evolved into an implicit myth where ‘the central mythic story become widespread and accepted […] The myth is so much a part of culture that it is accepted as the only natural way of seeing the  The sky goddess, Nut, and the earth god, Geb, had four children—Osiris, Set, Isis, and Nephthys. Osiris married his sister Isis and Set married Nephthys. Osiris and Set were rivals, representing good and evil. Set was jealous of his brother, Osiris, and plotted to murder him having tricked him into laying in a coffin which Set sealed and dumped in the  Other renditions of this myth identify Osiris needing multiple attempts to kill him, resulting in his body becoming dismembered anywhere from fourteen to forty-two  Isis upon hearing of her beloved’s murder searched all over for the body parts of Osiris, finding all parts but his phallus. With the help the gods, she was able to resurrect Osiris, constructed a phallus out of clay in which she had intercourse and become pregnant with their son, Horus. Other accounts identify Isis turning into a kite or bird in which she breathed life in Osiris with her wings. Other stories say a bolt of lightening impregnated  First millennium BCE identifies Osiris’ body parts were buried at sacred sites throughout In Greco-Roman times, the myth evolved with Plutarch’s accounts identifying that when Isis found Osiris’ dead body floating in the Nile, that his phallus ‘sill contained vital  In the form of a falcon, Isis positioned herself on Osiris’ still erect phallus, conceiving their son, Horus, the falcon god. Accounts of this union were depicted at the Temple of Hathor at Denderah’s roof chapel from the late Ptolemaic period and on the inside of the coffin lid of Nakht-Khonsouirou from the Late Period  
This myth was central to Kemetic life, especially as related to funerary practices and beliefs about the afterlife. All kings were seen as an expression of Osiris and upon the death of a king/queen, they would return to the  Over the time, this myth evolved and by the New Kingdom, the goddess Sopdet-Aset became more significant. By Greco-Roman time, Sopdet/Isis became a widely known rationalized myth as: 
[T]he myth is no longer accepted wholly as new myths might come into existence to challenge the world view […] to preserve the original by rationalising it and incorporating it into a newer 
The Isis myths rationalized the ever-changing politics, beliefs, needs, and culture of the Greco-Roman empire and later Christianity.

The Inundation
For more than 3500 years, the Kemetic empire was geographically more expansive than modern day Egypt—spanning from Ethiopia and Libya to Iraq, and eventually Greece, Turkey, and  Ninety percent of Kemet was  Kemet literally means Black Land, referring to the black, rich soil of the Nile River banks, valley, and delta, created by the yearly flood known as the  The yearly flood comes from a combination of monsoon rains and melting snows from Ethiopia, flooding the lowlands of the Nile River valley. By the fourth millennia BCE, the Nile River valley was a rich oasis supporting the rise of an agricultural Central to the welfare of the Kemetic people, the inundation was attributed to myths and deities as part of the divine order, 
The physical geography incorporated a mythical geography of Kemet. The inundation was entangled in the death of Osiris myth. From as early as the New Kingdom, ‘liquids that came from the body of Osiris, such as semen, sweat, and pools of putrefaction, were associated with the life-bringing flood waters of the  On the island of Bigah, the left leg of Osiris was said to be buried and the source of the inundation (Pinch). Other myths identified the inundation as the tears of Aset/Isis, mourning her beloved Aser/
By Greco-Roman times, Plutarch accounted the inundation with the passion of Isis and Osiris:
Just as they view the Nile as the efflux of Osiris, thus they hold the earth to be the body	of Isis, not the whole earth but as much as the Nile goes over, fructifying it and uniting	with it; and from this union they assume Horus to be 
The inundation was seen as the fertilizing of the land (Isis) for the life force of Osiris.
Sopdet
The annual flood would occur shortly after the helical rise of the star Sopdet. Sopdet, called Sothis in Greek and Sirius in Roman, is a star and a goddess and has been attributed with the start of the agricultural and calendar New Year in the Pyramid Texts PT 965: It is Sothis your beloved daughter who prepares your yearly sustenance in this her name of Year and who guides the King when he comes to ’ Sirius is an Arising and Lying Hidden star, referred to in the Pyramid texts as Unwearying :
Unwearying because they followed a perpetual pattern of entering the Netherworld and ‘dying’	to be born again some weeks or months later, and this pattern to be repeated every year. These stars were tied to the mortal world of eternal repetition of life and death probably because they, when visible, were always seen to touch the horizon, the mortal world, at some time in the 
Sopdet’s absence from the night sky is attributed to the 70-day period in which Osiris was embalmed, the disappearance before his resurrection, and/or the time in which Isis mourns her 
Depiction of Sopdet in images, hieroglyphs, and statues vary, yet all include a five-pointed star somewhere on her head or crown (as seen below). 
[image: © Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University.  Photo by Bruce M. White, 2014.]
Relief of the Goddess Sopdet Egyptian Late Period 722-332 BCE
Metropolitan Museum of Art

Affiliated with and sometimes referred to as Satet, Anuket, and Aset/Isis, Sopdet was part of a triad, with Sah (Orion) and their son Soped, representing the ba, soul, of Aset/Isis, Aser/Osiris, and Heru/ In the Pyramid Texts, Sopdet is identified as Isis in reference to the creation of her son, Horus/Soped, PT 366 §§ 626–633:  
Your sister Isis comes to you, rejoicing through love of you. You have placed her on your phallus and your seed is issued into her, she being effective as Sopdet. Hor-Soped has come from you as Horus who is in  
Within the night sky, celestial sequencing of Orion ascending before Sirius has been referenced as Sopdet searching for her beloved Sah after being murdered by their brother  This parallels similar myths of Orion and Sirius, such as the Roman myth identifying the loyal Dog Star (Sirius) following the Giant (Orion) across the night sky. 
Satet and Anuket
In the region of the First Cataract of the Nile, Satet and Anuket were worshipped and recognized for their association with the  Satet was known as the Lady of Elephantine and the Mistress of the Water of Life, associated with the purifying powers of the Nile and desert spring  The Pyramid Texts reference Satet and four water jars that were used to cleanse the dead king before his return to the  In the Pyramid and Coffin Texts, Satet claims to be more powerful than Ra (a later attribute to Isis). Anuket was the Lady of Nubia, responsible for the fertilizing powers of the  Aset/Isis was called the Mistress of Nubia, starting with the reign of Ramses  again demonstrating the many names of Isis and the ever-changing scope of Isis’ influence and power.
The earliest identified connection of Satet to Sopdet, comes from a 26th Dynasty bronze statuette of the goddess found in Thebes, in which she wears a traditional white crown of Upper Egypt, pierced by horns, and surmounted by a 5-pointed  Similar bronze depictions show Satet with differing crowns, all with a five-pointed  same as Sopdet. In one crown, a scorpion holds the  sharing scorpion references to various myths of Isis-Horus. By the Greco-Roman Period, Satet was identified with Sopdet-Isis. Satet and Anuket later became interchangeable for 
Pyramid and Temple Alignments
Placement of Kesmet pyramids and temples were informed by both terrestrial and celestial alignments while considering the geography and cultural significance of each structure. Pyramids and temples along the Nile oasis were often aligned with the  Temples and structures dedicated to Isis are often aligned with the heliacal rise of the star Sirius and/or the midwinter  In multiple studies,  and crew examined over 500 Kesmet pyramids, hypogea, chapels, sanctuaries of small and large temples. The oldest structures did not align with Sopdet, possibly because Sopdet/Isis was rarely mentioned and seemed of lesser significance in earlier  Also structures in the deserts and oases seemed to not align with the Sirius star, speculated that Sopdet was most significantly associated with the Inundation in these areas, and therefore was not a need to align the temples to the star Many structures with solar orientations often aligned with Wepet Renpet, New Year’s Eve and the days preceding the 
The Elephantine Temple of Satet
The Elephantine Temple of Satet, initially built by Hatshepsut/Tutmosis III was continually built, rebuilt, and expanded on from the earliest Dynasty until the Ptolemaic period. The temple is undeniably dedicated to Satet, as evidenced by the frequency of images and references, but also the placement of these images in prominent locations of the Within the images, are three different representations of the star incorporated into the crown of Satet. The same star symbolism is seen in the pyramid texts and in reference to Sopdet (Sothis). References to Satet have been observed to have started sometime from the Late to New Kingdom and were referenced by the Ptolemaic period. During the Greco-Roman period, Satet merged into the many names and faces of 
In January 1984, observations identified the temple aligned with the heliacal rising of Sopdet, but also identified the temple may have also supported a calendarial function by orienting to the midwinter From the temple, you can also observe the Orion and Big Dipper constellations as they travel through the night  lending to the belief that this temple paid homage to the entire sky myth of Osiris, Isis, and Seth.
The Cult of Isis and Greco-Roman Egypt
After the New Kingdom, the cult of Isis became most prominent during the first millennium Aset’s history and power became more elaborate identifying increased magical abilities, compassion, and wisdom—seen as a goddess of the sea, healing, fertility, rebirth, and resurrection and the mother and protector of the Kemetic  She also became the inventor of agriculture. Aset became more revered, eclipsing the stature of  During Greco-Roman rule, the Isis-Osiris myth was embraced with Isis seen as their savior and protector, enticed by the notion of afterlife which was lacking in Greco-Roman According to hymns of the Greco-Roman Period, all the gods and goddesses were forms of Isis, as Isis was seen as the creator of the 
Kemetic people lived mostly segregated under Greco-Roman rule, considered as lower-class people. A Roman Period story described that a prince was shown that Osiris judges someone’s worthiness of entering paradise based on their character, and that the rich and poor are treated equally in the  Plutarch, a historian best known for informing many of Shakespeare’s plays, wrote the book Concerning Isis and Osiris, largely informing modern-day accounts of Egyptian  The stories of Isis and Osiris had been evolving for 2500 years prior to his being  His accounts were based off conversations and interpretations based on earlier Classical writings from the first century CE, not making his accounts reliable sources for earlier Plutarch suggested that Isis portrayed herself as a woman of sorrows to console suffering humanity. With the promise of a happy afterlife, the cult of Isis rivaled early 
Culture is often informed out of necessity by the State. The absorption of Egyptian myth and practices by ruler and politicians were often strategic to appease followers and to legitimize their rule. ‘To placate the Kemetic populace, the Ptolemies initiated projects to build new temples and refurbish old 
The Temple of Aset—P’alleq 
[image: Sothis from Isis temple at Philae]
Sopdet from Isis temple at P’alleq (Philae)
The Temple of Aset (Isis) was commissioned by Ptolemy II Philadelphus on the island of P’alleq (known as Philae), strategically chosen as P’alleq was considered the sacred place of Aset worship from late 6th century BC and was considered the burial site of Aser’s complete  For 800 years, Ptolemaic monarchs continued to commission sections of the  Within the temple a pylon is chiseled identifying Cleopatra II saying to her brother, Ptolemy VI, ‘Brother, trust in Aset. She is more effective than millions of  Cleopatra identified herself as Isis incarnate, her son as Horus, and Mark Antony as Osiris to further perpetuate and legitimize their political 
The cult of Isis was widely recognized and adapted into Greco-Roman culture through name changes, artwork, and practices. Statues and imagery of Isis became absorbed into Greco-Roman depictions of the goddess (as seen in the figure below).
[image: Figure of Isis-Aphrodite, Terracotta painted brown, black, red, and pink on white engobe ]
Isis-Aphrodite (150 AD)—Metropolitan Art Museum
Some even argue that Christianity replicated the Isis-Horus mother-child depictions and replaced with the Mary- Modern day goddess mysteries link the lineage of Isis and Mary—mother and  Isis continues to inform culture and is worshipped by Kemetic neo-pagans and new age goddess worship, an offshoot of the feminist 
Reflection
Egyptian mythology serves to piece together history and paint a picture of culture that is hidden and unspoken from the ruins and artefacts that remain. What is certain is that the skies, including Sopdet-Isis played a significant role in the lives of the Kemetic people. The myths of Isis and Osiris originated to explain natural phenomenon—from the inundation to death and the afterlife. The evolution of the Isis cult fulfilled spiritual and political needs of the people from both Kemetic and Greco-Roman backgrounds. The cult of Isis continues to influence culture today, demonstrating how people absorb meaning from multiple backgrounds and histories as related to their culture, and that through relevant adaptations myths evolve to withstand the test of time. The Sopdet/Isis myth demonstrates how E.B. Tylor defines culture as “that complex whole’ which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of 
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