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Animal familiars, manifestations and associates of deities are a defining characteristic of all stages of ancient Egyptian religion. The animal forms today most commonly associated with ancient Egypt are those of the cat and lion, popularly connected with the goddesses Sekhmet and Bastet.  The importance of animals did not become zoolatry during the historic period of Egyptian religion - the animals do not appear to have been worshipped as gods in their own right, but as rather as shells for the manifestation of deity – much like living cult images. Therefore, it might be misleading to call the goddesses Sekhmet and Bastet the ‘lion-goddess’ or ‘the cat goddess’ even though they are mostly associated with, and depicted with the physical characteristics of these animals. The variety and interconnection of deities is too great to allow any simple definitions, even as to something as seemingly basic as their faunal depictions. These two goddesses were frequently shown in various forms and were intimately interconnected with many other deities. As well, many, many other deities, both female and male were shown in feline form, either as their main animal manifestation or in addition to a furry multitude of various species. About forty feline deities are known throughout the history of Egyptian religion.
 Sekhmet and Bastet were often very closely interconnected in Egyptian religion and popular belief, even to the extent of merging in the composite goddess Sekhmet-Bastet. 

The lion headed goddess Sekhmet, most widely known of the lioness goddesses, was systemized as a part of the Memphite triad the wife of Ptah (or Ptah-Sokar) and mother of Nefertem.
 She was one of the most powerful figures of the Egyptian pantheon, her very name deriving from the word for power. She was on the one hand a fearsome figure, the destroyer and bringer of plague and pestilence and a goddess of war, but on the other a powerful benefactor and protectress
. A quote from the story of Sinuhe describes the fear of the Pharaoh as being like that of “Sekhmet in the year of pestilence.”
 The devastating power of Sekhmet is most graphically portrayed in the myth of ‘the Destruction of Mankind’ in which the eye of Re
 become the goddess Hathor becomes Sekhmet when sent down to punish mankind for plotting against Re. She was only prevented from entirely destroying mankind by a trick engineered by the sun god, in which the land was flooded with beer dyed to resemble blood. When she drank the bloody mixture she became drunk and returned in the peaceful form of Hathor having not perceived mankind. In the continuation of the story it is told that the sun god having had to get another eye during her absence, she returned only to find that she had been replaced and in anger went to Nubia and refused to return. When she was finally cajoled into coming back she was placed on the brow of the sun god as the fiery uraeus serpent.
 Although practically all goddesses were occasionally associated with all other goddesses in a sort of theological ’10 degrees of separation’
, Sekhmet was most closely associated with Hathor, with Bastet, and Mut (Sekhmet and Bastet were identified with Mut, especially during the New Kingdom).
 As part of his building program at Karnak Amenhotep III built a temple to Mut, and dedicated 574 statues of Sekhmet, possibly representing Mut incarnate in Sekhmet. A funerary hymn to Hathor identifies Hathor as Sekhmet: “Hail to thee, Lady of fragrance, Great Sekhmet, Sovereign Lady…Serpent who is upon her father…”
 There is a temple to the composite deity Sekhmet-Hathor in the Western Delta, and in the Temple of Abydos Hathor is called the ‘mistress of the mansion of Sekhmet.”
 The composite Hathor-Sekhmet functioned as the avenging nature of the god Re
, but Sekhmet was not devoid of autonomous motives. When contrasted with each other Hathor and Sekhmet were seen as contrasting personas of the same deity (even though both were fully independent deities in their own right). The positive Seven Hathors were corresponded to by the Seven Arrows of Sekhmet, which always brought ill fortune, especially in the form of plague,
 The demonic ‘Slaughterers of Sekhmet’ were greatly feared especially at the end of the Year and at the Day of the New Year, and special rituals and amulets were used to protect against and pacify Sekhmet, whose messengers could bring such catastrophes as famine and faulty flood as well as epidemics. However, these powerful forces could be harnessed to serve the purposes of the magician, demonstrating that there was hardly any entity so dangerous that it was considered impossible to control.

 The combined form of Hathor-Sekhmet the uraeus Eye of Re gives strong solar connections and duality to both goddesses even in their independent manifestations
. Sekhmet is shown to have these strong solar connections by her headdress of a solar disc surrounded by the uraeus serpent, and the lion itself was also considered to be an animal of the sun and a manifestation of the sun-god, (Horus as the morning sun being occasionally depicted as lion- headed).
 She was the raging, powerful and threatening side of Hathor and Bastet. This potentially destructive power was harnessed and as with most threatening deities in Egyptian religion the power of the goddess was turned to an apotropaic and protective function to ensure the continuance of Maat.
 This function was carried out on earth as well as in the realm of the gods as Sekhmet was said to go into battle alongside the Pharaoh to ensure his victory.
  In that the uraeus was said to protect the king in battle, and seeing that Sekhmet in combination with Hathor ultimately returned to the form of the protective uraeus, she could be said to protect the king in two different manifestations at the same time. She was invoked in rituals to protect the state.
 In hymns to Sekhmet she is often referred to with such titles as the “Mistress of the Sky, Ruler of the two lands” and is described in her role as the uraeus “Who is with him (Re) in the Mendit boat when she puts a stop to the attack  of …(Apep?)… approaching.”

In addition, that she was the deity responsible for plague and contagious disease meant that she must be appeased to escape her wrath. She developed from being a deity responsible for causing illness who was begged to hold back her striking hand to being credited with active healing. The figure of Sekhmet carved on the walls of Sahoure’s temple at Abousir (dynasty V) became famous for miracles, and her worship was widespread throughout Egypt.
 Her priests were medical specialists who became known as powerful and important physicians. The chief of the king’s physicians was also the overseer of the priests of Sekhmet.
 They were able to treat all diseases, and rose to some very high positions (2 being implicated in a court plot against Ramesses III).
 The important medical role of her priests is shown in the Ebers Papyrus (854a p. 113), Edwin Smith (Case 1 gloss a) and Hatnub Graffiti (pg. 29).
 They are mentioned in the Papyrus Ebers Section on the heart entitled: “Beginning of the Secret of the Physician; knowledge of the heart’s movement and knowledge of the heart”
 which goes on to say “There are vessels from it to every limb. As to this, when any physician, any Sekhmet priest, or any magician applies his hands or his fingers to the head, to the back of the head, to the hands…”
 Ghalioungui takes this reference to say that these three categories referred to different kinds of medical practioners in parallel, although Grapow sees the three descriptions as referring to one person.
 The beneficial side of the deity is illustrated by an inscription for the prophet of Sekhmet May asking for “life, prosperity, health, alacrity, a happy life, the body being in joy, the mouth healthy, the limbs always young.”
 This is obviously far more than a mere attempt to avoid the anger of a threatening figure. However, she is still seen as a figure which threatens illness as seen in the first and second incantations on the verso of the Edwin Smith Papyrus the first to ward off malign deities including the son of Sekhmet (son of the ‘disease-god’ with divine determinative) the second to protect against the ‘wind of sickness’, disease gods and the ‘messengers of Sekhmet.”
 
As part of her dual nature, and association with Hathor, Sekhmet seems to have been associated with the power of verdant nature, rebirth and fertility. Germond suggests that the power of Sekhmet, the “Great Lady of Life,” may be on one level the primordial Power as the basis or origin of life itself.
 In a New Kingdom love song Sekhmet is likened to the foliage of the river, and her papyrus scepter may symbolize her ‘green life – giving power’.
  In Memphite theology the deity referred to as ‘the Great Throne’ and ‘Mistress of Life’ is not Isis alone, but rather Isis combined with the ‘Sun Eye, Hathor-Sekhmet.
’In her role as mother of Nefertem, she could be considered in a strange bending of time and metaphor to be also the mother of creation when one remembers the cosmogonic myth which has Nefertem as the creator god arisen from the lotus.
 

Very early in history Bubastis (Per-Bast) in the delta was home to the cat-headed goddess Bastet. Bastet, originally portrayed as a lion-headed goddess with a uraeus on the forehead holding a scepter and ankh sign
, was often depicted as a woman with a cat’s head from the Middle Kingdom on.
 She was prominent during the Old Kingdom, and extremely popular during the 22nd Dynasty when the ruling family was centered at Bubastis.
 Her character was opposed and complementary to that of Sekhmet being seen as a nurturing protector of women, concerned with childbearing. Statues of Bastet are often shown holding baskets of kittens and the fertility of the cat was well known. However, Bastet as one of the several goddess known as ‘Daughter of Re’ was identified both with the ferocity of the sun’s eye
 and with plenty and pleasure.
 She was also associated with the moon, and referred to as the twin of Horus, the eye of the moon. The character of Bastet was often merged with that of Sekhmet and was therefore considered the wife of Ptah and mother of Nefertem. She also had as sons the lion-headed Mihos the ‘savage-faced’ ‘Lord of slaughter’
 and a relatively minor god Horhekenu worshipped mainly in the Delta. 
 The papyrus wand was associated with both Bastet and Hathor, as was the sistrum, and represented triumph and joy.
 
The cat per se was at first a minor figure in religion and does not appear in the pyramid texts, although the goddess Mafdet described in the texts as killing a serpent with her claws, and represented on a stone vase of ~2950 – 2800BC was either a cheetah or a leopard.
 The earliest representations of cats in a religious context were on the ivory ‘magic knives’ used to ward of evil influences and protect pregnant women and children. They were often shown in an apotropaic posture holding a large knife. The cat is mentioned in a similar role in Coffin Text Spell 335, in which the deceased is identified with the Great Tom Cat, a manifestation of Re. Cats never lost this protective function and protective cat demons continued to be represented on items of daily use and to be mentioned in such funerary texts as the Underworld Books.

 The popularity of Bastet and her related animal cult reached its height during the later periods of Egyptian History. Nectanebo II of the 30th Dynasty built a great naos to Bastet in which some of the images portrayed Bastet in the guise of the divine parent of the king, which can perhaps be seen as something of a measure of the importance of a deity in the official cult.
 Heroditus reported that killing a cat was punishable by death and that if a house caught fire that rescuing the household cats was given priority over putting out the fire.
 When a cat died members of the household would shave their eyebrows in mourning.
  At the height of the cult of Bastet 1000s of mummified cats were offered in the cemeteries of Bubastis.
 In their connection to Bastet, cats had solar significance both through her direct connection to the solar deity (see above) and through her connection with the fearsome Sekhmet the destructive aspect of the eye of Re. Beyond their connection with Bastet cats had a special connection to the sun god, perhaps in part because of their skill in hunting snakes seen as symbols of the chaos demon Apophis, as well as the fact that the eyes of the cat were seen to change with the movement of the sun.
. The tom-cat was one of the many manifestations of the sun god
 and cats were sacred to many deities including Mut, Isis and Neit, and were associated with the deities connected to the ‘eye’ of the Sun god before they were associated with Bastet
. There was only one word the onomatopoeic miu for cat in the Egyptian language, and they do not appear to have had personal proper names (unlike dogs who were named). On the other hand personal names for people frequently involved the word for cat.
 Although the heyday of cat burials came in the later periods of Egyptian history there is earlier evidence for such activity including the chapel of a small tomb at Abydos (dated by Petrie to ~198 – 1801 BC) which contained 17 skeletons of cats and a row of small offering pots which may have originally contained milk.

In later times Bastet and Sekhmet were the watchers of the east and West, and Sekhmet was known as the Lady of the Mountains of the Setting Sun.
 This may relate to her importance in the underworld journey. Both Sekhmet and Bastet are mentioned in the corpus of the Book of the Dead and the Pyramid Texts. In these texts, while both deities on average are portrayed positively, Bastet appears to have a more negative portrayal on average than does Sekhmet. In the Pyramid Texts the king swears that he ‘has not succored Bastet’
 but also says that ‘my mother Bastet has nursed me
 and ‘my heart is Bastet’.
 He ‘was conceived by Sakhmet’
, and the sacrificed ox given him ‘its heart belongs to Sakhmet the great’
  In the index to the publication of the Book of the Dead edited by T. G. Allen, Sekhmet is listed as passim,  the same description used for the omnipresent sun god Re. Her name occurs in multiple spells, and her depiction in these spells is almost entirely positive. The deceased is ‘straightened’ by Sekhmet
, has the ‘belly and backbone’ of Sekhmet
 was ‘conceived’ by Sekhmet
 and will prevail over his enemy ‘as Sekhmet the great.’
 The ‘Sound Eye of Sekhmet, the great mistress of the gods’ is extolled in another spell, and she is associated with the guardian of a portal
. Sekhmet is only listed in a potentially negative light in one spell as the deceased asks to have water available ‘like Sekhmet who robbed Osiris that stormy night’
 Bastet is directly referred to in only two spells. In one spell she is glossed as the mother of Nefertem
 and in another it is asked that the deceased ‘not succumb to…the heat of Bastet’
 perhaps hearkening back to her own origin as a lioness.
 In the ‘Negative confession’ the ‘strayer who came forth from Bubastis’ and the ‘Bubastite who came forth from the crypt
 are both included in the list of deities sworn to. Sekhmet- Uto (Wadjet) with whom the deceased is identified
 and Sekhmet-Bastet are also listed. The spell for Sekhmet-Bastet describes her as “standing at the prow of thy father’s bark overthrowing the evil natured one…Thou art the all-consuming flame…”
  Here the composite deity Sekhmet Bastet is depicted as a fierce protectress of the sun god (and by implication also of the deceased). This expands upon the idea of the fierce Sekhmet being utilized as a protective entity. As the goddess Bastet is sometimes considered the daughter of the Sun god and Sekhmet is the derived form of his fiery eye, it is not surprising that in their combined form they act as his defender. As the arts of medicine and funerary preparation were closely connected, it stands to reason that a deity as closely connected to disease, medical healing, threat and protection as Sekhmet would be important in the dangerous passage to the Underworld.
Bastet and Sekhmet came to be thought of as two aspects of the same goddess in much the same way as were Sekhmet and Hathor.
 Bastet and Sekhmet at times could be considered a corporate deity, both having solar, fiery and fertility characteristics and  associated more often than not with the same deities. This single deity combines the most useful aspects of both goddesses, being a powerful protector, but also, as in an invocation to Sekhmet-Bastet from Edfu, being a “propitiated goddess, content both in heart and liver:  Content, content of heart is the Sovereign, Content, content of heat is Bastet, Content, content of liver is the Sovereign.”
 This deity is a structural counterpart to Hathor – Sekhmet, with Sekhmet at the fulcrum. Sekhmet – Bastet and Sekhmet-Hathor are very similar deities the raging fire of violent solar energy married to its nurturing warmth to create a powerful, yet benevolent, protector of the cosmic order. This structural equivalence and the observation that Sekhmet is equally and strongly related to both Hathor and Bastet leads one to wonder if Bastet may not at some point also have been equated with Hathor in a similar merged deity. While all goddesses might merge together at some point, the Sekhmet compounds seem to be especially vibrant and emphasized. These shifting compounds of deities reinforces the idea that the presentation of the deities is that of shifting and fluid, often metaphorical, representations of a  reality seen to be too complex to be pinned down by definitive definitions.
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