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  What people are saying about




  Sekhmet




  Sekhmet is a Goddess for today’s world. She fiercely protects right order, returning balance to the world, and just as fiercely protects those who celebrate Her. Her name means “Powerful Woman’ and She symbolizes courage and strength as well as inspiration and comfort. This book examines the ancient Egyptian devotion to Sekhmet, utilizing Egyptian sources and analyzing their puzzling complexity in such a way as to make them accessible to the modern reader. Sekhmet’s qualities as a healer are explored, as well as Her role within the Egyptian pantheon, the temples and cults dedicated to Her, and the rituals, festivals, magic, and prayers that centered on Her. At the same time, it explores the way in which Sekhmet is increasingly cherished and worshipped today, offering suggestions for practice and ways to adapt her ancient rituals to today’s world. This book is a must read for Sekhmet devotees and for those who are looking for a Goddess for these times.




  Candace C. Kant, Ph.D. Academic Dean Cherry Hill Seminary, co-editor of Heart of the Sun: An Anthology in Exaltation of Sekhmet.




  This is a very comprehensive book on the ancient Egyptian Goddess Sekhmet. Myths, rituals and magic all included and more. Church has blended together a good mix of history and modern perspectives. A fascinating book.




  Rachel Patterson, author of the Kitchen Witchcraft series, The Cailleach and The Triple Goddess




  Pagan Portals - Sekhmet is an excellent well researched and substantial guide to this powerful and well-loved Egyptian goddess, written with clarity and passion by someone who is equally academically sound and spiritually inspired.




  Olivia Church guides us through the primary sources and archaeological evidence of the worship of Sekhmet as well as making use of modern scholarship to produce a book that is both spiritually rich in insight and sensibly grounded in up to date research. A real treasure and especially relevant to our times. Highly recommended.




  Danu Forest, MA. Priestess of Isis, Celtic Scholar and traditional wisewoman. Author of Gwyn ap Nudd, wild God of faerie and Celtic Tree Magic- ogham lore and druid mysteries




  I have long been intrigued by the Egyptian Goddess Sekhmet and was therefore very much looking to reading Olivia Church’s book on this subject. This book did not disappoint! Church unravels the complexities that exist in Sekhmet’s myths and titles, therefore making this Goddess even more approachable for both devotees and those who may have been interested in Sekhmet but have been intimidated by her as well. ‘Sekhmet’ shines a light on aspects of the Goddess that are not always fully understood, such as her roles in healing and protection. Church’s book is well researched and timely, and I would highly recommend it to anyone who has an interest in exploring Egyptian myth and deities.




  Robin Corak, author of Pagan Portals – Persephone: Practicing the Art of Personal Power.
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Introduction





  Sekhmet (also written Sakhmet) is instantly recognisable today from her fierce appearance, bearing the proud head of a lioness, crowned by the sun disc and cobra, with the lower body of an Egyptian woman. As with many Egyptian deities, Sekhmet is a complex character with a dramatic mythology and enduring influence, which continues to inspire people today. Her name, sḫm.t translates to ‘The Powerful (female) One’ and serves as an effective proclamation of her ancient might. Sekhmet is often seen in connection to the cat Goddess, Bastet, and the bovine Goddess Hut-hor (pronounced Hoot-hor, Greek Hathor); though sufficiently distinct, these Goddesses are often syncretised, making it oftentimes unavoidable to explore one without the other. Nevertheless, though Bastet and Hut-hor often feature upon the pages of this book, it will nonetheless remain emphatically about Sekhmet.




  Sekhmet is a challenging Goddess and this introductory volume will present her without airs and graces. She was the patron of healers and doctor-priests with an unrivalled ability to both inflict and retract illness and disease, bringing great harm as well as offering healing and fierce protection (Wilkinson, 2003, p. 182). It was not just thankfulness for these gifts that made her cult popular, for Sekhmet inspired great fear and needed to be appeased to ensure her blessing. She was a blood-thirsty warrior Goddess who brought death, fear, and suffering. Sekhmet therefore represents ancient human fears which continue to affect people across the globe today. It is Sekhmet’s wild, terrifying, and untamed nature that many find so intriguing. She is a Goddess of contradiction, sovereign over violence and sickness, as well as patron of healing and protection; she truly is the Mighty One.




  Today Sekhmet often bears the title ‘Goddess of Healing’, relegating her to this specific realm of influence. The practice of categorising Pagan deities in this way has its origins in antiquarianism, seeking to minimise the scope of power for polytheistic deities (in comparison to the all-encompassing power of a monotheistic god). Though often helpful for introducing Pagans to these deities today, such minimisation is anachronistic and does not reflect ancient Egyptian concepts of deity. Ancient Egyptian deities (as with many other ancient pantheons) were extremely complex, with powers intersecting with numerous aspects of life and death. Identifying Sekhmet as ‘Goddess of Healing’ implies that this was her primary area of concern and divine occupation. It is true that many of her priests were also doctors and that people often prayed to her for healing; however, numerous ancient texts also describe her as the cause for disease in the first place. Many modern Pagans prefer to emphasise her healing attributes, which is completely valid. But it is vital that we recognise her dangerous aspects also, as the unleashed manifestation of female rage and nature’s destructive forces. At times nature can be harrowing. This is a fact of life, reflected in many of Goddesses and Gods across world cultures.




  Before we begin it is important to introduce you to the ancient Egyptian words for deities that I shall be using from now on. I choose to use these ancient Egyptian words, as well as the Egyptian versions of deities’ names in order to remain true to their origins. Ancient Egyptian male Gods were known as nṯr, plural nṯr.w (roughly pronounced necher and necheru). The female Goddesses were known as nṯr.t, plural nṯr.wt (which can be pronounced necheret and necheroot). Throughout this text I will capitalise these words as proper nouns and transcribe them into an anglicised rendering for ease of reading, thus: Netjer, Netjeru, Netjeret, Netjerut.




  The following chapters of this book will delve into Sekhmet’s mythology, excavating her destructive and healing aspects. Her role as the Eye of Ra and subsequent connection to other Egyptian Netjerut will be discussed, as well as the ways in which she was worshipped by the ancient Egyptians, in daily life, in temples, and at festivals. Each chapter will end with the provision of a contemporary Pagan perspective, bringing Sekhmet’s ancient origins into modern relevance. This book will conclude with an overview of her worship today, which is ever expanding! Before we begin this journey, I will now introduce Sekhmet in her ancient Egyptian context.




  A North African Deity




  I wish to emphasise Sekhmet’s context as a North African deity whose origins and ancient worship were firmly located within the Egyptian landscape and cultural worldview. This is important to remember, not only because the land itself explains much about her character, but also because there are many contemporary Pagans today who are not of North African descent and who live outside of Egypt, reviving her worship abroad. Sekhmet did not receive the same enthusiastic reception from the Graeco-Roman world that Netjerut such as Aset (Greek Isis) did. Whatever the reason for this, Sekhmet has maintained a distinctly Egyptian and Nubian identity. Wherever possible, I advocate that one keeps this context in mind, paying due respect to the beliefs of the ancient Egyptian ancestors, as well as towards the living descendants who reside in these landscapes today, and whose heritage we offer the greatest respect to.




  Sekhmet’s character and mythology were formed from the flowing waters, the desert sands, and intense sun of Egypt’s ancient landscape. One of the names that the ancient Egyptians knew their land by was km.t or kemet, meaning the ‘black land’, after the black soil of the Nile banks (Brewer & Teeter, 2007, p. 22). Kemet was, and Egypt is, a valley of fecund fields, swaying palms, and ripe fruits. Sailing along the river is a feast of colour, from its piercing blue sky, to its lush green foliage, and gleaming yellow mountains in the distance. The river is cradled between the eastern and western mountains, reminding you that the desert resides close by. For ancient and modern Egyptians, the intensity of the Egyptian summer sun was, and is, a very real fact of life. In ancient times the end of the summer consisted of scorching heat and parched fields and people eagerly awaited the coming of the flood, which occurred annually until the establishment of the Aswan High Dam in 1970. Contrastingly, the winter months welcomed cooler temperatures with inundated fields, rich soil, and abundant crop growth (Brewer & Teeter, 2007, pp. 21, 31).




  This dichotomy formed an Egyptian worldview of the balance between order and chaos, physically expressed through the luscious floodplain and the arid desert. The river valley where the Egyptian people settled and built their civilisation was considered the realm of order, under the jurisdiction of the Pharaoh, the embodiment of the Netjer Heru on earth (Greek Horus). The desert on the other hand was an unoccupied, mysterious landscape, exposed to the creatures of chaos and the sovereignty of the Netjer Sutekh (Greek Seth; Wilkinson, 2003, p. 197).




  Though certainly worshipped in the floodplain settlements, Sekhmet could be found roaming the outskirts and places suited to the habitat of lions and land predators. Sekhmet was very much a Netjeret tied to the landscape from which she originated, reflected by her associations with sunlight, heat, fire, and the untamed wild. It is easy to understand Sekhmet’s destructive qualities when one considers the intensity of the Egyptian sun that she embodies. Whilst other Egyptian Netjeru represent beneficent solar qualities, Sekhmet embodies its destructive potential, that which burns, consumes, and causes drought. Her fiery breath can be felt on especially hot days, where heat waves are visible before your very eyes (Wilkinson, 2003, p. 181). On days such as this, one can tangibly feel the lioness’s hot breath panting over them, burning skin, causing thirst...




  
An Egyptian Lioness




  Wild animals roamed the desert and the Nile valley alike, although with time larger predators were over-hunted or chose to move down river. There are several leonine deities within the ancient Egyptian pantheon, with a clear predominance of female lionesses. Sekhmet is iconic amongst them and her manifestation as a lioness is integral to her nature.




  Leonine imagery is attested during the Predynastic period of Egypt, around 3200-3000 BCE, found carved on ceremonial palettes. According to common (though also contested) theory, schematic versions of these palettes originally functioned as plates for the grinding and subsequent application of cosmetics, which were potentially worn during hunting rituals (Wilkinson, 2003, p. 94). More elaborate ceremonial palettes began to appear during the Naqada III period, suggesting an elite interest in hunting; this is supported by zooarchaeological evidence, indicating that meat consumption occupied a minimal percentage of common diets despite considerable iconographic representation (Hendrickx et al, 2010, 17, 19-20; Hendrickx, 2013, p. 238). The ritual hunt was a symbolic display of order triumphing over chaos, expressed by human hunters defeating wild prey. On the Hunter’s Palette lions are amongst the animals chosen to embody the chaotic wild to be conquered (British Museum, EA20792; Wilkinson, 2003, p.100). Elsewhere, the lion embodied the power of the ruler himself, mutilating human enemies on the Battlefield Palette (British Museum, EA20791). Perhaps this was due to a recognition of the social organisation, strength, and hunting prowess of lions. Such a dramatic image is one to remember when exploring Sekhmet’s mythology in the chapter that follows.
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 Figure 1. The Battlefield Palette (British Museum, EA20791)




  During this early period several kinds of lions lived in the Nile Valley. Though they gradually left at the dawn of Egypt’s historical period, lions continued to feature as an important religious and royal symbol (Pinch, 2002, p. 133). There is a good reason that it was deemed impressive to hunt and kill one, or to impersonate their power in iconography.




  Sekhmet’s alignment with the lioness meant that she was believed to possess a ferocious protectiveness over her cubs and undertook the responsibility of leading the pride’s merciless hunt for food. Both these roles - ensuring protection and obtaining food – necessitates a violence in the animal kingdom which is required to maintain nature’s balance. As this book will not shy away from Sekhmet’s violent nature and blood-stained maw, it is essential to understand this in the context of the lioness, rather than strictly envisioning human violence – which is too often committed for reasons other than survival.




  Earliest Historical Appearance




  The earliest attestation of Sekhmet’s name dates to Egypt’s Old Kingdom in the Pyramid Texts (abbreviated hereafter, PT), around 2631-2181 BCE. These texts are inscriptions found within the earliest pyramids in Egypt, predating those located on the famous Giza complex. To some, these pyramids might not look like much from the outside, but inside the walls are covered in columns upon columns of magical hieroglyphic texts. These consist of sacred utterances intended to ensure the Pharaoh’s ascension into the afterlife by magic and divine assistance. It is here that Sekhmet is first mentioned by name and in connection to two other feline Netjerut, Bastet and Shezmetet (Lange, 2016, p. 304). In one utterance Sekhmet and Shezmetet are joint mothers of the Pharaoh:






   I [the Pharaoh] have emerged from the Ennead’s thighs.




  I have been conceived by Sekhmet, and Shezmetet is the one who gave birth to me...




  (PT Unis, 248; trans. Allen, James P. 2015)







  Such a statement demonstrates the ability for ancient Egyptian religion to hold multiple seemingly contradictory truths at once. The PT appear very early on in ancient Egyptian history with no clear antecedents; however, they are so well developed that scholars have surmised that their mythic context must predate their recording within the pyramids (Malek, 2003, p. 102). Therefore, though Sekhmet’s name appears here for the very first time in writing, it is likely that she had a religious presence much earlier than this. By the 5th dynasty the cult of Sekhmet is well attested, as a particular favourite of the Pharaoh Sahure (Gaber, 2003, p. 18). The PT references to Sekhmet and her close connection to Sahure, tell us that from the beginning of Egyptian history she could be regarded as the mother of Pharaohs. These rulers inherited the throne of Egypt through their maternal link with Netjerut such as Sekhmet, the daughter of Ra, the Creator Himself.




  Now it is time to explore Sekhmet’s mythology, uncovering the stories that the Egyptians used to understand her behaviour and interaction with the human world.
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