
The Wrath of Sekhmet 
by Edward P. Butler 

“Sing, Goddess, the wrath …” 

(Iliad I.1) 

 Sekhmet’s name means ‘powerful one’, or 
simply ‘Power’. But that this concept refers to 
something quite different from mere force can be 
seen from the subsequent history of the word sxm* 
in the later stages of the Egyptian language. It 
survives in Coptic in two words both having to do 
with form: shisme, meaning ‘statue, idol’, and 
shishem, ‘phantom, shadow’,(1) and Egyptologists 
frequently have recourse to words of this sort when 
translating sxm in contexts directly pertaining to 
Sekhmet, as when Goyon translates the opening of 
the ritual of sHtp sxmt, the ‘appeasement’ of 
Sekhmet, which is xa sxm n nsrt, xa sxm n wsrt, as 
“Apparaît l’Effigie de la Flamme, apparaît l’Effigie 
de la Puissante.”(2) The present essay seeks to 
grasp the formative, that is, creative nature of this 
Goddess, who is generally associated with wrath, 
and hence with destruction; and the results of this 
inquiry may prove applicable to varying degrees in 
the understanding of ‘wrathful’ deities in other 
pantheons.  
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 This inquiry does not involve the beneficent 
‘aspect’ of a wrathful deity. In this inquiry, I wish to 
think beyond the interpretation of, e.g., Philipe 
Germond, in Sekhmet et la protection du monde 
(Geneva: Editions de Belles-Lettres, 1981), that 
Sekhmet possesses a ‘double nature’, ‘positive’ and 
‘negative’. A particular problem with the notion of a 
‘dual nature’ of Sekhmet as deployed by Germond 
and others is the somewhat contradictory tendency 
to vest the beneficent, or ‘appeased’ nature of 
Sekhmet in some other deity, such as Hathor or 
Bastet. That this is problematic, however, even 
aside from the issue of confusing persons with 
functions, can be seen from the fact that neither of 
these ‘beneficent’ Goddesses are any less associated 
with ‘wrathful’ activity than is Sekhmet. Hathor 
figures equally in the myth known as the 
‘Destruction of Humanity’ from the Book of the 
Celestial Cow.(3) Before sending Sekhmet, Re first 
sends Hathor to smite the humans “in the desert”, 
upon which she returns and states that “it was 
agreeable to my heart”;(4) and Bastet can plainly be 
regarded as a ‘wrathful’ or ‘dangerous’ Goddess 
already from the time of the Pyramid Texts and 
throughout the rest of Egyptian history. Therefore, 
the attempt to reduce the complex symbolism of 
these Goddesses to a simple opposition between 
‘wrathful’ and ‘beneficent’ in this fashion fails at 
the outset. Rather, the ‘dual’ nature would have to 
apply to all of them equally, albeit in different ways 
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according to their different planes of activity. This 
difference, which is insufficiently appreciated by 
Germond and other interpreters who hasten to 
identify these Goddesses with one another, is 
symbolized in the myth from the Book of the 
Celestial Cow by the topological distinction 
between Hathor’s slaying of mankind “in the 
desert” and Sekhmet’s “in the fields”.(5) 

 While the notion of a ‘dual nature’ for 
Sekhmet is reasonable on its face, I wish instead to 
approach Sekhmet’s nature as much as possible as 
fundamentally one, and understand the apparent 
duality of wrath and beneficence as pertaining 
rather to the plane of being on which Sekhmet is 
primarily active, that of the embodied, mortal soul. 
Creation on this plane is, I wish to argue, essentially 
‘wrathful’. The creation of any form in time 
involves necessarily the destruction of some other, 
as does in some sense even its maintenance; we see 
this especially in biological forms. On a logical 
level, creation and destruction have more in 
common than either does with continuance as such; 
moreover, for highly ordered systems, continuance 
simply is the continual renovation of form and 
consequent exporting of entropy into the 
environment. As physicist Erwin Schrödinger 
explains, 

Every process, event, happening … in a 
word, everything that is going on in Nature 
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means an increase of the entropy of the part 
of the world where it is going on … [T]he 
device by which an organism maintains 
itself stationary at a fairly high level of 
orderliness ( = fairly low level of entropy) 
really consists in continually sucking 
orderliness from its environment.(6) 

We may adduce certain paradigms from antiquity 
that, albeit much later themselves than the formative 
period of Egyptian thought and from another 
culture, I believe help to bridge the gap between 
these modern conceptions and the Sekhmet 
theology. Thus certain Greek philosophers saw in 
the myths of their own tradition that involved war a 
symbolic reference to the conflict or polemos of 
formation, by which, as Proclus (c. 410-485 CE) put 
it, “things coming to be in a foreign place,” such as 
the souls of humans and other animals coming to 
embodiment, “by introducing the universal,” that is, 
some form that repeats again and again, as the 
distinctive forms of different species of animal, 
“dominate the physical substrate by means of the 
form.” This process, however, which is the very 
essence of life for embodied beings, and which is 
not accomplished once and for all but is ongoing at 
every moment, means that these beings are 
“composed out of opposites” and “subsist from 
adversaries”.(7)  
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 There are many planes on which such 
conflict plays out. Ancient Platonists interpreted the 
symbolism of the Iliad, for example, in terms of the 
specific conflict between two parts of the soul, the 
‘rational’ part, which is identified with the 
autonomy of thought, and the ‘irrational’ part, 
which is identified with the passivity or dependency 
upon sense experience. Thus Hermias (c. 410-450 
CE), in his commentary on Plato’s Phaedrus, 
remarks that  

By Ilios [Troy], we must understand the 
generated and material place … in which 
there is war and discord. The Trojans are 
material forms and all corporeal lives, and 
hence the Trojans are called ‘indigenous’, 
for all corporeal lives and irrational souls 
honor their own matter. The Greeks, on the 
other hand, are rational souls coming from 
Greece, i.e., from the intelligible, into 
matter, and hence the Greeks are called 
‘foreigners’ … They fight with each other 
over the image of Helen … Helen indicating 
intelligible beauty … And those that struggle 
against and prevail over matter return to the 
intelligible, their true country, while others 
are fastened to it [matter].(8) 

Conflict was already seen as inherent to beings in 
the cosmos by Presocratic philosophers. Heraclitus 
(c. 535-475 BCE) states that “War is the father of all 
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and king of all, and some he shows as Gods, others 
as men; some he makes slaves, others free,” and 
that hence “war is common [universal, koinos] and 
justice is strife, and all things happen by strife and 
necessity,”(9) where ‘necessity’, chreos, refers not 
to some preordination of ‘fate’, but rather to the 
calculable outcomes arising from knowledge of the 
forces involved in a situation, much as scientists 
today understand the operation of nature’s 
mechanical laws. Similar concepts of ‘justice’ and 
‘necessity’ can be seen in Anaximander (c. 610-546 
BCE), who said, according to Simplicius, quoting 
his famous, sole extant fragment, that “the source of 
coming-to-be for existing things is that into which 
destruction, too, happens, ‘according to necessity; 
for they pay penalty and retribution to each other 
for their injustice according to the assessment of 
Time’.”(10) The ‘injustice’ here cannot be that of an 
evildoer, for Anaximander ’s concerns are 
cosmogonic. Instead, Anaximander seems to use 
injustice, penalty and retribution as metaphors for 
the relationship of what have been termed ‘far from 
equilibrium’ systems such as living things to their 
environment.(11) Anaximander’s use of moral 
language is not merely colorful, but necessary to his 
point, because these systems are marked not by 
simple reciprocity with their environment, which 
we might imagine in terms of transaction or 
exchange, but by irreversibility, the entropic ‘arrow 
of time’, and hence their coming-to-be must 
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incorporate a fundamental asymmetry, or 
‘injustice’, relative to their conditions of emergence. 

 The task we take on from these Hellenic 
thinkers is that of perceiving the virtual unity of 
genesis and destruction, a unity which is also a 
central theme in the theology of Sekhmet. In this 
task, we go well beyond any rote application of 
Platonic or even broadly Hellenic ontological 
concepts. Egypt has her own categories, which 
differ perhaps most strikingly from the Greek 
precisely on the topic of formation. The Greeks 
think about form through the concept of eidos, 
which is originally the visual impression of 
something, cognate with Latin videre, ‘to see’, a 
sense which remains alive in Greek philosophical 
discussions of form. The fundamental Egyptian 
concept of form, however, is expressed in the term 
xprw, to which the inner process of transformation 
is essential: it is written with the sign of the 
scarabeus, xpr, the verb ‘to become’. The essential 
character of change or metamorphosis which is 
implied in the word is stabilized, so to speak, to 
designate ‘form’, xprw, by the addition of the sign 
of a mummiform figure. The stable ‘form’ is in this 
sense a chrysalis of transformation.  

 That the mummy does not have a purely 
funerary association for the Egyptian mind is 
evident from the mummiform depiction of 
Sekhmet’s consort Ptah, when neither Sekhmet nor 
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Ptah have significant associations with the afterlife 
doctrines. Rather, Ptah’s preeminent role is as the 
God who creates by the word, whether literally, as 
in the famous ‘Memphite Theology’, or in the 
extended sense of craftsmanship. Of all the different 
kinds of creators and, hence, modes of creation 
exhibited in Egyptian theology, Ptah thus comes the 
closest to the Greek and subsequent Western 
concept of a divine demiurge (from Greek 
dêmiourgos, ‘artisan’), and it is this peculiarly 
linguistic and technological sense which is given to 
the act of creation in the Ptah theology (as displayed 
especially in the famous ‘Memphite Theology’ 
devoted to him) which is signified, it would seem, 
by the God’s mummiform depiction. 

 The essentially visual sense of the Greek 
concept of form has a parallel, however, in the 
Egyptian concept of action. The Egyptian verb ir, 
meaning ‘to do’, is written with an eye; with the 
participial ending -t, it becomes a substantive, ir.t, 
meaning ‘doing’, that is, activity or agency. Irt, 
however, is also simply ‘eye’, and hence the 
Goddesses like Sekhmet, Hathor, Tefnut and others 
who bear the epithet ‘Eye [irt] of Re’ and who are 
typically depicted either as anthropomorphic 
lionesses or as uraeus-cobras, would have signified, 
to any literate Egyptian, the agency or action-under-
will of Re: they are his ‘executors’. Action, insofar 
as it is willed, therefore, is inseparable from 
perception and knowledge, and perception, ‘seeing’, 
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knowing, are already, without any addition, action 
and a movement of will — perception is not 
passive, therefore, but already doing. There is thus a 
perfect parallel between the active nature of form, 
as seen by the metamorphosis implicit in xprw, and 
the formal nature of agency, as seen by the 
perception implicit in ir.  

 We may say, therefore, that Egypt in certain 
respects begins from the point at which Plato arrives 
in his dialogue the Sophist, in which a dispute is 
posed between those maintaining that genuine 
reality belongs only to incorporeal and intelligible 
ideas, on the one hand, and those maintaining that 
only what is tangible is truly real, on the other. Both 
positions are shown to be fundamentally flawed, 
and their opposition is resolved through a doctrine 
concerning powers:  

I suggest that everything which possesses 
any power [dunamis] of any kind, either to 
produce a change in anything of any nature 
or to be affected even in the least degree by 
the slightest cause, though it be only on one 
occasion, has real existence. For I set up as a 
definition which defines being, that it is 
nothing else than power. (12) 

Were we always to understand ‘power’ in just this 
sense, namely, as that which imparts being through 
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change, there would be no difficulty in translating 
Sekhmet’s name routinely as ‘[Lady of] Power’. 

 From these initial considerations, it will now 
be fruitful to proceed to a specific consideration of 
the Sekhmet theology based upon two textual 
sources in particular; first, a series of invocations of 
Sekhmet from the temple of Horus at Edfu, and 
second, the important ritual known as sHtp sxmt, the 
‘appeasement’ of Sekhmet, although I will argue 
that the latter is not the best possible translation.  

 The series of invocations from Edfu 
(Chassinat, Edfou VI, 263-269), which form the 
substance of Philippe Germond’s book Sekhmet et 
la protection du monde, call upon Sekhmet for the 
protection of a living sacred hawk at Edfu (Egyptian 
Behdet, Greek Apollinopolis Magna) who stands in 
for Egypt’s king, who in Ptolemaic times and 
thereafter could be expected to be at least 
geographically, but perhaps also spiritually remote 
from the country’s spiritual heartland in Upper 
Egypt. The living sacred hawk, therefore, suitably 
invested with the king’s ritual power, serves at Edfu 
in his place. It is assumed, therefore, that the rituals 
performed on the hawk’s behalf do not differ 
materially from those which would have been 
performed for, and by, the king himself in an earlier 
epoch.  
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 The invocations of Sekhmet are part of the 
series of rituals marking the Egyptian New Year, 
rituals generally understood as soliciting the 
protection of Sekhmet during a dangerous period of 
transition or liminality. Paradoxically, however, 
Sekhmet is also the very agency from whom danger 
is supposed to be feared at the turning of the year. In 
this lies, I believe, a basic misapprehension. 
Whatever literal dangers of contagion existed 
around the time of the New Year (our late summer), 
the point of Sekhmet’s activity at this time is that 
the beginning of the ritual year, which, occurring at 
the time of the inundation, also begins the cycle of 
seasonal fertility and natural reproduction, and 
represents thus as well the symbolic unfolding in 
time of the process of cosmic formation, including 
those forms with which Sekhmet is particularly 
concerned, namely the forms of mortal beings, to 
the being of whom, as we have seen from the 
philosophical discussion above, strife is essential. 
Therefore, it is not a matter in these rituals of 
securing the assistance of the beneficent side of a 
Goddess against her destructive side, but rather of 
securing the assistance of the Goddess in navigating 
the strife-roiled waters of mortal being as such. 

 The invocations begin by identifying 
Sekhmet by the epithet ‘Mistress [or ‘Ruler’] of the 
forms of Sekhmet’, literally ‘Mistress of the 
Sekhmets’.(13) This distinctive epithet establishes 
within Sekhmet a power of multiplication that 
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begins with herself: she is the mistress of the merely 
numerical difference between beings of the same 
form. Sekhmet is next identified as Mehyt, a 
Goddess whose name means ‘the one who makes 
full’, and who features with her consort Onuris, 
whose name means ‘bringer of the distant one’, in 
one of the many versions of the myth of the Distant 
Goddess. The use of another deity’s name as an 
epithet is a standard feature of Egyptian hymns, and 
expresses one of the prime resources of Egyptian 
theology, for which each God or Goddess can 
encompass any number of other Gods as different 
aspects of him/herself. Such identifications do not 
affect the uniqueness (wa) or individuality of each 
deity, which is highly valued in Egyptian theology. 
(14) ‘Mehyt’ here serves to identify a particular 
function of Sekhmet, just as in another context 
‘Sekhmet’ could identify a function of Mehyt.  

 A great deal of confusion surrounds the 
myth of the Distant Goddess because we lack a 
straightforward narration of it. On the other hand, it 
seems as though the Distant Goddess is less a single 
myth than a motif used to tie together a number of 
disparate myths belonging to different localities but, 
more importantly, pertaining to different regions of 
Being; thus there is a ‘Distant Goddess’ myth 
pertaining to the cosmos as a whole, at the same 
time as there are versions pertaining to discrete 
processes within the whole. Overly-synthesized 
presentations of the myth in Egyptological 
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literature, especially of a popularizing character, 
have contributed to the confusion concerning this 
key motif in Egyptian theology. In particular, by 
failing to grasp the plurality basic to this mythic 
structure, it has been made to seem as though the 
Goddesses featuring in different versions of the 
myth are merely aspects of a single archetype. (15)  

 The fundamental elements of this myth in all 
of its forms are that it concerns a Goddess who 
comes from afar, who is wrathful and is appeased. 
In versions that play out upon the Earth’s surface, 
the Goddess in question comes typically from areas 
beyond Egypt’s southern border, which points to 
one of the myth’s primary meanings, namely the 
annual arrival of the Nile’s flood from the south. It 
is not unknown, however, for the motifs of the 
Distant Goddess myth to be deliberately blurred 
with those pertaining to the return of the eye of 
Horus, the wDAt, from the desert (east/west axis) 
where it has been taken by the antelope or other 
wild creature who has stolen it under the authority 
of Seth. This myth provides the symbolic 
framework for several different kinds of 
exploitation of resources, and includes an important 
‘wrathful’ element which will enter particularly into 
our discussion of the sHtp sxmt ritual, the ritual of 
the ‘appeasement’ of Sekhmet.  

 The myth of the Distant Goddess is, 
however, anything but a mere allegory for natural 
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processes, whether the Nile’s annual flood, or the 
return of the sun after the winter solstice, or the 
waxing of the moon each month; it is all of these 
and more. In order to give to it a scope and 
significance approaching that which it had in Egypt, 
we could do worse than to draw upon the Platonic 
concepts I presented above, according to which 
embodied souls have come to be in what is, in 
certain respects, “a foreign place”. This is the 
‘wrathful’ nature of embodiment itself, as the 
invocations express later, explicitly referring to the 
myth of the Distant Goddess: “O Sekhmet, red of 
heart toward the one from whom she has come 
forth, when he brings her back after having 
beseeched her.”(16) One of the curious features of 
the Distant Goddess motif is that the Goddess 
returns, while her going forth remains opaque to us. 
The recollection (Platonic anamnêsis) is something 
returning without its original presence having been 
experienced; instead, its own presence lies in the 
distance encountered in what is present. In the 
return of all the forms reproduced through the 
natural cycles there is a recollecting of the old in the 
new; indeed, this is what it is for a thing to have a 
‘nature’ as such — in this respect, to negate itself. 

 Sekhmet’s ‘going forth’ complementary to 
her ‘coming back’ is obscured for us by the fact that 
she goes forth on the one hand in the creative act of 
the cosmic demiurgic himself, on the other hand in 
wrath, in ‘defense’ of the cosmic order. The text 
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from Edfu combines these two ideas in invoking 
Sekhmet as “Eye [irt] of Re, mighty of flame, 
mistress of protection who enfolds her maker [ir.s].” 
(17) Here we see a perfect example of the constant 
wordplay between irt, ‘eye’, and ir.t, ‘doing/
making’. Sekhmet is the activity of Re, who literally 
‘stands behind’ her enactor as the precondition of 
her own creation, since he cannot ‘make’ without 
his ‘making’, cannot act without his action. A 
similar formulation occurs later, when Sekhmet is 
affirmed to be the one “upon whom the power [sxm] 
of no deity may be exercised,”(18) that is, no sxm 
can be exercised upon sxmt, for power’s essence is 
not itself a power within the field of manifestation, 
but instead is the very field of manifestation. In a 
text from the sHtp sxmt ritual, Sekhmet herself 
states “I appoint [(r)di, lit. give] souls [bA.w; 
manifestations] to their works [ir(.w).sn],”(19) 
while in another hymn from Edfu, this time to 
Hathor, but evoking many aspects of Sekhmet, 
Hathor is “The one more immanent/manifest than 
the powers [bAt <r> sxmw] … who swiftly deploys 
her powers of manifestation [bA.w.s].”(20)  

 From the moment that Re begins to act, 
from the very moment, that is, of all cosmic 
formation, and thus the formative moment of 
anything in the cosmos at any time, his action is 
there, his irt, who is his ‘defender’ as well, 
especially in the form of his uraeus, iart, from ‘one 
who ascends, rises up’. Hence there are two aspects 
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to the fiery divine wrath of which the Egyptian 
theologians speak, two words for divine flame: nbi.t 
and nsr.t. In her book on the myth of the Distant 
Goddess, Danielle Inconnu-Bocquillon translates 
these terms as ‘flamme’ and ‘Flamme’ respectively, 
and explains their “spécificité fonctionelle” as “la 
défense de Rê pour nbi.t, la défense générale et dans 
un moindre mesure celle d’Osiris et d’Horus pour 
nsr.t.”(21) We may characterize nbi.t, therefore, as 
pertaining to the ‘defense’ of the cosmic order 
specifically, in the person of Re, while nsr.t is used 
in the ‘defense’ of the integrity of the soul (Osiris) 
and of the social order (Horus). I use the term 
‘defense’ advisedly above, because there is a sense 
in which this flame is directly creative and 
formative, and not merely preservative of existing 
forms that have somehow established themselves, 
the duality of defense resolving into a unity in just 
the same way that the unity of form resolves into a 
duality of presence that is always returning and 
never originary. Sekhmet’s flame is thus ‘defensive’ 
of the cosmic order in the very moment in which 
she “illuminates the Two Lands [i.e., the cosmos] 
with flame and gives sight to all”(22) — there is no 
need, or license, to distinguish the gnostic and 
defensive functions here. Note also, with regard to 
nbi.t, the statement in the Edfu invocations that 
Sekhmet “fashions [nbi] her lord in herself,”(23) 
where nbi is at once a pun on nb, ‘lord/master’, 
nbw, ‘gold’, nbi meaning as well ‘to gild’, and nbi.t, 
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the nbi.t-flame thus taking on a metallurgical 
connotation; Sekhmet’s consort Ptah also has 
associations with metallurgy, and nbi is frequently 
used to describe his demiurgic or artisanal activity. 

 The living sacred hawk who stands in for the 
king in the ritual is in turn identified as “Re from 
whom you [Sekhmet] have come forth,” Re’s 
cosmogonic activity being conferred upon the 
hawk;(24) he is also referred to as the “living image 
[aXm anx].”(25) The term aXm seems originally to 
have referred specifically to images of Horus as a 
hawk, and retained throughout history a special 
association with this God, even as it comes to mean 
any divine image or idol, or the flesh of the Gods as 
such; the Coptic word descending from it, ahôm, is 
used to translate the Greek aetos, an eagle as omen 
of Zeus.(26) The specific and generic usages are 
joined, however, in the very person of Horus, who 
is in our text “the Unique [wa] of the Protector [i.e., 
Sekhmet].”(27) When used of Horus, this epithet is 
generally taken simply to refer to him as an only 
child, but this same word, wa, is used to affirm the 
uniqueness of the Gods in general. Nevertheless, in 
this ontological sense the term does also apply in a 
special way to Horus. Osiris is universal: every 
mortal being is Osiris, hence the practice of 
referring to any deceased individual as ‘the Osiris 
N.’ There is at any one time, however, at least in 
principle, only one Horus, namely the king. Horus 
is thus the unique as such, and the symbolic sense 
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of investiture, whether of the king or of the sacred 
hawk, lies in the elevation of a given being’s 
uniqueness onto the plane of divinity. Sekhmet’s 
special role in this process emphasizes her 
involvement on the plane of ultimate particulars, 
individuals falling under infima species: this 
human, this hawk.(28) 

 Sekhmet’s flame illuminates, granting the 
power of sight and hence of knowledge, but it also 
obscures: “O Sekhmet, uraeus of her master, who 
hides [imn] him with her flame.”(29) The word for 
‘hide’ here, significantly, has the same spelling as 
the name of the God Amun, who is ‘the hidden’. 
Sekhmet, as the ‘doing’, ir.t, of Re, is here identified 
with what we might term Re’s ‘Amun-function’. 
This is not the same as Amun’s ‘Re-function’, 
which results in the popular fusion deity Amun-Re, 
for it seems likely that the order of the names in 
such a fusion is meaningful. We cannot say why 
‘Re-Amun’, that is, the Amun-aspect of Re, is 
apparently unattested, when Amun-Re, the Re-
aspect of Amun, is so well known from a certain 
point in Egyptian history, but we can think through 
the differences between these divine dispositions.  

 The Re-aspect of Amun is the shining forth 
of the hidden, the hidden showing itself in the 
manifest, the essence of revelation. The Amun-
aspect of Re, on the other hand, is the manifest 
hiding itself in its very appearance. This is 
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something our text attributes, not to Re himself, or 
to ‘Re-Amun’, as it were, but to Sekhmet. We can in 
turn relate this function of Sekhmet’s directly to the 
discussion above of her special relationship with 
Horus, the unique as such. For there is a blindness 
to perception itself insofar as it does not categorize, 
if it does not in a certain respect willingly blind 
itself to the blinding uniqueness of each and every 
object of experience. In the next invocation, 
accordingly, two equally possible readings confront 
us, for which either Sekhmet “makes every eye to 
see without blindness occurring,” or she is the one 
whom “no eye can see without becoming 
blind,”(30) but they will mean the same. For what is 
absolutely manifest, without any hiddenness or 
latency, what is seen in and by every eye, is this 
blinding presence of the utterly unique object of 
each moment’s experience. Again, the Edfu 
invocations say of Sekhmet that she is “at the head 
of all things, on account of whom that which every 
eye sees is beheld,”(31) and that she is the one who 
“going in, the darkness appears, so that one does not 
see the sign [dhn] of one’s neighbor.”(32) Note that 
in the latter, it is not a question of mere physical 
darkness, but of blindness to a culturally meaningful 
gesture, such as making obeisance or designating 
someone for some purpose; it is a question of sight 
that carries with it recognition. 

 The texts do not merely speak of an 
illumination of which Sekhmet’s activity is the 
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occasion, but of her own act of seeing: “O Sekhmet, 
of whom the gaze reduces all things to ashes.”(33) 
This fiery gaze is neither the wanton destruction of 
a preexisting creation, nor the selective punishment 
of wrongdoers. Rather, it is the fire internal to 
mortal beings, including inanimate objects, namely 
the time in which they come to be and pass away, 
that which creates them being that which destroys 
them as well. It is at once the illumination by which 
things appear as what they are, the assimilation by 
which they appropriate the different to themselves 
and transform it into their own substance, whether 
through consumption or understanding, and the 
disintegration in which they are rendered non-
identical with themselves, and it is all of these at 
every moment, not merely at the milestones of 
creation and destruction; and it is a gaze because 
these different aspects of time are held together in 
the unity of a consciousness. 

 There are many temporalities in which 
beings participate, and Egyptian thought is 
particularly adept at distinguishing them, possessing 
the concepts of both cyclical and linear eternity 
(nHH and Dt, respectively). The same being exists 
in all of these time frames; but to Sekhmet belongs 
in particular the time of the arrow. At the beginning 
of the series of invocations, Sekhmet states “I 
protect your Majesty [the sacred hawk] against 
everything evil, I protect your body from the arrow 
[Ssr],”(34) and the text from Edfu includes a series 
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of invocations of the seven ‘arrows of the year’ (E. 
VI, 268, 5 - 269, 4). Ssr, however, is also ‘word’.
(35) In the Edfu text, each ‘arrow’ is a particular 
epithet or attribute of Sekhmet determined by a 
uraeus cobra: 

1. “She who presides over the countryside, mistress 
of greenery, generous one, Sekhmet who protects 
the Two Lands.” 

2. “She of the braided hair [Hnskt, an epithet 
especially associated with Hathor], mistress of 
darkness, Wadjet the great.” 

3. “She who moves in illumination, overpowering 
among the Gods by her carnage.” 

4. “She who is at the head of the sun-folk [Hnmm.t], 
mistress of the river banks and of the patricians 
[pat].” 

5. “The luminous, the great, preeminent in the 
house of flame [Hw.t-nbi.t], who dominates the Two 
Lands through fear of her.” 

6. “She who loves truth/justice [mAat] and who 
detests wrongdoing/falsehood/disorder [isft], 
mistress of the common folk [rxyt].” 

7. “Uraeus who opens the acacia, sovereign, great 
one.” 
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Similar, though distinct, sets of ‘arrows’ are 
associated with other deities, e.g. Bastet. Deities 
from many other pantheons, such as Shiva and 
Apollon, are also associated with archery, of course, 
and it is common, even in esoteric interpretation, to 
regard the arrow as fundamentally destructive in its 
symbolism. An exception is Proclus, who in treating 
of the arrows of Apollon, attributes to them not only 
the destruction of what is disordered, but also the 
activation of the God’s own motions (kinêseis), 
which are like projectiles [belê] insofar as through 
them “though separate and transcendent, he 
[Apollon] extends to all things with his 
activities.”(36) Sri Aurobindo speaks in this way of 
“the spontaneous supramental Thought and Word 
that leap fully formed out of the Light … The 
Supramental Thought is not a means of arriving at 
Truth, but a way of expressing her; for Truth in the 
Supermind is self-found or self-existent. It is an 
arrow from the Light, not a bridge to reach it.”(37) 
The arrow here expresses a certain lack of 
reciprocal relation, for what is received does not 
maintain its connection to its source, but once 
emitted, becomes wholly and only the possession of 
its recipient, a ‘bolt from the blue’. From the other 
side, the Mundaka Upanishad (2.2.4) likens the self 
(ātman) to an arrow launched at its target. The 
arrow thus characterizes both the relation of 
Aurobindo’s ‘supramental thought’ to its recipient, 
as well as the relation of the soul to its ideal, toward 
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which it throws itself wholly, without forethought or 
remainder. 

 A temporal significance to Sekhmet’s 
activity is also indicated by the epithet “in her 
moment” (m At.s): “O Sekhmet, mistress of flame, 
in her moment, who takes hearts for herself.”(38) 
Germond would supplement “in her moment [of 
rage]”, and At or closely related words are glossed 
as ‘striking power’ or ‘attack’, but Germond 
recognizes that the sense of the phrase flows from 
the notion of “le moment adéquat” to that of 
“l’action brutale de la déesse.”(39) In fact, the 
notion of the vanishing instant, properly understood, 
is sufficient on its own to convey the Goddess’s 
‘wrathful’ action. The instant is that out of which 
time is composed, but in which no continuous 
identity can be sustained, as in Zeno’s paradox, 
appropriately, of the arrow, which cannot be 
changing its position, that is, remaining identical 
with itself over change, in any single instant, 
rendering its motion unthinkable. The taking of 
hearts, as that of heads — “O Sekhmet, for whom 
heads are chopped off by her messengers, who is at 
the head of her wanderers,”(40) — has a special 
significance too in this respect, given that these 
body parts also stand for personal identity itself.  

 The association of Sekhmet with the year, 
rnpt — as in, e.g., the qualification of her seven 
arrows as arrows ‘of the year’ — is part of the same 
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symbolic complex, I would argue, as the ‘moment’. 
In the Sekhmet theology, the ‘year’ is implicitly not 
the repeating cycle, but the present temporal unit 
defined by its contingencies and vicissitudes (see 
the remarks below on Sekhmet’s ‘net(s)’). Hence 
the king, as operator of the sHtp sxmt ritual, is said 
to be “in a cradle of life, he lives in the midst of the 
living things of this year,”(41) for it is in such a 
discrete temporal whole that mortal beings do 
actually live. Thus the Platonist Proclus speaks of 
bodies in process or genesis as having an “existence 
not apportioned in eternity, but according to a 
temporal whole,” i.e., doled out in linear time, and 
relates this to the symbolism of Gods depicted as 
youthful, for they preside over such bodies, youth 
symbolizing that which is “eternally coming-to-be 
and subsisting in that very state. For what comes-to-
be does not possess all of what it is at once, but is 
always being supplied.”(42) Mortal beings are thus 
symbolically young because they are constantly 
new in form, having a new form in any given 
temporal unit, which we should bear in mind 
regarding youthful deities such as Harpocrates or, 
especially, Sekhmet’s own offspring Nefertum, who 
is, not surprisingly, also conceived as wrathful. 

 A useful contrast is provided in the ritual of 
‘conferring the heritage’ upon Horus (the king/the 
sacred hawk), which immediately follows the series 
of invocations of Sekhmet and the invocations of 
the seven arrows, where it is affirmed of Horus that 
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“The years of your father are assembled [twt] for 
you, you have dawned [xai, to ‘appear in glory’, as 
of the sun] as the successor [mswt] of Re.”(43) The 
term used for ‘assembled’ here has a rich set of 
connotations. Bearing the determiner of a 
mummiform human figure, it can mean as a noun a 
statue or other likeness; as an adjective, with 
preposition n it means ‘like to’ something or 
‘natural to’ something; and it means assembled, 
united, full, complete. In short, it conveys the full 
set of ideas associated with the successful 
embodiment of a type or repetition of a form; Horus 
‘rises’ as the successor — the term is that for 
‘offspring’, with a determiner establishing that the 
relationship is ideal rather than corporeal — of Re 
as cosmic demiurge, responsible for formation in 
general. The ‘years’ are assembled here through that 
which is ordered in them, that which is cyclical or 
from which some kind of law, at any rate, whether 
natural or social, can be inferred; hence it is 
necessarily retrospective and Osirian. Sekhmet, as 
the protector of Horus, is instead concerned 
precisely with the ‘year’ as exception, in its arrow-
like facticity. 

 Sekhmet’s ‘messengers’ (wpwty) and 
‘wanderers’ (SmAw) are another important aspect of 
her activity. They express an opposition between 
that which is directed, like a messenger or an arrow, 
and that which wanders and has no designated 
place; SmAw can also mean ‘foreigner’, but in the 
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sense of one who has left his home, the glyph 
showing a man with a bindle over his shoulder. 
Sekhmet’s two characteristic servitors, therefore, 
are one who has been sent on a mission in some 
sense not his/her own, and one who has been 
displaced. We recall that in the Platonic 
interpretation of the Iliad, the Greeks, as 
‘foreigners’, represent the rational soul, the 
irrational soul being ‘native’ to the body. This is 
only one narrow application, however, of the 
broader, important symbolism of foreignness which 
is also essential to the Distant Goddess motif, and 
which pertains to the non-identity of mortal being 
itself. Sekhmet’s ‘messengers’ and ‘wanderers’ are 
mortals themselves. Sekhmet “presides over the 
binding (power) of the wanderers,”(44) in which 
one cannot be certain that it is a question of a power 
possessed by the wanderers rather than a binding 
suffered by them; either way, it has the significance 
that Sekhmet is, as a result, “mistress of life of the 
Two Lands and cause [ir] of death.”(45) The 
sending of messengers — “keep away the 
messengers, that they not be sent against him [the 
sacred hawk], they can have no power over 
him,”(46) — and the binding of wanderers indicate 
Sekhmet’s sole authority over the very identity and 
continuity that are problematic by definition for 
beings ‘in the moment’. Another permutation 
speaks of ‘passersby’ (swAw),(47) placing Sekhmet 
in authority over the transitory as such. 
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 Continuity, binding, are in this sense the 
essence of life; but they are ambivalent, inasmuch 
as the living must be able to free itself from what 
would arrest its necessary change and hence destroy 
it. Hence Sekhmet is frequently associated with 
what is called iAd.t, a ‘misfortune’, which seems to 
be directly related to iAd.t, with a different 
determiner, which means ‘net’. The net, as 
paradigmatically used in fishing and hunting small 
birds, is a frequent symbol in the afterlife literature 
for the hazards faced by the soul in the netherworld, 
though scenes of successful trapping with nets 
feature as well in tomb decorations, and a text such 
as ‘The Pleasures of Fishing and Fowling’, from the 
Middle Kingdom, attest to the activity as a symbol 
of felicity in general. The net is thus, like the 
‘moment’, inherently ambiguous, depending upon 
whether one is doing the netting or being netted. 
Moreover, the birds or fish who are trapped in the 
net, symbols of helpless souls, are never far from 
being conceived as enemies. We see the extremes 
when, on the one hand, we read in a mythological 
text that Horus, in using a net to trap certain bA.w 
(souls/manifest powers) that have appeared in the 
form of birds in a sandy place near Letopolis, 
accidentally catches the bA of his father Osiris as 
well and injures him,(48) thus identifying Osiris 
with such souls, while on the other hand the 
Goddess Bastet is depicted devouring just such 
small birds. This activity, however, is in certain 
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contexts a special prerogative of the Goddess, for 
Rameses IV states that he has neither netted birds, 
nor shot lions, on the feast of Bastet; it also perhaps 
accounts for some of the ambivalence that attaches 
to this Goddess, as when the operator of the 
Pyramid Texts affirms that he has not “succoured 
Bastet”.(49)  

 This brings us appropriately to the matter of 
the centerpiece of the sHtp sxmt ritual, namely the 
offering of sacrificial meat; Sekhmet is she “who 
opens the mountains, for whom are felled the [wild] 
animals on account of the fear she inspires.”(50) 
Mountains are a complex symbol in Egyptian 
thought, representing the wild lands far from the 
Nile, places where tombs were located, where one 
might hunt large game; but the word (Dw) is also a 
homophone for ‘evil’ or ‘sadness’. Egyptian 
theology is notable for its attention to the spiritual 
problem of human exploitation of other animals for 
meat and other products (leather, feathers, etc.). One 
primary symbolic context in which this problem is 
posed is the conflict of Horus and Seth, in which 
animals who are to be a resource of some kind for 
humans are identified with Seth, as a force of 
natural vitality who suffers for the sake of human 
civilization. This symbolic equation does not, 
however, fail to impart to Horus an ambivalence 
even beyond, perhaps, that which would accrue to 
him as a result of his identification with the center 
of political power. Thus Horus famously decapitates 
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his mother in an excess of violence directed at Seth, 
for the economy of violence directed at nonhuman 
animals will not remain within its circumscribed 
boundaries. It is not without significance that the 
vulture, a carrion eater and thus an innocent 
carnivore, so to speak, is such an important symbol 
for Egyptian theology.  

 Another primary symbolic locus for the 
moral or spiritual problem of killing animals for 
food, though one whose import is not as clear to 
read, is the rite of sHtp sxmt. This rite presumably 
has its roots in the myth of the so-called 
‘destruction of humanity’, a misnomer insofar as it 
actually concerns the conditions of mortality as 
such. Here, a slaughter of humans by Sekhmet is 
arrested by her alcoholic pacification, where alcohol 
is equated with blood. This supplies the basic 
formula which is applied elsewhere to meat, namely 
a substitute mortality. In the version from the Book 
of the Celestial Cow, there is no cost, so to speak, to 
this substitution: the alcohol puts a (temporary) halt 
to the progress of mortality. Going a little deeper, 
one can see the myth as asserting that a kind of 
intoxication is inherent to the mortal condition. 
Hence we may compare it to the Yoruba myth in 
which Obatala, the artisan or demiurge of mortal 
beings, fashions them when drunk on palm wine — 
itself identified with blood, for it bleeds from the 
tree when the latter is cut — and so mortals are 
formed with disabilities. But it is not a question of 
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some lapse on the creator’s part; mortals are all 
disabled or deformed by definition. In the myth 
from the Book of the Celestial Cow, it is made clear 
that were it not for Sekhmet’s intoxication, there 
would be no mortals. Mortals represent the furthest 
limit of the process of cosmic emergence, and 
humans, that is, conscious mortals, represent a sort 
of excess in that process of emergence.  

 We can see a similar element of excess in 
the Greek myth of Prometheus, in which the theft of 
fire embodies a certain transgression of boundaries. 
As the Platonist Olympiodorus explains it, 
Prometheus is the “overseer of the descent of 
rational souls”; the rational soul is sent to what is 
“virtually a foreign place”; what is stolen “is 
removed from its own sphere to a foreign one”; and 
hence the fire is ‘stolen’. Zeus is not deceived:  

since it was necessary for it [the fire/rational 
soul] to be brought down, the myth presents 
what is appropriate to the characters, and it 
presents the stronger, i.e. Zeus, as unwilling 
… and it makes the weaker drag it down 
here.(51)  

Myths frequently mark the furthest limits of the 
cosmogonic process with symbols of strife, 
intoxication, theft and other kinds of transgression, 
which refer mainly to the irregular activity of the 
causal principles native to this plane. 
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 This declension of causal principles onto the 
plane of contingency takes as many different 
symbolic forms as the causal principles themselves; 
in Sekhmet’s theology, the symbols are 
characteristically carnal, and not merely in the 
manner of bloodshed: “Hail Sekhmet … beautiful 
of heart [nfr(t) ib], she who loves sexual desire [ib 
Dt].”(52) Moreover, this aspect of Sekhmet pertains 
directly to her ‘nets’: “O mistress of husbands for 
widows, of women mingling with their spouses, 
indeed subject to the wrath of her nets [iAd.w.t.s],” 
the spouses described as “wrapped up to their 
shoulders (xpS),” i.e., in the nets, but Goyon has 
interpreted the signs reading hpš n rr, ‘thigh of pig’, 
as an acrophonic rendering of xnr(w), ‘trapped’.(53) 
One can accept Goyon’s reading while also 
recognizing here a deliberate wordplay juxtaposing 
sexual and predatory carnality in the ‘nets’ of 
Sekhmet, Goyon’s objection that pork is only 
involved in ‘Sethian’ rites perhaps missing the 
point. Later, the scribe deliberately blurs the lines 
between animal flesh, human flesh, and incorporeal 
elements of the person in the invocations that lead 
up to the meat offerings: “Hail, Sekhmet, open for 
you are the HAty.w and the ib.w,” two terms for 
‘heart’, either of which can have physical or mental 
connotations, is followed immediately by “Hail, 
Sekhmet, open for you are the liver of the 
quadruped and the bird.”(54) Goyon finds this 
juxtaposition problematic, inasmuch as the human 
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organs are thus ‘opened’ to the wrath of the 
Goddess, and hence wishes to see in these 
invocations exclusive reference to “their animal 
counterparts, sacrificable and ‘edible’, the cardiac 
muscles/hearts, the livers of mammals and of birds 
that one sets upon the altars and that one 
consecrates before consuming them,”(55) while it 
would seem the Egyptian scribe understands that 
though it may only be the animal whose flesh is 
sacrificed upon the altar, the human is ‘open’ to 
mortality as well, and is indeed ‘opened’ to it in the 
very act of sacrificing/consuming another animal’s 
flesh. 

 But does the ritual of sHtp sxmt really 
concern the ‘appeasement’ of a bloodthirsty 
Goddess? Htp has a wide range of meanings. As a 
noun, it is an offering or boon; as a verb, to be 
pleased, content, calm, at rest, at peace; and with 
the causative prefix s-, as in sHtp, it means to bring 
about this condition. It is also to provide for, to 
satisfy, and this can have the sense of fulfilling the 
conditions of something, hence to occupy the 
throne, assume a title. It is not only something done 
to a superior, but can mean an act of graciousness or 
mercy. Other deities are the objects of sHtp, each in 
their particular way; hence in the Edfu inscriptions, 
we read “Hail to thee, golden sistrum [sHm], which 
renders Re content [sHtp] through that which he 
loves.”(56) sHtp must be understood in a unified 
sense before we can understand its special 
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significance in the ‘wrathful’ Goddesses, lest we see 
it exclusively through the lens of sentimental 
notions of anger and pacification.  

 sHtp is the completion of any deity’s will, its 
fulfillment. sHtp has a special significance in the 
case of a deity such as Sekhmet, not because she is 
angry and needs to be appeased, but because Htp is 
to be fulfilled, and Sekhmet embodies the ultimate 
fulfillment of the whole work of cosmogony, the 
completion of the labor of cosmic emergence. Thus 
Sekhmet, as the uraeus on the forehead of Re, is she 
“who completes [mH] the head of her father through 
her splendors [nfr.w.s] … who fulfills [mH] the 
heart of Re at his rising,”(57) where the wordplay 
allows us to see in mH dhnt “completes the 
forehead” — i.e., adorns it as uraeus — or “carries 
out the appointment” and in mH ib “fulfills the 
heart” or “carries out the will”. Cosmogony is not 
complete until there are mortals, transitory beings, 
contingent happenings; and in a certain respect, 
therefore, it is never complete, on account of the 
incomplete nature of mortal being as such. Goyon, 
and Adolphe Gutbub before him, note the 
importance in texts concerned with the sHtp sxmt of 
the terminology of ‘entering’ (aq),(58) for the 
offering permits the king to enter freely into the 
presence of his own sovereign, Hnwt, Sekhmet’s 
authority over the king being especially emphasized 
in texts evoking the Distant Goddess.(59) In 
particular, one notes the formula “I come in, for 
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your wrath has gone out [aq.i nSny.T m pr<t>],”(60) 
where the neat symmetry of going in (aq) and 
coming out (prt) expresses the sHtp sxmt ritual as a 
virtual mystery initiation, in which his mortality, the 
going forth of Sekhmet’s ‘wrathful’ cosmogenesis, 
is acknowledged and, in that very gesture, 
transcended. 

 It is Sekhmet’s ability to individuate the 
unique individual, as we saw in the case of Horus; 
but in case we were in doubt that this applies to any 
individual at all, we read that “you [Sekhmet] can 
for him [the king] single out a particular person [s 
wa] among the multitudes [m HHw] in the net of the 
year.”(61) This is the true sense in which Sekhmet 
is the guardian of Horus: she guards the possibility 
of absolute individuation, the possibility for an 
individual, amidst the vicissitudes of mortal being, 
to become who they truly are. In this there is a 
correspondence, not only between the unique king 
as embodiment of Horus and the fleeting, 
anonymous individual singled out in the ‘net’, but 
also between the end of the cosmogonic cycle and 
its beginning, which in the Heliopolitan theology 
starts from Atum, the primordial individual. Hence 
in a hymn of sHtp bAstt, Bastet is asked to “protect 
the son of Re [the king] from the slaughterers 
[xA.ty.w] of Atum,”(62) where Atum, whose 
masturbatory act begins the whole procession of 
Being, is attached to a wrathful multiplicity just like 
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those Sekhmet typically deploys. Bastet is here 
hymned as both irt-ra and irt-Hr, ‘eye/agency of 
Re’ and ‘eye/agency of Horus’; the latter not to be 
confused with the wDAt, the ‘sound’ (i.e., restored) 
eye of Horus which is omnipresent as amulet and as 
symbol for every manner of offering made to the 
Gods. Rather, the epithet ‘eye of Horus’ here marks 
the transposition of the symbols of Re as cosmic 
sovereign and demiurge to Horus, lord of the works 
of civilization. “Take possession of the wDAt, place 
it on your brow, fulfill Sekhmet through your eyes/
works [sHtp.k sxmt n ir.ty.s],”(63) the king is told; 
but the latent force of this invitation and injunction 
extends to every mortal being.  

 Sekhmet completes that which Atum begins 
in the beginning of all things, Atum who is in a 
sense complete (tm) in himself: in a text from early 
in the ritual of sHtp sxmt, an address by Atum is 
immediately followed by the refrain, “Horus, Horus 
offshoot [wAD, literally ‘green (shoot of papyrus)’, 
same root as wDAt, the ‘green (i.e., healthy)’ eye of 
Horus] of Sekhmet, enfold the flesh of Horus-
un i te r-o f - the-Two-Lands [Hr-smA- tA .wy , 
Harsomtus], the child, son of Hathor, in the fullness 
of life [tm n anx].” The word tm also occurs in the 
name of Sekhmet’s child Nefertum, ‘the beautifully 
complete’, who is symbolized by the most transitory 
of things, a beautiful fragrance. The eye of Re 
assures the king, who is simply the unique 
individual par excellence, that “I am your mother, 
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the pupil in the wDAt, who works [ir] the protection 
of your enduring presence [smn] in your place [st; 
the same sign as in the names of the Goddess Isis 
and the God Osiris, in which note once again ir, ‘to 
do/make’ — Osiris, as the mortal, ‘makes a place’], 
who repels the net of the year from the (eternal) 
youth [sDt] of your Majesty,”(64) where sDt is, 
unusually, determined with a mummy, conveying 
the indissoluble fusion of the transitory and the 
eternal in the image of the youthful God. 
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