
 
 

 
[49] 

 

Egypt’s Returning Goddesses: 
A Theological Inquiry 

 
 

EDWARD P. BUTLER 
 
 

This essay offers a transhistorical, theological overview of the myth 
and cult of the so-called “Wandering Goddesses,” probably the most 
important structure in ancient Egyptian religious life with the 
exception of the Osirian cycle. The heterogeneous character of this 
mytho-cultic structure, however, makes it difficult to obtain a 
synoptic view of it without distortion. Rather than proposing a 
canonical or ideal form of the myth, therefore, this essay approaches 
it as a network of themes which local cults could draw upon in order 
to articulate themselves in a nationwide religious context without 
surrendering their distinct identities. The essential theme of the 
Wandering Goddess theology is seen to be the Goddess’ engagement 
with nonbeing and alterity as the source of renewal for the cosmos 
and for the individual worshiper. Moreover, the individual 
worshiper’s ecstatic experience in the decentered and occasionally 
even antinomian cultus of the Wandering Goddess serves to ‘return’ 
the Goddess to immanence, ensuring the efficacy of her cosmogonic 
work. 

 
 

hanks in large part to Plutarch’s De Iside et Osiride, later Western 
consciousness incorporated the Osirian mythic cycle on a deep level, as 
attested by continuing references to Isis and Osiris even during the 

Middle Ages, when the awareness of historical polytheism was at a low ebb. 
With the coming of the Renaissance, these embers burst forth into flame, and it 
would be fair to say that the influence of this mythic cycle in the West has been 
comparable to that of the Hellenic myths, despite the formidable language 
barrier that separated ancient Egypt from Europe from the end of antiquity 
until the decipherment of hieroglyphics in the modern era. Due to the 
vicissitudes of history, however, another mythic cycle, clearly almost as 
important in ancient Egyptian religious life, and which was also translated at 
least to some degree into Greek, fell into obscurity and is to this day known 
only to specialists in Egyptian religion: I am speaking of what is known 
variously as the myth of the “Distant Goddess,” or the “Wandering Goddess,” 
the “Departing Goddess,” the “Returning Goddess” or often “the Myth of the 
Sun’s Eye.” If I were to express favoritism, I would prefer to characterize the 
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myth as that of the “Returning Goddess,” for it this, namely the Goddess’ 
return, which was celebrated from one end of Egypt to the other, but I shall use 
“Wandering Goddess” throughout as it seems slightly more common in recent 
literature. “Distant Goddess,” though common enough in the Egyptological 
literature, seems strange inasmuch as this Goddess is celebrated not for being 
distant, but for being present among her ecstatic worshipers.  

This myth was one of the dominant structures in Egyptian theology. It 
essentially articulates the entire field of ‘wrathful’ manifestations of Goddesses 
in Egypt, where omnipresent images of lioness-headed Goddesses reference it; 
at the same time, festivities in honor of these Goddesses are synonymous with 
jubilation, such as the “Festival of Drunkenness [tḫ].” Virtually all of Egypt’s 
Goddesses participate in this structure, directly or indirectly. Gods such as Shu, 
Onuris, Bes and Thoth cannot be understood apart from their roles in seeking, 
returning, or pacifying the Wandering Goddess. The Wandering Goddess is the 
dominant theological trope in Egyptian religion aside from the Osirian cycle. In 
lacking its Plutarch, though, the cycle of the Wandering Goddess did not merely 
lack the gifts of a great prose stylist in a widely-taught Indo-European language. 
For if we only knew the Osirian cycle as we know the Wandering Goddess, 
namely from temple inscriptions and those primary texts of Egyptian theology 
that have been preserved for us, we would have some of the same difficulty in 
grasping that cycle as a single, integral narrative. For even aside from the basic 
hardships faced in recovering texts from monuments maliciously destroyed, or 
from scraps of papyrus consigned to the sands, there is the basic problem that 
linear narrative is not the primary function of myth in Egyptian theology.  

In Egyptian theology, myth adheres, so to speak, to the all-encompassing 
persons of the living Gods, and hence is as polymorphic as They are, and the 
entire system of Egyptian polytheism preserves its polycentric character more 
rigorously than Hellenic polytheism, which largely due to the influence of 
Homer has, at least for us, more of the character of a unified and differentially-
articulated pantheon. Indeed, as I have argued elsewhere,1 this model of a 
pantheon composed of a set of Gods with narrowly delimited functions 
minimally overlapping one another has so dominated our notion of what 
polytheism inherently is, that a strong tendency has arisen—not without 
ideological motivations—to deny that any other structure of religious life, 
whether that of ancient Egypt or of modern India, is appropriately characterized 
as “polytheism” at all, so strong is the spell exerted upon us by the literary form 
in which myth is imparted in the West today. 

In Egypt, by contrast, we find myth in hymns, cultic formulae, or 
frameworks for magical action, but seldom as extended narratives, with certain 

                                                       
1 “Two Models of Polytheism,” pp. 63-80 in Ascendant: Modern Essays on Polytheism and 
Theology, ed. Michael Hardy (Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2019). 
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notable exceptions, such as the Contendings of Horus and Seth. In order therefore 
not to falsify the natural structure of an Egyptian myth, we must resist the 
temptation to impose upon it the form of such a single linear narrative, in favor 
of a looser, “family resemblance” model which preserves the fluid nature of 
myth as a receptacle of theophany. The notion of “family resemblance” comes 
from Wittgenstein, who speaks in his Philosophical Investigations of a way of 
conceiving the unity of some multiplicity as constituted, not by “something that 
is common to all, but similarities, relationships,” by “a complicated network of 
similarities overlapping and criss-crossing: sometimes overall similarities, 
sometimes similarities of detail” (§66), like “the various resemblances between 
members of a family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. etc.” 
(§67; trans. Anscombe). It is in this sense that we must think of the complex 
unity of the myth of the Wandering Goddess. 

I am by no means the first to note this characteristic of the mythic cycle in 
question. Danielle Inconnu-Bocquillon, in Le mythe de la Déesse Lointaine à Philae 
(2001), criticized the attempt by earlier generations of Egyptologists to 
formulate an “ideal version of the myth, which exists in no temple,” calling 
instead for a recognition that the myth fundamentally  

 
rests upon a heterogeneous corpus of dispersed elements of dogma 
proper to each sanctuary … For if every system integrated notions 
universally recognized in ancient Egypt, each sanctuary developed its 
own proper concepts and sets of concepts, purely as a function of the 
divinity to which it was dedicated, and from its clergy impressing upon 
certain mythological themes a particular schema (1, trans. mine).  

 
Hence Inconnu-Bocquillon’s effort is directed at “conceiving the telos 

intrinsic to this local version,” namely that of the temple of Isis at Philae. The 
present essay, by contrast, is concerned with the myth as a whole, but not in an 
“ideal version” in the sense Inconnu-Bocquillon criticizes, but rather in the 
form of a network of “family resemblance” among different integral versions, 
the only way in which to grasp faithfully the integrity of this mythic cycle. And 
to get into this network, the present essay will not only be looking at temple 
inscriptions, but at texts of widely different genres and historical periods.  

As Inconnu-Bocquillon notes with respect to the cycle at Philae, the myth is 
present as modular “themes,” such as “the wrathful goddess, the welcoming of 
Hathor into her temple, the offering of the wnšb2 and of the mn vase,3 the 

                                                       
2 The wnšb is the paradigmatic offering to the Wandering Goddess, a complex item 
depicted as a basket in which sits a baboon and a ḥn sign (V 36 in Gardiner’s sign list), a 
receptacle the image of which occurs in words meaning to command, to supply or 
equip, occupation, or, in the dual form, a period or end; hence it suggests temporality 
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purification or pacification, the theogamy of Shu and Tefnut, the joy of Re, 
[and] the ir.t Rꜥ 4 aspect of the goddess in the formulary of her companion,” (5). 
Within these themes, it is possible to achieve an even more granular focus, as 
when Inconnu-Bocquillon notes that while the Gods who accompany the 
Goddess on her return are in a certain respect interchangeable, their roles are 
also described with subtle, yet consistent differences in their epithets. Shu is 
described as the one who “brings back the Eye of Re”; Arensnuphis brings back 
“She-who-is-distant”; whereas Thoth’s role is likely to be described as “calming 
the fiery one” (ibid.)—the same role, the same Goddess, in one regard, but look 
more closely and the roles are subtly different, corresponding to different 
aspects of the Goddess or different Goddesses altogether. And there are 
meaningful nuances in characterizing the Goddess at one time as the “Eye of 
Re,” at another as the “daughter of Re” (8). In Egyptian theology, epithets 
express powers operated always by some God in particular at a given moment, 
but which also can be shared by diverse Gods and performed by them in ways 
expressing their unique individuality; and these epithets are linked in networks 
that consistently draw into proximity certain Gods in particular, or any Gods 
having sufficiently congruent patterns of activity; and it is these living, pulsing 
divine networks that are ontologically prior to narrative myths and from which 
the latter are distilled. 

 
We could, in a sense, begin from any of the extant versions or fragments of the 
mythic cycle, with the confidence that in explicating any of them fully, we would 
work our way around the circle to the rest. However, there is a structure of 
mythic ‘time’ in Egyptian theology, or rather a kind of proto-temporality, in 
which nevertheless there is a ‘before’ and ‘after’ in the sense that certain mythic 

                                                                                                                                
and what is divinely ordained. Sometimes a tr sign (Gardiner M 4-6), a palm-branch 
stripped of leaves and notched, is added, a sign which occurs frequently in words 
concerning time and the seasons. J. B. Jørgensen, in  “Myths, Menarche and the Return 
of the Goddess,” pp. 133-164 in R. Nyord & K. Ryholt, eds. Lotus and Laurel: Studies on 
Egyptian Language and Religion in Honour of Paul John Frandsen (Copenhagen: Museum 
Tusculanum, 2015), pp. 149ff, connects the wnšb to the menstruation of the Goddess, 
the baboon representing at once an aborted fetus and the God Thoth: “By giving back 
the goddess her menstruation the goddess is renewed and the donor, as Thoth, is in 
essence offering himself to the goddess, to be, in mythological terms, born anew from 
her womb,” (163).  
3 The mn (or mnw) vase is a wine jug, though as noted by Z. Horváth, “Hathor and her 
Festivals at Lahun”, pp. 125-144 in Miniaci and Grajetzki (eds.), The World of Middle 
Kingdom Egypt (2000-1550 BC) I (London: Golden House, 2015), in the context of the 
Wandering Goddess celebrations the wine could be spiked with hdn, possibly a narcotic 
in the Bupleurum family (pp. 132-3). 
4 On the Goddess as ir.t Rꜥ, “eye/agent of Re”, see below. 
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events entail others, and create an ordering according to the more or less 
primordial disposition of certain mythemes.5 In this regard, there does seem to 
be a version of the Wandering Goddess myth that is the most primordial, 
namely that which concerns Tefnut, Shu and Atum at or near the beginning of 
cosmic time. It is crucial, however, to bear in mind that mythic time is every time. 
Myth does not take place “once upon a time” in the past, but expresses divine 
action that is essentially eternal, essentially now. Myth takes place, necessarily, in 
the present tense, the linearity of its narrative forming circles, cycles of 
manifestation or spirals that widen or narrow its application. A proto-temporal 
ordering of myth lies in the continuum between simpler and hence more 
universal mythic configurations, on the one hand, and on the other hand, more 
complex configurations which are, therefore, more specific in application. The 
myth of Atum and his children Tefnut and Shu is among the most primordial 
Egyptian myths because its elements are few and hence its breadth of 
application, the moment of its particular eternal now, is especially broad and 
deep. And as we shall see, its movements are thus able to encompass the similar 
movements in other myths, constituting them in theological consciousness as its 
“versions.” 

In the midst of the watery abyss that is the Nūn, in the state of indifference 
and nonbeing which Egyptian theologians characterize as that in which “there 
were not yet two things,” Atum comes to awareness. Atum’s name bears the 
sense of totality, of being finished, and of negation, which expresses the 
universal application of this moment, which is, by the very fact of its irreducible 
simplicity, applicable to every moment, and is therefore zp-tp.i, “the first 
moment.” Atum is the totality which evolves or develops as a work upon itself 
and through the interaction and articulation of its elements. Atum thus begins 
the process of the emergence of the Gods into the cosmos by an act of 
masturbation, literally a work upon himself, by which he brings forth Shu and 
Tefnut, who then carry the process forward themselves. Atum is also, however, 
as the origin of the cosmos, the one who more than any other distinguishes 
himself from all that there is, the one who by his very being negates all things, 
and thus expresses his freedom and autonomy. His name has also the 
connotation of finishing, because the totality is at any moment all that it can be; 
it is always at its ultimate state. 

In the midst of the indeterminacy of the Nūn, Atum creates for himself a 
point of determinacy, a mound that rises from the waters, a moment which is 
also functionally identical to that in which Atum grasps his phallus in his hand. 
The determinacy of place which comes with the emergence of solid ground in 
the Nūn is one with the determinacy achieved by a part of the body (the 

                                                       
5 Claude Lévi-Strauss coined the term “mytheme” to refer to a unit of myth in a sense 
analogous to the way in which a “phoneme” is a unit of spoken language. 
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phallus) which expresses Atum’s self-awareness. Having created Shu and Tefnut 
through his masturbatory act—his hand as partner in this act is personified as 
the Goddess Iusāas—Atum embraces them, his embracing arms forming the 
hieroglyph for the kꜣ, the spiritual potential which is symbolized as a double 
belonging to each living being. In this act, Atum passes on to his children his 
essence, that is, the monadic essence of being an individual. To be each at once 
the totality and also a part of the totality—this is what Atum passes on to his 
children and to their children. It is the nature of a God as such in Egyptian 
thought to possess the capacity of self-creation which is the essence of Atum; it 
is the nature of a God to be the totality.  

If, however, the nature of all things is to differentiate itself from Atum 
insofar as they are all objects of his primordial intentionality, as well as wielding 
that primordial intentionality in their own right, parts of the totality which 
differentiates itself continuously from itself, as well as that totality itself, then 
this moment of rejection comes with the action of Tefnut, who distances herself 
from her father. Tefnut’s name seems to express this, insofar as it is evokes the 
verb tfn, which in different orthographies means either to spit or eject from the 
body, or, as a noun, ‘orphan’, or, intriguingly, to rejoice. In a certain sense, this 
semantic field of the name Tefnut, who is herself, we may say, the primary 
‘Wandering Goddess’, expresses the cycle itself schematically: there is a 
Goddess who displaces herself, who is wrathful, but who returns, and in whose 
name people rejoice. Tefnut is indeed parentless, in the sense that she, having 
inherited from her father the primordial adequacy to all things, the totality of 
monadic selfhood, has created herself. But on the other hand, by objectifying 
her father she objectifies herself as something produced from him, and hence 
separated from her power of self-origination, though with the possibility of 
reunion, and hence of rejoicing. This formula is, in a sense, the basic molecule 
of the entire ‘Wandering Goddess’ complex.  

Tefnut distances herself from her father, moreover, as his agent in the 
world. This is expressed through one of the most important of the many sacred 
wordplays essential to Egyptian theology, namely between the word irt, ‘eye’, 
and the participle ir.t of the verb ir, ‘to do’, so that the ‘eye’ is literally the 
‘doing’, agency as such. The Goddesses who take part in the Wandering 
Goddess cycle are all known as ‘the Eye’, or specifically as the ‘Eye of Re’, and 
are particularly distinguished iconographically by being depicted as lioness-
headed, or as the fire-spitting uraeus cobra which is like a third eye perched on 
the forehead of solar deities. The focus upon Re, rather than Atum, as in what I 
have characterized as the ‘primordial’ version, comes from the change in setting, 
from the inception of the cosmos to the cosmos in its developed, differentiated 
form, where Re is the divine power operating through the sun as a cosmic 
object. (The sun as a cosmic object is known as the itn, which was the focus of 
the disgraced pharaoh Akhenaten’s monotheist/materialist cult.)  
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The Eye and its ‘return’, it must be noted, takes on different qualities on the 
different levels of the cosmos upon which the symbol operates. On the most 
primordial level, it seems to have the sense of Atum’s coming to consciousness 
through the experience of separation and reunion, and thus is distinct from 
Tefnut or any other figure. Hence in the Bremner-Rhind Papyrus (xxvii), Atum 
states that his ‘Eye’ “followed after” Shu and Tefnut, who, after having been 
ejected from his body, were “brought up by” and “rejoiced in” the Nūn, the 
abyss, and were hence “distant” from him. This identification with the abyss of 
nonbeing, but which is also the abyss of potentiality, resonates throughout the 
theology of the Wandering Goddess. A text from the temple of Hathor at 
Dendara speaks of the waters of the Isheru6 as “her father Nūn, his arms 
embracing her.”7 Thus the Goddess adopts the abyss, rather than Atum’s 
determinacy, as her origin and her true nature. The waters of the Nūn are the 
treacherous horizon of nonexistence, but also the waters of the Nile’s 
inundation, into which the land vanishes into indeterminacy to re-emerge 
fertilized, as the Goddess returns to her homeland and her people. These waters 
are also the free-flowing wine and the oblivion of intoxication in her name, and 
the blurring of social boundaries associated with her cult.  

In returning to him, Atum says that Shu and Tefnut “brought to me my 
Eye with them.” This form of the Eye is symbolized especially by the uraeus 
cobra perched upon the forehead of deities exercising solar authority over the 
cosmos and establishing the order of civilization. Thus begins a new stage in the 
creation, for Atum states that “After I had joined together my members”—Shu 
and Tefnut being like parts of his body—”I wept over them. That is how 
humans came into being from the tears which came forth from my Eye,” a play 
on the words rm.yt, ‘tears’, and rmṯ, ‘humans’. Humans arise in this fashion from 
the awareness achieved by Atum of the parts of himself, and express, through 
their very being, the bittersweet quality of this emergent consciousness of 
identity and non-identity. From another perspective, Shu states in CT spell 76 
that “Atum once sent his Sole Eye [lit. ‘his Sole One’] seeking me and my sister 
Tefnut. I made light of the darkness for it and it found me as an immortal.” 
Here we see Shu’s role as making visible or knowable, accessible to the ‘Eye’ or 
divine agency, the cosmic location of the Goddess who has ‘distanced’ herself 
from all things. 

The Goddesses who act as the ‘Eye’ or agency of Re in the world do so in 
wrath, wrathfully, as we read particularly in the Book of the Celestial Cow, in the 

                                                       
6 The išr.w is the crescent-shaped lake at the temple of Mut at Karnak, or other similar 
sacred lakes elsewhere, the waters of which “appease” the Goddess, cooling her fiery 
wrath and preparing her for reunion with her divine consort. 
7 Barbara A. Richter, The Theology of Hathor of Dendera: Aural and Visual Scribal Techniques 
in the Per-Wer Sanctuary (Atlanta: Lockwood Press, 2016), p. 151. 
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episode known as the ‘Destruction of Humanity’.8 This text lies at the limits of 
the “family resemblance” constituting the Wandering Goddess cycle. The 
Goddess here is primarily wrathful, and her displacement has a different 
character than in other versions, but she is, at any rate, itinerant, and there is the 
rejoicing implicit in the substitution of beer for blood. It shares enough 
features, thus, to be included within the cycle, and generally has been. Why is 
the Goddess wrathful? The answer offered by the Book of the Celestial Cow is that 
the Goddess is wrathful because beings are in rebellion against her father, 
against Re, and hence against the cosmic order. This does indeed provide a 
formula; but to understand it, and to unpack the sense of this ‘wrath’, we must 
return to the primordial moment. Insofar as things differentiate themselves 
from their source, that is, from their self-origination, they separate themselves 
from being the totality, and hence are no longer among all things, which is the 
same as being no thing, the same, that is, as nonbeing or annihilation. Therefore, 
coming-into-being is synonymous with destruction for things which cannot 
reestablish their self-originating individuation. And so the Goddess, as creator 
of all things, as agency itself in the world, the very doing of everything that is 
done, is at the same time, by definition, the ‘wrathful’ destroyer of all things 
insofar as they are destructible.9 

In other texts, the Goddess is wrathful for reasons which are not explained, 
and it seems instead that the significance of her wrath is not the destruction she 
wreaks as a result, but rather that it causes her to absent herself to a distant 
place, distant, that is, from humans and from the other Gods. The point of the 
narrative then is her being persuaded to return, and the rejoicing that results. 
Various deities are placed in the position of seeking her out and convincing her 
to return. Where it is Shu, Tefnut’s primordial partner, there is no suggestion of 
persuasion, but simply of searching and reunion. Where it is Thoth, on the 
other hand, the myth acts as a narrative frame for richly varied material, as 
Thoth (and the author) demonstrates mastery of all the arts of communication. 
We can see this particularly from the long Demotic text from Leyden Papyrus I, 
384, which was also translated (rather freely) into Greek.10 There is evidence, 
too, suggesting that this text reflects a tradition of live storytelling as part of 

                                                       
8 On this text, see my essay “The Book of the Celestial Cow: A Theological 
Interpretation,” Eye of the Heart: A Journal of Traditional Wisdom, No. 3, May 2009, pp. 73-
99. 
9 On this complex of ideas in Egyptian theology, see also my essay “The Wrath of 
Sekhmet,” pp. 276-316 in Daughter of the Sun: A Devotional Anthology in Honor of Sekhmet, 
ed. Tina Georgitsis (Asheville, NC: Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2015). 
10 On the Greek translation of this text, see recently Monica Signoretti, “A Tale of Two 
Tongues? The Myth of the Sun's Eye and its Greek Translation,” Proceedings of the Twenty-
Fifth International Congress of Papyrology (Ann Arbor: Univ. of Michigan Library, 2010), pp. 
725–732. 
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temple celebrations for the Wandering Goddess.11 Where Bes accompanies the 
Goddess, as we see especially in depictions on temples, it seems to be a matter 
rather of transforming her mood through music and dance, corresponding to 
festal activities in which all the performing arts were deployed in the service of 
enticing the Goddess to presence among her people. (Beset, the female form of 
Bes, seems to have played a special role in these festivities as well.)12 

Sometimes the wrath of the Goddess has a specific reason, an outrage 
committed upon her person. Such is apparently the case with a myth we can 
only reconstruct with much uncertainty, and which doubtless did not have only 
one form in any case, in which Tefnut’s son Geb apparently tries to rape her.13 
The point of this narrative seems to have been the punishments exacted upon 
Geb for this act, which are probably important for putting the earth, Geb’s 
domain, in its place, so to speak, setting limits upon that to which, after all, 
mortal beings are to be consigned at the end of their time. Here, then, it is not 
so much a question of the limits inherent in mortal beings insofar as they exist 
in time, but of magical methods for transcending this condition, at least to some 
degree, by exploiting the seams, as it were, between different divine domains.  

Of a different character are the sufferings of another Goddess who may be 
considered to fall under the present rubric, though also stretching its limits, 
namely Horit, as narrated in the Delta Mythological Manual, a text concerned 
with the sacred sites and rituals of the Nile Delta region.14 Her myth shares the 
theme of a Goddess outraged, like Tefnut who suffers an outrage from Geb 
(Horit is explicitly compared to Tefnut in this respect in the Delta Mythological 
Manual (§24 [X, 3]); indeed, it amplifies this theme, as Horit suffers sexual 
assault, miscarriage and imprisonment, but it has little of the element of 
displacement, or so it seems at least from what we possess of the text. The 
vicissitudes of Horit recounted by the Manual do take place at numerous 

                                                       
11 Alexandra von Lieven, “Fragments of a Monumental Proto-Myth of the Sun’s Eye,” 
in G. Widmer and D. Devauchelle (eds.) Actes du IXe Congrès International des Études 
Démotiques (Cairo: IFAO, 2009), pp. 173-181. 
12 Horváth, op cit., pp. 135-141. 
13 For a recent attempt to reconstruct this myth, see Alexandra von Lieven, “Antisocial 
Gods? On the Transgression of Norms in Ancient Egyptian Mythology,” in R. Nyord & 
K. Ryholt (eds.), Lotus and Laurel: Studies on Egyptian Language and Religion in Honour of Paul 
John Frandsen (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum, 2015), pp. 181-207. 
14 See Dimitri Meeks, Mythes et Légendes du Delta: d’après le papyrus Brooklyn 47.218.84 
(Cairo: Institut français d’archéologie orientale, 2006). Citations of the Delta 
Mythological Manual are from this text, the translations my own. On Horit, see also J. 
K. B. Jørgensen, Egyptian Mythological Manuals: Mythological structures and interpretative 
techniques in the Tebtunis Mythological manual, the manual of the Delta and related texts 
(Københavns Universitet, Det Humanistiske Fakultet, 2014), and Jørgensen 2015, op 
cit.  
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different sites in the region, however, and so she does appear to ‘wander’, even 
if not in the singular direction of the other versions. It could be that the Horit 
cycle is a meta-myth linking together the Wandering Goddess cults throughout 
the Delta. The Manual does suggest a rite of purification and pacification 
reminiscent of other Wandering Goddess cults: a ritual at Behbeit is said to 
celebrate Horit’s liberation from captivity. Horit is characteristically conceived 
as young, and has “come of age while she was imprisoned”: “They say, ‘May she 
be free!’ when she is liberated … The women strip and splash themselves with 
fresh water, making purification, purifying this Goddess, chasing away all evil,” 
(§33 [XIII, 7-9]). The focus of the Horit cycle, to the degree we can reconstruct 
it, seems to be upon the Goddess’ many sorrows, her sufferings guaranteeing 
her empathy for suffering humanity, but especially women.  

We have spoken of the Goddess’ ‘displacement’ as a key element of the 
cycle. It is from this that the terminology has arisen among Egyptologists of the 
‘distant’ or ‘wandering’ Goddess. Certain deities appear to derive their name 
uniquely from their role in seeking out or returning with this displaced Goddess: 
the name ‘Onuris’ (in-ḥr.t) means “the one who brings back the one who is 
distant,” where it is understood that it is the Goddess thus brought, while 
‘Arensnuphis’ (iry-ḥms-nfr) means “the good companion,” who accompanies the 
Goddess on her return. But from where? As we saw, in the most primordial 
version, Tefnut (and her brother Shu) seem to be, from Atum’s viewpoint, 
nowhere; for him, they are indiscernible in the abyss, the Nūn. In the versions 
set in the articulated cosmos, however, a location seems essential, but one which 
lies just beyond any known place. Most commonly, we find Tefnut or another 
Goddess returning from the south, from the African fringes of the Egyptians’ 
known world.  

The major, nationwide celebrations of the Wandering Goddess’ return seem 
to have been clustered in the period around the summer solstice and the heliacal 
rising of Sirius at Egyptian latitudes, when the Nile’s annual inundation was 
expected, while some thematic elements of the cycle crop up in festivities 
around the winter solstice as well. Attempts to fix the reference of the 
Wandering Goddess exclusively to the southward and northward journey of the 
sun through the year, or to the heliacal rising of Sirius, however, are too 
restrictive. The myth is certainly applicable to these cycles, but also to others; 
the role of the Wandering Goddess as the fiery ‘Eye’ or agent of Re has an 
obvious solar aspect, which can also be applied to Sirius as the ‘second sun’ in 
Egyptian theology.15 The myth cannot be reduced to this, however, any more 

                                                       
15 The most incisive argument thus far for the cycle’s expression of the occultation and 
heliacal rising of Sirius is J. F. Quack, “A Goddess Rising 10,000 Cubits into the Air… 
Or Only One Cubit, One Finger?” in J. Steele and A. Imhausen (eds.), Under One Sky: 
Astronomy and Mathematics in the Ancient Near East (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2003), pp. 
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than the Goddess’ destination can be treated as a concrete foreign land where 
she would be present to some humans while she is absent from others. In 
versions where she has gone south, for example, it is not to places with a 
distinct regional identity, but to places vaguely located beyond any determinate 
border, places which, if they are not fairy-tale locales, serve at any rate chiefly as 
symbols of the exotic. As such, they can not only be further than any known 
place, but as near as one likes, as well.  

Ultimately, the Wandering Goddess displaces herself to the borderline 
between being and nonbeing, which is where she confronts the forces of chaos, 
the enemies of cosmic order and flourishing, upon whom she vents her blaze of 
wrath, the elemental forces of entropy which are everywhere and nowhere. But 
as we have seen, the abyss is also her father, and she brings back with her from 
the foreign lands an entourage of devotees as well. These are not the foreigners 
against whom it is the pharaoh’s job to secure the nation; rather, the foreigners 
in the returning Goddess’ entourage express an opening to difference, rather 
than the hostility often expressed in Egyptian texts toward the ‘Nine Bows’, a 
set of traditional enemies bordering the Egyptian state. Hence, a hymn to 
Raettawy states that “There dance ecstatically for you the Mentyew-Libyans in 
their (peculiar) clothing, and the Nubians with their mace(s); The nomads throw 
themselves down in front of you, and the bearded ones declaim for you.”16 

What about the worshipers of the Wandering Goddess? We know from 
multiple sources that her celebrations could test the limits of tolerance in 
Egyptian culture. Herodotus (II 60), a foreign witness to the behavior of 
celebrants of Bast as the Wandering Goddess, gives an idea also of the scale of 
the celebrations:  

 
When the people are on their way to Bubastis, they go by river, a great 
number in every boat, men and women together. Some of the women 
make a noise with rattles, others play flutes all the way, while the rest of 
the women, and the men, sing and clap their hands. As they travel by 
river to Bubastis, whenever they come near any other town they bring 
their boat near the bank; then some of the women do as I have said, 
while some shout mockery of the women of the town; others dance, 
and others stand up and lift their skirts. They do this whenever they 
come alongside any riverside town. But when they have reached 
Bubastis, they make a festival with great sacrifices, and more wine is 
drunk at this feast than in the whole year besides. It is customary for 

                                                                                                                                
283-94, which also offers an overview of other cosmic cycles with which the myth has 
been associated. 
16 Trans. J. C. Darnell, p. 64 in “Hathor Returns to Medamud”, Studien zur Altägyptischen 
Kultur 22 (1995), pp. 47-94. 
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men and women (but not children) to assemble there to the number of 
seven hundred thousand, as the people of the place say. (Trans. A. D. 
Godley) 

 
Hathor, we should note, exposes her genitals to Re when she finds him 

despondent at one point in the Contendings of Horus and Seth, restoring his good 
cheer, in what may be an allusion to the festivities of Hathor as the Wandering 
Goddess. There is good reason to believe that the sexual dimension of these 
festivities went beyond mere display, as well. A fragmentary papyrus connected 
with the cult of Bast clearly refers to feasting, dancing, drunkenness and also to 
sexual activity in her honor.17 Other texts also suggest the possibility of 
ritualized sexuality in allied cults.18 A demotic text addressing a Goddess by the 
epithet Tꜣy, i.e. ti.t, ‘sign, figure, image’, a title of the Returning Goddess akin to 
that of ‘Eye of Re’, says, “Let him drink, let him eat, let him make love before 
Tꜣy. ‘Tꜣy, Tꜣy’ he says, namely the one who desires a companion.”19 Such activity 
should be seen primarily in light of the theophany which it witnesses. Thus, the 
temple as the ‘horizon’ (ꜣḫt) of divine manifestation can itself be personified as 
the consort of a deity, as in a song from the tomb of Amenemhat: “How well it 
goes for the temple of Amun-Re, she who spends the day in festival, with the 
king of the gods within her, [spending the night (?) … ]. She is like a ⌜drunken⌝ 
woman, seated outside the dwelling place (of the god), her braided locks falling 
upon her beautiful [breasts]. She has linen and sheets.”20 

We have direct evidence of controversy concerning these celebrations at 
times. We know, for example, that a representative of the cult of Tefnut and her 
consort Arensnuphis was subject to censure from an oracle of Khnum at 
Elephantine for licentious activities that were considered to have profaned the 
sanctuary of Osiris at Bigeh, where Tefnut also had a temple. “Offending the 
god (is) what you have done,” the oracle declares to one Petiireyhemesnefer, 
whose name incorporates that of iry-ḥms-nfr, Arensnuphis, the ‘good companion’ 
who accompanies the Goddess on her return. “You drank wine (at) night, while 

                                                       
17 Pp. 305-11 in F. Hoffman and J. Quack, Anthologie der demotischen Literatur (Berlin: Lit 
Verlag, 2007). 
18 See, e.g., Marc Brose, “Ostrakon BM EA 50727: ‘An unknown literary text’?”, Studien 
zur Altägyptischen Kultur 38 (2009), pp. 57-81. The text in question, though ambiguous 
throughout, seems to refer to performing an “orgy” (nk) for the purpose of bringing on 
the Nile’s inundation.  
19 Mark Depauw and Mark Smith, “Visions of Ecstasy: Cultic Revelry before the 
goddess Ai/Nehemanit, Ostraca Faculteit Letteren (K.U. Leuven) dem. 1-2”, pp. 67 – 
93 in F. Hoffmann and H-J Thissen (eds.), Res severa varum gaudium: Festschrift für Karl-
Theodor Zauzich zum 65. Geburtstag am 8. Juni 2004 (Leuven: Peeters, 2004); p. 75. On the 
title t�y/ti.t, see the discussion ibid., pp. 83-4. 
20 J. C. Darnell, op cit., p. 60-1. 



BUTLER      Egypt’s Returning Goddesses 
 

 
[61] 

the goddesses [i.e., Isis and Nephthys] were in mourning-garb. You called out to 
your wife, saying, ‘Tefnut, there is no goddess like her,’ while the widow [Isis] 
was in (the) sacred grove.”21 The editor suggests (n. 19) that the issue here was 
breaking the silence required by the Osirian rite, but we may note also the 
elevation of Tefnut over other Goddesses, of which there is a parallel in the text 
concerning Mut as Wandering Goddess discussed below. Moreover, the 
devotee’s “calling out to his wife” in this fashion could be a euphemism for 
sexual activity in the name of the Goddess.  

An aspect of the tension revealed in this episode between the two cults is 
surely the complementarity between the Osirian theology and that of the 
Wandering Goddess. It would be no exaggeration to say that these two 
theologies, taken in their fullest signification, each comprises half of the 
Egyptian theological universe. Inconnu-Bocquillon notes accordingly the 
distinct and parallel terminology used at Philae for divine action on behalf of 
the cosmos by the Eye of Re, under which rubric the Wandering Goddess falls, 
and on behalf of Osiris, which is to say the defense of the individual mortal 
soul, by Isis and her associated deities.22 Hence the domains of the two great 
Goddesses of Egypt, if we may so characterize Hathor and Isis, are in a sense 
mutually exclusive, which is precisely why they are so often syncretized or fused 
with one another, not because there are not firm grounds for distinguishing 
them, but rather just because of that irreducible difference. Syncretism or divine 
fusion in Egyptian theology is not an expression of simple identity, but of 
analogy, a precisely tuned equation. For Isis to wear the solar disk and horns of 
Hathor, therefore, accords her in effect dominion over the very half of 
existence which she did not already possess immediately or mediately, and this 
is exactly why she is so often depicted in this fashion. 

Further insight into the cult of the Wandering Goddess is provided by a 
fragmentary text dedicated to the cult of Mut.23 The text refers several times to 
the “Appeasing the Heart of Mut Ritual” and refers to “he who found the 
distant one,” who would “pacify her rages” (Jasnow & Smith 2010/11 p. 18, l. 
10), as well as to a “day of seeking her” (ibid., p. 19, l. 17 & p. 40, n. 40), typical 
features of the Wandering Goddess cult. We read, moreover, that the orgiastic 

                                                       
21 The Elephantine Papyri in English, ed. Bezalel Porten (Leiden: Brill, 1996), pp. 341-2. 
22 Inconnu-Bocquillon speaks, e.g., of two forms of flame, designated by the terms nbi.t 
and nsr.t, of which the “functional specification” is “the defense of Rê for nbi.t, general 
defense and to a lesser degree that of Osiris and of Horus for nsr.t,” (p. 7f, trans. mine). 
23 Richard Jasnow and Mark Smith, “‘As for Those Who have Called me Evil, Mut will 
Call them Evil’: Orgiastic Cultic Behaviour and its Critics in Ancient Egypt (PSI Inv. 
[provv.] D 114a+PSI Inv. 3056 verso).” Enchoria 32, 2010/11, pp. 9-53; see also Jasnow 
and Smith, “New Fragments of the Demotic Mut Text in Copenhagen and Florence,” 
In R. Jasnow and K. Cooney (eds.), Joyful in Thebes: Egyptological Studies in Honor of Betsy M. 
Bryan (Atlanta: Lockwood Press, 2015), pp. 238−82. 
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celebrations in her honor have apparently become controversial, so that the 
author of the text is concerned to defend them: a repeated refrain in the text is 
that “As for those who have called me [the author] evil, Mut will call them 
evil.”24 The text depicts Mut as the object of loving devotion who in turn 
communicates by direct theophany with her devotees and acts directly on their 
behalf. They think of her as their mother, and she is fiercely protective, the text 
comparing her to a panther and speaking of her “fiery blast.” The joyous 
celebrations mentioned in the text involve worshipers adorning themselves with 
special clothing, jewelry, cosmetics and perfumes and engaging in feasting (while 
certain dietary restrictions seem to be indicated at other times), drunkenness, 
music, dancing and sexual activity as a specific form of devotion to their 
Goddess: “Drink truly. Eat truly. Sing […] Don clothing, anoint (yourself), 
adorn the eyes, and enjoy sexual bliss,” (p. 18, ll. 3-4). A degree of exclusivity in 
her worship, similar to that criticized with respect to Tefnut by the oracle from 
Elephantine, is suggested by the lines, “while (or since) I am entrusted [to] 
⌜Mut⌝. [I will say to the] people(?): ‘I will ⌜not⌝ enter the house [of another 
god(?) except for Mut …],” (ibid., p. 18, l. 12). In what we may see as a related 
feature, namely the cult’s broadly syncretic quality, Mut is presented at least 
once in this text in the elaborate conjunct form of “Mut-Sekhmet-Bastet-
Wadjet-Smithis, the lady of Isheru” (ibid., p. 18, ll. 8-9), where the latter refers 
to the sacred lake in which the Goddess was ceremonially bathed and her wrath 
‘cooled’, a rite often referred to by Egyptologists as the “navigation” of the 
Goddess. The common ritual of the Isheru thus binds together the syncretism 
of diverse Goddesses playing this common role.  

Some worshipers of the Wandering Goddess, it seems, deliberately blurred 
the line between ritual observance and everyday, ‘secular’ life: “Those who have 
proclaimed Mut to you, those who have proclaimed to you the [goddess(?) say: 
‘She will not(?)] let you be distant from drunkenness on any day. She will not 

                                                       
24 Compare the similar remark on an ostracon associated with the cult of Ai (Depauw 
and Smith, op cit., p. 70): “As for the critics, his rejoinder (is): Ai has said: ‘Evil indeed! 
Eating in the fullness of bounty is (to) their backs’,” i.e., “the critics, because of their 
attitude, are doomed to remain ignorant of the pleasures of such feasting,” (74). See 
also, in an apparently related text: “The ones who drink and the ones who eat (are) the 
ones who are on the path (of god). They know their position from the lower side up to 
the upper side. (But) the ones who have said ‘They have not drunk’, the ones who have 
said: ‘They have not eaten’,” i.e., those who refuse to participate, “their fate and their 
fortune (lead) towards anger and death. They will cause silver to come into being. (But) 
they will destroy the treasury. They will be abundant of wheat and emmer. (But) they do 
not have barley. They destroy …” (Richard Jasnow and Karl-Theodor Zauzich, 
“Another Praise of the Goddess Ait,” in R. Jasnow and G. Widmer (eds.), Illuminating 
Osiris: Egyptological Studies in Honor of Mark Smith (Atlanta, GA: Lockwood Press, 2017), 
pp. 155-162), p. 157. 
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allow you to be lacking in any [manner(?) … You will spend] a lifetime, all your 
limbs being healthy. You will be(?) like me at all(?) times,” (p. 18, ll. 4-6); “… to 
leave her house in a state of joy every day […]” (“New Fragments,” p. 263, x + 
5). Similarly, a demotic text urges “Drink, truly. Eat, truly. Drink, eat, sing, get 
drunk. Those who proclaim Ai,25 those who proclaim Tꜣy, she will not let 
drunkenness be far away for them on any day.”26 In a similar text, the devotee 
proclaims “I will drink, I will eat, I will sing, I will become drunk, I will see the 
face of Ai daily.”27 On her funerary stela, “a woman named Chratiankh declares: 
‘I was a mistress of drunkenness, one who loved a good day, who looked 
forward to roaming the marshes [a euphemism for sexuality] every day, anointed 
with myrrh and perfumed with lotus scent’.”28 There may well have been 
devotees of the Wandering Goddess, then, for who the celebration was not 
confined to a few dates on the calendar or to a single town, but was never-
ending. They might even have been itinerant in her service as the musicians, 
dancers, and other performers essential to her rites. 

Another important category of potential full-time worshipers, so to speak, 
of the Wandering Goddess, and which raise fascinating issues in their own right, 
are the “corporation of women-men” (ẖ s-ḥm.t-ḥwṱ.w), or “androgynes” 
mentioned three times in the demotic text known as the Myth of the Sun’s Eye. 
Mark Depauw translates these passages as follows: “Their corporations of 
women-men, their faces are sad; their beautiful women are in the street without 
laughing,” (11.5) in reference to Egypt’s sadness at the Goddess’s absence; 
“Have you not let the corporations of women-men shake their hair for the one 
who is in Tꜣ-ww [an unknown location]? Have you not let the corporations of 
women-men shake their hair for the one who is in the city of the sistrum 
[Hu/Diospolis Parva]?” (22.23, 22.26), referring to the festivities at her return.29 
Depauw places these ambiguous passages in a rich context of “transgressions of 
gender boundaries in ancient Egypt, from androgyny to virilization of women 
and effeminisation of men” (p. 59). Particularly significant in the context of the 
Wandering Goddess myth is the androgynous character assigned to creator 
deities, whether female or male, among whom are several who also act as the 
Wandering Goddess (p. 55). The same term, moreover, from the demotic text 
of the Myth of the Sun’s Eye is used in Coptic form in the Gnostic text The 

                                                       
25 Or Ait, ‘Ayt, Âayt, a Goddess of Herakleopolis identified with the Wandering 
Goddess. See Olivier Perdu, “Une autre trace de la déesse Âayt dans l’onomastique 
Hérakléopolitaine et l’origine du chef de la flotte Pakhrof,” Revue d’Égyptologie 40 (1989), 
pp. 195-7. 
26 Depauw and Smith, op cit., p. 70. 
27 Depauw and Smith, op cit., p. 76. 
28 Depauw and Smith, op cit., p. 82. 
29 Mark Depauw, “Notes on Transgressing Gender Boundaries in Ancient Egypt,” ZÄS 
130 (2003), pp. 49-59. 
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Apocryphon of John to refer to the androgyny of the aeons (p. 51), suggesting a 
theological background to the term. A depiction of a Hathor festival from the 
tomb of Kheruef shows at one point, amongst the musicians and acrobatic 
dancers, what Horváth describes as “three androgynous figures … each wearing 
a lion-mask” resembling Bes(et), while one holds an arm-shaped wand.30 The 
blurring of gender identity would have been yet another manifestation of the 
abyss of indeterminacy, the pre-cosmic waters whose rising tide is at once 
threatening and creative. It is difficult to resist comparing such ‘corporations’ in 
service of the Wandering Goddess to the Hindu transgender hijras dedicated to 
the Goddess Bahuchar Ma, though such cross-cultural comparisons are always 
hazardous. 

There are also inhuman worshipers of the Wandering Goddesses, namely 
the animals often present in her entourage. A typical passage from Medamûd 
declares that “The kyky-simians give praise to you [Hathor], and the kri.w-apes 
with ssnḏm-sticks; the griffins cover themselves for you with their wings; the 
foxes raise up their heads for you. The Reret-goddesses praise you, their mouths 
open, their forearms in adoration before you.”31 It is noteworthy that 
Goddesses on Minoan Crete are also depicted receiving the devotion of apes, 
griffins, and Reret-type composite creatures, known in the Aegean as the 
“Minoan genius.” The presence of foxes in the entourage, furthermore, suggests 
the bassarids, or fox-skin wearing followers of Dionysos, whose cult may have 
inherited certain aspects of the worship of the Wandering Goddess through the 
intermediary of Bronze Age Aegean Goddesses directly influenced by Egyptian 
cultus. A key figure in this respect may be Hera, who is both wrathful and 
beneficent, causes a frenzy taxonomically identical to Bacchic mania, which can 
extend to animal transformation, periodically absents herself from her consort 
Zeus, restoring her maiden status by the ritual bathing of her statue before 
returning to him, and is associated with lions and griffins, the combination of 
such factors, were she in Egypt, would mark her clearly as a ‘Wandering 
Goddess’. 

  
Through the framework of the ‘Wandering Goddess’ theology, cults of local 
Goddesses all over Egypt could participate in a nationwide religious structure 
without compromising their distinct identities. This process could, with due 
caution, be compared to the process whereby local Goddesses in India were 
incorporated into a nationwide devotional framework through the Devī 
Māhātmya and the Śakti Pīṭha traditions. There is no single ‘Wandering Goddess’ 
of whom the many Goddesses participating in this form of cult would be mere 
instances or specifications. This exemplifies the sophistication of polytheist 

                                                       
30 Horváth, op. cit., p. 137. 
31 Darnell, op cit., pp. 80-1. 
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thought. For the polytheist, the capacity to formalize patterns of activity 
associated with multiple divinities does not subordinate their multiplicity, 
because the existential value of the act of formalization is grasped correctly even by 
ordinary worshipers on an intuitive level. As such, we can confidently predict 
that had Egyptian polytheism survived down to the present day, the multiplicity 
of distinct individual Goddesses celebrated as the Returning Goddess would 
likely have persisted as well.  

The Osirian theology, through the identification of the mortal individual 
with Osiris and the sovereign with Horus, provided an account of mortality and 
resurrection for the individual which linked this most personal drama to the 
integrity of the cosmos and ultimately of civilization. In similar fashion, the 
Wandering Goddess theology linked worshipers’ intensely personal experience 
of ecstasy to the Goddess’ primordial experience of displacement and 
alienation, followed by reunion and affirmation, and through this to the 
structures of cosmic order that she upholds. This ecstatic bond extended even 
so far as to shake social conventions, in order that the authenticity of the 
individual’s participation in the divine order should be without question—which 
is, indeed, in the grand scheme of things, a small price to pay. For through their 
ecstatic experience, the Goddess who was distant returns to immanence, and 
cosmic order is established, grounded and affirmed. 
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