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Sobek

For other uses, see Sobek (disambiguation).

Sobek (also called Sebek, Sochet, Sobk, and Sobki), in
Greek, Suchos (Zody0c) and from Latin Suchus, was an
ancient Egyptian deity with a complex and fluid nature.!?’
He is associated with the Nile crocodile and is either rep-
resented in its form or as a human with a crocodile head.
Sobek was also associated with pharaonic power, fertility,
and military prowess, but served additionally as a protec-
tive deity with apotropaic qualities, invoked particularly
for protection against the dangers presented by the Nile
river.

1 History

This statue of Sobek was found at Amenemhat Ill's mortuary
temple (which was connected to his pyramid at Hawara in the
Faiyum), serving as a testament to this king’s devotion to Sobek.
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.

Sobek enjoyed a longstanding presence in the ancient
Egyptian pantheon, from the Old Kingdom (c. 2686—
2181 BCE) through the Roman period (c. 30 BCE—350
CE). He is first known from several different Pyramid
Texts of the Old Kingdom, particularly from spell PT
317.831 The spell, which praises the pharaoh as living in-
carnation of the crocodile god, reads:

"Unis is Sobek, green of plumage, with alert face and
raised fore, the splashing one who came from the thigh
and tail of the great goddess in the sunlight...Unis has
appeared as Sobek, Neith's son. Unis will eat with his
mouth, Unis will urinate and Unis will copulate with his
penis. Unis is lord of semen, who takes women from their
husbands to the place Unis likes according to his heart’s

fancy. "™

As one can understand from this text alone, Sobek was
considered a violent, hyper-sexual, and erratic deity,
prone to his primal whims. The origin of his name, Shk'!
in ancient Egyptian, is debated among scholars, but many
believe that it is derived from a causative of the verb “to
impregnate.”(®!

Though Sobek was worshipped in the Old Kingdom,
he truly gained prominence in the Middle Kingdom (c.
2055—1650 BCE), most notably under the Twelfth Dy-
nasty king, Amenemhat III. Amenemhat III had taken a
particular interest in the Faiyum region of Egypt, a region
heavily associated with Sobek. Amenemhat and many of
his dynastic contemporaries engaged in building projects
to promote Sobek — projects that were often executed
in the Faiyum. In this period, Sobek also underwent an
important change: he was often fused with the falcon-
headed god of divine kingship, Horus. This brought
Sobek even closer with the kings of Egypt, thereby giv-
ing him a place of greater prominence in the Egyptian
pantheon.!”! The fusion added a finer level of complexity
to the god’s nature, as he was adopted into the divine triad
of Horus and his two parents: Osiris and Isis.[®!

This Late Period (c. 400 —250 BCE) statue shows Sobek bearing
the falcon head of Re-Harakhti, illustrating the fusion of Sobek
and Re into Sobek-Re. Walters Art Museum, Baltimore.

Sobek first acquired a role as a solar deity through his
connection to Horus, but this was further strengthened in
later periods with the emergence of Sobek-Ra, a fusion
of Sobek and Egypt’s primary sun god, Ra. Sobek-Horus
persisted as a figure in the New Kingdom (1550—1069
BCE), but it was not until the last dynasties of Egypt that
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Sobek-Ra gained prominence. This understanding of the
god was maintained after the fall of Egypt’s last native dy-
nasty in Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt (c. 332 BCE—390
CE). The prestige of both Sobek and Sobek-Ra endured
in this time period and tributes to him attained greater
prominence — both through the expansion of his dedi-
cated cultic sites and a concerted scholarly effort to make
him the subject of religious doctrine."!

This relief from the Temple of Kom Ombo shows Sobek with typ-
ical attributes of kingship, including a was sceptre and royal kilt.
The ankh in his hand represents his role as an Osirian healer and
his crown is a solar crown associated with one of the many forms
of Re.

2 Cult centers

The entire Faiyum region — the “Land of the Lake”
in Egyptian (specifically referring to Lake Moeris) —
served as a cult center of Sobek."'’! Most Faiyum towns
developed their own localized versions of the god, such
as Soknebtunis at Tebtunis, Sokonnokonni at Bacchias,
and Souxei at an unknown site in the area. At Karanis,
two forms of the god were worshipped: Pnepheros and
Petsuchos. There, mummified crocodiles were employed
as cult images of Petsuchos.!'!]

Sobek Shedety, the patron of the Faiyum’s centrally lo-
cated capital, Crocodilopolis (or Egyptian “Shedet”), was
the most prominent form of the god. Extensive building
programs honoring Sobek were realized in Shedet, as it
was the capital of the entire Arsinoite nome and conse-
quently the most important city in the region. It is thought
that the effort to expand Sobek’s main temple was ini-
tially driven by Ptolemy IL.!'% Specialized priests in the
main temple at Shedet functioned solely to serve Sobek,
boasting titles like “prophet of the crocodile-gods” and
“one who buries of the bodies of the crocodile-gods of
the Land of the Lake.”!!?]

Outside the Faiyum, Kom Ombo, in southern Egypt, was
the biggest cultic center of Sobek, particularly during
the Ptolemaic and Roman periods. The temple at this
site was called the “Per-Sobek,” meaning the “house of
Sobek.”!!?]

3 CHARACTER AND SURROUNDING MYTHOLOGIES

This Roman period box shows a king making an offering to a
solar form of Sobek. It is thought that this box could have been
used in such offering rituals. Walters Art Museum, Baltimore.
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Sovk (Suchus, Cronos, Satrune), N372.2, Brooklyn Museum
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Sobek is, above all else, an aggressive and animalistic de-
ity who lives up to the vicious reputation of his patron
animal, the large and violent Nile crocodile. Some of
his common epithets betray this nature succinctly, the
most notable of which being: “he who loves robbery,” “he
who eats while he also mates,” and “pointed of teeth.”!!3]
However, he also displays grand benevolence in more
than one celebrated myth. After his association with
Horus and consequent adoption into the Osirian triad of
Osiris, Isis, and Horus in the Middle Kingdom, Sobek
became associated with Isis as a healer of the deceased
Osiris (following his violent murder by Set in the cen-
tral Osiris myth).l'"*! In fact, though many scholars be-
lieve that the name of Sobek, Sbk, is derived from s-bAk,
“to impregnate,” others postulate that it is a participial
form of the verb sbq,“s] an alternative writing of sAg, “to
unite,” thereby meaning Sbk could roughly translate to “he
who unites (the dismembered limbs of Osiris).”[!6!

It is from this association with healing that Sobek was
considered a protective deity. His fierceness was able
to ward off evil while simultaneously defending the in-
nocent. He was thus made a subject of personal piety
and a common recipient of votive offerings, particu-
larly in the later periods of ancient Egyptian history.
It was not uncommon, particularly in Ptolemaic and
Roman Egypt, for crocodiles to be preserved as mummies
in order to present at Sobek’s cultic centers.!'”! Sobek
was also offered mummified crocodile eggs, meant to
emphasize the cyclical nature of his solar attributes as
Sobek-Ra.[!8] Likewise, crocodiles were raised on reli-
gious grounds as living incarnations of Sobek. Upon
their deaths, they were mummified in a grand ritual dis-
play as sacred, but earthly, manifestations of their patron
god. This practice was executed specifically at the main
temple of Crocodilopolis.!'”! It should also be mentioned
that these mummified crocodiles have been found with
baby crocodiles in their mouths and on their backs. The
crocodile — one of the few non-mammals that diligently
care for their young — often transports its offspring in this
manner. The practice of preserving this aspect of the
animal’s behavior via mummification is likely intended
to emphasize the protective and nurturing aspects of the
fierce Sobek, as he protects the Egyptian people in the
same manner that the crocodile protects its young.[2]

In Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt, a “local monograph”
called the Book of the Faiyum centered on Sobek with
a considerable portion devoted to the journey made by
Sobek-Ra each day with the movement of the sun through
the sky. The text also focuses heavily on Sobek’s cen-
tral role in creation as a manifestation of Ra, as he is
said to have risen from the primal waters of Lake Moeris,
not unlike the Ogdoad in the traditional creation myth of
Hermopolis.[?!}

Many varied copies of the book exist and many scholars
feel that it was produced in large quantities as a “best-
seller” in antiquity. The integral relationship between the
Faiyum and Sobek is highlighted via this text, and his far

reaching influence is seen in localities that are outside of
the Faiyum as well; a portion of the book is copied on the
Upper Egyptian (meaning southern Egyptian) Temple of
Kom Ombo.??!

4 Gallery

e Sobek in his crocodile form, 12th Dynasty.
Staatliches Museum Agyptischer Kunst, Munich.

e This New Kingdom statue shows pharaoh
Amenhotep III with a solar form of Sobek,
likely Sobek-Horus. Luxor Museum, Luxor.

e Crocodiles of various ages mummified in honor of
Sobek. The Crocodile Museum, Aswan.

e Mummified crocodiles.
Aswan.

The Crocodile Museum,

o A wall relief from Kom Ombo showing Sobek with
solar attributes.

e This dark blue glass head served as an inlay. Walters
Art Museum, Baltimore.
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