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T h e  w ord C rocodile is derived from  th e G reek s, who gave the nam e o f  

k p o k o a e i a o s  to  a lizard, in  their ow n country, on account o f  its tim id ity .*  

O n  their arrival in E g y p t, th ey  found a hu ge aquatic anim al o f  a sim ilar 

shape, to  w hich th ey  applied th e sam e nam e. T h e  ancient E gyptians  

term ed  it Savak, Sovk, or Souchus; and th e present inhabitants o f  E g y p t  

call it  Temsah. I n  the O ld  T estam en t w e find it m ention ed  (Job chap. 

x li . v . i.) under the n am e o f  L eviathan , derived from  lavah coupled, and  

ten , a dragon, i. e., a large serpent, or fish. T h e  com pound leviathan, th e  

coupled dragon, denotes an anim al partaking o f the nature b oth  o f  land  

serpents and fishes, and in this p lace signifies the Crocodile, w hich lives as 

w ell under w ater as on sh ore.— Coke's Comment on the Bible.
T h e  P ortu guese term  the lizard el lagarto, and hence is derived our word  

alligator. T h e  C rocodile (Lacerta Crocodilus. L i n J  o f  the N ile  varies in  

len gth  from  40 feet, or m ore, to  a few  inches w hen young. T h ose on the  

tab le  are about 1 2  inches in len gth .

T h is anim al was w orshipped b y  the ancient E gyptians, or rather, I  should  

say, in  certain parts o f  E g y p t ; for, w hile som e o f the inhabitants worshipped  

it, others m ade fierce w ar upon th em  for so doing. S u ch  was the cause o f  

quarrel betw een  the O m b ites and T entyrites described b y  Juvenal, w ho  

tells  us, that to  such a pitch  did religious hatred go, that even  the prisoners 

tak en  in  battle  w ere e a te n .f

*  K P O K O S  S affro n , an d  A E IA O S  tim o ro u s. 

f  M seotis f irst d id  im p io u s  r ite s  d e v is e ,

O f  tre a tin g  G o d s  w ith  h u m a n  s a c r if ic e ,



T h e  Crocodile was w orshipped at C optos, O m b os, and at A rsin oe , or, as 

it was previously called, th e C ity  o f  C rocodiles (C rocodilopolis). A t  T h ebes  

also this anim al was w orshipped. T h e  people o f  O m b os dug tanks for 

th em , and taught th em  to  com e w hen  called. A t  M em p h is , th e priests 

k ep t one, w hich was perfectly  tam e. I t  was adorned w ith jew els , and led  

about in cerem onial processions ; and at Crocodilopolis, they w ere so tam e, 

that th ey  w ould  tak e the food from  the hands o f the feeders. Strabo speaks 

o f one w hich his h ost at Crocodilopolis took  him  to see. H e  was a m an o f  

consideration, and in  show ing Strabo and his party the sacred curiosities o f  

th e place, conducted th em  to the brink o f  the lake, having tak en  w ith h im  

from  the supper tab le a cake, som e roast m eat, and a cup o f  w ine. T h ey  

found th e anim al on the shore o f the la k e ; and w hile som e o f the priests 

opened its m outh, one put in the cake, and then the m eat, after w hich th e  

w ine was poured in. T h e  Crocodile then  took  to  the water, and passed  

over to  the other side, to receive the offerings m ade to  it b y  other parties.*

V ariou s reasons have been  assigned for th e worship o f this anim al.

1 . B ecause it afforded protection  from  L ybian  and A rabian  robbers, as 

none w ould venture to  cross a river or canal w here so fierce an anim al 

existed . T h u s the D u tch  filled the ditches o f  B atavia  with C rocodiles to  

prevent desertion, as m o st o f  their soldiers were enlisted b y  force. Certain  

it is, that the C rocodile o f  the N ile  is th e m ost ferocious o f  its k in d ; and we

B ut savage E gypt’s cruelty exceeds
The Scythian shrine, where, though the captive bleeds,

Secure o f burial when his life is fled.
# *  #  *  #
Can men, or more resenting G ods invent,
O r hell inflict, proportionate punishment 
On varlets, who could treat revenge and spite,
W ith  such a feast, as famine’s self would fright ?

J u v en a l , S a t. xv .

*  H ospes itaque noster, unus ex  honoratis viris, qui nobis sacra commonstrabat, ad lacum  
una accedens, placentulam et carnem assam, et quoddam mulsi vasculum e coena attulit- 
Bestiam in ripa lacus invenimus, ex sacerdotibus alii ejus os aperuerunt, alius placentam  
ihgessit, postea carnem, deinde mulsum infudit: ille in lacum desiliens, in ulteriorem par­
tem trajecit: cumque alius hospes advenisset, et similiter primitias attulisset, cursu lacum  
circumeuntes itidem invento Crocodilo obtulerunt.”

Strabonis G eog ra p h . L ib e r  D ec im u s-sep tim u s, p .  8 1 1 .



are told  that in places w here th ey  w ere w orshipped, their num bers increased  

to  such an exten t, “  th at it w as n ot safe for any one to  w ash his feet, or draw  

w ater, at the r iv e r ; and no one could w alk  near th e edge o f  th e stream , 

either in  the vicinity o f  O m b os, Coptos, or A rsin oe , w ith ou t extrem e  

caution.” — /Elian, X . 24 . Wilkinson, Vol. II . 230.

2 . M .  P auw , and others, have supposed th at as the C rocodile could  only  

exist w here w ater was to  be  found, there w ould  o f  course, be  a necessity  

for k eep in g  the canals open, and that the worship o f  this anim al w ould thus  

ensure a plentiful supply o f  pure w ater, w here th e  tow ns w ere at som e d is ­

tance from  the N ile .

I  m igh t notice other opinions on this subject, i f  tim e w ould  allow . I  

shall, therefore, m ere ly  m en tion  w hat has seem ed to  m e  th e m o st probable  

reason. I f  w e loo k  at th e habits o f  the anim al, w e find th at he devours 

noth ing  b u t putrid anim al m atter. T hus, on seizing a m an, or any other  

anim al, he drags h im  under w ater to  drow n h i m ; th en  p lacing the body  

under som e ledge o f  rock or m ud, does not devour it until putrefaction  has 

tak en  place. N o w , w hen w e consider that the N ile  is the only source from  

w hich w ater can be derived throughout the w hole o f  E g y p t, h ow  w onder­

fu lly  adapted does such an anim al becom e to destroy th e m ost disgusting  

m atter w hich w ater can h old  in solution, viz., putrid anim al substances. 

I t  is in  fact the great scavenger o f  th e deep. W h e n e v e r  th e E gyptians  

w ished to preserve any anim al, th ey  im m ed iately  m ade it sa cred ; and  

there can be no doubt that th ey  w ere w ell acquainted w ith the habits o f  

this anim al, and understood its utility . B u t  w hat in  the first instance was 

m erely  intended to protect, soon constituted it an object o f  worship,— a 

G o d . A n d  so infatuated did the worshippers o f  this anim al becom e, that 

m others rejoiced w hen their children w ere devoured b y  any o f th em , b e ­

lieving  that great honour was conferred upon  th em  b y  th e god, w ho con­

descended to  feed  upon their offspring,

T h e  Crocodile was n ot, how ever, venerated in  every part o f  E gy p t. I  

have already stated that it  was th e cause o f  war betw een  the O m b ites and  

T en tyrites. O ld  writers te ll us, th at the inhabitants o f  T entyris, A p p o lli -  

nopolis, H eracleopolis, and th e island o f  E lephantina, & c., h eld  it in  parti­

cular execration, look ing  upon it  as th e em b lem  o f  th e E v il B ein g , or



T yph on . In  som e o f these tow ns the C rocodile was eaten. T h e  C roco­

dile is now  only found in U p p er E g y p t, though  in  form er tim es it was even  

com m on  in the D elta . M a n fa lo o t appears to  be  the m ost northern point 

at which these anim als are n ow  found.

T h e bodies o f  all sacred anim als, as soon as life was extin ct, w ere wrap­

ped in linen, prepared w ith  oils and arom atic substances, and then  deposit­

ed in a sacred tom b . T h e  linen  used to  envelop the m um m ies on the  

tab le , appears to  have previously form ed portions o f  garm ents, and m ost  

probably, priests’ garm ents, as in  som e cases w e find various devices em ­

broidered upon it, such as hearts, rings, & c.

T h e  m o st exten sive C rocodile tom bs at present know n, are about five 

m iles from  M a n fa lo o t, on the eastern bank o f  the N ile . F ro m  these ap­

parently  interm inable caves, th e present specim ens were brought.

“  T h e G rottoes o f  M a ab d eh ” (so called, from  a village near th em  o f  that 

nam e), are entered b y  a perpendicular cleft in the lim estone rock, o f  about 

12 feet in depth. A fte r  w hich, you  creep on your stom ach, through a 

passage so sm all, that I  nearly stu ck  fast, and alm ost fainted from  th e h eat  

and exertion . A s  soon as w e had crept through this narrow entrance, we 

found ourselves in  a good-sized  cham ber, from  w hich passages ran in vari­

ous directions. A lo n g  several o f  th ese w e proceeded, at one tim e craw ling  

flat on th e ground, at another m erely  stooping, and then  scram bling over  

large m asses o f  rock. T h e  heat, dust, and the odour o f  m u m m ies over  

w hich w e frequently w alked (and w hich, in m an y places, form ed the floor o f  

th e gallery), w ere offensive in the extrem e. Thousands o f  bats flew  around  

us, com in g every m o m e n t in contact w ith  our faces, hands, and torches, 

thus threatening to  involve us in perfect darkness. W e  had alm ost given  

up our search, w hen w e found our further progress stopped, b y  thousands o f  

C rocodile, and hum an m u m m ies. F ro m  this im m ense collection, the pre­

sent m u m m ies w ere brought.

E ach  young C rocodile is w rapped in  a piece o f  old  linen cloth, and then  

form ed into bundles, b y  fastening 5 or 6  togeth er w ith thread. T h e  large  

ones are single.

T h e hum an m u m m ies frequently  consist o f  m erely  parts o f  th e body, 

thus w e find the upper or low er half, separated from  the rest, and form ing
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a distinct portion. T hese portions are w rapped in linen, and then  bound  

round w ith palm  leaves, w hich serve as an external covering. In  no in­

stance did I  perceive any w ooden case or co ffin ; m any o f  the hum an m u m ­

m ies had th e skin covered w ith  gilding.

W h e th e r  these m u m m ies w ere deposited at an early period o f  th e E g y p ­

tian em pire, or in later and m ore barbarous tim es, it is n ow  im possible to  say. 

I t  is evident from  such extensive tom bs, th at w here M a n fa loot n ow  stands, 

or near it, there m u st have been  som e ancient tow n, and as it has n ot b een  

n oticed  b y  either G reek  or R o m a n  writers, w e m ay conclude existed  at a 

very early period. W e  m ay, therefore, reasonably suppose that these  

tom bs are very ancient.


