New DNA studies suggest ancient Egyptian rituals led to cat domestication
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A pair of recent DNA studies have provided fresh insights into the domestication of cats, suggesting that the process may have stemmed from ritual sacrifices in ancient Egypt rather than earlier theories pointing to the Mediterranean island of Cyprus. The findings challenge the longstanding view that cats accompanied Neolithic farmers into Europe as domesticated companions.
Ancient Egypt has long been recognised as a centre for feline domestication and worship, with archaeological evidence including numerous mummified cats and the cult of the goddess Bastet, who was associated with protection, pleasure, and good health. Traditionally depicted with a lion’s head, Bastet’s image shifted around the first millennium BC to that of a cat, coinciding with an era of mass cat sacrifices. Researchers propose that millions of free-ranging and specifically bred cats were mummified as offerings to Bastet during this time.
Several years ago, a discovery on Cyprus of a 9,500-year-old burial containing the remains of a human and a feline led scientists to speculate that cat domestication may have begun on the island. The theory held that wildcats had followed early farming communities and gradually adapted to life alongside humans there. Yet, the recent genetic analyses, which are still awaiting peer review, reveal that the feline from the Cypriot grave was, in fact, a European wildcat rather than a domesticated animal.
This revelation redirects attention to Egypt as the more likely birthplace of cat domestication, potentially occurring as recently as 3,000 years ago. According to the researchers, the close proximity of cat-related temples and sanctuaries dedicated to Bastet to large agricultural areas would have created an environment rich in rodents along with their natural predators, wildcats. This setting may have catalysed a closer relationship between humans and cats, driven in part by the cats’ newly acquired divine status.
The process of animal domestication motivated by religious cults is seen in other historical contexts, with the fallow deer linked to the Greek goddess Artemis and chickens to the cult of Mithras. Similarly, the veneration of Bastet in Egypt may have encouraged the taming and eventual domestication of wildcats, which were later welcomed into homes as pets.
The researchers emphasise that their findings suggest a complex and geographically broader process of cat domestication that likely involved multiple regions and cultures across North Africa. They have called for more research to identify the original source populations of today’s domestic cats.
The Independent is reporting that this new perspective on feline domestication adds nuance to our understanding of the ancient bonds between humans and cats, highlighting the intertwining of cultural practices, religious beliefs, and the practical benefits of animal companionship in early civilisations.
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