
The Sacred Beetle 
Clarence De Boer 

 

 

Sacred to the men of yore 

This lowly insect of the dust. 

They worshipped not Whom we adore, 

But in this creature put their trust. 

 

In the days of ancient Egypt living organisms as well as heavenly bodies were 

worshipped as gods.  Among those so distinguished was a small black insect known as the scarab 

beetle.  Why was this ebony bug held sacred by the ancients?  A very fascinating story presents 

itself in this connection.  Already the early Egyptians observed the unique habit of this insect in 

that it selected choice bits of dung and rolled them firmly together in the shape of a sphere.  

According to the Egyptian astrologers this ball which the insect rolls represents the earth and the 

scarab’s actions were supposedly stimulated and guided by the stars.  Hence, it was considered 

divine and was called the “Sacred Beetle.” 

Although we certainly do not consider this insect divine; nevertheless, it is worthy of our 

attention because it provides an excellent illustration of providentially directed instinct. 

Shortly after the insect emerges from the ground it commences selecting choice bits of 

dung which it firmly rolls into a ball and proceeds to move to a suitable location.  Frequently, it 

encounters enemies who attempt to steal this treasure.  Sometimes the incline is too steep and 

requires repeated attempts to “scale the heights.”  After having transported its burden to the 

selected site the scarab buries it.  In order to conceal the location of its treasure the beetle 

constructs a tunnel from this chamber to the outside. 

Contrary to the ancients’ supposition that the egg was already enclosed in the center of 

the ball of dung, Fabre proved by careful investigation that the buried sphere is altered into the 

shape of a pear, for bits of refuse and soil are added to this bulbous structure.  Skillful as a 

mason, the insect smoothes the entire surface with its horny legs.  In the absence of all light and 

without any previous instruction it instinctively constructs this perfect geometric figure.  The 

new addition is hollow and provides an excellent hatching chamber.  Carefully the beetle plasters 

the inside of the chamber with a layer of partially digested food called “pap,” which is 

particularly nourishing to newly hatched, and prepares the larvae’s stomach to attack the dung 

proper.  Now she lays a small yellowish-white egg about the size of a kernel of wheat.  Then the 

chamber is closed with a fibrous plug which permits the exchange of air necessary for the 

hatching of the beetle. 

After several days the egg hatches into a small white grub with slate gray markings.  

Immediately it begins feasting on the “pap” that lines its hatching chamber.  Soon it has grown 

strong enough to partake of the spherical storage of dung.  Within four or five weeks the larvae 

matures.  Then another interesting event takes place—it sheds its skin and becomes a chrysalis.  

If only the Egyptians had studied the stages thru which this insect passes as carefully as they 

observed its habits, they would have noticed in the chrysalis stage something much more striking 

and similar to their idol gods, for the scarab’s chrysalis poses with its forelegs folded under its 

head and its wing cases extended forward suggesting a mummy in a sacerdotal pose.  Fabre 

describes this chrysalis a follows: “Semi-translucent and honey-yellow, it looks as though it were 

cut from a block of amber.  Imagine it hardened in this state, mineralized, made incorruptible; it 



would be a splendid topaz jewel.”  This jewel-like chrysalis displays in recognizable form all the 

adult characteristics of the sacred beetle.  Life entombed!  

During the avid month of August the silent chrysalis begins to stir.  The excessive hear of 

the August sun has baked the soil, and the pear-like chambers become as hard as stone, 

insulating the insect from the drying effect of the heat.  Should the heat continue for an extended 

length of time the insect will vainly struggle to release itself from its sun-baked cell.  However, 

the early September rains soften the chamber walls enabling the scarab to break thru.  A 

drenching rain is frequently a matter of life or death for the sacred beetle.  The ancient Egyptian, 

Horapallo, was correct when he claimed that it was the clouds which provided the liberating 

ablution, for shortly after the rain, numerous scarab beetles made their appearance. 

Soon it finds its way to the surface and one would conclude that food would be the most 

pressing problem after such a long period of abstinence.  This is erroneous, however, for it 

refuses victuals, but rather sits motionless to enjoy its first bath of radiant light.  After some time 

has elapsed, it searches for food and immediately commences the innately guided routine of its 

parent—that of gathering and rolling select bits of dung.  Thus, the cycle continues in its 

minutest details according to the instinct with which God has endowed it from the beginning of 

time.  A summary of this may be found in the words of the great naturalist—Fabre—who states: 

“There is no apprenticeship, no first attempt: the spherical form is obtained as regularly as 

though after long practice….  Here we find the novice thoroughly versed in his art.  No 

experience, however prolonged, will add anything to his talents.” 

Once again we marvel, do we not, and must admit that the words, “Our life in all its 

perfect plan, was ordered ‘ere our days began,” is not only true of man, but even of those 

seemingly insignificant creatures—the sacred beetle. 
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