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ABSTRACT 

The Levant has played an important role in the history of human civilization since ancient 

times, primarily due to its distinctive geographical location as a link between the continents of 

Africa and Asia. The political and commercial relations between Egypt and the Levant, dating 

back to the Ptolemaic period, resulted in the diffusion of numerous Alexandrian influences 

within this region. These influences continued until the late Roman period, impacting various 

architectural, religious, and artistic aspects. However, it is important to note that while 

political and commercial relationships between Egypt and the Levant have historical 

significance during the ancient Egyptian dynasties, this dissertation primarily focuses on the 

interactions during the Ptolemaic and Roman periods for the purpose of analysis and 

exploration within a specific historical context. The study aims to explore the cultural impact 

of Egyptian deities outside the borders of Egypt during the Hellenistic and Roman periods. 

Their far-reaching influence can be best exemplified by their spread across the eastern 

Mediterranean basin, demonstrating the profound extent of Egyptian religious and 

civilizational influence in the ancient world. 

This thesis is divided into an introduction, which highlights the issues and the importance of 

the topic. The text are divided into five chapters depending on the geographical area, which 

deals with the different types of monuments that could prove knowledge or even worship of 

the Egyptian gods. The first chapter discusses the geographical location of the Levant and its 

historical background following the death of Alexander the Great, focusing  on the power 

struggle between the Ptolemies and the Seleucids for control over the region of Coele-Syria, 

which was known as "the Syrian Wars". The second chapter provides insights into the 

significance of Egyptian gods in the regions of Syria and the Phoenician coastal area, 

encompassing sites such as Antioch, Seleucia, Laodicea, Byblos, Tyre, Umm el-Amed, 

Mispe-Yamim, and Kharayeb. Moving on, the third chapter discusses the Egyptian religious 

artifacts discovered in the Decapolis, including the cities of Gerasa, Gadara, Pella, 

Philadelphia, Scythopolis, and Dion. The fourth chapter deals with Egyptian testimonies from 

the province of Arabia, with a particular emphasis on the Nabatean city of Petra.The fifth 

chapter explores the Egyptian religious findings in Palestine. Finally, the conclusion aims to 
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summarize the historical foundations underlying the development of the cult of Egyptian gods 

in the Levant. 

Keywords: The Levant, Isiac worship, Syria, Phoenicia, the Decapolis, Arabia, Palestine, 

Hellenistic and Roman periods. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Levant has been a significant cultural crossroads for numerous civilizations over many 

centuries. The archaeological discoveries have provided insights into the depth of 

relationships that existed between the successive Egyptian kingdom and the cities of the 

Levant, stretching from northern Syria to southern Palestine. In fact, the political and 

economic ties that linked the two countries for a long time served as the foundation for 

Egypt's profound cultural influences on the Levant, giving rise to intricate cultural phenomena 

that can be verified on the levels of history, religion, and art. It was almost always a natural 

and spontaneous osmosis related to Egypt's centuries-long dominance over the countries of 

ancient Asia. In addition to smaller states and principalities, great powers such as the 

Assyrian, Neo-Babylonian, and Persian empires played an essential role in shaping the 

region's culture. With the campaign of Alexander the Great, Diadokois rule, and the Roman 

conquest of the Levant, these were joined primarily by other western influences. This 

complex intercultural exchange was also reflected in religion, which often became the subject 

of individual studies and comprehensive investigations. 

Subject and Issues 

This study focuses on the cultural influences of Egyptian deities in the Levant during the 

Hellenistic and Roman periods. These influences are best illustrated by their spread in the east 

of the Mediterranean basin, which shows the extent of the Egyptian religious and 

civilizational influence in the ancient world. The study also aims to investigate the depths of 

these deities in their new home, examine their nature, and analyze the changes that occurred 

to them in a new environment. This exploration will shed light on the developments in their 

forms and functions during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, which had the most significant 

impact for the purposes of this research. However, the main reason that leads me to limit the 
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scope of the investigation into the Egyptian deities is due to the complexity of the problem in 

these regions.  

The study of the expansion of the cult of Egyptian gods raises the issue of the relationship 

between the development of this cult and the political role played by the Ptolemies in the 

region. The complexity arises from the fact that it is not merely a matter of direct or indirect 

"influences," but rather that Ptolemaic power exerted its control over several cities in the 

Levant for nearly a century. Many cities, such as Akko-Ptolemais, Philadelphia, and 

Scythopolis, were founded by Ptolemies and experienced the presence of the Egyptian cult. 

However, it is worth noting that while the cult emerged in certain cities during the Hellenistic 

period, it also appeared well after the Levant had escaped Ptolemaic influence. Here again, it 

will therefore be necessary to see to what extent private initiatives and political designs were 

able to meet and reinforce each other or, on the contrary, follow their own paths. It is 

therefore necessary to evaluate the political and socio-economic conditions that allowed the 

emergence of the religious phenomenon in question.  

It is also all the more important to remain open to all sorts of special forms since Egyptian 

culture in the pre-Hellenistic period was more influential in the Levant than in any other 

region of the ancient world. The Levant, especially the area envisaged here, was always in 

close proximity to Egypt. Although it was not part of the Nile land, ancient Egyptians claimed 

it at various times in the pre-Hellenistic centuries due to strategic, economic, and ideological 

reasons. Until Roman times, the interaction between these two regions occurred more 

naturally and swiftly compared to other Mediterranean areas. The proximity of the Delta ports 

to those in the southern Levant, along with the utilization of the well-traveled land route 

known as the "Horus Military Route," ensured swift communication
1
.  

                                                           
1
 The Horus Military Route, also known as the ―Way of Horus‖ or ―Road of Horus‖, was a strategic military 

route in ancient Egypt. It was named after the Egyptian god Horus, who was associated with war and protection. 

This route played a significant role in the exchange of goods, military campaigns, and cultural interactions 

during ancient times. It provided a direct link between Egypt and the southern regions of Canaan, ensuring a 

faster and more accessible connection between the two areas compared to other regions of the Mediterranean. 

The military road of Horus was strategically significant during different periods of ancient Egyptian history, 

particularly during the New Kingdom. Hussein, Abdel Alim, 2015, pp. 1-13.  
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The Egyptian influence is evident in various aspects, such as the motif of the winged sun, 

which has been used in Levantine art for more than two millennia
2
. In the Egyptian 

imagination, the winged sun symbol represented the sky, sun gods, and royalty. Throughout 

the Levant, signs and remnants of Egyptian religious concepts were discovered, including 

statuettes, reliefs, and amulets
3
. These objects were either exported, brought to the region, or 

even replicated locally. Additionally, the associated iconographies were believed to have 

originated in Egypt and incorporated a wide range of deities from the Pharaonic pantheon. It 

would be intriguing to explore the extent to which Hellenized portraits align with this 

tradition. 

This research aims to collect and systematically present the material culture related to the 

Isiac gods in the Levant, while recording them within their context whenever possible
4
. I 

focus on the material evidence (including sculpture, architecture, inscriptions, and coins) 

found in the sanctuaries of the Isiac deities, and I also include cases from public spaces within 

cities, cemeteries, and domestic contexts. Additionally, I pay special attention to how people 

structured their religious experiences through this material culture. The objective is to 

contribute new evidence or shed light on previously overlooked testimonies by organizing 

them in geographical order and subjecting existing material to a more comprehensive 

analysis.  

The understanding of Egyptian deities, particularly their modes of representation, underwent 

significant changes during the Hellenistic and Roman periods. The extent of this 

transformation raises questions about its depth. Therefore, it is worthwhile to investigate the 

origin and cultural background of the source material, whether it originated directly from 

Egypt to the Levant or from other parts of the Mediterranean. It is important to determine to 

what extent authentic Egyptian ideas of god are still expressed or whether Isis, Serapis, 

                                                           
2
 Aliquot, 2004, pp. 204-205.  

3
 Haider, 2018, pp. 269-285.  

4
 The term "Isiac" is used in this context to encompass all aspects related to the worship of the divine figures 

originating from the Nile Valley, such as Anubis, Apis, Bubastis, Harpocrates, Hermanubis, Horus, Hydreios, 

Isis, Neilos, Nephthys, Osiris, and Serapis. This cult of deities was present outside of Egypt between the end of 

the fourth century BC and the end of the fourth century AD. Since all these deities are encompassed under the 

term "Isiac", the plural term "Isiac cults" is preferred for description. Bricault, 2000a, p. 91; Bricault, 2000b, p. 

194.  
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Harpocrates, and other Egyptian gods were understood in the Levant as Graeco-Roman gods. 

Furthermore, the distribution routes, stations, individuals, and communities involved in the 

dissemination of the Egyptian religion are of interest. An examination of potential long-term 

connections between immigrant gods and local deities also raises additional inquiries.  

History of the Research   

There have been a few concise works that focused mainly on written material. Bricault, for 

instance, worked on an atlas of the Isiac presence outside Egypt, "Atlas de la Diffusion des 

Cultes Isiaques" (2001). Additionally, he compiled corpora of inscriptions with Isiac motifs in 

"Recueil des Inscriptions Concernant les Cultes Isiaques" (2005) with supplements in 2008, 

2011, 2014, and 2020, as well as a work on numismatics titled "Sylloge Nummorum 

Religionis Isiacae et Sarapiacae" (2008).  

Despite the scarcity of comprehensive studies, there are valuable individual research works 

that offer geographically limited but insightful access to various sources. For instance, the 

fundamental work of Dunand, "Le culte d'Isis dans le bassin oriental de la Méditerranée" 

(1973), which dedicates only a twelve-page "appendix" to Egyptian devotions in the Syrian-

Palestinian Levant.Weber's extensive research contributions, particularly "Gadara–Umm Qes 

I, Gadara Decapolitana" (2002), hold immense value for understanding the Decapolis region 

as he primarily focuses on the analysis of archaeological material. Additionally, 

Lichtenberger's "Kulte und Kultur der Dekapolis" (2003) and Riedl's "Gottheiten und Kulte in 

der Dekapolis" (2003) have both examined evidence concerning the presence of Egyptian 

gods in the Decapolis area. Another article by Bricault, ―Deities from Egypt on the Coins of 

the Southern Levant‖ (2006), delves into the numismatic evidence concerning the cult of 

Egyptian deities, including Isis, Serapis, and Harpocrates, in the Roman southern Levant. The 

study reveals that this cult's prevalence varied over different periods and geographical 

regions, making it challenging to draw generalizations. Instead, the cult's manifestations 

varied, and in some cases, the coins provided evidence of local cult practices. According to 

the author's findings, only nine cities in Palestine utilized Egyptian types on their coins, with a 

particular focus on the colonies of Caesarea, Aelia Capitolina, and Akko-Ptolemais. 
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Furthermore, the article by Aliquot, ―Aegyptiaca et Isiaca de la Phénicie et du Liban aux 

Époques Hellénistique et Romaine‖ (2004), examines the role and significance of Egyptian 

and Isiac cults within Phoenician culture, with a particular emphasis on the cities of Byblos 

and Tyre. The research concludes that while there were some indications of Egyptization in 

Phoenicia before the era of Alexander the Great, the significant influence of Egyptian 

elements in architecture and culture mainly occurred during the process of Hellenization. In a 

conference contribution, Belayche explored "Les dévotions à Isis et Serapis dans la Judée-

Palestine Romaine" (2007), which centers on the diffusion of Greco-Egyptian gods in 

Palestine, shedding light on their worship in the broader region. Moreover, an important 

dissertation by Vaelske, titled ―Isis im Osten‖ (2011), provides compelling evidence for the 

presence of Egyptian gods in the Near East, excluding the northern Levant. Among the more 

in-depth studies that have emerged, the Isis cult in Petra has been a subject of significant 

scholarly attention: Roche, ―Le culte d'Isis et l'influence égyptienne à Pétra‖ (1987), as well as 

Zayadine, "L'iconographie d'Isis à Pétra" (1991), and Merklein, Wenning, "Ein 

Verehrungplatz der Isis in Petra neu untersucht" (1998), and more recently, Alpass, ―the 

Basileion of Isis and the Religion Art of Nabataean Petra" (2010). Despite the focus on 

specific regions and limited source availability, these works collectively contribute valuable 

insights into the diffusion and worship of Egyptian gods in the eastern Mediterranean during 

the Roman period. However, further research and interdisciplinary approaches are necessary 

to gain a comprehensive understanding of the extent and significance of these religious 

practices in the broader context of ancient history.  

Chapter Outlines 

In terms of content, the work is divided into an introduction that highlights the issues and the 

importance of the topic. The subsequent chapters are organized based on geographical areas, 

exploring various types of monuments that provide evidence of knowledge and worship of 

Egyptian gods:  

The First Chapter delves into the geographical location of the Levant and its historical 

background, with a particular focus on the period following the death of Alexander the Great. 

The conflicts that emerged between the Ptolemies and the Seleucids over the region of Coele-



 

6 
 

Syria, known as the Syrian Wars, during this time, shaped the cultural landscape, resulting in 

significant interactions between Egyptian and Hellenistic cultures. These interactions played 

an essential role in the diffusion of Egyptian religious practices and beliefs throughout the 

area. Furthermore, the chapter provides a concise overview of the Levant during Roman rule. 

The Roman influence on the region brought about further changes in religious dynamics, as 

Egyptian deities continued to find their place alongside local and Roman gods.  

The Second Chapter provides valuable insights into the significance of Egyptian gods in 

various regions of Syria-Phoenicia. The first part covers cities in Syria, such as Antioch on 

the Orontes, Seleucia in Pieria, and Laodicea by the sea. Additionally, the influence of 

Egyptian deities extended beyond the Tetrapolis to other cities like Balanea and Antaradus. 

Moreover, the ancient Hauran, near the border with Jordan, was home to significant cities 

such as Epiphaneia and Emesa, all of which embraced Egyptian religious practices. Along the 

Euphrates, Dura-Europos was another significant site where Egyptian religious influences 

were detected. The second part provides a historical background on the interactions between 

Phoenician and Egyptian cultures, including trade relationships and diplomatic ties that 

facilitated the exchange of religious ideas and practices. Furthermore, it explores the 

Phoenician coastal area, encompassing prominent cities such as Byblos, Tyre, Umm el-Amed, 

Mispe-Yamim, and Kharayeb. This region was a vibrant center for cultural exchange, and the 

chapter uncovers compelling evidence of Egyptian religious artifacts, underscoring the 

presence of Egyptian cults and their integration into the local religious landscape. 

The Third Chapter focuses on the discoveries of Egyptian religious artifacts in the 

Decapolis cities. Among the notable cities explored in this chapter are Gerasa, Gadara, Pella, 

Philadelphia, Scythopolis, and Dion. 

The Fourth Chapter extensively explores Egyptian testimonies from Arabia, with a specific 

focus on the Nabatean city of Petra. The chapter sheds light on two sanctuaries dedicated to 

the goddess Isis, which were unearthed in the locations of Sidd el-Mreriyye and Wadi Abu 

Olleqa. These discoveries provide crucial evidence of the influence and worship of Egyptian 

deities within the Nabatean civilization. The archaeological findings presented in this chapter 

include a diverse array of statuettes representing prominent Egyptian gods such as Isis, 
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Harpocrates, Serapis, and Osiris. These artifacts were discovered in significant locations 

within Petra and serve as compelling indicators of the city's religious and cultural connections 

to ancient Egypt. Among the notable sites where these religious artifacts were unearthed are 

the temple of the winged lions, EZ-Zantur, and the ez-zurrabeh pottery kiln. Each of these 

locations holds its own unique historical and religious significance, contributing to our 

understanding of the intertwining religious practices in the Hellenistic and Roman Levant. 

Furthermore, the study includes the cities of Khirbet et-Tannur, Sia, Gharie Shoubeih, and 

Palmyra. 

The Fifth Chapter deals with the Egyptian religious findings in Palestine, with a focus on 

significant locations such as Caesarea Maritime, Ascalon, Aelia Capitolina (Jerusalem), and 

Sepphoris.  

The conclusion aims to summarize the historical foundations discussed throughout the work. 

Additionally, it raises thought-provoking questions about the extent and mechanisms of the 

diffusion of Isiac cults in the Hellenistic and Roman Levant.  
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CHAPTER I 

I.1. A geographic overview of the Levant 

In the beginning, the terms "the Levant" and "ancient Syria" were often used interchangeably 

to refer to the collection of disparate geographic areas at the eastern end of the Mediterranean 

Sea
5
. Due to the lack of political unity, precisely defining the boundaries of "the Levant" 

during antiquity was challenging, although it has been confined within fairly clear 

geographical limits between the Mediterranean in the west and the desert and the Euphrates in 

the east. The term ―Levant‖ is derived from the Latin word ―Levatio‖, which means ―raising, 

lifting up‖, and is broadly equivalent to the Arabic term ―al-Mashriq, meaning "the eastern 

place where the Sun rises‖. In contemporary times, this region is commonly known as "Bilad 

Al-Sham" by the Arabs
6
.  

Before the Hellenistic period, the Levantine countries were divided and scattered between the 

two dominant powers of the ancient world, Egypt and Mesopotamia, due to internal and 

external factors. It is critical to note that while much of modern Syria falls within its ancient 

counterpart, "ancient Syria", the Hellenistic designation encompasses a much larger area. It is 

approximately bounded by the Taurus Mountains in the north and Mount Carmel in Palestine 

to the south. Its western border is the Mediterranean Sea, while to the east, it extends to the 

Euphrates River and the Syrian Desert, which is located in the northern Arabian Peninsula 

(Fig. 1). This region is also a part of the so-called ―Fertile Crescent‖, a curved strip of 

agricultural land stretching from Mesopotamia across northern Syria and down to Egypt
7
.The 

                                                           
5
 Strabo divides ancient Syria into four regions: 1. Commagene and Samosata as its capital; 2. the Seleucid of 

Syria, named by Seleucus Nicator, who founded four important cities there: Antioch, Seleucia, Apamea, and 

Laodicea; 3. Coele-Syria or Hollow Syria, including in particular the high valleys of the Orontes and Jordan; 4. a 

territory comprising a maritime part, Phoenicia, and a continental part, Palestine. Strabo, Geography, 16, 11, 2. 
6
 Dever, 1997, pp. 350-351; Bienkowski, Millard, 2000, p. 181; Green, 2003, pp. 153-154; Naim, 2011, p. 921. 

7
 Strabo, Geography, 16.2.1-2; Sartre, 2001, pp.11-12; Butcher, 2003, pp. 10-15; Green, 2003, pp. 153-154; 

Cohen, 2006, pp. 21-22; Wright, 2010, pp. 12-15; Suriano, 2014, pp. 42-43. 
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Levant encompassed territories that are part of present-day countries included Syria, Lebanon, 

Jordan, Palestine, and part of Turkey
8
. 

 

                                                           
8
 Bienkowski, Millard, 2000, p.181; Butcher, 2003, p.10; Wright, 2010, p. 14; Greenberg, 2019. 

 
Figure 1. Map of the Levant, Butcher, 2003. 
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Geographically, the Levant is a region located in southwestern Asia that serves as a natural 

bridge connecting the continents of Asia and Africa
9
. Moreover, it represents a strategic stake 

of prime importance: a defensive glacis necessary for the security of Egypt. It also constitutes 

the most useful seafront for Mesopotamia and Iran as long as the navigation of the Arabian 

Peninsula remains unpredictable. The Levant can be divided into five parallel sections based 

on the topography of its lands, each of which has its own distinctive characteristics, which are 

as follows: 

1. The Coastal Plain: it stretches along the shore of the Eastern Mediterranean, typically 

narrow but widening in Palestine. It extends from the north at the Gulf of Iskenderunah 

(ancient Issus) and ends south at the Sinai Peninsula
10

. This coast does not form a 

homogeneous whole, as much by its population as by its maritime vocation. The coast of 

northern Syria, which is poorly known around 333 BC, the Phoenician coast, in the center, 

active and populated, and the Palestinian coast, in the south, which is more inhospitable 

despite some well-frequented commercial places
11

. The coast was crossed by the so-called 

―Via Maris‖
12

, and the most important cities, also commercially, were Byblos, Sidon, Tyre, 

Ashdod, and Ascalon. 

2. The Mountain Ranges: The coastal plain is supervised by mountain ranges and plateaus, 

running north-south, starting with the Amanus range in northern Syria and ending with the 

towering massif of Sinai
13

. The most important are the two parallel mountain ranges, the 

Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon (Sirion)
14

, separated by a cleft through which two major rivers 

                                                           
9
 Suriano, 2014, p. 42. 

10
 Greenberg, 2019, p. 4. 

11
 Sartre, 2001, p.37; Green, 2003, p. 153. 

12
 The Via Maris, "the way of the sea," was an ancient trade route that connected Egypt with the regions of the 

Levant. It was a significant commercial and military route in antiquity, facilitating trade and cultural exchange 

between various civilizations. The Via Maris followed the Mediterranean coastline, starting from Egypt and 

stretching northward through cities such as Gaza, Ascalon, Jaffa, and Caesarea, and continuing into the northern 

Levant. From there, it branched out to various inland cities, connecting major centers like Jerusalem, Damascus, 

and beyond. Throughout different periods of history, the Via Maris was used by various civilizations, including 

the ancient Egyptians, Canaanites, Assyrians, Persians, Greeks, and Romans. Beitzel, 1991, pp. 65-75. 
13

 The Amanus, Jabal al-Aqra' (ancient Mount Casius), Jabal Ansariya (Bargylus), and the high Lebanon range. 

Butcher, 2003, pp. 11-12, fig. 2. 
14
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flow from a central watershed: the Jordan River south into the Dead Sea and the Orontes 

River north into the Mediterranean
15

. 

3. The Region of Rifts: It represents a long, narrow basin at a plain rising from the Hama 

region; between the ranges of Lebanon and Antilebanon is the Syro-African Rift Valley, 

called "the Beqaa Valley" (ancient Massyas), which forms a high plateau with its watershed in 

the vicinity of Baalbek
16

. The central and southern parts of the Beqaa are highly fertile, but 

the northern part is arider and consequently less productive and more thinly populated, then 

continuing south into the fertile Jordan Valley until it reaches the Dead Sea and continues in 

the Araba Valley, a broad and arid basin of saline soils, which extends south to the Gulf of 

Aqaba on the Red Sea
17

. It is bounded on the west and east by highlands ranging in elevation 

from 600 to 1200 meters above sea level
18

.  

4. The Eastern Highlands zones: This zone, east of the rift and the Trans-Jordan Plateau, is 

known as the Mountain Ridge and the Eastern Highlands. It slopes gently towards the central 

plateau in the east and drops steeply towards the Dead Sea Rift in the west
19

. 

5. The Eastern Deserts: bounding Syria on the east from the Euphrates River to the Red Sea 

and sweeping around to the Mediterranean's coast on the south
20

. 

The Levant has always served as a corridor, conduit, and receptacle for people, materials, 

technologies, ideologies, and experiments in social organization originating from points to the 

north, east, and south
21

. In addition to its cultural influence on various ancient civilizations, it 

was the focal point between the civilizations of the ancient Near East and Europe, making it 

easier to play the role of commercial mediator since ancient times. The relations between 
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Egypt and the Levant have evolved over time, including overland and sea trade, alliances, and 

immigration
22

. These interactions contributed to the enrichment of architecture, art, literature, 

and religion, with both imported elements and local modifications by each host culture. 

During Egypt's flourishing periods, such as the Old and Middle Kingdoms, Egypt launched 

periodic attacks on Palestine and occasionally engaged in more significant sea trade with 

Syria
23

. However, during Egypt's unstable internal political situations, such as the 

intermediate periods, Egyptian exports and local copies of Egyptian forms, motifs, and 

concepts generally declined. This period of instability led to a decrease in direct Egyptian 

influence on Levantine cultures
24

. Nevertheless, trade continued to serve as a principal mode 

of transmitting Egyptian objects and influences to the region
25

.  

I have included historical names whenever they are available and contextually appropriate in 

the geographic descriptions and locales throughout the work. The study will be divided into 

different regions: Syria-Phoenicia, the Decapolis, Arabia, and Palestine. Starting with 

northern Syria, which consists of Antioch on the Orontes, Apamea on the Orontes, Seleucia 

by the sea, and Laodicea by the sea
26

. In addition, Phoenicia was located between the coast 

and the Mount Lebanon ridge. To the east of Jordan, we find the smaller regions of Peraea, 

Ammanitis, and Moab, a substantial section of which would later become the Decapolis
27

. At 

the same time, the tribes seem to have been the dominant settlement type of the interior except 

for a few centers, such as Petra. The Nabataeans maintained a culturally complex, mixed 
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settled-nomadic existence that encompassed not only several small permanent settlement sites 

but also did much to irrigate and utilize otherwise inhospitable desert areas
28

. Palestine, 

located south of Phoenicia, flattened out into Samaria, Judaea, and Idumaea between the 

Mediterranean and Jordan
29

. 

I.2. Historical background:  

I.2.1. Political Relationships between Ptolemies and Seleucids 

A closer examination of the history of interactions between the Hellenistic kingdoms, 

particularly the Ptolemaic-Seleucid dynasties, reveals a shift in the pace and nature of their 

relationships based on each party's circumstances and interests. This change in dynamics can 

be traced from the cooperative ties between the two founders, Ptolemy I and Seleucus I, to the 

competitive and conflicting relations that emerged between their successors, marked by 

struggles over areas of influence. To understand this transformation from alliance to conflict 

and war, it is necessary to study the circumstances surrounding the formation of the 

Hellenistic kingdoms after Alexander the Great's death. Furthermore, a more comprehensive 

and general evaluation of the nature of relations between the Ptolemaic and Seleucid states is 

crucial to unraveling the reasons behind this shift. 

After the death of Alexander the Great in Babylon in June 323 BC, he left one of the largest 

empires in antiquity. Immediately, conflicts arose among Alexander's Successors for control 

of the throne since Alexander died without an heir
30

. In 323 BC, Alexander's generals held a 

meeting in Babylon to address the situation of succession. It was eventually agreed that Philip 

Arrhidaeus, Alexander's half-brother, would be an acceptable successor, at least in a legal 

sense, as he was unable to fulfill the responsibilities that Alexander had entrusted due to his 

epilepsy and disability
31

. In addition, the Sogdian wife of Alexander "Rhoxane" was pregnant 

and thus expected to give birth to a male heir to her deceased husband within a few months. 

Consequently, Alexander's Successors decided that if the unborn child were a boy, which was 
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indeed the case, he would be named Alexander IV and share power with Arrhidaeus, who 

assumed the name Philip III
32

.  

However, before the birth of the child, there was a need to govern the inherited Empire, so the 

generals of Alexander shared out the tasks and the great regional governments amongst 

themselves. It was decided to assign Craterus the role of prostates of the two heirs to the 

throne, while Perdiccas was described as Chiliarch (a commander of the army). The 

remaining leaders were assigned specific territories: Ptolemy I (son of Lagos) was appointed 

to rule over Egypt
33

, Antigonus Monophthalmus (the one-eyed) became the supervisor of 

Western Anatolia (Phrygia, Lycia, Pamphylia), Eumenes of Cardia was sent to govern 

Cappadocia and Paphlagonia, Lamedon of Mytilene was entrusted with Syria, Lysimachus 

assumed control of Thrace, and Greece was assigned to Antipater. Lastly, Seleucus only 

appears as a leader of the hetairoi (cavalry)
34

.  

After that, Craterus had to depart for Greece to assist Antipater in "the Lamian war"
35

, but 

Perdiccas seized the opportunity and claimed the throne for himself, leading to a clash with 

Craterus and Antipater. In any case, Perdiccas was known for his strong belief in maintaining 

the unity of the empire and was determined to complete Alexander's conquests, countering the 

separatist tendencies of the Macedonian satraps
36

. In 321 BC, Perdiccas had to go to war 

against his rivals; he entrusted the government and defense of Asia Minor to Eumenes while 

personally leading the charge against Ptolemy I, whom he perceived as a less formidable 

opponent. Perdiccas resented Ptolemy for diverting the remains of Alexander the Great to 

Egypt, as Perdiccas had intended to place them in the dynastic vault of Aegae in Macedonia, 

thereby solidifying his power in Europe
37

. He advanced as far as Pelusium, but he 

encountered strong fortifications along the banks of the Nile and was repeatedly repulsed in 
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his attempts to cross the river. During the last attempt, near Memphis, many of his men were 

lost due to the treacherous currents and depth of the river
38

. Consequently, a conspiracy was 

formed by Perdiccas's own generals, including Seleucus, leading to his assassination in his 

tent
39

. In 321 BC, the rivals of Perdiccas and Craterus met at Triparadisus, which is located 

north of Beqaa. It was decided that Antipater would assume the guardianship of the kings, 

Ptolemy would retain his position in Egypt, and Seleucus would be rewarded for his 

assistance in killing Perdiccas by receiving the central satrapy of Babylon. Antigonus, on the 

other hand, maintained his control over Asia Minor and was tasked with confronting Eumenes 

of Cardia in battle
40

.  

After the death of Antipater in 319 BC, Cassander, Antipater's son, believed that he was the 

rightful successor to the position of overseeing the two kings. However, Antipater had 

appointed Polyperchon as his successor, who in turn worked towards appointing Eumenes as 

the commander of the Macedonian forces in Asia Minor
41

. Antigonus, seeing an opportunity, 

launched an attack against Eumenes and successfully compelled him to retreat from Asia. 

Cassander, in disagreement with Polyperchon, decided to travel to Asia. There, he formed a 

coalition against the new regent, which included Lysimachus and Antigonus, and Ptolemy 

joined the coalition soon after
42

. In the midst of these events, Ptolemy seized the opportunity 

presented by Antipater's death and invaded Coele-Syria
43

, establishing a military defense area 

between Egypt and the greater powers of Asia, following the example of his Pharaonic 

predecessors
44

. Due to the strategic importance of this region to Egypt, which provided 

essential natural resources such as timber and metals not readily available within Egypt itself, 

these resources were crucial for Ptolemy's ambition to build a powerful naval fleet, enabling 

Egypt to exert influence in the Aegean Sea. Additionally, this region controlled important 
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trade routes from the east that flowed into the Mediterranean. It is worthy of note that 

significant private estates in Coele-Syria were acquired by Apollonius, the finance minister of 

Ptolemy II Philadelphus. We have a good understanding of the financial operations that were 

carried out on his behalf, thanks to the communication of his adviser Zenon
45

. Apollonius, for 

example, possessed a vast vinyards estate at Beit Anat in Galilee, close to Akko-Ptolemais
46

. 

Antigonus' victory over Eumenes granted him control over almost all regions in Asia Minor. 

He seeks to re-establish the unity of the Empire for his own benefit, but the other leaders unite 

against his claims. In 315 BC, he attacked Babylonia, forcing Seleucus to abandon his 

government. Seleucus ran to take refuge with Ptolemy to recover his satrapy. In the same 

year, Antigonus launched an attack on Coele-Syria, advancing along the Syrian coast and 

eventually reaching the city of Gaza, which led Ptolemy to withdraw from the region
47

. 

However, in 312 BC, Ptolemy managed to reclaim Coele-Syria, which was being 

administered by Demetrius, Antigonus‘s son, and regain control over the area
48

. 

On the other hand, the Nabataeans consolidated their rule in Edom and established Petra as 

their capital. As a result of their entry into the field of trade, their wealth became apparent, 

which prompted Antigonus to send an expedition by Athenaeus to attack them in the year 311 

BC, where he managed to seize the capital, but his soldiers were busy collecting spoils, so the 

Nabataeans attacked them and crushed the Greek army. Antigonus then launched another 

unsuccessful campaign, led by Demetrius, against the Nabataeans. However, the Nabataeans 

offered a sum of money in exchange for peace in the region
49

. 
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Following Antigonus's defeat in the Battle of Ipsus in 301 BC, the empire of Alexander the 

Great was once again divided. Lysimachus expanded his power along the coast of Asia 

Minor, while Seleucus was given Syria and Babylonia, establishing an empire that stretched 

from the western coast of Asia Minor to India
50

. Ptolemy, who did not participate in the 

battle, refused to accept the subsequent division
51

. Instead, he maintained his authority over 

Coele-Syria, which led to a series of conflicts known as "the Syrian Wars" between the 

Ptolemies and the Seleucids
52

. The division of ancient Syria resulted in the northern region 

falling under Seleucid rule, while the southern part remained under Ptolemaic control. The 

Eleutheros River (now known as Nahr al-Kebir) south of Aradus marked the northern 

boundary between the Seleucid and Ptolemaic territories
53

.  

In fact, the opposing interests of Ptolemy and Seleucus did not actually lead to new conflicts 

in Syria, despite their long-standing friendship. Seleucus, who had sought refuge in 

Alexandria in 315 BC and received Ptolemy's assistance in reclaiming Mesopotamia in 312 

BC, refused to wage war against his adversary without renouncing the claim to possess all of 

Syria. On the other hand, his successors did not have the same reasons to wait and attempted 

on several occasions to recover what they considered their own property due to the division at 

Ipsus
54

. 

I.2.1.1. The First Syrian War (274-271 BC) 

After Antiochus I resolved the issues in Asia Minor, a new conflict broke out with Ptolemy II 

in 274 BC, known as "the First Syrian War". Unfortunately, the available sources are 

deficient, and the chronology of the war is uncertain
55

. Antiochus I departed from his 
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residence in Sardis in 274 BC, preceding the Egyptian troops who had invaded Damascus
56

. 

He instructed the troops concentrating in Babylonia to join him there, along with twenty 

elephants provided by the satrap of Babylon from Bactria
57

. Subsequently, he launched an 

offensive on Damascus with the intention of invading Egypt. This might explain why Ptolemy 

II and his sister-wife Arsinoe II personally traveled to Pelusium in early 273 BC, but 

Antiochus renounced the attack due to troubles in Babylonia
58

. The terms of the war's 

conclusion and the subsequent peace remain unknown. Nevertheless, in 271/0 BC, the 

"Ptolemaieia" festivities were celebrated in Alexandria, implying that the king had achieved a 

recent victory. Hence, it is plausible that the conflict persisted until 271 BC
59

. 

I.2.1.2. The Second Syrian War (260-253 BC) 

After the death of Antiochus I in 261 BC, who suffered a significant defeat near Sardis against 

Eumenes I of Pergamon, his son Antiochus II succeeded him on the throne and quickly 

adopted an aggressive policy. He decided to take revenge on Ptolemy II Philadelphus for 

supporting Pergamon in the war against his father and retake Coele-Syria and the Egyptian 

possessions that surrounded the border of his kingdom on various sides. Antiochus II reached 

an agreement with Antigonus II Gonatas, the king of Macedonia, who also wanted to push 

Ptolemy II out of the Aegean Sea. Therefore, with Macedonian support, Antiochus II 

launched an attack on Ptolemy's outposts, leading to what is known as "the Second Syrian 

War". Despite its name, Asia Minor was the scene of this war
60

. 

Most of the information on the Second Syrian War has been lost, but it is clear that Antiochus 

II achieved victory over the Ptolemaic fleet at the Battle of Cos, which took place around 258 

or 256 BC
61

. The Seleucid king succeeded in expelling the Ptolemaic forces from Asia Minor, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
to Egypt the statues of gods that had been taken by the enemy. Préaux, 1978, p. 139; Heinen, 1984, pp.416-418; 

Shipley, 2000, p. 16; Erskine, 2004, pp.66-76; Grainger, 2010, p. 84. 
56

 Antiochus went to Sardis with his court to oppose his army to the Gallic invasions. Abel, 2004, p. 45. 
57

 Abel, 2004, pp. 44-45. 
58

 Tarn, 1926, pp. 155-162; Will, 1979, pp. 144-150; Sartre, 1989, pp. 37-38; Davesne, 2000, pp. 11-12; Hölbl,  

2001, p.40; Grainger, 2010, pp. 73-87. 
59

 Tarn, 1926, pp. 155-162; Will, 1979, pp. 147-148; Heinen, 1984, p.417; Cabanes, 1995, p. 30; Davesne, 2000, 

p. 11; Hölbl,  2001, p.40; Sartre, 2001, p.190; Grainger, 2010, p. 83; Fischer-Bovet, 2014, pp. 59-60 . 
60

 Préaux, 1978, pp. 141-142; Will, 1979, pp. 234-243; Heinen, 1984, pp. 418-419; Sartre, 1989, p. 37; Cabanes, 

1995, p.30; Hölbl, 2001, pp. 43-45; Erskine, 2004, pp. 70-72; Fischer-Bovet, 2014, pp. 61-62. 
61

 Plutarch, Moralia, 182, 545b; Athenaeus, 5. 209e, 8.334a. 



 

19 
 

such as Miletus, Samos, and Ephesus, except for the region of Caria
62

. Moreover, he lost 

territories in Cilicia, Pamphylia, and Ionia
63

. However, Macedonia was forced to withdraw 

due to a rebellion in Corinth and Chalcis in 253 BC, most likely instigated by Ptolemy, as 

well as the troubles along the northern Macedonian border. Ptolemy II signed a peace treaty 

with Antiochus II, who married Ptolemy's daughter Berenice Phernephoros "dowry-bearer". 

Antiochus II abandoned his wife Laodice, and Berenice brought him an "enormous dowry", 

but the exact nature of the dowry, whether it comprised a territory or the revenues of Coele-

Syria, remains unknown
64

. In any case, this marriage marked the end of the war and testified 

to the two sovereigns' determination to put an end to the conflict by allying with their 

families. On the other hand, Ptolemy II had some ulterior motives in placing a future 

grandson on the throne of Antioch
65

. 

I.2.1.3. The Third Syrian War (246-241 BC) 

The marriage of Antiochus II to Berenice did not achieve the goals expected from such 

political action. On the contrary, it further complicated the situation, leading to the outbreak 

of the "Third Syrian War", also known as the "Laodicean War"
66

. After Antiochus II‘s 

mysterious death in 246 BC in Ephesus, where his first wife Laodicea was present, some 

historians believed that he had been assassinated by Laodicea herself. In fear of a potential 

Ptolemaic regency, Laodicea declared that her son, Seleucus II, would inherit his father's 

throne
67

. Obviously, this decision was not accepted by all, some declaring themselves for 

Seleucus II Calinicus and others for the son of Berenice. Berenice appealed to her brother 

Ptolemy III Euergetes, the new Ptolemaic king, to come to Antioch and help her to place her 

son on the throne
68

.  

In 246 BC, Ptolemy III declared war on the newly crowned Seleucus II, son of Laodice. He 

arrived in Seleucia in Pieria, the port of Antioch, where he received a warm welcome and 
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took part in the sacrifices offered by the officials and the crowds. He encountered no 

opposition and received a similarly enthusiastic reception upon reaching Antioch
69

. However, 

Berenice and her son had already been murdered before his arrival, so his expedition became 

pointless
70

. In any case, the triumphal advance of Ptolemy III towards Babylonia was stopped 

by a revolution in Egypt, of which nothing more is known
71

. In exchange for peace in 241 

BC, Ptolemy obtained new territories along the northern coast of Syria, including Seleucia in 

Pieria, a few points on the Hellespont and southern Thrace, as well as the island of 

Samothrace
72

. The victory of Ptolemy III over Seleucus II made him the master of a whole 

part of Western Asia up to Babylonia and brought the Ptolemaic kingdom to the height of its 

power. 

I.2.1.4. The Fourth Syrian War (219-217 BC) 

After the death of Seleucus II in 226 BC, there were no significant changes in Syria. His 

successor, Seleucus III, briefly considered resuming hostilities in southern Syria but was 

assassinated in Phrygia while campaigning against Attalus I. Following Seleucus III's death, 

his younger brother Antiochus III ascended the throne in 223 BC and set out to restore the 

empire established by Seleucus I, encompassing the Greek Kingdom of East Bactria, the 

northern reaches of the Hellespont, and the southern regions of Syria
73

. In his first expedition 

in 221 BC, Antiochus III successfully regained control over the eastern provinces of Anatolia. 

However, he faced a setback due to a rebellion led by his cousin Achaios
74

. 

Meanwhile, Egypt was facing internal challenges, with court intrigues and popular discontent 

significantly weakening the kingdom. Upon the death of Ptolemy III Euergetes, his son 
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Ptolemy IV Philopator assumed the throne in 221 BC, marked by the assassination of his 

mother, Queen Berenice II. The young king soon fell under the absolute influence of the royal 

courtiers under the control of his ministers, Sosibius and Agathocles, who wielded their power 

for personal gain, causing further dissatisfaction among the populace. Antiochus III saw an 

opportunity in this chaotic situation and initiated the "Fourth Syrian War" in 219 BC. He 

successfully conquered Seleucia in Pieria and several cities in Phoenicia
75

. Instead of 

immediately attacking Egypt, Antiochus III opted to consolidate his new territories in 

Phoenicia, remaining there for over a year while considering diplomatic proposals from the 

Ptolemaic kingdom. 

Meanwhile, the military situation in Egypt was undoubtedly bad, and the Ptolemaic 

government recognized the need to recruit native Egyptians for the first time, reflecting their 

lack of human resources to confront Antiochus III. The Ptolemaic minister Sosibius began the 

recruitment and training of an army consisting of Greeks, following the typical practice of 

Hellenistic armies, but he also incorporated over twenty thousand native Egyptians as 

phalangites
76

. This innovative approach yielded positive results initially but later had 

disastrous consequences for the stability of the Ptolemaic dynasty
77

. In the spring of 217 BC, 

the Ptolemaic army achieved a resounding victory at the Battle of Raphia in northern Sinai. 

Antiochus III suffered defeat and retreated to Antioch, while Ptolemy IV regained control of 

Coele-Syria, even invading the Seleucid territories, amid popular enthusiasm. A peace 

agreement was reached in 217 BC, restoring the previous territorial status quo, with the 

exception of Antiochus III retaining Seleucia in Pieria and likely other Ptolemaic posts 

located north of the Eleutheros
78
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I.2.1.5. The Fifth Syrian War (202-199 BC) 

In 204 BC, Ptolemy IV died and was succeeded by his son Ptolemy V Epiphanes, who was 

hardly more than five years old at the time, creating a troubling situation in Alexandria
79

. The 

conflict began with the assassination of the late king's wife and sister, Arsinoe, by the 

ministers Agothocles and Sosibius. However, Sosibius' fate is still obscure, but Agothocles 

seems to have held the regency for some time until he and his entire family were murdered by 

the revolted Alexandrians
80

. On the contrary, Antiochus III did not fail to take advantage of 

this and invade Coele-Syria. In 203-202 BC, an alliance between Antiochus III and Philip V 

of Macedonia was formed, which provided for the division of the Ptolemaic kingdom
81

.  

In 202 BC, Antiochus III went on the offensive in Coele-Syria, which lasted two years. He 

initially succeeded in invading the whole country, although Gaza resisted until the fall of 201 

BC. A savage counter-offensive, led by the Ptolemaic general Scopas, pushed Antiochus III 

back to the sources of the Jordan. The decisive battle occurred at Mount Panion in 200 BC, 

and Egypt, after a century of dominance, lost Coele-Syria against Antiochus III. At that time, 

Egypt had to seek mediation from Rome
82

. In 200 BC, Roman messengers met with Philip V 

and Antiochus III at the request of the Egyptian embassies. They enjoined Antiochus III not to 

invade Egypt and Philip V to evacuate the Ptolemaic possessions in Asia Minor since the 

Romans were suffering from Egypt‘s interruption of grain export. Indeed, the kings had not 

planned to invade Egypt, and they readily agreed to Rome's request. Antiochus III completed 

the conquest of Coele-Syria in 198 BC and continued attacks on the remaining coastal 

fortresses of Caria and Ptolemy V's Cilicia. Afterthat, Ptolemy signed a treaty of conciliation 

with Antiochus III in 195 BC, leaving the Seleucid king in possession of Coele-Syria and 

agreeing to marry Antiochus III‘s daughter, Cleopatra I Syra, in 194/193 BC
83

.  
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I.2.1.6. The Sixth Syrian War (170- 168 BC) 

After Ptolemy V was murdered in 180 BC, his son Ptolemy VI Philometor succeeded his 

father, who was only six years old, with his mother, Cleopatra I, as regent. When Cleopatra I 

died in 176 BC, Ptolemy VI was still a minor, and he was assisted in his rule by two regents, 

Eulaeus and Lenaeus. According to Polybius, the regents stated that the Coele-Syria lands 

were included in Cleopatra I's dowry when she married Ptolemy V, an agreement that 

Antiochus IV denied ever taking place
84

. Subsequently, they declared war on the Seleucid 

king Antiochus IV, initiating the Sixth Syrian War (170-168 BC)
85

. To strengthen the unity of 

Egypt, Ptolemy VI and his wife Cleopatra II were declared co-rulers, and they sent 

ambassadors to Antiochus IV. After a short armistice and change of political leadership in 

Egypt, the regents were condemned and replaced by two new regents, Comanes and Cineas. 

They sent messengers to negotiate a peace treaty with Antiochus IV. The latter took Ptolemy 

VI, who was his nephew, under his tutelage, leaving him with only control of Egypt. 

However, this situation was unacceptable to the people of Alexandria, who reacted by 

proclaiming Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II as the sole king
86

.  

Antiochus IV invaded Egypt, defeated the Egyptian army between Pelusium and Mount 

Kasion, and occupied Pelusium; however, in 169 BC, he was forced to leave Egypt to 

suppress a rebellion in Jerusalem
87

. In the meantime, Ptolemy VI and his brother Ptolemy 

VIII reconciled in Alexandria. In the spring of 168 BC, Antiochus IV, enraged by his loss of 

control over the king, launched a second campaign in Egypt. He took over the Delta and 

Fayoum, moved into Memphis without encountering resistance, and advanced into the 

southern part of the country
88

. After achieving some success, Rome compelled Antiochus to 

abandon Egypt and Cyprus. The Roman senate sent a delegation under the leadership of Gaius 

Popilius Laenas, who drew a circle on the sand with a stick around Antiochus and forbade 
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him from stepping out until he gives his answer to the note within the circle. Antiochus 

agreed to the ultimatum of Rome and departed Egypt
89

. 

After Antiochus IV‘s death in 164 BC, conflict erupted among the descendants of Antiochus 

IV, some of whom had questionable claims to the throne, and the senior branch stemming 

from Seleucus IV, Demetrius I, who had escaped from Rome and went on to rule Syria from 

162 to 150 BC, along with his sons and grandsons
90

. During this period, members of the 

Ptolemaic dynasty once again gained positions of power within Syria, but this time through 

marriages to Seleucid princes rather than through military conquest
91

. One notable example 

was the marriage of Cleopatra Thea, daughter of Ptolemy VI, to Alexander I Balas, an 

illegitimate son of Antiochus IV, shortly after he claimed the Seleucid throne at Akko-

Ptolemais in 150 BC. Despite being in her early teens at the time of the marriage, Cleopatra 

emerged as a prominent figure in the Seleucid court
92

. However, in 148/7 BC, Cleopatra's 

father, Ptolemy VI, dissolved her marriage to Alexander I Balas and instead aligned with 

Demetrius II, the son of Demetrius I. The alliance came with the condition that Coele-Syria 

would be returned to Egyptian control
93

.  

Following Alexander Balas' death in 145 BC, his son from his union with Cleopatra Thea was 

presented as a new rival king by a Macedonian officer named Diodotus Tryphon, thereby 

posing a threat to the Seleucid throne
94

. Fearing the aggression of Tryphon, Cleopatra Thea 

extended an invitation to Antiochus VII Sidetes, Demetrius II's young brother, to marry her 

and assume the Seleucid throne
95

. Antiochus VII Sidetes successfully consolidated the 

remnants of the Seleucid kingdom, which had been reduced to Cilicia, northern Syria, and the 

majority of Phoenicia and Coele-Syria. Antiochus VII also led an expedition against the 

Parthians, briefly reclaiming Mesopotamia and Babylonia. His brother, Demetrius II, who had 

been released by the Parthians just weeks prior to Sidetes' death in an effort to sow internal 

discord among the Seleucids, reclaimed his throne. 
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I.2.2. The Levant (Ancient Syria) under Roman Rule 

It is clear that Rome's expansionist policy was not the only factor behind its ambitions in the 

Near East in general and Syria in particular. Indeed, widespread piracy across the 

Mediterranean and the aspirations of Mithridates VI Eupator, the King of Pontus, beyond his 

own realm threatened Roman merchants and became focal points of concern in Rome's 

political circles
96

. On the other hand, the weakening of the Seleucid kingdom had resulted in a 

state of disorder and chaos within Syrian cities, providing fertile ground for banditry to thrive. 

Syria was therefore, at the beginning of the 1
st
 century BC, an area of anarchy and insecurity, 

to the detriment of the Roman authority and its interests in the Near East. The Seleucids, 

faced with this troubled situation, appealed to Tigranes II, king of Armenia in 84-83, 

believing that he had no ambition for their kingdom. But in fact, the Armenian presence in 

Syria was undoubtedly in connection with the Roman wars against Mithridates VI, an ally and 

father-in-law of the King of Armenia. As a result, Rome, under these pressures and motivated 

by its interests, had only the choice of a more effective presence in the East
97

.  

As soon as Pompey arrived in Antioch, he decided to suppress the Seleucid dynasty. He 

intended to break with the policy led by his rival Lucullus, which had allowed Antiochus XIII 

to retake his kingdom during the retreat of Tigranes from Syria in 69 BC
98

. Indeed, Pompey 

wanted to make the most of his victory over Tigranes. As a result, Syria was annexed to 

Rome in 64 BC, which applied from the beginning an internal policy aimed at stabilizing the 

general order and Roman power in the region, as well as freedom of movement in the 

Mediterranean
99

. Pompey's legates, Metellus Nepos and Afranius, were stationed in 

Damascus and led campaigns against piracy on the coasts from Lycia to Phoenicia and in 

Amanus
100

. To the south, Pompey concluded that the Jews would only be an obstacle to his 

plans in Syria, as they had been to the Seleucids. That is why, after having reduced the 

Hasmonean kingdom, he carried out in Judea the policy of the client states
101

. He also ensured 

the independence of the emancipated cities during the long crisis of the Seleucid kingdom. He 
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helped them rebuild after the damage caused by the Seleucid wars or later Hasmonean 

expansion
102

. Thus, Syria enters a new era, where the Romans are henceforth the real rulers 

while keeping the local powers (dynasties and cities) who showed their loyalty to Rome. In 

the north, there was the Kingdom of Commagene, while in the south, there were the 

Nabataeans. Pompey had planned an expedition against the Nabataeans, but it was only 

carried out in 62 BC by his legate, Aemilius Scaurus. However, Scaurus failed to capture their 

capital
103

.  

It should be noted that Syria was on the side of the defeated (Pompey and Mark Antony) 

during the two civil wars. However, the province has not actually experienced major changes 

either in its administrative status or in its borders. Except for the few donations made by Mark 

Antony to client states, such as Gadara and Hippos given to Herod, the province consisted of 

ancient Seleucia, Phoenicia from Arados to Dora, and the cities of the Decapolis of Trans-

jordan
104

. After the battle of Actium, Octavian (later known as Augustus), due to the lack of 

trustworthy men and support in Syria, chose to maintain most of the administrative structure 

established by Pompey and later Antony. However, he suppressed the kingship of 

Tarcondimotus I in Amanus and the principality of Lamblichus of Emesa in Syria
105

. 

Furthermore, in 30 BC, he annexed the eastern portion of Cilicia, which had been granted to 

Cleopatra by Mark Antony. This annexation included Seleucia on the Euphrates-Zeugma. 

Moreover, when Herod passed away in 4 BC, Octavian brought the provinces of Gaza, 

Gadara, Hippos, and Judea under Roman control
106

. As the provinces were divided between 

Augustus and the Senate in 27 BC, Syria transformed into an imperial province. It was 

governed by a high-ranking legate, typically appointed a few years after his consulship
107

. 

This legate resided in Antioch and managed the extensive territory, encompassing Judea as 

well, with the assistance of delegated prefects and legates
108
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During the first century AD, the policy of Rome towards its territories varied according to the 

ruling emperors. Client states were often rewarded for their loyalty and cooperation as long as 

they adhered to Roman directives and maintained stability within their regions
109

. The 

province of Syria does not experience major administrative changes during this period. It is 

still governed by a legate of consular rank. The eastern border of the province remained fixed 

at the Euphrates, while the southern border extended to the boundaries of Egypt
110

. As early 

as 70 (or 74) AD, Vespasian had separated Judea from Syria by creating an independent 

imperial province, led by a senator of praetorian rank, withdrawn from the Syrian garrison 

and installed in Jerusalem
111

. In 106 AD, most likely upon the death of Rabbel II, the 

Nabataean kingdom was annexed to the Roman Empire. It was too large to be annexed to an 

already existing province. Trajan therefore decided to make it a new province named Arabia, 

even if it was only legally organized after a few years
112

. Although briefly outlined here, it is 

evident that Syria's history under Hellenistic and Roman rule was characterized by political 

turmoil and cultural diversity. The region witnessed frequent shifts in power and governance, 

with various dynasties and empires vying for control. 
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CHAPTER II  

SYRIA-PHOENICIA 

II.1. Syria 

Since the Seleucid rule and during the Roman Empire, Northern Syria had been one of the 

most important strategic areas of the ancient Mediterranean. The establishment of the four 

cities of the Syrian Tetrapolis by Seleucus I Nicator between 301 and 299 BC, namely: 

Antioch on the Orontes (Antakya), Apamea in the Orontes (Qalaat al-Mudiq), Seleucia by the 

sea "also known as Seleucia in Pieria" (village of Çevlik) and Laodicea by the sea (Latakia), 

each city was named after a member of the Seleucid family
113

. Consequently, these cities had 

emerged as a secondary area in world politics and were subject to a massive Hellenization and 

urbanization processes. Laodicea and Seleucia became the central port cities of northern 

Syria, Apamea had developed into the center of the Seleucid army and Antioch the principal 

residence of the Seleucids
114

. In addition to the Tetrapolis, there were also other minor 

settlements along the coast that played a crucial role in trade and communication, like Balanea 

(Baniyas) and Antaradus (Tartous). Beroea (Aleppo) was located on the road from Apamea 

and Chalkis, eastward to Hierapolis (Mambij), and northward to Cyrhos
 115

. Moving further at 

the south, there were the ancient Syrian cities of Epiphaneia (Hama), and Emesa (Homs)
 
(Fig. 

2)
116
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In the third century BC, the Ptolemaic occupation of Coele-Syria was characterized with the 

spread of the Egyptian gods' worship in these regions
117

. Since Early Hellenistic Period, 

Syrian areas which had not been under Ptolemaic control, showed evidence of the adoption 

and worship of Egyptian deities
118

. The Egyptian cults knew their most significant 

development in this region under the Roman Empire
119

. Although several iconographic or 

written evidences prove, with no doubt, the presence of the Isiac cult in Syria, unfortunately, 

the scattered and isolated nature of these documents cannot give us any information on the 

introduction of this cult and its function. 
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Figure 2. Map of Roman Syria, Butcher, 2003, fig. 31. 
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II.1.1. Antioch on the Orontes 

III.1. 1. 1. The cult of Isis in Antioch 

The goddess Isis was initially venerated in Egypt under the name ―Aset‖. She symbolized the 

throne, which was believed to metaphorically "give birth" to the pharaoh, who was considered 

the embodiment of Osiris, the deity associated with vegetation and the afterlife
120

. According 

to traditional Pharaonic theology, the goddess Isis was the daughter of Geb and Nut, the sister 

and wife of Osiris, and the mother of Horus. She had two main cult centers in Egypt, Behbeit 

el Hagara in the north and Philae in the south
121

. Additional temples dedicated to the goddess 

Isis in Egypt, include the Temple of Isis ‗Mistress of the Pyramid‘ at Giza, the Temple of Deir 

el-Shelwit on the western bank of Thebes, south of Medinet Habu, the Temple of Sety I at 

Abydos, and the Temple of Augustus at Dendera
122

. 

In Hellenistic times, Isis was assimilated with various Greek goddesses, for example, 

Demeter, Aphrodite, Hera, and Tyche
123

. Moreover, Isis was a main representative of the 

special type of Hellenistic religiosity known as the mystery religion, in which the believer, 

after cultic initiation and sworn secrecy towards outsiders, hopes to become one with the 

deity
124

. She also had cult centers in Alexandria, such as a shrine in the Serapeum, a temple 
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on Pharos Island, a temple at Cape Lochias, and the temple of Ras-el-Soda, as well as coastal 

cities nearby Alexandria, notably at Menouthis, east of Alexandria
125

.  

The cult of the Egyptian goddess Isis spread extensively beyond Egypt, as she was revered as 

a protective deity associated with women, love, marriage, childbirth, and motherhood. She 

was considered the embodiment of the fertile powers of the soil and was also recognized as 

the goddess of wheat, rain, and wind. Isis gained fame for her magical abilities and served as 

the protector of humanity throughout their lives and even in the afterlife. As a result, her 

worship spread enormously in temples and homes
126

. 

According to Libanius, Isis's cult was introduced in Antioch under Seleucus II Callinicus 

(246-226/5)
127

, the fourth ruler of the Seleucid dynasty; according to him, the goddess 

appeared to the king in a dream and incited him and Ptolemy to bring her horned statue from 

Memphis to Antioch; so, the ships were ready, and the statue was brought to Antioch
128

. It is 

apparent that this story was similar to the introduction of the cult of Serapis to Alexandria
129

. 

According to the story, Serapis appeared to Ptolemy I in a dream to bring his statue from 

Sinope on the Black Sea to Alexandria
130

. However, there is no evidence (either historical, 

epigraphical, or archaeological) that confirms Libanius' statements concerning the 

introduction of the Isis cult in Antioch by Seleucus II or by one of his predecessors or 

successors
131

. We have to point out that the royal coinage of the Seleucids clearly attests to 

the use of Isiac imagery, although mainly for commemorative purposes and not before 

Antiochus IV Epiphanes (see pp. 40-41).  
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We know that Libanius wrote his work Antiochikos in 356 or 360 AD on the occasion of 

celebrating the local Olympic Games, a festival, in imitation of the ancient Olympic Games, 

which drew many visitors
132

. According to Norris, his purpose was to praise his native city, 

highlighting the idea that the gods have always been irresistibly drawn to Antioch so that the 

city could compete with Olympus
133

. While Norman mentioned that Seleucus II Callinicus 

(246-226 BC) lost the Seleucid lands in Asia Minor and the East, so the divine support for 

Antioch is used to obscure such secular reverses, even if the story is not Libanius‘ invention 

to account for the growing popularity of the cult of Isis
134

. However, Aliquot suggested that 

the role of Ptolemy III appears at least as necessary as that of Seleucus II, suggesting the 

institution of the cult of Isis in Antioch occured on the occasion of reconciliation between the 

two sovereigns, during the peace treaty of 241 BC, marks the end of the Third Syrian War 

(246- 241BC)
135

. 

The resolution of a conflict between two political adversaries following the appearance of an 

Egyptian god in a dream is also well illustrated by an inscription from Thessalonika
136

. The 

text, probably dating to the 1
st
 century AD, was copied from an older document and evoked 

the introduction of the cult of Serapis and Isis to Opous, Eastern Locris, in which two political 

opponents agreed to accept the cult of Serapis and Isis after receiving a divine announcement 

in a dream
137

. An individual named Xenainetos dreamed that Serapis ordered him to tell his 

rival Eurynomos that he should receive Serapis and Isis, which the latter did, leading to the 

establishment of the Isiac cult in Opous. The parallel between the account of the introduction 

of the cult of Serapis in Opous and that of the arrival of Isis in Antioch is so striking that one 

can suppose that Libanius refers to a model drawn from the immense tradition of Greek and 

Egyptian dreams. 
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We do not have clear evidence about the date on which the cult of Isis was introduced in 

Antioch. But the so-called Gurob papyrus shed much more interesting light; it told us that 

Ptolemy III organized an expedition against Syria to help his sister Berenice and that the king 

entered the cities of Seleucia and Antioch in 246 BC, with full respect to the local divinities. 

For his behavior, he became extremely popular and honored by the Syrian representatives of 

the local institutions before disturbances called him back to Egypt
138

. For these reasons, the 

institution of the cult of Isis in Antioch may have occurred during this time
139

.  

II.1.1.2. The mosaics of Isis in Antioch 

Among the multitude of mosaics uncovered in Antioch on the Orontes, Levi identified four 

mosaics as depictions of the Egyptian goddess Isis
140

. Two of these mosaics have been linked 

to the "Navigium Isidis" festival, which took place on March 5th. In the first mosaic, situated 

in the House of the Calendar (Fig. 3) and dating to the 2
nd

 century AD, the month of March is 

represented as a female figure clad in a white tunic surmounted by a brown mantle knotted 

over her chest. She is crowned with a wreath of leaves, and her left hand grasps a spear while 

her right holds a libation cup. Levi postulated that if this figure indeed represents the goddess 

Isis or an Isis priestess, it might symbolize the "Navigium Isidis" festival, an occasion 

commemorating the opening of commercial navigation for the year on the 5th of March (see 

pp. 265-268). However, this hypothesis has encountered opposition from certain researchers, 

particularly due to Isis's conventional association with the month of November in the Roman 

calendar. They argue that the depicted figure could potentially be the goddess Demeter 

instead
141

.  

 

 

                                                           
138

 P. Gurob, col.II, 1.6; Sartre, 1989, p. 37; Sartre, 2001, pp. 193-194; Erskine, 2004, p. 73; Fischer-Bovet, 

2014, p. 64.  This aligns with what we understand about Ptolemy III's religious attitude and reverence for the 

Egyptian gods. The discoveries at the Serapeum of Alexandria, situated on the hill of Rhacôtis, firmly associate 

Ptolemy III as one of the principal founders of this sanctuary. The king also actively supported the construction 

of various religious structures throughout Egypt, notably in Canopus and Edfu. 
139

 Aliquot, 2014, pp. 137-138. 
140

 Levi, 1947, pp. 27, 49-50, 163-165, pls. Vb, VIIIb, XXXIIIa-c, XXXIVa-b. 
141

 Norris, 1982, p. 197; Bricault, 2006, p.140. 



 

35 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. A mosaic pavement of the "Navigium Isidis", the House of the Calendar. 

The second mosaic, discovered in the House of the Mysteries of Isis in room 1, dates from the 

middle of the 3
rd

 century AD and is partially destroyed (Fig. 4)
142

. The mosaic depicts two 

ships, one of which is seen on the left side, anchored at the shore. A man is positioned with a 

foot on the shorel and the other foot on a raised step beside a loading platform. Though his 

upper body is obscured due to damage, his stance suggests he might be transporting heavy 

cargo to the ship. A shield, seemingly positioned upright on the ship's gunwales, possibly 

indicates the presence of a man standing on the ship's deck holding it. The other ship occupies 

the right side and appears to have embarked on its voyage. The oars extend visibly from the 

portholes. A man stands aboard this ship. In the sky above the ship on the left, a Victory flies 

with wings outstretched
143

. Levi suggested that this was undoubtedly an allusion to the 

"Navigium Isidis", and that the house most likely belonged to a devotee of Isis
144

. 

Nevertheless, Bricault has pointed out that the central panel is severely damaged, making it 
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impossible to identify with certainty, whether as a reference to the "Navigium Isidis" or 

anything else
145

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4. A mosaic pavement of the "Navigium Isidis", the House of the Mysteries of Isis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. A wall painting of the “Navigium Isidis”, Ostia. 

Several figurative representations, paintings and mosaics, have been associated with the 

Navigium Isidis. One such example can be found in a wall painting discovered in Ostia (Fig. 

5). In this painting, on the right side, there is a reference to a celebration linked to the 
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37 
 

Emperor, as indicated by a banner (vexillum) bearing the images of three figures, likely 

representing Septimius Severus and his two sons, Caracalla and Geta
146

. On the left side, there 

is a boat, or more likely a model boat, being transported to the shore by a cart drawn by two 

children, and then set afloat at sea. Stern has proposed that this scene represents the Navigium 

Isidis of March 5, during which Isis's boat was brought to the shore as part of a procession
147

. 

He mentioned that it was customary, on March 5, to set adrift a ship without a crew, laden 

with gifts, in order to seek favor and protection from Isis, the goddess of the sea. It appears 

evident that this fresco depicts this festival, which is detailed in Apuleius's writings, and more 

specifically, the central ceremony of launching the boat into the sea. The sailboat, transported 

on a cart to the shore, has just been released, and two slaves are seen returning while pulling 

the vehicle that had carried the ship
148

. 

Another painting discovered within the Pompeii Iseum, located in the sacrarium, is worth 

mentioning. This artwork features two Egyptian boats: one containing a female figure, most 

likely representing Isis, and the other holding a chest with a falcon perched atop it. Several 

scholars have suggested that this painting depicts the Navigium Isidis; however, Bricault has 

proposed a different perspective. According to him, this scene more likely symbolizes Isis's 

quest for Osiris, with the falcon representing Sokar-Osiris
149

. 

Moving to the third mosaic, found in Room 2 of the same House of the Mysteries of Isis, 

however, the mosaic is significantly damaged (Fig. 6). The mosaic portrays three figures: a 

youthful man is positioned between a female figure on the left and Hermes on the right. The 

female figure is clothed in a peplos with a veil and a wreath of green leaves on her head. She 

holds a torch
150

, which extends above her head just behind her headdress. Her right hand is 
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extended toward the man in the middle
151

. Of the man in the middle only part of the torso and 

his left foot are visible. He wears a headdress and has ribbons hanging from his shoulders. 

The man appears to be naked, with the possible exception of red drapery on his left shoulder. 

Levi identified the figure on the right as the god Hermes, recognizable by his caduceus, the 

winged headdress, and the winged sandals. He stands in front of an architectural complex, and 

in his right hand is a grey wand with which he is touches the young man
152

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. The mosaic of “mors voluntaria” in the House of the Mysteries of Isis. 

Levi referred to the mosaic as "mors voluntaria", suggesting that the young man depicted in 

the middle was a live person about to be initiated into the mysteries of Isis through the gates 

of Hades, the god of the underworld, similar to the description of Apuleius' 

Metamorphoses
153

. He also directs focus to the magical papyri, in which the name of Isis-
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Selene appears alongside that of Hermes within the realm of magic
154

. On the other hand, 

Norris rejected Levi‘s hypothesis, stating that the magical papyri in which Hermes and Isis 

joined together do not include references to an initiation ceremony
155

. Indeed, as Norris points 

out, it holds true that in the literature concerning mystery rites, there is no explicit mention of 

Isis accompanying the initiate throughout his mystical journey
156

. Furthermore, Norris argued 

that the goddess cannot be identified as Isis due to the lack of her distinctive features (such as 

the basileion and the Isis-knot). Instead, he proposed the possibility that the figure could 

represent the Greek goddess Demeter
157

. 

The fourth mosaic, from the House of the Isiac Ceremony at Daphne (modern Defne-Yakto), 

a suburb of Antioch, is much more interesting (Fig. 7). It clearly depicts two female figures, 

one wearing a white robe decorated with a moon and stars, and the other carrying the sistrum. 

This may represent an Isis ceremony in which the homeowner participated and wished to 

commemorate it
158

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 7. The mosaic of Isis ceremony, the House of the Isiac Ceremony, in Daphne. 
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II.1.1. 3. Egyptian gods on the coins of Antioch 

The earliest appearance of the Egyptian deities on the coins of Syria dates back to the reign of 

Antiochus IV during his campaign against Ptolemy VI in the Sixth Syrian War (170-168 

BC)
159

. On this occasion, the workshop of Antioch minted special silver and bronze coins; 

two types of bronze coins show Egyptian motifs: the first depicts a laureate head of Serapis 

wearing the atef crown (Fig. 8), and the second shows the head of Isis crowned with the 

basileion (Fig. 9)
160

. On the reverse side of both coins, an eagle is depicted standing on a 

thunderbolt, the attribute of Zeus, which had already been adopted by the Ptolemaic rulers on 

their coinage
161

. Bricault suggested that the selection of these specific types could explain the 

desire of the Seleucid king to declare his claims over Egypt, even though he was forced to 

abandon Egypt in 168 BC under the Romans‘ pressure
162

. Wright added that the Egyptiansing 

series was probably produced in anticipation of the need for an acceptable and familiar 

currency in the newly acquired Ptolemaic territories
163

.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. A coin of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, Antioch, SC 1413; Hoover HGC 643. 

Figure 9. A coin of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, Antioch, CSE, 121. 
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The crown of basileion, associated with the goddess Isis, also appeared on the reverse side of 

bronze coins minted in Antioch during the reign of Antiochus VII Sidetes between 139 and 

128 BC (Fig. 10), with a winged bust of Eros on the obverse
164

. Additionally, the crown of 

Isis basileion was featured on the reverse of bronze and silver coins issued in Akko-Ptolemais 

(Fig. 11), during the co-regency of Cleopatra Thea and her son Antiochus VIII between 125 

and 121 BC. Notably, the bust of Cleopatra took precedence over that of Antiochus on the 

obverse, highlighting her primary role as a queen and co-regent
165

. These instances of the 

crown of Isis on Seleucid coins may be attributed to the unions between Seleucid kings and 

Ptolemaic princesses, serving as a symbolic expression of their connections or affiliations, 

particularly with Cleopatra Thea
166

. It is possible that the usage of the crown signified these 

matrimonial alliances and emphasized the royal lineage and legitimacy of the rulers. 

Antiochus X Eusebius, who had also married the Ptolemaic princess Cleopatra Selene, 

continued the use of the basileion crown on a bronze issue during his reign (94-93/2 BC) in 

Antioch
167

. These coinage practices demonstrate the ongoing influence of Ptolemaic 

connections and the significance of the crown of Isis basileion as a symbol of dynastic unions 

and royal associations. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. A coin of Antioch, AE, 179 BC, Veymiers, 2011, p. 211, Fig. 9.13. 

Figure 11. A coin of Ptolemais, AE, 125-121 BC, Cleopatra Théa and her son Antiochus VIII, Veymiers, 

2011, p. 212, Fig. 9.14. 
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II.1.2. Seleucia by the Sea 

II. 1.2. 1. Serapis and Isis  

The Alexandrian god Serapis, whose origin and nature have been the subject of intense 

debate, is a composite deity with an Egyptian theological background and Greek iconography. 

He was created during the reign of the earliest Ptolemies, and his origins can be traced back to 

the cult of the Apis bull. This cult was traditionally associated with Pharaonic royalty and 

centered on the Temple of Ptah in Memphis
168

. The worship of the Apis bull continued even 

after his death, since at least the New Kingdom, with rituals still taking place at Saqqara‘s 

necropolis. At that time, the deity was known as Wsir-1b (Osiris-Apis) and was represented 

as either a bull with a sun disc between its horns or as an anthropomorphic figure with the 

head of a bull, wearing the sun disc
169

. Osiris-Apis became in Greek Osarapis or Oserapis, 

then finally Serapis
170

. The identification of the founder of the cult of Serapis in Alexandria 

remainsed uncertain; despite debate between Ptolemy I Soter and Ptolemy II Philadelphus
171

. 

This creation is often considered as an act accomplished within the framework of an official 

religious policy tending to federate the Greeks of Egypt, newcomers and formerly settled, or 

even to unite Greeks and Egyptians in the same worship
172

. However, it is evident that the 

new god Serapis emerged early on as a patron of the Ptolemaic dynasty. 

The Greek rulers bestowed Serapis, the successor of Osiris-Apis, with a Greek iconography 

that drew inspiration from deities, such as Zeus, Asclepius, and Hades
173

. By the early 3
rd

 

century BC, the god Serapis was depicted as a bearded man with curly hair, wearing a basket-

shaped headdress ―kalathos”. He was dressed in the chiton and the himation, and was often 

portrayed standing or seated on a throne, holding a scepter in his left hand and resting his 
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right hand on a three-headed Kerberos. A wife was attributed to him, Isis, sister-wife of 

Osiris, as well as a child, Harpocrates, whose name was transcribed in Greek from the 

Egyptian theonym 1r-pA-xred meaning ―Horus the child‖. This Isiac family became a divine 

model, portraying a Greek royal family seeking to legitimize their power in a non-Greek 

land
174

. 

Seleucia in Pieria, or Seleucia by the sea, the port of Antioch, has been mentioned in some 

literary sources as the place depicting the god Serapis. Tacitus mentions in a dubious tone that 

some said that the god was brought to Alexandria from the Syrian city of Seleucia under the 

reign of Ptolemy III
175

. Clement of Alexandria repeats the same story, adding that he read it in 

the writings of Isidorus as the only witness who connected the incident with a gift of grain 

during a famine under Ptolemy II Philadelphus (285-246 BC)
176

.  

Some researchers have tried to explain the crossed testimonies of Tacitus and Clement of 

Alexandria concerning Seleucia. According to Bouché-Leclercq, the statue of Seleucia was 

part of the spoils of Ptolemy III's war and was believed to have brought back from the East 

the national gods once carried away by the conquerors of Egypt
177

. He mentioned that the 

town's famine story is an invention, and the alleged motive is suspected of exaggeration 

unless there is a complete blockade; famine hardly attacks seaports
178

. Dunandsuggested that 

Bryaxis, the sculptor of the 4th century BC who was credited with the invention of the statue 

of Serapis, was active in the region of Antioch at the end of his life, and it was probably when 

Ptolemy III occupied Seleucia that he may have found there a statue in the style of Bryaxis 

that he brought back to Egypt
179

. In contrast, Aliquot suggested that the most remarkable 

consequence of the "Third Syrian War" conflict in the Near East was the occupation of 
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respective sanctuaries. These testimonies primarily served to reaffirm the traditional clergy's trust and confidence 

in the sovereign. Aliquot, 2014, pp. 140-141. 
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Seleucia by the Ptolemies from 246 to 219 BC
180

. Thus, the Ptolemies held the city, which 

was the port city for Antioch, threatening the heart of the Seleucid kingdom for almost thirty 

years
181

. Therefore, it seems probable that the Greeks of Egypt or the Hellenized Egyptians 

established in Seleucia a sanctuary for the god Serapis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 12. A statue of Serapis, Seleucia Pieria, Antakya Museum, Inv. No. 10799. 

Figure 13. A bronze statuette of Isis-Aphrodite, Seleucia Pieria. 

A marble statue of Serapis enthroned with the three-headed dog Kerberos, the guardian of the 

underworld, at his feet—now preserved in the Antakya Museum—was found in Seleucia in 

1954 (Fig. 12). The statue depicts Serapis seated on the throne, but unfortunately, the head 

and arms are broken off. The god is represented wearing a chiton, surmounted by the himation 

draped over his left shoulder and knees. His right leg is pulled back, while the left leg is 

extended to the front
 182

. The discovery of this statue in Seleucia is instructive since the port 

city was mentioned in the texts of Tacitus and Clement of Alexandria as an early location 

associated with the worship of Serapis. However, there is no conclusive evidence indicating 
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that this particular statue was ever housed in a temple, and thereby a cult statue
183

. The statue 

dates to the Roman period, so the god Serapis probably continued to be honored in Seleucia 

after the departure of the Ptolemies, albeit in a more private form.  

Additionally, another noteworthy artifact discovered in Seleucia Pieria is a bronze statuette of 

Isis-Aphrodite, which was found within the Doric temple during excavations conducted by 

Princeton University in the 1930s (Fig. 13). Unfortunately, her face is worn; her right leg 

broke off below the knee, and her left hand. The representation of the goddess in the statuette 

shows her naked form, adorned with the sun disc placed between two horns
184

. However, 

similar to the Serapis statue, there is insufficient evidence to determine whether the temple in 

Seleucia Pieria had any direct association with the worship of Isis. These archaeological 

discoveries shed light on the religious practices and iconography present in Seleucia and its 

surrounding regions during the Roman period. They indicate the continued presence and 

private veneration of Serapis and Isis in these areas, showing the enduring influence of 

Egyptian deities in the Hellenistic and Roman contexts.  

An inscription dating back to the second or third century AD was discovered in Seleucia 

Pieria, potentially associated with the Isiac cult. The text was inscribed in honor of one 

Flavius [...] nus, (former?) navarch and perfect of the cohort
185

. However, the names of the 

Egyptian gods are not present in the text, making it difficult to determine whether it relates to 

a former navarch "leader of the ship" of the Roman fleet or a navarch connected to the 

"Navigium Isidis" festival. Le Bohec has underlined the importance of the military presence 

in Seleucia Pieria, especially in the event of a conflict with the Parthians. It is possible that the 

navarch mentioned in this inscription could have been a soldier
186

. Therefore, we cannot 

affirm whether the "Navigium Isidis" was celebrated in Seleucia Pieria or not. Moreover, the 

inscription tells us nothing about the beginnings of Egyptian worship in this region.  

Several inscriptions have been discovered that link the role of a navarch to the cult of Isis. For 

instance, an inscription dedicated to Isis and Serapis was uncovered in Byzantium, dating 
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back to the early 1
st
 century AD. This inscription originated from an individual who held the 

position of a navarch during the celebration of Isis ―Ploiaphesia‖, also called ―Navigium 

Isidis‖, which celebrated the annual reopening of navigation
187

. Additionally, a marble stela, 

which was unearthed in the Iseum at Eretria, has preserved an extensive list of navarchs 

spanning over 80 lines. The names on this list were filled through the years by different 

people. Every year they would probably fill in the new names of the persons in charge for the 

sail of the ship during the ―Ploiaphesia‖
188

. A second inscription from the same sanctuary and 

of the same period mentions again the presence of two navarchs who dedicate to Serapis, Isis, 

Osiris, Anubis, and Harpocrates
189

. In a funerary inscription discovered in Nicomedia, 

situated in Bithynia, a city renowned for producing numerous coins featuring the depiction of 

Isis with a sail, the deceased, who reached the age of fifty, is designated as both a priest and a 

navarch. Bricault suggests that the individual likely held a significant role as a servant of the 

cult of Isis
190

. Finally, a herm unearthed in Tenos features Hercules and includes references to 

the names of a cultic association dedicated to an unspecified divine figure. Among these 

names is that of a navarch, which likely suggests a connection to the Isiac deities
191

. 

The discussion revolves around the roles undertaken by these individuals within the 

festivities, but these navarchs were not mere participants since they had the privilege of 

wearing a title for the occasion. The navarchs are occasionally identified as members of an 

association
192

, yet the epigraphic evidence alone fails to decisively substantiate this 

hypothesis. Moreover, they have been recognized as the organizers of the Ploiaphesia 

festival
193

. As suggested by some scholars, their engagement encompassed financial 

contributions, overseeing ship construction, and coordinating the ceremony's logistics, all 
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while maintaining a seemingly non-participatory stance during the procession
194

. Hence, 

onomastics, which is the study of names, assumes a pivotal role. Especially in the case of 

Eretria, it becomes apparent that multiple members of the same family undertook the role of 

navarch within a succinct timeframe
195

. This implies that, at least initially, the festivities 

possessed a private character. 
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II.1.3. Laodicea by the Sea 

II. 1. 3. 1. A sanctuary of Isis and Serapis in Laodicea 

A Roman copy of a Greek decree issued in the year 174 BC under the reign of Antiochus IV 

provides valuable insights into the worship of the Egyptian gods in the city of Laodicea, the 

main port of Syria
196

. The decree legalizes the property rights of a private sanctuary dedicated 

to Isis and Serapis on the city's land, owned by three priests: Horus, Apollodorus, and 

Antiochus, who are likely brothers along with their cousins. The translated text of the decree 

is as follows: “Year 138 (174 BC), on the thirtieth of the month of Audnaios, proposal of 

Asklepiades the governor {epistatēs} and the archon. Since Horus and Apollodorus and 

Antiochus, priests of Serapis and Isis, declared that a block of houses, in which also stands 

the precinct of the aforesaid gods, belongs to them and to the sons of Apollodorus, their 

grandpaternal cousins, as private property; and since a decree has been passed that those 

requesting from the city a place for the dedication of a statue shall pay a fixed fee, and some 

are seeking places in the precinct; being anxious lest their possessions be dismantled in such 

a manner, they asked that consideration be given concerning these matters: it is well that 

their possessions, which they have exhibited, may not be dismantled in such a way: it has 

been resolved by the peliganes: those who wish to erect (a statue) in the same place shall give 

the decreed sum, not for the place, but for the statue itself”
 197

. 

It is worth noting that the presence of a temple within private property, as seen in this decree, 

was not unusual during this period. For instance, an inscription from Piraeus mentions a 
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sanctuary of Dionysos attached to the priest's house
198

. Another dedicatory inscription reveals 

that the priest Demon of Paiania dedicated his house and adjacent garden to the god Asclepius 

following the god's oracle
199

. Roussel suggested that the priests and their cousins in Laodicea 

were concerned about the potential destruction of their private property by the worshipers. As 

a result, the city authorities, following the proposal of the epistate Asclepiades, took measures 

to prevent the expected destruction of the religious buildings while recovering the income 

from the tax on erecting statues
200

. This decree is not the only evidence highlighting the 

importance of protecting sacred sanctuaries. A Milesian order banned placing dedications 

near the wood stoa in the sanctuary of Apollo due to the expensive wood that could cause 

severe damage
201

. Similarly, a Rhodian decree prohibited dedicants from leaving dedications 

in certain areas within the Asclepius region
202

. 

The presence of the Egyptian name "Horus" among the brothers indicates that they likely 

belonged to a Hellenized Egyptian or Greek family from Egypt that had settled in Syria for a 

long time
203

. The three priests also assert their ownership of the sanctuary and the islet on 

which it is built, along with the sons of Apollodorus, their cousins descended from the same 

ancestor. They are all related by one or more common ancestors for two generations. For 

example, Apollonius, the priest of Serapis in Delos, who affirms that the sacred objects 

dedicated to the god Serapis have been passed down through his family for three generations, 

from his grandfather to his father, and then to himself
204

. A Ptolemaic decree also required 

worshipers of Dionysus to present a sealed report to the officials in Alexandria, documenting 

the transmission of the sacred objects back through three generations
205

. Thus, it appears that 

the cult of Serapis and Isis began in Laodicea in the last third of the third century BC. 

Based on the evidence, it can be concluded that the status of Egyptian worship in Laodicea 

during the Hellenistic Period was semi-official. The good relations with the city authorities 

were likely due to their interest in preserving the property rights of the priests. According to 

                                                           
198

 IG II
2 
1325, 1326, 2948. 

199
 IG II

2
 4969. 

200
 Roussel, 1942, pp. 21-32. 

201
 Milet I 3 32. 1-4. 

202
Sosin, 2005, pp. 132-133. 

203
 Dunand, 1973, pp. 124-125; Sosin, 2005, pp. 134-135. 

204
 IG XI.4, 1299. 1-13; Dunand, 1973, pp. 124-125; Sosin, 2005, pp. 134-135. 

205
 Bricault, RICIS, no. 202/0101. 



 

50 
 

Dunand, the worship of Egyptian gods was undoubtedly significant during this period, as 

indicated by the employment of three priests in the sanctuary, which was unusual. It is 

possible that specialized assistants were subordinate to them
206

.  

Another inscription from the early second century AD discovered in Laodicea mentions 

"archinakorus of the great Serapis", i.e. the chief guardian of the temple
 
of Serapis

207
, 

possibly referring to the same sanctuary. This suggests that the Egyptian temple was likely 

still in use and maintained its importance. However, it is unclear whether the Egyptian cult 

remained under the control of the same priestly family or transitioned into a more official 

institution over time. Dunand proposed that the temple may have become official over the 

years
208

. This transition may be reflected in a unique issue of the city's coinage featuring a 

bust of Athena on the obverse and Serapis on the reverse, which Bricault dates to the reign of 

Trajan or possibly Hadrian
209

. Furthermore, the existence of individuals who privately 

dedicated sanctuaries to Egyptian gods in Laodicea by the Sea emphasizes the importance of 

individual initiatives in establishing the cult of Egyptian deities throughout Syria, not limited 

solely to the regions controlled by the Ptolemies. 
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II.1.4. Balanea 

The ancient Balanea had multiple toponyms: Balaniyas, Boulniyas, and Banyas
210

. It is 

identified with the present-day Baniyas, located 40 km north of Tartous in a bend of the Nahr 

Baniyas, and is dominated by a mountainous buttress that supports the medieval fortress of 

Marqab. By the sea, the city includes a vast beach, which may have served as a port when it 

was attached to the province of Apamea.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. A bronze statuette of Isis from Balanea, Syria, Bricault, 2020, Fig. 96. 

A bronze figurine of Isis-Tyche was discovered in Balanea and is now preserved in the 

Louvre Museum as part of the collection of Louis de Clerq (Figs. 14-15)
211

. The figurine 

depicts the goddess standing upon a rectangular base while donning elevated sandals. Her hair 

is parted at the center and moothly pulled back along her temples, forming a short bun at the 
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nape of her neck from which three vertical braids fall down, and she wears the kalathos on her 

head. She is adorned in a sleeveless, lengthy chiton accompanied by a himation that drapes 

around her waist. Her right hand, positioned downward on the right side, likely once held a 

rudder, though this attribute is currently absent. The left hand extends horizontally from her 

body, holding a cornucopia. An inscription appears on the base of the statue, written in inlaid 

silver letters, however two of its components are largely corroded. The remnants of the 

inscription seem to be ancient: Εἶζηο Φαξία "ISIS FARIA"
212

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15.The bronze statuette of Isis-Tyche from Balanea (in detail). 

It should be noted that her representation as Isis–Tyche/Fortuna does not correspond to the 

inscription
213

. Tran Tam Tinh has mentioned that the inscription "Isis Pharia" is written on the 

base of Fortuna's statuette but bears no resemblance to Isis
214

. De Ridder noted that the base is 

not undoubtedly associated with the figurine
215

. However, Bricault, after careful examination 

of the figure, stated that there is a clearly visible hole at the top of the head in front of the 

kalathos, allowing for the attachment of the crown of Isis, the basileion
216

. In addition, he 

explains the origins of these two types: Isis with a sail and Isis with a rudder. On the one 

hand, statues of Isis with a sail were challenging to create, both in small sculpted works and 
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larger pieces, thus making the type that held the rudder a suitable alternative
217

. On the other 

hand, this depiction serves a dual function: as a marine goddess, she symbolizes the guidance 

and the protection of navigation by holding the rudder, while the cornucopia is a symbol of 

prosperity and wealth
218

. This can be understood in a specific context, which may have 

marked the role of Isis in protecting the Annona, the annual grain supplies brought from 

Alexandria to Italy
219

. Hence, Bricault speculated that the figurine from Balanea could be the 

missing link between the representations of Isis with a sail and with a rudder
220

. 

The representation of Isis-Tyche/Fortuna, adorned with a kalathos and basileion, is widely 

recognized in several examples, as can be observed in the relief of Ascalon (Fig. 208)
 221

. 

However, it is worth noting that there are instances where she is depicted solely with the 

kalathos, a relatively uncommon portrayal. For instance, a bronze statuette of Isis-Fortuna in 

Alsace, France, shows the goddess crowned with a kalathos while holding both the rudder and 

the cornucopia. Her hairstyle features the so-called Libyan curls of Isis, and she is draped in a 

garment fastened between her breasts, which is a characteristic associated with Isis
 222

. 

Another statuette of Isis-Tyche/Fortuna is from Yemen. The goddess is depicted standing on a 

high circular base bearing an Arabian inscription. She is dressed in the chiton and himation 

tied between her breasts. Her hair is pulled up into headbands surmounted by a tiara, and eight 

long curls run over her shoulders. She is adorned with a kalathos. Unfortunately, both the 

rudder and the cornucopia have been lost. The inscription suggests a dating to the 1
st
 century 

AD
223

. 
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During the Greek and Roman periods, the type of Isis holding a rudder and cornucopia was 

one of the most famous subjects in many Mediterranean cities
224

. There are numerous 

examples of her, such as a terracotta seal from Paphos, Cyprus, dating from the 2
nd

-1
st
 

centuries BC (Fig. 16). The goddess is shown standing, dressed in a long chiton and himation, 

holding a cornucopia in her left hand, a rudder in her right, with the basileion adorning her 

head
225

. Another marble statue, preserved in Athens and probably from Alexandria (Fig. 17), 

depicts Isis holding a rudder in her right hand and a cornucopia in her left, with a small 

serpent coiled around the rudder, indicating a connection to the goddess's healing power
226

. 

Since the city of Balanea was a coastal city, it was natural for Isis to be celebrated there as the 

goddess of navigation and protector of sailors
227

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 16. A terracotta seal of Isis with a rudder from Paphos, Cyprus, Bricault, 2020, Fig. 97. 

Figure 17. A marble statue of Isis with a rudder, Athens, Bricault, 2020, Fig. 99. 
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However, Isis-Pharia is usually depicted standing at the bow of a ship, facing right, with her 

mantle usually blowing out behind her back, her left leg advanced, and her knees slightly 

bent, resting on the bottom of an inflated sail. Her arms are raised, holding a corner of the sail. 

There is a rich documentary collection featuring this type of representation of Isis, which 

appears on various artifacts such as coins (Byblos Fig. 46), intaglios, seals, lamps, reliefs, and 

possibly statues. The role of Isis as the mistress of the sea and protector of sailors has been 

widely documented from Hellenistic times onward in various Mediterranean sites, including 

Greece and the coastal cities of Asia
228

. 

During the Pharaonic period, the connections between Isis and navigation, both in terms of 

the names attributed to her and the roles ascribed to her, were rather tenuous
229

. In contrast, 

several documents suggest that two Egyptian deities, Amun and Hathor, could assume this 

role, possibly as a secondary function. From the New Kingdom, Amun is occasionally 

referred to as the "pilot who knows water"
230

, while Hathor makes an appearance from the 

Middle Kingdom in the Coffin Texts as the "mistress of Byblos [who] holds the rudders of 

boats"
231

. Additionally, it is Hathor's boat that leads the Sokar procession
232

. In the small 

temple of Hathor in Deir el Medineh, one aspect of her four-faced is linked with the north 

wind
233

. 

Indeed, much like Hathor, from whom Isis appears to have borrowed this role, she can pilot 

the solar boat. Additionally, she is often depicted at the bow of a boat during the conflict 

between Horus and Seth. Furthermore, as the sister-wife of Osiris, she accompanies the 

deceased on their journey into the underworld, frequently reappearing there, often alongside 

his sister Nephthys, aboard a boat
234

. Finally, during the Late Period, Isis is identified with the 

moon and is represented traveling the Celestial Ocean on her boat. In this aspect, like Tanit, 
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Astarte, or Aphrodite, she exerts an influence on the tides, and her appearance is reassuring 

for the sailor navigating between the sky and the water when the night becomes dark
235

. 
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II.1.5. Antaradus  

Tartous takes its name from that of the settlement of Antaradus (modern Tartous), coming 

from its geographical position opposite the island of Arwad (Aradus). The ancient site, like 

the modern one, occupies a small cove at the foot of Djebel Ansariye (the Alawite 

Mountains)
236

. In the Hellenistic period, it was probably only a town with no major political 

role. From Hellenistic and Roman times, archaeologists have only found bronze and marble 

statuettes imitating Greek models, as well as a gold mask whose decoration is reminiscent of 

those of Homs and Baalbek
237

. 

II.1.5.1. Isis-Aphrodite-Astarte? 

The syncretism of Isis-Aphrodite was established through her association with Hathor, the 

Egyptian goddess of women, love, and fertility, who has been close to Isis since ancient 

Egyptian times
238

. Indeed, both Aphrodite and Isis were associated with sailors at significant 

ports throughout the Mediterranean region
239

. Unlike the parallel drawn between Demeter and 

Isis, this connection between Isis and Aphrodite was not explicitly observed by ancient 

writers during the time of Herodotus. The earliest mention of these two deities in conjunction 

can be traced back to the mid-third century BC, found within two inscriptions, one originating 

from Alexandria and the other from Perinthus
240

. The iconography of Isis-Aphrodite is 

various, but one distinctive characteristic is the depiction of the goddess as totally or almost 

completely naked, whether in figurines with an oriental appearance or those inspired by 

classical types
241

. 
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Figure 18. A bronze statuette of Isis-Aphrodite 

from Tartous, the Louvre Museum. 
Figure 19. A bronze statuette of Isis-Aphrodite 

from Syria, the British Museum. 

 

Figure 20. A bronze statuette of Isis-Aphrodite from Homs, the National Museum of Damascus. 
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Several bronze figurines of Isis-Aphrodite have been discovered in Syria. These figurines 

depict the goddess standing naked, adorned with jewelry, and wearing the crown of the 

basileion. This type of figurine has been found not only in Egypt but also in various areas of 

the Seleucid world, particularly in the Syria-Phoenicia region, albeit with slight variations in 

style and hairstyle
242

. One such bronze statuette of Isis-Aphrodite was unearthed in Antaradus 

and is currently housed in the Louvre Museum (Fig. 18). The goddess stands naked on her 

right leg, while her left leg is relaxed and bent towards the back. Her right hand is raised to 

shoulder height, and her left hand once held a mirror handle, which is now lost. She wears a 

stephane with five cut palmettes and the basileion, featuring the sun disc adorned with a 

raised uraeus between two horns and two pointed feathers
243

. Notably, this particular figure 

appears slenderer than the statuettes discovered in Egypt. The association of Isis with 

Aphrodite is undoubtedly most common in Egypt and appears to have originated during the 

early Ptolemaic period
244

. 

A similar type of Isis-Aphrodite has also been discovered in Syria, but in this case, the 

goddess is depicted wearing a headdress in the form of a bird's cap, crowned by the Egyptian 

crown of Isis. For instance, a bronze statuette from Syria, now preserved in the British 

Museum (Fig. 19), has an uncertain place of origin, though it may have originated from 

Tartous, where many similar figurines have been unearthed. This portrayal of Isis-Aphrodite 

follows the Pudica type "modest", reminiscent of Praxiteles‘ Knidian Aphrodite. The goddess 

stands naked on her right leg, with her left leg is relaxed. Her right hand is raised in front of 

her breast, while her left hand is lowered, attempting to cover the pubic area. Her hair is 

styled with two rows of short curls, with a single long lock falling over her shoulders. She 

wears a stephane topped by a bird's cap and the basileion
245

. Another notable bronze statuette 

from Emesa "Homs" (Fig. 20), preserved in the National Museum of Damascus, stands as one 

of the finest examples of Isis-Aphrodite from Syria. This figurine depicts the naked goddess 

holding a mirror box in her left hand, while the object once held in her right hand is now 
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missing. She wears a smaller wreath than the Egyptian examples, which is crowned by the 

Isis headdress
246

. 

The figurines discovered in Tartous and Homs bear resemblances to numerous bronze 

statuettes found in Egypt, particularly in Lower Egypt
247

. Therefore, it is possible that the 

statuettes were produced in Egypt and then exported to Syria. For instance, a bronze statuette 

of Isis-Aphrodite, currently preserved in the Louvre Museum (Fig. 21), is believed to 

originate from Lower Egypt
248

. The goddess is depicted standing naked, with her body resting 

on the left leg while the right leg is slightly bent. Both arms are raised to shoulder height, with 

the right hand partially closed and the left fingers appearing to hold the handle of a tool. On 

her head, the goddess wears an imposing crown adorned with five palmettes framing a central 

basileion, all placed above a diadem decorated with a uraeus. Two curly locks of hair run over 

her shoulders. Her eyes were originally made of inlaid stones. Her neck is adorned with a 

necklace featuring multiple pendants. On either side of the necklace, there are busts of Serapis 

and Isis, and at the center of the necklace, there is an amulet showing three figures on a 

pedestal: Harpocrates on the left, Osiris Canopus in the middle, and Aphrodite-Anadomene on 

the right, depicted as half-naked
249

. 

Another noteworthy example is a bronze statuette of Isis-Aphrodite that is currently preserved 

in the Tanta Museum. This artifact was discovered within a Roman house in Sais (Sa el-

Haggar), situated on the eastern bank of the Rosetta branch of the Nile Delta in Egypt (Fig. 

22)
250

. The goddess is shown naked, standing on her left leg while her right leg is relaxed, 

with a slight bend towards the back, on a round base. The right hand was most likely holding 

something, but it is now absent. Comparable Isis-Aphrodite statuettes indicate that the 

figurine once held attributes that have since vanished: in the left hand, it most likely carried a 

lotus flower from which the young Harpocrates emerged; in the right hand, it could have held 
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a mirror
251

. She wears a stephane with four palmette leaves and the crown of Isis basileion in 

the center. The goddess is also dressed in two necklaces, both of which are embellished with 

various amulets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 21. A bronze statuette of Isis-Aphrodite, the Louvre Museum.  

Figure 22. A bronze statuette of Isis-Aphrodite, from Sais, Tanta Museum, Inv. No. Ta3371. 

Additional examples of Isis-Aphrodite have been discovered in Syria, where the goddess is 

depicted fully attire, wearing a short-sleeved chiton and a himation. This representation 

adheres to the "Pudica type", wherein the goddess is modestly portrayed, her head adorned 

with a bird's cap and the crown of Isis. It is noteworthy that this depiction of a clothed and 

modest Isis-Aphrodite was quite prevalent, particularly in Syria. Consequently, Jentel‘s 

research leads to the conclusion that this type was recognized in the Syro-Phoenician world 

and migh not have been known in Egypt before
252

. One striking example is a bronze statuette 

of Isis-Aphrodite discovered in Tartous and currently preserved in the Louvre Museum (Fig. 
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23). The goddess is attired in a short-sleeved chiton with a himation loosely draped around 

her hips. Her pose typically conforms to the pudica position, where her right hand is placed in 

front of her breasts and her left hand covers her pubic area while holding a fold of her 

himation. The goddess‘s hair is centrally parted and elegantly pulled back into a bun at the 

nape of her neck. She is further adorned with a bird‘s scalp headdress, upon which stand six 

erect uraei snakes, representing the round crown polos
253

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 23. A bronze statuette of Isis-Aphrodite from Tartous, the Louvre Museum, H. 34 cm.  

Figure 24. A bronze statuette of Isis-Aphrodite from Sais, Egypt, Tanta Museum, Inv. No. Ta. 3377. 

It is comparable to a bronze statuette from Sais, "Sa el-Haggar", which was found in the same 

house and is now kept in the Tanta Museum (Fig. 24). The goddess is depicted standing, fully 

draped, with a chiton and a himation wrapped around her hips. Her right hand is slightly 

raised towards her belly, while her left hand holds the folds of the himation, as if attempting 

to cover her body. It adorned her head with a bird's cap surmounted by a circular uraeus and 
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the crown of Isis
254

. According to Seif El-Din, the figurines from Sais may have belonged to 

the Parapherna
255

, which were objects included in the bride's dowry and accompanied her in 

daily life
256

. During the second and third centuries AD, Egyptian marriage contracts 

mentioned small bronze statues of the goddess Aphrodite as part of the bride's dowry, along 

with a wooden box to keep the figurine
257

. For instance, a marriage contract from Abydos 

dating back to 157-158 AD records the mother giving her daughter a statue of the goddess 

Aphrodite as part of her dowry
258

. Another marriage contract from 190 AD mentions a small 

bronze statue of Aphrodite and a box for the figure in the dowry
259

. These statuettes were 

intended to bring marital happiness and fertility to the young wife and then became objects of 

the domestic cult of Aphrodite
260

. 

According to many examples of Egyptian goddesses and queens with the headdress of a bird, 

this iconographic detail deserves special attention. Most studies describe this bird as a vulture 

cap, which was highly favored by Egyptian queens who were associated with Nechbet, the 

goddess of Nekheb (modern El-Kab), the mother goddess and protector of the king
261

. In the 

tomb of Queen Nefertari (Fig. 25), the wife of Ramses II, located in the Valley of the Queens, 

a vulture with large outstretched wings covers her head. Only the bald neck of the bird, with 

its head, and the fan-shaped tail feathers extend beyond its outline. Its laterally stretched legs 

hold a hieroglyphic in its claws as a symbol of "embracing"
262

.  Following this tradition, 

Ptolemaic queens such as Arsinoe II and Cleopatra VII were frequently depicted wearing 

vulture caps in the Egyptian style. 
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Figure 25. A painting of Queen Nefertari from her tomb in the Valley of the Queens. 

Krug drew a clear division between two specific types of birds used as headdresses, especially 

in Egyptian statues. The choice of headdress depended on whether it represented a vulture or 

a dove. The dove cap was used to describe the small-sized bird headdress that covered only 

the upper part of the head
263

. However, in ancient Egypt, the dove was not among the birds 

typically associated with Egyptian gods, such as the vulture, falcon, or ibis, which either 

formed part of the representation of the gods or served as their symbols
264

. During the Greco-

Roman periods, the dove became associated with the Egyptian goddess Isis, presumably as a 

result of syncretism between Isis, Aphrodite, and other goddesses. In Greek mythology, the 

dove is usually linked with Aphrodite but is depicted near her or on her hand rather than 

adorning her head
265

. On the contrary, the Syrian-Phoenician region has a rich history of 

diverse manifestations of the great female deity dating back to ancient times. However, it is 

complex to follow this goddess due to many names and amalgamations associated with her, 

hcus as Ishtar or Astarte in Syria, Baalat Goubal (the lady of Byblos) in Byblos, Astarte in 

Sidon, and Berut (the lady of Berytos) in Berytos. Frequently, this goddess is represented 

naked to emphasize the physical expression of female fertility
266

. The depiction of a naked 
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Aphrodite, which was unfamiliar to Isis, aligns more closely with the ancient style of 

portraying Astarte in nudity
267

. In the Syrian-Phoenician region, there is a long-standing 

tradition connecting this goddess with the dove, as the sacred bird of Astarte was commonly 

regarded as the dove
268

.  

The association between Isis and Astarte dates back to ancient Egyptian times, particularly 

during the New Kingdom. This connection emerged as a result of Egyptian military 

campaigns in Syria, which brought foreign influences into Egypt, even within its pantheon
269

. 

Multiple instances of this association are primarily found in Memphis. For example, there is a 

figurine of Isis from the fourth century BC, inscribed with a dedication in Phoenician, 

reading“to my sovereign, Astarte”
270

. Additionally, a stela from the second or first century 

BC is devoted to Isis-Astarte. Notably, there existed a temple dedicated to the goddess Astarte 

in Memphis, where a Phoenician colony was established
271

. According to the first hymn of 

Isidorus, the Syrians refer to Isis as Astarte. Similarly, in the papyrus of Oxyrhynchus 1380, 

Isis is invoked as Astarte in Sidon
272

. Furthermore, the assimilation of Isis with Astarte is 

evident in Delos, as indicated by a votive inscription dedicated to ―Isis Soteira Astarte 

Aphrodite Euploia Epekoos and Eros Harpokrates Apollon, by Andromachus, son of 

Phanomachus‖
273

. Another dedication from Serapion C at Delos, dating to 130/129 BC, pays 

tribute to ―Isis-Mother of Gods-Astarte by Dionysius, son of Democles of Sidon‖
274

. 

 

 

 

                                                           
267

 Krug, 2004, p. 188; Burkert, 1985, p. 152; Marcovich, 1996, pp. 43-59. 
268

 Burkert, 1985, p. 153; Marcovich, 1996, p. 51. 
269

 Leclant, 1960, pp. 3-4. 
270

 Hani, 1976, pp. 64-65. 
271

 Hani, 1976, p. 64; Bowman, 1996, p. 179; Bricault, 2006, p. 20; Meza, 2006, pp. 164-165; Wallensten, 2014, 

p. 3; Bricault, 2020, p. 21, fn. 84. 
272

 P. Oxy XI, 1380, 117. 
273

 IDELOS 2132. 
274

 IDELOS 2101. 



 

66 
 

 

Figure 26. A stela of the king of Byblos Yehawmilk from Byblos, the Louvre Museum, Inv. No. AO 22368. 

It is worth noting that before the Ptolemaic period, the representation of Baalat Goubal or 

Astarte followed the formative image of Isis-Hathor in Egypt. An excellent example is the 

limestone stela of the king of Byblos, Yehawmilk from Byblos (Fig. 26), preserved in the 

Louvre Museum and dated to the 4
th

 century BC, depicting the king Yehawmilk dressed in the 

manner of the Persian court in the act of presenting an offering before the goddess Baalat 

Goubal, the tutelary goddess of the Phoenician city
275

. Baalat Goubal is represented in the 

Egyptian form as Isis-Hathor, seated on the throne, holding a scepter, and wearing a vulture 

cap surmounted by the sun disc between two horns. Above the two figures is the Egyptian 

winged solar disc, serving as protection for the king against any attack. The rest of the stela is 

occupied by an inscription of sixteen lines in the Phoenician language
276

. The goddess Baalat 

Goubal was assimilated with the Egyptian goddess Hathor as early as the second millennium 

BC, and this connection is attested in both Egypt and Phoenicia (see pp. 92-94). The 
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traditional depictions of the "Lady of Byblos" present her in the Egyptian aspect of a woman 

wearing Hathor's crown with the cow horns and the solar disc. In the first millennium BC, Isis 

gradually replaced Hathor in Byblos, suggesting that the goddess Baalat Goubal could have 

followed the change from Isis-Hathor to Isis-Aphrodite, which the dove headdress refers to as 

an ancient aspect of the Phoenician goddess
277

. 

II. 1.5. 2. Serapis in Antaradus 

A marble head of Serapis from the collection of Louis de Clercq was discovered in Tartous 

(Fig. 27), showing traces of red color over the beard and hair. The head depicts Serapis with 

his typical features, including a divided beard, a thick mustache connected to the beard, and 

long hair deeply engraved with a drill. The hair strands are arranged on the forehead and hang 

down in long, wavy strands. Serapis is also depicted wearing a diadem, and there is evidence 

of a prepared circular surface that would accommodate a separately made kalathos, indicating 

that the crown was intended to be placed on top of the head
278

. Based on these characteristics, 

the current head can be confidently identified as one of the heads of Serapis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 27. A marble head of Serapis fromTartous, Syria, H. 33cm. 
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It is worth noting that representations of Serapis can be categorized into two main types based 

on the hairstyle: the "Anastoletypus" and the "Fransentypus"
279

. It appears that the head in 

question belongs to the second type, which is characterized by a double row of curls low on 

the forehead. The study and classification of representations of Serapis carried out by 

Hornbostel show that, of these two types, the first is used above all in the Hellenistic period, 

while the second type with hanging locks, although it probably appeared at an earlier date, 

predominates in Imperial times
280

.  

Furthermore, several marble replicas of Serapis were originally gilded, with traces of gold 

paint and a red painting ground surviving beneath the golden layer, particularly on the face, 

beard, and hair
281

. The presence of red traces on the faces of Serapis heads served as a definite 

indication that the faces were gilded at some point in time. For example, a bust of Serapis in 

the Egyptian Museum in Cairo featured black hair and a robe, a flesh-colored face, and red-

painted lips
282

. There is another example in the Greco-Roman Museum in Alexandria, 

representing the front part of a colossal head of Serapis, which was discovered in the 

Serapeum of Alexandria
283

. Breecia noted the presence of numerous traces of various colors 

and observed the existence of gilded remnants during its excavation. There are still plain 

indications of red sizing on the hair and beard and traces on the face
284

.  

Additionally, a bust of Serapis without a modius in the Greco-Roman Museum of Alexandria, 

which has traces of red sizing on the hair, beard, and face
285

. Similarly, another head located 

in Corinth was excavated by the American School of Classical Studies at Athens
286

. This head 

exhibits small traces of various colors on the beard and hair, as well as a notable large patch 

of gilding on the bridge of the nose and the forehead. Brady noted that it is evident, from an 

examination of this head, that a red sizing was applied prior to gilding the stone. This red 
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sizing, often associated with gilding, is likely what Pliny referred to as a form of rubrica used 

for this purpose
287

. 
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II.1.6. Epiphaneia  

Two marble busts of the god Serapis were discovered in Epiphaneia "Hama" by the Danish 

mission (Figs. 28-29). They probably date back to the 2
nd

 or 3
rd

 century AD
288

. The first bust 

of Serapis emerged from acanthus leaves (Fig. 28)
289

. This figure shows the prevailing 

characteristics commonly found in representations of Serapis: a flat face with high 

cheekbones and a high, narrow forehead that gradually widens downward, deep-set eyes, and 

a slightly open mouth. The depiction includes a prominent mustache and a thick beard. 

Serapis wears the kalathos, which is shaped like a truncated cone with completely smooth 

sides. In addition, there are characteristic folds falling from the neck of the chiton down over 

the breast, as well as two V-shaped folds framed by distinct vertical folds and a draped 

himation over the left shoulder. The second Serapis bust from Hama is a less successful 

representative of the fringed type (Fig. 29). The rendering appears schematic and lifeless, 

with the significant division of the beard abandoned
290

. The artistic origin of the bust could 

not be determined, although Hornbostel suggested a local Syrian origin could not be 

excluded
291

. 
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Figure 28. A marble bust of Serapis from Hama, 

the National Museum of Copenhagen, Inv. No., 

V17. 

Figure 29. A marble bust of Serapis from Hama, 

Hornbostel, 1973, p. 218, no. 3, pl. 99. 168. 

 

Figure 30. A lamp with the bust of Serapis, Hama, the National Museum of Damascus, Inv. No. 2160. 
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We have two additional examples of representation of Serapis from Hama. Firstly, there is a 

headless fragment discovered within the city, which may depict the god Serapis
292

. 

Furthermore, a lamp with the bust of the god Serapis above an eagle with outstretched wings, 

the bird of Zeus, is of particular significance (Fig. 30). This lamp was acquired in 1932 and is 

now kept in the National Museum of Damascus. It is highly probable that the lamp was 

imported from Egypt
293

, as numerous lamps and handles discovered in Egypt displays a 

similar depiction of Serapis above an eagle with outstretched wings
294

. 

The motif of Serapis above an eagle exhibits certain recurring characteristics
295

. The god 

occupies the upper portion of the composition, adorned with a kalathos on his head and a 

draped himation over his shoulders. His hair and beard are abundant and curly. The eagle is 

below the god on a strictly vertical axis. His body is seen from the front, while his head is 

turned sideways and raised towards the god. In general, its wings are widely spread, its tail is 

shifted to the side, and its legs rest on a line of the ground. The proportional ratios between 

the eagle and the god are random and are subject to the artisan's interpretation. 

The association between the Alexandrian god Serapis and Zeus' bird, the eagle, can only be 

explained by the syncretism that gained popularity during Roman times, specifically in the 

form of Zeus/Jupiter-Serapis. In religious depictions, the eagle consistently represents Zeus' 

bird, symbolizing the power of the father of gods and men, the one who holds in his talons the 

almighty weapon of the ruler of Olympus, the thunderbolt
296

. Serapis is occasionally shown 

enthroned alongside the bird of Zeus in addition to his customary dog, Kerberos. For instance, 

a marble statue that is currently preserved in the British Museum offers a striking depiction of 
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Serapis-Zeus/Jupiter seated on the throne. This particular statue portrays Serapis-Zeus/Jupiter 

holding the thunderbolt in his right hand, the dog Kerberos standing on his right side, and the 

bird of Zeus standing on the other side
297

. Additionally, in Rome's Lancellotti Palace, another 

noteworthy statue can be found. This statue portrays Serapis standing in the company of an 

eagle
298

. Furthermore, there are instances where members of the Isiac family take part in this 

divine manifestation in emissions under Hadrian and Antoninus Pius, with the busts of 

Serapis and Isis depicted in profile, facing each other, and Harpocrates standing between 

them, all carried by the wings of the royal bird
299

. 

It is worthy to note that Serapis on the eagle can also be accompanied by Greco-Roman 

deities who serve as his attendants, emphasizing his divine supremacy. Some intaglios depict 

one or two winged Nike figures, either hovering in the air or standing on emblems, extending 

a crown towards the god or above his head
300

. Other intaglios show Serapis carried by an 

eagle and watched over by the Dioscuri, standing or bust on either side of the god, leaning on 

a spear, and wearing a starry headdress
301

. Lastly, a unique gem portrays the god and the eagle 

flanked on each side by a symbol and a warrior deity armed with a shield and a spear: Mars 

on the left and Minerva on the right
302

. 

In addition to the presence of Serapis, the figure of Isis is also found in Hama. A standing 

figurine of Isis-Fortuna or Tyche is now housed in the National Museum of Damascus
303

. 

Another instance of an Isis representation is a large vessel in the form of a bust, currently 

preserved in Hamburg. It is supposedly linked to Hama, although this connection relies solely 

on information provided by a Syrian dealer in Paris
304

. 
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II.1.7. Abila of Lysanias 

Several Greek inscriptions associated with the cult of Apis bull have been discovered in close 

proximity to the ancient city of Abila of Lysanias, modern-day Souq Wadi Barada, located 

northwest of Damascus
305

. These inscriptions reveal the existence of at least six dedications to 

the Apis bull, dating from the first to the fourth centuries AD. The remarkable continuity in 

the practice of the Apis cult outside of Egypt is evident from these findings. However, the 

specific reasons behind the veneration of the god Apis in this valley, as well as the 

establishment of the Egyptian cult there, remain unknown
306

. One notable inscription, 

engraved on a limestone altar (Fig. 31), is particularly significant. This inscription, dating 

back to 69/70 AD, was uncovered in 1966 in Brahlia, situated approximately 3 km southwest 

of Abila. The inscription is addressed to the great Zeus of Heliopolis (Jupiter Heliopolitan) by 

a priest of the goddess Roma, the imperial cult, as well as Zeus and Apis
307

. The inscription 

reads as follows: "In the year 381, in the month of Dios, to Zeus Most Great of Heliopolis, 

Seleucus, son of Abgaros, priest of the goddess Rome and of the god Augustus Caesar and 

priest of Zeus and Apis, dedicated (this altar) at his expense and with the assistance of his 

brother Alexanderos". 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 31. A dedication of an altar from Brahlia to Zeus of Heliopolis and Apis, Hajjar 1977, p. 179-181, 

no. 165. 
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Another dedication to the gods Zeus and Apis is found on an altar from Abila, dated to 245 

AD. The inscription reads: "In the year 556 (of the era of the Seleucids), the 4th of the month 

of Loos, Dorotheos, son of Alexandros, slave of Dositheos, offers for his salvation to Zeus and 

Apis, ancestral gods, a "light-bearing" statue [or "of the Door-Light," i.e., Artemis]". In this 

inscription, the two deities of Abila are described as "ancestral gods", which is a very 

common term in Syria and throughout the Roman world to celebrate the traditional aspect of 

worship
308

. The epithet "patrùoj" is also used in Palmyra to designate Isis, as seen in an 

inscription from 149 AD that commemorates the dedication of a sanctuary to Baal or 

Samabaal, Isis, and Aphrodite, all qualified as "ancestral gods" (see pp. 256-257)
309

. 

A third dedication on an altar discovered in Abila, dating from 321/322 AD, presents a rather 

long but poorly preserved text, making it challenging to interpret. Only the first nine lines 

provide a certain reading and meaning: "In the year 633, dedicated this altar to Zeus 

Aktipegaios and celestial Apis, Anianos, son of Heliodoros, as well as his brothers and his 

friends, following a vow. [... (because they have not dried up (?)], the seven (?) springs which 

make the best growth of children and preserve mothers [from sterility (?)], during the 

magistracy of Herophilus"
310

. These lines invoke the celestial bull Apis and Zeus Aktipegaios 

as overseers of the education of human infants and as grantors of fertility to mothers and 

children, ensuring their good growth
311

. The epithet ―νπξάληνο‖, meaning "celestial", 

attributed to the god Apis, appears foreign to the Egyptian religion but evokes the celestial 

aspect associated with many Syrian male and female divinities
312

.  
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An earlier inscription from 166/167 AD on an altar at the entrance of a small sanctuary in 

Nebi Abel, southwest of Abila, reveals that eleven worshipers dedicated an altar to Kronos 

Kyrios following an oracle of the gods Zeus and Apis of Abila for the salvation of Marcus 

Aurelius Verus
313

. "In the year 478, ..., to Lord Kronos, following the response of the oracle 

of the gods Zeus and Apis of Abila, for the salvation of the sovereigns (i. e. Marcus Aurelius 

and Verus), Diodoros, son of and Klemes the son of Mokimos, and Merkourios the son of 

Simontion, and Markos the son of Lysimachos, and Annianos the son of Mokimos, and 

Sarpedon the son of Herodos, and Herophilos the son of Ammonios, and Diodoros the son of 

'Abidotaros, and Mauros, son of Alexandros, and Klaudios Merkourialos, and Diodoros, son 

of Zoilos, dedicated this altar, Soaimos, son of Diodotos, being a priest for life". This 

inscription indicates that the god Apis was not only the subject of a permanent cult performed 

by local priests in Syria but also had close connections to the local pantheon and the Imperial 

cult
314

.  

One of the inscribed altars was found at Brahlia, dating to 187/188 AD, and it was dedicated 

to Zeus and Apis, bearing the image of the bull Apis. The inscription on it reads: "The year 

499, [the. (?)] of the month Audnaios, for the salvation of the sovereign (i. e., Commodus), to 

Zeus and Apis the lords, Lysas, son of Zenon, and Augusta, daughter of Amathana, his wife 

consecrated (this altar) in a gesture of piety”. Within a niche adorned with a semicircular 

arch (Fig. 32), Apis is depicted in his typical sacred bull form, standing on a plinth and facing 

left in profile
315

. It should be noted that although Bricault mentions the presence of a sun disc 

between the horns, the kalathos is clearly depicted
316

. However, other distinctive features 

associated with the sacred animal, such as the white triangle mark on the forehead, an eagle-

shaped mark on the back, and the solar disc between two horns on his head, are not 

represented
317

. The altar also includes additional elements. On the right side, a bust of a 
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woman wearing a crown likely represents the city's goddess, Tyche of Abila, while below, a 

naked young man emerging from the waves possibly represents the river god, Chrysorrhoas, 

associated with the current Barada River. On the left side, a pinecone is depicted, and the 

winged caduceus is shown on the back
318

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 32. An Altar found in Brahlia depicted Apis and Tyche. 

The exact nature of the Apis of Abila, as well as the date and circumstances of its introduction 

to Syria, remain uncertain. However, it is most likely that the Graeco-Egyptian influence 

played a fundamental role in its development. In the 2
nd

 century AD, perhaps due to the 

simultaneous worship of Serapis and Ammon or Serapis-Ammon in northern Arabia, the 

original connection with Apis was likely remembered. Several statues of Apis have also been 

discovered in the Levant, including in Ascalon (Fig. 203), Beersheba (Fig. 232), Kharayeb, 

and Mispe Yamim (Fig. 66). These findings further support the presence and spread of Apis 

worship in the region. In addition to that, there is a votive inscription of Apis from the Negev. 
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feathered Hathoric crown, the basileion. The threshold of the Serapeum in Ostia was adorned with a mosaic 

representing a bull, likely an Apis, although it lacked the attributes of the basileion. In Pompeii, among the 

paintings adorning the Sacrarium and representing various Egyptian gods, there is a dedicated space for Apis, 

albeit without any distinctive attributes. Kater-Sibbes, Vermaseren, 1975, II, p. 17-19, no. 293, no. 311, pl. LXX, 

no. 286, pl. XXXVIII, no. 299, pl. LIV; Kater-Sibbes, Vermaseren, 1975, III, Add. 12, pl. XVI; Malaise, 2005, 

pp. 46-48. 
318

 Aliquot, 2009, pp. 178- 179, fig. 77. 



 

78 
 

The inscription is secondarily installed in a church of Oboda and dates back to the late Roman 

period. It reads: “one remembers Apis”. The inscription could suggest that we are dealing 

here with the god Apis or it could simply be a theophoric name. Regardless, this provides 

further evidence of the popularity of Apis in this part of the Empire
319

. 

The cult of the sacred bull Apis is indeed one of the oldest and most prominent cults in 

ancient Egypt, with its origins dating back to the early periods of Egyptian history
320

. 

Evidence of the worship of Apis bulls can be traced as far back as the first king of the 1
st
 

Dynasty
321

. Throughout his lifetime, the Apis bull held a prominent association with the god 

Ptah, the principal deity of Memphis, being referred to as the 'Living Apis, the herald of 

Ptah'
322

. The coronation ceremony of the bull Apis took place inside the temple of Ptah, and 

according to Roman historians, it was attended by approximately a hundred priests from 

various regions across Egypt
323

. However, upon his death, the Apis bull underwent a 

transformation and was believed to merge with the god Osiris
324

. In this new form, it became 

known as Osiris-Apis or Apis-Osiris
325

. The theology of the Apis bull revolves around a cycle 

that carries a double meaning: on the one hand, Apis is the image of the royal succession, and 
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on the other, Apis is the symbol of the Osirian rebirth
326

. When Alexander the Great 

conquered Egypt, he made offerings to the Apis bull in Memphis
327

. During the Roman 

period, the cult of Apis grew in importance, gaining fame and influence not only within Egypt 

but also throughout the Roman Empire
328

. The sacred animal was chosen according to certain 

peculiarities of the coat. Herodotus reports that the Apis bull was black in color, with a 

triangular white mark on the forehead and another in the shape of an eagle on the back; the 

tail hairs should be forked, and the image of a scarab should be visible under the tongue
329

. 

On small bronzes from the Saite period, the motifs of the eagle and the winged scarab are 

engraved on the back of the animal and could reflect real elements of adornment
330

. 
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II.1.8. Sarrin 

A Nilotic scene is depicted on the outer border of the mosaic in a building of unknown nature 

in Sarrin, located in the Roman province of Osrhoene, Syria (Fig. 33)
331

. This scene 

represents the procession of the god Nilus, which begins from the left and moves toward the 

right. Nilus is shown reclining on a parade chariot with a convex back that ends in the form of 

an antelope‘s head, probably pulled by two hippopotami
332

. The chariot is led by a naked 

child, accompanied by two children carrying a wreath in front of the chariot. The god Nilus is 

portrayed as a bearded old man with thick hair, wearing a wreath on his head
333

. He is 

depicted half-naked, with a cloak covering his lower body and his right shoulder. Nilus leans 

on a cushion with his right arm, and in his left hand, he likely holds either the sistrum, a ritual 

instrument associated with the cult of the goddess Isis, or a plant branch. The procession 

advances towards the nilometer, where a last naked child marks the level reached by the Nile's 

flooding, recorded at a height of 18 feet (IH). Behind the nilometer, a building suggests the 

presence of a nearby city. Within this architectural setting, a figure dressed in a short tunic, 

wearing high boots, and carrying a bag on his back, partially disappears into the structure. It is 

possible that this city symbolizes Alexandria, based on a comparison with the mosaic of Beit 

She'an, where an architectural monument placed adjacent to the nilometer is explicitly 

identified as Alexandria by an inscription (Fig. 118).  
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Figure 33. The Mosaic of Sarrin depicted Nilus, Syria. 

The term "Nilotic scenes" encompasses a wide range of activities and elements associated 

with life along the Nile River
334

. These scenes include the personification of the Nile, 

depictions of buildings or cities, sailing boats laden with pottery, various animals, waterfowl, 

water plants, and people engaged in diverse activities
335

. They were a famous topic within 

mosaics and wall paintings during Hellenistic and Roman times
336

. One of the most famous 

and earliest examples of Nilotic scenes is the Palestrina mosaic, which dates back to the 

second century BC. It is widely believed to be the work of a Greek artist from Alexandria. 
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This mosaic vividly portrays both Lower and Upper Egypt during the annual flooding of the 

Nile River, capturing the essence of the region's agricultural abundance and prosperity
337

. In 

the Byzantine period, artists continued to draw inspiration from the Classical and Hellenistic 

traditions, including the incorporation of Nilotic scenes into their works. The Nilotic themes 

enjoyed considerable success in the late mosaics of the Eastern provinces, both as decorative 

borders and as expansive compositions covering the entire floor. These depictions of the Nile 

River were particularly prevalent in areas influenced by Egyptian culture, serving as a 

testament to the region's abundant resources and symbolizing fertility. 

One of the most spectacular representations of the procession of the celebration for the Nile is 

found at the Villa del Nilo in Leptis Magna in 1930 (Fig. 34), which dates back to the second 

century AD. The god Nilus is depicted reclining on two hippopotami, holding a cornucopia in 

his right hand and a plant branch in his left. A procession of children leads the hippopotami, 

pulled by a long garland of flowers, towards the nilometer. Two women play the crotala, 

expressing the joy of the arrival of the Nile, as does one of the priests on the right, playing a 

long-tube aerophone. A nilometer, a frequent element in this type of landscape, closes the 

scene.The nilometer itself features a conical roof placed atop a staircase. Instead of indicating 

the cubits, a Greek inscription, "Agathe Tyche", is present, invoking the "good fortune" of the 

emperor who presides over the fertile years
338

. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 34. The Mosaic of the Villa del Nilo in Leptis Magna. 
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II.1.9. Dura Europos 

Throughout its history, Dura-Europos was under the control of three political powers. 

Europos was initially founded around 300 BC by the Seleucids. Later, in 113 BC, the 

Parthians successfully conquered the city, ruling it for nearly three centuries until 165 AD, 

with a brief period of Roman occupation in 116/7 AD. Subsequently, the Romans recaptured 

Dura-Europos for the second time and held sway over the city as part of the Roman Empire 

for nearly one hundred years. However, in 256 AD, the city faced a pivotal turning point 

when it was attacked and conquered by the Sasanians
339

. 

The testimonies of Serapis from the Euphrates region, such as Dura Europos, are also 

accessible through literature. In one instance, an inscription was discovered inside a house 

that mentions Zeus Serapis Εἷο Ζεὺο ὰξαπηο, dates to the end of the second century and the 

beginning of the third AD 
340

. It is possible that this inscription represents a private cult of 

Serapis; however, it is significant to note that it originates from a time when the cult of 

Serapis was widely spread.  

There are also some representations of Zeus-Serapis in Dura Europos; for example, a bas-

relief depicting Mithra slaying the bull shows a bust of Zeus-Serapis wearing the kalathos 

positioned above Mithra (Fig. 35). During the seventh season of excavations at Dura-Europos 

in 1933–34, conducted jointly by Yale University and Académie des Inscriptions et Belles 

Lettres, a small shrine dedicated to Mithra was uncovered
341

. The shrine was located along the 

western fortification wall in the northern part of the city. An important discovery within the 

shrine was a dedicatory inscription dating back to approximately 168–169 AD by Palmyrene 

archers who served in the Roman army
342

. The relief represents Mithra, attired in Persian 

costume, sitting on the back of the bull and pulling its head back with one hand while he stabs 

the animal in the neck with the other. A small dog can be seen drinking blood from the 

wound. The donors or dedicants of the artwork are depicted observing the scene. 

                                                           
339

 Butcher, 2003, pp. 260-261.  
340

 Vidman, SIRIS, no. 363; Dunand, 1973, p. 126; Bricault, 2001, p.76; Bricault, RICIS, no. 404/ 0101. 
341

 Inv. no. 1935.100. https://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/6746 
342

 Rostovtzeff, et al., 1936, pp. 45-46, no. 623; Rostovtzeff, et al., 1939; Vermaseren, 1956, p. 64, no. 40; Kater-

Sibbes, 1973, p.79, no. 454. 

https://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/6746


 

84 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 35. A bas-relief of Mithra depicted a bust of Serapis, Dura Europos. 

We find Serapis among the deities accompanying Mithra on only two reliefs. The first is from 

Dura-Europos, under discussion here, and the second is from Bologna
343

, where Serapis is 

depicted presiding over the sacrifice alongside Saturn, Venus, Mercury, and Mars. At both 

ends of the relief, we see Sol with the radiating crown and Luna with the crescent. While the 

attending deities varied, the presence of the sun and the moon remained constant, forming an 

astronomical framework. Therefore, Serapis was not an exceptional companion for Mithra, 

even though these testimonies do not come from Egypt. It is worth noting that there are three 

notable sculptures in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo depicting the god Mithra. However, these 
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 This relief was part of the Palagi collection of the Civico Museo Archeologico of Bologna (inv.no. G 1051). It 

was part of the permanent exposition of the Museum until it was stolen in the 1970s. The relief represents 

Mithras, dressed in his customary clothes, holding the bull firmly by the nostrils with his left hand while 

thrusting a dagger into the animal's shoulder with his right. The bull is forced to the ground, and its tongue 

protrudes from its muzzle. Surrounding the scene are the usual depictions of the scorpion, the snake, and the dog, 

with a raven perched on the rocky vault on the left. Flanking the central scene are the torchbearers: Cautopates 

on the left and Cautes on the right. On the arched band that delimits the cave, the relief displays the busts of 

seven deities, ordered from left to right: a) Sol, with a radiating crown, gazes to the right. b) Saturn, bearded, 

looks to the right. c) Venus, wearing a diadem, looks to the right. d) Serapis-Jupiter, positioned centrally, faces 

forward with a long beard and hair, and atop his head, he wears a kalathos. e) Mercury, wearing a winged 

petasus, looks to the left. f) Mars, donning a helmet, looks to the left. g) Luna, with a crescent adorning her 

forehead, looks to the left. In the lower band of the relief, three additional subjects are depicted: a) Three people 

recline at a banquet with a small table set in front of them. The first person is draped in a long mantle that leaves 

his chest bare, and he has a beard. The other two individuals are dressed in tunics, and the last one wears a 

radiating crown. b) A winged, naked child (Eros) drives a chariot to the right. c) A male, bearded figure reclines 

on his left elbow, also draped in a long mantle that exposes his chest. Vermaseren, 1956, pp. 252-253, no. 693, 

fig. 195. 



 

85 
 

scenes do not include any Egyptian deity accompanying Mithra
344

. Nevertheless, the cult of 

Mithra did spread in certain areas of Egypt, such as Alexandria, Memphis, and Fayoum
345

. 

This demonstrates the adaptability and acceptance of the Mithraic cult within the cultural and 

religious landscape of Egypt. 

Furthermore, several statues of Serapis that come from locations outside Egypt have been 

discovered within Mithraeum situated in various places, including London (England), Merida 

(Spain), Ostia, and Rome (Italy)
346

. In addition to that, individual connections of piety have 

been noted between the deities Mithra and Serapis. An intriguing example is Apronianus, a 

local public treasurer who dedicated a sanctuary to both Isis and Serapis at Nersae and a relief 

to the god Mithra around the year 172 AD
347

. The syncretic amalgamation of Zeus, Helios, 

Serapis, and Mithra was notably prevalent during the Imperial period. For instance, at the 

Baths of Caracalla in Rome (211–217), an inscription was unearthed that paid homage to 

Zeus-Helios, the Great Serapis with the epithet "savior," and the benevolent and invincible 

Mithra
348

. The universal and pantheistic characteristics attributed to Serapis, along with the 

mystical aspects that developed during the Roman period, might cause a certain fusion 

between his cult and the cult of Mithra. 
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II. 2. Phoenicia 

Phoenicia was the region of the Levantine coast that stretched from Aradus (Arwad) in the 

north to Dor in the south (Fig. 36)
349

. Phoenicia was effectively separated from the hinterland 

by the huge ridges of the Lebanon Mountains. The lowest pass through this range is between 

Jebel al-Knisse and Jebel Baruk, east of Beirut (the ancient port of Berytus). Another higher 

pass also provided access to the Beqaa from the mountains above Byblos
350

. The most 

important cities along the coast were Byblos, Berytus, Sidon, Tyre, and Aradus
351

. Other 

important cities located in Phoenicia include Marathus (Amrit), Umm el-Amed near Tyre, and 

Kharayeb in the hinterland of Tyre
352

.  

The Phoenicians had the habit of borrowing religious and cultural elements from the 

civilizations of the Near East and the rest of their Mediterranean neighbors and reinterpreting 

them according to their local parameters
353

. Phoenicia enjoyed distinguished contacts with the 

Egyptians and the Greeks even before the conquest of Alexander the Great in ancient Syria. 

Egypt had established commercial trade with Phoenicia since the early third millennium BC, 

importing wood, spices, and oils. Byblos was the main center of this trade, which supplied 

Egypt with cedar wood to build theirarchitectural structures, oil, and the gummy substance of 

the cedar tree
354

 The Palermo stone records that King Senefru, the first king of the Fourth.

Dynasty, brought forty ships loaded with cedar wood from Byblos
355

. The ships of Byblos are 

also depicted on the causeways of Fifth Dynasty kings Sahura and Unas
356

. Furthermore, the 

religious significance of pine resins and oils, essential ingredients in the mummification 
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to a Byblos ship that was used to sail on the Red Sea to the land of Punt. Wright, Pardee, 1988, p. 148. 
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process, undoubtedly played a significant role in fostering trade relations between Egypt and 

Syro-Palestine
357

. During Thutmose III's reign (1479-1425 BC), Syria, Phoenicia, and 

Palestine became under Egyptian supremacy after the battle of Megiddo, and they paid 

tributes and taxes
358

. However, Egypt gradually lost control over these regions in the middle 

of the Twentieth Dynasty
359

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 36. Map of Phoenicia. 
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 Wright, Pardee, 1988, p. 147. 
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 It was Thutmose I who began campaigns of conquest in the Levantine territories to expand the borders of his 

kingdom, and Ahmose son of Ibana always talks about it in his biography. The pharaoh extended his dominion 

to the banks of the Euphrates, where, in memory of him, he erected a stele indicating the most extreme border of 

his now-definable empire, which extended from Mesopotamia to the Fourth Cataract on the Nile. It was his 
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The numerous archaeological finds discovered in the sites of Phoenicia confirm the Egyptian 

influence, both in artistic, religious, and funerary contexts
360

. It is worth noting that Egyptian 

influences appear to have had a significant impact on Phoenician art during the Iron Age. In 

this regard, the metal bowls and Phoenician ivories demonstrate a strong Egyptian style and 

iconography
361

. The Egyptian character that qualified the amulets in Egyptian faience 

remained dominant in Phoenicia even later during the Hellenistic and Roman times, most 

notably the Udjat Eye, Ptah, and Bes
362

. Such small items were cheap to manufacture or 

obtain, easy to transport, and often had a special apotropaic value for the user. Moreover, 

specific Egyptian iconographic elements were used on coins and in religious art and 

architecture in Phoenicia, such as the Egyptian cavetto cornice, architraves with winged solar 

discs and uraei, sphinxes, and the small naiskos
363

. The Ma'abed "sanctuary" of Amrit is a 

well-known example from the Persian period that combines the Egyptian cavetto cornice (Fig. 

37), the Greek dentils, and the row of merlons, a motif of Mesopotamian origin
364

. 
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Figure 37. The Naos of the Maabed Amrit. 

Here we recall the first anthropoid sarcophagi in Phoenicia, particularly in Sidon and Amrit; 

some were imported from Egypt, while others were more or less skillfully imitated. During 

excavations in Sidon in the 19th century, three colossal Egyptian mummy sarcophagi made of 

basalt were found, which can be dated to the end of the 26th dynasty. One of these examples 

is the black basalt sarcophagus of the king of Sidon Tabnit, kept in the Istanbul Archaeology 

Museum, which was found in hypogeum B of the necropolis of Ayaa and is thought to have 

been produced in Egypt. The coffin was entirely covered in Egyptian hieroglyphs, which were 

spared during the subsequent addition of the Phoenician text in the early fifth century BC 

(Fig. 38)
365

.  
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 Inv. No. RES 1202; KAI 13; Cos 2.56. Several hypotheses were made about the presence of this double 

inscription: literary texts mention that during the sixth century BC, Cambyses, king of Persia, campaigned 

against Egypt, accompanied by the king of Sidon Tabnit. After the battle of Pelusium in 525 BC, the necropolis 

of Memphis was sacked, and the Sidonian king took three Egyptian sarcophagi as spoils of war. His sarcophagus 

retained its hieroglyphic inscription, identifying it as originally intended for an Egyptian general named Pen-

ptah. Another theory advanced during the study of sarcophagi was that they were commissioned for royal use in 

Sidon since the existence of an important Phoenician colony in Memphis is known. Another theory was that Pen-

Ptah lived in Phoenicia and ordered this sarcophagus to ensure a good Egyptian-style burial. Vittmann, 2003, pp. 
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Figure 38. A basalt sarcophagus of the king of Sidon Tabnit. 

Figure 39. A sarcophagus of Eshmunazar II, the son of Tabnit. 

The second coffin of Eshmunazar II, the son of Tabnit (Fig. 39), had been imported from 

Egypt and brought to Phoenicia, most likely from the same shop as his father's. Although the 

hair and the rendering of the braided beard indicated total Egyptian influence, the inscription 

on the lid in Phoenician characters had been added to describe the king's exploits and loyalty 

to the local divinities, Astarte and Baal, despite the Egyptian religious iconography that 

characterized the decoration
366

.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
58-61, Abb. 22; Bol, Frede, 2005, pp.172- 173, fig. 3; Dixon, 2013, pp.179-182, fig.III.5; Haider, 2018, pp. 269-

285. 
366

 Vittmann, 2003, pp. 58- 61, Taf. 5; Bol, Frede, 2005, pp.172- 173; Nitschke, 2011, p. 100, fig. 14. Two 

Egyptian sarcophagi, which probably date back to the late Hellenistic or early Roman periods, were discovered 

during excavations in the northern Syrian port city of Laodicea. These sarcophagi are made of limestone and are 

currently preserved in the Museum of Tartous. The first sarcophagus depicts a scene with six people in low 

relief, symmetrically positioned. In the center, two figures are preserved up to their knees. Behind this couple, 

some distance away, stands another person with a wide stance, also preserved up to the knee, with no visible 

robe. On both the right and left sides of the scene, there are winged figures in a close-walking position, likely 

representing Isis and Nephthys, who are typically seen as mourning women in burial rituals. In front of Isis and 

Nephthys, there are two male figures who can be identified as deities due to their attributes, including the 

presence of a was-scepter. The second sarcophagus features two image fields preserved in low relief, each 

framed by surrounding bands. In the left, approximately square field, there is a winged figure standing in a close 

walking position on a pedestal. The right-hand panel forms the main scene, portraying a ship. This ship is a 
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After that, when the anthropoid sarcophagi were produced directly in Phoenicia between the 

fifth and fourth centuries BC, lasting for almost two centuries and spreading from the Levant 

to the Western Mediterranean, they combined Egyptian form, Greek motifs, and stylistic 

elements with local Phoenician influences (Fig. 40). These sarcophagi, mostly made of Greek 

marble of Paros, were finished by Greek artists resident in Phoenicia who decorated the lids 

with human features, clothes, and other accessories in Hellenizing style. The shaping of the 

body is barely hinted at or missing, while the head is sculpted in a totally Greek way
367

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 40. Anthropoid sarcophagi from the Royal Sidon Necropolis,  

The National Museum of Beirut. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
papyrus boat with the stern curved in a crescent shape. At the stern of the boat, there is a figure holding a rudder, 

preserved up to the waist. To the right of this figure stands another figure, probably a woman, dressed in an 

ankle-length robe. In front of the woman is a figure wrapped in mummy bandages with a net pattern. Lembke 

suggested that the two sarcophagi probably depict the Egyptian burial ritual. It is likely that a woman was buried 

in the sarcophagus with the couple scene, and a man was probably buried in the coffin with the boat depiction. 

Due to the close stylistic and formal connections between the sarcophagi, it could represent a married couple. It 

is likely that the two sarcophagi were made in Laodicea itself. The themes were probably chosen by the clients, 

who clearly had an appreciation for Egyptian culture and may have been Egyptian emigrants. Lembke, 2001, pp. 

261-271. 
367

 Bol, Frede, 2005, pp.171-177. 
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II.2.1. Byblos 

Byblos located about 25 miles north of modern Beirut on the Mediterranean coast, was 

situated at the foot of the Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon mountains. Since ancient times, Byblos 

maintained the closest relations with Egypt—relations of an economic character above all and 

whose wood was the main material. Egypt got the cedar wood from Byblos because only the 

softwoods of Lebanon supplied the solid and straight trunks necessary for the large 

constructions
368

. The story of Wen Amun ―the high priest of the god Amun in Thebes‖, which 

dates back to 1075 BC, exemplifies this point. He travels to Byblos in search of cedar wood 

for the "great ship of Amun-Re"
369

.  

Moreover, the connections between the Egyptian deities and the gods of Byblos were of a 

special kind and very old. The goddess Hathor has been attested in Byblos since the third 

millennium BC; she was well-known in Egyptian sources as nbt kpn (Kbn), "the lady of 

Byblos". Several copies from the Coffin Texts mentioned Hathor as "the Lady of Byblos, who 

holds the steering oar of barks"
370

. On the other hand, some documents have also been 

discovered in Byblos, identifying Hathor as "the Lady of Byblos"; an inscription adorning a 

statuette of a scribe of Pepy I from Byblos specifies that "Hathor, lady of Dendera, who lives 

in Byblos"
371

. In the temple of Asherah, who is the protector and mother of the gods and the 

consort of El, the creator god in Phoenicia, Hathor is also present, but she remains a foreign 

goddess
372

. Plutarch mentions an Iseion in Byblos, but its identification remains unclear. 
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 Egypt did possess native trees like acacia and tamarisk, as well as various fruit and palm tree species useful 

for crafts, domestic architecture, and small boats. However, they lacked the type of wood required to construct 
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Bricault suggested that the Iseion quoted by Plutarch could indicate the temple of Asherah, as 

we know since the New Kingdom Hathor and Isis became one divinity
373

. 

As previously stated, the limestone stela of the king of Byblos Yehawmilk in the Persian 

period (Fig. 26), in which the goddess Baalat Goubal, "the Lady of Byblos", the tutelary 

goddess of the ruling house, was assimilated with the Egyptian goddess Isis-Hathor, but her 

relations with the Egyptian goddess are far from clear
374

. We can notice the amalgamation of 

Egyptian and Persian themes: the Egyptian winged solar disc, while the king is dressed in a 

long robe and crowned with the Persian tiara, and the goddess, seated on a typically Egyptian 

throne, is represented as Isis-Hathor, wears the cap of a vulture, and is crowned with the disc 

encircled by the horns, holding the scepter in front of her. The attestations of Baalat Goubal, 

which refer to her assimilation to Hathor, are dated between the middle of the third 

millennium BC and the end of the second millennium BC
375

.  

Since the first Millennium BC, the popularity of Isis prepared the way for the assimilation of 

this universal Egyptian goddess to the goddess Baalat Goubal
376

. The Lady of Byblos appears 

to have been venerated under her traditional Phoenician name, "Baalat Goubal," until the 

beginning of the Hellenistic period
377

. However, she will then be named Astarte and 

assimilated to the goddess Aphrodite
378

, as Philon of Byblos attests: "Astarte, according to the 
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 The sacred tree resembles the biblical Asherah, which was similarly made of wood, draped in cloths, and 

erected in the temple. Plutarch, De Iside et Osiride, 16; Bricault, 2006, pp. 18-19; Bricault, 2020, p.19.  
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 Montet, 1928, pp.41- 44, fig.10; Chéhab, 1968, p. 2; Scandone Matthiae, 1981, pp. 63-64; Krug, 2004, p. 188; 
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Abb. 2. A large cylinder discovered in Byblos in the third millennium BC, covered in hieroglyphics, belongs to a 
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is given eternal life‖. Baalat Goubal also appears on the cylinder as a seated goddess, her head surmounted by 

the disc flanked by Hathorian horns. Chéhab, 1968, pp. 1-2, pl. Ia. 
375

 Ribichini, 1975, p. 9; Soyez, 1977, pp. 77-80; Markoe, 2003, p. 118. 
376
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 An empty terracotta throne bears a blingual inscription in Greek ―To Astarte, the very great goddess‖, and 

Phoenician "To the lady of Byblos". This throne presents the first epigraphic attestation of a formal 

correspondence between the Lady of Byblos and Astarte. The throne's dating is debatable; its discoverers date 

the Phoenician part to the 4
th

 century BC, while other researchers, based on the Greek text, date it to the end of 

the Hellenistic period, or even to the Roman period. Bordreuil, Gubel, 1985, pp.182-183, fig. 8, no. IV.3; 
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Phoenicians, is none other than Aphrodite"
379

. This can be proven by numerous bronze 

figurines in the Syria-Phoenicia region from the Roman period depicting Isis-Aphrodite, 

suggesting that these figurines are representations of the Syrian goddess Astarte or, possibly, 

the city goddess of Byblos assimilated with Isis-Aphrodite (see pp. 57-67). A bronze statuette 

of Isis-Aphrodite-Astarte from Byblos (Fig. 41), preserved in the British Museum, shows the 

goddess naked with a headdress in the shape of a bird's scalp, surmounted by the basileion. 

She holds a wreath in her right hand and an apple in her left. She stands on a broad, semi-

circular base with a staircase (see also Fig. 20)
380

. Indeed, this form of the base is assimilated 

to the cult pedestal in the temples of Syrian-Phoenician deities
381

; it is typical of the 

representation of Syrian-Phoenician goddesses such as Baalat Goubal, Berut, and Astarte
382

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 41. A bronze statuette of Isis-Aphrodite-Astarte from Byblos, the British Museum, 22 cm.  

Figure 42. A limestone head of Isis-Aphrodite from Sidon, the British Museum, 26 cm. 

                                                           
379

 Philon of Byblos, Phoenician history, 2. 
380
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382
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Another limestone head depicting Isis-Aphrodite from Sidon (Fig. 42), preserved in the 

British Museum, could be a local Roman work; it is slightly larger than the average size and 

was designed to be attached to a statue. Her head is adorned with a simple bird, topped by the 

crown of Isis, which consists of the sun disc between two cow horns and two feathers
383

. It is 

worth noting that the principal goddess of Sidon was Astarte, who was worshiped as the 

patron of the dynasty and goddess of the sky, sea, and fertility
384

. In addition, the papyrus of 

Oxyrhynchus 1380 mentions that Isis was worshiped in Sidon under the name Astarte
385

. 

II.2.1.1. Byblos in the myth of Isis and Osiris by Plutarch 

According to Plutarch in De Iside et Osiride, Isis found the chest containing the body of her 

husband Osiris in Byblos
386

. However, this testimony does not find an echo in Egyptian 

sources, and the geographical place of this account is ambiguous
387

. Plutarch describes the 

events following the god Seth's desire to take the throne from his brother Osiris. One day, he 

offered his guests, among them Osiris, a well-crafted chest to any man who would exactly fit 

into it when they lay down. As none of the guests succeeded, Osiris finally tried his hand at 

this foolish game with success because this chest was deliberately designed according to his 

measurements. In fact, so many co-conspirators, including the queen of Ethiopia, promptly 

closed the box and dropped it into the river Nile to make it reach the sea via the tanitic branch. 

He drifted there for a considerable distance since the waves threw him back to the coast of the 

territory of Byblos
388

, where he ran aground in a bush that gradually turned into a remarkable 

tree that was enclosed in its trunk
389

. One day, the king of Byblos, passing through, decided to 
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cut the trunk to make it a supporting column for the roof of his palace
390

. In the meantime, 

after a long quest, Isis found her husband's coffin and freed it from the trunk that enveloped it. 

She put aside the pieces of wood and wrapped them in an aromatic cloth, which she entrusted 

to the king of Byblos and she brought her husband back to Egypt, where she intended to give 

him a royal burial
391

. This episode's legend probably refers to the veneration of a relic in an 

Isiac sanctuary in Byblos. Plutarch writes, "The people of Byblos, to this very date, venerate 

the piece of wood, in which was embedded the coffin of Osiris, deposited in the temple of 

Isis"
392

.  

It has been pointed out that Plutarch's account of Isis's arrival and stay in Byblos had a 

parallel in the Homeric hymn to Demeter, in which both goddesses were searching for their 

loved ones: Demeter for her daughter Kore and Isis for her husband and brother Osiris. Both 

wander in despair, eventually settling near a town at a watering hole: Isis in Byblos and 

Demeter in Eleusis. Moreover, Isis acts as a nurse to the young prince in the royal court of 

Byblos, whom she attempts to make immortal, evoking Demeter's nurse of Demophon at the 

palace of Eleusis
393

. Consequently, the Eleusinian legend must have influenced Plutarch's 

account. However, the Egyptian sources are little explanatory on the circumstances of the 

myth of Isis searching for her husband Osiris in Byblos, but it must indeed have Egyptian 

roots
394

. Beinlich suggested that Plutarch's tradition of the Isis and Osiris story was not about 

an episode in which Osiris reached Byblos in a coffin and was freed from his situation by Isis, 

but about a mythical description of the finding of the wood destined for Osiris' coffin
395

. As 

noted above, Byblos has been the center of Lebanon's timber trade with Egypt since ancient 

times. Various valuable types of wood were brought by sea from Byblos to wood-poor Egypt, 

where they were used, among other things, to make valuable wooden coffins. 
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Bonnet and Bricault concluded that in the Gublite episode, what appears as an interesting innovation is 

not only the underlining of Isis' qualities as a wife and mother but also an absolutely original 

prerogative: that of power capable of dominating the marine element and mastering the guidance of a 

ship. Because if you look closely, its navigation and its dangers play an important role in the episode, 

delimiting it. Navigation is present at the beginning of chapter 15 and at the end of chapter 16 in 

Plutarch's work. Between the arrival of the chest in Byblos and the departure of Osiris' body towards 

Egypt, many things have changed. The favorable season for navigation has passed, and Isis has to 

leave the Phoenician coasts in bad weather. Even though the return journey is uncomfortable and 

dangerous, she nevertheless manages to complete it perfectly
396

. 

II.2. 1.2. Adonis festival in Byblos 

Some researchers proposed a link between the myth of Isis and Osiris and the Adonis festival 

in Byblos, referring to the Phoenicians' cult borrowings from the Egyptian ritual
397

 We have.

to wonder if it is just a coincidence that one of the main gods of Byblos, whom the Greeks 

call Adonis, was assassinated by the spirit of evil, the wild boar, and died and rose again, like 

Osiris. The author of De Dea Syria, attributed to Lucian, connects the cult of Adonis-Osiris 

with the yearly swelling of the River of Adonis (Nahr Ibrahim). He claims that some 

inhabitants of Byblos believe that Osiris of Egypt is buried among them, and these rites would 

be intended for him rather than for Adonis. Lucian considers the assertion plausible since a 

papyrus head—that of Osiris—floats on the sea from Egypt to Byblos every year after a 

seven-day journey
398

. In the 5th century AD, Cyril of Alexandria described a similar practice 

among the followers of the Phoenician god installed in the city when they threw into the sea a 

sealed vase containing a message, by which the Egyptians encouraged the Phoenicians to 

rejoice because Adonis had been found
399

. The syncretism with Osiris had then reached such a 

point that at the end of the celebration of Adonis, a figurine of the Phoenician god Adonis was 

thrown into the sea, as reported by Theocritus, a gesture that recalls the circumstances of the 

assassination of Osiris, whose remains were then thrown into the Nile
400

. However, there is no 

monument or inscription that attests to the equivalence between Aphrodite of Byblos and Isis 
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or between Adonis and Osiris. Aliquot has pointed out that the comparison of Lucian between 

the rituals of Adonis in Byblos and that of Osiris is only justified by their shared funereal 

character. In contrast, the meeting of Osiris's members and the sacred rites to become king of 

the underworld are joyfully celebrated in Egyptian rituals, but the tone of the Adonis 

ceremonies remains depressing. It is more similar to the rites that took place in Athens since 

the 5th century BC and in Alexandria during the Hellenistic period without being 

Egyptianized in Byblos
401

. 

II.2.1.3. Egyptian gods on the coins of Byblos 

During the reign of Antiochus IV, the Egyptian deities first appeared in the coins of Byblos 

(Figs. 43-46); among the types depicted on the reverse of these coins are: 1) A standing Isis 

wearing the kalathos and holding a scepter. 2) Harpocrates is sitting on a lotus flower, putting 

his index finger to his mouth. 3) A bovine head wears the basileion
402

. 4) Isis with a sail, in 

which she is represented sailing to the left while holding the sail in her right hand and a 

rudder depicted behind her in the left hand, marks the earliest known appearance of Isis in 

association with a sail
403

.  Bricault has connected the appearance of Isis with a sail in certain 

coinages from Byblos to the version of the Osirian myth by Plutarch. Byblos, the city in 

question, unmistakably sought and capitalized on this connection to assert its claim to the 

myth's prestige and simultaneously promote the image of Isis in connection with 

navigation
404

. This depiction of Isis with a sail reappeared during the reign of Antiochus VII 

and gained prominence during Roman times
405

. This specific representation became a 

recurring motif on numerous coins originating from Alexandria, Rome, various cities in Asia 

Minor, and Thrace, all dating from the Roman period, spanning from the reign of Domitian to 
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Gratian
406

. This suggests a strong veneration of Isis in Byblos, possibly as the guardian deity 

of sailors and navigation, or even as the Tyche of the city
407

.  

  

 

 
Figure 43. A coin of 

Antiochus IV, Byblos, 

SC 2, pl.65, 1445. 

Figure 44. A coin of 

Antiochus IV, Byblos, 

SC 2, pl.65, 1446. 

Figure 45. A coin of 

Antiochus IV, Byblos, 

SC 2, pl.65, 1447. 

Figure 46. A coin of 

Antiochus IV, Byblos, 

SC 2, pl.64, 1442. 

Furthermore, the crown of Isis basileion appears on various Byblos issues from the middle of 

the second century and the region's annexation by Rome, as a symbol on coins produced 

under Tryphon in 141/140 and 139/138 BC
408

, or as a countermark on coins from 94 and 74 

BC
409

. Another interesting issue, possibly dating from the early 1st century BC, depicts a 

goddess standing to the left, wearing the basileion, her hair falling on the nape of the neck, 

and dressed in a long chiton. The goddess stretches her raised right hand and rests her left 

hand on a long scepter; at her feet, in front of her, is a murex. On the other hand, the 

Phoenician legend accompanying this type is sometimes LGBL QDŠT "Holy Byblos", 

sometimes ʿŠTRT, which confirms the triple connection between Baalat Goubal, Astarte, and 

Isis, as well as the role of the goddess in the consecration of Byblos
410

. The coinage of Isiac 

types from Byblos, which was not isolated in Phoenicia during the Roman period, is 

exceptional only for its continuity. Nevertheless, we note the rarity of Serapis at Byblos, with 

only a headless marble bust of him uncovered on the surface of a basilica building and a head 

of Zeus-Serapis
411

, implying that he did not find his place in Byblos, a site long occupied by 

Osiris. 
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II.2.2. Porphyreon 

The archaeological site of Jiyeh, located 25 kilometers south of Beirut along the route to 

Saida, bears the name of the neighboring village, Jiyeh-Nebi Younes. Along the sea, on the 

frequented route of the Via Maris, the site, before the excavations of Saidah, was buried under 

dunes extending over more than 30 hectares. Identified with the ancient Porphyreon, Jiyeh is 

located in a shallow bay formed by three capes, the northernmost of which, Ras Nabi Younes, 

supports the remains
412

. In the Hellenistic period, Porphyreon was, according to historical 

sources, a prosperous city. However, no coherent structure was identified at the site of the 

excavations. At the end of the Hellenistic period or at the beginning of the Roman period, the 

area silted up and was certainly abandoned
413

. 

An interesting Nilotic scene appears on a mosaic pavement now exhibited in the Museum of 

the Palace of Beiteddine, Lebanon (Fig. 47)
414

. The mosaic is dated to the second half of the 

fifth century or the beginning of the sixth century AD and covers the entire surface of a 

rectangular room; the work is framed by a wide border decorated by floral and animal scenes 

surrounding a field made of white tesserae. The central mosaic is divided into two levels 

through two main lines; the upper part is occupied by a figure of the god Nilus reclining on a 

chariot. He is depicted as a bearded man, adorned his head with a wreath, half-naked, and a 

branch of a plant comes out of his chest. He holds a plant branch in his left hand while his 

right hand raises up and holds something unclear that can be identified with a sistrum. The 

chariot is pulled by two animals with short ears; these animals appear mainly in Nilotic 

scenes. Therefore, they can be identified as hippopotami, and a naked child leads them, his 

head turned to the back, holding in his right hand the bridle and in his left hand a branch of a 

plant. On each side of Nilus, a couple of birds are represented, each one on top of a lotus 

flower. On the right, a large fish is heading to the left. The lower part depicts a convex boat 

with two naked children inside; there was something in the middle of them, but this part of the 

scene is now destroyed. In the right corner of the scene, another animal is represented; it is 
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probably a crocodile hunting a flying bird
415

. On both sides, lotus flowers are also depicted, 

possibly referring to the river's banks
416

. We can compare this mosaic to the one found in 

Sarrin, Syria (Fig. 33), where a procession of Nilus is described. All these elements belong to 

the standard scheme of a Nilotic scene that we know through various monuments scattered 

from Spain and Gaul to Asia Minor and Mesopotamia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 47.The mosaic of Jiyeh, Phoenicia. 
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II.2.3. Tyre 

It is probable that the Egyptian gods were also the object of a cult in Tyre " today: Sūr", as in 

other large towns on the coast. A Greek inscription engraved on a fragment of white marble 

from Tyre dates to the third century BC; the dedication was addressed to Serapis and synnaoi 

theoi, among whom Isis was probably included but was not explicitly named
417

. The mention 

of gods sharing the naos with Serapis confirms the existence of a sanctuary for the Egyptian 

gods in Tyre since at least that time. However, it is unknown who flanked the Alexandrian 

god, which could be Isis, Osiris, or Harpocrates. 

Another Greek inscription on a marble block from Libo (Labwe), at the extreme north of the 

Beqaa, or from Tyre itself, attests that the Alexandrian Marsyas, son of Demetrius, presents 

vows to Serapis and Isis, Savior gods, in favor of Ptolemy IV Philopator and of Arsinoe III, 

his sister and wife
418

. This dedication must have been engraved after the victory of the battle 

of Raphia over Antiochus III in 217 BC, when the Ptolemies recovered their Syrian 

possessions
419

. Marsyas was undoubtedly among the senior officials close to the Ptolemies, 

sent to the Beqaa or to Tyre to regain control and management of the territory previously 

under Seleucid rule
420

. Furthermore, Bricault stated that Serapis and Isis are invoked as qeoi 

SwtÁrej "Savior gods" in seven inscriptions dating from the reign of Ptolemy IV, possibly in 
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gratitude for their benevolent attitude during the battle of Raphia
421

. Bonnet concluded that 

Isis and Serapis protect the royal dynasty in the same way that the Ptolemies ensure the safety 

of the Phoenician populations placed under their authority
422

. At the same time, Aliquot 

proposed that a sanctuary devoted to Egyptian gods was built at Tyre during the Hellenistic 

period and that the use of marble as a support for the inscription allows us to propose a Tyrian 

provenance of the devotion to the Alexandrian divinities as protectors of the Ptolemaic 

dynasty
423

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 48. A figurine of Osirophoros, British Museum, Inv. No., EA24784. 

It is likely that the cult of Egyptian gods was still celebrated in Tyre during Roman times, as 

attested by a statuette in the Egyptian style of Osirophoros (Fig. 48), currently in the British 

Museum, which bears three inscriptions (hieroglyphic, Latin, and Greek). The first, prior to 

238 BC, can be read on the dorsal pillar of the statue, while the other two were engraved 

together on the side parts of the base in the 2nd or 3rd AD
424

. The text mentions in Latin a 
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"priest carrying Osiris" (sacerdos Osirim ferens), whose Greek equivalent is "priest carrying 

Osiris in procession" (πξνθή[ηεο]' Οζεηξηλ θώκ[α]δσ[λ]). The Greek term "πξνθήηεο", which 

represents the highest degree of the Egyptian priestly hierarchy, implies the existence of 

subordinate cult servants; it also evokes an essential function of Egyptian priests, that of 

carrying the god's statues in procession
425

. A comparable fragment, which also portrays an 

Osirophoros from Petra (Fig. 137), provides evidence that the distinctive iconography 

continued to be recognized during the Roman period. Dunand assumed that the figure of 

Osirophoros in Tyre was imported from Egypt because of the hieroglyphics on the back, 

albeit this does not refer to the existence of an Isiac cult at Tyre during Roman times
426

. A late 

testimony for the presence of Isis in Tyre, according to Epiphanius of Salamis, Isis lived in 

Tyre for ten years as a prostitute
427

. This was probably due to the assimilation of the goddess 

Isis to Astarte and the practice of sacred prostitution in the Phoenician sanctuaries, which 

appears to be extremely foreign to Egyptian legend
428

.  
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II. 2.4.  Umm el-Amed 

The best-known cultic center in Phoenicia showing Egyptian influences is the site of Umm el-

Amed, situated 19 km south of ancient Tyre, where two well-preserved temple complexes 

dating to the Persian and Hellenistic periods were unearthed
429

. They contained many 

Egyptian objects and architectural features, such as the lintels decorated with Egyptian solar 

discs flanked by uraei on either side, cavetto cornices, sphinxes, and statues in the Egyptian 

style
430

, in addition to cultic representations in Achaemenid, Cypriot, Greek, and Phoenician 

styles. Of the two temples, the largest one, located to the west of the site on the acropolis 

overlooking the sea, can be identified as the temple of Milk'ashtart, a local manifestation of 

Astarte and Melkart (Figs. 49, 51). The second sacred area, about 160 m east of the 

Milka'shtart temple, is called ―East Temple‖, and perhaps was dedicated to the cult of Astarte 

as a consort to Milk'ashtart (Fig. 50)
431

. The two temples are quite similar in layout; both 

consist of the main structure surrounded by an enclosure wall and various rooms. The temples 

were erected on top of an artificial podium, accessible by an east staircase leading to the 

portico
432

. 
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Figure 49. The Milk'ashtart temple, Umm el-Amed, Nitschke, 2011, 

fig. 4. 

Figure 50. The East Temple, Umm el-

Amed, Nitschke, 2011, fig. 5. 

 

Figure 51. Reconstruction of the façades of the side rooms, Milk'ashtart temple, Umm el-Amed, 

Wagner, 1980, pl. 1:1-2. 
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II. 2. 4.1. Votive statues with Egyptian – style Shendyt 

Several examples of votive statues uncovered in Umm el-Amed are distinguished by an 

Egyptian-style shendyt
433

. Two of these statues have a back pillar with a Phoenician 

dedicatory inscription. According to the inscriptions, both statues were donated by a man 

named Baalshillem, one dedicated to the god El and the other possibly to Osiris
434

. Another 

limestone votive statue was found lying on the ground in front of the main entrance to the 

sanctuary of Milk'ashtart (Fig. 52). Unfortunately, the head, the right hand, and the lower legs 

are missing, but the base with the feet was found in situ, which bears a Phoenician inscription 

revealing the name of the dedicatee, "Abdosir to the god Milk'ashtart, the god of Hammon". 

The male figure is depicted barefoot, leaning on the left leg, the right leg advanced. He wears 

an Egyptian shendyt, a simple loincloth with a median tongue, with two flaps folded over the 

front of the body and tightened by a wide belt. The left arm is hanging along the side of the 

body, holding a cylindrical object, and the other is bent forward, perhaps in a gesture of 

supplication. The back of the statue, presenting a dorsal pillar, was neglected by the sculptor, 

which clearly reinforces the frontal destination of the work
435

. According to excavators, this 

statue had its symmetrical counterpart to the left of the entrance to the sanctuary
436

. The 

inscriptions on the two rear pillars and the one on the base date to the Hellenistic period; 

however, these statues could be older, belonging to the Cypriot-Egyptian group of the 6th 

century BC
437

. They were probably in a temple that existed throughout the Achaemenid 

period and was only replaced by a new one in the Hellenistic period
438

. 
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Figure 52. A limestone statue of Egyptian style Umm el-Amed, Beirut, National Museum, Inv. No. 2004, 

H. 102 cm.  

Figure 53. A limestone statue of Egyptian style Umm el-Amed, Louvre Museum, Inv. No., AO 4401, H. 60 

cm. 

Furthermore, a votive statue of a male figure standing probably with the left leg advanced 

(Fig. 53), the left arm hanging along the side, and the right bent and raised. It can be noted 

that the statue differs from the previous example in the treatment of the shendyt, whose sides 

meet behind a front panel that falls in a fan in its upper part and is decorated with double uraei 

in its lower part. The statue is also distinguished by the Egyptian usekh collar, which has a 

semi-circular pectoral with three rows of ornaments
439

. In the original Egyptian context, the 

usekh was an essential part of both male and female official dress in Egypt since ancient 

times, and during the New Kingdom period, it became more elaborate, consisting of a sheet of 

papyrus embroidered with olive leaves and lotus petals
440

. On the other hand, the shendyt was 

made of a piece of cloth, mostly linen, wrapped around the waist. In front of the kilt, a metal 

plate was suspended, decorated with metallic uraei, and the sun disc crowned their heads. This 
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kilt was introduced into the sculpture in the round as early as the reign of Amenhotep III
441

. 

These Egyptianising statues are carved by local sculptors who re-interpret Egyptian features. 

The cylindrical object carried by some statues of Umm el-Amed is an iconographic derivative 

of a papyrus roll attesting to the king's divine power
442

. As a result, usekh, shendyt, and the 

papyrus roll were initially closely associated with the royalty or divinity spheres
443

. Finally, 

the donors' names are inscribed on most of these statues; however, none of these texts 

explicitly mentions any priestly function. Annan suggested that the choice to represent the 

donor as a praying Egyptian is thus not synonymous with an attachment to the local clergy, 

and it must regard these dedicants as mere devotees who, no doubt, belonged to the social 

elites of Hammon
444

. 

The group of sculptures of the worshippers with an Egyptian shendyt was introduced in 

Phoenicia from the seventh century BC until the Hellenistic period. This is illustrated in 

particular by a statuette from Tyre, which is kept in the National Museum of Beirut and dated 

to 675 BC (Fig. 54)
445

, as well as the statue with the dorsal pillar from Sarepta, situated 

between Tyre and Sidon, in the Louvre Museum, dated to 650 BC, which could represent a 

divinity (Fig. 55)
446

. Moreover, Oggiano published a limestone statue comparable to the 

figures of Umm el-Amed, which is preserved in the National Museum of Beirut (Fig. 56); the 

provenance of the discovery is unknown, but Oggiano specifies that it would have been 

acquired by G. Farah in Sarepta. The male figure wears the usekh collar and a shendyt 

adorned with the double uraei, and his left hand encloses a scroll. The statue has a pillar on 

the back that was used to insert the artifact inside an architectural structure, similar to the 

Egyptian originals that inspired the Phoenician statues of this type. An incised inscription on 

the back of the leg identifies the dedicatee as ʿAbdhor to "the holy god"
447

. Oggiano 

suggested that there were two productions in Phoenicia. An older one, clearly local, born 

around the eighth century BC in imitation of Egyptian statuary; examples include the torso of 
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Tyre and that of Sarepta. The second, dating back to the Persian period, was strongly 

influenced by the tradition of Cypriot votive sculpture, implying, in more than one case, the 

importation from Cyprus of the same statues discovered in Phoenicia or perhaps of the 

craftsmen who produced them on the site
448

. Several Egyptianizing male votive statues found 

in Cyprus date from 520-480 BC. For example, a fragmentary life-sized statue was discovered 

in the fill of the Persian siege mound at PalaePaphos, dating to 515- 500 BC
449

. The male 

figure stands with his left leg advanced, and both arms hang along the sides of his body. He is 

depicted wearing a broad belt adorned with raised, rounded outer ridges. This belt serves to 

support a finely pleated kilt cloth, with two very thin and elongated cobra bodies hanging 

down along the front of the kilt, positioned at a specific distance from each other. Another 

notable life-sized limestone statue of a male was found in Golgoi, featuring the head of 

Hathor on the kilt flap
450

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 54. A limestone statue of Egyptian style from Tyre, Beirut, National Museum, Inv. No. 2265. 

Figure 55. A limestone statue of Egyptian style from Sarepta, Louvre Museum, Inv. No. AO 4805. 

Figure 56. A limestone statue of Egyptian style, Beirut, the National Museum. 
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II.2.4.2. Thrones of Astarte 

It is worth noting that two large thrones supported by two Egyptian sphinxes were found in 

the East Temple (Figs. 57-58)
451

. The first throne was found by Renan in 1861 and is now 

kept in the Louvre Museum. The throne is in poor condition, but it is clearly flanked by two 

sphinxes, and the front of the backrest is decorated with a winged solar disc
452

. The second 

throne was discovered in room 11 on the northwest end of the courtyard near the Podium. 

This area was accessible through a large doorway surmounted by another lintel adorned with 

a winged solar disc flanked by uraei. Kamlah suggested that the throne was once located on 

the Podium or in the niche in the room's south wall
453

. It is noteworthy that these thrones are 

predominantly empty. As a result, they represent an aniconic conception of the deity, avoiding 

the direct depiction of the god itself in an image and its establishment within a cult setting
454

. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 57. A throne of Astarte from Umm el-Amed, 

the East Temple. 

Figure 58. A throne of Astarte from Umm el-Amed, 

the East Temple.  
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There are examples of limestone models depicting thrones with sphinxes:  

1) A sphinx throne from Sidon, standing 52 cm in height, likely dating back to the 7
th

 century 

BC.  

2) Another sphinx throne from the 7
th

 century BC, found in southern Lebanon, with a height 

of 73 cm.  

3) A throne of sphinxes from Byblos, standing at a height of 57 cm and dating from the 

Hellenistic period
455

.  

An additional example can be observed in a scene portrayed on a scarab that was unearthed 

within one of the Sidon necropolises. This scene serves as an illustration of a Phoenician 

goddess elegantly seated upon a throne supported by sphinxes. The scarab is attached to a 

silver bracelet with a gold setting and originates from a grave dating back to the 5
th

 to 4
th

 

centuries BC, making it one of the oldest burial objects found in that location. The scene 

portrays a distinctive sacrificial ritual: above it, the winged disk of the sun is depicted, and a 

female worshiper stands in front of the goddess' throne. Between the two figures, a 

thymiaterion rises from a flat, expansive base. In an offering gesture, the woman extends both 

forearms with open palms upwards towards the incense offering and the goddess. The smoke 

from the sacrifice ascends towards the goddess, who, with a raised hand in a blessing gesture, 

signifies her acceptance of the offering
456

. Most scholars suggest that the throne supported by 

winged sphinxes refers to the symbolic seat of the goddess Astarte
457

. In accordance with this 

interpretation, a throne of sphinxes from Hirbet et-Tayyibe in south Lebanon, from the 

Hellenistic period, stands at 47 cm in height and bears a Phoenician dedicatory inscription 

stating that it was dedicated to the goddess Astarte
458

. 
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II.2.4.3. The Hellenistic stelae of Umm el-Amed 

Twenty-three Hellenistic limestone stelae produced in the 3rd and 2nd centuries BC are also 

said to come from Umm el-Amed
459

. Most of them depict the same scene, where a male 

figure is engaged in ritual activities, while some others represent a female subject. As this 

ensemble comes from illegal excavations at the beginning of the 19th century AD, 

unfortunately, it is impossible to link it with certainty to one of the sanctuaries of the site
460

. 

The inscriptions present some of these subjects as "priests‖ some others as ―chief‖ or ―chief of 

gates‖
461

. The purpose of these stelae is still 

strongly debated; it remains unclear if they 

are votive monuments deposited in the 

temple of Milk'ashtart or if they are 

tombstones
462

.The best-preserved example 

reproducing a masculine subject is kept at 

the Ny Carlsberg Glyptothek in Copenhagen 

(Fig. 59). At the top of the stela, the 

Egyptian winged solar disc flanked by uraei 

crowns the scene. The male figure is 

depicted barefoot and dressed in a long 

pleated tunic with wide sleeves. The head is 

topped with a high cylindrical cap; one hand 

is raised in the gesture of supplication, while 

the left hand holds an incense burner 

surmounted by a crouching sphinx wearing a 

pschent. An inscription, engraved under his left 

forearm, gives us the identity of the character: 
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Figure 59. A limestone stela, Umm el-Amed, 

Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Inv. 

No. 1835, H. 181 cm. 



 

114 
 

―This commemorative stela is that of Baʿalyaton, son of Baʿalyaton, the chief of the 

presses‖
463

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 60. A limestone stela, Umm el- Amed, Louvre Museum, Inv. No. AO 3135, H. 147 cm. 

Figure 61. The god Hapy on the Hadrian’s Gate at the Isis Temple of Philae in Egypt. 

 

Another stela preserved in the Louvre Museum has lost its upper part, which must have been 

crowned with a winged solar disc (Fig. 60). The sculpted female figure is dressed in a Greek 

style: a chiton surmounted by a pleated himation brought back over the head. Her right hand 

is raised, palm open outward, while her left hand holds the edge of the himation. The main 

interest of this document resides in the scene sculpted in the base, representing an arched 

niche, in which two kneeling opposing females, dressed in Egyptian style are watering a 

three-stemmed lotus with a jar placed on their laps. Dunand and Duru interpreted this scene as 

the tree of life watered by the nymphs. The fertilization of plants would be a prelude to 

seasonal renewal, a concept very close to that of bringing the dead back to life or preservation 

of their pale existence beyond the grave
464

. We can draw a comparison between the described 
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scene and the representation of the god Hapy found on the Hadrian‘s Gate at the Isis Temple 

of Philae in Egypt (Fig. 61). The source of the Nile is represented by an accumulation of 

rocks above a cave of which a coiled serpent guards the entrance. Inside, the god Hapy is 

squatting, adorned with papyrus, he holds two vases in his hands, from which the water of the 

Nile flows
465

. 

Finally, a stela exhibited at the National Museum of Beirut shows, under the winged solar 

disc, a male figure standing on a trapezoidal base with an Egyptian cornice, barefoot, facing 

left, wearing a long tunic (Fig. 62). His right hand is raised to face level in a sign of adoration, 

while the left hand holds a richly molded casket that could have contained the ritual incense, 

and a band around the head is surmounted by a sort of cap. A Phoenician inscription engraved 

on the base explains this character and his role: ―To 

baʿalshamar, chief of the gatekeepers, son of ʿAbdosir, 

commemorative stela that ʿAbdosir, chief of the 

gatekeepers, erected for his father‖
466

. As we already 

mentioned, the Phoenicians considered it convenient and 

desirable to borrow foreign iconographies, particularly 

Egyptian ones. In ritual contexts, the winged solar disc, 

which associates Ra and Horus, seems to have been the 

most widely understood symbol, having a particularly 

religious sense for the Phoenicians starting from the fifth 

century BC.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 62. A limestone stela, Umm el- Amed,The National Museum of Beirut, Inv. No. 2072, H. 127 cm. 
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II.2.5. Sanctuaries in the hinterland of Tyre 

The Egyptian monuments discovered at two rural sanctuary sites in the hinterland of Tyre, 

Mispe-Yamim, and Kharayeb reflect a certain degree of Egyptianization of the Phoenician 

religion and show the relative depth of the rural hinterland of the Phoenician coastal cities 

during the Persian and early Hellenistic periods
467

. 

II.2.5.1. Mispe-Yamim 

A votive bronze situla with Egyptian motifs was found in a small Phoenician temple at the 

site of Mount Mispe-Yamim (Arabic Jebel el-Arbain), five kilometers southwest of Safad, in 

the Upper Galilee, which includes southern Lebanon and northern Palestine (Fig. 63)
468

. The 

temple was excavated by Frankel from 1988 to 1989 on behalf of the Institute of Archeology 

at Haifa University
469

. The sanctuary dates to the Persian period but was still in use during the 

Hellenistic period
470

. It has the traditional appearance of a Phoenician place of worship, a 

courtyard, and adjoining buildings. The temple is described as a broad house structure 

consisting of two rooms: the main room on the west consists of a long rectangular hall (6 by 

13.7 m) and a side room annexed to its eastern wall (4.8 by 10.4 m). The hall‘s floor is paved 

with slabs of stone, and there are three stone pillar bases and two platforms that probably 

served as altars, one standing against the south wall and the second in the north-west corner of 

the temple
471

. The side room is believed to have functioned as the temple's storeroom, as 

substantiated by the presence of a notable quantity of shattered pottery vessels, particularly 
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storage jars. In contrast, the main hall hosted religious festivals, as suggested by the presence 

of altars, benches, and the discovery of 99 votive offerings within it
472

. In a broader sense, the 

sanctuary's compact dimensions limited its capacity to accommodate a substantial number of 

visitors. Consequently, it likely served as a minor cultic site rather than a principal temple, 

serving the needs of the local settlement and occasional passersby
473

. 

The situla is a type of vessel that became a characteristic vase often depicted alongside Isis in 

the Mediterranean during the Hellenistic period. In general, situlae were regarded as 

ceremonial vessels, serving various purposes both in temple settings and funerary contexts, 

such as carrying and sprinkling liquids in rituals
474

. They were usually made of bronze, but 

some situlae were represented on reliefs, statues, paintings, or coins. The situla of Mispe-

Yamim is decorated with a single worshiper making an offering to several Egyptian deities 

(Amun-Ipy, Isis, Nephthys, Montu, Haroeris, Re, Nefertem, and Sekhmet), whose names are 

specified in Egyptian hieroglyphic, accompanied by a dedication to Astarte in the Phoenician 

language reads as: "(belonging) to ʿkbw the son of bdʿsmn/ I am making (this inscription?) for 

Astarte because/ (she) heard (my) voice"
475

. Another bronze situla should also be noted as a 

relevant example. This situla was published in 1993 by McCarter and preserved in the Art 

Museum of Princeton University, albeit without precise location information. It features a 

Phoenician inscription from the 6th or 5th century BC that surronds the rim of the situla and 

reads: "May Isis grant favor and life to 'Abdi-ptah son of Abdo"
476

. 
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Figure 63. A bronze situla, Mispe-Yamim, 16.7 

cm. 

Figure 64. A statue of schist of Osiris, Isis, Horus, Mispe-

Yamim, 13.5 cm. 

  

 

Figure 65. A bronze statue of Osiris, Mispe-

Yamim, 10.2 cm. 

Figure 66. A bronze statue of the Apis bull, Mispe-

Yamim, H. 7.5 cm. 
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Furthermore, other votive offerings discovered in the temple of Mispe-Yamim with the situla 

are mostly in Egyptian style (Figs. 64-66)
477

, including a green schist figurine carved in relief, 

representing the triad Osiris, Isis, and their son Horus, found broken in two pieces near the 

altar and dated to the Hellenistic period (Fig. 64)
478

. The figures stand upon a base, erect and 

facing forward. To the left stands Isis, adorned with the Hathoric crown upon her head; her 

left arm stretches straight down along her body; her right arm is broken at the elbow, but the 

remaining space suggests that it was slightly extended. In the center stands Osiris, wearing the 

Atef crown, with his arms crossed closely to his chest. On the right, Horus is only partially 

preserved. He is depicted wearing the double crown of Upper and Lower Egypt, and his hair 

extends down and over his shoulder. His right arm hangs rigidly by his side
479

. 

Another bronze statuette of Osiris as a mummy with crook and flail (Fig. 65), depicts a 

bearded figure standing upright on a small square pedestal, which features a vertical peg 

beneath it and a small loop on its left side. Adorning his head are the Atef crown and uraeus, 

consisting of the crown of Upper Egypt flanked by two ostrich feathers with the sun disk 

above it. His arms are crossed closely to his chest, and he holds his distinctive attributes—a 

crook in his right hand and a flail in his left hand
480

. The Osiris figurine from Mispe Yamim 

bears resemblance to one of the seven Osiris figurines discovered in the collection of bronze 

figurines at Ascalon (Fig. 202). Noteworthy aspects of style and proportion, particularly the 

arrangement of the hands in a stiff opposing manner, correspond with Osiris figurines 

originating from Egypt and dating back to the 26th Dynasty (664–525 BC). 

 Moreover, a bronze figure of an Apis bull was discovered with its left hind leg missing (Fig. 

66). The leg was later uncovered during the excavation within the sanctuary. It is probable 

that the bull was initially positioned on a rectangular base, which appears to have been 

intentionally broken off at a later time. The Apis bull features a sun disk with a uraeus 

positioned between its horns, an upside-down triangle incised on its forehead, a decorative 
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ribbon adorning its neck, a pattern resembling a blanket etched onto its back, and winged 

scarabs located both in front and behind the blanket
481

. While the iconographic and stylistic 

peculiarities of the Apis might suggest that it is of non-Egyptian production
482

, the situla was 

certainly made in Egypt during the 6th or 5th century BC, and at the same time, or not much 

later, a Phoenician dedicatory inscription for Astarte was added
483

. This habit is also 

manifested in Phoenicia in the various scarabs found in different burials of the Iron Ages II 

and III and on coffins. It is striking that although this Phoenician inscription may be 

secondary, the original decoration of the votive situla was taken into account and placed in 

places that fit in with the Egyptian pictorial program
484

. 

Frankel and Ventura concluded that these bronze figurines were initially related to the temple 

of the Persian period, probably having been brought to it as votive offerings, and that, in some 

way, they were kept at the cult center till its final abandonment
485

. On the other hand, Aliquot 

stated that these objects do not imply compulsorily the existence of a local cult of Egyptian 

deities in Mispe-Yamim and thinks that the objects could simply be votive objects offered to 

the great Phoenician goddess Astarte, to whom the only dedication found on the site is 

addressed
486

. However, the presence of these Egyptian figurines in Mispe-Yamim at the same 

sanctuary site is impressive; it seems that the donor was aware of the meaning of these votive 

figures in more or less the same way as an Egyptian. Moreover, Astarte and Isis were brought 

closer or assimilated to one another, which could imply here a connection between the cult of 

Astarte and the votive objects associated with Isis. 
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II.2.5.2. Kharayeb 

The rural temple of Kharayeb is located in the vicinity of the modern town of Kharayeb, in 

the hinterland of Tyre, approximately 15 km to the north. The architectural plan of the 

building is difficult to reconstruct in detail, but in certain aspects it evokes the sanctuary of 

Umm el-Amed, such as the Egyptian cavetto cornice decorated with the solar disc flanked by 

uraei
487

. A large number of Egyptianizing terracotta figurines dating from the end of the 

fourth to the first century BC were discovered in the so-called favissa of the sanctuary. These 

Egyptian figurines represent the Apis bull, Isis, Harpocrates, Bes, Baubo, and Ptah-

Pataikos
488

; however, different artistic styles from other areas, such as the Near East and 

Cyprus, also appear to be represented in the temple of Kharayeb. During the Persian period, 

the character of the iconographic documentation can be defined as a hybrid derived from the 

contacts between the coastal region, Syria, and the Eastern Mediterranean, particularly 

renewed contacts with Egypt and Cyprus. With the end of the Persian Empire and Phoenicia 

falling under the control of the Ptolemies, relations with the Egyptian and Greek worlds 

became even closer
489

. 

Isis-Lactans is associated with at least five similar figurines in the favissa of Kharayeb
490

. One 

of these figurines, preserved in the Archaeological Museum of Beirut, is a terracotta statutte 

representing the goddess Isis seated on a throne with naked Harpocrates seated on her left 

thigh (Fig. 67). Strands of hair fall on the shoulders, and she wears a sleeveless chiton that 

leaves the left breast naked, surmounted by the fringed himation with the distinctive Isis-knot 
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between her breasts
491

. A remarkable example of a marble statue depicting Isis-Lactans 

originates from the underwater research conducted in 1934 in Aboukir Bay by Omar 

Toussoun (Fig. 68). It is currently preserved in the Maritime Museum in Alexandria and is 

similar to the statue of Kharayeb. After many years, Franck Goddio made a fascinating 

discovery at the bottom of Aboukir Bay, precisely where the statue of Isis had originally been 

found. He discovered her son, Harpocrates, whom she originally held in her hand. The statue 

portrays Isis as a seated woman with Harpocrates seated on her left thigh, although her head 

and arms have suffered damage. She is gracefully adorned in a long, fine dress adorned with a 

series of tight vertical folds that elegantly cascade down to the ground. Additionally, a loose 

himation covers her legs. The arrangement of the himation indicates the presence of the 

characteristic knot typically seen in Isis' garments
492

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 67. A terracotta figurine of Isis- Lactans, Kharayeb, the Archaeological Museum of Beirut, Inv. 

No. 223.  

Figure 68. A marble statue of Isis-Lactans, Aboukir Bay by Omar Toussoun, Maritime Museum in 

Alexandria, MMA. No. 56. 

In contrast to the Egyptian examples of Isis-Lactans, the Isis of Kharayeb does not touch her 

left breast with her right hand but instead places it on the throne. Her left hand supports 
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Harpocrates, who is naked and sitting on his mother's left thigh; his face is turned towards his 

mother. Another statuette of Isis-Lactans is kept in the Archaeological Museum of Beirut, 

similar to the previous example but with some differences; on her left side are the front legs of 

an animal, possibly a dog
493

. According to most scholars, the figurines of Kharayeb were a 

local elaboration of Egyptian models that originated in Alexandria or Memphis, where various 

types of Hellenized Isis were created
494

. Oggiano added that the arrival of Egyptian 

iconographies at Kharayeb should be seen as a reflection of what was happening along the 

Phoenician coast, where changes in local workshop productions led to the acquisition of 

techniques from the West Mediterranean
495

.  

The depiction of Isis breastfeeding her son Harpocrates, held on her knees, became widely 

popular in Egypt and outside
496

. Even before Alexander the Great's conquest of Egypt, most 

Mediterranean civilizations were acquainted with the image of "Isis-Lactans," thanks to 

thriving trade activities
497

. This portrayal of Isis nursing her son is related to the ancient 

Egyptians' beliefs in her magical powers of caring for and protecting children. Many statues 

representing Isis-Lactans were offered as ex-votos in temples, serving as expressions of 

gratitude or requests for protection. Moreover, the smaller versions of these statutes were used 

as amulets attached to mothers' or children's chests to protect them against the risks of 

pregnancy and childbirth, symbolizing the flow of milk from the goddess's breast to the 

nursing woman to give life longevity, salvation, and divinity
498

. In addition to her role in 

childcare, Isis also had a significant association with the fertility of agricultural lands and the 

bountiful harvests they yielded. Some representations depicted her seated upon a basket of 

grain while breastfeeding her son Harpocrates, emphasizing her connection to agricultural 

abundance
499

. Regarding the figurines of Kharayeb, it is highly likely that they represented a 

local deity to whom a sanctuary was dedicated during the Persian period. One plausible 
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candidate is the goddess Astarte, who was initially associated with agrarian and initiatory 

cults and subsequently assimilated into the Egyptian goddess Isis
500

.  

The third member of the Alexandrian triad is Harpocrates, a child-form incarnation of the god 

Horus
501

. Harpocrates is derived from the Greek translation of the Egyptian name 1r-pA-Xrd, 

which means "Horus-the-child"
502

. In ancient Egyptian representations, Horus is depicted as a 

young man with a shaved head, except for a large lock of hair falling on the right ear. On the 

other hand, Harpocrates is depicted as a child, varying in age from an infant to more advanced 

ages, often with his index finger to his mouth. The representations of Harpocrates are 

particularly numerous on Roman terracotta, in which he appears in various aspects. He played 

a significant role in the Isiac cult during the Greek and Roman Periods
503

. During the 

Ptolemaic period, Harpocrates primarily appeared in temples located in Philae and Nubia, as 

well as in Edfu and Kom Ombo. In the Roman period, representations of Harpocrates 

expanded to include sites such as Armant and Dendera. 

The figurines of Harpocrates, which we recognize here for similar remarks, fall into the 

category of monuments of Greek inspiration, such as the cornucopia in his left hand and 

wreaths of flowers, but the god keeps the Egyptian crown, "the pschent"
504

. As we mentioned 

above, he appeared with his mother as Isis-Lactans, and he also appeared alone in various 

types. In some of his examples, he is depicted standing, holding a cornucopia in his left hand 

(Fig. 69), and placing the index of the right hand in his mouth; his head is sometimes 

decorated with a wreath of flowers, topped by the pschent. These examples have numerous 

parallels in Alexandria
505

. There is also another type of Harpocrates found in Kharayeb, where 

the child-god is riding a horse and heading toward the viewer with the upper part of his 
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body
506

; a similar figurine from Lebanon is preserved in the Museum of the American 

University of Beirut (Fig. 70)
507

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 69. A terracotta figurine of Harpocrates from Kharayeb, Chehab, 1953-1954, Pl. III, 3.  

Figure 70. A terracotta figurine of Harpocrates, Lebanon, the Museum of the American University of 

Beirut. 

It is generally accepted that Harpocrates on horseback first appeared in Egypt during the 1
st 

century BC. Harpocrates riding the horse was a favorite topic in Harpocrate's terracotta; this 

iconography may illustrate the protection exercised by the god who guarantees agrarian 

fertility over domestic animals, but this is probably not the only reason
508

. Maybe we can find 

the association between Harpocrates and the horse in the account of Plutarch: he says that 

Osiris asked his son which animal he considered the most useful for those going into battle; 

Horus would have chosen the horse
509

. However, it is difficult to explain the very large 

number of terracottas of Harpocrates riding a horse solely from this testimony.  

The god Harpocrates is also depicted in Kharayeb riding a goose (Fig. 71)
510

, an animal which 

evokes the assimilation between Horus and Amun; the goose had an early connection with 
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Amun-Re and Geb
511

. On the one hand, Chéhab agrees that the various Harpocrates figurines 

from Kharayeb present a close comparison with the Egyptian specimens produced in Egyptian 

workshops; on the other hand, he points out that none of them has been modeled using an 

Egyptian mold; many details, such as the fineness of the wreaths, the size of the crown, and 

the dimension of the pschent, do not find any parallels in the Egyptian examples. For this 

reason, it seems likely that the Harpocrates figurines of Kharayeb were made in Phoenicia 

itself
512

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 71. A terracotta figurine of Harpocrates from Kharayeb, Chehab, 1953-1954, Pl. Chehab, 1953-

1954, Pl. V, 4. 

The Egyptian god Bes is also represented in Kharayeb, with at least seven figurines 

discovered in the temple
513

, one of them depicts the god strangling snakes in his hands (Fig. 

72). Aliquot argued that these figurines do not represent the god Bes, but just a local genius, 

of which Herodotus describes the type and whose head appears on the coins of Sidon and 

Arwad during the Persian period
514

. On the contrary, there are a lot of examples of Bes 
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holding a snake in his hand
515

. For instance, he appears on a limestone stela preserved in the 

Allard Pierson Museum, Amsterdam, holding a snake in his left hand and a sword in his raisd 

right hand above his head (Fig. 73)
516

. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 72. A terracotta statuette of Bes, Kharayeb, Chehab, 1953-1954, Pl. VI. 

Figure 73. A limestone relief of Bes, Egypt, the Allard Pierson Museum, Amsterdam. 

While Bes is not traditionally categorized among the principal Egyptian deities and lacks the 

prominence of dedicated temples as the primary deity, he nevertheless maintains a deep-

seated presence within Egyptian religious tradition and exhibits significant popularity within 

popular belief
517

. This is expressed by the fact that he frequently appears in Egyptian 

terracottas from the Hellenistic and Roman periods. The god Bes belongs to the circle of the 

goddess Hathor, who is primarily associated with motherhood
518

. In her entourage, he appears 

as a musician and dancer. According to Hathor's sphere of activity, Bes is mainly the guardian 

of pregnant women, childbirth, and children, which adequately explains his figurines in the 
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domestic context
519

. For instance, a papyrus from Oxyrhynchus in which a woman complains 

about the stealing of a gold statue of the god Bes from her house
520

.  Another example is a 

stela from a villa in Tell Atrib, dating to the Ptolemaic period, depicts the god Bes, naked, 

brandishing a sword in one hand and probably holding a serpent in the other
521

. 

In the service of this function, he places his wild, combative qualities, which are also 

illustrated by his crown, whose ostrich feathers symbolize hunting and war success
522

. With 

these qualities, he not only wards off the evil powers of mother and child
523

. These malign 

forces are traditionally depicted in Egyptian art as dangerous beasts, such as snakes and 

scorpions. It is precisely these that the god fights, and so his protective function is ultimately a 

general one. His function as a protective guardian extends to sleep and the dead on the way to 

the Dead Judgment
524

. Bes amulets were worn by the living and included in the wrappings of 

mummies for the deceased
525

. It also encompassed furniture, cosmetics, and jewelry, etc.
526

. 

Moreover, he appeared in the prominent Egyptian sanctuaries of Edfu, Dendera, and Philae, 

specifically within the precincts of the mammisis, or birth houses, where he played a crucial 

role in safeguarding the divine child in conjunction with other prophylactic deities
527

. It is 

worth noting that a temple dedicated to Bes was erected in the Bahariya Oasis during the 

Roman period
528

.  

There are also two examples of "Baubo" (Fig. 74), depicts a naked woman sitting on the 

ground and extending her legs. She points to the genital area with her right hand while resting 

her other hand on her left knee
529

. The term "Baubo" usually refers to naked, plump women 
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with sagging breasts and a distended abdomen, legs spread outward, in a position of 

childbirth
530

. Most scholars differed regarding the interpretation of these figurines: Weber 

believed that these figurines were amulets for the purpose of protection
531

. Dunand and 

Bayer-Niemeier added that these statuettes were used as votive offerings for fertility and good 

luck during the process of giving birth
532

. Furthermore, Török indicates that these women 

were associated with the festival of Demeter (Isis), i.e., the Eleusinia in the early Ptolemaic 

period and, subsequently, with the Thesmophoria in Alexandria
533

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 74. A terracotta statuette of Baubo, Kharayeb, Chehab, 1953-1954, Pl.XXX, 4. 

Figure 75. An Isis attendant from Kharayeb, Chehab, 1953-1954, Pl. LXVIII, 2. 

The term "Baubo" references the Greek goddess of Mirth, who plays a significant role within 

the myth of Demeter and Persephone. Ancient sources offer two variations of the account 

concerning the ceremonial act undertaken to alleviate Demeter's despondency following her 

daughter's abduction by Hades. This act, in turn, led to her laughter and the ending of her 
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fasting
534

. The initial version details a respectful form of jesting and playful banter 

orchestrated by Iambe
535

. In contrast, the second version involves a more unconventional 

approach attributed to Baubo. Baubo's method entailed an entertaining display, encompassing 

dancing and a unique gesture of lifting her skirt and revealing her body to the goddess. 

According to one account, during this skirt-lifting action, a boy's face was artfully drawn on 

her abdomen. The unexpected sight of this face in place of the anticipated anatomical features 

brought about a sense of surprise that effectively alleviated the goddess from her sorrow
536

.  

Indeed, the practice of anasyrma was not unfamiliar in Egypt, having been well documented 

through funerary paddle dolls, particularly from the Middle Kingdom
537

. These dolls, lacking 

legs, portray the exposed pubic region while the fabric of a skirt conceals the buttocks, 

suggesting a deliberate unveiling of the vulva. The underlying mythical incident is 

tangentially depicted in the Contending of Horus and Seth; here, Hathor, the goddess, revives 

Re, the sun god, by revealing her genitalia, inducing his laughter
538

. This narrative serves as 

the origin of the significance of genital exposure in rituals venerating Hathor, often 

intertwined with dance
539

. It's possible that both Greeks and Egyptians perceived this gesture 

as a potent religious rite capable of eliciting laughter, especially in the case of distressed 

deities. 

In addition, two figurines were found in Kharayeb with an Isis-knot, probably representing an 

Isis attendant, one of which performs a sacrifice on an altar, and the other holds a plate 

perhaps with some offerings (Fig. 75)
540

.  Finally, we notice that the Egyptian figurines in the 

sanctuary of Kharayeb have an agrarian nature in connection with a local fertility goddess, no 

doubt the goddess Astarte, who was very early identified with Isis before becoming 

assimilated with Aphrodite and, later, with Demeter. In addition, Bes, Harpocrates, and Baubo 
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have the same functions in protecting and promoting the fertility of the earth and its 

inhabitants, men, women, and animals. 
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II.2.6. Akko-Ptolemais 

The ancient city of Akko is one of the only coastal cities in Palestine to be located near a 

natural bay, thirteen or fourteen kilometers north of Haifa
541

. In Iron Age II, Akko was an 

important Phoenician city, but it has historically maintained close ties with the Palestinian 

hinterland and the southern coastal strip, rendering it vulnerable to external influences and 

pressures from this direction
542

. Akko was situated at the meeting point of several important 

communication routes in Antiquity: the coastal road, the Via Maris of the Romans, and the 

route leading to the east, towards Syria and Jordan. This strategic location made Akko one of 

the primary coastal cities in the region, and its significance as a prominent coastal settlement 

dates back to the beginning of the second millennium BC and continued onward
543

.  

The earliest reference to Akko can be traced back to the Execration texts of the Egyptian 

Middle Kingdom
544

. Within these texts, the king of Akko, named Turi-Ammu, is mentioned 

as one of the local rulers who posed a threat to Egyptian rule along the Canaanite coast
545

. 

Thutmose III included Akko among the cities he conquered, and it appears in the Amarna 

letters on thirteen occasions
546

. During the Hellenistic period, under Ptolemy II, a significant 

shift occurred when the city's minted coins bore a monogram indicating a change in its name; 

it adopted the name ―Ptolemais‖
547

. This name alteration happened again when the city came 

under the influence of the Seleucid domain and transformed into ―Antioch‖, following the 

conquest by Antiochus III around 200 BC
548

. Subsequently, it enjoyed a notable degree of 

autonomy, a status that was officially confirmed through its coinage shortly before the arrival 

of Pompey in the East. After being incorporated into the Roman province of Syria, it fell 

under the dominion of Herod in 39 BC, later becoming a Roman colony during the 1
st
 century 
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AD with the appellation ―Germanicia‖
549

. Nevertheless, this change was short-lived, as the 

city swiftly reverted to its original name ―Akko‖
550

. 

The evidence of the cult of Egyptian gods during the Hellenistic period in Akko-Ptolemais is 

indeed scarce; a fragment of a small statuette of Bes was discovered in a Hellenistic context, 

but it cannot be considered strong evidence of widespread Egyptian religious practice in the 

region
551

. Another discovery comprises a fragment of Isis-Aphrodite dating back to the 

second century BC
552

. Of particular interest is an amulet made of dark blue glass, taking the 

form of a crouching Baubo, also found in Akko-Ptolemais (see also the example of 

Kharayeb Fig. 74). This figurine portrays a woman squatting with her legs apart, one hand 

cradling her abdomen, and adorned with a pointed cap
553

. Comparable depictions of the 

squatting Baubo exist in Egypt, often serving as fertility or birth amulets
554

. Nevertheless, this 

increase in Graeco-Egyptian material is modest. At present, only the reverse sides of local 

coins endure, potentially offering insights into Egyptian gods involvement within the Akko-

Ptolemais pantheon. 

Several representation of Serapis on city coins came into use during the Roman period. This 

range has led to recognizing here an indication of Serapis worship in Akko-Ptolemais. 

Besides the traditional bust of Serapis, which is by far the most frequent depiction (Fig. 

76)
555

, and also Serapis enthroned
556

, there are more complex scenes found on the coins of 

Akko-ptolemais. One of these scenes depicts Caracalla and later Severus Alexander in 

military clothes, standing on the left and leaning on a lance while behind the emperor, 

Serapis, dressed in a himation and wearing a kalathos, holds a scepter in the left hand and 
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raises the right to crown the emperor (Fig. 77)
557

. In this case, one must reckon with the 

connection to historical events, for example, Caracalla's campaign in Syria. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 76. A coin of Akko-ptolemais, Bricault, 2006b, pl. 18:11. 

Figure 77. A coin of Akko-ptolemais, Bricault, 2006b, pl. 18:12. 

Another coin, belonging to Julia Maesa, shows a tetrastyle temple with a triangular pediment 

(Fig. 78). Within the temple, Serapis is seated to the left, holding a scepter with his left hand 

while wearing a kalathos. He is flanked by the goddess Isis, recognizable by her crown, the 

basileion, and Tyche, adorning her head with a kalathos and dressed in a peplos
558

. Whether 

this indicates that the goddess Isis received equal attention with her husband Serapis in Akko-

Ptolemais must remain open for the time being, as must the question of whether the local 

Serapis temple, which is to be assumed, was reproduced exactly here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 78. A coin of Akko-ptolemais, Bricault, 2006b, pl. 18:13. 

Figure 79. A coin of Akko-ptolemais, Bricault, 2006b, pl. 19: 14. 

Figure 80. A coin of Akko-ptolemais, Bricault, 2006b, pl. 19:16. 
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On a distinct coin minted during the reign of Philip Arab, Isis stands beside her son 

Harpocrates (Fig. 79). He is depicted holding a cornucopia, while a thunderbolt is situated in 

the right field and a caduceus in the left field
559

. Subsequently, during Valerian I's era, Isis is 

portrayed as an enthroned female figure (Fig. 80), her right hand raised and holding an 

unclear object, with a kalathos adorning her head. At her feet, two recumbent sphinxes flank 

her throne, while a winged caduceus can be seen behind her in the lower right field
560

. 

Bricault suggested that from this very rich iconographic ensemble, it emerges that Serapis, but 

also Isis and Harpocrates, must have benefited from public recognition in the city from the 

Severian period and perhaps even before. Significantly, Serapis assumed a multitude of 

privileges within this context, as healer-deity, imperial protector, and patron of the colony
561

. 
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II.2.7. Heliopolis- Baalbek 

The allusion to Egypt is significant in the creation of the gods of Heliopolis-Baalbek. First 

and foremost, it has been proposed that Jupiter Heliopolitanus was imported from the 

Egyptian town of Heliopolis during the Ptolemaic domination over the region in the third 

century BC
562

. According to Lucian of De Dea Syria, the cult or sanctuary of Baalbek is of 

Egyptian and not Syrian nature, and its transfer from Heliopolis in Egypt to Phoenicia
563

. He 

also devotes a paragraph to the antiquity of the Egyptian religion, which is at the origin of the 

knowledge of the gods and their worship among the "Assyrians", i.e., the Syrians
564

. Also, 

Macrobius writes that the cult statue of Jupiter Heliopolitanus in Baalbek had been taken from 

a city in Egypt called Heliopolis
565

. However, such information must be treated with caution 

because there is no historical evidence that the Ptolemies were involved in the establishment 

of Egyptian cults there
566

.  

In any case, a Roman inscription from the sanctuary of Baalbek dedicated by two villagers 

from the Syrian countryside mentions, together, an "Egyptian god" besides Jupiter 

Heliopolitanus. Whether we deal here with two different gods or simply with a single god 

having two names, it is not clear. However, some scholars believe that this mention would 

confirm the statements of Macrobius and Lucian
567

. Indeed, this unique testimony shows that 

this local cult of Egyptian origin involved not only theologians and priests but also common 

people. This inscription, however, does not indicate whether the dedication is addressed to 

two distinct divinities or to a mere epithet of Jupiter Heliopolitanus, who is designated as an 

Egyptian god. The most acceptable opinion is that they represented two deities; Hajjar 
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suggested that the god could be the god Serapis, who is associated with the god of Baalbek on 

two intaglios, or Jupiter-Ammon, whose bust sometimes adorns the sheath of Jupiter 

Heliopolitanus
568

. Nonetheless, this interesting inscription offers no evidence regarding the 

official worship of the Egyptian gods in Baalbek. 

In addition to that, some of Jupiter Heliopolitanus's depiction was borrowed from Egyptian 

iconographic features (the Egyptian stepped wig made of corkscrew curls, with the crown of 

kalathos or pschent, a winged  solar disc flanked by uraei replacing several times the eagle, 

and accompanying two striding bulls, most likely Mnevis and Apis)
569

, Aliquot proposed that 

this probably proceeds from the intention to give a prestigious luster to the local cult in 

Baalbek, in accordance with the Egyptomania that was popular throughout the Empire
570

.  

Furthermore, two gems representing the figure of Serapis near that of Jupiter Heliopolitanus 

prove the links between the two gods, and the relationship between Baalbek and Egypt, but 

unfortuntaly, their provenance is unknown. The first gem, now in the British Museum, is 

made of red jasper and shows Zeus-Serapis, Nemesis, and Jupiter Heliopolitanus (Fig. 81). 

Zeus-Serapis is seated on a throne in the middle, his head in profile to the right, wearing the 

kalathos, the scepter in his right hand, and an eagle at his feet. Nemesis stands to the right, 

holding a branch in her right hand, a griffin, and a wheel at her feet. On the other side, Jupiter 

Heliopolitanus is facing to the left, flanked by two bulls, holding the whip and the ears of 

grain. He is wearing the kalathos, and his sheath is divided into horizontal stripes
571

. The 

second gem is a Carnelian intaglio (Fig. 82), representing a bust of Serapis facing a full image 

of Jupiter Heliopolitanus; in the field between the two figures, a seven-pointed star is 

represented, probably symbolizing the sun, inside a crescent (perhaps the wheel of Nemsis)
572

.  
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Figure 81. A jasper intaglio of Serapis-Zeus, Nemsis, Jupiter- Heliopolitanus. 

Figure 82. A Carnelian intaglio of Serapis, Jupiter Heliopolitanus. 

A bronze statuette of Jupiter Heliopolitanus was also found at Kafr Yasin, near Tabarga 

between Beirut and Byblos (Fig. 83). He is depicted beardless and wears a layered wig 

adorned with a tiny pschent. He is dressed, as usual, in a short-sleeved tunic surmounted by a 

sheath garment divided into sections decorated with unrecognizable motifs and busts. In the 

fourth section, two confronting heads of Jupiter-Ammon flanked by 

two stars with four rays are visible
573

. In summary the Phoenicians 

seem to be recognized more often as receptors of foreign cultures 

while the material culture demonstrates that the Phoenicians were 

selective cultural consumers, aware of their culture and defined 

broadly as "Greek" or "Egyptian". The Phoenicians used their status 

as powerful traders in the Mediterranean to adorn local practices and 

traditions. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE DECAPOLIS  

III.1. Introduction 

The Decapolis was the name of "a group of ten cities" set up by Pompey after the occupation 

of Syria in 63 BC, located on the present-day territories of southern Syria, northern Palestine, 

and eastern Jordan
574

. Many scholars believed that the Decapolis was some sort of league of 

ten free cities established by Pompey
575

. However, Parker and Wenning rejected the term 

union or confederation of the Decapolis concept in the second half of the first century AD 

because there is no clear evidence to support the existence of such a league
576

. Therefore, it 

can be conclude that the Decapolis was not a fixed entity, denoting any political or 

administrative alliance in nature. The purpose of this political statement was to keep the cities 

of the Decapolis out of the hands of neighboring client kings; by emphasizing their 

membership in the Decapolis, the cities declared their affiliation with the province of Syria or 

the Roman Empire (which had only geographical significance)
577

. These cities included Abila, 

Damascus, Dion, Gerasa, Gadara, Hippos, Pella, Philadelphia, Raphana, and Scythopolis
578
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(Fig. 84). Although their number increased with the annexation of other cities, the name of 

the Decapolis remained for a long time
579

 .

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Most cities in the Decapolis region were inhabited during the Bronze Age
580

. In 334 BC, 

Alexander the Great launched an extensive campaign against the Persian king Darius III, 

which ended with the defeat of Darius at Gaugamela in 331 BC. Since then, Syria has been 

administered as a satrapy from Damascus
581

. After Alexander's death, the Ptolemies and 

Seleucids fought for control of the region. As previously stated, part of Syria was under 
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Figure 84. The Map of the Decapolis. 
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Ptolemaic rule, but the Seleucids gradually brought the territory under their control around 

200 BC
582

.  

When the power of the Seleucids declined over the centuries, some cities of the Decapolis 

were seized by different rulers; the Hasmonean leader Alexander Jannaeus conquered Gerasa, 

Abila, Dion, Gadara, Pella, and Scythopolis after defeating Antiochus XII. In 87 BC, the 

Nabatean king Aretas III took control of the region. In 64/63 BC, Pompey invaded the region 

with his troops and incorporated the Decapolis cities into the newly founded province of Syria 

after their liberation from the Hasmoneans, the Nabataeans, and other rulers
583

. From the 

second century AD, they were incorporated into the Roman provinces of Syria, Syria-

Palaestina, and Arabia
584

.  

The archaeological findings of these cities in the Hellenistic period are limited, but extensive 

expansion was established in many places during the Roman Empire, suggesting flourishing 

city centers based on Hellenistic-Roman culture
585

. Archaeological and epigraphic references 

to the worship of Egyptian gods have been discovered in the cities of Gerasa, Gadara, 

Philadelphia, Dion, Scythopolis, and Pella. 
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III.2. Gerasa  

The city of Gerasa (modern-day Jerash) was situated on one of the tributaries of the Zarqa 

River, north of Philadelphia. It was also on the road to the west that led to the coast via Pella 

and Scythopolis. The city's prosperity can be explained by its geographical location for the 

trade-road connections; Gerasa was situated in a rich and relatively water supply
586

, and 

because of its accessible location, it benefited from the caravan trade, especially after the 

decline of the Nabataean trade and Roman control
587

.  

We know very little about Gerasa's early history; the Hellenistic Gerasa grew around an old 

settlement on the so-called "Camp Hill", which was abandoned during the Iron Age
588

. At the 

time of Alexander's Successors, Gerasa initially belonged to the Ptolemies until the Seleucids 

captured it and refounded the city under the name "Antioch on Chrysorhoas" (the Golden 

River)
589

. During the collapse of the Seleucid Empire at the end of the 2nd century BC, 

Gerasa seems to have been under the influence of the local tyrant Theodorus of Philadelphia 

before it was conquered by Alexander Jannaeus after a long siege
590

. In 63 BC, Pompey freed 

Gerasa, which subsequently belonged to the geographical and administrative unit of the 

Decapolis within the province of Syria
591

. Under the emperor Trajan in 106 AD, Gerasa was 

assigned to the province of Arabia
592

.  

III.2.1. Inscriptions of Egyptian gods in Gerasa 

The majority of documents related to Egyptian worship in the Decapolis come mainly from 

Gerasa; two inscriptions prove the veneration of Serapis under the epithet "Zeus Helios 

Megas Serapis".  
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III.2.1.1. The first inscription 

The first inscription, dating from 142-143 AD, was found broken into seven blocks scattered 

across the ancient Gerasa area. Currently, only four of the seven blocks are still visible. The 

inscription states:"For the salvation of Emperors Caesar Titus Aelius Hadrianus Antoninus 

Pius Augusts and his sons, and for the concord and prosperity of the council and people of the 

glorious hometown. The statues of Zeus Helios Megas Serapis, Isis and Neotera of the 

Synnaoi Theoi, Malchus, son of Demetrios, and grandson of Malchus, were consecrated with 

their bases and pedestals as dedications to the glorious hometown, on the 22
nd

 of Xandikos of 

the Year 205, when Malchus was the imperial priest for the first time and continued to do so 

happily, during the tenure of Aemilius Carus, legatus Augusti pro praetore"
593

. 

According to the inscription, the dedicant Malchus donated cult statues of these gods, along 

with crepidoma and bases, indicating a sanctuary or a shrine for the Egyptian gods that 

existed at least since 143 AD
594

. Lichtenberger stated that no specific local expression from 

the Gerasa context explained this inscription. The Alexandrian god Serapis was a supreme 

god who could merge with many other gods, and "Zeus Helios Megas Serapis" was one of his 

most common epithets throughout the Roman Empire. As a result, he excluded the existence 

of a separate sanctuary for the Egyptian gods in Gerasa
595

. On the contrary, Riedl assumed 

that the presence of the two dedications proved that the god Serapis had at least his own 

temple in Gerasa, albeit possibly connected with another sanctuary
596

. Weber emphasized that 

the statuary group mentioned in the inscription represented a cult image, which could indicate 
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the existence of a dedicated temple to Serapis
597

. It is worth noting that Gerasa had two major 

sanctuaries—one dedicated to Olympian Zeus and the other to the goddess Artemis
598

. 

Therefore, it is possible that the Egyptian gods mentioned in the inscription had a particular 

structure or shrine inside the temple of Zeus in Gerasa. 

Since the second century BC, there had been a connection between Serapis and Helios, giving 

the Egyptian-Hellenistic Serapis the attributes of the sun god. Many researchers have 

attempted to demonstrate that the nature of the Serapis-Helios association had its roots in 

ancient Egyptian theology
599

. This assimilation became widespread and attained general 

importance during the Roman period, as evidenced by numerous inscriptions and 

archaeological findings, including bronze and terracotta statuettes, Roman lamps, reliefs, and 

coins
600

. Several decorated lamp scenes from Alexandria depict a bust of Serapis in the front, 

bearded and mustached, with vertical locks of hair forming a fringe. He is dressed in a chiton 

and a himation folded over the left shoulder, and he is wearing the kalathos. On the left is the 

god Helios, in profile, beardless, with curly hair and a radiating head with four rays. He 

embraces Serapis and gives him a kiss on the cheek
601

.  

Some scholars compared this scene to a ritual from the Serapeum of Alexandria, as described 

by Rufinus of Aquileia in his Ecclesiastical History. This text was written shortly after the 

destruction of the temple and the cult statue of Serapis by the Christians, following the edict 
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prohibiting pagan worship in Egypt promulgated by Emperor Theodosius I in 391 AD
602

. 

Rufinus described the visit of the sun‘s rays to Serapis as being celebrated in Alexandria on a 

certain day, before the flooding of the Nile and the beginning of the New Year. The temple of 

the Serapeum was oriented in such a way that at that specific moment of the year, a ray of 

sunlight passing through a small window in the temple‘s façade struck the head of the god, 

who was otherwise still in the dark, and landed on his lips. The god Serapis was then 

"awakened", having united with the Sun. Hani suggested that the meaning of such a rite is 

evident: it represented the revival of the statue and a unio mystica of Serapis with his father 

Helios, or, in terms of Egyptian theology, Osiris with Ra
603

. Furthermore, Tallet proposed that 

this depiction on the terracotta lamps was a Hellenized vision of the union of Osiris and Ra. 

Osiris was represented there in his Greek Alexandrian Serapis form, while Ra came to unite 

with him in the form of Helios
604

. This interpretation was supported by a passage from 

Plutarch's De Iside et Osiride, where Osiris is designated as "the one who hides in the arms of 

Helios"
605

. 

In addition, Serapis was often depicted with attributes associated with Helios; for instance, a 

basalt disc, now preserved in the British Museum (Fig. 85), portrays a bust of Serapis adorned 

with the kalathos on its head. This bust is surrounded by six solar rays above the disc, and a 

seventh solar ray is partially visible, likely hidden behind the kalathos
606

. This process of 

solarization also impacted other deities linked to royal power in Egypt and throughout the 

Roman world, such as Horus and his youthful form Harpocrates
607

, the warrior god of 

Thracian origin Heron
608

, the crocodile Sobek
609

, and the sphinx Tutu
610

. 
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Figure 85. A basalt disc of Serapis-Helios, the British Museum, Inv., No., 1929, 0419.1. 

On the other hand, the association of Zeus-Serapis was still comparatively uncommon during 

the Hellenistic period, but this changed in Roman times
611

. Alexandrian bronze drachms from 

the time of Neron, in which Zeus and Serapis were regarded as the protective gods of the 

emperor, showed a pictorial amalgamation of the two gods. This relationship had already been 

firmly established since the reign of Vespasian
612

. Under the rule of the emperor Trajan and 

even more during the reign of Hadrian, the close association of Zeus Helios Serapis took on a 

definitive form with the appearance of the god "Zeus Helios Megas Serapis"
613

. According to 

Tallet, this epithet seems to have been made in an Alexandrian environment
614

. On the other 

hand, a Latin inscription from Phoinix, in Crete, dated to the reign of Trajan, which presents a 

Latina interpretatio of the god, in the form of the ―Jupiter Sol Optimus Maximus Serapis‖
615

. 

The cult of this deity is well-attested in Alexandria, Canopus, and quickly spread even to the 

Eastern Desert, including Mons Claudianus and Mons Porphyrites
616

. For example, a 

quadrangular block of black basalt dedicated to Zeus Helios Megas Serapis, discovered 

accidentally by Mohamed Elmaghrabi in Souq El-Hadara in Alexandria (ancient Eleusis), was 
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made by Publius Iulius Pius, who was centurio cohortis and Τριήραρχος of a Liburnian 

ship
617

. 

Nevertheless, the cult was not exclusive to the roads of the Eastern Desert but also became 

prevalent in the major cities of the Nile Valley, such as Luxor, Antinopolis, and Akoris, 

where substantial garrisons were stationed
618

. Tallet suggested that this particular form of the 

great god "Zeus Helios Megas Serapis" was elaborated to please the Roman garrison stationed 

in Nikopolis, located between Alexandria and Canopus
619

. Legio XXII Deiotariana was 

stationed there until Hadrian, Legio III Cyrenaica from the time of Augustus to Trajan or 

Hadrian, and Legio II Traiana during Hadrian‘s reign. This could be seen as evidence of an 

official cult that originated at higher levels of the hierarchy and subsequently spread among 

the soldiers. The interaction between these cults wouldn't have been complicated, considering 

that the worship of Zeus and Helios was already prevalent within the army community.  

According to Hornbostel, the first inscription from Gerasa represented the earliest evidence of 

the association of Serapis with Helios among other gods, under the title "Zeus Helios Megas 

Serapis"
620

. However, this association can be found earlier in Egypt
621

. Many other 

inscriptions dedicated to the god "Zeus Helios Megas Serapis" were discovered outside Egypt, 

including in Mytilene, Ankyra, Adada, Rome, Praeneste, Ostia, Portus Ostia, and Leptis 

Magna
622

. This god was often represented, especially in small bronze statuettes, such as the 

one preserved in the British Museum, depicting "Zeus Helios Megas Serapis" enthroned and 

radiating like Helios (Fig. 86)
623

. The raised left hand holds a scepter, and the lowered right 
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hand was originally placed above the dog Kerberos, although the animal is now missing
624

. 

On the other side of the throne, the attribute of Zeus, the eagle with outstretched wings, is 

depicted
625

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 86. A bronze figurine of Zeus Helios Megas Serapis, British Museum, Inv. No., GRA 1772, 

0302.172. 

The identity of Neotera "the younger", mentioned in the inscription of Gerasa, remains a 

matter of speculation. Nonetheless, the epithet "Neotera" seems associated with several deities 

such as Isis, Kore/Persephone, Hathor-Aphrodite, and Nephtys
626

. A stela dating back to 98 

AD, discovered in the enclosure of the great temple of Dendera, is addressed to the goddess 

Aphrodite-Hathor under the epithet "Neotera Thea"
627

. Additionally, a papyrus from 

Oxyrhynchus dating from 213-217 AD mentioned at least one place of worship for Neotera 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
time of Hadrian (Hornbostel, 1973, p. 463, Pl. XCV, fig. 162; Tallet, 2011, p. 238, fig. 2). A red jasper, 

preserved in Cambridge, is decorated with an eagle carrying the bust of Serapis, haloed by the solar rays of 

Helios, and accompanied by the "henotheistic" acclamation EIC ZEUS CAPAPIC (Zeus Serapis). The god is 

designated there as a true pantheistic deity, as the incarnation of the divine power "one and all" (Veymiers, 2003, 

p. 272, fig. 23). 
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and described votive offerings that included the portrait of the imperial family and some 

representations of the goddess
628

. There is also a small gem made of green and red-brown 

jasper (Fig. 87), formerly owned by Henri Seyrig before entering the collections of the 

Cabinet des Médailles de Paris, which associates the goddess called 'Neotera' with Egyptian 

gods. On one side of the gem, Serapis is mentioned as "Great is the name of Lord Serapis", 

accompanied by a lunar crescent, while the other bears the inscription "Great is the fortune of 

Neotera, the invincible", followed by a star, but the real identity of the goddess remains 

unknown
629

. In later testimony, Athanasius of Alexandria (4
th

 century AD) railed against the 

pagans, mentioning "Isis, Kore, and Neotera among the Egyptians, and Aphrodite among 

other people"
630

. Neotera was frequently associated with members of the Isiac family
631

. 

Hence, the inscription from Gerasa was not an isolated example. Furthermore, the epithet 

"Neotera" appeared on some coins of Cleopatra VII, especially in some of her coins minted in 

36 BC in Phoenicia, Cyrenaica, and Chalcis
632

, as well as an inscription from Cyprus
633

. The 

epithet "Neotera" was also found in Egypt related to Cleopatra VII; a papyrus from 

Herakleopolis dated 35 BC showed Cleopatra VII as "Neotera"
634

.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 87. A jasper gem, collections of the Cabinet des Médailles de Paris. 

Abel suggested that "Neotera" could also refer to Faustina, i.e., the wife of Antoninus Pius, 

who died in 140 AD
635

. Although there was no evidence to support the connection between 
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Neotera and Faustina in Gerasa, Riedl pointed out that Abel's assumption was based mainly 

on the date of the temple's dedication, which occurred a few years after the death of 

Faustina
636

. Meanwhile, Moretti proposed that Neotera was an independent goddess who 

represented the interpretatio Graeca of the Egyptian goddess Nephthys, the younger sister of 

Isis
637

, known to accompany Isis in the festivals which commemorated the death of Osiris. 

Riedl mentioned that in the inscription of Gerasa, Serapis was explicitly characterized as a sun 

deity with the Helios epithet. In Egyptian mythology, both Isis and Nephthys were closely 

related to the sun god Ra. Therefore, the consecration of the Gerasene temple to the three 

Egyptian deities could be traced back to the continued existence of this idea
638

. However, 

Nephthys did not belong to the circle of Serapis, and her funerary character in the first place 

did not fit the Malchus inscription
639

. In addition, an inscription from the area of Beirut, Deir 

el-Qal'a, applies to "Neotera-Hera", who, due to the context, was addressed as the daughter of 

the gods Zeus-Baal and Hera-Juno, which could result in an identification of Hathor-

Aphrodite of Byblos
640

. Lichtenberger concluded that the cults of Serapis and Isis arrived in 

Gerasa through the Phoenician coast
641

. 

It is worth noting that the epithet "Neotera" was associated with the goddess Kore in three 

inscriptions from Eleusis, one dating back to the end of the 4th BC, and the others from the 

imperial period
642

. Furthermore, a dedication on a mosaic mentioning "Neotera" decoratesd 

the temple floor in the sanctuary of Demeter and Kore on the northern slope of Acrocorinth, 

dating to the end of the second or the beginning of the third century AD
643

. Therefore, it 

seems likely that the goddess Kore is presented here in the inscription of Gerasa, where a 
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dedication from the second century AD that mentions Kore was discovered (a father and his 

two sons serve as "archibomistai", i.e., responsible for the altars of Apollo and Kore)
644

.  

III.2.1.2. The second inscription 

The second inscription mentioning "Zeus Helios Megas Serapis" is written on a cylindrical 

base found near the east thermal baths in Gerasa and dated to the 2
nd

-3
rd

 centuries AD. The 

inscription reads as follows: "Augas, son of Malchion, set up the statuette for Zeus Helios 

Megas Serapis on the basis of a vow"
645

. 

This inscription and expression bear similarities with an epigraph found in the small 

Sarapieion of Luxor. In that inscription, the dedicant Gaius Julius Antoninus, who served as a 

neokoros (temple attendant) of Serapis, rebuilt the small temple at his own expense and 

consecrated a statue of the god "Zeus Helios Megas Serapis", as a result of a vow
646

. The 

Luxor inscription is dated to the year 10 of Hadrian, January 24, 126 AD, the day of the 

emperor's birthday
647

. Bianchi suggested that based on the sculptures discovered in the 

Temple of Luxor during the excavations of 1950-1951, there was a shrine dedicated to 

Egyptian deities
648

. As in the case of the shrine of Tyche at San Martino ai Monti near Rome, 

which dates to the Antonine period, the principal statue of Tyche inside the shrine was 

accompanied by images of gods, including Serapis
649

. It is plausible that the dedicant of 

Gerasa Augas built a small temple or a shrine for the god ―Zeus Helios Megas Serapis‖, 

although there is no concrete evidence to support this hypothesis. 

Due to the agreement between the two inscriptions concerning the deity in question, one could 

consider a form of cult continuity for Gerasa. However, when examining the differences in 
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motif information, one should also entertain further development: Augas's inscription clearly 

pertains to a statue dedicated to the god. Consequently, the person making the dedication 

would be alluding to a cult of gods that has now been established in Gerasa, to which he 

aligns himself as a devout private citizen. In contrast, with Malchus, the initial focus appears 

to be on the official framework of the cult of the gods, which may have been introduced only 

a short while earlier. Unlike Augas, Malchus does not emphasize the intimate relationship 

between God and the believer; instead, he emphasizes the hometown as the actual beneficiary 

of the monument. 

Another inscription was discovered near the cathedral of Gerasa, dedicated by members of 

Legio III Cyrenaica to the ζεὸο παηξώνο, the "Ancestral god"
650
. Eissfeldt suspected that ζεὸο 

παηξώνο referred to the Arabian god "Theos Arabios", as some inscriptions dedicated to the 

Arabian god were found in
 
the same region

651
. Nevertheless, the identity of the Arabian god 

mentioned in the inscriptions is still a subject of debate
652

. Riedl indicated that the "Ancestral 

god" is more likely to be Zeus-Ammon, the patron god of Legio III Cyrenaica, as the epithet 

παηξώνο has been documented in reference to Zeus-Ammon several times
653

. The cult of 

Zeus-Ammon was established when Provincia Arabia was founded in the new capital of 

Bostra in 106 AD, as the Legio III Cyrenaica was stationed there. It is more likely that the 

members of this legion donated their dedication to Zeus-Ammon in the sanctuary of the 

Arabian god, which may have been located in the cathedral area
654

.  
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III.2.2. The archaeological evidence of Egyptian gods in Gerasa 

III.2.2. 1. Serapis and Serapis-Ammon 

A bronze statuette found in Gerasa represents the god Serapis (Fig. 88a-b). The god is 

depicted sitting upright, with his gaze directed slightly to the right. The right arm is lowered, 

and its function is not clear, while the left arm is raised, holding a scepter, but it is now 

missing. The right foot is advanced, and the left is drawn back. Both feet rest on a box-like 

footstool. The god wears a short-sleeved chiton and a wide cloak that wraps around the thighs 

in front and diagonally across the back, extending to the left shoulder in the back. He is 

depicted with a full beard and long hair curls, reaching down from the crown of hair to the 

shoulders. He wears the kalathos, but its precise shape can no longer be recognizable. The 

figurine seems to follow the well-known type of Serapis sitting on the throne. The position of 

the right hand- now lost- remembers the attitude of other similar statuettes, where the god is 

depicted while touching the head of the dog Kerberos, maybe here lost as well as the throne 

on which Serapis was sitting on
655

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 88a-b. a. A bronze statuette of Serapis, Gerasa, the Department of Antiquities of Jordan, Amman, 

Inv. No. G.139, H. 9.3 cm, W. 4cm. b. drwaing by Abd El-Halim. 
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Another depiction of Serapis in Gerasa can be observed in a terracotta medallion (Fig. 89). 

This medallion portrays the bearded bust of Serapis, adorned with the kalathos. A tightly 

gathered cloak drapes over the left shoulder, revealing the V-shaped folds of a tunic below the 

neck. At shoulder height, two suspension or attachment holes are prominently featured
656

. It is 

worth noting that circular terracotta plaques depicting Serapis were notably found in Egypt 

during the Roman period. For example, an early Imperial tondo in Hamburg is a remarkable 

example
657

. Additionally, two terracotta medallions with the bust of Serapis originated in 

Alexandria
658

. The bust displays the characteristic raised left shoulder and lowered right 

shoulder, supported by the globe of the world. Serapis is depicted wearing a kalathos. In 

addition to these, there is a round, golden pendant with the same motif from Egypt, which is 

currently preserved in Baltimore
659

. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 89. A terracotta medallion of Serapis, Gerasa, Jordan Archaeological Museum, Inv. No. 

2364/38.1813. 

Moreover, two objects attesting to the god Serapis associated with Ammon come from 

Gerasa. The first object is a small limestone head found in a pottery storeroom (Fig. 90); 

despite its bad condition, the subject can be easily identified as Serapis-Zeus-Ammon. The 

head had a relatively straight break in the base of the neck, except for the chin area to the 

lower lip. Unfortunately, the entire face, including the skullcap, was destroyed
660

. However, 
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traces of hair design can still be seen on the beard and the back of the head; the individual 

curls are clearly separated, and the strands are divided by incised lines. The upper lip was 

covered by a mustache, and the beard was split into two strands. While the beard shape is 

characteristic of Serapis depictions, the twisted ram's horn reproduced in the temple area 

represented an iconographic reference to the god Ammon
661

. The presence of a round recess 

at the top of the head suggests that it was likely used to attach a kalathos made of a different 

material, commonly observed in Serapis depictions. The dating of the head remains uncertain, 

but researchers believe the piece dates from the 2
nd

 century AD to the early 3
rd

 century AD, a 

time in which many repetitions of the classic Ammon portrait can be dated
662

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 90. A limestone head of Serapis-Zeus-Ammon, Gerasa, the Department of Antiquities,  Inv. No. 

Magazin im Artemision, 1990, H 9.7 cm. 

The second object is a lamp decorated with an image of a bust of Serapis-Ammon, found in 

pottery debris in Gerasa (Fig. 91a-b). The central disc of the lamp is decorated with an animal 

standing facing to the left and flanked by a palm branch. Above the animal, a bust of Serapis-

Ammon is depicted, recognizable by his kalathos and the ram's horns on his temples. The 

god's face, also facing to the left, is shown in complete profile, while the shoulders appear to 

be in a three-quarter view. The head and kalathos protrude beyond the edge of the disc onto 
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the shoulder of the lamp
663

. Vaelske suggested that the depicted animal on the lamp is more 

likely a billy goat than a ram due to the shape of the horns. He added that the lamp was a local 

object made in a workshop in Gerasa, and the craftsmen and clients most likely wanted a 

representation based directly on the Alexandrian type, but for some inexplicable reason, 

perhaps they did not have an artistic model of a ram
664

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 91 a-b. a. A terracotta lamp of Serapis-Ammon, Gerasa, Jordan Archaeological Museum, Amman 

(formerly Jerusalem, Rockefeller Archaeological Museum 38.1769). b. Drawing by Abd El-Halim. 

This decoration was unusual, and no direct parallel showing 

a profile view of the Serapis-Ammon bust can be found on 

the lamps. The god Serapis‘s association with the ram (the 

animal sacred to Ammon) was well attested on the 

Alexandrian coin issues between the 20
th

 year of Hadrian 

and the 24
th

 year of Antoninus Pius, where a bust of the god 

is represented over the animal (Fig. 92). Therefore, it seems 

very probable that the strange relief on the lamp of Gerasa 

was inspired by the Alexandrian coins
665

.  

Figure 92. Alexandrian coin of Antoninus Pius, Hornbostel, 1973, p. 300, fig. 313. 
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Serapis had been associated with Ammon and Zeus since the Hellenistic period
666

. Herodotus 

mentioned that Ammon was the Egyptian name for Zeus
667

. Accordingly, it was normal to 

associate Zeus-Serapis with Ammon. In a hymn to Anubis from cius in Bithynia, Asia Minor, 

Zeus, Ammon, Osiris, and Serapis were all identified as the same god
668

. As already 

mentioned, Zeus-Ammon was the tutelary god of the Legio III Cyrenaica, which was 

stationed in Bostra and established a sanctuary of Zeus-Ammon in the city, as attested by 

numerous documents
669

. The cult of Serapis also found its way into the region through the 

members of the legion, as shown by private letters from a soldier to his parents at home in 

Egypt, in which his close relationship with Serapis is expressed. The first letter, he sent from 

Petra to his father in Karanis on March 26, 107, reads: “Serapis has so far guided the scribe 

Iulius Apollinarius safely and protected him from hardship”
670

. The second letter, sent from 

Bostra to his mother on February 19/20, 108, states: “Thanks to Serapis and Agathe Tyche, I 

have been spared the hard work of breaking stones”
671

. 

Additionally, among the coins minted locally by the city of Bostra, five issues feature reverse 

images depicting Serapis-Zeus-Ammon; four date from the reign of Traianus Decius. Another 

emission from Bostra under Elagabalus showed on the reverse that the god was standing 

inside a temple with a podium, his face turned to the left, wearing the kalathos, and dressed in 

a short chiton and himation, holding a phiale in his right hand and a long scepter in the left. A 

small animal, possibly a small ram, was depicted to the left of his feet
672

. He also appeared as 

a bust on the reverse of a coin of Philip Arab, on which the draped and cuirassed god, wearing 
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the kalathos and girded with the ribbon, appeared with the ram's horn on his temple
673

. 

Kindler stated in his study of the Bostra coinage that the god on the coins of Bostra should be 

understood as the emblem of the Legio III Cyrenaica
674

. 

The armies were a powerful vehicle for the spread of the Egyptian gods in the Levant, as the 

legions of the East had been stationed in Egypt. A Greek inscription from Phaena, on the road 

from Bostra to Damascus, documents that a statue of Isis was consecrated by a centurion of 

the XVI legion Flavia Firma, during the voyage of Marcus Aurelius and his colleague during 

the Mesopotamian campaign of 165/166. She had no particular connection with war or 

victory; she is honored here for beneficially patronizing all areas
675

. Isis had indeed become, 

in the middle of the second century, one of the principal deities presiding over the fate of the 

Empire and her cult, celebrated with magnificence by the emperors, had been adopted by 

imperial legates and army officers. 

III.2.2.2. Female (Egyptian) goddess 

A marble statue larger than life-size found in Gerasa is now preserved in front of the 

Archaeological Museum of the University of Jordan, Amman (Fig. 93). It represents a 

standing female figure wearing a peplos and a himation wrapped tightly around the body. Part 

of the cloak is pulled over the head as a veil; underneath is a Stephane. Despite the severe 

damage to the face, it is clear that it is not a portrait but rather an idealized representation. The 

hair is parted in the middle and pulled backward in curly strands, and the twisted curls fall 

onto the shoulders. Weber reconstructed two breakpoints above the forehead, forming small 

horns, which make a designation as Selene, and another breakpoint at the top of the head as a 

remnant of a kalathos. He then concluded that the statue depicted the goddess Isis-Selene
676

. 

However, the himation pulled over the figure's head, and the stephane is a typical feature that 

characterizes Demeter
677

, so Reidl suggested that the figure represented Isis-Demeter
678

. 
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Figure 93. A marble statue from Gerasa, the Archaeological Museum of the University of Jordan, 

Amman, Inv. No. 967. 

We have to point out that Selene is usually characterized by a crescent moon; however, the 

small horns were more often an iconographic feature of Isis identified with Io
679

, daughter of 

Inachus and priestess of Hera in Argos
680

. The relationship between Io and Isis is expressed in 

iconography; for instance, two paintings from Pompeii, one adorning the Ekklesiasterion of 

Iseum and the other the House of the Duke of Aumale, illustrate the reception of Io by Isis at 

Canopus
681

. This scene evokes a passage from the Oxyrhynchus papyrus 1380 specifying that 

in Canopus, "at Meniouis, Isis is seated in front of Io"
682

.  
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Figure 94.A marble head of Isis-Io, Louvre Museum, Inv. No., MA 223. 

Figure 95.A marble head of Isis-Io, Kunsthistorisches Museum, I 625. 

After that, Isis ends up being assimilated with Io; other representations of her include a 

marble head from the 2
nd

 century AD (Fig. 94), showing the goddess provided with Libyan 

curls, small horns, and a diadem adorned with an uraeus between a lunar crescent, which 

clearly conveys the assimilation between Isis and Io
683

. Another small marble head from 

Patras associates the same horns with the remains of a kalathos, a lunar crescent, and a 

diadem
684

. There is also a marble head from Aquileia (Fig. 95); she wears a veil surmounted 

by kalathos with the crescent moon and horns emerging from the forehead
685

. Hermann 

identified these marble heads as the goddess Demeter-Hera-Isis-Selene
686

. The lack of 

attributes in the statue of Gerasa prevents it from being clearly identified, even if it is assigned 

to the Egyptian art center in Alexandria. Perhaps the figure is reconstituting the identification 

noted by Diodorus between Isis-Io, Demeter, Selene, and Hera
687

.  

 

 

                                                           
683

Tran Tam Tinh, LIMC V, 1990, s.v. Isis, p. 782, no. 268; Herrmann, 1999, pp.79-80, 94, fig. 30. 
684

 Herrmann, 1999, pp.75, 113, no. 4, fig. 4. 
685

 Herrmann, 1999, pp. 68, 113, no. 3, fig. 3. 
686

 Herrmann, 1999, pp. 94, 113. 
687

 For the same goddess is called by some Isis, by others Demeter, by others Thesmophorus, by others Selene, 

and by others Hera, while still others apply to her all these names. Diodorus, 1.25.1; Veymiers, 2011, p.112. 



 

161 
 

III.2.2.3. Isis-Tyche 

In Gerasa, a tomb from the end of the 2
nd

 century AD yielded a remarkable terracotta figurine 

of Isis adorned with attributes associated with the goddess Tyche (Fig. 96). The figurine 

stands on a hexagonal base and is clad in a long tunic and cloak tightly fastened between her 

breasts. The presence of the kalathos, the knot between the breasts, and the inclusion of 

Tyche's characteristics, such as the cornucopia—a significant emblem symbolizing her role as 

a goddess of fortune—and the rudder, identify the female figure as the goddess Isis-Tyche
688

. 

Notably, this figurine offers an example of Isis depicted solely wearing the kalathos. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 96. A terracotta statuette of Isis-Tyche, Gerasa, Jordan Archaeological Museum, Amman, Inv. No., 

J. 15506. 

Lichtenberger suggests that the statuette is more aligned with the concept of a personal Tyche 

than with the general tutelary goddess of the city. It emphasizes an individualized aspect of 
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Tyche's influence
689

. Furthermore, Riedl noted that the terracotta figurine not only signifies 

the worship of the goddess in the private sphere but also reflects the belief in Isis as the 

protector of the deceased. The presence of this figurine suggests the hope placed in Isis's 

divine protection to ensure a blissful existence in the afterlife
690

.  

III.2.2.4. Egyptian god-children: Harpocrates or Khonsu 

Harpocrates is also depicted in two examples found in Gerasa. The first object is a bronze 

statuette representing the god in Egyptian style (Fig. 97). The figurine is depicted seated and 

naked with his left arm resting beside his body, while the right hand is raised with the index 

finger touching his mouth. The statuette prominently displays the childhood lock of hair on 

the right side, adorned with the hem-hem crown, and a cobra uraeus stands on the forehead
691

. 

The hemhem consists of three bundles of reeds, each surmounted by a sun disc, erected on the 

twisted horns of a ram and flanked on either side by an 

ostrich feather and a uraeus
692

. According to its features, this 

statuette can be dated to the Late Egyptian Dynasties as well 

as the Hellenistic Period. It is possible that it was brought to 

Palestine or Transjordan during the Greco-Roman period. It 

is noteworthy to mention that the identification of this 

statuette with Harpocrates is uncertain, as the child-god 

Khonsu, the moon deity and one of the most important gods 

of the Egyptian city of Heracleion, bears the same crown and 

attitude. Therefore, the statuette could potentially represent 

either Harpocrates or Khonsu
693

.  

Figure 97. A bronze statuette of Harpocrates or Khonsu, Gerasa. 
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Khonsu was often depicted as a young man or child wearing a crown with a crescent moon 

and a full moon disk. He was associated with fertility, growth, and the rejuvenating power of 

the moon's cycles. The worship of Khonsu was particularly prominent during the New 

Kingdom period, and he had several temples dedicated to him, including the notable Khonsu 

temple within the precincts of the Karnak Temple complex in Thebes
694

. In addition to his 

lunar associations, Khonsu was also believed to have the ability to ward off evil spirits, cure 

diseases, and ensure the well-being of individuals. He was frequently invoked in prayers and 

rituals for healing and protection. 

The second object referring to a child-god is a terracotta lamp with no certain provenance. 

The piece appeared recently in the market of antiquities in the Barakat Gallery (Fig. 98); 

according to the present owner, the lamp is said to come from Gerasa, although there is no 

proof of it. The terracotta represents a young god, who could be identified with Harpocrates. 

He is depicted naked, his arms beside his body, wearing bracelets at the ankles, and his head 

adorned with the double crown
695

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 98. An oil lamp of Harpocrates, Gerasa, Barakat Gallery, L0249, H. 20. 3 cm. 
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There are very few Isiac lamps; only two examples are in terracotta, which incidentally do not 

concern Harpocrates but Osiris. The first example is from Alexandria and is preserved in the 

Greco-Roman Museum of Alexandria. Gallo mentioned that the lamp most likely comes from 

the excavations carried out by H. Riad in Tabiet Saleh-Gabbari, but the exact context of its 

discovery is unknown, and probably dates to the 2
nd

- 3
rd

 AD
696

. The second lamp is from the 

Athenian Agora and is firstly considered the goddess Isis (Fig. 99)
697

, but according to some 

examples of Osiris with the same headdress and the bandages that cover his body, Gallo 

mentioned that the lamp is depicted Osiris and not Isis
698

. The figure is crowned with a three-

part crown, and the hair is falling on the forehead and shoulders. The body is entirely wrapped 

in stylized bandages except for the head and feet, dating to the 4
th

 century AD.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 99. An oil lamp of Osiris, the Athenian Agora.  

Figure 100. An oil lamp of Osiris-Attis, Fitzwilliam Museum. 

Figure 101. An oil lamp of Osiris, the Museum of Hatay. 
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These lamps are hardly more numerous in bronze, representing the god Osiris in mummiform. 

For instance, a bronze lamp was discovered during the excavation in Luni, Liguria, near the 

Amphitheater in 1882 and kept in the Museo Archeologico Civico, La Spezia; Osiris is 

depicted wearing the nemes
699

. Gallo suggested that these lamps were used in the ceremony of 

searching Isis for her husband Osiris in the darkness of the night and discovering his corpse, 

"Inventio Osiridis"
700

. Another bronze lamp in the form of Osiris-Attis (Fig. 100), preserved 

in the Fitzwilliam Museum, probably from Egypt, dates to the 2
nd

 century AD; the lamp is in 

the form of a youth enveloped in mummy bandages, wearing an eagle headdress, and 

encircled by a serpent
701

. A bronze mummiform lamp of Osiris was discovered in Antioch 

(Fig. 101) and preserved in the Museum of Hatay, Turkey. He is entirely wrapped in a 

funerary bandage that only leaves his face uncovered. The head is enclosed in a hood. An 

elongated and very thin snake winds about the figurine, and its head protrudes on the top of 

the hood
702

. As in Gerasa, we can notice the similarities between these lamps: the figure forms 

the lamp's body, the handle is the head, the hole for topping up the oil is on the stomach, and 

the burning hole is under the feet.  
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III.3. Gadara  

The ancient city of Gadara is located in Umm Qais, on the eastern edge of the fertile Ard el-

Ala plateau
703

. Due to its strategically favorable location, Gadara was of great military 

importance in the power struggle between Alexander's successors. Presumably, it was the 

Ptolemies who, in the early 3
rd

 century BC—established a garrison on the later Acropolis hill. 

In 198 BC, the Seleucids could finally take Gadara into their possession, soon after the 

conquest
704

. After a century of Seleucid domination, the Hasmonean leader Alexander 

Jannaeus managed to take the city after a long siege. Pompey freed Gadara, incorporated it 

into the province of Syria in 64/63 BC, and rebuilt the city because his freedman Demetrius 

came from Gadara. The inhabitants of Gadara celebrated the liberation of their city through 

the introduction of the Pompeian era: the year 64/63 BC was referred to as "Year 1 of Rome" 

on city coins
705

. From 30-4 BC, Gadara belonged to the kingdom of Herod, and this met with 

resistance from the residents of Gadara, but it was only after Herod's death that Gadara was 

re-annexed to the province of Syria. 

III.3.1. The god Serapis 

A white marble head of Serapis was found in Gadara (Fig. 102a-b), to which stucco was 

added to the back of the head, possibly an Alexandrian work from the late Antonine or early 

Severan period. The face is framed by rich hair and a full beard, and the hair is worked in two 

sections: nine single or double-curved curls around the face at the front, and five curls stand 

out above the forehead; the second row of loops that cannot be differentiated in number; the 

beard is divided from the middle. The head was not intended to be seen in a round shape; the 

back is worked off flat, like a mask, and jointed at an angle with a pointed iron
706

. Weber 

convincingly interpreted the marble head as an Alexandrian work of the 2
nd

 century AD; he 
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assumed that the head belonged to the group of the so-called "travel god images", documented 

by numerous monuments, which have been made in the area of the Serapeum of Alexandria 

since Hellenistic times and sold to pilgrims; they were widely used as portable devotional 

objects
707

. However, the size of the head and the heavyweight are incompatible with this 

opinion. Serapis was widespread not only in the Jordanian area but also throughout the entire 

Syro-Phoenician region.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 102a-b. a. A white marble head of Serapis from Gadara, Jordan Archaeological Museum Amman, 

Inv. No. J. 9529, H. 31 cm. b. Drawing by Abd El-Halim. 

Another bronze statuette from Gadara represents Serapis sitting on the throne (Fig. 103). He 

wears a long, short-sleeved chiton with a himation that runs across the back and hangs down 

on the left shoulder. The right arm is slightly raised, but now missing; it possibly held a a 

patera and is not lowered to the Kerberos dog, whereas the left hand is raised, holding a 

scepter. The hairstyle is shown in detail, including the forehead fringes and the corkscrew 

curls of the chin beard; he wears the kalathos on his head
708

. The position of the legs and the 

folds' direction are entirely different. In the statues of the enthroned Serapis, the right leg is 

consistently presented as a response to the raised left arm, but here it is withdrawn. The 

movement of the legs and the folds of the garments are very similar to the statue of Jupiter 
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Capitolinus in the Munich Collection of Antiquities (Fig. 104)
709

and the statue of Serapis in 

Seleucia Pieria (Fig.12). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 103.A bronze statuette of Serapis, Gadara. 

Figure 104.A bronze of Jupiter Capitolinus, the Munich Collection of Antiquities. 

 

However, the iconography of Serapis seated on the throne, dressed in chiton and cloak, with 

his right hand on Kerberos' head and his left hand holding a scepter, was well-established in 

the Levant. For example, a bronze statuette of Serapis is kept in the National Museum of 

Damascus (Fig. 105), which probably comes from southern Syria, and represents the same 

type
710

, as well as the example from Gerasa (Fig. 88). Another parallel can be found in a 

marble statuette of Serapis enthroned from Khirbet Ramadan in Syria, now preserved in the 

National Museum of Damascus (Fig. 106)
711

. It is probable that these bronze figurines, 

distributed throughout the empire, were imported from Egypt, considering the discovery of 

numerous similar examples
712

. 
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 Vaelske, 2011, p.261, Abb. d-16. 
710

 Abdul-Hak,1951, pp. 157- 158, no. 6; Kater- Sibbes, 1973, p. 79, no. 450; Weber, 2009, p. 128, pl. 3B. 
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Abdul-Hak , 1951, p. 68, no. 6, pl. XXXVI, 1; Hornbostel, 1973, p. 278, Abb. 279; Kater- Sibbes, 1973, p.78, 

no. 445. 
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 Weber, 2009, p. 128. 
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Figure 105. A bronze statuette of Serapis, the National Museum of Damascus. 

Figure 106. A figurine of Serapis, Khirbet Ramadan, The National Museum of Damascus, Inv. No., 2504/ 

5066. 

The huge number of bronzes and little statues representing Serapis sitting on the throne
713

 

were considered  miniature copies of the Alexandrian original cult statue of Serapis kept in 

the Serapeum of Alexandria, sculpted by the famous Carian artist Bryaxis
714

. Ancient and 

early Christian written evidence informs us in detail about the colored appearance of this 

statue. Rufinus states that at the end of the Serapeum, there was a statue of Serapis, a colossal 

one, made of various kinds of wood and metal
715

. Above his head, the god wore the kalathos, 

the symbol of agricultural fertility. He was sitting on a throne and holding the scepter in his 

left hand while the right hand touched the three-headed dog Kerberos sitting next to him
716

.  

Isis is shown nursing Harpocrates in a gem from the first century AD that was found in 

Gadara
717

. Additionally, two gems exclusively featuring Harpocrates were discovered in 
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 Hornbostel, 1973, figs. 5, 6, 11, 18, 19, 21, 23–26, 59, 124, 127, 128, 146, 274; Clerc, Leclant, LIMC VII, 

1994, s.v. Serapis, p. 689. 
714

 Hornbostel, 1973, p. 59, 83, fn.5, 84-85. 
715

 Rufinus, Historia Ecclesiastica, XI, 23; Empereur, 1998, p. 92. 
716

 Clerc, Leclant, LIMC VII, 1994, s. v. Serapis, p. 689. 
717

 Henig, Whiting, 1984, p. 24, no. 219. In the Tosefta, the following passage is encountered: "If someone 

discovers a ring (gem) bearing the images of the Sun, the Moon, and the Serpent, they should cast it into the 

Dead Sea (i.e., destroy it), as well as the representation of the breastfeeding woman and that of Serapis". 

According to Lieberman, the depiction of the breastfeeding woman refers to Isis nursing her son Horus-
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Gadara
718

, as well as a statue of the child-god within the city, found in a late antique water 

pool in the baths of Heracleides
719

. However, we cannot deduce from these findings the 

establishment of a civic cult dedicated to Isis and Harpocrates in the city of Gadara. 

Friedheim mentioned that, unlike numismatics, where the presence of a god's image on 

ancient coins can provide stronger evidence, the existence of a gem portraying a deity within 

an ancient city does not definitively prove the existence of a civic cult venerating this 

particular deity. This is mainly because it's nearly impossible to ascertain the exact origin of 

such a gem
720

.These gems can offer insights into the potential existence of a private cult only 

if depictions of pagan figures are recurrent or if we can corroborate the religious symbolism 

conveyed by the gems through other archaeological or literary sources
721

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Harpocrates. The subsequent presence of Serapis alongside the nursing woman further strengthens this 

interpretation. This is because the pairing of Isis and Serapis was widely prevalent across the Mediterranean 

region during the Imperial period, particularly in the 2
nd

 century. Tosefta 'Abodah Zarah, 5 (6) 1; Lieberman, 

1962, pp.136- 138; Friedheim, 2006, pp. 199-208. 
718

 Henig, Whiting, 1984, p. 24, nos. 217-218. 
719

 Weber, 1991, p. 231, pl. III, 2. 
720

 Friedheim, 2006, p. 206. 
721 Friedheim, 2006, pp. 206-207. 
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II.4. Philadelphia 

After the death of Alexander the Great, Philadelphia (modern-day Amman) fell under the 

control of Ptolemy I. According to Stephanus of Byzantium, the city name Philadelphia can 

be traced back to Ptolemy II (283-246 BC), who was nicknamed Philadelphus
722

. During the 

Fourth Syrian War, the Seleucid Antiochus III conquered Philadelphia and installed a garrison 

in 217 BC. However, after the defeat of the Seleucid at Raphia in the same year, Philadelphia 

came under Ptolemaic rule again
723

.  

At the end of the Fifth Syrian War in 200 BC, the Seleucids regained control of Ptolemaic 

Syria; it is unknown whether the Seleucids or their allies, the Nabataeans, ruled over 

Philadelphia
724

. In any case, Hyrcanus the Tobiad succeeded in conquering the region around 

Iraq al-Amir in Philadelphia as early as 187 BC, which he ruled until his suicide in 175 BC. 

After that, Philadelphia was probably controlled by the Nabataeans, who had ruled as client 

rulers from the early Seleucid period until the Roman conquest
725

. In 134 and 96 BC, Zeno 

Kotylas and his son Theodorus ruled over the city
726

. Whether Philadelphia continued to be 

controlled by the Nabataeans or, from 63 BC, by the Romans in the province of Syria is 

disputed in research
727

. 

III.4.1. Three reliefs with Egyptian gods in Amman 

Three significant basalt monoliths adorned with relief figures were unearthed on the citadel 

hill of Amman (Figs. 107-109). The original ensemble likely consisted of four reliefs, 

although the fourth has regrettably been lost over time. Presently, these three remarkable 

reliefs are housed in the Jordan Archaeological Museum, Amman
728

. The first of these reliefs 
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 Stephanus of Byzantium, Ethnica s.v. Philadelphia. Furthermore, Stephanos mentions two cities named 

Arsinoe in the southern Levant. The specific location of one of these Arsinoe cities mentioned by Stephanos 

remains unknown, and Cohen raises doubts about the existence of two Arsinoes in Coele-Syria. Additionally, 

Ptolemy II renamed Damascus Arsinoe, and Stephanos notes that Pella was also given the name Berenike. 

Cohen, 2006, pp. 102-103, 265. 
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 MacAdam, 1992, pp. 27-45. 
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 MacAdam, 1992, p. 30; Schmid, 2008, p. 356. 
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 MacAdam, 1992, pp. 30-32. 
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 MacAdam, 1992, pp.31-33. 
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 During Italian excavations in the 1930s, two relief basalt blocks were found on the citadel hill of Amman 

(Jebel el-Qal'a). Since their discovery, these blocks initially adorned the stair stringers at the entrance to the 
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portrays a deity bearing attributes reminiscent of Osiris. This divine figure is depicted in a 

mummified form (Fig. 107), adorned with the distinctive Atef crown, featuring a prominent 

uraeus on its front, and a wide pectoral extending up to the shoulders. The deity's arms are 

gracefully crossed over the chest, while the face and feet are oriented to the left, with the body 

displayed in a frontal view
729

. This deity is most likely to be identified as Osiris
730

, as similar 

representations are known from Egypt during the Roman Period
731

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 107. A basalt monolith with a relief of an Egyptian deity, the citadel hill of Amman, Inv. No. 19602. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Italian Mission building before being returned to the citadel in 2004 as part of renovation work. They have been 

installed there in front of the Archaeological Museum ever since. These two reliefs include another, similar 

block, which was also discovered on the castle hill a few years ago. None of the sites indicate an original context 

of use; the first two objects were found in the area of the so-called agora, and the third was built into the 

Umayyad palace. Atiat, 2003, pp.117-122. 
729

 It is height 108 cm, width 56 cm. The figure, with the contour drilled except for the feet and the crown, stands 

with closed legs facing to the right, while the body is depicted in a frontal view. One can observe a network of 

diagonal, intersecting channels that were used to adorn the figure. The chest is adorned with a pectoral consisting 

of four rows of teardrop-shaped pendants. Based on the outline, it appears that the arms were bent and positioned 

in front of the chest; however, the exact course of the limbs is only faintly visible. On the head, whose internal 

structure is no longer discernible, there is a sun disk framed by horns or snakes. This crown extends into the 

upper profile. Furthermore, the headdress consists of two elongated elements that protrude beyond the contour in 

front of the forehead and behind the head. Atiat 2003, p.121, fig. 5b. 
730

 Meza, 2000, pp.209-210, fig.18; Meza, 2005, pp.104-105, Pl.35.  
731

 Clerc, Leclant, LIMC 7, 1994, s. v. Osiris, pp. 107-116; Gallo, 1998. 
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The second relief depicts a female deity may be represent the goddess Isis (Fig. 108), her 

head and feet facing to the right, while the body is represented frontally; she wears a long, 

fringed dress and a waistband
732

. It adorns her wrist, upper arm, and ankles with bracelets; she 

wears a wide embroidered pectoral; part of the Egyptian-style wig falls behind the back; and 

on her right shoulder from the front, her right hand extends beside her body, while she holds 

in her left hand a scepter which ends with the lotus flower; above it, there are traces of the 

long tail feathers and claws of a bird; it is probably the falcon god Horus
733

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 108. A basalt monolith with a relief of an Egyptian deity, the citadel hill of Amman. 
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 It has a height of 102 cm, a width of 50 cm, and a thickness of 49 cm. Most of the head is missing, the face is 

worn, and the right arm is missing, but it is restored. While the torso is almost frontal to the viewer, the profile 

position of the head is visible. The legs are also turned almost into a profile. As far as can be discerned, the head 

was covered by a hair cap or wig, the ends of which fell on the back or on the front of the chest. The person 

wears an ankle-length robe that ends in a wide hem at the bottom and only covers the stomach at the top, leaving 

the chest bare. However, it is adorned with a multi-row pectoral. Just above the horizontal wrap of the robe, a 

female breast is visible. The figure holds a scepter in the left, which rests at the bottom and is decorated with 

figures at the upper end. Since the right arm is largely lost, the reconstructed course of it can only be 

hypothetical, but it certainly hung down to the side. In addition to the pectoral, decorative rings can be seen 

around the left upper arm, the left wrist, and both ankles. Atiat, 2003, pp.117-118, figs. 3-4. 
733

 Meza, 2000, p.211, fig.20. During the excavation of the department of Antiquities of Jordan between 1957-

1959, more than 37 Egyptian scarabs and 6 Cylinder seals were unearthed in two cave tombs on the citadel hill, 

dating to the Bronze Age. Atiat, 2003, p. 120. 
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The third relief represents a figure in a human body with an animal head (Fig. 109); the figure 

is depicted in a profile position, turned to the right
734

. He wears a wide embroidered pectoral, 

a tunic knotted at the bottom of the chest, and holds a scepter in his right hand. On the top of 

the scepter is a crouching figure that could be Harpocrates. Parallel to this, there are numerous 

depictions of striding figures of Isis or Isis-Aphrodite, who carry a lotus flower in their hand, 

upon which Harpocrates is squatting
735

. In the Cairo Museum, there is a colossal relief that 

displays, in addition to the better-known male figure, a female goddess who also holds a 

flower with the Horus child
736

.  

The figure wears a crown consisting of the sun disc between two large horns; Meza suggested 

that this figure represents the god Ammon, as he interprets the figure depicted on the scepter 

as the baboon, and the sun disc refers to the god's solar nature
737

. However, the baboon is a 

sacred animal to the god Thot. Atiat thinks that this figure representing a female goddess with 

a cow's head and female breasts, similar to those of the Isis relief, is to be identified with the 

goddess Hathor
738

. 
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 Inv. no., 19603, it is height 116 cm, width 40 -43 cm. The block has sloping sides, while the front and back 

are vertical. The sides are adorned at the top with a profile consisting of a cavetto and a bead, followed by a final 

strip. The entire front features a figure walking to the left with the right foot in front, and the contour of this 

figure has been partially traced with a drill. Due to damage, the relief depths can no longer be discerned, but the 

highest remaining point protrudes about 10cm from the relief base. Both the head and the body, along with the 

legs, are depicted in a side view. The right hand is raised forward with a vertical surface, while the left hand 
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round pendants. The non-anthropomorphic head wears a crown composed of a sun disk framed by horns or 

snakes, and this is further embellished: another spherical or egg-shaped element is recessed within a frame. Atiat, 

2003, p.120, fig.5a. 
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 Williams, 1979, pl. X; Jentel, 1984, no. 85, II.1, p. 158 et II.2, pl.162; Tran Tam Tinh, LIMC V, 1990, s.v. 

Isis, no. 249, V.1, pp. 779-780, V.2, pp. 516-517. 
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 Inv. No. JE27572. 
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 Meza, 2000, pp. 210- 211, fig. 19. 
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 Atiat, 2003, p.120. 
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Figure 109. A basalt monolith with a relief of an Egyptian deity, the citadel hill of Amman, Inv. No., 

19603. 

Indeed, the goddess Hathor is relatively uncommon in late period individual reliefs, 

particularly outside of Egypt. Nevertheless, there are instances where she makes appearances, 

such as on an imperial-period stele with a Greek inscription found in Middle Egypt. In this 

stele, the deceased is represented dressed in a long dress, between Anubis with the head of a 

jackal and Hathor with the head of a cow, who escort him in front of Osiris on the left in his 

traditional posture
739

. Moreover, the representation of Harpocrates on Hathor's scepter may 

symbolize the goddess's unique role in motherhood and her nurturing nature. It's important to 

note that Hathor, rather than Isis, holds the title of the primary mother goddess of Egypt. She 

is portrayed as nursing the king, bestowing upon him strength, guiding the departed into the 

afterlife, and even being described as the mother of Horus
740

. Her name, "House of Horus", 

attests to this connection
741

. During the late period, the convergence of Isis and Hathor is 

evident in their shared attributes related to fertility and regenerative powers, particularly 

within the Greek goddess Aphrodite
742

. 
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 Bernand, 1992, no. 94, pl. 55. 
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 Bleeker, 1973, pp. 42-45. 
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 Bleeker, 1973, pp. 24-25., 46-48., 62-64. 
742 Bleeker, 1973, pp. 38-42. 
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It's significant to point out that the three reliefs have much in common: the basalt material, the 

style of carving, the dress, and the iconography of the Egyptian cult figures Hathor, Horus, 

Isis, and Osiris. Atiat concluded that the date of all three reliefs might be in the Ptolemaic 

period, so she proposed the existence of a cult addressed to the goddess Isis/Hathor at the 

citadel hill, where these monumental relief figures must originate from a temple on the site, 

probably near where they were found on the site of the later Ummayad palace
743

. 

 It should be noted that only the figure of Isis is depicted facing left (Fig. 108), while Osiris 

(Fig. 107) and Hathor (Fig. 109) face in the opposite direction. Assuming that these reliefs 

were oriented towards a central figure, it would be expected to have a fourth relief on the side 

of Isis. This fourth relief likely represented an Egyptian male figure, considering the available 

range of types. Among the prominent gods in Greco-Roman Egypt, potential candidates 

would include Serapis, Ammon, Anubis, and Harpocrates. Anubis, who was also widely 

popular in Egyptian artistic compositions, whether alone or in a group, could also be a viable 

option
744

. The question arises about the possible location of this series of relief blocks. 

According to their size, it is more likely that they were intended for an outdoor setting rather 

than being placed in a confined space of an underground or covered structure. One possibility 

is that they might have been arranged in front of an architectural façade, perhaps to adorn a 

forecourt or an ascending flight of stairs. 
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III.4.2. The child-god Harpocrates 

A bronze statuette of Harpocrates was also discovered in Amman (Fig. 110), in which he is 

depicted standing with his weight on his right leg. He is represented naked except for a cloak 

on the left shoulder, which falls backward and then hangs down on the left arm. There are 

remains of a cornucopia on his left arm, and as his usual gesture, the right hand is raised with 

the index finger touching his mouth. He wears the Egyptian double crown, which follows the 

Greek-Roman style
745

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The typical depiction of Harpocrates circulated throughout the Greco-Roman world exhibits 

remarkable uniformity: the deity is commonly depicted standing, either naked or draped in a 

nebris—an animal skin garment often associated with the followers of Dionysus—or 

sometimes adorned with the chlamys worn on the left arm. In his left hand, he holds a 

cornucopia, symbolizing fertility, while his right hand is often depicted with the index finger 

placed upon his lips. A protective amulet, the bulla, hangs from his necklace around his neck. 

His curly hair is crowned with the pschent, the iconic double Egyptian royal crown, composed 

of the white crown of Upper Egypt inserted into the red crown of Lower Egypt. Occasionally, 
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 It is preserved in the Jordan Archaeological Museum, Inv. No. J.11695. Podvin, 2016, p. 315, fig.9. 

Figure 110. A bronze statuette of Harpocrates, Philadelphia. 
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additional attributes are incorporated into this standard portrayal, suggesting connections with 

other divine children such as little Dionysus, Khonsou, and Eros
746

. 
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III.5. Pella  

The Hellenistic and Roman Pella has been localized in the modern village of Tabaqat Fahl 

since the first half of the 19
th

 century
747

. Pella was established by either Alexander the Great 

or Seleucus I, according to Stephanus of Byzantium and Appian, respectively
748

. The place, 

which was only sparsely populated during the Achaemenid period, is likely to have been 

inhabited as early as the late 4
th

 century BC by Antigonus Monophthalmus as a military 

colony, whereby the old place name "Pihil" became "Pella"
749

. During the Ptolemaic rule, the 

city was, as Stephanus of Byzantium reports elsewhere, temporarily called Berenice, a name 

after the wife of Ptolemy I or III, but it is not confirmed anywhere else. The city was also 

called "Butis", derived from the Egyptian goddess "Buto"
750

. 

After the Battle of Panias in 200 BC, Pella became Seleucid property, like most other 

Transjordan cities. The Seleucid rule ended in 83/82 BC with the conquest of Pella by 

Hasmonean troops led by Alexander Jannaeus, during which the town was apparently also 

destroyed. Like the other cities in the region, Pella was liberated by Pompey and annexed to 

the province of Syria
751

. The strategic position of Pella, which ensured control of movements 

in all four directions, together with the excellent water supply and the fertile surrounding area, 

had made the city attractive as a settlement site long before the Hellenistic and Roman 

periods. Several roads crossed at Pella during the imperial period, leading out into the 

Decapolis, west through Samaria to Caesarea Maritima, and north through Galilee to the 

southern Phoenician cities. 
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 Stephanos of Byzantium, Ethnica, 103-104; Appian, Rom. History, 11, 57. Both versions are contradicted by 
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 Weber, 1993, p.13; Riedl, 2003, p. 31. 
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III.5.1. The god Serapis? 

A fragment of a life-size seated statue, made of black blue slate, was discovered in Pella (Fig. 

111a-b). The fragment was found within the fill of a 7
th

 century AD staircase leading to the 

cathedral in the so-called Civic Complex. Only the thighs, with the robe falling down on 

either side, have survived. Despite the statue's poor preservation, the distinct positions of the 

legs are visible: the right lower leg is slightly advanced, while the left one is drawn back. This 

is also evident from the stump of the left foot, which protrudes from beneath the mass of 

fabric on the underside of the fragment, and three large folds of the himation run down the 

thighs. Above the left knee, an additional, much higher fold indicates that the actual puff of 

the himation began here
752

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Based on factors such as the origin, material color, robe design, and the type of statue 

depicting a seated male figure in Greek attire, Weber conclude that it was probably a statue of 

Serapis enthroned. This led him to regard the artifact as evidence of Serapis‘s cult in Pella
753

. 

One could not fail to notice that the distinctive stepped folds of the himation were quite 

prominent. They run horizontally over the tops of the relatively widespread thighs, sagging 
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 Smith, 1992, pp. 204-205, fig. 8; Weber, 1993, pp.45-54, taf. 6; Weber, 2002, p.p. 483-484, no. B2, Taf. 

119A-C; Lichtenberger, 2003, pp. 187-188; Riedl, 2003, pp. 245- 246, no. PE.17; Vaelske, 2011, pp. 269-272, 

no. D11, Abb. d-19a-f. 
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 Weber, 1993, p.49. 

Figure 111a-b. a. A Statue of Serapis, Pella, Depot of the University of Sydney Archaeological Mission at 

Tabaqat Fahil/Pella – Department of Antiquities, Inv.No. 45325, H. 74.1 cm, w. 55cm. b. Drawing by Abd 

El-Halim. 
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deeply in the lap and stretching between the shins to form thin ridges of folds from the top 

right to the bottom left. These specific features of the draped mantle were characteristic of the 

famous Alexandrian cult image of the enthroned Serapis.  

It is worth noting that dark blue slate, basalt, and porphyry were all native to Egypt, where 

they can be found in the quarries of Wadi Hammamat. Thus, it could be concluded that the 

piece was imported from Egypt
754

. Weber suggested that the statue of Serapis might have 

been brought to Pella either overland from the south or through one of the nearby 

Mediterranean ports. The influence of Egypt, both politically and culturally, had been 

apparent in these regions even during the pre-Hellenistic and Ptolemaic periods
755

. The 

fragment of the Serapis statue might indicate that these relationships, especially with 

Alexandria, continued beyond the Hellenistic period
756

. 

The statue, which was somewhat larger than life-size, could have stood in a sanctuary, 

perhaps within the Wadi or on the slope of one of the surrounding hills. This figure dates from 

the late Hadrianic to the early Antonine periods, when the Serapis cult flourished
757

. We can 

compare this statue with the porphyry statue at Caesarea Maritima (Fig. 112), which 

represented a seated male wearing a tunic and himation, interpreted as an imperial cult image 

of the emperor Hadrian
758

. Weber mentioned that the dark red color of the expensive Egyptian 

stone gave the impression of Phoenician purple, which according to ancient oriental customs, 

was reserved for kings
759

.  
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 A series of replicas of the Alexandrian cult image are made of dark stone, such as black and green basalt, 

black-green granite, or slate. The meaning of this color choice is disputed; some researchers attribute the use of 

dark material to the intention to emphasize the dark nature of the god of the underworld. The choice of dark 

stones may reflect the intention to imitate metal; for example, basalt was considered a substitute for bronze in the 

imperial period because of its color and sharp metallic shapes and was often used to simulate a dark patinated 

bronze statue. However, shades of green could also refer to Serapis' function as a fertility deity. Hornbostel, 

1973, pp.95-102; Riedl, 2003, p. 245. 
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 Various artifacts from the second half of the 2nd millennium BC, including a wooden box covered with 

figurative ivory reliefs, testify to close cultural contacts with Egypt. Weber, 1993, pp.12, 14. 
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Figure 112. A porphyry statue at Caesarea Maritima. 

It is worth noting that nearby springs located in the center of the ancient of Pella continue to 

provide water to this day. This observation has led to the consideration of a potential 

connection between the existence of the Serapis cult and these springs
760

. A thermal spring 2 

kilometers north of the city had already been suspected as the cult place for the Sidonian god 

of healing, Asclepius-Eshmun, depicted on the city‘s coins
761

. Accordingly, many scholars 

related the cult of Serapis to that of Asclepius-Eshmun
762

. It should be pointed out that a very 

similar but more complete statue of Serapis, made of schist or dark blue marble, was found in 

the baths of Bostra (Fig. 113), preserved in the Archaeological Museum of Bostra; and dates 

back to the first half of the 2
nd

 century AD
763

. The figure was discovered in 1999 during the 

Syrian excavations under the direction of Riyadh al-Muqdad in the Bostra Baths. The statue 

depicts a male figure seated on a throne and dressed in an undergarment chiton and a himation 

that drapes the lower body. On the left side of the throne, one can identify the dog Kerberos, 

which originally had three heads but is now broken. This arrangement can be interpreted as a 

representation of Serapis-Hades. Due to the absence of the stone type used in Syria, it is 

                                                           
760

 Weber, 1993, p.45. 
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 Lichtenberger, 2003, pp. 187-188; Riedl, 2003, pp. 245- 246. 
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 The statue made of a dark blue stone is not completely preserved: the head, which was originally inserted 

separately, is lost, and the feet with the base are missing. Both arms are broken off from their upper bases. The 

heads of Kerberos and a smaller part of the bent right knee are also chipped off. Weber, 2007, pp. 44-45, fig. 1. 
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deduced that this statue was imported from Egypt. Some scholars proposed that it might have 

been brought from Alexandria by members or veterans of the Legio III Cyrenaica after 106 

AD. It is conceivable that this statue venerated in a local Serapeum. This hypothesis gains 

support from the presence of architectural elements of Egyptian origin crafted from black 

schist, including a column reused in one of the late shops along the north-south street, situated 

just opposite these baths
764

. 

 

 

 

 

 

Indeed, water played an indispensable role in the worship of Serapis, who was venerated as a 

fertility deity. During the Hellenistic period, cultural practices associated with Isis and Serapis 

entailed the utilization of water, often channeled into subterranean constructions inspired by 

the ancient Egyptian Nilometers
765

. For instance, within the Serapeum of Alexandria, water 

was collected within an underground basin through an extensive subterranean aqueduct 

extending over 570 meters, connected to the Alexandria Canal located south of the 

Serapeum
766

. Similar structures were recorded outside Egypt, within the Mediterranean 
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 Weber, 2007, pp. 44-45. 
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 Wild reported in a detailed study all the sanctuaries in honor of Isis and Serapis that worked throughout the 

Roman Empire. About Roman Levant, he does not mention the existence of any Iseum. Wild, 1981, pp. 28-29. 
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 Wild, 1981, pp. 29-33, figs. 12-13. 

Figure 113. A statue of Serapis from Bostra, the Archaeological Museum of Bostra, Inv. No., 72, H: 

77cm. 
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region
767

, where the Isiac cult emerged due to commercial, political, and cultural ties with 

Ptolemaic Egypt
768

. Delos, for example, boasted sanctuaries devoted to Serapis, featuring two 

documented instances of water-directing crypts and a potential third crypt for which 

hypotheses are proposed. Serapeum A, situated at the eastern terminus of the sacred 

enclosure, comprises an underground structure flooded by the waters of the Inopus River, 

channeled through an eastward trench adjacent to the central temple
769

. Within the boundaries 

of the Roman Empire, substantiated examples of subterranean structures also existed. 

Constructed during the Hellenistic period and subsequently restored during the Roman period, 

these structures mirrored the configuration of Pharaonic Egyptian Nilometers. A particularly 

illustrative instance is located at the Iseum of Pompeii, where the crypt designed for lustral 

water lies to the southeast of the central temple
770

. 
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III.6. Scythopolis 

Like some other Decapolis cities, Scythopolis (modern-day Beit She'an) was founded by the 

Ptolemies; originally, it was probably a Macedonian military colony until the second half of 

the 3
rd

 century BC, when it received the status of a polis. In 218 BC, during the reign of 

Antiochus III, the city came under Seleucid control for a while but was taken over again by 

the Ptolemies until 200 BC. From 198 BC to the Hasmonean conquest in 104 BC led to the 

emigration of numerous pagan inhabitants, who were faced with the choice of converting to 

Judaism or leaving the city. With the conquest of the region by Pompey in 63 BC, the 

Hasmonean rule ended, and Scythopolis was incorporated into the province of Syria
771

.  

III.6.1. Inscriptions of Serapis 

A Greek inscription on an altar, dated to the middle of the 3
rd

 century AD, was found in the 

center of Scythopolis, dedicated to Serapis. Of this inscription today, only a translation in 

English is available: "I, Seleucus, son of Ariston, keeper of the ointments, have dedicated this 

beautiful altar as a sign of piety, having accomplished work in honor of holy Serapis". The 

dedicant Seleucus described himself as the "guardian of the ointments" and probably held a 

corresponding office in the gymnasium. In the city, two other dedications by the same person 

were discovered: the first on a statue base bearing the date 303 AD and the other on an altar 

dedicated to several deities and bearing the date 299, corresponding to 235/6 AD
772

.  

The epithet "ἅγηνο" or "Sanctus" means ―holy‖ was occupied by several inscriptions for 

Serapis; however, most of these documents came from the western countries of the Roman 

Empire
773

: Portus
774

, Ostia, Asturica (Spain), Eburacum (England), Novae (Moesia), and 

Malliana (Algeria)
775

. Riedl mentioned that the epithet "Sanctus" could be traced back in the 

inscription in Scythopolis to oriental origins: it is a transmission of the Semitic Qadosh, a 
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 Mazar, 2006, pp. 37-38. 
772

 Bricault dated the inscription to the beginning of the 1
st
 century AD because the same person dedicated an 

altar to Dionysus in 12 AD. However, Vaelske argued that the Dionysus altar of Seleucus, son of Ariston, is now 
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term denoting the state of ritual purity and thus sanctity that is unique to divine beings in a 

special way. Accordingly, oriental deities were repeatedly assigned this adjective. Three 

inscriptions are known from Gerasa that designate Pakeidas, the Arabian god, and Baal 

Bosoros as "Sanctus"
776

.  

III.6.2. The mosaic of Nilus 

A floor mosaic was found inside a private house in Beit She'an, belonging to a Jewish man 

named Kyrios Leontis Kloubas and is preserved in the Israel Museum, Jerusalem (Fig. 114). 

The first excavation of the house was conducted by Zori in 1964, followed by another 

expedition by Bahat and Druks in 1970-1972. The mosaic can be dated according to the phase 

of the building's use (Level V) to the middle of 

the fifth century AD. The mosaic consists of 

three panels arranged one behind the other (Fig. 

115): the upper panel depicts the Homeric story 

of Odysseus and the Sirens, the middle panel 

contains a dedication, and the lower panel 

represents a Nilotic landscape. The mosaic 

reveals the interest of the house's owner in 

Jewish life, classical mythology, and 

Alexandria
777

. 
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 Riedl, 2003, p.3, GE.31,71,108. 
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 Zori, 1966, pp.123- 134; Hachlili, 1998, pp. 107-108, fig. 1; Hamarneh, 1999, p. 186; Michaeli, 2003, pp. 

120-121, fig. 6; Sadeh, 2006, pp. 203-220, fig.1; Hasan-Rokem, 2014, pp.159-189, figs. 1-4; Eckersley, 2016, 

fig. 95; Habas, 2021, pp.169-197. 

Figure 114. Plan of the house of Leontis in Beit 

She'an. 
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Figure 115. The mosaic of the house of Leontis, Scythopolis" Beit She'an". 
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The upper panel depicts scenes from the Odyssey of Homer, in which Odysseus and the 

Sirens are represented (Fig. 116)
778

. Odysseus is represented as a young man is tied to the 

mast of the ship sailing in stormy waters, where a naked Nereid is riding an Ichthyocentaur, a 

fantastic animal with horse legs and a fishtail back, but both head is missing. Below is another 

scene represents Odysseus as a young man, half-naked, sitting on a ship and fighting a sea 

monster with a three-sided weapon. The creature is similar to the Ichthyocentaur, but his body 

and tail are shorter. In front of the ship, a Siren is depicted with long wavy hair that falls onto 

her shoulders; the lower part of her body ends with a bird's tail, and she plays the flute
779

. 

Between Odysseus and the Siren, there is a Greek inscription of two lines indicating the house 

owner's name: ―Κ(ύξη)ε β(ν)ήζ(εη) Λενληί/νπ θινπβ(ã)‖ "Lord, help Leontis Kloubas"
780

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 116. The upper panel of the mosaic of the house of Leontis in Beit She'an, Habas, 2021, Fig.3. 
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 Homer, Odyssey, 12, 158-191. 
779

 Some scholars identified the figure as Scylla, while Hasan-Rokem confirmed that the figure's lower body was 

a fishtail, but she excluded the representation of Scylla because Scylla is depicted as a creature with twelve 

dangling feet, six long necks, and horrific heads lined with a triple row of sharp teeth while her voice is like the 

yelping of dogs. She connected the fishtail to a local goddess in the region of Syria-Palestine, such as 

Atargatis/Derceto, the fish goddess. Hasan-Rokem, 2014, pp.180-183.  
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 Zori, 1966, pp.132-133, pl. 11. 
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Regarding the interpretation of the myth of Odysseus and the Siren within the house of 

Leontis, some researchers have suggested that Jews in the Byzantine period appreciated the 

poems of Homer. Others have confirmed that the mosaic was a dedication from Leontis, the 

wealthy merchant, and that this mythical event represents his voyage with his private ship to 

Egypt or Italy. Adler put forth the argument that scenes featuring Odysseus are typically 

associated with water, as they are commonly found in baths and basins, implying a potential 

connection to water in the context of this particular house
781

. It is likely that the choice to 

depict these scenes on the mosaic was made by Leontis himself, who may have originated 

from Alexandria and intended to reference his sea voyage to Beit She'an
782

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 117.The middle panel of the mosaic of the house of Leontis in Beit She'an, Habas, 2021, Fig.4. 
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 Adler, 2003, pp.125-128. 
782

 Hachlili, 2009, p. 229. The depiction of Odysseus and the sirens has been commonly understood as a 

representation of resolute resistance against temptation. Meanwhile, the Nilotic scene has been interpreted 

through the lens of "the abominations of Egypt," laden with unfavorable implications that conceptualize the land 

as a symbol of decadence and the consequent moral decay, along with an indulgence in physical desires. An 

alternative analysis, drawing from Jewish and Christian references, has proposed that the mosaic carries an 

eschatological message. Contrarily, Sadeh presented the perspective that the themes depicted in the Kyrios 

Leontis mosaic are rooted in classical origins. According to this viewpoint, Odysseus was in fact persuaded by 

the sirens and did not relinquish the opportunity to listen to their seductive song, albeit using Circe‘s magical 

advice. The notion of not entirely renouncing pleasure and the aspiration to partake in the sensory delights of life 

align more with a Classical perspective than a Judeo-Christian one. Sadeh, 2006, p. 204. 
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The middle panel includes a Greek dedication in the center consisting of eight lines inside a 

circle (Fig. 117), flanked by twenty-six pigeons, with diamonds and buds scattered between 

them. There is a representation of a candlestick (menorah) on the right side of the fourth line, 

but it is severely damaged
783

. The dedicatory inscription reads as follows: ―Μλεζζῇ / εἰο 

ἀγαζὸλ θ(αὶ) ἰο / εὐινγίαλ ὁ θύξ(ηνο) Λεόληηο / ὁ θινπβãο ὅηη ὑπὲξ (menorah - candlestick) / 

ζνηεξίαο αὐηνῦ θ(αἰ) ηνῦ / ἀδειθνῦ αὐηνῦ ‘Ισλαζã / ἐςήθνζελ ηὰ ὁδε / ἐμ ἠδήνλ‖ "Be 

remembered for good and praised, Kyrios Leontis Kloubas, because he paved this with 

mosaic at his own [expense] for his own salvation and that of his brother Jonathan"
784

. 

According to the inscription, some scholars prefer the interpretation that it was a synagogue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 118. The lower panel of the mosaic of the house of Leontis in Beit She'an, Habas, 2021, Fig.5. 

The lower panel, which is of our particular interest, represents the personification of the Nile 

(Fig. 118)
785

. He is depicted as a bearded man, half-naked, sitting on an animal identified as a 
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 Positioned on the right side of the fourth line of the inscription, there is a depiction of a candlestick. While 

Zori initially identified five branches, the mosaic's reconstruction conducted at the Israel Museum revealed that 

the candlestick actually had seven branches. However, only five of the flames on those branches have endured 

over time. For more information see: Habas, 2021, pp.172-173. 
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 Zori, 1966, pp. 130, 132-134 pl.13: B-C; Hasan-Rokem, 2014, p.183; Habas, 2021, p.173. 
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 The iconography of the Nile is certainly particular, as it includes its own attributes and some variations that 

other river-gods do not have. He is represented as an old man with a solemn appearance, bearded, and wearing 
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crocodile by Zori
786

, or a hippopotamus, with his legs extended forward
787

. In this regard, we 

know many examples of Nilus reclining on a sphinx
788

, a hippopotamus
789

, or a crocodile
790

. 

Nilus rests his left hand on a globular jug, evocation of his own flow, which water flows and 

fills the lower section of the panel. He holds in his left hand a branch of a plant, and in his 

right hand a duck
791

. He points in the direction of a building with columns and its roof 

covered with panels. The building with pillars is surmounted by a pediment roof and a tower, 

above which is an inscription in Greek letters "Aιεμαλδξηα" which is a schematic and stylized 

representation. Next to the building, the nilometer is depicted
792

; it has a scale from 11 to 16, 

indicating that this is not just about the Nile in general but about the river in its inundation 

phase. Between the god and Alexandria, a bull is attacked by a crocodile; only the head and 

legs are visible
793

. The lower field is thus bordered by the formation and landscape of the Nile 

River. We can notice that the Nile River is depicted as a watercourse drawn in the form of 

wavy lines filled with fish and plants; it comes out of the jug and from the mouth of the 

crocodile or hippopotamus, where it flows in two wavy lines along the side of the mosaic and 

turns into four lines at the bottom. It is depicted in the Nile River, a sailing boat with a person 

and utensils inside, surrounded by Nile birds and plants
794

. The boats and the fishermen are 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
crowns of river plants. Almost always in a reclining position, leaning on either a crocodile, a hippopotamus or a 

sphinx, although it can also be leaned on an urn - in the traditional way of the river gods - or on other less 

common objects such as a tree or a biga He usually holds a cornucopia loaded with fruits or ears of wheat, or 

even a rhyton. Finally, he often appears surrounded by children or putti (pecheis), which represented the cubits 

of height to which the flood of his own flow must have reached. 
786

 Zori, 1966, p.131. 
787

 Versluys, 2002, pp. 226-227, fig. 125; Habas, 2021, pp.173- 174, fig.5. 
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 Jentel, LIMC VI, 1992, s.v. Neilos, p.720, figs.1-6. 
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 Jentel, LIMC VI, 1992, s.v. Neilos, pp.720-721, figs.7-18; Bakhoum, 1999, pp.89-91. 
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 Jentel, LIMC VI, 1992, s.v. Neilos, pp.720-721, figs.7-18.  
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 Zori indicates that it represents a small fowl from the species ―Pediceps Cristatus‖. Zori, 1966, p. 131. 
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 The nilometer was originally a simple inscription on the wall and later became a covered staircase leading 

from the temple platform to the Nile River. It is believed that in the Ptolemaic period, a new type of nilometer 
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recorded on the column. All of these types were used together. Wild, 1981, p. 25-34; Meyboom, 1995, p. 244-

245, fn., 77,78. 
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 Zori mentioned that it represents a tiger trying to devour a bull. 
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often depicted as part of the Nilotic scenes. Actually, the depiction of the sailing boat carrying 

wine on the mosaics may reflect two traditions: the first is that Egypt is one of the most vital 

regions in wine production, and the other is that the Nile represents the main transportation 

route in Egypt
795

. Versluys argued that the boat might have been filled with offerings to the 

Nile that were made at the height of the flood
796

. 

The Nilotic scenes received great success in the Byzantine mosaics in the Levant, whether on 

the borders of the mosaic or decorating the whole floor, dating back to the fifth and sixth 

centuries AD. As we mentioned earlier, they were found in Syria in Sarrin (Fig. 33), Lebanon 

in Porphyreon (Fig. 47), and Palestine in Sepphoris(Fig. 245). There were also found inside 

churches and houses; for example, two mosaics were discovered in the church of the 

Multiplication of the Loaves and Fishes in Tabgha, Palestine. They depict similar Nilotic 

scenes, such as the Nile plants and birds, and in the northern part, the nilometer is shown, 

which bearing Greek numbers A and I, represents the height of the Nile flood, while in the 

southern part, a city is displayed with a gate and towers
797

. Another mosaic was found in a 

Byzantine church or perhaps a house in Umm al Manabi on Mount Ajlun in Jordan, but only a 

sketch of the mosaic is preserved, which contained an image of Egypt with its monuments and 

the personification of the main river "Nilwj", of which only the inscription on the left of the 

nilometer for the measurement of floods is preserved
798

. 

The geographical conception of Egypt, albeit extremely simplified, is not difficult to 

recognize in Leontis' mosaic, consisting of the Nile's sources, which coincide with the sources 

of flood water, protected by the river god himself, the river's favorable course, and finally, its 

mouth, or the Nile delta, represented by the city of Alexandria. The depiction of the city of 

Alexandria appeared on the mosaic of Sepphoris in Palestine (Fig. 245), in which two knights 

come from the side of a column with a Corinthian capital, topped with a statue, perhaps a 

statue of Diocletian
799

, and they go towards the gate to announce the celebration of the Nile. 

Hachlili mentioned that this depiction is a schematic depiction of a building more than a 
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city
800

. It can be seen the representation of the walled city in Gerasa in two churches: the 

Church of Saint John the Baptist around 531 AD and the Church of Saints Peter and Paul 

around 533 AD (Figs. 119-120). In both scenes, the city of Alexandria and its famous 

lighthouse, Pharos, and the cities of Memphis and Menuthis are depicted separately
801

. The 

walled cities are also represented on the mosaic of the Madaba map, in which two towers 

surrounding a walled gate are displayed, in addition to the flowing Nile with seven fish
802

. 

According to Piccirillo and Hachlili, the representations of Egyptian cities in Nile mosaics 

have been understood as a supplication for the ongoing prosperity
803

. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 119. A mosaic of the Church of St. John the Baptist, Gerasa. 

Figure 120. A mosaic of the Church of St. Peter and Paul, Gerasa. 

Another example is a famous mosaic floor discovered in the central area of the church of St. 

Stephen in Umm el-Rasas, situated 30 km southeast of Madaba and 50 km south of Amman, 

Jordan (Figs. 121-122). This mosaic contains an outer border depicting fifteen cities from 

Palestine and Arabia, while the inner border showcases ten Nile Delta cities within a scenic 

representation of the Nile region
804

. The portrayal of the cities of the Nile Delta is highly 
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 The mosaic was made in the year 785 AD during the Umayyad period, atop a pre-existing mosaic floor that 

dates back to 587 AD. The mosaic illustrates significant pilgrimage centers on both the western and eastern 

banks of the Jordan River, representing important pilgrimage routes in the Levant. By showcasing crucial 

Christian centers and pilgrimage paths within a church setting, visitors may have had the opportunity to engage 

in a symbolic pilgrimage, reenacting the journey that originally led them to these sites. Therefore, it is logical to 
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stylized, featuring two to four buildings in each vignette. These structures are depicted with a 

combination of frontal and perspective views. Frequently, tower-like structures with a square 

floor plan are juxtaposed with longer buildings featuring rectangular floor plans and gabled 

roofs
805

. The cities of the Nile Delta include Tamiathis (Damietta), Panau (Abusir Bana), 

Pilusen (Pelusium), Antinau, Iraklion (Thonis-Herakleion), Alexandria, Kasin (Kasion), 

Thenessos (Tell Tennis), Kynopolis (near Abusir Bana), and Pseudostomon
806

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure 121. The Nile mosaic in the church of St. Stephan, Umm el-Rasas. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
significant pilgrimage destinations or, at the very least, popular rest stops for pilgrims. Eckersley, 2016, pp.185, 

189-197; Lehmann, Kenawi, 2022, pp. 225-241, figs. 1-6. 
805

 Tower houses were often used as residences and became a prevalent architectural feature in Egyptian cities 

from the Late Period onward. Depictions and archaeological evidence of these tower houses have been 

documented in Egypt since the 7th century BC. Numerous towns in the Delta region, including Tell Balamun, 

Buto, Tell el-Dabaa, Kom al-Ahmer, and Kom Wasit, have revealed the presence of these structures. From 

Roman times onward, tower houses became a consistent and distinctive element defining Nilotic scenes. Such 

scenes are evident in various Hellenistic and Roman mosaics and wall paintings, like those found in the Mosaic 

of Palestrina, as well as in other examples discovered in Pompeii or Herculaneum.Lehmann, Kenawi, 2022, pp. 

232-236, fig. 7. 
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 Antinau and Pseudostomon remain unidentified. Lehmann, Kenawi, 2022, pp. 236-237. 
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Figure 122. Sketch of the composition of the mosaic of St. Stephan, Umm el-Rasas. 

The most distinctive animals in Egypt were the crocodile and the hippopotamus; they were so 

common in the Nilotic scenes. The hippopotamus is the animal clearly associated with the 

personification of the Nile
807

, while the crocodile can be seen as a sacred animal in the 

temples in the worship of the god "Sobek", but its religious aspect in the Nilotic scenes does 

not appear
808

. The crocodile struggle is usually depicted trying to devour a bull in the Nilotic 

scenes in Byzantine mosaics and may also have appeared in the frame of the Haditha chapel 

mosaic
809

. It is suggested that the scene of a crocodile trying to devour a bull or a donkey is 

derived from the scene of the Greek painter Nealkes which was described by Pliny
810

. The 

crocodile is also depicted in various representations in the Levant, such as on the Sepphoris 

mosaic, a crocodile attacking a fish (Fig.245); on the mosaic of Sarrin, a child riding a 
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crocodile (Fig. 33)
811

, and a crocodile depicted in the bottom of the mosaic of Porphyreon 

(Fig. 47). The Romans considered the crocodile a personification of the Nile's land; it is often 

depicted to highlight the brutal nature of the animal
812

. For Christians in the time of Justinian, 

the crocodile may have symbolized the forces of evil
813

. 

Researchers differed in the interpretation of these Nilotic scenes; Bonneau suggested, and 

Frankfurter agreed with him, that the veneration of the Nile flood was a tradition linked to 

popular beliefs because of its strong economic implications and sufficiently independent from 

the official religion, so it was difficult to stop these pagan rituals. From this point, one may 

understand the extent of their continuation until the Byzantine period
814

. Cyril of Jerusalem 

condemns this practice among Christians in his mystagogical catecheses
815

. A papyrus from 

Oxyrhynchus addresses the Nile Festival in 424 AD
816

. Another Greek document preserved in 

the British Museum dates to the sixth century AD and mentions the Nile and its sacred rites, 

which are the source of joy and pleasure
817

. There is also a papyrus document from 

Antinopolis, which dates to the sixth century AD and contains a Christian hymn to the 

glorification of the Nile, which ends with the call of Christ as the source of its power, the 

benefactor and the savior of human lives now and forever. Thus, this indicates that the river 

rises through the power of Christ
818

. 

While Balty asserts that the Nilotic scenes in the fifth and sixth centuries AD were inherited 

from the Hellenistic period, in spite of this, they lost their significance, which is the worship 

of the Nile and the reverence of Egyptian nature, and became merely indefinite decorations 

bearing different meanings; in some cases, the scenes were considered to have Christian 

symbolism, as an allegory of Paradise, or Creation
819

. Weiss and Talgam agreed with Balty's 

opinion that the Nilotic scenes in the Byzantine period may express different meanings; they 

indicate that the Nile was chosen in the mosaic of Sepphoris because of its fertility, 
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abundance, and decorative value of the composition
820

. Hachlili mentioned that the Nilotic 

scenes on Byzantine mosaics were not intended to depict the landscapes of Egypt but rather to 

reflect the view of the Nile as expressed by the artists of the Hellenistic and Roman periods, 

and these scenes were chosen again by the artists of the Byzantine period, but in their own 

style. It is likely that the Nile themes in the mosaics, which were very popular and used 

mainly for decoration, have been taken from stylized books, which enable artists and clients 

to choose either full Nilotic scenes or separate motifs without any symbolic meaning to 

them
821

. 
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III. 7. Dion 

The location of the Decapolis city of Dion (modern-day Tell Al-Ash‘ari) is still disputed, but 

ancient literature has handed down that it was founded by Alexander the Great and that the 

city was conquered by Alexander Jannaeus
822

. A terracotta statuette of Isis-Lactans was found 

in Tafas, located on the site of the ancient city of Dion, about 20 km northeast of the modern 

city of Der'aa (Fig. 123)
823

. Isis is seated on a backless chair with turned legs, her legs resting 

on a footstool; the seat is covered with a cushion; and her head is slightly turned to the right. 

She is depicted with wavy hair, pulled back behind the ears, and falling with Libyan curls 

over her shoulders and back. She is adorned with the 

basileion crown, consisting of two horns between the sun 

disc and two small feathers. She is wearing a chiton 

surmounted by the himation, which forms the Isis knot on 

her right breast, and her right-hand puts on her left breast, 

which she feeds Harpocrates, who is naked; his left hand 

is holding his mother's right wrist
824

. 
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Figure 123. A terracotta statuette of Isis- Lactans, Tafas, the National 

Museum of Damascus. Inv. No. 3226, H. 16 cm. 
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The depiction of Isis breastfeeding her son likely existed before the eighth century BC, as 

evidenced by the statue of Queen Chapenoupet II in the Louvre Museum, where she is 

portrayed as Isis. In this statue, she is depicted with her right hand holding her left breast and 

the child on her lap. Although only the arm and left hand of the child are visible, the child's 

presence is implied as his left hand squeezes his mother's right elbow
825

. A Hellenized variant 

of this representation emerged and was introduced in Alexandria around the second century 

BC
826

. This variant notably influenced aspects such as clothing, hairstyles, and the design of 

the throne
827

. These images of Isis were found in abundance in most materials, especially 

terracotta
828

, marble
829

, and Alexandrian coins
830

 The depiction of Isis nursing Harpocrates.

also underwent variations. She was often depicted seated on a throne, which became the most 

widespread and diverse representation. Additionally, she was occasionally portrayed 

emerging from a calyx of acanthus leaves, or sitting on a wicker basket, or even standing
831

. A 

significant quantity of statuettes depicting Isis-Lactans have been unearthed in the eastern 

Mediterranean, predominantly in northern Egypt. Despite their reduced quantity, these 

statuettes have also been uncovered in regions such as the Levant, Cyprus, and Turkey
832

. 

In the fourth century AD, statues of Isis-Lactans became extremely rare, exemplified by a 

statue discovered in El-Sheikh Ibada (Antinopolis) in Egypt
833

. This find signifies the 

transitional period and, consequently, marks the decline of the Isiac cult preceding the ascent 

of Christianity. In Rome, Constantine's victory and his allegiance to the new religion did not 

yet mark the death of the Eastern cults, especially Cybele and Isis. Until the decree of 391 

under Theodosius I, the Isiac rituals continued to be celebrated. And the coins issued for the 

health and fortune of the emperor with the effigies of Isis and Serapis seem to have survived 

until the end of the century
834

. 
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III.8. The Village of Marwa 

In the village of Marwa, located approximately 7 km northeast of Irbid and 2 km from Beit- 

Ras in Jordan, a tomb with colored wall painting was discovered in 1935 in Trans-Jordan 

(Fig. 124)
835

. Unfortunately, it is no longer accessible today. The scene depicted in the main 

chamber, inside the arcosolium, is set against a white background. At the bottom of the 

arcosolium bench, wreaths adorned with yellow festoons and ribbons are depicted. Among 

these wreaths, three heads of women with long, curly black hair are portrayed. The facial 

features of the women appear natural, without bulging eyes or large mouths. 

 

Figure 124. A mural painting in a tomb in the village of Marwa. 

From the top of the arcosolium, there is a curved wreath of leaves and flowers surrounding the 

entrance. Below it, a couple is depicted sitting on a folding throne with crossed legs. Circular 

rings are visible at the joints of the throne's four feet, although one of them is partially hidden 

by the woman's seated position. The throne is arranged in an orthogonal shape and features 
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armrests and a cushion with black lines.
836

. On the left side of the scene, a bearded man is 

shown holding a scepter with a rounded end in his right hand and placing his left hand on his 

knee. He is dressed in a green chiton with a red ribbon in the middle, covered by the himation. 

He wears a long sandal and adorns his head with the kalathos. Unfortunately, the facial 

features of both the male figure and the female accompanying him are damaged. The female 

figure is depicted with her right arm resting on the man's shoulder, while her left hand is 

raised, holding a short scepter with a rounded end as well. She wears a veil that partially 

covers her hair and shoulders. Her attire consists of a red chiton covered by a himation in 

beige, which matches the color of her companion's himation. She also wears a laurel wreath 

on her head, with the kalathos positioned above it
837

.  

The dog Kerberos, with multiple heads painted in black, is depicted to the right of the male 

figure. Due to the state of the scene from the side, it is not easy to describe the animal 

accurately, but one of its heads is depicted frontally and has a rounded ear, while the other 

head is displayed on the side and has a pointed ear similar to the face of a dog's animal
838

. The 

scene's right depicts a large wicker basket filled with yellow-colored objects, apparently like 

flowers, punctuating the green wreaths that dominate the whole scene. On the right, between 

the arcosolium and the entrance, is an inscription in black letters framed by tabula ansata; it 

is not easy to read, and only the name "Pluton" can be seen
839

.  

Bricault described the couple as Isis and Serapis in his catalog, but he provided no supporting 

evidence for this identification
840

. It is well known that Serapis was often equated with Pluto 

or Hades; the kalathos and the Kerberos dog appear together
841

. As Plutarch stated, Serapis is 

none other than Pluto, and Isis is the same as Persephone
842

. Additionally, Clement of 

Alexandria emphasized that the statue of the Egyptian Serapis represented Pluto
843

. It is worth 

noting that Isis is sometimes depicted wearing the kalathos when she presents as a syncretic 
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figure, such as Isis-Tyche/Fortuna, Isis-Demeter, and Isis-Aphrodite. Therefore, it is possible 

that the artist of the Marwa painting had Persephone and Isis in mind when creating the 

depiction. 

We can see the female figure depicted putting her right arm on the shoulder of her companion. 

It is known that the depictions of Egyptian royal couples in their tombs, as well as in statues, 

depict a woman placing her hand on her husband's shoulder and the representation of the 

Egyptian gods
844

. For example, a limestone statue representing Isis and Osiris from Heliopolis 

(Fig. 125), east of Ain Shams, was discovered in 1973. It probably dates back to the third 

intermediate period and depicts Isis and Osiris sitting on the throne. On the left, Osiris is 

wearing the Atef crown, a uraeus, and a royal beard, his hands on his chest; he holds the flail 

and crook. Isis sits next to him, wearing a wig decorated with the sun disc between two horns; 

her left hand rests on her knee, while her right passes behind Osiris's back and is placed on his 

right shoulder
845

. 
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Figure 125. A limestone statue of Isis and Osiris, Heliopolis, Egyptian Museum, Inv. No. JE 92591. 
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CHAPTER IV 

ARABIA 

IV.1. Petra 

The Nabataean kingdom occupied the territory of Transjordan and the northwest corner of the 

Arabian Peninsula, southern Syria, and the Negev region (Fig. 126)
846

. Petra was the capital 

city of Nabataea
847

, located in the northeast of the Gulf of Aqaba. The site is now located in 

the south of Jordan, in Wadi Musa; it can be accessed through a narrow path, which is a 

groove known today as the Siq. Petra was the central city on the trade routes connecting 

southern Arabia to the Mediterranean Sea and crossing Jordan
848

. Its location at the crossroads 

of major trade routes facilitated the flourishing of commerce and cultural exchange between 

various ancient civilizations. The site of Petra was discovered by the Swiss explorer Johann 

Burckhardt in 1812. Since then, many systematic expeditions have followed in the region
849

.  

The Nabataean history was unknown in the historical sources before 312 BC when Antigonus 

Monophthalmos occupied the Phoenician coastal cities. He sent an expedition to associate the 

Nabataeans to his side in his struggle with Ptolemy I, but his attempt failed as they did not 

accept. Then he prepared another expedition against the Nabataeans; again, this second 

expedition did not succeed. He then returned with the gifts from them, such as frankincense, 
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myrrh, and five hundred talents of silver
850

. By the early first century BC, the Nabataeans 

stretched from Sinai to Damascus, incorporating the farmland of the Hauran region
851

. In that 

way, they extended their control over the trade routes of the perfumes and spices that passed 

from the southwestern corner of the Arabian Peninsula into the Jordanian Hisma and crossed 

the Wadi Araba, reaching the Mediterranean ports of Gaza and Rhinocolura
852

.  

The literary sources attest to the existence of relationships between Egypt and the Nabataeans 

during the 1st century BC. In 47 BC, the Nabataean king Malichus I (58-30 BC) sent his 

forces to help Julius Caesar during the ―Alexandrian War‖
853

, and he also offered his support 

to Marcus Antonius in the ―Battle of Actium‖
854

. In 25 BC, Augustus sent an expedition, 

headed by Aelius Gallus, the prefect of Egypt, to Arabia Felix (modern-day Yemen), with the 

support of the Nabataeans
855

. At that time, the Egyptians imported from the Nabataean region 

spices and also bitumen of the Dead Sea, which was used for mummification
856

. Many 

Nabataean inscriptions were also discovered in Egypt, especially in Upper Egypt, in the 

northeast of the Delta, and in the Sinai region
857

. One of these inscriptions was found in Tell 

esh-suqafiya, west of Ismailiya, and it dates back to the year 18 of Cleopatra VII and the year 

26 of the Nabataean king Malichus I
858

. It contains a dedication to the god Dushara, the main 

god of the Nabataeans, and it is possible that there was a Nabataean sanctuary for Dushara at 

Daphne, modern Tell Defenneh, Egypt
859

. However, these inscriptions provide evidence that 

the Nabataeans had significant interactions with the Egyptian cities, not only Sinai
860

. In 

addition to that, some Nabataean painted fine-ware pottery sherds have been found in the 
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Egyptian Red Sea ports in Myos Hormos (Qusayr al-Qadim)
861

 and Berenike
862

. Through 

these close relationships, the Egyptian culture influenced the religious, social, and political 

life in Petra, and the most significant impact of this influence is visible in the architecture of 

the massive rock tombs
863

. Finally, in 106 AD, the emperor Trajan took the opportunity of the 

death of Rabbel II and transformed the Nabataean kingdom into a Roman province under the 

name of "Provincia Arabia"
864

. 
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Figure 126. Map of the Nabataean Kingdom. 
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IV.1.1.The Nabataean pantheon's main deities 

Dushara, the main god of the Nabataeans, was assimilated with the Greek gods such as Zeus 

and Dionysus during the Hellenistic and Roman periods
865

. Al- Kutba, the god of writing and 

scribes, was equated with the Egyptian god Thot and the Greek god Hermes. Among the three 

goddesses revered by the Nabataeans, Al-Uzza, ―the mighty one‖, played a significant role as 

the patroness alongside Dushara. She was associated with love, fertility, and vegetation and is 

often identified with Aphrodite and perhaps even with Isis. Another prominent goddess was 

Allat, who received veneration in locations like Hauran and Wadi Ramm (Iram). Allat was 

linked with Athena in her attributes and characteristics. Lastly, Manat, the goddess of human 

destiny, was assimilated with the Greek goddess Nemesis
866

. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 127.The sites of Petra, Vaelske, 2011, Karte, IX. 

In addition to the worship of the Nabataean gods in Petra, the Egyptian deities were also 

documented in Petra (Fig. 127). Notably, two sanctuaries dedicated to the goddess Isis were 

discovered in Sidd el-Mreriyye and Wadi Abu Olleqa (Figs. 128-130, 134). One sanctuary is 

located to the west, above the city center of Petra, while the other is situated several 

kilometers south of Petra. The archaeological findings include various statuettes of Isis, 

Harpocrates, Serapis, and Osiris, which were unearthed in Petra (Figs. 135-138, 146-149, 
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151-155, 163-169). These artifacts were discovered in significant locations such as the 

Temple of the Winged Lions (Figs. 135-138), EZ-Zantur (Fig. 147-149), in the city center, 

and the Zurrabeh pottery kiln (Fig. 151-153) situated between the modern city in Wadi Musa 

and the ancient city of Petra. 

IV.1. 2. The Sanctuary of Isis in Sidd el-Mreriyye 

The representation of Isis was strongly present in Petra during the Hellenistic and Roman 

periods, and it is possible to trace her presence in different types. A representation of Isis was 

found inside a niche in Sidd el-Mreriyye in Petra in 1964 (Figs. 128-130)
867

, about two 

hundred meters north of the entrance to Wadi Siyyagh on a high rocky ledge, but 

unfortunately, the ledge is now collapsed. A row of four niches was found beside a basin 

carved in the rock (Figs. 129-130), which was probably provided with the necessary water for 

offerings and purification related to Isis's mystery cult
868

. 

The first niche on the left, which is a little bit distant from the other three niches, is empty of 

decorations. The second niche contains a relief figure of the goddess Isis, and this is 

confirmed by a Nabataean inscription on both sides of the niche, in six lines on the right and 

five on the left, which reads, "This goddess is Isis, which the sons of Bar… of Qaiuma… made 

on the first (day) of (the month of) Iyyar in the fifth year of the reign of Obodas the king". 

Some scholars suggested that the inscription dates from the reign of king Obodas I (96-85 

BC), but it is more likely to date from the reign of king Obodas III (30-9 BC), according to 

the inscription in the year 26/25 BC
869

. The other two niches—the first one seems to show the 

remnants of a triangular head, while the last consists of two holes, one inside the other—

Donner mentioned that this niche might have been intended as a temple façade. It is designed 

to include a small betyl panel, as elsewhere in Petra
870

.  
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Figure 128. A sanctuary of Isis, Sidd el-Mreriyye, Petra. Alpass, 2010, fig.1. 

 

Figure 129. A sanctuary of Isis, Sidd el-Mreriyye, Petra. 

 

 

  Figure 130. The representation of Isis in Sidd el-Mreriyye, Petra, the height of relief 59 cm. 
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Most scholars assumed that this place may have been a sanctuary for Isis's worship, and it 

could have been used by a private religious association ―Mrzh”, dedicated to the goddess Isis, 

where this temple cannot contain large groups of worshippers. In contrast, Merklein and 

Wenning suggested a large terrace in front of this ledge to carry out the rituals
871

. The goddess 

Isis is depicted seated on a chair without a back, with her legs resting on a footstool, and 

surrounded by round shapes on both sides (Fig. 130). Isis is shown wearing a long chiton with 

thin folds covering her feet, which is surmounted by the himation, which wraps her body and 

the left shoulder. She does not bear here her distinctive "Isis-knot" between her breasts. 

Unfortunately, the sculpture is partially destroyed; a few remains of a crown are still visible, 

possibly indicating that she wore the basileion crown. The face of the goddess is lost, but it is 

clear that she is represented with curly hair strands falling over her right shoulder. Since the 

sculpture is missing the arms, the goddess's specific pose or gesture cannot be determined 

with certainty
872

. The ambiguity of the iconography of Isis here has led scholars to propose 

various interpretations and speculations: 

Roche and Bricault, as well as Donner, have suggested that the relief represents Isis mourning 

her husband Osiris, as this particular form of Isis is well attested in Petra through other 

statuettes depicting the goddess with her right hand at her chin (Figs. 135-136, 147-148, 151-

155)
873

, however, we have to say that here, the right hand of the goddess does not seem to be 

leaning towards her chin; even if the right hand is cut off at the elbow nowadays, it clearly 

appears that her arm is bent toward her chest. This detail has led Merklein and Wenning to 

propose that the representation might be of Isis Lactans (Isis breastfeeding her son 

Harpocrates)
874

. Nevertheless, against this theory, there is the fact that the relief clearly shows 

no trace of her son Harpocrates, as we should expect. In any case, we have here a very 

uncommon representation of Isis because she does not show any of her distinctive patterns 
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(no Isis knot, no presence of Harpocrates, the crown is damaged, and her arm was not directed 

to the chin). 

It is worth noting that the most distinct representation of the goddess Isis in the Graeco-

Roman world was the fringed garment with the knot, commonly known as Knotenpalla. This 

attire consisted of a long undergarment and an upper mantle, a large rectangular piece of cloth 

with a fringe on one side, worn over a simple chiton. The garment was wrapped around the 

body, crossed in the back, and its right corner was drawn over the right shoulder to create the 

characteristic knot between the breasts, fastened together with the front part of the wrap-

around
875

. However, the goddess in Sidd el-Mreriyye seems to wear an unusual mantle 

covering the right arm on her breast, which is similar to the "Palliata type"
876

. A very good 

example of this style, a terracotta figurine excavated at Naukratis, Egypt (Fig. 131), which 

dates to the Ptolemaic Period, bears similarities to the type observed in this relief. The 

figurine depicts a standing woman holding a child with her left hand, 

wearing a long chiton and a wide himation; her right arm is almost 

entirely covered by the himation except for the hand, while her left 

arm is bare, with part of the himation falls over her left wrist
877

. It is 

possible that the portrayal of Isis in this relief followed the 

Hellenistic women in the ―Tanagra style‖
878

. We must conclude then 

that the goddess does not show any of her attributes here, and it 

would have been impossible to identify her as Isis without the 

inscriptions on both sides of the niche.  

 

 

 

Figure 131. A terracotta statuette of a woman, Naukratis,  

the British Museum, Inv. No. GR 1886.4-I.1446. 
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According to Zayadine, the niche near the representation of Isis in the relief depicted a 

triangle-shaped head (Fig. 129), as it does not resemble the square betyls that usually 

represent the goddesses of Petra; he suggested that it probably symbolizes the phallus of 

Osiris, the husband of Isis
879

. Bricault agreed with his interpretation, arguing that such a 

presence would not be surprising in the temple of Isis, as this temple may have been linked to 

the mysteries of Osiris's resurrection
880

. On the other hand, Janif claimed that the two niches 

beside the one containing Isis represent the triad of Hierapolis, Atargatis, Hadad, and 

Semeion, as mentioned by the ancient writer Lucian
881

. Janif drew attention to the 

resemblance between the unusual depiction of Isis in the relief and a figure found on a stela 

from Edessa (Fig. 132)
882

. This stela represents a cone-shaped block (the Semeion) flanked by 

two sitting gods, Atargatis and Hadad, wearing long dresses and the kalathos crowns on their 

heads
 883

.  

However, Alpass criticizes Janif's opinion regarding the depiction of the triad, claiming that 

Janif's theory does not consider the fourth niche that might have contained an idol in a 

geometrical form, thus adding a fourth member to the triad. Alpass further argued that if we 

assume the depiction of the Hierapolis‘s triad in Sidd el Mreriyye, we can observe that the 

depiction of Semeion appears considerably larger in comparison to Hadad and Atargatis, and 

this is not the case in the representation of the triad, which Atargatis always depicts slightly 

larger than Hadad, as exemplified by the famous relief from Dura Europos (Fig. 133). 

Additionally, there is a betyl with stylized eyes located near the city center, identified as the 

goddess Atargatis through an inscription reading "Atargatis Manbigitess". Interestingly, Janif 

fails to provide an explanation as to why this particular figure was not depicted in a similar 

manner to the character under discussion, despite displaying awareness of the inscription
884

.  
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Figure 132. A stela from Edessa, the Urfa Museum, Turkey, Janif, 2004, fig. 4. 

Figure 133. A relief of Hadad and Atargatis from Dura Europos, Yale University, Inv. No. 1930.319. 

The shape of the throne on which Isis sits is also intriguing and unusual. Milik and Starcky 

indicated that the goddess is seated on a seat without a backrest, and they noted the presence 

of unidentified objects on both sides of the goddess, which they interpreted as animals
885

. 

Janif supported this interpretation, identifying the objects as lions, thereby suggesting a direct 

connection with the depiction of Atargatis, who is often portrayed seated between a pair of 

lions
886

. On the contrary, Roche believed that Isis is seated on a throne with elaborate 

armrests, following Egyptian tradition
887

. Again, Donner suggested (and his opinion seems to 

us the most acceptable) that she is sitting on the rocks that could symbolize the rocky areas 

surrounding the location of Isis; it may be intended to show that Isis presides over the whole 

of Petra
888

.  

The inscription of the Sidd el Mreriyye is considered the first documentary evidence in Petra 

about Isis's worship: "This goddess is Isis", beside her representation. Donner indicated that 

                                                           
885

 Milik, Starcky, 1975, p. 122, Pl. XLIV, 2. 
886

 Janif, 2004, p. 124. 
887

 Roche, 1987, p. 218. 
888

 Donner, 1995, p.15; Tyche is also depicted seated on the rocks on Nabataean coins of Aretas III (84-61/60 

BC) struck in Damascus. Auge, 1990, p.131, pl.1, fig.1b; Peter, 2012, p.66, Abb. 2; Mckenzie, Reyes, 2013, p. 

203.  



 

213 
 

this inscription represented Isis's introduction, which she was previously unknown in Petra
889

. 

Wenning and Merklein suggested that the inscription served as an explanation for the 

mysterious and contradictory depiction of the goddess; likely, stripping her from Egyptian 

features that do not conform to the Nabataeans' conception may be the reason behind showing 

her merely as a majestic goddess sitting on the throne
890

. Two noteworthy points emerge from 

this discovery: firstly, the depiction of the goddess in relief and the accompanying Nabataean 

text indicate that the goddess Isis was venerated in her anthropomorphic form and that the 

Nabataeans were indeed the worshipers. Secondely, the isolated and water-rich location of 

this place of worship seems to have been ideal for the mystery cult of Isis, possibly practiced 

within the cult communities of the Nabataeans. 

IV.1.3. The Sanctuary of Isis in Wadi Abu Olleqa 

Another sculpture of the goddess Isis was discovered inside a niche in Wadi Abu Olleqa near 

Jebel Harun, approximately 5 km southwest of Qasr el-Bint (Fig. 134)
891

. The site at Wadi 

Abu Olleyqa is more complex than that at Wadi Siyyagh; it is spread across an upper and 

lower terrace, and the wadi‘s course divides the site into four quadrants and falls as a waterfall 

between two terraces
892

. The goddess is represented sitting on a chair with no back, but 

unfortunately, her head is missing. She is dressed in a long chiton that covers her feet and is 

surmounted by the himation wrapped around her body. Although there is no inscription beside 

the figure, the distinctive Isis-knot between the breasts identifies her as the Egyptian goddess 

Isis
893

. Her hands are likewise damaged, but it appears that she is holding an attribute, most 

likely a plant branch or a feather. The top of her left forearm hangs over one of the goddess 

Isis's distinguishing features, the "situla," which generally houses the Nile's sacred water. 

Under her feet is a rectangular base; it is possible that the empty front side of the base once 

contained an inscription. Parr suggested that the inscription might have been carved on a 
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plaque made of metal or marble
894

, but no holes were found to indicate the presence of such a 

dedication. However, her identification as Isis is supported by the discovery of a rock-cut 

inscription on the wall of a narrow corridor within the lower terrace, written in Nabataean, 

invoking the "protection of Isis"
895

. 

 

 

The head and the arms of the goddess are missing, making it difficult to determine her exact 

attitude here and whether she is depicted wearing the crown of the basileion or not
896

. Roche 

suggested that she might be portrayed in Demeter type, with her hands possibly placed on her 

knees, but many details have been lost due to the later iconoclasm or deliberate destruction of 

the image. Roche also proposed a possible explanation for the vandalism of both the 

inscription and the statue, which may have occurred during the power struggle for the royal 
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Figure 134. A sanctuary of Isis, Wadi Abu Olleqa, Petra, the height of the relief is 74 cm. 
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title between Aretas IV and the minister Syllaeus, which took place in Petra between 6-9 BC. 

Queen Huldo, the wife of Aretas IV, likely played an essential role during the conflict 

between Aretas IV and Syllaeus. It is known that she had a close relationship with Isis's cult, 

which could explain the revenge of the followers of Syllaeus on the image of Isis and her 

name
897

. 

The artistic similarities with several statuettes of "Isis mourning her husband", which have 

been found in Petra's center and in the Temple of the Winged Lions (Figs. 135-136, 147-148, 

151-155), seem to prove that the Isis of Wadi Abu Olleqa is to be identified as Isis in the 

attitude of mourning her husband: the right arm clearly leads to the lost head, and the left 

forearm is placed on the left thigh. She holds an attribute that, in its outline, is probably to be 

recognized as a branch of a plant; the "situla" hangs over the left forearm
898

. Wenning dates 

the sanctuary of Isis to the 1st century BC (time of Obodas III?) according to early Nabataean 

pottery found there
899

, while Lindner mentioned that finds of painted Nabataean ceramic 

shards in the area of the sanctuary date to the 1st century AD
900

. It is noteworthy that this 

sanctuary was located on the vital caravan route heading towards Sinai and Egypt through the 

Naqb ar-Rubai, so it was probably visited by the worshipers of the goddess Isis
901

. 

In addition to that, Petra has also been mentioned as a place of worship for Isis in 

Oxyrhynchus papyrus 1380, known as ―the invocation of Isis‖, which dates back to the 

second century AD, but the scholars argued that the text itself was composed somewhat 

earlier, stating that "In Petra Isis is called Soteira (the savior)‖
902

; however, we can't relate Isis 

here as the protector of navigation
903

. Some inscriptions mentioning the goddess Isis were 

also found in Petra. An incomplete Greek inscription dating back to 257 AD testifies to the 

presence of a priest of Isis in the Siq (canyon), which leads to the Khasneh: ―[...] priest of Isis 

consecrated (this altar) in the year 151 on the 26th of the month of Siwan‖
904

. This indicates 
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the continuation of the worship of Isis in Petra during the 3rd century AD. Moreover, the 

name of the goddess Isis appears four times in the title "Servant of Isis"
905

. 

IV.1.4. The Temple of the Winged Lions 

Several Egyptian figurines were discovered during excavations in the Temple of the Winged 

Lions, which is located in the city center of Petra on the northern hill of Wadi Musa, facing 

the so-called Great Temple. The sanctuary dates back to the reign of King Aretas IV (9 BC- 

40 AD). According to an inscription found in the vicinity of the building (the marble 

workshop), it dates from the years 27/28 AD. The excavations at the site, which began in 

1974 by Philip Hammond, brought to light residential rooms and three workshops (marble, 

metal, painters), which were presumably in the service of the temple. Unfortunately, the 

temple was destroyed by a massive earthquake in 363 AD; until then, it had apparently been 

rebuilt several times
906

. 

A sandstone statuette of the goddess Isis was unearthed in the Temple of the Winged Lions 

(Fig. 135). The goddess is recognizable by her distinctive knot on her chest. She is depicted 

seated on a rocky throne, with her right foot slightly raised. Her face and the right arm have 

suffered significant damage; her head is slightly turned to the right. Her left hand rests on her 

lap while a situla hangs over her arm. The hairstyle consists of at least two rows of Libyan 

curls, which fall on the shoulders. However, the crown on her head is not distinguishable; it is 

possible that it either never existed or, though less likely, was made from another material
907

. 

In addition, another terracotta statuette of Isis was discovered within the temple (Fig. 136); 

only the top part of the figurine is preserved. In this representation, she places her right hand 

against her cheek. She is attired in a short-sleeved chiton, tightly pleated with vertical folds, 

and the Isis-knot in the middle with fringes. She wears the basileion, which consists of a sun 

disc between two stylized horns, and a feather emerges from the top
908

. 
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Figure 135. A sandstone statuette of Isis, the Temple of the Winged Lions, Archaeological Museum 

Amman, Inv. No. J16271. 

Figure 136. A terracotta statuette of Isis, the Temple of the Winged Lions, Jordan Archaeological 

Museum, Inv. No. J16274. 

In the context of the Egyptian references to this temple, an Egyptian votive statuette of Osiris 

was discovered in the cellar area of the temple during the 1975 excavations of the American 

Expedition in Petra (Fig. 137), made of black-green schist. The statuette depicts an Egyptian 

priest holding a figurine of the god Osiris (Osirophoros) in front of him. The man wears a 

long, pleated apron made of transparent fabric that ends just above the ankle and shows the 

typical stem at the front. His left leg is presented, and between the calf and the rear terminal 

edge of the back pillar are two vertical registers of a hieroglyphic inscription. The figurine of 

the gods of Osiris, wrapped in a tight robe, is in the form of a mummy with his arms crossed 

on his chest; one hand holds a crook, the other a flail. The rest of the twisted beard of the god 

can be seen on the chest. The figurine is dated by the hieroglyphic inscription on its back to 

the Late Period, Dynasty XXVI, and the monument's origin is Athribis in the Delta
909

. A 
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similar fragment that also depicts an Osirophoros from Tyre attests to the fact that the special 

iconography was still understood in the Roman period (Fig. 48). 

   

Figure 137. An Egyptian statuette of Osirophoros, the Temple of the Winged Lions, Jordan 

Archaeological Museum of Amman, Inv. No. J16193, H. 20.5 cm. 

Figure 138. A bronze bust of Serapis from the Temple of the Winged Lions. 

Moreover, the worship of Serapis also found a place in Petra, although his cult didn't attain 

the same level of popularity as that of Isis and Harpocrates. In the "Metal Workshop" of the 

Temple Complex of the Winged Lions, a solitary bronze bust of Serapis was unearthed (Fig. 

138)
 910

. This bust is identifiable as Serapis due to the distinctive curls of hair draping the 

forehead and the divided beard. He is attired in the customary tight-fitting tunic, with the 

himation elegantly hung over the left shoulder. Similar to numerous other depictions of 

Serapis, relaxed garments form a large V-shape in the middle of the chest, clamped between 

vertical folds running to the side. While the bust lacks arms, it does feature the same raised 

left shoulder and lowered right shoulder as the complete sculpture. The eyes and pupils have 

been added using materials distinct from the bust itself, and a silver ring encircles the vertical 

spike on the crown, likely designed to hold a separate kalathos
911

.  
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It is worth noting that the anthropomorphic iconography of Dushara may have been 

influenced by the depiction of Zeus-Serapis, which the representation of Dushara was initially 

presented in aniconic stone blocks, as some examples were found in Petra depicting him in 

the form of Zeus-Serapis. There is, for example, a limestone bust of a bearded deity 

discovered in Petra in 1954 in the southern wall of the temenos gate of Qasr al-Bint (Fig.139), 

the main sanctuary of Dushara; he wears a laurel wreath at the front of which is a large 

rectangular medallion, and the beard consists of small curls. The bust is naked except for the 

himation, which covers his left shoulder. The attitude and the features clearly recall the 

iconography of Serapis, especially in the treatment of the beard and hair associated with the 

laurel wreath of Zeus. Because of this similarity, the god could be identified as Dushara-Zeus-

Serapis
912

. 

Another cult statue of the Nabataean god Dushara or the Edomite god Qōs found at the 

sanctuary of Khirbet et-Tannur (Fig. 140), located 70 km north of Petra, represents the god 

sitting on the throne with a bull on each side. He wears a long chiton with a himation draped 

over his left shoulder; in his raised right hand, now lost, he probably was holding the scepter, 

while the left hand holds the thunderbolt. He is depicted with curly hair and a beard; above his 

head remains of the kalathos
913

. If we notice here that his clothes are similar to those of 

Serapis enthroned, in which his himation hangs in a long loop over his left arm, and he is 

wearing the kalathos as on some statues of Serapis in Egypt
914

. For example, a wooden statue, 

now preserved in the Graeco-Roman Museum, was discovered in Theadelphia (Batn Ihrit), 

Fayoum, and dates to the 2
nd

 century BC (Fig. 141). The statue represents the god Serapis, 

who is portrayed seated on a throne, draped in a loose-fitting tunic that falls on his chest. His 

left upper arm is covered by a mantle, which extends to his lower torso. The statue would 

have held a scepter in the left hand while the right hand rested on the three-headed dog 

Kerberos, but they are now missing. The crown atop Serapis' head would have been adorned 

by a kalathos although only the lower portion of it remains. Serapis is depicted with long, 

curled hair, a full beard divided into two vertical coiled locks on the chin, and a mustache
915

. 

The iconography of the cult statue in Khirbet et-Tannur includes aspects of Zeus, Serapis, and 
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Hadad. We mentioned before that the worship of Dushara was known in Tell Defenneh in 

Egypt (see p. 204). 

 

 

Figure 139. A bust of Dushara- Zeus- Serapis? Petra.  Figure 140. A cult statue of Dushara-Qōs, the sanctuary of 

Khirbet et-Tannur. 

  

Figure 141. A wooden statue of Serapis, Theadelphia, 

Egypt. 

Figure 142. A betyl from the Temple of the Winged Lions, 

Department of Antiquities, Amman, Inv. No. JP 13483. 
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The presence of these Egyptian deities in the temple has led most scholars to suggest that it is 

dedicated to the Egyptian goddess Isis, but she is associated with the main goddess of the 

Nabataeans, as indicated by a limestone betyl (an aniconic stone stela) discovered during the 

excavations of the templeof the Winged Lions in 1975 (Fig. 142)
916

. The stela dates to the 1
st
 

or 2
nd

 century AD and bears a resemblance to a betyl from Ez-zantur, which depicts the crown 

of Isis in the middle of the wreath that is adorning the betyl itself (Fig. 149). The betyl from 

the Winged Lion's temple depicts a schematic face that consists of oval eyes protruding as 

rounded ridges, surmounted by thick eyebrows, a long nose, and thick pout lips; the face is 

crowned by a wreath of three layers of small pointed leaves, with a circular recess at the 

middle, whose medallion that was once inserted is now missing. The face is framed by 

architectural elements: two pilasters on either side, topped by a frieze decorated with a dental 

decoration. In addition, there is a Nabataean inscription on the base of the betyl that reads as 

follows: "The goddess of Hayyan, son of Naybat", but unfortunately, the name of the goddess 

is not specified: AI-Uzza and Isis have been suggested
917

, but we do not have any evidence 

for such identifications. 

According to Zayadine, the Temple of the Winged Lions was probably dedicated to Isis, who 

assimilated with Al-Uzza-Aphrodite, the main deity of Petra, with her husband Osiris or 

Serapis
918

, and he thought that the pharaonic statuette of Osiris found here may have been 

deposited in the temple of Isis/Al-Uzza as a votive offering to Isis mourning her husband 

Osiris
919

. On the other hand, Hammond also identified the main goddess of the Temple of the 

Winged Lions as the goddess Isis, but in association with the goddess Allat
920

. He also 

suggested that the altar platform and the temple's decoration were related to the mystery cult 

practices associated with the Egyptian goddess Isis
921

. However, it is noteworthy that the 
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worship of Allat was primarily centered in the regions of Hawran and Iram, and there is no 

mention of her in Petra's inscriptions, which suggests that her worship might not have been 

prevalent there. It is likely that both deities, Al-Uzza and Allat, were two aspects of the same 

goddess, as proposed by Healey. The first one, Al-Uzza, was worshiped at Petra, while the 

second, Allat, was venerated at Iram and Hawran
922

. 
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IV.1.5. Khasneh Faraoun (Treasury of the Pharaoh) 

When one attempts to examine and clarify the Alexandrian influences on Nabataean 

architecture and religion, what immediately comes to mind is undoubtedly the building of 

khasneh
923

, where one can see the crown of Isis, the basileion, on the pediment as Acroterion 

(Figs. 143-144)
924

. This crown is composed of a sun disc between two cow horns and two 

ears of wheat curl on both sides
925

, indicating Isis' relationship with Demeter and 

Persephone
926

. The basielion of Isis also appeared on the Nabataean coins crowning the 

Nabataean queens (Figs. 161-162). Above the crown of Isis, a figure is represented standing 

on a base in the middle of the tholos on the top floor above the entrance to Khasneh (Fig. 

144); she holds in her left hand a cornucopia and a patera in her right hand. Unfortunately, 

the head and the body of the image are not in good condition, so it is difficult to determine if 

the figure represented here is Isis-Tyche or Tyche only, and this point remains controversial 

among researchers
927

.  

The typology of this representation is probably inspired by Ptolemaic models, particularly by 

the figures represented on some of the faience oinochoai found in Alexandria
928

, which depict 

the Ptolemaic queens (Arsinoe II, Bernice II, and Arsinoe III) standing in the same position as 

the figure on the façade of the Khasneh, holding a cornucopia in the left hand and a patera 

pouring liquids in the right, in front of an altar (Fig. 145)
929

. The dedicatory inscriptions 

found on these vases show some variations. However, on certain vases dedicated to Queen 
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Arsinoe II, she is linked with both Isis and Agathe Tyche, indicating a strong connection 

between these goddesses
930

. 

  

Figure 143. Khasneh, Petra. 

Figure 144.The basileion crown of Isis on the pediment as Acroterion, Khasneh. 

On the basis of the iconographic evidence, Zayadine interprets the figure depicted on Khasneh 

as a Nabatean queen, most probably the wife of the king of Obodas III or Aretas IV, due to 

the presence of the basileion on the pediment at the foot of the Tyche
931

. It is suggested that 

the Nabataean queens were also identified with Tyche or Isis-Tyche, a phenomenon that can 

be inspired by the iconography of the Ptolemaic queens
932

. But this theory relies solely on the 

interpretation of iconographic sources, as there is no textual or inscriptional evidence 

confirming the assimilation of the Nabataean queen with Isis-Tyche. Moreover, Schwentzel 

mentioned that the iconography of Ishtar and Atargatis influenced the portrayal of the 
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Nabataean Tyche in numismatics, while the goddess or queen of the Khazneh reproduces the 

Alexandrian model of Isis-Tyche
933

. 

  

 

 

 

Figure 145. An oinochoe of Arsinoe II, British Museum, Inv., No., 1873,0820.389. 

Figure 146. A bronze statuette of Isis-Tyche, Petra, Musée de la Bible, Paris, Inv. No. CB7187. 

On the other hand, Vaelske asserted that the façade of Khasneh bears witness to Alexandrian 

architectural features, such as the depiction of the crown of Isis as an acroterion. However, he 

argued that the figure depicted in the middle may not be Isis, as the Isis-knot is not visible, 

nor are the headdress or other essential characteristics of the goddess. He indicated that the 

figure better recalls the goddess Aphrodite-Tyche holding the rudder in the right hand and the 

cornucopia in the left
934

. But one must point out that no remains of a rudder are now visible. 

The presence and iconography of the goddess Isis-Tyche in Petra are already attested by a 

                                                           
933 

Schwentzel, 2014, p.150. Nabataean coins depicting Tyche have been discovered in Petra and other locations 

within the Nabataean Kingdom. Auge classified four distinct representations of Tyche found on Nabataean coins 

as follows: the first type portrays Tyche as winged, with a cornucopia held in her left hand, seated on a rock with 

the river god swimming beneath her feet. The second type depicts Tyche standing in profile, holding a mace. The 

third type shows Tyche as a winged figure standing in profile, holding a palm branch, and wearing a towered 

crown. The final type represents Tyche in a profile pose, raising her hand in a gesture of blessing. Auge, 1990, 

pl. 1, figs. 1-6. 
934

 Vaelske, 2011, pp. 296- 297; Vaelske, 2013, p.351. 



 

226 
 

bronze figurine discovered at the site (Fig. 146)
935

. Isis-Tyche is shown wearing the basileion, 

but interestingly, the himation does not have the distinctive Isis-knot. Because of its small 

size, the image was likely used as an amulet
936

.  

The representation of Isis-Tyche/Fortuna holding the cornucopia, symbolizing prosperity and 

wealth, alongside the rudder, symbolizing guidance, was one of the favorite subjects in Egypt 

during the Hellenistic and Roman periods
937

. According to Dunand, the depiction of Isis-

Tyche holding a cornucopia is an Alexandrian innovation
938

. The origins of this 

rapprochement might be taking place in Alexandria between Isis-Thermouthis and Agathe-

Tyche-Thermouthis
939

. Isis is referred to as the "mistress of fate" and is invoked with new 

epithets, assimilating her to various Greek goddesses. The hymns of Isidorus, inscribed on the 

pillars of the temple of Isis-Thermouthis in Medinet Madi at Fayoum and dating back to the 

1
st
 century BC, provide a glimpse into the diverse titles bestowed upon Isis. In these hymns, 

Isis is invoked as "Almighty, Good Luck, Isis of the Great Name, Highest Deo (= Demeter), 

Agathe Tyche, and Pronoia"
940

. It is plausible that the reason for the widespread popularity of 

this particular aspect of Isis was its association with the fortunes and prosperity desired by 

farmers for their crops and merchants for the success of their trade
941

. Additionally, Isis-

Tyche/Fortuna was believed to safeguard sailors from the perils they might encounter during 

their maritime ventures, providing protection to commercial shipping routes
942

. 
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It is also worth noting that the Khasneh building in Petra shows many other Alexandrian 

architectural features, like the "broken pediment"
943

. This distinctive element of Baroque 

architecture can trace its oldest examples back to Alexandria, where some models are 

preserved in the Greco-Roman Museum
944

. Later, it appeared in the second style of Pompeian 

wall painting, such as the house of the Labyrinth, dating back to the 1st century BC, as a 

result of the influence of Alexandrian architecture, as mentioned by Mckenzie
945

. There is 

also the Palazzo delle Colonne at Ptolemais in Cyrenaica in modern Libya, which was under 

Ptolemaic control for centuries; the façade consists of niche architecture supported by 

columns with triangular and semicircular gables, dating to around 100 BC
946

. The fact that the 

central elements of this façade were deeply rooted in the architecture of Alexandria and Egypt 

is shown by numerous preserved repetitions of gable-topped niches, framed by columns with 

pointed gables, such as the niche of Marina El-Alamein, about 100 km west of Alexandria, 

which dates to the first century AD
947

. The broken pediment became extremely familiar in 

Roman architecture outside Egypt during the first and second centuries AD, with significant 

examples found in Asia Minor, such as the Market Gate in Miletus, now preserved in the 

Pergamon Museum in Berlin
948

. Furthermore, this architectural element persisted in Egypt 

during Late Antiquity and in Coptic architecture
949

, and maybe the strength of continuity of 

the broken pediment in Egypt is related to its local origin
950

: fragments of niches reproducing 

"broken pediment" have been found in various sites of Egypt, for example, Ahnas
951

, 

Oxyrhynchus
952

, Ashmounein
953

, and Bawit
954

.  
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In addition to the typical "Nabataean capital", which most likely came from Egypt, Mckenzie 

noted that these styles were originally derived from Alexandrian architecture, along with the 

study of Lauter, who emphasized the importance of studying the tombs of Petra as a primary 

source for the characteristics of Alexandrian architecture
955

. In the end, the Isis crown sits on 

the main gable top of the Khazneh, as well as the Isis-Tyche with cornucopia and the Dioscuri 

in the façade, which were very popular in Egypt
956

, but this also applies to the entire late 

Hellenistic world. However, the question will remain about the ways of transmission of the 

characteristics of Alexandrian elements in Khasneh and why the Nabataeans placed the 

basileion as an acroterion. According to Mckenzie, it is possible that the artists and craftsmen 

of the Alexandrian court, who had become unemployed and may have been looking for work 

elsewhere, are likely to be the transmitters
957

. However, Vaelske argued that the elaborate 

religious iconographies that were at hand in Alexandria during the later 1
st
 century BC were 

not brought to Petra; neither Alexandrians nor Graeco-Egyptians can be observed in Petra as 

devotees of Isis. Isis was, in fact, continually venerated by Nabataeans, which could 

hypothetically indicate that the Isis cult was not transferred directly from Egypt to Petra but 

inherited from somewhere closer by, as would be indicated by a Hellenistic inscription for Isis 

at Sia/Hauran
958

. It is worth noting that the Nabataeans themselves may have encountered Isis 

either in the Levant or in Egypt, given our knowledge of Nabataean settlements in the eastern 

delta of Egypt. 
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IV.1.6. Ez-Zantur 

The site of Ez-Zantur is located in the center of Petra. In this part of the site, the excavations 

of Ez-Zantur began in 1988 by the University of Basel on behalf of the Swiss-Liechtenstein 

Foundation for Archaeological Research Abroad (SLFA) under the direction of Stucky; then, 

the works were continued by Kolb
959

. The Swiss diggings have uncovered the remains of 

urban-dwelling complexes from the first century BC through the early fifth century AD. So 

far, the settlement has been investigated on three terraces (EZ I, III, IV) and in a deep section 

(EZ II). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 147. An alabaster statuette of Isis from Ez-Zantur, Archaeological Museum Petra, Inv. No. EZ 

I/89/400, H. 9 cm. 

Figure 148. A terracotta statuette of Isis, Ez- Zantur IV, Archaeological Museum Petra, Inv, No. JP2318. 

In the late Roman house (House II), an alabaster statuette of Isis was found on the terrace EZ 

I, room 27, which was used to store provisions (Fig. 147)
960

. Unfortunately, her arms above 

the elbows and the crown are missing, and the lower part of the body is broken away from the 

breasts. The goddess is shown here in a mourning gesture (Isis-dolente), which is proved by 

the remains of her right hand on her chin and by her head position, slightly inclined to the 
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right. The full face is dominated by the eyes inlaid in red-brown stone. The hairstyle typical of 

Isis consists of corkscrew curls that start from the forehead and go back, and two rows of so-

called Libyan curls fall down on the shoulders; her head is adorned with a broad stephane, 

and she wears a thin sleeveless chiton and a himation hanging over her back, where the 

distinctive Isis-knot is clearly recognizable between her breasts. Mckenzie suggested that this 

figurine had been imported from Egypt and dates to the late Hellenistic period
961

. Another 

terracotta statuette of Isis-dolente was also discovered in Ez-Zantur IV (Fig. 148); only the 

upper part of the body is preserved. We can see the similarities to the figurine of the Temple 

of the Winged Lions (Fig.136), which seems to come from the same mold, but there are minor 

differences in detail due to post-processing
962

. Kolb and Keller mentioned two other statuettes 

fragments of enthroned Isis were found in the excavations in EZ IV; the lower part of the 

statuettes was just preserved, so it is not certain whether she is depicted as Isis-dolente or Isis-

lactans
963

. The fragmentary condition of both pieces makes it challenging to determine their 

type, but it is clear that they cannot be identified as Isis-lactans. The thighs of one of the 

statuettes from EZ IV are well-preserved enough to demonstrate that the child of Horus could 

not have been seated there, nor could his left hand ever have rested in her lap. 

Moreover, a small betyl of sandstone was discovered by Manfred Lindner in the residential 

area of Ez-Zantur, terrace EZ I (Fig. 149). It is possibly a local work from the later Nabataean 

period (late 1st century AD)
964

: its upper part is encircled by a wreath with leaves, which 

shows in the middle the crown of Isis basileion. The shape of the basileion closely resembles 

the one worn by Isis in some statuettes found in Petra (Figs. 136, 148, 154); a small round 

disc with two stylized horns emerges from above. The betyl depicts geometrical forms that 

symbolize the human face, representing a rectangular nose between two star-like eyes so that 

they may be indicated to the astronomical aspect of the deity
965

. The absence of the inner 
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details of the eyes suggests that they might have been intended for the placement of precious 

stones
966

. 
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Figure 149. A betyl from Ez-Zantur, Petra, Museum of Petra, H.50 cm. 
 

 

 

Figure 150. A betyl from the sanctuary of Ain es-shalaleh in Wadi Rumm, southern Jordan. 
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The betyl of Ez-Zantur can be compared to a couple of betyls found in the sanctuary of Ain 

es-Shalaleh in Wadi Rumm, southern Jordan (Fig. 150). These betyls have similar eyes, 

which depict both Al-Kutba and Al-Uzza, but the deity represented in Ez-Zantur is 

characterized by a wreath surrounding the crown of Isis basileion
967

, which can be interpreted 

as ears of wheat and could be related to Isis-Demeter. This comaprison raises the question of 

whether Isis was worshiped as a Nabataean goddess rather than being considered a foreign 

goddess. In this regard, various opinions have associated her with the two goddesses, Allat 

and Al-Uzza. Lindner described the deity here as Al-Uzza- Isis
968

. Zayadine agrees with his 

argument by linking her to Aphrodite, indicating that Al-Uzza-Aphrodite was the main 

goddess in Petra and the wife of Dushara
969

. 

IV.1.7. A potter's kiln complex at Zurrabeh 

Several pottery kilns were discovered at Zurrabeh, situated between the modern city in Wadi 

Musa and the ancient city of Petra. The excavations of the area began in 1979, followed by 

subsequent campaigns extending until 1997. From the second to the sixth century AD, the 

kilns produced fine wares, kitchen wares, oil lamps, water pipes, roof tiles, and figurines. 

Zurrabeh is the largest industrial complex in Petra
970

. 

A terracotta figurine of Isis was discovered in a potter's kiln in late Roman rubble pits and 

dates to the second century AD (Fig. 151). The goddess is shown seated on a throne, wearing 

a long chiton topped by a himation with fringes; between her breasts is the distinctive Isis-

knot; she wears a bracelet on her right wrist with her hand raised to her chin, while her left 

hand is resting on her knee and is holding a feather. Her head is crowned with the basileion, 

consisting of a sun disc surrounded by a trefoil plant, as described by Zayadine
971

. Two 

additional similar statuettes of mourning Isis were also discovered at Zurrabeh (Figs. 152-

153), but unfortunately, the second statuette, only the lower part is preserved. These statuettes 
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also show the goddess seated on the throne in a frontal position and wearing a chiton. The 

right hand is raised to the chin, while the left hand is adorned with a bracelet, resting upon the 

lap and perhaps holding a feather (Fig.152)
972

. Another small statue of Isis-Lactans was found 

in Wadi Musa; Vaelske suggested that it probably comes from Zurrabeh, preserved in the 

Jordan Archaeological Museum. Her head is relatively large and the face is long; her eyes 

consist of pierced holes surrounded by a circular edge; the figure wears the pectoral, earrings, 

and the double crown, a feature that is not common for Isis statues. Vaelske suggested that the 

statue was probably produced in one of the Zurrebeh art workshops in the Roman period
973

.  
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Figure 151. A terracotta 

statuette of Isis, potter's kiln at 

Zurrebah, Jordan 

Archaeological Museum, H. 17 

cm. 

Figure 152. A terracotta statuette 

of Isis, at Zurrebah, Museum of 

Jordanian Heritage, Inv. No. 

A684. 

Figure 153. A terracotta statuette 

of Isis, at Zurrebah, Archaeological 

Museum Petra, Inv. No. JP862. 
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IV.1.8. Isis mourning her husband "Isis-Dolente." 

As previously mentioned, several statuettes were found during the excavations in Petra, depict 

Isis seated on a throne, wearing the crown of the basileion, and placing her right hand on her 

cheek, expressing sadness and mourning over her husband, Osiris (Figs. 135-136, 147-148, 

151-155). This particular representation is commonly referred to as Isis mourning her husband 

"Isis-Dolente", and Bricault explains that it originates from ancient Egyptian religion
974

.  

  

 

Figure 154.A fragment of the statuette of Isis, Petra, private collection. 

Figure 155.The lower part of Isis, Petra, Private collection, Parlasca, 1991, Abb.16. 

The representation of Isis resting her face on her left or right hand can be observed in Greek 

statues dating back to the early fifth century BC
975

. This particular pose seems to have been 

inspired by various representations, such as Demeter crying over her daughter Persephone, 

Penelope anxiously awaiting the return of her husband Odysseus
976

, or Electra grieving at the 

                                                           
974

 In the myth of Isis‘s search for her husband Osiris, as found in the Pyramid Texts, both sisters Isis and 

Nephthys lament and seek out Osiris, but there is no mention of Isis presiding over Osiris's resurrection. Instead, 

the goddess Nut is depicted in this role. The Pyramid Texts do not exhibit a tendency to emphasize the role of 

Isis, similar to her sister Nephthys. Rather, Isis is portrayed as a grieving sister mourning the loss of her brother. 

However, over time, the lamentation over the loss of Osiris became a crucial dramatic element in celebratory 

rituals. It is interesting to note that in ancient times Nephthys was closely associated with Isis in this event, but 

Isis was later discovered mourning her husband alone, and this clearly reflects the increasing importance of Isis 

in the myth. At the end of the New Kingdom, a divine entity known as Isis-Shentayet was created, and she 

played the role of the mourning wife of Osiris, symbolized by the widow goddess Shentayet. During the Late 

Period, as well as the Greek and Roman Periods, the significance of Isis-Shentayet continued to grow. Her role 

became indispensable during the festivals of Khoiak, which celebrated the resurrection of Osiris. These Khoiak 

festivals bear striking similarities to the Eleusinian Mysteries of Demeter. Parlasca, 1990, pl. III-IV, figs. 11-13; 

Zayadine, 1991, pp.296- 299, figs.6, 14-15; Parlasca, 1991, pp.115-116, Abb14-16; Bricault, 1992, pp. 42- 43; 

nos. I-6a-b, I-7a-b, I-8, I-9; El-Khouri, 2002, nos.33-39, 43, 45; Bricault, 2006a, pp.77- 82. 
975

 Zayadine, 1991, p.297; Bricault, 1992, p.41; Bricault, 2006a, p.78. 
976

 A plaque of terracotta preserved in the Metropolitan Museum, Inv. No. 9.11.9, dated back to 460 BC, depicts 

Penelope sitting and putting her left hand at her cheek, her husband Odysseus, who disguised as an old beggar, 



 

235 
 

tomb of her father, Agamemnon
977

. Hence, this iconographic type has been identified as 

portraying a more mythical aspect rather than a functional one, which is a rarity within the 

goddess's imagery. 

However, the primary origin of this type can be traced back to the representation of Demeter 

mourning her daughter, as these two goddesses became closely assimilated with each other
978

. 

Herodotus even affirmed that he considers Isis to be nothing more than the Greek goddess 

Demeter, the goddess of fertility
979

. On the other hand, Diodorus, in his attempt to establish 

the Egyptian origin of Demeter among the Athenians, stated that the rituals of the Eleusinian 

mysteries were derived from the land of the Nile
980

. The assimilation between Isis and 

Demeter can be seen through their association with some common characteristics: Plutarch 

indicated that the Nile, referred to as "Osiris", was married to the earth, known as "Isis", and 

the name of the earth was also given to Demeter, as the spirit that presides over the earth and 

its bountiful crops
981

. Both goddesses were closely connected to agriculture, fertility, and the 

abundance of crops that sustain human life. They were credited with the discovery of wheat 

and were revered as the ones who taught people to cultivate the land. Additionally, both 

deities were strongly associated with motherhood
982

. Isis was renowned as the nurturing 

caretaker of her child, Horus, while Demeter was also recognized as Demeter Kourotrophos, 

the goddess who nourishes and cares for children.Furthermore, Isis adopted various attributes 

of Demeter, particularly the depiction of ears of wheat, which can be seen on the pediment of 

the Khasneh in Petra, flanking both sides of the sun disc (Fig. 144)
983

. A statue preserved in 

the Heraklion Museum depicting Demeter in this type can be found at the temple of Demeter 

in Gortyn, Crete (Fig. 156). In this representation, the goddess Demeter is shown seated, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
approaches her. Another terracotta plaque depicts the same scene from Melos, in the Louvre Museum, Inv. No. 

CA 860, dated back to 450 BC. Bothmer, Mertens, 1979, pp. 224-225, nos.180-181. 
977

 A plaque of terracotta from Piraeus, preserved in the Louvre Museum, Inv. No. MNB906, dated around 460-

450 BC, depicts Electra visiting the grave of her father Agamemnon, sitting on the grave's steps, and placing her 

left hand near her cheek as an expression of sadness. Bothmer, Mertens, 1979, p. 222, no.178. 
978

 Zayadine, 1991, p.297; Bricault, 1992, p.41. 
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wearing a cloak, and resting her head on her right hand, conveying a profound sense of 

sorrow and grief
984

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 156. A statue of Demeter, Heraklion Museum, the temple of Demeter in Gortyn, Crete. 

While there are slight variations in the portrayal of Isis mourning her husband in Petra, there 

are several recurring characteristics in her depictions. She is consistently illustrated as a 

seated figure, with her right hand tenderly raised to her cheek and her feet positioned at the 

same level. Her head is inclined, often gazing downward, and she is frequently presented in a 

frontal view. Moreover, the crown of the basileion frequently adorned her head, and the 

distinctive Isis-knot is consistently positioned between her breasts. In certain instances, a 

situla gracefully hangs from her left forearm (Figs. 135, 155). Alternatively, other examples 

showcase her left hand delicately clasping a plant branch or cradling a feather on her lap 

(Figs. 151-152, 155)
985

. Notably, these representations of Isis mourning her husband exhibit 

impressive consistency in their overall composition and the specific attributes ascribed to her. 

These depictions underscore the enduring significance of Isis as an emblem of mourning, 

rebirth, and divine potency within the Petra region's context. 

According to Parlasca, these figurines are most likely based on a lost large-scale model, 

which is supported by the fact that the rock sculpture of Isis in Wadi Abu Olleqa belongs to 

                                                           
984
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985
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the same type
986

. Although this motif is widespread in Egyptian mythology, it is relatively 

uncommon among the numerous representations of the goddess in Egypt. An example of a 

bronze statue of Isis preserved in the Egyptian Museum of Berlin dates to the Roman period 

(Fig. 157). Isis is seated on a throne supported by a pillar on top of a large uraeus with a 

braided tail, wearing the crown of the basileion. The goddess is entirely covered by a heavy 

cloak, wearing the basileion crown, with her head resting on her right hand while her left 

hand is placed on her thigh
987

.   

Additionally, there are two terracotta statuettes of Isis-dolente (Fig. 158), one from 

Memphis
988

 and the other from Mit Rahina
989

, which may originate from the same mold. In 

both representations, Isis is portrayed seated on a chair; her head is slightly inclined to the 

right, and her hair has curly strands. She adorns her head with a broad headband, crowned by 

the basileion, and is gracefully draped in a himation that is knotted at its center. A floral 

wreath delicately graces her left shoulder, and her right hand rests against her cheek, while the 

situla hangs from her left wrist, and the left hand is most likely holding a wheat branch. 

Dunand imprecisely described this type as "Isis pensive
990

. 
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Figure 159. A terracotta figurine of Isis-dolente, The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow, Inv. I, 

1a 2903 (IG 2978)), 15.0 х 7.7 х 4.4 cm. 

Figure 157. A bronze statue of Isis-dolente, 

Ägyptisches Museum Berlin, Inv. No. 12674 

Figure 158. A terracotta statuette of Isis-dolente, Memphis, 

Egyptian Museum, Cairo, Inv. No. JE 55242. 
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An additional instance can be observed in a terracotta statuette housed in the Pushkin State 

Museum of Fine Arts in Moscow, which dates back to the Roman period (Fig. 159)
991

. The 

statuette depicts Isis-dolente seated on a throne with a tall rectangular backrest and feet on a 

plinth. The figure's facial features are boyish and express profound sorrow, suggesting she is 

in a state of mourning. The woman's undergarment includes a short-sleeved pleated chiton, a 

lengthy himation, and a fold of fabric across her shoulder. She wears jewelry, including a 

bracelet on her right wrist and earrings in both ears. The situla attached to her right wrist is a 

characteristic attribute of either Isis or her attendant. In her left hand, she clutches an 

uncertain object resembling a piece of bread. The statuette captures a subtle motion with the 

right hand raised to touch the head, the head tilted toward the right shoulder, and the left hand 

resting on the knees. Atop her head, she wears a headdress featuring a sun disc and plumes, 

part of the traditional crown of Isis known as the basileion. Encircling her head is a 

semicircular element resembling either a sun disc or a nimbus
992

. 

Finally, a marble statue of Isis-dolente was found in the 19th century in the ruins of a 

sacellum on the acropolis of Fiesole, located north of Florence (Fig. 160). The statue, 

undoubtedly of Egyptian origin and dating back to the 2
nd

 century AD, portrays Isis seated on 

a rock. Unfortunately, her head and left forearm are missing. Her right hand rests on her knee 

and holds ears of wheat, while her left hand seems to be leaning towards her chin, and a situla 

is suspended from her left elbow. The statue‘s base bears a dedication to "Isis of Taposiris by 

the veteran Maximus Gargennius", who likely resided in Egypt in favor of his brother 

Macrinus Gargennius
993

. Malaise suggests that the sculptor chose this attitude to honor Isis at 

the burial site of her husband, Osiris
994

. Bricault concludes that the epithet of the goddess Isis 

"Tapose…riaj" indicates her state of grief over the death of her husband, Osiris. Therefore, Isis 

of Taposiris is unquestionably none other than Isis mourning her husband
995

. The exact date 
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when this transformation in the iconography of Isis occurred remains uncertain. The reasons 

behind and the individuals responsible for the plastic transcription of Isis, portraying her as 

distressed by the disappearance of Osiris, are questions that have yet to be answered. 

However, what is certain is that the new representation of the goddess adopted a posture that 

was already familiar within the Hellenistic world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 160. A marble statue of Isis, Fiesole, Museo Civico Archeologico, Inv. No. 21. 

The presence of molds and manufacturing techniques observed in Petra, such as the lack of 

attention to anatomical details, varied sizes of body parts, round faces, and asymmetrical 

limbs, provides evidence that the great majority of these figurines were produced locally 

rather than being imported from Egypt
996

. The best evidence of this is the terracotta figurine 

discovered at the potter's kiln at Zurrabeh (Fig. 151), suggesting that Petra may have been the 

center of this distinctive type, which refers to local piety for the goddess
997

. According to this 

documentary series, the mysteries of Osiris were celebrated in Petra, and Isis had a small 
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temple dedicated to her, located away from the heart of the caravan city, where she was 

venerated in her role as a grieving wife. 

IV.1.9. Nabataean coins with Isis's crown 

The first appearance of the Nabataean queen in the second half of the first century BC was 

represented on the coins of Obodas III (30-9 BC)
998

; she was depicted in a bust next to the 

king and sometimes alone on the reverse of the coin. A silver coin showed a bust of the queen 

alone on the reverse side
999

; she was identified as the queen Hagiru through a coin in year 10 

(21/20 BC.) with her name written beside her depiction
1000

 This shows that the status of the.

queen has improved considerably under Obodas III
1001

. Actually, the position of the busts is 

inspired by the Ptolemaic coins; whether it is the busts of kings and queens or the couple 

assimilated with Isis and Serapis, it is possible that the Nabataean king wanted to imitate the 

Ptolemaic kings' portraits
1002

.  

On the coins of Aretas IV (9 BC- 40 AD), he appears on the obverse and his first wife, queen 

Huldu, on the reverse; each occupies one side of the coin, and they are no longer united. She 

is always depicted veiled, but the veil is pushed back over the forehead and reveals a 

stephane, a thin necklace around her neck. Sometimes it is visible at the top of her head; the 

Isis's crown, which consists of the sun disc and two horns (Fig. 161), testifies to her equation 

with the Egyptian goddess Isis
1003

. Later, the stephane was replaced with a laurel wreath, but 

the basielion is still shown at the top of her head
1004

. After the death of queen Huldu at the 

end of year 24 (15/16AD), the king had a new wife, Shaqilat, who began to be depicted on the 

coins in year 27. She is shown like Huldu, veiled, with a wreath on her head and the Isis 

crown, but it emerges with two feathers (Fig. 162)
1005

.  
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Figure 161. Queen Huldu wearing the basileion, Schwentzel, 2005, p. 157, Fig.7.1-7.3. 

Figure 162. Aretas IV and Shaqilat with the basileion, Veymiers, 2011, p. 230, Fig.9.32. 

After that, the wives of Malichus II and Rabbel II still appear on the coinage, and the Isis 

crown appears at least identifiable on the foreheads of the last two Nabatean queens, Gamilat 

and Hagiru, successive wives of Rabbel II, the last king of Nabataeans
1006

. Then, Nabataea 

was annexed by Rome in 106 AD
1007

. The Isis crown, thus, was provided to the Nabataean 

coins from the reign of queen Huldu; actually, the appearance of the Isis crown is not 

surprising in Petra; as already noted, it is depicted on the pediment of Khasneh and the stela 

from Ez-Zantur. Schwentzel suggested that the Nabataean queens were assimilated with Isis-

Al-Uzza
1008

. The assimilation of the Ptolemaic queens with the goddess Isis was familiar, 

beginning with Arsinoe II, for whom was designated as Isis in her cartouche, until Cleopatra 

VII, which one of the queen's titles was "Nea Isis". According to Plutarch, after the 

celebration of Antony's triumph over Armenia in Alexandria in 34 BC, Cleopatra bore the 

title "Nea Isis"
1009

.  

The Nabataean coins also showed some Ptolemaic characteristics, such as the depiction of the 

eagle, which appears on the reverse of all the currencies of Obodas II
1010

, and frequently 

under Malichus I
1011

, Obodas III
1012

, and Aretas IV. It appeared with closed wings, standing to 
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the left
1013

; it also adorned the façade of Khazneh. This representation of the eagle is 

recognizable as an indication of Ptolemaic coins, the attribute of Zeus, which is depicted with 

outstretching wings standing on a thunderbolt. Then, the eagle continued to be used by the 

Seleucids after the withdrawal of Ptolemaic control
1014

.  

It is worth noting that the cornucopia, the Greek attribute of Tyche, the goddess of 

abundance, and also the attribute of the Ptolemaic royal house, appeared on the Nabataean 

coins. It is shown alone under Malichus I, from which emerge oval fruits and two bunches of 

grapes
1015

. Under Obodas III, it is displayed the double cornucopia "dikeras", which are two 

symmetrical, crossed, and filleted. The double cornucopia was invented in Egypt and became 

the symbol of the Ptolemaic ruling couple and their blessing function. According to 

Athenaeus, the double cornucopia is associated with Arsinoe II, which Ptolemy II explicitly 

made for her
1016

; it linked the fertility of Egypt with the Ptolemaic queen
1017

, but it has also 

appeared on the coins of Arsinoe III and Cleopatra VII
1018

. It was adopted by the Seleucid 

kings and appeared on Jewish coins around 130 BC
1019

. Furthermore, under Aretas IV, the 

cornucopia is also doubled, crossed, and filleted
1020

, sometimes parallel to each other and 

accompanied by a palm branch
1021

. Charbonneaux mentioned that the double cornucopia 

evokes the divine couple of Isis and Serapis in Greco-Roman Egypt
1022

. 
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IV.1.10. Harpocrates 

A group of bronze figurines depicting the child god Harpocrates was discovered in Petra
1023

. 

One notable example is a small bronze statuette of Harpocrates (Fig. 163) found in Wadi 

Musa in 1996 by Amer. The statuette depicts Harpocrates as a naked child, seated with both 

legs pulled close to the body. His left arm is slightly lowered and rests on the knee, holding an 

unidentified attribute whose purpose remains unclear, while the index finger of his right hand 

touches his mouth. His head is adorned with a small emblem, although it is difficult to 

distinguish. Additionally, there is a ring at the back, positioned between the neck and the 

middle of the back, which allows the statuette to be worn as a pendant or amulet around the 

neck
1024

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 163. A bronze statuette of Harpocrates, Petra, Archaeological Museum Petra, Inv. No. JP4762. 

Figure 164. A bronze statuette of Harpocrates, Petra, private collection. 

Another bronze statuette of Harpocrates from Petra (Fig. 164) is similar to the previous one. 

In this depiction, the god is shown as a naked child seated; his right arm is raised with his 

index finger touching his mouth in the characteristic manner associated with Harpocrates. The 

left arm was probably holding a cornucopia, symbolizing abundance and prosperity. 
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Moreover, there is a ring extending from the top of the head, designed for wearing the 

statuette as an amulet
1025

. 

As for the terracotta figurines, there are several examples found in Petra, including two heads 

of Harpocrates that date to the Roman Period. It is possible that these heads were part of a 

complete statuette. The first head (Fig. 165) was discovered during the British excavations in 

al-Katuteh from 1958-1964, in the area between the temple of Qasr al-Bint and the Temple of 

the Winged Lions along the colonnaded street
1026

. It is likely associated with the temple of the 

Winged Lions, where several Egyptian statues were found. Harpocrates can be identified by 

the index finger of his right hand, which is pointed towards his mouth. The hairstyle consists 

of two rows of circular curls, and the head is crowned with an emblem, but it is significantly 

damaged. Unfortunately, due to the extent of the damage, it is difficult to determine whether 

the crown represents a lotus bud or a double crown
1027

. The other head (Fig. 166) is in good 

condition and depicts Harpocrates wearing the Egyptian double crown. The remains of the 

index finger of his right hand, touching his mouth, are still visible. The style and quality of the 

head suggest that it is an imported Egyptian piece
1028

. Additionally, there is a terracotta 

fragment (Fig. 167), but only the lower part is preserved. This fragment may serve as an 

excellent parallel to the aforementioned heads. It represents a seated naked boy on a 

hemispherical base, adorned with bracelets around his ankles. The outlines of a garment are 

clearly visible on the left thigh. This terracotta fragment likely represents Harpocrates, 

depicted with a cornucopia and a cloak draped over his left arm
1029

.  
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Figure 165. A head of Harpocrates, Petra, Petra Archaeological Museum, Inv. No. JP 156. 

Figure 166. A head of Harpocrates, Petra, private collection. 

Figure 167. A terracotta fragment of Harpocrates, Petra, private collection. 

Finally, there are also two terracotta plaques found in Petra (Figs. 168-169). They represent 

the same motif: Harpocrates stands on a decorated rectangular base, portrayed naked except 

for a himation on his left shoulder
1030

. The index finger of his right hand touches his mouth, 

while he holds a cornucopia in his left hand
1031

. Some scholars mentioned that there is a 

coiling snake next to Harpocrates on one of the two plaques, and it is possible that it is also 

present on the other plaque, but it is broken
1032

.We can compare them to a plaque of 

Harpocrates standing in a posture similar to our plaques, preserved in the British Museum and 

probably dating to the Roman period (Fig. 170). Harpocrates is depicted holding a cornucopia 

inside a shrine decorated with a cobra frieze. The god stands on a molded plinth in the shrine 

with his right finger to his mouth and wearing a himation over his left shoulder while holding 

a cornucopia
1033

. The depiction of Harpocrates holding a cornucopia in his left arm spread 

widely in Egypt during the Hellenistic and Roman periods
1034

. It may have originated in 

Alexandria; his representation with a cornucopia indicates the god's ability to provide 
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sustenance and aid humans and animals, as well as his role as a fertility god
1035

. Compared to 

the rarity of large statues of Harpocrates, the enormous quantity of terracotta figurines of 

Harpocrates bears witness, as Dunand has pointed out, to the clear-cut existence between 

official worship and popular religion
1036

. 
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Figure 168. A terracotta plaque of 

Harpocrates, Petra, private collection. 

 

Figure 169. A terracotta plaque of Harpocrates, the 

Great Temple, Petra, Archaeological Museum Petra, 

Inv. No. JP3934, H. 8.4 cm. 

 

 
Figure 170.  A terracotta plaque of Harpocrates, the British Museum. 
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IV.2. Khirbet et-Tannur 

A limestone relief depicting the goddess Tyche 

was discovered at the temple of Khirbet et-

Tannur, situated 70 km north of Petra (Figs. 

171-172). The temple was excavated by Nelson 

Glueck in 1937
1037

. Tyche, the goddess of good 

fortune, is represented in the zodiac. She is 

adorned with a mural crown topped by a veil, 

and her hair falls in a single curl on each side. 

The distinguishing feature of Tyche is the mural 

crown representing city walls. Additionally, two 

symbols are portrayed alongside her: a crescent 

moon and two rods bound together. One of the 

rods is topped with a crescent moon, while the 

other may depict an ear of wheat or a pine cone, 

potentially symbolizing a thyrsus, the attribute 

of Dionysus. McKenzie and Reyes have 

proposed that these symbols may indicate 

Tyche's dual role as a goddess associated with 

both astral influences and fertility
1038

. 

Supporting the zodiac ring is the winged goddess Nike, the winged victory. Unfortunately, her 

right arm and feet are missing, but she is seen wearing a peplos adorned with a rosette on each 

clasp
1039

. 

The symbols on the zodiac in the relief follow a specific order, which is different from the 

usual cyclic arrangement of the signs. Instead, they are organized into two sequences: starting 

from the top on the left side and running counterclockwise for the first half of the year, from 

                                                           
1037

 Glueck, 1937, pp. 6-16. 
1038

 There are also two other busts of Tyche at Khirbet et-Tannur depicting this symbol, but they are in bad 

condition; however, no example is known from any other site, either in classical or Near Eastern contexts. She is 

also depicted wearing the mural crown and a veil, with a single curl of her hair falling on each side. McKenzie, 

Reyes, 2013, p.206, Figs. 361, 363. 
1039

 McKenzie, 2003, p. 186-188, figs.197, 199; McKenzie, Reyes, 2013, p.206, 213, figs. 357-358. 

 

Figure 171. The Zodiac of Tyche, the temple of 

Khirbet et-Tannur, the Cincinnati Art Museum.  



 

249 
 

Aries to Virgo. Then, the sequence returns from the top on the right side and runs downward 

for the second half of the year, from Libra to Pisces
1040

. In other examples, such as a zodiac 

ring in Rome supported by Atlas (Fig. 173), the symbols typically follow a continuous 

direction. It begins from the top left with Aries to Virgo and continues from the bottom right 

with Libra to Pisces
1041

. 

Glueck proposed that the change in direction of the symbols was meant to signify the two 

halves of the Nabataean calendar, where the natural new year commenced in spring while the 

civil new year started in autumn
1042

. On the other hand, McKenzie suggested an Egyptian 

influence on the Nabatean zodiac, citing examples found on Egyptian coffins from the first 

and second centuries AD. These examples, similar to the Nabataean sculpture at Khirbet et-

Tannur, combine both clockwise and counterclockwise directions. One instance is the wooden 

coffin of Kornelios Pollios from Sheikh Abd el-Qurna in Luxor, currently preserved in the 

British Museum, which dates back to the first century AD. It depicts the goddess Nut, 

surrounded by the zodiac. On the right side, the signs Leo to Capricorn turn in a clockwise 

direction, while on the left side, the final signs, Aquarius and Cancer, also move clockwise. 

However, the four inner signs, Pisces to Gemini, run counterclockwise
1043

. 

Another wooden coffin of Heter, possibly from Thebes, is now missing (Fig. 174). It dates 

back to 125 AD and features the goddess Nut at its center, with the zodiac on both sides. On 

her right, the signs Cancer to Sagittarius run counterclockwise, while on her left, Capricorn to 

Gemini are depicted clockwise
1044

. Notably, the sign of Pisces, which typically portrays two 

fish facing opposite directions in Roman examples, is represented in the same direction as the 

Egyptian examples
1045

. 
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 McKenzie, 2003, p. 188, fig. 198; McKenzie, Reyes, 2013, pp.213-214, figs. 357- 358. 
1041

 Glueck, 1937, p. 14, fig.7; McKenzie, Reyes, 2013, p.213, fig. 359. 
1042

 Glueck, 1937, p. 14. 
1043

 McKenzie,2001, p.108, fig.19; McKenzie, Reyes, 2013, p.219. 
1044

 Neugebauer, Parker, 1969, pp. 93- 95, no. 71, pl.50.  
1045

 Neugebauer, Parker, 1969, pls. 47a-b, 48, 50; Cauville, 1997, p.27. There have been debates regarding the 

interpretation of these observations. Wenning argues that while there are Egyptian parallels for a divided zodiac, 

there are no parallels for a divided zodiac ring or a change in the sequence of zodiacs. Wenning suggests a 

Babylonian influence, as the Hellenistic-Roman world was familiar with Babylonian astronomy, and there is 

evidence of Nabataean engagement with Babylonian astronomy as well. Wenning, 2009, pp, 577- 579, Figs.1-2. 
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Figure 172.The Zodiac of Tyche. Figure 173. A zodiac ring in Rome. 

 

Figure 174. The wooden coffin of Heter, probably from Thebes. 
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IV.3. Sia 

A bronze statuette of the child-god Harpocrates from Sia, 3 km south of Qanawat (Fig. 175), 

depicts him standing naked with his left foot slightly forward. He leans against a small pillar 

with his left hand, holding a cornucopia. In a characteristic gesture, he raises the index finger 

of his right hand to his mouth. It is possible that he wore the "double crown," which represents 

the crown of Upper and Lower Egypt, but this detail remains unclear
1046

. Numerous small-

scale bronze sculptures of Harpocrates have survived and can be found throughout the Roman 

Empire. A similar bronze statuette was discovered in Bostra (Fig. 176), Harpocrates as a 

naked young boy wearing the double crown. In this depiction, he leans on a vine with his left 

elbow and likely holds a cornucopia in his hand. His right hand is extended upwards, and his 

outstretched index finger touches his lips, a typical gesture associated with this Egyptian child 

god
1047

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 175. A bronze statuette of Harpocrates from Sia, Syria. 

Figure 176. A bronze statuette of Harpocrates from Bostra. 

The representation of Harpocrates seen in these statues bears resemblance to the works of 

Praxiteles, where the figurine rests on one leg, creating an S-shaped body leaning on a pillar. 

Sculptures of Harpocrates portrayed in a Greco-Roman style are mostly Roman in date
1048

. 
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 Dentzer- Feydy, Weber, et al., 2010, p.8, figs.16-17; Podvin, 2016, p.316, fig.11. 
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 It is preserved in the National Museum of Damascus, Inv. No. 6299. Weber, 2007, p. 46, fig. 4. 
1048

 Tran Tam Tinh, Jaeger, Poulin, LIMC IV, 1988, s.v. Harpokrates, p. 416. 
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One famous example is the marble statue of Harpocrates from the temple of el-Ras el-Soda, 

which is now housed in the Antiquities Museum of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina. This statue 

shows the god in a Greco-Roman style (Fig. 177)
1049

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 177. A marble statue of Harpocrates in el-Ras el-Soda temple, the Antiquities Museum in the 

Bibliotheca Alexandrina. 
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 Inv. No. T0018.Tran Tam Tinh, Jaeger, Poulin, LIMC IV, 1988, s.v. Harpokrates, p. 418, no.5; Adriani, 

1940, p.140, no. II, pls.56-57; Kiss, 2006, p.164. 
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IV.4. Ghariye Shoubeih 

A basalt statue of a male figure was found at Ghariye Shoubeih, located south of Jabal al-

Druze, Syria (Fig. 178). The statue is now preserved in the Soueida Museum. It portrays a 

standing man depicted barefoot on a base, dressed in a short-sleeved tunic fastened with a 

cord at the chest. The tunic is covered by a himation that drapes over the lower body, with its 

folds falling on the left arm. The figure features thick hair and a beard, and is adorned with a 

kalathos. The rough expression of the face, with the slightly hooked nose, is framed by a full 

beard. In his right hand, he holds a patera, while his left hand grasps a cornucopia
1050

.  

Some scholars have suggested that the figure represents the Nabataean 

god Dushara, who is associated with Dionysus. However, Kater-Sibbes 

has proposed an alternative interpretation, identifying the figure as the 

god Serapis
1051

. Comparing the statue with other depictions of Serapis 

holding a patera and cornucopia, it is likely that this representation 

represents Serapis in association with Dushara. It is worth noting the 

weightiness of the statue's execution and certain distinctive features, such 

as the elongated eyes observed in other regional heads, which indicate a 

local artistic influence. 

 

 

 

Figure 178. A basalt statue of Serapis from Ghariyé Shoubeih, H. 1.48 m. 

The depiction of Serapis holding a cornucopia and patera has appeared on Alexandrian coins. 

Only four coin issues are specifically devoted to Serapis: in the years 16 and 17 of Trajan and 

in the years 9 and 11 of Hadrian
1052

. These coins have been found not only in Egypt but also 
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 Dussaud, 1923, pp. 397- 401. 
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 Virolleaud, 1924, pp. 51-52, pl. XX, 2; Dunand, 1934, p. 37, pl. VII, no. 42; Kater-Sibbes, 1973, p.78, no. 

449. 
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 Michaelis,1885, pp. 300-301; Tran Tam Tinh, 1983, pp. 57-58, no. III.21-24, figs. 111,114. 
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in locations outside of Egypt, including Thrace, Odessos, Dionysopolis, Perinthus, and 

Deultum, during a relatively short period between the reigns of Caracalla and Gordian III
1053

. 

In most depictions, Serapis is typically portrayed wearing a kalathos, a chiton, and a himation. 

He holds the cornucopia in his left hand and a patera in his right hand, as if making a 

libation, often positioned above an altar. Serapis is also depicted in various statuettes and 

reliefs; for example, there is a figurine of Serapis from the second half of the 2
nd

 century BC 

(Fig. 179) that is part of the von Bissing collection at the Allard Pierson Museum. This 

figurine, discovered in Alexandria, portrays the god with a high kalathos on his head, an 

elongated face, dressed in a short-sleeved chiton and himation, and holding a cornucopia in 

his left hand and a patera in his right hand
1054

. Another example is a relief from Delos dating 

to the 2
nd

 century BC (Fig. 180). Serapis is depicted standing alongside Isis or Isis-Tyche, 

with a large serpent positioned on an altar between them
1055

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 179. A statuette of Serapis, Alexandria, the von Bissing collection at Allard Pierson Museum. 

Figure 180. A relief of Serapis and Isis, Delos. 
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 IV.5. Palmyra 

The ancient city of Tadmor, known by its Greek name Palmyra, lies amidst the Syrian Desert, 

approximately midway between Damascus and Deir ez-Zur, near the Euphrates River. 

Palmyra was an important stopover for direct caravan trade between the Syrian region and 

Mesopotamia
1056

. The historical connections between Egypt and Palmyra can be traced back 

to the Hellenistic period, with particular prominence during Roman times
1057

. While there are 

limited literary sources available, there is evidence of a Palmyrene named Zabdibelos who 

commanded a contingent of the Seleucid army in the famous ―Battle of Raphia‖
1058

. 

A terracotta plaque, currently preserved in the British Museum (Fig. 181), takes the form of a 

shrine with a triangular pediment. It was acquired from Greville Chester in 1885 and is 

believed to have originated from Palmyra, dating to the late period or early Ptolemaic period. 

The architrave of the shrine is supported by columns in the form of two Bes figures standing 

on a plinth. Each Bes figure is depicted naked, with hands resting on their thighs. Their tall 

feathered crowns extend to the architrave, and beneath them is a reclining lion with its head 

turned forward and front paws crossed in an Egyptian style. Inside the shrine, there is a 

depiction of a naked female deity with her hands by her sides, wearing a short but full wig 

with layered locks
1059

. The piece is undoubtedly a work of an Egyptian workshop and shares 

similarities with a similar plaque excavated at Naukratis, likely originating from the same 

mold
1060

. Bailey suggested that these depictions of the goddess were probably intended as ex-

votos, dedicated at a temple
1061

. Some scholars have suggested that plaques like this one 

frequently portray significant individuals, objects, or events associated with the "festival of 

drunkenness". This festival commemorated the return of Isis from the southern region to 

reunite with her husband Osiris, a union that led to the conception of Horus, the divine child. 
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 Will, 1957, pp. 262-277; Gawlikowski, 1996, pp.139-45. 
1057

 Butcher, 2003, pp. 58-60. 
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 Parlasca, 1994, p.405. 
1059
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Symbolically, this religious celebration held great importance for the renewal of both the 

royal dynasty and the fertile land, as it immediately preceded the Nile Inundation
1062

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 181. A terracotta plaque from Palmyra, the British Museum, Inv. No., 1885, 1010. 28. 

A Greek inscription dating to 149 AD indicates that Isis was known in Palmyra, which was 

discovered by the archaeological mission of the Department of Antiquities of Syria between 

the Agora and the theater. The inscription reads as follows: "Bariki, son of Zabdibol, son of 

Bariki, son of Zabdibol, son of Maliku, son of Arzagad, dedicated to Samabol (= Astarte?), to 

Isis and to Aphrodite, ancestral gods, at his expense, a small temple in marble with all the 

decoration and the chancel, for his salvation and that of his children and his brothers, the year 

460, in the month of Loos"
1063

.  

It is noteworthy that Isis and Aphrodite also appeared in other inscriptions outside of Egypt. 

The oldest record can be traced back to the Serapeum C of Delos, dating to the mid-second 

century BC, which mentions Serapis, Isis, Anubis, and Aphrodite
1064

. In Athens, within the 

sanctuary of Asklepieion located on the south slope of the Acropolis, an inscribed base lists 
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 Goddio, 2007, p. 213. 
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various deities, including Hermes and Pan, among them Aphrodite and Isis
1065

. Similarly, in 

Larissa, a Latin dedication acknowledges numerous gods, including Isis and Venus
1066

. In 

Thrace, particularly in Mesembria Pontica, a dedication by five individuals attests to their 

recognition of Serapis, Isis, Anubis, and Aphrodite
1067

.  

Furthermore, we know from the inscription that a small private temple was built for (Sama) 

Bol, Isis, and Aphrodite by an Arab family in 149 AD. Indeed, Isis was associated with 

Aphrodite and another divinity named Samabol, the "name of Baal" in the text. Teixidor 

suggested that she could be the goddess Astarte, who bears this epithet in Sidon and Ugarit, or 

another goddess whose identity is unknown
1068

. It is interesting to note that these three 

divinities are referred to as "ancestral gods". Dunand noted that this epithet naturally applies 

to Astarte and Aphrodite; it is unclear why it is also given to Isis. This could indicate that Isis 

was introduced to Palmyra at an early date, although it cannot be considered an official 

worship as it was dedicated by a private individual
1069

. 

There are also a few small finds with Egyptian motifs; for example, a carneol gem in the 

National Library in Paris depicts the busts of Isis and Serapis
1070

. Furthermore, Isis-Pharia and 

Harpocrates are documented on Palmyrene tesserae seal impressions
1071

. The Palmyrene 

series includes three examples of Harpocrates. Two tesserae are particularly interesting: the 

first, a three-sided tessera, depicts Athena, a reclining figure pointing to the Nile, along with a 

crouching boy whose identification is secured by the inscription ΑΡΠO (KPATH), although 

the right hand is not placed over the mouth
1072

. The second example shows the god standing 

in an aedicule with the usual finger gestures, leaning on a tree trunk, and holding a 

cornucopia in his left arm
1073

. Parlasca mentioned that these tesserae do not provide evidence 

for the worship of these deities. However, the association with similarly depicted child gods 

                                                           
1065

 IG II 1671; IG II/ III
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in the Mesopotamian region may have played a role in the choice of Harpocrates as the seal 

motif
1074

. Another Palmyrene tessera shows a priest wearing a chiton and himation, reclining 

on a couch, and holding a cup in his left hand. On the side of the tessera, there is a head of 

Serapis wearing the kalathos
1075

. Lastly, in the coinage of Palmyra, some issues dating to the 

1
st
-3

rd
 centuries AD present a bust of Serapis on the obverse

1076
. 
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CHAPTER V 

PALESTINE 

V.1. Introduction 

The general boundaries of Palestine have included the area between the mountain ranges of 

Mount Carmel and Hermon in the north, the expansive Hauran desert and the Jordan valley to 

the east, the Mediterranean Sea to the west, and the Negev desert to the south
1077

. The border 

of Egypt lies slightly south of Raphia, where Palestine formed a corridor leading to Egypt 

(Fig. 182)
1078

. Actually, Palestine's strategic location at the crossroads of Asia, Africa, and 

Europe, facilitated its extensive commercial and cultural interactions with distant and diverse 

countries. However, it also experienced the influence and domination of powerful empires 

that emerged in the fertile plains between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers or in northern Syria, 

starting from the Third Millennium BC.  

During the Third Millennium BC, Palestine maintained significant connections with Egypt, 

leading to the discovery of numerous Egyptian artifacts in various locations throughout the 

Palestinian territories
1079

. For example, the numerous Egyptian amulets and scarabs from 
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 Mueller, 2006, pp.51- 52. 
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the fourth millennium BC. They argue that these interactions involved direct maritime trade, wherein Egyptians 
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Palestine indicate that there was some kind of contact with Egypt
1080

. A small number of 

Egyptian sherds were unearthed at Tel Arad
1081

, alongside a fragment from an Egyptian vessel 

adorned with an incised serekh of King Narmer
1082

. Additionally, notable findings include an 

Egyptian cylinder seal from the Sharon Plain and a clay cylinder seal from Gezer, likely 

crafted locally, both featuring Egyptian motifs
1083

. However, it is important to note that 

Palestine also had a notable influence on Egypt. Egyptian royal tombs, as well as private 

tombs, have yielded numerous vessels, possibly used for transporting oils or perfumes, 

originating from Palestine
1084

. The most significant group among these Canaanite vessels is 

referred to as "Abydos Ware"
1085

. At the burial site of Minshat Abu Omar, Canaanite pottery 

and cast metal tools and weapons have already been discovered
1086

. Meanwhile, the 

Amsterdam University Survey Expedition unearthed a Palestinian-handled jar and numerous 

copper containers in an ancient grave located at Tell Ibrahim Awad
1087

. 

The mutual trade relationship between Egypt and Palestine is further evidenced by Zenon's 

papyri from the Hellenistic period
1088

. These documents provide valuable information 

regarding the exchange of commodities such as wheat, oil, wine, fish, and meat. During 

Roman period, frequent voyages occurred between Pelusium and Gaza, which were just a 
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 Herrmann, 1994. The story of Sinuhe's adventures in the Middle Kingdom testifies to the fact that the 
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two-day boat journey apart, and there were also camel caravans that traversed the desert for 

an overland route between these two locations
1089

. 
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Figure 182. Map of Roman Palestine, Oxford. 
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V.2. Caesarea Maritime  

The city of Caesarea is located on the Mediterranean coast of Palestine, approximately 

midway between the towns of Haifa and Jaffa
1090

. In the years 22-10/9 BC, Caesarea and its 

harbor "Sebastos" were founded by Herod the Great, king of Judaea, on remains of a 

Hellenistic settlement known as "Straton's Tower" in honor of his patron Caesar Augustus
1091

. 

According to the historian Josephus Flavius, Herod the Great constructed various notable 

structres in Caesarea, including a port, the temple of Roma and Augustus, a royal palace, a 

theater, an amphitheater, a hippodrome, an administration building, pagan temples, and 

sewers
1092

.  

During the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 centuries AD, Caesarea became one of the most influential eastern 

cities of the Roman Empire. It was the city of residence of the Roman procurators of Judaea 

under Augustus, and a legion was stationed there. After the great Jewish revolt in 70 AD, 

Caesarea Maritime, the great city of Herod, became the capital of Palestine, a status that was 

maintained until the Roman Empire became Christianized under the emperor Constantine in 

325 AD. In the early 1950s, excavations were conducted in various parts of the city, yielding 

significant discoveries that shed light on its history
1093

. 
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V.2.1. Evidence for the worship of Isis in Caesarea 

The worship of Isis at Straton's Tower is mentioned in the Oxyrhynchus papyrus 1380 as 

Hellas, "the personification of Greece," and Agathe, meaning "the good one"
1094

. This led to 

the assumption that the cult of Isis already existed in the Hellenistic settlement, despite the 

fact that the archaeological location of the temple of Isis cannot be confirmed. Stiglitz 

proposed that the Hellenistic temple of Isis-Helas-Agathe occupied the same site where King 

Herod later constructed the temple of Augustus and Dea Roma
1095

. However, there is no 

supporting evidence for this claim. On the other hand, Patrich suggested that the temple of 

Isis-Tyche is situated beneath the Acropolis, in the location of the citadel of the local tyrant 

Zoilus
1096

.  

In 1993, the Israel Antiquities Authority (IAA) discovered a shrine built in the eastern seats of 

Herod's hippodrome. The shrine was divided into three small rooms with niches dedicated to 

Isis and Serapis, along with another deity. As a result, Gersht pointed out that the Hellenistic 

temple of Isis was likely built where Herod constructed the hippodrome, as the underground 

crypt beneath the east cavea of the hippodrome had already been devoted to Isis and 

Serapis
1097

. Gersht also suggested that the third deity dedicated in the shrine is the goddess 

Agathe Tyche
1098

.  

According to "the Caesarea Cup", which is currently preserved in the Louvre Museum and 

dates back to the second or third quarter of the fourth century AD, it depicts Apollo, 

Asclepius, Hygieia, and Tyche adjacent to one of the temples of Caesarea (Fig. 183)
1099

. 

Gersht argued that the niches depicted on the cup resemble the three-room shrine of Isis and 

Serapis at Herod's hippodrome (Fig. 193). Gersht further proposes that the two healing deities, 

Asclepius and Hygieia, depicted on the cup, deviate from their standard iconography and 

instead bear resemblance to Egyptian gods, with Serapis assuming the role of Asclepius and 
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Isis representing Hygieia
1100

. However, no specific feature or detail in the scene explicitly 

references these interpretations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 183. The Caesarea Cup, Louvre Museum, Inv. No., Br 4391; MND 2249. 

Another testimony of the cult of Isis in Caesarea can be found in the description of the 

martyrs of Palestine by Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea in the fourth century AD, who reports 

that Hadrian and Euboulus of Batanea were made prey for beasts in Caesarea in 310 AD and 

that Hadrian was thrown to a lion on March 5, the birthday of the one called Tyche, by the 

people of Caesarea
1101

. Many scholars suggested that this event bore resemblance to the 

"Navigium Isidis" festival, which also took place on March 5, and it is plausible that it could 

have been celebrated at Caesarea Maritima
1102

. The association of Isis with Tyche in Caesarea 
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Gersht mentioned that the depictions of Asclepius and Hygieia on the cup differ from the sculpted images 

found in Caesarea. In the Caesarea statues, Asclepius is shown with his upper body partially exposed, 
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dates back to the Hellenistic period. As mentioned earlier, she was worshiped in Straton 

Tower under the name ―Agathe‖
1103

.  

The "Navigium Isidis" festival, as mentioned in the eleventh book of the Metamorphoses by 

Apuleius, known as ―the Golden Ass‖, was one of the most prominent celebrations dedicated 

to the goddess Isis
1104

. Since the end of the Hellenistic period, this festival, also known as 

"Ploiaphesia"
1105

, has taken place on March 5. It served as a commemoration of the reopening 

of maritime routes and symbolized the renewal of life and vegetation
1106

. First of all, the 

festival began with an imposing procession, most likely nocturnal due to the need for (torches, 

oil lamps, and candles) to light the way in which both women and men participated. Women 

carried objects associated with female beauty, such as combs, mirrors, flowers, and perfumes, 

while men enjoyed musical accompaniment during the sacred procession
1107

. The procession 

was followed by initiates of the Isiac mysteries, with men havig shaved heads and women 

with perfumed hair. They were accompanied by ministers of worship holding various sacred 

items, including a golden boat-shaped lamp, a small altar, a palm made of gold leaf, the 

caduceus of Mercury, a small rounded golden vase in the form of an udder for milk libations, 

a sacred basket laden with golden boughs, and an amphora
1108

. Next in the procession were 

the images of the gods Anubis and Isis, followed by two priests bearing a basket and a golden 

vase containing Nile water, symbolizing the incarnation of Osiris. The final moment of the 

"Navigium Isidis" was represented by the moment when the high priest consecrated to the 

goddess a decorated ship to which the faithful brought gifts and votive offerings along the 

seashore
1109

. The ship was released from its bonds and no doubt controlled by the Navarchs 

on this occasion. During the return to the temple of Isis, the grammateus (writer) expressed 

wishes of prosperity for the emperor, the Senate, the equestrian order, the Roman people, all 
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navigators, and all ships; then, he announces the "launching of the ship"
1110

. This reference to 

the boat highlighted Isis's role as the lady of the sea
1111

. 

It is worth noting that in Apuleius‘ Metamorphoses, the goddess Isis is described as the one 

who regulates "the healthy winds of the sea" and "protects men, both on land and at sea"
1112

. 

The origins of the celebration specifically dedicated to Isis's marine aspect are not easy to 

determine. However, Bricault suggests that although the association between the goddess and 

navigation is well-known from Greek sources, it is unclear whether this connection 

immediately led to worship ceremonies. It is likely that the "Navigium Isidis" festival was not 

celebrated until imperial times
1113

. The role of Isis in the Navigium festival has been a subject 

of debate. Was it an ancient tradition, possibly originating in Egypt? The festival is not 

attested in Egyptian records, leading to the assumption that it was originally a Greek or 

Greco-Roman festival unrelated to Egyptian cults. It is important to note that the role of Isis 

as the patroness of navigation is not attested in Egyptian religion. However, Griffiths detects 

for this function of Isis antecedents in Egypt that the goddess sometimes ensures the role, 

rather than Hathor, of piloting the solar boat. Isis also appears in the boat of Osiris, most often 

in funeral rites or in connection with Osirian mythology. Griffiths finally attempts to locate 

the festival's origin in the Delta region, particularly in Alexandria
1114

. Regarding the equating 

of the city Tyche of Caesarea with Isis, the passage from Eusebius does not provide 

convincing evidence to support this claim. According to Williams-Reed, the act of feeding 

Christians to the lions was not a daily occurrence; instead, it was likely a part of a larger 

celebration, possibly even the ―sacred games‖ held in honor of the Tyche of Caesarea 

Maritima, as referenced on the so-called 'Caesarea Cup'
1115

. The evidence supporting a 

celebration of the ―Isis Navigation‖ feastival at Caesarea Maritima is primarily circumstantial. 

However, the Temple of Roma and Augustus, along with its associated harbor, were 
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purposefully designed to support and accommodate cultic activities related to seafaring, 

making them well-suited to host such a festival. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 184. A statuette of Isis with Harpocrates, Caesarea, Sdot Yam Museum, In. No. CM.81.2, H.7.2 cm. 

Figure 185. A marble statue of Isis, Caesarea, Gersht, 2017, p. 81, fig. 6.12. 

A lead statuette discovered in Caesarea Maritime represented Isis holding a cornucopia while 

her son Harpocrates accompanied her (Fig. 184)
1116

. Vaelske proposed an alternative 

interpretation, suggesting that the figurine actually represents a partially clothed Aphrodite-

Anadyomene with Eros, which is a more plausible explanation
1117

. Another fragment of a 

marble statue of Isis was unearthed by Peter Gendelman of the Israel Antiquities Authority in 

1999 at the theater of Caesarea (Fig. 185). Unfortunately, the head, forearms, and lower body 

of the statue are missing. The figure is depicted wearing a short-sleeved chiton covered by a 

himation, with the Isis knot tied between her breasts
1118

. However, it is also possible that this 

figure found in Caesarea represents a woman wearing the robe of Isis or a priestess of Isis, 

designed in accordance with contemporary styles prevalent in the western Mediterranean 

region. 
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V.2.2. Evidence for the worship of Serapis in Caesarea 

The archaeological evidence for the worship of Serapis in Caesarea Maritime during the 

Roman period is more extensive than that for Isis. Serapis appears in various forms on public 

and private documents such as figurines, reliefs, coins, and gems that were found across 

different social strata
1119

. An example is a headless statuette of Serapis enthroned with the dog 

Kerberos, which was found east of the vomitorium of Herod's hippodrome in 1993. The 

statuette is made of dark Egyptian greywacke (Fig. 186). Unfortunately, his head, left 

shoulder, right foot, and most of the arms with the attributes are broken off, and one of 

Kerberos's heads and his right foreleg are completely worn out
1120

.  

The god Serapis is seated on the throne, with the dog Kerberos to his right. He is depicted 

wearing a chiton surmounted by a himation, and the folds of the chiton take the V-shape on 

his chest. It is likely that he held a scepter in his left hand while his right hand stretched 

towards Kerberos. This figurine was produced in Egypt, where the dark Egyptian greywacke 

comes from the quarries of Wadi Hammamat. Gersht suggested that the Serapis-Hades 

statuette could potentially fit into one of the six niches and be suitable for the shrine, taking 

into account the chthonic (underworld) nature of Serapis. However, the fact that the statuette 

was found east of the vomitorium makes it impossible to definitively associate it with the 

shrine. Nonetheless, this finding does strengthen the hypothesis that the entire area along the 

shore was dedicated to the worship of Isis and Serapis
1121

. 
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Figure 186. A figurine of Serapis, Caesarea Maritima, Gersht, 2015, no. 7, H. 9.4 cm. 

In addition, a small bronze bust of Serapis was discovered in Caesarea in 1953 (Fig. 187), 

which is currently preserved in the Sdot Yam Museum. Despite its small size, approximately 

10 cm in height, the bust exhibits the distinctive features of the god Serapis, including long 

curly hair, a full beard, and the kalathos on his head. Serapis is depicted wearing a chiton 

topped by a himation with vertical and V-shaped folds
1122

. Due to its size, the bust might have 

been used on a folding mirror from the Roman period, where the handles often featured 

attached busts of Isis and Serapis
1123

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 187. A bronze bust of Serapis from Caesarea Maritime, H. 10 cm. 
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Another bust of Serapis from Caesarea Maritima is carved on a marble frieze (Fig. 188). On 

his right is a branch of twisted acanthus leaves and a four-petaled flower inside. The bearded 

god is depicted wearing the kalathos
1124

. Turnheim and Ovadiah dated the frieze based on the 

presence of the half-palmettes sprouting from the scroll, which are known as a common 

motive of Severan ornamentation
1125

. It is possible that this frieze adorned one of the temples 

dedicated to the god Serapis. As we know the interest of the Severan family in the worship of 

Serapis, it is worth noting that Emperor Septimius Severus was depicted as the god Serapis, 

and he also visited the temple of Serapeum in Alexandria
1126

. Images of Egyptian gods were 

incorporated into the decoration of public buildings throughout the Levant. In most cases, this 

underscores the significant public importance attributed to the worship of Egyptian deities.A 

similar representation can also be observed in Ascalon for the representation of Isis (Fig. 

208).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 188. A bust of Serapis from Caesarea Maritima carved on a marble frieze, Israel Museum, H. 37.5 

cm. 

Serapis is prominently featured in several gems that are reported to have originated from 

Caesarea
1127

. In one of the examples, he is represented standing with his right arm raised and 

holding a scepter on his left hand
1128

. Another gem portrays Serapis enthroned, accompanied 

by two deities (Fig. 189): Demeter, veiled and crowned with the kalathos, holds a torch in one 
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hand and ears of corn in the other, while Isis, wearing the basileion, stands behind him, 

carrying a scepter
1129

. Serapis-Ammon is also found on a gem in Caesarea dating from the 

second to the third centuries AD (Fig. 190)
1130

. 

  

 

 

 

Figure 189. A gem of Serapis, Isis, Demeter, Caesarea Maritime. 

Figure 190. A gem of Serapis-Ammon, Caesarea Maritime. 

Two rings depicting Serapis were also unearthed in Caesarea. In one of the rings, the god is 

shown inside a temple
1131

. Veymiers mentioned that such jewelry items could have followed 

many routes before being left in the sands of Caesarea
1132

. Additionally, a bronze amulet from 

Caesarea bears the inscription E‹j ZeÝj S£rapij
1133. Actually, this epithet is associated with 

numerous amulets, some of which have been found in Cyprus, Perinthus, and Caesarea 

Philippi
1134

. It is worth mentioning in this regard a bronze medallion discovered in the vicinity 

of Jerusalem, dating from the 2
nd

 century AD, on which the god Serapis is acclaimed both as 

εἷο Ζεὺο άξαπηο and κέγαο ὁ ἐπήθννο άξαπηο (one is Zeus Serapis, great is Serapis attentive 

to prayers)
1135

.  
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V.2.3. The coins of Caesarea Maritima 

On the coins of Caesarea Maritima, the types featuring the image of Serapis ranked second in 

number after those of the goddess Tyche
1136

. Serapis was the only Egyptian god to appear on 

the coins of both Caesarea and Aelia Capitolina
1137

. In the beginning, he was portrayed as a 

bearded bust with thick hair, wearing the kalathos (Fig. 191). This depiction remained 

exclusive until 249 AD
1138

. Other types of Serapis only appeared towards the end of urban 

coinage and replaced the traditional reverse image of Serapis for a short time. Under the 

emperor Trajan Decius and his family, the reverse image shows Serapis standing, always 

looking facing right, with his right hand raised in salute and holding a long scepter in his left 

hand (Fig. 192)
1139

.  

 

 

 

Figure 191. A coin of Caesarea, Bricault, 2006b, pl. 17:1. 

Figure 192. A coin of Trajan Decius, Caesarea, Bricault, 2006b, pl. 17: 2. 

However, Caesarea became a Roman colony under the emperor Vespasian in 68 AD
1140

.The 

inclusion of the Alexandrian god Serapis in the monetary repertoire of Caesarea occurred 

under the emperor Hadrian when the Roman settlement in the province was strengthened
1141

. 

The use of Serapis‘s images on city coins could be interpreted as an expression of imperial 

loyalty rather than reflecting a local cult
1142

. Nonetheless, it should be noted that the image of 

Serapis dominated the coins of Caesarea almost continuously for more than 100 years. This 
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suggests that the god may have held some significance in the city's daily life during the 2
nd

 

century AD and likely well into the 3
rd

 century AD
1143

.  

V.2.4. Votive feet of Serapis, Isis, and Kore in Caesarea 

Six votive feet were discovered in Caesarea Maritime, either in the shrine on the west Cavea 

of Herod's hippodrome or in its vicinity (western hippodrome), during the years 1993-1994 

(Fig. 193). These feet are now kept in the Sdot Yam Museum. Among the six feet, two feature 

an image of Serapis, while two bear a Greek inscription (with only one being readable). The 

first foot, a bust of Serapis, is depicted inside a medallion at the foot and leg's joint (Fig. 

194)
1144

. The second example represents a bust of Serapis that ends with the body of a snake 

(Fig. 195). This foot had been repurposed in the construction of a Byzantine bath, although it 

may have previously been part of one of Caesarea's temples dedicated to the worship of Isis 

and Serapis
1145

 In addition, one of the feet contains a Greek inscription engraved on the.

stump, indicating that it was dedicated to the goddess Kore by someone named Barbaros. The 

remaining three feet feature snakes coiling around them, including one foot adorned with a 

cobra snake (Fig. 196)
1146

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 193. The shrine of Isis and Serapis in the hippodrome, Caesarea Maritima, Turnheim, Ovadiah 

2002, fig. III.41. 
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Figure 194. A votive Foot of Serapis, Caesarea Maritima, Gersht, 2015, fig. 24, H. 16.4 cm.  
  

Figure 195. A votive Foot of Serapis, Caesarea Maritima, Gersht, 2017, fig. 6.10. 

  

Figure 196. A votive Foot of Isis, Caesarea Maritima, Gersht, 2015, fig. 22, H. 13.2 cm.  
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Most of these feet were designated under the term "feet of Serapis", consisting of a large 

marble foot, larger than the average size (from 40 to 70 cm), usually representing the right 

foot wearing a sandal, and sometimes surmounted by a bust of Serapis wearing a kalathos, 

who was represented alone or accompanied by various Isiac figures such as Isis, Harpocrates, 

Anubis, the snake, the crocodile, or Kerberos
1147

. The feet come mainly from Alexanderia and 

date from the Imperial period, more precisely from the 2
nd

 century AD. Henrichs considered 

that these feet were inspired by the representation of Serapis's right foot in the cult statue of 

Serapeum in Alexandria, which was destroyed in the fourth century AD, and this is supported 

by the presence of a bust of Serapis placed on top of some examples
1148

. However, it seems to 

be an independent votive offering in which the foot is separated from the beginning.  

In any case, the well-known story, reported by both Tacitus and Suetonius, is generally 

invoked to explain the existence of these peculiar sculptures. This comes during Vespasian's 

visit to the Serapeum of Alexandria in 69 AD, just before his accession to the throne. He 

healed a blind person and another paralyzed by standing on their diseased organs with his feet 

in the temple
1149

. Thus, according to this story, Vespasian, who was still only legate of Judea, 

found himself invested with the healing power of the god, legitimizing, by this means, his 

accession to the throne
1150

. We know that Serapis, the oracular god, exercises his healing 

power in the same way as Asclepius, the Greek god of medicine
1151

. Serapis, like Asclepius, 

used to talk to devotees through dreams, either while incubating in the temple or while 

sleeping at home
1152

. However, there is no identical foot sculpture dedicated to the Greek god. 

We can therefore assume that the model was originally specific to Serapis. Another 

noteworthy account of Serapis's healing miracles comes from Demetrius of Phaleron. When 

Demetrius lost his sight in Alexandria, Serapis treated him and restored his vision; thus, he 
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wrote a hymn to the god Serapis expressing his gratitude "sung even today"
1153

. The goddess 

Isis also had the power of healing, which is why the healing ability of Serapis can be traced 

back to Isis. Diodorus reports that Isis healed a large number of cripples
1154

. Tibullus, in his 

poems, recognizes the healing power of Isis outside Egypt in the 1
st
 century BC

1155
. 

Many anatomical feet with religious significance have been traced back to Alexandria, where 

they were dedicated to the gods to ensure healing or to express the patient's gratitude to the 

deity after his recovery. For instance, a marble foot wearing a Greek sandal was found in the 

Temple of Ras el-Soda in Alexandria (Fig. 197)
1156

. Another marble foot from el-Dabaa near 

Marsa Matruh was dedicated to the goddess Isis
1157

. Additionally, a colossal marble foot of 

Serapis was also discovered in Alexandria; it depicts a foot wearing a sandal and a bust of 

Serapis above it, but his head is missing. It is adorned from the back with a cobra snake 

wearing the basileion crown on the left, referring to the goddess Isis-Thermouths in the form 

of a snake
1158

. Another snake is depicted on the right but is damaged and difficult to identify, 

possibly representing the Agathodaimon. In the midst of these protective deities, the figure of 

Harpocrates is depicted, although only the lower part of him is visible
1159

.  

Furthermore, a marble votive foot is preserved in the Egyptian Museum of Turin (Fig. 198), 

depicting Isis-Thermouthis and Serapis-Agathodaimon in the form of snakes with human 

heads. The representation also includes Harpocrates seen from behind
1160

. These votive feet 

also appeared on many Alexandrian coins during the reign of Antoninus Pius, Marcus 

Aurelius, and Commodus. The coins feature a barefoot figure with a bust of Serapis above it, 

indicating the deity's mystical healing abilities
1161

. 
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Figure 197. A votive Foot from the Temple of Ras el-Soda, Antiquities Museum in Bibliotheca 

Alexandrina, Inv. No. T0027. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 198. A votive foot in the Egyptian Museum of Turin, Inv. No. S. 17137. 

As previously mentioned, these votive offerings were a common practice in the worship of 

Egyptian gods, particularly Serapis and Isis. It is evident that both Serapis and Isis were 

widely revered in Caesarea, serving as patrons not only for the city but also for the 

hippodrome that housed their temple, as well as their roles as deities of healing and 

prosperity
1162

. The shrine in the hippodrome, therefore, could have been dedicated to Serapis, 
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Isis, and Kore/Persephone, as opposed to the triad represented on the city coinage, which 

consisted of Tyche, Dionysos, and Demeter
1163

. Belayche proposed that, given the context of 

the location, these votive feet could have served as expressions of gratitude for victories or as 

witnesses to the efficacy of defense rituals. These rituals were intended to invoke divine 

protection, or perhaps even curses, upon the horses and charioteers who participated in the 

hippodrome
1164

.  

It is worth noting that Isis is occasionally associated with Demeter and Kore/Persephone, 

implying that Isis in the hippodrome of Caesarea might have been called there by Kore. As we 

know, the invocation of Isis from Oxyrhynchus 1380 mentions in two places that Isis is 

referred to as Kore
1165

. Additionally, Plutarch's account of Isis' quest at Byblos draws parallels 

to the story of the Greek goddess Demeter mourning her daughter, further strengthening the 

connection (see pp. 95-96). Furthermore, Apuleius, in his writings, describes Isis as 

"Proserpina, who caused the horror of her howling at night", among other names
1166

. At the 

same time, Serapis appears in the form of Pluto, as depicted on figurines and gems discovered 

in the sands of Caesarea. Tacitus, in his account on the establishment of the Serapis cult in 

Alexandria, mentions not only the image of the god in the temple of Jupiter Dis at Sinope 

being brought to Egypt but also the presence of a female figure next to him, often identified as 

Proserpina
1167

. This hypothesis can be supported by a parallel in Samaria-Sebaste, where Kore 

succeeded Isis in the temple of Samaria-Sebaste in the Roman period
1168

. The association 

between Isis, Demeter, and Kore was widespread so intensively in Egypt in the Late Antique 

that Athanasius, in the 4
th

 century, saw the worship of female deities as a remarkable example 
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of idolatry turning away from the true God: "Isis, Kore, Neotera, the Egyptians, and 

Aphrodite, among others”
1169

.  

It is noteworthy to highlight that an Egyptian obelisk made of red Egyptian granite was 

discovered in another hippodrome dating back to the second (or third) century AD at Caesarea 

Maritima in the southeastern periphery of the city (Fig. 199)
1170

. The obelisk was initially 

positioned on a base above the spina (the central stone embankment, which likely carried 

statues of divinities or emperors). Unfortunately, the obelisk suffered a fracture into two 

distinct pieces upon impact with the ground. Both the base and the pyramidal tip of the 

obelisk have been successfully uncovered within the confines of the hippodrome. In addition 

to Caesarea, archaeological evidence of Egyptian obelisks has been discovered at 

hippodromes in Antioch, Tyre, and Constantinople
1171

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 199. A reconstruction of the obelisk stands in the center of the hippodrome. 
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V.2.5. Inscription of Osiris in Caesarea 

An inscription of Osiris, dating to the first to third centuries AD, was found south of the 

theater in 1968-1969, not too far from the shrine in the hippodrome
1172

. This plaque not only 

provides evidence of the worship of the Egyptian deity in Caesarea Maritima but also 

suggests a funerary context. The inscription reads as follows: "Farewell, my dear children. 

Farewell, Priscus Nemonianus, fifteen years old. May Osiris give you the cold water, together 

with your sister, who died at the same time as you. And you, Isidora, seven years old, 

farewell. May Osiris give you the cold water, together with your brother, who was taken away 

at the same time as you. May the earth be light to you and good for you the things that he 

gives below". 

Most scholars have assumed that the family of Priscus and Isidora originated from Egypt, 

primarily due to the presence of an Egyptian god mentioned several times in the inscription. 

In addition to, the name "Nemonianus" was widespread in Egypt during the second and third 

centuries
1173

. However, Solin rejected the idea of any Egyptian influence in this inscription 

and suggested the dedicant could have come from Asia Minor instead. He argued that the 

name ―Nemonianus‖ was not exclusive to Egypt, just as the name ―Isidorus‖ or ―Isidora‖ was 

not distinctly Egyptian because this name became fashionable all over the Mediterranean 

world
1174

. 

The phrase "the cool or fresh water of Osiris" is a creation of Alexandrian origin, heavily 

influenced by ancient Egyptian beliefs, and appears exclusively in funerary contexts
1175

. It is 

found on steles belonging to individuals of various ages (ranging from ten to thirty-five years) 

with Egyptian, Greek, and Roman names. These inscriptions were predominantly written 

during the first three centuries AD
1176

. The formula is likely related to the representations of 

Osiris-Canopus, who symbolically represent the water of the Nile, and the jug mentioned by 
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282 
 

Apuleius in the Navigium Isidis festival, which contained the water during ceremonies
1177

. 

Several examples of such inscriptions have been discovered in Alexandria, for instance, the 

stela of Isidora found at the excavation site of Kom el-Dikka, dating back to the second or 

early third centuries AD, which reads "farewell Isidora, 28 years old, may Osiris give you 

cold water"
1178

. This formula also appears at other sites in Egypt, such as Saqqara and 

Theadelphia
1179

. For example, the stela of Taesis from Saqqara states, “And in the 

netherworld Osiris gave the fresh water”
1180

. It is worthy of note that this formula for ―fresh 

water‖ was also found outside Egypt, in Carthage, and Rome
1181

. The stela of Olympia from 

Rome reads, “Share the fresh water with a thirsting soul”
1182

. Within this context, the water 

obtained through Osiris is believed to guarantee immortality for the deceased who faithfully 

worshiped him
1183

. 
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V.3. Ascalon 

Ascalon is situated along the Mediterranean coast in the southern Levant, approximately 63 

km south of Jaffa and 16 km north of Gaza
1184

. The ancient city occupies an ideal space for 

maritime trade but also for irrigated agriculture due to numerous underground springs, which 

make it, so to speak, an oasis
1185

. Moreover, its name comes from a particular variety of 

onions grown locally and then exported all around the Mediterranean to numerous Roman 

cities
1186

. Like other harbor cities along the Phoenician and Palestinian coasts, its port 

facilitated trade with the Eastern Mediterranean, particularly with Phoenicia to the north and 

Cyprus. The city‘s coastal road connected it with Egypt and Syria
1187

.  

During the late Bronze Age, Ascalon was under the dominion of the Egyptian kingdom. 

Numerous letters exchanged between its rulers and the kings of Egypt were discovered in the 

Amarna archive
1188

. During the Hellenistic period, part of Ascalon was destroyed around 300 

BC, but the excavations show a phase of immediate reconstruction
1189

. During the Hellenistic 

period, Ascalon knew the domination of the Ptolemies and then that of the Seleucids. 

Notably, several Ptolemies, including Cleopatra IV, were honored with coins minted in their 

names at Ascalon
1190

.  In the 1
st
 century BC, the city minted its own coins, bearing the effigy 

of Phoenician gods, often linked to Tyre. In the Byzantine period, Ascalon flourished as a 

trading and port city, and it served as the seat of a bishop.  

V.3.1. Egyptian bronze figurines in Ascalon 

Several Egyptian bronze statuettes were found in the ruins of the city of Ascalon in 1933 

(Figs. 200-205). The collection consisted of 33 bronze figurines and seven bronze weights. 

Some of these objects were discovered in a "square room", while others were obtained from 

an antiquities dealer. Some scholars have debated the identification of this room, with some 
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suggesting it was an ancient metal workshop described by the excavator
1191

. However, Roeder 

proposed an alternative theory, suggesting that the objects were actually part of a depot 

belonging to a Syrian trader and were produced in Egypt rather than in the workshop itself
1192

.  

According to the pottery found at the site, these bronze objects have been dated to the fifth to 

second centuries BC
1193

. It is important to note that despite their production in earlier periods, 

as was the case for the Mispe-Yamim statuettes (Figs. 63-66), they were retained and used at 

least until the Hellenistic period. It is striking that in none of these places have new, 

Hellenistic interpreted iconographies of Egyptian deities been found together with the 

Pharaonic material. Among the notable pieces are seven figures of Osiris depicted as a 

standing mummy. Although these figures share the characteristic Egyptian hand position (side 

by side), they appear to come from different castings and were likely produced in Egyptian 

workshops rather than Syrian ones
1194

.  

Similar diversity is observed in the seven figures of the child Horus, with five different types 

represented, indicating the involvement of multiple modelers. Other deities represented in the 

collection include two bronze figurines of Isis nursing her son Horus
1195

, one of which still 

shows the traces of gilding
1196

. Furthermore, there are figures of Anubis, Bastet, Re, three 

representations of the Apis bull, priests, and various animals
1197

. Based on the evidence, it is 

likely that these bronze figures from Ascalon were votive offerings intended for placement in 

a sanctuary during their time of use. The variety of deities represented suggests a diverse 

range of religious practices and beliefs present in the region. The collection provides valuable 

insights into the religious and artistic connections between ancient Egypt and the city of 

Ascalon. 
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Figure 200. An Egyptian bronze statuette of 

Horus the child, Ascalon, H. 12.5 cm. 

Figure 201. An Egyptian bronze 

statuette of Horus the child, 

Ascalon, H. 11.2 cm. 

Figure 202. An Egyptian bronze 

statuette of Osiris, Ascalon, H. 9.9 

cm. 

 

  

Figure 203. An Egyptian bronze statuette of 

Apis bull, Ascalon, H. 7. 2 cm. 

Figure 204. An Egyptian bronze 

statuette of Bastet, Ascalon, H. 8 

cm. 

Figure 205. An Egyptian bronze 

statuette of Isis and Horus the child, 

Ascalon, H. 9.1 cm. 
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V.3.2. The representation of Isis in Ascalon 

During the Hellenistic period, Isis was worshiped at Ascalon, as indicated by the famous 

hymn of Oxyrhynchus 1380, which mentions the cities along the Palestinian coast, including 

Ascalon and Caesarea Maritima, as places for Isis worship. According to the Papyrus, Isis 

was honored in Ascalon with the epithet (Kratisth), meaning "the mightiest", highlighting 

her local nature as a protective and martial deity associated with safeguarding the city
1198

. 

However, it wasn't until the late second century AD that Isis made her appearance in the 

public sphere of Ascalon. A notable representation of the Egyptian goddess was discovered 

within the Basilica or Bouleuterion building, dating to the Roman period
1199

. Four marble 

pilasters were discovered in bas-relief, believed to have adorned the attic of the central nave 

(Fig. 206). Three of these pilasters are decorated with winged Victories standing on a globe 

carried by a kneeling Atlas (Fig. 207)
1200

, presumably symbolizing the dominance of the 

Roman Empire over the world
1201

.  
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Figure 206. A reconstruction of the basilica in Ascalon, Palestine. 

  

Figure 207. A relief of Nike and Atlas in Ascalon, 

Palestine. 

Figure 208. A relief of Isis-Tyche in Ascalon, 

Palestine. 
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The fourth pilaster depicts two figures, with the main figure being a frontal female character 

reminiscent of the Korai girls in the Caryatid style (Fig. 208). She wears the kalathos and a 

band with a round emblem; the kalathos is decorated with the Isis crown, the basileion, which 

consists of the sun disc between two cow horns and two feathers
1202

. She is dressed in a short-

sleeved chiton and a cloak with fringes, fastened with the distinctive Isis knot between her 

breasts. Her hair is neatly arranged, with two long strands falling over her shoulders. 

Unfortunately, her hands are missing, but it is possible that her right hand was slightly 

extended forward.  

Behind her right shoulder stands a second figure, a young boy depicted in a three-quarter 

position. He is draped in a himation wrapped around his body, leaving his left shoulder bare. 

His left arm is hidden behind the female's shoulder, while his right hand holds the edge of the 

himation. The boy‘s face is round and chubby, and he wears a band with a round emblem in 

the middle, possibly a star, but it is damaged, and short strands of hair are visible on the 

forehead.  

According to Fischer, the goddess is depicted in the guise of Isis, who shares an association 

with Tyche/Fortuna. In these representations, she is portrayed holding a cornucopia in her left 

hand and a ship's rudder in her right
1203

. Notably, a terracotta bust of Isis-Tyche was found in 

Ascalon and dating back to the Roman Period, further exemplifies this concept (Fig. 209). 

The combined symbolism of the Isis-knot and the mural crown effectively presents the city's 

deity, Tyche, assuming the form of Isis
1204

. Nevertheless, Krug presents a differing 

perspective on this interpretation. She suggests that the goddess's left arm extends further 

downward, making it challenging to hold a cornucopia. It's plausible that she may have been 

carrying a situla in her left hand while her right hand held a sistrum or rudder, with the rudder 

blade resting against her right side
1205

.  
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Figure 209. A terracotta bust of Isis-Tyche, Ascalon. 

It is worth noting that the representation of the crown basileion 

consists of a sun disc between two cow's horns and two feathers, but 

here the sun disc and feathers appear in stylized form. Under the sun 

disc, there are two shapes that some scholars propose may resemble 

bird's heads, precisely a dove's head
1206

. Notably, the dove has been 

observed in some examples of Isis's iconography, often assimilated 

with the goddess Aphrodite-Astarte (see pp. 63-67)
1207

. Furthermore, 

during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, the coins from Ascalon 

prominently showcased the image of a dove, serving as a distinctive 'mint mark' to indicate 

their origin from the city
1208

. According to Philo, Ascalon was known for hosting numerous 

flocks of doves, which were protected by local laws and deemed sacred, prohibiting their 

consumption
1209

. Eusebius also described the dove as a sacred bird in the city of Ascalon
1210

. 

Interestingly, the coins of the goddess Derceto in Ascalon, the main goddess of Ascalon, 

during the reign of Antoninus Pius depict her standing on the back of a triton, holding a dove 

in one hand and a scepter in the other, while wearing a crescent moon
1211

. Therefore, this 
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suggests that the goddess in the relief from Ascalon represents not only Isis but also a 

Phoenician goddess in Egyptian form. 

On the other hand, many researchers have identified the male figure behind the goddess as the 

god Harpocrates, as he is depicted as a boy and accompanying his mother, Isis. However, in 

the Ascalon relief, the male figure lacks the distinctive features of Harpocrates, such as the 

side lock of hair, the Egyptian crown, and the finger of his right hand at his mouth. Watzinger 

suggests that the male figure bore personal features similar to the portraits, indicating that the 

shape of the round head, strong forehead, and short hair resemble the portraits of Caracalla in 

the form of a boy
1212

. Wenning accepts Watzinger's opinion and identifies him as the emperor 

Caracalla in the form of Harpocrates, accompanied by his mother, Julia Domna, in the form of 

Isis
1213

.  
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Figure 210. A portrait of Serapis priest, Hawara, British Museum, Inv. No. EA 747. 
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Nevertheless, it is noted that there is a round emblem above the band with a star inside it, 

implying that the male figure could be one of Serapis' priests
1214

. Many examples of men's 

portraits found in Egypt during the Roman Period depict a ribbon on their heads and a seven-

pointed star in the middle. Parlasca suggests that the seven-pointed star symbolizes the sun, 

representing the priests of the god Helios
1215

. On the other hand, Goette proposes, which is the 

most acceptable opinion that the seven-pointed star refers to the priests of Serapis, the high-

ranking "Neokoroi" of the Serapion of Alexandria (Fig. 210)
1216

. 

According to this, Krug suggests that the depiction of the second person in the form of a boy 

is likely due to the formation of the sculpture as a whole. The majestic goddess occupies the 

entire center of the relief, leaving only a small space for her attributes, while the only 

available space for the other person is above her shoulders
1217

. Nevertheless, there are 

examples in Egypt where Harpocrates is portrayed with his usual attributes, such as a relief 

preserved in the Egyptian Museum (Fig. 211), showing Isis wearing the basileion and holding 

the ears of wheat and lotus flowers in her right hand, with her son Harpocrates behind her 

right shoulder, wearing the pschent crown, and putting his index finger to his mouth
1218

.  
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Figure 211. A relief of Isis, the Egyptian Museum, Cairo, Inv. No. JE 47108. 

Accordingly, the male figure in the relief could possibly represent the donor involved in the 

construction of the building
1219

. In the Levant region, it was not unusual to depict gods and 

donors together in dedication scenes. For example, there is a Palmyrene funerary relief bust 

depicting a female with her son and daughter positioned behind her shoulder (Fig. 212)
1220

. 

Another example from Dura Europos shows the Gad of Palmyra "Fortune", inspired by the 

famous Hellenistic statue of Tyche or possibly even the goddess Tyche herself. In this 

depiction, the Gad is seated and surrounded by the priestly donor and victory, all depicted at 

the same size (Fig. 213)
1221

. In any case, if the identification of the male figure as a priest of 

Serapis is correct, this indicates the presence of a temple of Serapis in Ascalon. This raises the 

possibility that there may be another pilaster depicting the rest of the Alexandrian triad, with 

Serapis as the central deity
1222

. However, there is currently no evidence to confirm this 

hypothesis. 
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Figure 212. A Palmyrene funerary relief, Colledge, 1976, p. 68, Fig. 83. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 213. A relief from Dura Europos, Colledge, 1976, p. 227, Fig. 146. 
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As for the location of these four pilasters, a very close parallel can be found in the decoration 

of the Severan Basilica of Leptis Magna, where nine small pilasters represented caryatids in 

different positions
1223

. Therefore, it can be inferred that the presence of the Isis cult in 

Ascalon during the early Hellenistic period is less relevant for interpreting the relief. This is 

due to the significant time difference and the fact that the sculptural program of this complex 

is based on Roman imperial ideology rather than local cults. These remarkable marble 

pilasters offer valuable insights into the representation of Isis and associated deities in 

Ascalon during the Roman period. The presence of Isis in the city's religious and artistic 

contexts underscores her significance and the influence of Egyptian cults in the region. While 

Isis is prominently featured in the bouleuterion, her presence on the city's coinage during the 

Roman period is not unequivocally established. 

The depiction of Isis in the relief indicates the prosperity associated with the connections 

between the Severan dynasty and the cults of Isis and Serapis. This association is also evident 

on coins, such as the Denarius of Julia Domna, the wife of Septimius Severus. This coin 

portrays Isis nursing her son Horus while resting her left foot on a prow, with the inscription 

"Saecvli Felicitas"
1224

. At the same time, the mention of Isis relates to the local Tyche, the 

city goddess of Ascalon, who held significant importance in Roman Palestine
1225

. The public 

diffusion of Isis in coastal cities like Ascalon and Caesarea rests on her universal tutelage of 

maritime activities and, therefore, on her potential quality to be chosen as Civic Fortune
1226

.  
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V.3.3.The coins of Ascalon 

A variety of unique coins discovered in Ascalon shows use two types with distinct Egyptian 

features, which have been subject to various interpretations. The first type portrays an 

Egyptian god facing right, standing on three lions (Fig. 214). The deity is depicted wearing a 

long crown, likely the hem-hem crown, and holds an Egyptian flail in his right hand, while the 

left hand carryies a scepter
1227

. There are also instances where the flail is held in the left hand, 

while the right is raised without a scepter. These coins first appeared during the reign of 

Antoninus Pius
1228

, and continued to be minted under Marcus Aurelius
1229

, Geta
1230

, 

Macrinus
1231

, Elagabalus
1232

, Severus Alexander
1233

, and Maximinus
1234

. In some coins of 

Emperor Elagabalus, the Egyptian god is shown facing left and standing on the back of three 

lions, with a star visible above them (Fig. 215)
1235

.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 214. A coin of Marcus Aurelius, Ascalon, Shaick, 2012, pl. 14:1. 

Figure 215. A coin of Elagabalus, Ascalon, Shaick, 2012, pl. 14:3. 

This particular monetary type is also found on some gems. One example was discovered in a 

tomb in Ascalon in 1958 and is now kept at the Department of Antiquities of Israel (Fig. 216). 

The figure on this gem is depicted standing on three lions, similar to Ascalon's coins, but 

holding a different scepter, which some scholars identify as a variation of the was secpter
1236

. 

                                                           
1227
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Another gem, preserved in Munich, shows the figure standing on the back a lion, wearing a 

shendyt skirt, with a star and crescent on each side (Fig. 217)
1237

.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 216. A gem from Ascalon tomb I, Shaick, 2012, pl. 14:9. 

Figure 217. A gem in München, Auction Catalog of Karl Kress, Shaick, 2012, pl. 14:8. 

The second type represents the Egyptian deity but in the form of a bust, which appeared on 

the coins minted in Ascalon under the emperors Caracalla, Alexander Severus, and 

Maximinus (Fig. 218)
1238

. He is depicted as a bust, turned to the right, wearing the hem-hem 

crown, holding a scepter in the left hand, and a flail in the right. Below the bust, three lion 

heads are turned to the right. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 218. A coin of Caracalla, Ascalon, Bricault, 2006b, p.131, pl.19:20. 

The figure depicted on the coins of Ascalon combines Egyptian and Syro-Phoenician features, 

standing on lions reminiscent of the Phoenician god Baal
1239

. Many scholars initially 

identified this figure as Osiris
1240

 or Isis
1241

. However, Bricault indicated that he is possibly a 
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hybrid image of Harpocrates or Horus of Mount Kasion
1242

. Harpocrates is known to be 

depicted holding a flail, which is not limited to Osiris only. For example, in a Theban faience

plaque, Harpocrates is depicted sitting on a lotus flower, wearing the hem-hem crown, and 

holding a flail
1243

. In any case, the frequent appearance of this figure on the coins of Ascalon 

indicates its significance in the city. The figure corresponds to Zeus Kasios, worshiped on 

Mount Kasion, east of Pelusium, and associated with Horus-Harpocrates. Since the time of 

the emperor Trajan, Zeus Kasios has been shown on coins as a youthful figure wearing the 

hem-hem crown. It is worth noting that Zeus Kasios originated from the Phoenician god Baal 

of Mount Kasion near Ugarit
1244

. Consequently, the hypothesis of Zeus Kasios being depicted 

on Ascalon‘s coins is plausible, considering the city's role as an important port located near 

the Egyptian border, potentially making it a partner of Pelusium. 

Furthermore, the depiction of the temple dedicated to the deity known as Phanebalos in 

Ascalon is influenced by Egyptian features. The deity first appears on coins, gems, and a lead 

disc in Ascalon during the mid-first century BC
1245

. Although the identity of this deity is 

subject to debate, it is generally interpreted as Pane Baal, which means "face of Baal" or 

"manifestation of Baal". This particular epithet is associated with the Phoenician goddess 

Tanith, who is the consort of Baal
1246

. A coin dating back to the time of Emperor Antoninus 

Pius (Fig. 219) depicts the temple of Phanebalos as a structure with four doors separated by 

three courtyards arranged in a row before the naos positioned at the rear. The temple's outer 

façade showcases Egyptian inspirations prominently, featuring a frieze adorned with uraei 

that run along the architrave. The columns flanking the sides of the temple support capitals 

shaped as either a disc or a crescent, while the entrance itself is flanked by two uraei
1247

.  
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Figure 219. A coin from the reign of Antoninus Pius, Ascalon, Belayche, 2007, Fig.4. 

The combination of Egyptian and Syro-Phoenician traits can also be observed in Egypt itself. 

In Canopus, in 218 AD, a resident of Ascalon offered a statue of his ancestral god Heracles-

Belos, the invincible, to Zeus-Helios-Serapis. Heracles-Belos could also be compared to the 

Tyrian god Melkart
1248

. However, it should be noted that the god Serapis does not appear on 

Ascalon's coinage, and no document so far has been discovered to confirm his presence in the 

city
1249

.  
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V.4. Azotus  

A terracotta bust of Serapis-Ammon was found in Azotus "Ashdod", located 10 km northeast 

of Ascalon on the Mediterranean Sea Coast (Fig. 220)
1250

. The bust depicts Serapis with ram 

horns and wearing the kalathos adorned with the atef crown on its front. He is dressed in the 

chiton, surmounted by the himation draped over his left shoulder. The attributes that connect 

Serapis with other major Egyptian gods can be recognized: the atef crown is associated with 

the god Osiris, and the small ram's horns on the temples point to Ammon. The bust can be 

dated to the 2
nd

 or 3
rd

 century AD and may have served as the handle of a Roman lamp. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 220. A terracotta bust of Serapis, Ashdod, Palestine, H. 7 cm. 

The distinction between the terms "kalathos," "modius," and "polos" is important when 

discussing the headwear of Serapis. While the headwear is commonly referred to as a 

"kalathos", it is also sometimes called a "modius" or ―polos"
1251

. It is essential to clarify and 

differentiate these terms to accurately understand the specific type of headwear associated 

with Serapis. The polos is a high cylindrical headdress without edges, originating from the 

Near East. It was worn by some female deities like Hera in Samos
1252

. The kalathos refers to 
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an open basket, often woven, initially employed by women to store their woolen crafts and 

other items such as flowers, fruits, corn, and eggs. It was associated with the daily lives and 

religious practices of Greek women, eventually evolving into a crown adorned by various 

goddesses and gods, including Artemis, Demeter, Kore, Hecate, Dionysus, and Serapis
1253

. 

On the other hand, the modius is a Roman measurement unit used mainly to measure grains. It 

is almost cylindrical and is made of wooden sticks, sometimes provided with handles, and 

possibly standing on three legs. It was associated with goddesses such as Africa, Keres, and 

Annona
1254

. According to the image of Serapis that appeared during the Hellenistic period in 

Egypt, Malaise mentioned that using the term kalathos is better than modius
1255

. Nevertheless, 

in the Roman period, the crown took the form of a modius, symbolizing the god who grants 

abundant food, but Macrobe still uses the term kalathos to refer to the crown of Serapis
1256

.  

The kalathos worn by Serapis often featured naturalistic elements in its adornment, 

particularly emphasizing olive branches and leaves. The selection of the olive tree motif raises 

certain inquiries. The cultivation of olive trees, which was introduced to Egypt during the 

New Kingdom, did not gain widespread prevalence. Strabo's account indicates that olive trees 

were primarily found in the arsinoite nome
1257

, precisely the areas where the highest 

concentration of Greek population resided. Hence, the incorporation of olive decorations 

could potentially be attributed to Greek influence while concurrently holding additional 

symbolic meanings, such as ensuring survival
1258

. Other plant elements contribute to 

embellishing the kalathos, such as ears of corn and branches of myrtle
1259

. 
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On the other hand, the atef crown, which consists of the elongated crown of Upper Egypt, 

possibly surmounted by a small solar disc and flanked by two large ostrich feathers, the whole 

resting on the twisted horns of a ram, appears to be the oldest crown associated with Serapis. 

However, the kalathos became the more prevalent emblem and was found adorning the heads 

of both Isis and Hermanubis
1260

. There are various representations of Serapis with the atef 

crown on his head in Egypt. For instance, a silver tetradrachm of Ptolemy IV Philopator is the 

earlist dated document bearing one of Serapis‘s representations. In this portrayal, both Serapis 

and Isis are depicted as busts in profile. Serapis wears a laurel wreath surmounted by the atef 

crown
1261

. Another well-known example comes from Karanis in Fayoum, depicting Serapis-

Ammon standing and wearing the atef crown while raising his left hand (Fig. 221). According 

to its findspot, it can be dated to the late 2
nd

 or early 3
rd

 century AD. He is probably holding 

the scepter, while his right hand is holding a thunderbolt
1262

. Moreover, the depiction of 

Serapis with the atef crown above his head was not exclusive to Egypt but extended to other 

areas where the Alexandrian triad's worship spread outside Egypt. In Pompeii‘s painting, 

Serapis is often portrayed standing, holding a cornucopia, and wearing the atef crown. For 

example, on the wall of the viridarium of the House of the Amazons, Serpis stands alongside 

Isis, wearing the atef crown and extending a patera above Harpocrates' head
1263

. 
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Figure 221. A bronze statuette of standing Serapis-Ammon, Karanis, Fayoum. 

However, depictions of Serapis wearing both the kalathos and the atef crown are relatively 

rare. The most important examples were discovered, such as a porphyry mask of Serapis from 

the Baths of Caracalla in Rome, where the atef crown is executed in high relief in front of the 

kalathos
1264

. Another example is a terracotta head of Serapis-Ammon from Hadra in 

Alexandria, with the atef crown depicted in front of the kalathos
1265

. Additionally, a ring from 

the 1
st
 century BC represents a bust of Serapis, with the high kalathos adorned with a small 

atef crown
1266

. In summary, the terracotta bust of Serapis-Ammon found in Azotus shows the 

combination of Egyptian and Greek features. The atef crown and ram horns signify 

connections to Egyptian deities, while the kalathos represents a distinctive Greek element. 

This synthesis of iconography reflects the blending of Egyptian and Hellenistic cultural 

influences in the worship and representation of Serapis. The bust of Serapis-Ammon in 

Azotus indicates the presence and influence of Serapis worship in the city during the Roman 

period. 
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V.5. Marisa  

The Hellenistic city of Marisa, also known as "Maresha‖, is identified with the archaeological 

site of Tell Sandahanna. It was an Idumean trading city situated on the northern edge of the 

Negev region, approximately 30 km southeast of Ascalon and 40 km southwest of 

Jerusalem
1267

. The city initially came under the control of the Ptolemies in the third century 

BC and later fell under Seleucid rule after the Battle of Panion in 200 BC. Ultimately, Marisa 

was destroyed in 40 BC
1268

.  

The presence of the cult of Isis in Marisa is attested by the discovery of a limestone altar 

dedicated to Isis at the site
1269

. Recent excavations at Marisa have also yielded two torsos of 

Isis. One of the two examples, the figurine wearing a himation with an Isis-knot (Fig. 222), 

most likely portrays the goddess Isis or one of her priestesses
1270

. In addition, two other 

statuettes found in Marisa portray a naked goddess standing upright with closed legs and arms 

set alongside the body (Figs. 223-224). These statuettes are identified as Isis-Aphrodite and 

are dated to the third or second centuries BC. In one case, only the lower legs are preserved, 

while in the other, only the abdomen with hands laid flat on the sides remains. However, the 

head with the detailed garland decoration and the basileion, which would justify an 

identification of Isis-Aphrodite, have not been preserved in either case
1271

. Another example is 

the head of a woman depicted with an Egyptian wig and crowned with a Stephane (Fig. 225). 

The woman‘s long corkscrew curls extend to the shoulders, suggesting a possible 

representation of Isis-Aphrodite
1272

. 
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Figure 222. A torso of Isis, Marisa, Erlich, 

Kloner, 2008, pl. 6:25. 

Figure 223. A fragment of Isis-Aphrodite, Marisa, 

Erlich, Kloner, 2008, pl. 7:27. 

  

Figure 224. A fragment of Isis-Aphrodite, 

Marisa, Erlich, Kloner, 2008, pl. 7:28. 

Figure 225. A head of Isis-Aphrodite, Marisa, 

Erlich, Kloner, 2008, pl. 7:29. 

The goddess Isis is represented in her syncretic form closely associated with Aphrodite. As 

mentioned before, this syncretism results from the pharaonic fusion of Isis with Hathor, in 

which both represent two complementary aspects of feminine nature
1273

. The first aspect, the 

mother-goddess, embodies motherhood: she nurtures and protects her children. The other 

aspect, the lover-goddess, embodies eroticism, pleasure, drunkenness, and consequently, 

procreation as well
1274

. The assimilation of these two deities took place during the New 

Kingdom. In Greco-Roman times, this cult was consecrated, as evidenced by the temple of 

Hathor at Dendera, where Isis had her own sanctuary and also shared the main temple with 

                                                           
1273

 Dunand, 1979, pp.62-73. 
1274

 Malaise, 2000, pp.8-9. 



 

305 
 

Hathor. In this context, it is natural to note that, in her main function as the goddess of love, 

Aphrodite was the Greek counterpart of Hathor
1275

.  

Numerous terracotta statuettes were found in Egypt depict a naked woman standing with her 

arms down by her sides and the palms of her hands pressed against her thighs
1276

. This type is 

often referred to as the image of the syncretic goddess Isis-Aphrodite. However, it may also 

represent the goddess Hathor, borrowing certain Isiac elements
1277

. Due to their nudity and 

posture, these figurines stand out from the various representations of Isis as they appear in the 

Hellenistic and Roman periods, aligning more with the longstanding tradition of pharaonic 

female figurines. Statuettes portraying naked women have been present in Egypt since the 

Predynastic period onwards, distributed widely across the region
1278

. These figurines 

underwent changes in their characteristics over time, evolving through the Greco-Roman 

periods. Initially, these figurines were often perceived as mere "concubines of the dead"
1279

. 

However, their ritual placement in women's tombs, domestic settings, or within sanctuaries 

required a more nuanced understanding
1280

. These female figurines might have also served as 

catalysts, employed during rituals associated with Hathor
1281

. They were offered to the 

goddess to enhance fertility and childbirth, as well as to safeguard children and the departed, 

facilitating their rebirth in the realm beyond
1282

. Consequently, these figurines were deposited 

in various contexts according to the intentions, explaining their presence in homes, temples, 

and tombs. 

 

 

                                                           
1275
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Figure 226. A bronze statuette of Horus, Marisa, Palestine, H. 16 cm. 

Figure 227. A terracotta statuette of Harpocrates, Marisa, Palestine, H. 4.7 cm. 

In addition, a bronze statuette of the child Horus in Egyptian style was found in Marisa within 

Subterranean complex No. 75, at the entrance to one of the chambers (Fig. 226). The statuette 

depicts the god naked, with his left foot advanced in a striding pose on a rectangular base. The 

god is depicted with his right forefinger placed in his mouth while the other hand is held down 

alongside his body. Notably, Horus is depicted wearing the double crown. The statuette dates 

from the Persian period, but continued to be used until the Hellenistic period
1283

. Furthermore, 

another terracotta figurine found in Marisa represents Harpocrates holding a round pot (Fig. 

227). Harpocrates is portrayed with a round face and full chubby cheeks. He is naked, leaning 

on his left arm on a pot, while his right hand appears to be reaching for the pot
1284

. The 

representation of Harpocrates with the round pot was one of the most common attributes 

associated with the child god in Egypt during the Hellenistic and Roman periods
1285

. He 

usually carried the pot to his left side, while his right hand was often placed inside it; he was 

depicted sitting rather than standing. 
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Many scholars argued about determining its content being liquid, half solid, or solid. Perdrizet 

suggested that the pot would contain thick porridge as a food for the baby upon weaning
1286

. 

On the other hand, Dunand believed that it held the fertile water of the Nile, which was 

equated with Osiris by the ancient Egyptians and was known for its fertility
1287

. Frankfurter 

proposed that this pot refers to local worship traditions in preparing food for festivals that 

were held in honor of the god during a certain festival, most likely the celebration of 

"Harpokrateia" that appeared in documents since the beginning of the second century in 

Fayoum, where it was the center of these festivals
1288

. 

Finally, the necropolis of Marisa, which dates from the late third to the first centuries BC, also 

shows clear influences from Alexandrian art
1289

. According to some scholars, they are 

considered the transition point of the tombs with rectangular openings carved into the rock 

"Loculi" from Alexandria to the Asian world
1290

. An example is the tomb of E VIII, which 

has pilasters with Doric capitals between the loculi openings, similar to the Ionic pilasters in 

Hypogeum A at Shatby in Alexandria, chamber g
1291

. Another example is the tomb I (Figs. 

228-230), one of the most important tombs at Marisa, built for the Philhellenic Sidonian 

leader Apollophanes, son of Sesmaios, which shows Alexandrian influence in its plan and 

possibly its painting
1292

. Along the side walls of the main hall, above the loculi openings, 

were decorated with a continuous painted frieze representing a row of animals, such as a 

giraffe, an elephant, a hippopotamus, and a crocodile, as well as imaginary animals such as 

griffins, personified fish, and a human-faced lion
1293

. The primary source of inspiration for 
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this animal parade was Alexandria. According to its famous library, Alexandria possessed a 

zoo with a collection of rare African species
1294

. 

 

Figure 228. The Tomb I, Marisa. 

 

Figure 229. The painted frieze in Tomb I, Marisa. 

 

Figure 230. The painted frieze in Tomb I, Marisa. 
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V.6. Beersheba  

The popularity of the Egyptian child god Harpocrates seems to have had 

an impact on Palestine as well. A bronze pendant was found in 

Beersheba (Khirbet es-Saba), located about 15 km northwest of the Sea 

of Galilee. This pendat dates back to the Hellenistic period (Fig. 231). 

Aviam identified the figurine as the god Harpocrates, recognizable by 

the prominent gesture of his right hand raised to his mouth while his left 

hand hangs beside his side. The figure is depicted standing with his legs 

closed, and a small loop on its back sugeets its use as an amulet
1295

. 

There are many examples of Haropcrates pendants preserved in the 

museum of Alexandria, show various depictions of the god, such as 

squatting, sitting on a goose, standing, and sometimes holding a 

cornucopia, a pot, a duck, or without any attributes
1296

. These 

pendants were probably worn by children as well as adults. Pliny's testimony supports this 

notion, as he mentions that "even men began to wear on their fingers the effigy of Harpocrates 

and the images of Egyptian deities"
1297

.  

Furthermore, a fragmented statuette of Apis bull was 

uncovered in Beersheba, also belonging to the Hellenistic 

period (Fig. 232). Its identification was based on the 

presence of the front hoof of the bull. The base of the 

statuette features three inscriptions: one in Egyptian 

hieroglyphics, another in Aramaic reading "sacrifice", and 

an illegible inscription, perhaps in Greek. Aviam noted that 

the Greek inscription appears to have been copied without 

understanding the language
1298

. Unfortunately, the Greek and hieroglyphic texts have not been 

published. It is likely that this artifact was initially transported from Egypt with only the 
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Figure 231. A bronze 

pendant of Harpocrates, 

Beersheba of Galilee, H. 

2 cm. 

Figure 232. A bronze base of Apis 

from Beersheba of Galilee. 
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hieroglyphic inscription, and the two additional inscriptions were later added in Beersheba
1299

. 

The aforementioned examples serve to illustrate that a gradual adoption and expansion of 

Egyptian materials were quite prevalent in this region. In this context, the Apis artifact 

demonstrates the gradual assimilation of Egyptian cultural elements with Greek concepts, set 

against the background of the Near Eastern context. 

It is worth noting that bronze figurines with an Egyptian style were also discovered at Tell 

Beersheba in the Negev
1300

. These figurines include a Pschent (the crown of Upper and Lower 

Egypt), a statuette of the goddess Neith, a depiction of a striding Apis bull, the Ba bird, a 

human headed female bird symbolizing the soul, and a reclining Sphinx
1301

. The first three 

objects originate from the same context, and based on additional findings, they are believed to 

date back to the 2
nd

 century BC. During this period, it is possible that the sanctuary underwent 

reorganization, and votive offerings were removed from the earlier Hellenistic temple, leading 

to the simultaneous burial of pagan cult objects in favissae dug through phase one floors
1302

. 
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V.7. Haifa 

A bronze statuette of Serapis, among other artifacts, was discovered in the Carmel Beach of 

Haifa. These artifacts originated from different vessels that had been wrecked at this site (Fig. 

233). The figurine probably dates to the late second or third century AD. Serapis is depicted 

standing on a two-part pedestal. He is shown wearing a short-sleeved chiton, with a himation 

draped from his left shoulder and wrapped around his legs. The right hand is raised forward in 

the gesture of blessing or salute. Unfortunately, the left hand is missing, and Serapis‘ head is 

adorned with a kalathos
1303

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

It's worth noting that similar examples of this type of Serapis figurine exist, such as a bronze 

statue in the Museum of Florence
1304

, and a relief in the Egyptian Museum of Turin (Fig. 

234), both likely originating from Egypt
1305

 and dating to the Roman period. These examples 
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Figure 233. A bronze statuette of Serapis, bay of Haifa, H. 22 cm. 
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share similarities with the statuette of Haifa, including the presence of the kalathos, the chiton 

with a wide neck, the himation with a triangular drape, the gesture of blessing or salute, and 

the feet with sandals. Another related artifact is a headless marble statue discovered in Kafr el 

Zayat, near Alexandria, which is kept in the Greco- Roman Museum of Alexandria. This 

statue further supports the sweeping gesture seen in the Haifa statuette
1306

. The presence of 

parallel objects suggests that the type of Serapis greeting depicted in the Haifa statuette 

originated in Egypt. Moreover, this type of representation is also found on Alexandrian coins. 

For example, on the issues of the emperor Antoninus Pius in the year 17, Serapis is depicted 

triumphing over a quadriga
1307

, and similar depictions can be found on coins from Emperor 

Marcus Aurelius in the years 6 and 7
1308

.  
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Figure 234. A relief of Serapis, the Egyptian Museum of Turin. 
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V.8. Yavneh Yam 

A blue glass pendant with a silver coating depicting Harpocrates was found in Yavneh Yam, 

located south of Haifa on the coast (Fig. 235), which dates back to the second century BC
1309

. 

Based on the archaeological context, or at least the place of discovery, these pendants were 

likely made in Egypt during the Hellenistic period but were widespread throughout the 

Mediterranean region up to the 1st and 2nd centuries AD; this pendant bears a resemblance to 

the one found in Beersheba (Fig. 231)
1310

. The identification of Harpocrates is based on his 

distinctive attributes, such as placing the index finger of his right hand toward his mouth and 

his left hand resting beside his body. The figurine is depicted naked and wears a pearl chain 

around his neck. On the back of the pendant, there is a rounded loop designed for suspension 

on a necklace
1311

. Harpokrates pendants made from faience and bronze have gained 

recognition in the historical record of Palestine, spanning from the Iron Age through the 

Persian period. Herrmann's assessment, which encompasses instances found at Gezer, 

Megiddo, Lachish, Ascalon/Ashqelon, and 'Atlit, assigns their origin to the Hellenistic period, 

drawing conclusions from the 

archaeological contexts in which they 

were discovered
1312

. The discovery of 

these pendants provides valuable 

insights into the worship and popular 

representation of Harpocrates during 

the Hellenistic period. They were 

likely worn as personal adornments, 

possibly by both children and adults, to 

invoke the protective and auspicious 

qualities associated with the deity. 

Figure 235. A blue glass pendant of Harpocrates from Yavneh Yam. 
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V.9. Jerusalem-Aelia Capitolina 

Jerusalem-Aelia Capitolina is located on the central plateau of Palestine, about 770 m above 

the Mediterranean and 1,165 m above the Dead Sea. It spreads over two hills, separated by a 

valley, today largely filled in, called Tyropeon Valley in Roman times. The western hill, the 

highest and most expansive, is isolated on its western and southern sides by the valley of 

Gehenna. The eastern hill, around 30 meters lower, is separated from Mount El-Tor (Jabal El-

Zaytoon) by the Kidron valley to the east. Traces of human presence in Jerusalem have been 

discovered through archaeological excavations dating back to 3000 BC
1313

. 

After the period of the Persian rule, Alexander the Great occupied the city in 332 BC. After 

Alexander‘s death, Jerusalem came under the dominion of the Ptolemaic kings of Egypt and 

later the Seleucid kings of Syria. In 63 BC, the Roman general Pompey intervened to settle 

the dynastic dispute between the Hasmonean princes Hyrcanus II and Aristobulus. Pompey 

conquered Jerusalem and installed Herod the Great (37-4 BC) as the king of Palestine. 

However, in 70 AD, the city was destroyed by the armies of Titus. The walls were 

dismantled, and the temple was set on fire, marking the end of the First Jewish Revolt
1314

. 

After that, the X Legio Fretensis, which had remained in Jerusalem after the initial rebellion, 

significantly influenced the city's development and played a prominent role in its public, 

political, religious, and social life
1315

. A second war was unleashed in 135 AD, during which 

the emperor Hadrian systematically destroyed the holy city and rebuilt it following the model 

of the Roman colonial cities. The new layout of Jerusalem, known as Aelia Capitolina, 

closely resembles the city's present-day structure. The name Aelia Capitolina reflects the 

intention of its founder, the emperor Hadrian, who placed the colony under the patronage of 

Jupiter Capitolinus, the supreme god of Rome
1316

. 
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V. 9. 1. Evidence for the worship of Serapis 

It is important to note that our understanding of the Egyptian religious practices in Aelia 

Capitolina is limited. There is a scarcity of concrete information regarding both private and 

formal religious activities in the city. The available literary sources are often contentious and 

suffer from chronological gaps. Consequently, making definitive statements about the cult of 

Serapis in Aelia Capitolina proves challenging. The ambiguous nature of the available 

evidence can be exemplified by the discussion presented by Belayche. According to him, 

Serapis served as a meeting point between public worship and personal religious inclinations. 

The cult of Serapis potentially reflected the participation of the inhabitants of Aelia Capitolina 

in the prevalent popular devotions of that era. However, due to the scarcity of reliable 

information, it becomes difficult to draw significant conclusions about the specific practices 

and prominence of the cult of Serapis in the city
1317

.  

V. 9. 1. 1. Inscription of Serapis 

As mentioned earlier, the Roman army was actually a medium of religious diffusion and an 

intermediary between imperial religion and local cults. This is evident in the spread of 

worship for Egyptian gods in regions like Syria and Palestine, as attested by documentary 

evidence. A Latin dedicatory inscription was found in secondary use in the Ottoman city wall 

east of the Zion Gate in Aelia Capitolina. The inscription dates back to the reign of the 

emperor Trajan in 116-117 AD, and it is dedicated to Jupiter Optimus Maximus Serapis by a 

vexillatio (a detachment) of the Legio III Cyrenaica for the salvation and victory of the 

emperor Trajan and the Roman people
1318

: “To Jupiter Optimus Maximus Serapis. For the 

health and victory of Emperor Caesar Trajan, (son of) Nerva, Optumus Augustus Germanicus 

Dacicus Parthicus and the Roman people. The vexillatio of the Legio III Cyrenaica has made 

(this)”. 
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The presence of this inscription has led some scholars to suggest the existence of a temple of 

Jupiter-Serapis that was established during the time of Emperor Trajan, predating the 

foundation of Aelia Capitolina
1319

. However, it is important to note that such dedications were 

common among the Roman army
1320

. Before being stationed on the eastern borders, Roman 

legions had a significant presence in Egypt, particularly in Alexandria
1321

. The discovery of 

the dedicatory inscription indicates the involvement of the Roman army in promoting the 

worship of Jupiter Optimus Maximus Serapis in the region.  

V. 9. 1. 2. A plaque of Serapis-Agathodaimon? 

Two fragments of a marble relief were uncovered in the debris of Bethesda‘s sanctuary in 

Aelia Capitolina (Fig. 236), also known as the "Probatic Pool" mentioned in the Gospel of 

John. This pool, which possessed healing properties, was already recognized for its 

therapeutic qualities during Jesus' time in Jerusaleme
1322

. The remains of this pagan 

therapeutic sanctuary were located 

to the north of the present-day St. 

Anna church, in close proximity to 

Lions' Gate. The discovery of 

pottery shards and coins in the 

vicinity indicates that the Bethesda 

baths were completely abandoned 

after the destruction of Jerusalem in 

70 AD. After that, the reuse of the 

baths could only be demonstrated in 

the third and fourth centuries. 

                                                                    Figure 236. The therapeutic sanctuary in Bethesda. 
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The fragments discovered at the Bethesda sanctuary provide compelling evidence of the 

presence of a cult dedicated to Serapis-Asclepius within the complex (Fig. 237)
1323

. These 

findings indicate that the site held great religious significance as a place where healing was 

sought and believed to occur. The first fragment depicts a tetrastyle niche with fluted columns 

and a triangular pediment. Within this architectural framework, an arch with a conch roof is 

enclosed, accompanied by two ears of corn underneath. The second shows a lower end with 

two columns standing on bases. In the center, there are multiple coils of an erected snake 

body; unfortunately, the head is missing. According to Duprez, the two certainly belong 

together and can be combined into a motif whose elements are typical of Serapis iconography: 

an erect snake's body with the head of a man wearing the kalathos with ears of corn
1324

. On 

the other hand, Vincent and Abel propose an alternative interpretation, suggesting that the 

fragments represent two separate votive steles—one depicting a man carrying ears of corn and 

the other featuring an upright snake. These interpretations also associate the fragments with 

the realm of Serapis/Asclepius
1325

. Serapis, a widely venerated deity in the Near East, 

originated from the cults of the underworld and eventually evolved into a pantheistic universal 

god. The association of the snake, a companion animal of Serapis, with Asclepius, the Greek 

god of healing, further reinforces the connections between the two deities. Asclepius is 

consistently depicted with a snake in Greek mythology. Therefore, the presence of the snake 

and ears of corn in these fragments strongly indicates the existence of a late Roman cult 

dedicated to Serapis or Asclepius at the Bethesda sanctuary
1326

. 
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Figure 237. A fragmentary relief from Aelia Capitolina, Museum of st. Anna, Jerusalem. 

 

Several reliefs depicting Serapis-Agathodaimon have been discovered similar to our relief, 

through which we can obtain a fair picture of his depiction. One such example is a terracotta 

figurine from Kasr Daoud in Lower Egypt (Fig. 238). This figurine depicts Serapis-

Agathodaimon with the body of a snake and a human head, adorned with the kalathos
1327

. 

Another significant find is a limestone stela currently preserved in the National Museum of 

Antiquities in Leiden (Fig. 239). This stela depicts Isis-Thermouthis alongside Serapis-

Agathodaimon, both in the form of snakes with their tails coiled. They are depicted with 

human heads, with Serapis wearing the Kalathos and Isis adorned with the basileion. Between 

them stands Osiris Hydreios
1328

. In addition to reliefs and steles, an inscribed fibula of 

Palestinian origin from the 2
nd

 century is another noteworthy artifact. This fibula portrays the 

couple Isis and Serapis in the form of erect serpents. The accompanying inscription praises a 

female deity: "Great is the name of Neotera" (see pp. 148-151)
1329

. These depictions of 

Egyptian deities, including Serapis-Agathodaimon, actively participate in the practice of 
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glorifying the gods. This practice is attested from the 1
st
 century and can be observed in other 

locations, such as Sebaste and Caesarea
1330

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 238. A terracotta figurine of Serapis-Agathodaimon, Lower Egyptian, Qasr Dawud. 

Figure 239. A limestone stela preserved in the National Museum of Antiquities in Leiden, Inv. No. F 1960/ 

9.1. 

The place in question has been identified as a sanctuary of either Asclepius or Serapis since 

these two deities could be assimilated as patronizing the same functional field. It is worth 

noting that the Greek god Asclepius was not widely recognized in the region of Syria-

Phoenicia, but he could serve as an interpretatio Graeca or a comparable figure to the 

Phoenician god of healing Eshmoun, whose main temple was in Sidon
1331

, and interestingly, 

his symbol was similar to that of Asclepius, featuring a snake
1332

. Despite Asclepius not being 

prominently worshiped in Syria-Phoenicia, representations of him and his daughter Hygieia 

frequently appeared on coins in cities within the region, particularly in places that boasted 

healing baths like Tiberias in the Galilee
1333

. As an example, a coin from Aelia Capitolina 
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depicts Hygieia, the daughter of Asclepius, depicted on a rock while feeding a serpent. This 

coin serves as a testament to the presence and influence of Asclepius and his associated 

figures in the area
1334

.  

During the excavation around the Bethesda pools, the remains of related structures and water 

installations were discovered. Additionally, fragments of votive offerings were found, 

including a marble votive foot with a Greek inscription attributed to a woman named Pompeia 

Lucilia
1335

. It is worth mentioning that the presence of Greek text indicates a private context 

for the offering
1336

. While it is possible that the offering was dedicated to the god Serapis, as 

discussed earlier, it is important to note that healing through contact with a foot was a favored 

method associated with Asclepius, which Serapis inherited
1337

. For instance, an account 

involving Pyrrhus, the king of Epirus, illustrates the use of this method by Asclepius. Pyrrhus 

would cure spleen ailments by touching the afflicted person's spleen with his right toe after 

they had offered a white rooster as a sacrifice to Asclepius while lying on their backs
1338

. 

Belayche speculated that this foot could represent an anatomical ex-voto commemorating the 

donor's cure or a symbolic figuration of the providential epiphany, which would confirm the 

identification of the Serapis sanctuary, as they are often dedicated to the Alexandrian god
1339

.  

Apart from the aforementioned discoveries, several other votive objects were unearthed in the 

Bethesda Pools. Among them were two small stone ship models, which are believed to have 

been offered as a tribute to Serapis, who was revered as the protector of seafarers
1340

. Another 

significant find was a marble fragment relief depicting a reclining naked woman. In the relief, 

she supports herself on the armrest of a bed with her right elbow while extending her left arm, 

pointing towards a person whose arm is partially visible on the right edge of the fragment
1341

.  

Some scholars have proposed that these findings might indicate a common theme: individuals 

who had been healed expressed their gratitude by offering items representing their ailments or 
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 Belayche, 2001, p. 165; Küchler, 2007, p. 326. 
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 CIIP. 1.2, 709. 
1336

 Belayche, 2001, p. 165; Belayche, 2007, pp. 465- 467, fig.7a; Friedheim, 2007, p. 134. 
1337

 Tacitus, Hist. 4, 84: ―As for the god himself [Serapis], many see him as Aesculapius, because he heals 

diseases‖. 
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 Plutarch, Life of Pyrrhus, III.4. 
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 Belayche, 2007, p.467. 
1340

 Duprez, 1970, pp. 51-52, Taf. 21-22; Belayche, 2001, p. 166. 
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 Duprez, 1970, Taf. 17, 1; Belayche, 2001, p. 165. 
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the process of their healing
1342

. However, it should be noted that this interpretation is not 

definitive and remains open to debate. One particular item discovered was a terracotta 

statuette portraying a woman undressing for a bath
1343

. This statuette can be identified as an 

Aphrodite pudica, a modestly depicted Aphrodite, and it is a type commonly found in the 

region of Syria
1344

. 

Finally, the Bethesda sanctuary, like similar therapeutic places of worship found across the 

broader empire, held a reputation that transcended cultural and religious boundaries. After the 

establishment of the colony of Aelia Capitolina on the ruins of Jerusalem, the newly settled 

pagan population could draw connections between the healing traditions of the area and their 

own practices involving healing deities from Greco-Roman, Syro-Phoenician, and Egyptian 

paganism. According to the iconography of the relief in the temple, Serapis is likely to have 

been the tutelary god of the sanctuary. However, in terms of his role in providing medical 

assistance and acting as a guarantor of salvation, Serapis bore striking similarities to 

Asclepius, from whom his figure was partially derived and with whom he was occasionally 

assimilated. The memory of the healing of the paralytic, a well-known biblical account, 

persisted among the Christians in Jerusalem for centuries. The texts and stones found within 

Bethesda serve as examples of how a local tradition in Jerusalem can endure in the same 

location, albeit undergoing changes in details and acquiring legendary status
1345

. 
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1343
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V.9.2.The coins of Aelia Capitolina 

 The god Serapis held significant importance in Aelia Capitolina, as evidenced by his 

appearance on the city's coins from the reign of Antoninus Pius (138-161 AD) to that of 

Trajan Decius (249-251 AD)
1346

. In comparison to other cities in Palestine, Jerusalem/Aelia 

Capitolina showcased a distinctive range of Serapis depictions. One common portrayal 

depicts Serapis as a bust facing towards the left (Fig. 240).  

 

 

 

Figure 240. A coin of Aelia 

Capitolina. 

Figure 241. A coin of Aelia 

Capitolina. 

Figure 242. A coin of Aelia 

Capitolina. 

Another representation depicted him seated on a throne with Kerberos, the three-headed dog, 

by his side, as seen on coins minted during the reign of Marcus Aurelius (Fig. 241). Serapis 

was also depicted standing with his right arm extended in a gesture of salute. During the 

reigns of Commodus, Diadumenian, and Elagabalus, when the coin designs expanded to 

include additional elements, Serapis appeared in a gesture of salute with two torches (Fig. 

242)
1347

. Interestingly, during this period, the previously popular depiction of Serapis as a bust 

became less frequent. Additionally, under the emperor Trajan Decius and his family, Serapis 

continued to be depicted on the coins of Aelia Capitolina. In these depictions, Serapis is 

shown enthroned, holding a bust of the emperor in his right hand as a symbol of protection. 

These later coin issues are considered to be the final instances of Egyptian-themed designs 

minted by the colony
1348

. The variety and evolution of Serapis depictions on the coins of Aelia 

Capitolina reflect the changing cultural and political landscape of the city and the enduring 

significance of Serapis as a revered deity during that time.  
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 Friedheim, 2007, p. 133. 
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The minting of numerous monetary reverses featuring the Serapis type is evidence of the 

participation of civic elites who embraced this model within the cultural sphere of the eastern 

part of the Empire. However, it is important to note that the presence of the god's image on 

these objects alone is not enough to conclude the existence of a cultic establishment 

associated with him. 
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V.10. Legio 

A marble cylindrical altar, dedicated to the god Serapis for the emperor's health, was 

discovered in the northwest of Legio (Kefar' Otnay), near the camp of the VI Legio Ferrata 

(Fig. 243). This significant finding was first documented by Avi Yonah in 1946 and is 

currently preserved at the Israel Museum. The altar is divided into four panels, each depicting 

a distinct imagery. One panel depicts the winged victory standing on the globe, holding a 

wreath and a trophy. The other two panels display two eagles with outstretched wings, 

symbols of the legion, standing on the thunderbolt while carrying a wreath in their beaks. The 

final panel bears a dedication from the emperor "for salvation and health" to "Serapis, the 

great and propitious god"
1349

. Although the name of the emperor has deliberately been erased 

from the dedication, it is highly probable that the altar is associated with Elagabalus, given the 

historical context. Notably, the altar's decorative features do not contain any explicit 

iconographic references to Egypt or Egyptian motifs
1350

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 243. An altar from Legio (Kefar' Otnay), Palestine, H. 1.05 m. 
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 The text on the panel reads as follows: "Pro salute et incolumitate/ domini nostri/ [[Imp(eratoris) Caes(aris) 

M(arci) Aur(eli) Antonini Aug(usti)]]/ praesentissimum deum Mag(num) Sarapidem/ leg(io) VI Ferrat(a) 

F(idelis) C(onstans) [[Antoniniana]]/ Iulius Isidorianus p(rimus) p(ilus)". Avi-Yonah, 1946, pp. 89-91, no. 6; 

Vidman, SIRIS, no. 361; Dunand,1973, p. 128; Bricault, 2001, p. 75; Belayche, 2001, pp. 60-62; Bricault, 

RICIS, 403/ 0201; Belayche, 2007, pp. 451- 453, fig. 1; Eck, 2016, pp. 211-217; Eck, 2017, pp. 32-34, figs. 11-

14; Eck, Tepper,  2019, pp. 120-122, figs. 1-2. 
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 Bricault attributes the dating of this altar to the reign of Caracalla instead of Elagabalus due to its interest in 

the Isiac cults. Bricault, RICIS, 403/ 0201. 
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Figure 244. A 

reconstruction of the 

altar, Legio, Eck, 

Tepper,  2019, fig. 2. 

 

The well-documented salutation, ―pro salute‖, carries a significant 

meaning, as it expresses the wish to have a share in the emperor's 

good governance through the emperor's salvation and consequently 

to bring salvation for the whole empire
1351

. In the context of Legio, 

this assertion holds particular significance, considering that the 

inscription was written by the highest-ranking centurion of the VI 

Legio Ferrata, which had been stationed there since the latter part of 

Hadrian's reign
1352

. The presence of the altar suggests the possibility 

that it served as evidence of a successfully concluded military 

campaign, although the exact location of the campaign remains 

unspecified. 

The monument in question, commonly described as an altar 

dedicated to the god Serapis, has been the subject of scholarly 

interpretation. However, based on the text "praesentissimum deum 

Mag(num) Sarapidem", Eck has put forth an alternative view 

suggesting that a statue of Serapis was placed as a votive offering, 

most likely within a shrine dedicated to Serapis or perhaps to Egyptian gods, primarily Isis, 

near the camp of the Legio, which was offered here for the health and salvation of the 

emperor Elagabalus, whose name was later erased
1353

.  

Eck further proposed that the monument should not be considered an altar but rather a base 

for an image of the god Serapis standing on it. This interpretation is supported by the presence 

of a circular hollow at the top of the monument, with visible rust marks indicating the 

presence of an iron dowel at its center. These features suggest that the god's image was 
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 Moralee, 2004, pp. 39-58. 
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 Eck, 2016, pp. 211-217. 
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 This could have happened shortly after the acclamation of the emperor Elagabalus in 218 when his westward 

march began. A few years later, the emperor, who was considered "un-Roman" by many soldiers, was murdered. 

As a consequence, his name was erased from the base of the monument. However, the destruction of the 

memoria did not impact the votive gift. The entire monument remained in its original dedicated location. Eck, 

2016, p. 216. 
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positioned on a round base, possibly in the shape of a globe (Fig. 244)
1354

. In conclusion, 

without overinterpreting the anthroponym, the dedicating units: 16th Flavia, 3rd Cyrenaica, 

and 6th Ferrata, all three spent a long time in Egypt, mainly in Alexandria, before being 

transferred to the eastern borders. This privileged connection with the Army obviously leads 

us to wonder about the spread of the cult of Egyptian deities outside the camps and colonies 

of veterans and, therefore, about the duration of these devotional manifestations. 
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Avi-Yonah made an observation regarding the presence of a hollow in the monument, suggesting that it likely 

held a libation bowl. However, Eck contradicted this notion, stating that libation bowls on altars are typically not 

deeply embedded in the stone. Instead, they are usually placed directly on the surface of the altar, sometimes 

within a small indentation. Avi-Yonah, 1946, p. 89; Eck, 2017, pp. 32-34; Eck, Tepper, 2019, pp. 120-122, fig. 
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V. 11. Sepphoris  

An interesting mosaic depicting an Egyptian Nilotic scene was discovered in a public building 

in Sepphoris, located in the center of the Lower Galilee, approximately 5 km west of the 

ancient city of Nazareth (Fig. 245). The mosaic of Sepphoris is considered the largest and 

most important mosaic in the Levant. Its dating to around 400 AD is based on the analysis of 

coins and pottery fragments found in its vicinity
1355

. The building is situated to the east of the 

cardo and opposite the bathhouse. Due to the absence of identifiable living quarters, scholars 

have identified it as a public building that could potentially serve as a civic basilica
1356

. This 

designation is supported by the presence of a pavement mosaic containing a Greek inscription 

located directly in front of the main entrance, which apparently praises the artisans involved 

in the decoration of the building, as described by Di Segni
1357

. The inscription specifically 

mentions "Procopius and his son-in-law Patricius‖, who were probably of Alexandrian 

origin
1358

. On the other hand, Bowersock has put forth an alternative viewpoint, suggesting 

that the building might have actually been the residence of Procopius, the ruler of Palestina 

Secunda, and his son-in-law, Asbolius Patricius
1359

. 

The building has a central hall with a raised platform and is furnished with predominantly 

ornamental mosaics, which also indicates that the building was used for representative 

purposes. A corridor leads to an open courtyard that is on the same main axis as the 

aforementioned hall and connects to the rooms, all of which are decorated with large mosaics, 

some of which are figurative. The specific room housing the Nile mosaic could be accessed 

via detours from the building, but its main entrance was situated in the open courtyard to the 

north. Unfortunately, little is known about the further layout of this courtyard, although it 

appears to have functioned as a public square during that period. It is worth noting that prior 

to the construction of the current building, a temple had occupied the same location
1360

. The 

Nile Festival mosaic is surrounded by a geometric frame consisting of a simple black strip 
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followed by a series of black triangles. This is then followed by a ribbon decorated with 

plexus decorations. The mosaic is adorned at the top with birds, which in the center depict a 

pair of birds carrying a wreath in their beaks. Inside the wreath is a Greek inscription that 

reads, "Use in good luck"
1361

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 245. The Mosaic of the Nile Festival building in Sepphoris, Palestine, 6.2 x 6.7 m. 

The upper part of the panel represents two reclining figures facing each other: a male and a 

female. The female figure on the left represents the personification of Egypt, as indicated by 

the Greek name "AŠgu[pto]j" (Fig. 246). She is portrayed in the form of the goddess 

Euthenia
1362

, the goddess of abundance and prosperity and Nilus's wife. She is depicted half-
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 Weiss, Talgam, 2002, pp.61- 73, figs. 5-11; Versluys, 2002, pp. 233-235, no.130, fig.153; Turnheim, 2002, 

pp. 26-27, figs. 4, 12; Weiss, 2008, pp. 7-23; Hachlili, 2009, pp.97-99, pls.V.3, VIII.1a; Eckersley, 2016, fig. 

93a-b. 
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 Euthenia first appears on Egyptian coins during the reign of Augustus. The great importance of Euthenia is 

demonstrated by her frequent presence on Alexandrian coins, which lasted until 272/273 AD. On these coins, she 

is depicted with ears of wheat adorning her head, either standing or sitting on the throne or a rock. Some coins 

feature her alongside the Sphinx or positioned between two ships. In other instances, she is shown offering a 
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naked, except for the cloak that wraps around her shoulder and hangs down to cover her lower 

part. Her head is adorned with ears of grain. She is reclining on a basket filled with fruit, 

holding a cornucopia in her left hand, and is accompanied by three animals
1363

.  

It is noteworthy that the personification of Egypt is usually represented on Roman coins as a 

woman reclining on the ground, resting on a large basket filled with corn and fruit. She 

typically holds a sistrum in her right hand and a vine branch in her left. A lotus flower adorns 

her forehead, and an Ibis is shown in front of her. Sometimes, a snake is depicted behind the 

basket, possibly symbolizing the sacred snake of Isis
1364

. However, in the case of the 

personification of Egypt in Sepphoris, it is observed that she only adopts the seated position 

and the basket filled with fruit from Roman models, while the other attributes are borrowed 

from Euthenia. Nevertheless, the inscription clearly identifies her as "Egypt"
1365

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 246. The depiction of Aigyptus, the Mosaic of the Nile Festival building in Sepphoris. 

The male figure sitting in front of Aigyptus, which is very poorly preserved, depicts Nilus, the 

personification of the Nile River, reclining on the back of a hippopotamus that brings the Nile 

water out of its mouth
1366

. Nilus is represented as a bearded, half-naked man with his arm 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
crown to her husband, Nilus, or portrayed in a bust side by side with Nilus. Kakosy,1982, p. 291; Jentel, LIMC 

IV, 1988, s.v. Euthenia, pp. 120-124; Weiss, Talgam, 2002, p. 66. 
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 Hachlili, 1998, pp. 108-109, fig. 4. 
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 Toynbee, 1967, pp. 28-30. 
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 In Roman numismatics, Nilus appears for the first time after the drowning of Antinous in the Egyptian river. 

This is obviously not a coincidence but a celebration of the Nile, which was certainly the site of the tragedy but 
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resting on an amphora, from which the water of the Nile also flows
1367

. In his left hand, he 

holds a cornucopia, while his right hand extends towards three children who carry gifts to the 

god. One of the children holds a wreath, another holds a scale and a cluster of lotus 

flowers
1368

, and the third child touches Nilus‘s foot with one hand while offering a wreath 

with the other
1369

. It is worth noting that on Alexandrian coins, sometimes a child or Euthenia 

herself offers a wreath to Nilus
1370

. In the middle between Aigyptus and Nilus, the nilometer 

is represented as a cylindrical tower standing on a rectangular base with a vaulted opening. 

Additionally, a naked child stands on the back of another kneeling child, using a chisel and 

hammer to engrave the Greek number IZ (17) on the nilometer (Fig. 247). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 247. The nilometer, the Mosaic of the Nile Festival building in Sepphoris. 

In the lower section of the mosaic, the water flowing from the hippopotamus's mouth 

separates the upper part of the floor, while another stream of water runs diagonally 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Antinoopolis in honor of the Nile and became the only emperor whose Egyptian title defined him as "the beloved 

of Hapy". Malaise, 2005, p. 69. 
1367

 The Mosaic of the Eastern Church in Qasr al-Lebiya (Olbia), Libya, features a depiction of a figure 

resembling Nilus. The river's name in the mosaic was identified as Gehon, one of the four rivers of paradise. 

This figure was commonly associated with Nilus and portrayed as a bearded man, half-naked, resting on a vessel 

from which river water flowed, similar to the depiction of Nilus in the Mosaic of Sepphoris. It appears that this 

figure represents the Nile, as indicated by the presence of a sistrum in his right hand and a cornucopia in his left. 
Maguire, 1999, pp. 179-184; Hachlili, 2009, p.101, fig. V-4. 
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downward. Within the Nile water, various elements are depicted, including Nilotic plants and 

fish. Additionally, there is a scene where a crocodile attacks a small animal and a stork 

devours a snake. On the left side, the city of Alexandria, marked by the Greek inscription 

"Alexandria", is displayed as a city gate flanked by two round towers. Adjacent to these 

towers is a taller tower from which a flame rises, likely symbolizing the famous Pharos 

Lighthouse (Fig. 248). Two knights are depicted riding in the direction of the city gates of 

Alexandria. One of them is a male figure wearing a short tunic and a flowing cloak. The other 

is a female, representing the so-called "Semasia", who brings news of the Nile flood to the 

city of Alexandria. She is dressed in ankle- length trousers and holds a branch of a plant. The 

riders seem to come from a column with an attic base and a Corinthian capital. At the top of 

the column stands a black statue of a man holding a scepter in his left hand and a torch in his 

raised right hand. Next to the statue, the same number IZ, as seen on the nilometer, is 

displayed
1371

. In fact, the arrival of Semasia indicates that the flood has reached its peak. As a 

result, the procession celebrates the Nile flood festival, which is believed to ensure a bountiful 

harvest. The area to the right of the column and the lower part of the mosaic are dedicated to 

hunting scenes, including a bear devouring a wild boar, a lion attacking a bull, and leopards 

hunting deer
1372

.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 248. The depiction of Alexandria and Semasia, The Mosaic of the Nile Festival building in Sepphoris. 
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 According to Empereur, this column in Alexandria held Diocletian's statue. On the other hand, Vaelske 

argued that the referenced statue might refer to a particular building in Aswan, which has not yet been 

discovered. Vaelske further suggests that the messengers depicted in the mosaic are clearly riding from the pillar 
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The depiction of children's "putti" surrounding Nilus symbolizes the personification of the 

depth of the flood water. Philostratus mentions that the unit of measure, the "cubit", is 

represented in the form of children
1373

. As well, Pliny the Elder states in his account of the 

colossal basalt sculpture of Nilus that was installed by Vespasian in the temple of peace in 

Rome that sixteen children represent the ideal height of the flood
1374

 Furthermore, there is a.

marble statue of Nilus preserved in the Vatican Museum from the Iseum Campense (Fig. 

249), which is one of the most important copies of the lost Alexandrian statue representing the 

fertility of the land of Egypt. This statue includes sixteen children, as described by Pliny
1375

.  

 

Figure 249. A marble statue of Nilus in the Vatican Museum, Inv. No. 2300. 

Furthermore, the nilometer is a structure used to measure the level of the Nile during the 

annual flood. It had various representations in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, which is 

usually depicted on the river banks as a stylized architectural structure for measuring the 

water inside a well
1376

. In Levant's mosaics, the nilometer is displayed as a cylindrical 
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legitimized him as a pharaoh and guarantor of the flood. The oldest representation of this type is found on an 

Alexandrian coin minted under Domitian in the year 6. Malaise, 2005, p. 67. 
1375

Jentel, LIMC VI, 1992, s.v. Neilos, p.720, fig.1; Turnheim, 2002, p. 23, figs. 9-10.  
1376

The nilometers were located in different regions of Egypt; the most famous is the nilometer of Elephantine, 

which is represented on the mosaic of Preneste. Plutarch mentioned the nilometer of Xois in the Delta, the 

nilometer of Memphis, and Elephantine. Two Niolmeters were located north of Aswan. There are also the 
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building with a conical top, with Greek numbers and letters marking its horizontal dimensions 

to measure the water level in cubits
1377

. An early example of Nilus is a headless marble statue 

discovered in Kynopolis, Egypt, dating back to the second century AD(Fig. 250). The statue 

portrays Nilus sitting on a rock, reclining on a hippopotamus. He holds a cornucopia in his 

left hand and a reed of wheat in his right. On the right side of the rock, two naked children are 

shown. One child stands on the other‘s shoulder, raising his hands toward a plate where he 

carves possibly Greek numbers, although they are not visible
1378

. During the Roman period, 

representations of children climbing the nilometer appeared on Alexandrian coins
1379

. In 

many instances, the nilometer was often attached to temples, even those located very far from 

the river, so that priests could control the popular rituals
1380

. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 250. A marble statue of Nilus in Kynopolis, Egypt, the National Museum of Egyptian Civilization. 

There is also a similar scene depicted on a silver trulla from Perm, Russia, dating back to 

Anastasius I (491-518 AD) (Fig. 251). In the middle of the scene, the nilometer is depicted, 

and on the left side, a naked child stands above a kneeling child who seems to be carving the 
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marks at the top of the column with a hammer and chisel
1381

. Another example can be found 

on a Coptic tapestry dated to the seventh century AD (Fig. 252). In the lower part of the 

tapestry, the nilometer is represented as a brick wall, interpreted as a well by some scholars. It 

is topped by a cylindrical building inscribed with the Greek numbers IZ and IH. On the left 

side of the building, a naked child is depicted making signs using a chisel and hammer, while 

on the right side of the scene, another child sits in a boat, holding a bird in his hands. In the 

upper panel, Nilus is depicted as half-reclining, holding a cornucopia in his left hand. On the 

left side, the female consort of the Nile, Euthenia, is depicted half-reclining and surrounded 

by waterfowl and lotus plants
1382

. 

 

 

Figure 251. A silver Trulla from Perm in Russia, the Hermitage Museum. 

Figure 252. A Coptic tapestry, Louvre Museum, Inv. No. AF 3448. 

Empereur suggested that the nilometer depicted in Sepphoris, near the other monuments of 

Alexandria, could represent the same nilometer found in the Serapeum of Alexandria
1383

. 

However, Weiss and Talgam mentioned that despite the two monuments described in 

Sepphoris being related to Alexandria, it is unclear whether the nilometer is real or fictional. 
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If an actual monument exists, it may still stand somewhere in Upper Egypt, as it appears from 

above in the panel
1384

.  

On the other hand, Meyboom states that the depiction of the columns representing the 

nilometer is symbolic because, in reality, the column would not be visible from the outside as 

it stands inside the well
1385

. According to Hachlili, the depiction of the nilometer next to a city 

inscribed with Alexandria, such as in the Sepphoris and Beit She'an mosaics (Figs. 118, 245), 

indicates that it is simply an element of the Nilotic scenes rather than a depiction of a specific 

site. Early depictions of the nilometer represented the popular celebration of the Nile flood, 

but over time, it was depicted in the Byzantine mosaics solely to symbolize the Nile
1386

. 

It is not difficult to see that all sections of the Mosaic of Sepphoris are coordinated and follow 

a narrative order, which depicts the announcement of the Nile's water level reaching a certain 

mark on the nilometer, followed by the festivities. In the beginning, when the Nile flood 

reaches its peak, the ideal height of the Nile is determined as "16 cubits" on the nilometer, 

indicated by a sign called "Semeion". During the Roman period, one of the names given to 

this festival was ―Semasia‖, which varied depending on the speed and size of the flood. The 

mark is reached at the end of August in Aswan and then ten days later in the Delta, at which 

point a signal is given to lower the dams that block the irrigation canals, allowing the flood to 

spread throughout the country
1387

. This process is symbolically portrayed in the Roman period 

by the character of "Semasia", who is depicted as a woman riding a horse while holding a 

palm branch
1388

. Her depiction appeared on Alexandrian coinage dating from 165/166 AD
1389

. 

Finally, the Nile flood was celebrated through festivals and celebrations in which everyone 

participated, accompanied by theatrical performances held in theaters
1390

. These festivities 
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spread widely, especially near the temples of Isis and Osiris, where banquets, food, drink, 

dancing, and boat rides took place
1391

. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

In the context of the Levant, the presence of Egyptian gods signifies more than mere 

replication of their original forms during ancient Egyptian history. Instead, it reflects a 

dynamic process of adaptation and integration within the Greek, Roman, and local religious 

landscape. For example, consider the case of Serapis, a deity with origins diverging from 

traditional Pharaonic Egyptian gods. Serapis emerged as a syncretic figure, combining 

elements of Egyptian and Greek deities. His widespread popularity in the Levant can be 

attributed to his ability to resonate with a diverse audience, offering a sense of religious 

inclusivity and cultural hybridity. On the contrast, Isis appears as a fundamentally Egyptian 

divinity who, to be accepted in the Hellenic world, had to undergo an interpretatio Graeca
1392

 

In the public sphere, Egyptian cults were well integrated into the institutional framework in 

the Levant, which had been established during the Hellenistic period and further supported by 

Roman influence, facilitated by a significant military presence in the region. Traditional 

distribution channels, including both maritime and land trade routes, as well as political and 

ideological networks, played a vital role in spreading the influence of these cults. In the 

private domain, the presence of Egyptian gods was more widespread in the Levant, with their 

effigies appearing on gems and amulets. These objects provided individuals with a sense of 

personal protection, a belief shared both in the study area and elsewhere. 

During the Hellenistic period, the presence of figures and symbols from the Egyptian cult in 

the Levant was quite rare. The available evidence, such as the Oxyrhynchus papyrus 1380 
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known as ―the invocation of Isis‖, is uncertain and lacks substantial information to draw 

definitive conclusions. Furthermore, it is important to note that there is no substantial 

evidence to suggest that the Ptolemies intentionally engaged in propaganda to promote 

Serapis and Isis, who were not only the patrons of their dynasty but also the guardian deities 

of Alexandria, their capital city. However, it is undeniable that the expansion of Ptolemaic 

rule into specific regions of the Near East during the 3
rd

 century BC created a conducive 

environment for the establishment of Isiac sanctuaries. The case of the cities within the Syrian 

Tetrapolis provides a particularly illuminating example of this phenomenon, shedding light on 

the religious repercussions of the Third Syrian War. With the notable exception of Antioch on 

the Orontes, where Ptolemy III Euergetes is credited with initiating the cult of Isis, it is 

essential to underscore the role played by Egyptian devotees who followed the Ptolemaic 

army into these regions. Their presence and active involvement in religious practices 

significantly contributed to the perpetuation of local Isiac sanctuaries, as exemplified in 

Laodicea on the sea, which remained active well into Roman times. Conversely, the 

reassertion of Seleucid control over Syria, while not necessarily eradicating preexisting 

foundations, appears to have coincided with a decline in the prominence of Serapis and Isis at 

Antioch. One potential explanation for these variations lies in the close and deliberate 

association between the Ptolemies, from the inception of their dynasty throughout the 

Hellenistic period, and the Isiac cults, emphasizing the nexus between these religious 

practices and royal authority, not only in the Middle East but also in other regions. However, 

it was only during the imperial period that the representations of Egyptian divinities became 

more widespread, especially in the middle of the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 centuries AD. The focus is on the 

family of gods Serapis, Isis and Harpocrates.  

In summarizing the collective findings across various research areas, it becomes evident that 

within the Isiac circle, Isis stands out as the most widely recognized deity. This recognition 

extends to both inscriptions and artistic representations (Fig. 253)
1393

. Isis serves as a prime 

example of a deity whose meaning evolved in various contexts. In some depictions, she was 

                                                           
1393

 It is important to note that the charts depicting evidence of Egyptian gods in the Levant during the 

Hellenistic and Roman periods do not provide a complete representation of the cults during those times. These 

charts selectively include artifacts to highlight the ongoing presence and significance of the cults at specific sites 

in the Levant. 



 

339 
 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

Syria-Phoenicia  Decapolis Arabia Palestine

Isis

Serapis

Harpocrates

Osiris

Apis

Bes

Nilus

Ammon

Horus

intertwined with the Osirian mythological narrative, as seen in Byblos and Petra. 

Simultaneously, she could be disconnected from this mythological circle and take on the 

attributes of an individual goddess within the Greek pantheon, such as her veneration as Isis-

Tyche, Isis-Aphrodite, and Isis-Demeter. This suggests that Isis underwent transformations 

depending on the cultural groups involved. To some, she appeared as a foreign goddess, to 

others, she was seen as part of the Egyptian cult that had made its way from Egypt to the 

Levant and had become integrated into local religious practices. Lastly, for another set of 

believers, she emerged as a goddess detached from her Egyptian origins, assuming a new 

identity influenced by Ptolemaic politics. These different characterizations of the goddess 

were accompanied by varying stylistic and iconographic influences each time. All these 

comparisons underscore that the diverse iconographic and symbolic representations associated 

with the cult of Isis in different regions of the Levant were the outcomes of a dynamic process 

that involved a blend of local traits with inter-regional or global events.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 253. The distribution of Egyptian gods in the Levant. 

The cult of Isis gained significant influence and acceptance in the Greco-Roman world for 

various reasons. According to Solmsen, Isis's appeal stemmed from her diverse patronages 

and dynamic qualities, catering to the needs of different individuals. Her roles in Egyptian 
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religion, spanning agriculture, motherhood, healing, and other realms, facilitated her cult's 

reception in other cultures and its syncretization with similar goddesses
1394

. On the other 

hand, Witt suggests that it was Isis's associations with fertility, healing, and magic, 

particularly in the Egyptian context that made her attractive to both Egyptians and Greeks
1395

. 

On the other hand, Serapis ranks as the second most commonly encountered deity within this 

context. In contrast, other deities associated with the Isiac circle are not as frequently 

mentioned or depicted such as Anubis. It is noteworthy that the worship of Harpocrates, the 

son of Isis, enjoys more widespread popularity compared to that of Horus within the Isiac 

circle. A similar pattern is observed with Osiris, whose presence is localized to specific sites, 

Mispe-Yamim, Tyre, Petra, and Ascalon, while being entirely absent from others within this 

sphere of study. 

The Egyptian background of numerous objects and contexts is evident, or at least that they are 

more likely to have come from Egypt than anywhere else. This can be read, for example, from 

the presence of Serapis, who was undoubtedly so popular in the Levant because of the model 

effect of his Alexandrian temple. In connection with Ammon, its re-Egyptization and 

development into Serapis-Ammon were documented. From a typological and stylistic point of 

view, a number of testimonies can only have been made in Egypt and imported from there. In 

the case of the inscriptions, such as the Osiris inscription from Caesarea or the Malchus 

monument from Gerasa, a direct connection to Egypt and parallels there is most likely to be 

thought of. Interestingly enough, things are a bit different in Ascalon. Here, in the important 

Philistine port city, one would hastily assume that the focus on Egypt and the Egyptianizing 

representation of local deities enjoyed an unbroken tradition, and the presentation of the city 

goddess in the form of Isis really seems to meet this expectation. However, it could be shown 

that the iconographic patterns and the type of reliefs do not point to Egypt but rather come 

from the rest of the Mediterranean area. 

The cult of the Egyptian goddess Isis was well established in the Nabataean capital of Petra 

from the 1
st
 century BC, although the exact circumstances of its establishment remain 
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obscure. This religious tradition continued in Petra until the end of the 3
rd

 century AD. Isis 

appeared in an anthropomorphic form in Petra, which was in contrast to the aniconic 

representation of the Nabataean deities. Her presence and influence in Petra are attested 

through various types and associations. These include depictions of Isis nursing her son 

Harpocrates? (Fig. 130), mourning her husband Osiris (Figs. 134-136, 147-148, 151-155), 

and potentially being associated with the Nabataean goddess Al-Uzza, as shown in the eyed 

baetyl from the ez-Zantur hill in Petra (Fig. 149). Furthermore, the existence of a workshop 

(Zurrebah), which produced clay figurines of Isis in large quantities, demonstrates that the 

popularity of her worship in Petra and this richness in her depiction corresponds to the 

different aspects of Isis, as she had to meet the needs of many worshipers, who were divided 

into several tribes, each with its own sanctuary. The city of Petra may have served as a 

significant center for the Nabataean worship of Isis, either in her direct form or in a 

syncretized aspect with a Nabataean goddess such as Al-Uzza, as Isis has always been 

supplicated as the goddess of innumerable names. 

Additionally, she is mentioned in the papyrus of Oxyrhynchus as Isis-Soteira in Petra. 

However, it is important to note that her presence as the protector of navigators cannot be 

directly linked in this context. Several inscriptions attribute Isis under the epithet Isis-Soteira 

and associate her with the protection of sailors. For example, an inscription from Delos 

pertains to her role as a protector of navigators: ―Ἴζηδη σηείξαη Ἀζηάξηεη Ἀθξνδίηεη 

εὐπινίαη ἐπ[εθόση]
1396

. Another dedication from Rhodes, made by a metic named Hippon of 

Cnidus and dating to the 1st century BC, pays homage as a mark of recognition to 'Isis who 

saves'
1397

. Additionally, there is another dedication from the same period, from Cos, where a 

neokorus named Glaukias addresses himself, by order of the goddess, to 'Isis who saves'
1398

. 

The Egyptian gods Harpocrates, Osiris, and Serapis, are also documented in Petra but not in 

writings. Osiris, who, according to the myth, was revived by his wife Isis after his murder and 
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posthumously begot Horus, is not only a symbol in Hellenistic times for something new to 

emerge from the past, but he also became a world god, albeit with less charisma as Isis. 

Serapis was propagated under Ptolemy I in Alexandria as a Hellenistic male deity worshiped 

jointly by Egyptians and Greeks.  

In the religious life of Phoenicia during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, the incorporation 

of iconography and the adoption of elements from Egyptian cults and mythology played a 

significant role in the process of Hellenization of local religious practices. It is worth noting 

that the phenomenon of acculturation between Phoenicia and Egypt had already been evident 

prior to the conquest of Syria by Alexander the Great. However, the evidence related to 

Egyptian monuments and the Isiac cults in Phoenicia indicates that the references and 

borrowings from Egypt were filtered through the prism of Hellenic culture. This evolution 

becomes noticeable from the early Hellenistic period and likely started during the Persian 

period. However, the fact that the attestation of Hellenized cults of Egyptian deities is 

primarily seen in Roman times suggests a gradual process of adoption and integration. It 

appears that these cults were initially brought into the coastal cities of Phoenicia by 

individuals before becoming incorporated into certain local pantheons, particularly in places 

like Byblos and Tyre. It is worthy noting that the veneration of Serapis as a single great god 

of salvation seems to have been less prevalent compared to regions like Hauran, Decapolis, 

and Palestine. In these areas, Serapis may have served as a notable indicator of the 

Romanization of religious practices, especially from the reign of Emperor Hadrian onwards. 

The figures from the two different places in Mispe-Yamim and kharayeb are votive offerings 

that were placed in a sanctuary at the time (Figs. 63-66, 67, 69, 71-72, 74-75). An associated 

sanctuary is also assumed for the bronzes from Ascalon (Figs. 200-205), although its main 

heyday is dated – and probably incorrectly – to the pre-Hellenistic period. However, it would 

be difficult to prove that these sanctuaries were temples of Egyptian deities. Although the 

representations are purely Egyptian, in most cases they also come from Egypt and in any case 

document a certain preference for this language of form. However, the objects may also have 

been offered to local gods on site; a common process which is evident, for example, from the 

secondary inscribed situla of Mispe-Yamim. It is striking that none of the places (Ascalon- 
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Mispe-Yamim) mentioned have new Hellenistic interpreted iconographies of Egyptian deities 

been found together with the pharaonic material. The question arises as to whether the 

appearance of Isis, Osiris, and Harpokates in Palestine may have changed and whether the 

Hellenization of forms that took place in Egypt in the early or high Ptolemaic period is also 

tangible in Palestine. Many literary attestations of various kinds which indicate how much the 

historical and geographical links of Egypt with Judea-Palestine, and more broadly the Near 

East, constituted a favorable ground there for the diffusion of the Greco-Egyptian gods, 

installed from the Hellenistic period. 

The cult of Serapis in the Decapolis, particularly in cities like Gerasa and Pella, offers 

significant insights into the syncretism and cultural exchange between Egyptian and 

Hellenistic religious traditions during the Roman period. It demonstrates the assimilation and 

adaptation of Egyptian gods into the Roman religious landscape, while also reflecting the 

unique local expressions and practices within the Decapolis cities. A group of cult images in 

Gerasa that is only attested by inscriptions is closely based on Egyptian mythology in terms of 

its composition – probably the sisters Isis and Nephthys and the sun god Serapis. The 

syncretism of Serapis with Helios Megas highlights the integration of solar aspects and 

celestial symbolism into the cult. This syncretistic association likely emphasized Serapis' 

connection to the sun and his role as a cosmic deity. Additionally, the amalgamation of 

Serapis with Zeus points to the cult's incorporation of attributes of supreme authority and 

kingship, endowing the deity with an elevated status within the religious landscape of the 

Decapolis. On the other hand, the possible connection between the existence of the Serapis 

cult in Pella and the presence of nearby springs further highlights the religious significance 

attributed to natural water sources. This association may have been influenced by the parallel 

cult of Asclepius-Eshmun, as suggested by the presence of a suspected thermal spring in the 

vicinity. While direct evidence of the syncretism of Serapis may be lacking in some Decapolis 

cities, it is reasonable to assume that similar processes occurred throughout the region. The 

widespread influence of syncretistic tendencies during the Roman period indicates that the 

fusion of Serapis with other deities likely extended beyond the documented cases. The 

interconnected nature of the Decapolis as a network of culturally linked cities would have 
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facilitated the dissemination of religious ideas and practices, including the syncretism of 

Serapis with local or regional deities. 

On the other hand, the representations of Isis are relatively rare in the Decapolis, 

corresponding monuments in Nabataean art are plentiful. A singular statue of Isis-Io-Selene in 

the Museum of Jordan University in Amman was found in Gerasa (Fig. 93), and can probably 

be linked to the local dedication from 143 AD. From Isis or Isis-Tyche (Fig. 96), one hoped 

for divine protection for the way to the afterlife, as a clay figure of the goddess from a tomb in 

Gerasa. Harpocrates is also represented in the Decapolis region exclusively by coroplastic 

products. On lamps from Gerasa, the aspect of fertility is in the foreground. Actually, 

Harpocrates did not occupy a very important place in the official religion of Pharaonic Egypt. 

However, in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, his touching personality led him to 

extensively penetrate private homes, where he was one of the gods most present among 

domestic lararia, as regularly highlighted by the numerous excavations undertaken in 

Egypt
1399

. The Greco-Egyptian terracottas with the image of the little god undoubtedly show 

to what extent the cult of Harpocrates must have been diffused among the most modest layers 

of the country. Outside of Egypt, he is recognized as the son of Isis and Serapis and plays the 

role of synnaos theos of the couple. The inscriptions dedicated to Harpocrates alone are, 

however, scarcely numerous, which seems to indicate that his role was secondary in the 

official Isiac cult, even if he appears, in the Greek world, as a full member of the Isiac triad, 

invoked in numerous dedications from the Hellenistic period. On the other hand, he enjoys, as 

in Egypt, great popularity in private and family devotions, as shown by the large quantity of 

monuments to his image (gems, pendants, and especially statuettes) coming from all the 

surrounding Mediterranean regions. Within the Isiac family, Harpocrates essentially plays the 

role of a protector of childhood, guarantor of fertility, very close to the daily demands of his 

faithful, which ensured him great popularity during the imperial period, from the 1
st
 to the 3

rd 

century AD. Furthermore, Ammon was the protective god of the Legio III Cyrenaica stationed 

in Bostra. A dedication of soldiers of this legion to their protective god has been handed down 

from Gerasa, but not only within the military supporters of Zeus-Ammon found. Here it can 
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be observed how an originally strange cult adapts to the traditional native ritual and was 

practiced according to this. 

Expectations of proper sanctuaries dedicated to Egyptian gods can be held for several 

locations, although their organization and architectural design remain largely unclear. For 

instance, in Petra, it is reasonable to assume the presence of such sanctuaries dating back to 

the end of the Hellenistic period. In addition to the two niche sanctuaries in Sidd el-Mreriye 

and Wadi Abu Olleqa, the possibility of a more centrally located temple, possibly under 

public supervision, cannot be ruled out. The historical context raises questions about whether 

Isis was already a subject of worship at this time or if another queen, with a closer association 

to Isis, was still being venerated. Moving into the 2
nd

 century AD, it becomes likely that 

Egyptian deities were worshiped in at least one place in Caesarea, although it is probable that 

the sanctuary situated in or below the hippodrome was not the sole institution of its kind. In 

many locations, it appears that the Egyptian gods were merely guests in the temples dedicated 

to other deities. This scenario is particularly applicable to Jerusalem, where the establishment 

of a dedicated Serapis sanctuary seemed to be postponed indefinitely. Across various cities in 

Palestine and the Decapolis, evidence of believers leaving their marks during the imperial 

period can be found, even though specific cults or cult sites dedicated to Egyptian gods 

remain elusive. However, in Gerasa, a different situation emerges. Here, the veneration of 

Egyptian deities was either public or at the very least, publicly promoted. This is evident from 

various individuals erecting dedicatory inscriptions at different times, all rooted in the same 

theological concept or idea. 

We have delved into a broader historical context encompassing the developments during the 

Hellenistic and Imperial periods, a context in which the Isiac cults unfold in all their facets: 

religious, economic, and political. This multifaceted presence of Rome across the 

Mediterranean, the economic dynamics driving the expansion of an empire, the influential 

role of Italian traders as intermediaries, the competitive nature of religious practices during 

the Hellenistic period and the early days of the empire, the transformation of the cities of the 

Levant as they assimilated into the imperial structure, and the interactions between the Isiac 

cults and various forms of power—all of these aspects demand careful consideration in our 
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endeavor to comprehend and interpret this complex phenomenon. In this discussion, I place 

particular emphasis on what these factors signify in terms of connectivity. Here, connectivity 

is not merely the capacity for interconnection between different cities but also within the same 

city, within its intricate network of religious practices. The Isiac cults, originating as foreign 

beliefs, gradually managed to endure and integrate into the pantheon of each city. Over time, 

the Isiac deities became interwoven with the local deities of these cities, adopting shared 

iconographic features or common attributes, reflecting a process of assimilation and fusion 

within the local religious landscape. The positioning of these sanctuaries within each city 

reflects the extent of their integration with the local community. Gerasa, Caesarea, Ascalon, 

and Petra serve as illustrations, as they demonstrate that these sanctuaries were situated in 

close proximity to other religious shrines. 

Simultaneously, it's important to note that the way locals perceived and represented these 

deities varied from place to place, resulting in diverse forms of interaction with the divine. 

The factors contributing to these different aspects of deity representation are not always 

clearly understood. In some locations, there are instances of iconographic depictions of these 

deities appearing in non-religious public structures, like the basilica or bouleuterion building 

in Ascalon. Conversely, in other cities, deities like Isis or Serapis were featured on objects 

that served as identifiers for the city and circulated within the broader region, such as the 

coins of Byblos, Akko-Ptolemais, Caesarea, and Ascalon. These examples illustrate that these 

deities had already become integrated into the everyday life of these cities. Initially, they may 

have been considered as gods with foreign attributes, but their worship and the symbols 

associated with them – whether Egyptian or Hellenized – had become an integral part of the 

local community. 

The act of visiting a sanctuary typically involved the offering of a votive object. These 

offerings exhibited a wide range of diversity, encompassing everything from items made of 

perishable materials to more enduring forms such as simple clay statuettes, elegant marble 

sculptures, or sturdy bronze statues, and even entire architectural structures, as the case of 

Misp-Yamim, Kharayeb, and Ascalon. Dedications within these sanctuaries served as a 

versatile means for individuals to showcase their wealth and political influence. Through the 



 

347 
 

intricate symbolism embedded in these offerings, they became a flexible tool for 

communication. It allowed individuals to convey a variety of messages, whether they were 

expressions of devotion, demonstrations of prestige, or the establishment of social 

connections. 

In the Graeco-Roman world, major festivals associated with the Isiac tradition continued to 

flourish. Among these, the most widely observed was the ―Navigium Isidis‖ in the cities of 

Antioch and Caesarea Maritima. During this festival, Isis was venerated as the guardian of 

navigation, and it commenced on the fifth of March. This timing allowed her devotees to 

invoke her as "Isis Fortuna," emphasizing her role as a protector who could intervene on 

behalf of sailors, traders, and travelers needing to traverse the seas. The institutionalization of 

this festival serves as a remarkable example of how Egyptian cults gradually assimilated into 

the ideological framework of Graeco-Roman cities. Here, a deity from a foreign tradition 

transformed over time into a guardian of sea voyages, highlighting the evolving and adaptive 

nature of religious practices in this cultural context. Because of a scarcity of evidence, it is not 

feasible to reconstruct the specific rituals associated with the worship of Serapis. Furthermore, 

we have limited knowledge about the extent of the daily religious practices that connected 

Serapis with Isis. Despite the common reference to "the cult of Isis and Serapis," it's 

noteworthy that they frequently appear independently, both in visual representations and 

inscriptions. There are instances where it is evident that their veneration occurred in distinct 

sanctuaries or shrines. 

The diffusion of the Isiac cult was significantly influenced by a network of road systems, 

maritime routes, and caravan roads. Once an idea or object was introduced through these 

channels, a dynamic process began to incorporate them into a specific physical and cognitive 

environment. This environment interacted with the newly imported concept or object, and this 

interaction played a crucial role in determining how the integration process unfolded. As a 

result of this interaction, a unique perception emerged. The environment, with the 

involvement of various contexts, other objects, and individuals, shaped an appropriate 

interpretation of the imported element. The introduced parameter was creatively understood 

and applied accordingly. Importantly, this process was ongoing; the practical applications of 
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the imported concept or object led to new experiences and a deeper understanding, which in 

turn generated novel uses and interpretations
1400

. This fact is widely documented in the urban 

centers of Balanea, Byblos, Tyre, Akko-Ptolemais, Ascalon, and Caesarea, which are the 

primary ports in the region and align with the trade routes in the area, and all of them show 

signs of the presence of the Isiac culture. 

The worship of the Isiac cult extended far beyond the Levant, reaching diverse regions across 

Asia
1401

. The distribution of artifacts associated with this cult, including statues and 

terracottas, provides captivating insights into the interconnectedness of cultures and trade 

routes during ancient times. A notable example of this wide distribution is a limestone 

statuette preserved in the State Museum of History in Moscow, measuring approximately 10 

cm in height and resembling the Egyptian god Bes
1402

. This statuette was discovered in the 

province of Tolsk in Altai, Russia. The origins of this artifact raise intriguing questions—

whether it was produced in Egypt itself or elsewhere remains uncertain
1403

. In the oasis of 

Khotan, located in the southern part of the Tarim Basin within the Chinese province of 

Xinjiang, another significant discovery was made. A terracotta representation of the enthroned 

Serapis was found, suggesting the presence of Isiac religious practices in this region
1404

. 

Similarly, in the oasis of Turfan, situated east of Khotan, a terracotta figure depicting the 

mounted Harpocrates was unearthed
1405

. These artifacts not only highlight the prevalence of 

                                                           
1400

 Mol, 2015, pp. 217-218. 
1401

 There is significant interest in the Great Silk Road, a concept that holds immense importance, comparable to 

the system of interconnected routes that linked the Mediterranean and Black Sea regions to India and China. In 

its narrower sense, this road originated from the Lazuli Road or Royal Road, stretching from Asia Minor and the 

coastal areas of Syria to Central Asia. Egypt was linked to this transcontinental route through two main 

pathways: one along the eastern Mediterranean coast (Strabo, XVI, 1, 31; Pliny, V, 68), and another more direct 

route through the Sinai Peninsula, leading to Petra along the 'road of incense' (Strabo, XVI, 4, 2; XVII, 1, 30). 

These routes connected Egypt to various destinations, including Babylon in Mesopotamia, Rynokolura, Gaza on 

the Mediterranean coast (Strabo, XVI, 4, 24), Ela in the Gulf of Aqaba (Strabo, XVI, 1, 30), and several Near 

Eastern cities such as Jerusalem, Jericho, and Palmyra. 
1402

 Brentjes, 1969, p.430. The object originates from the Uvarova collection and bears the Reg. no. 54831. 
1403

The statuette's role and period remain unknown, and although Brentjes suggested some interpretations, there 

is no certainty. The possibility of the figure being brought to the Altai by Russian settlers or collectors at the time 

of the Uvarova collection formation seems improbable. Similarly, the assumption that the statuette was found in 

some Southeastern European locality and mistakenly described as coming from the Altai based on components 

from the Northern Caucasus is also considered far-fetched. Instead, it is suggested that the Bes figure could have 

been made during late Hellenistic or Roman times in the Black Sea region and then reached the Altai through 

journeys that cannot be traced. Brentjes, 1969, p.430. 
1404

  Sherkova, 2004, pp. 89-92, fig. 1. 
1405

 Maillard, 1975; Sherkova, 2004, p. 91, fig. 2. 
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Isiac iconography but also suggest the cultural exchange and diffusion of religious beliefs. 

Afghanistan also features images of Egyptian gods such as Serapis-Herakles or Harpocrates 

from Begramnear Kabul
1406

. In addition to the iconographic material, there are written sources 

that seem to document the stages of such development: historians of Alexander report the 

existence of a temple of Serapis in Babylon as early as the end of the 4th century BC
1407

. 

Furthermore, the Isis litany from Oxyrhynchus indicates that Isis was worshipped by both 

magicians and Indians
1408

. 

In summary, during the Roman period, the worship of Isiac deities in the Levant exhibited a 

delicate balance between global and local attributes. These unique sanctuaries were a result of 

blending Greek, Roman, and Egyptian elements. It's crucial to understand that these different 

features didn't exist in isolation but were drawn from various sources across the 

Mediterranean. As the Levantine region underwent processes of globalization, new 

iconographic and architectural elements were introduced, while old and traditional 

characteristics persisted within this new context. The cultural history of these elements took 

on multiple facets, finding use in various settings with varying meanings. This dynamic 

process gave rise to numerous evolving religious identities, and this transformation continued 

over time. The sanctuaries dedicated to Egyptian gods were part of a network that expanded 

throughout the Levant, and each site combined both the global traits of the cult's spread and 

the local attributes influenced by the specific social conditions of their respective times and 

places. 

                                                           
1406

 Cambon, 2006, pp. 81-112. 
1407

 Arrian, Anabasis, 7, 26, 2; Plutarch, Life of Alexander, 76, 9. 
1408

 P. Oxyr. 1380, 103-105. Chinese written records provide insights into the flourishing maritime trade 

connecting Egypt and Northeastern India. The renowned Chinese silk made its way to India through the region 

of Baktria and was then transported by sea to Egypt before reaching Rome. Sherkova, 2004, p. 92. 
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