Alexander Goodman 1400461 			            CLAH7017 Religious Life in the Roman Empire 
Critically analyse the nature of the Roman influence on the religious life in Egypt. Among others, critically engage with modern scholarly debate, theoretical approaches and ancient evidence (archaeological, epigraphic and literary evidence) to discuss the persistence and transformation of key cults and sanctuaries in the province between the late Republic and the 3rd century AD.

Introduction.
The Egyptian province under the control of the Roman Empire is unique in its religious history and culture compared to other provinces. This is due to Egypt already having a vast documented religion that was found primarily in Upper and Lower Egypt. The Egyptian religion was entrenched into the cultural expectations and experiences of all strata of Egyptian society. At the centre was the pharaoh who was able to commune with the gods and maintain cosmic order. The link between the gods, pharaoh and the safekeeping of Egypt was so strong that were the pharaoh to be removed the viability of Egypt itself may have been in jeopardy.[footnoteRef:1] The religion and hierarchies displayed in temples, religious experiences and expectations were intertwined with the natural environment such as the annual surge of the river Nile. Religious practice defined and embodied the ideological persistence in Egypt such as the idea of kingship, the representation of sacred rites and traditions. Unlike Rome that had cultural expectations not necessarily driven by religion, Egypt was to a large extent defined by its religion.  [1:  Dundas 2002: 44.] 

The religion of Egypt was strong and pervasive. Unlike other Mediterranean powers the province did not adapt to the faiths and belief systems of rulers’ ideologies, but rather, the rulers altered their ideologies for the province. An example of this is the experience of Egypt under the Ptolemys.[footnoteRef:2] Egyptian religious traditions continued to be practised under the Roman Empire such as the mummification and burial of sacred animals. Dio recorded that when Octavian visited Alexandria Octavian refused the invitation to visit the Apis Bull.[footnoteRef:3] By 70 AD Emperor Titus attended the enthronement of the Apis bull, Titus continued to wear the traditional clothing of royal diadem in line with the traditional rites.[footnoteRef:4]  This may well indicate a growing importance of the Egyptian province and a deepening of the Emperors pharaonic links. From the time of the subjugation of Egypt into the Roman Empire by Augustus, there began a unique transition of religious ideas and practises being exported and imported to and from Egypt. This is evidenced through the regular acceptance of oriental cults into the Roman religious system. Oriental cults such as Isis, Serapis and Mithras thrived and spread in popularity and geographical locations. There is evidence that these cults and their associated religious experiences were adopted by individuals in provinces all over the Empire.[footnoteRef:5] Just as Egypt exported deities and religious practice so it also absorbed cults from the rest of the Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:6] Unlike Roman and other Mediterranean based religious experience which centred upon national temples, religion in Egypt functioned with a focus on smaller temples and shrines in local areas that had been established prior to the Roman conquest. This can be seen through the increasing amount of discoveries of complex minor shrines and temples, which are displayed through texts and archaeological sites.[footnoteRef:7]  [2:  Frankfurter 1998: 7.]  [3:  Cass. Dio. 51. 16. 5. ]  [4:  Suet. Tit. 5; Andring. 2008: 85.]  [5:  Cumont 1911: 83.]  [6:  The cult of Antinous, established by Hadrian is an example of Egypt incorporating new cults. Capponi 2010: 189.]  [7:  Frankfurter 1998: 98.] 

Throughout this paper evidence will emerge that could support the theory that Creolization, presented by Ferguson, occurred in Egypt, through blending aspects of Roman and Egyptian culture.

The cult of Isis.
The cult of Isis, originated from Ancient Egypt, it would prove to be difficult in some aspects to incorporate Roman control and influence into this cult.[footnoteRef:8] It is a commonly held view that Isis is connected with the god Osiris, they are shown together in depictions and mythologies, one example is in Plutarch’s De Iside et Osiride. Alvar considered Plutarch’s reworking of the cult of Isis was due to a wanted and needed opinion as a guide to conform to the cult as it had spread by this time across the Mediterranean and out of, Egypt, where the traditional myth was intended for.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Tripolitis 2002:29.]  [9:  Alvar 2008: 40.] 


One must draw the distinction between the presentations of Isis in Hellenistic and pharaonic cult sites in Egypt as this can alter perception of the cult. The cult of Isis in Egypt appears to have evolved from its traditional Egyptian depiction to a more universal appearance. Traditionally Isis was a localised cult, individual temples had their own depictions of the goddess, this was particularly apparent where Isis was associated with her own geographical areas and not the province as a whole. During the Hellenistic and Roman periods transformation of Isis occurred, she went from a localised ideology to one where she was world-ruler and transcendent of any particular cult, manifesting herself through local goddesses that were considered her avatars. Some Hellenistic imagery, during the Roman period, portrayed Isis in terms that enabled larger, more diverse multicultural societies to understand and accept her. In these depictions her role and identity could be tailored to meet the needs of any individual. Conversely in Roman Egypt, Isis is presented in Egyptian temples and hymns as having a defining identity and purpose, instead of the localised characteristics. Isis in the temple of Fayyum and the papyrus from Oxyrhynchus is claimed to hold the supreme power over agricultural fertility Isis was not only the figurehead but was also invested with the ability to utilise this power. Isis is considered to be greater in power than two other Sobek cults; Suchos of Arsinoë and Sokonopis of Anchoes.[footnoteRef:10] There are also hymns that represent Isis in another light, instead of being inward looking to cults of Egypt and herself, she is connected to foreign deities such as Aphrodite, Demeter and others. This is also found in the Oxyrhynchus papyrus which connected Isis to a variety of goddesses from the Roman world, half of which are situated in cult sites in Egypt. This collection of Papyrus and hymns display Isis as an outward inclusive deity incorporating herself into other goddess’ persona, enveloping external deities into her own cult, rather than her more traditional Egyptian religious role.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Frankfurter 1998: 100.]  [11:  Frankfurter 1998: 101.] 


It is evident Isis had already under gone changes to her cult and her depiction before and during the Roman occupation of Egypt. Hellenistic imagery had derived from the traditional pharaonic imagery of Isis. The change from localised cults to a Greco-Roman universalised pantokratik goddess was better suited for large diverse communities. Evidence of this cross fertilisation of Isis into a universally recognised goddess can be found during the late republic to the third century AD. There are earlier examples such as the Shrine of Luxor and at Ras el-Soda in the second century AD, the Hellenistic representation of Isis can also be seen through Roman terra-cotta figurines throughout Egypt. These examples appear to indicate that during the Roman period of occupation it was the Hellenised Isis that was embraced more thoroughly than in the Ptolemaic period and became popular in the goddesses visualisation in the cults temples and shrines in Egypt.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Frankfurter 1998: 103. ] 


Clearly the participation in the cult of Isis continued throughout the Roman occupation of Egypt. It is not clear if the traditional view that individual Isis cults were considered as separate deities such as the Isis of Pharos and the Isis of Philae, or, aspects of the larger transcendent Goddess of Isis. However, Isis’ practise can been seen through the late republic to the third century AD, most noticeably through inscriptions that record either statues of Isis being moved to honour the emperor, or through dedications, from individuals to the goddess Isis and her manifestation. The national festival Amesysia that celebrates Isis’ birth during the Roman period has sixteen papyri that record the event, this festival celebrated Isis’ fertility powers through a reunion and exchange of gifts within the community. There is also the appearance of an older celebration called the Isia, this celebrated the discovery of Isis and the reconstruction of Osiris’ body. Isia pre dates Roman occupation of Egypt and continued into the early fourth century AD.[footnoteRef:13] Isis in her agricultural characteristic is perhaps most prevalent in Egypt where Isis is found in various domains.[footnoteRef:14] We can see the continued participation of the Egyptian province in the cult of Isis through the movement and allocation of priests of Isis to local temples and shrines that didn’t already have their own priests assigned. This movement enable the priests to officiate the local religious temples and practise.[footnoteRef:15] One could argue that this Roman initiated practice afforded the priests the opportunity to characterise the cult of Isis throughout the local regions. [13:  Frankfurter 1998: 56.]  [14:  Isis involved in agriculture is found in the Temple of Kysis, a minor shrine next to the temple of Luxor and in a domestic sense through images in terra cotta figurines. Frankfurter 1998: 102-103.]  [15:  Frankfurter 1998: 100.] 


The cult of Isis would appear to have continued throughout Egypt during the subjugation of Egypt by the Roman Empire until beyond the third century AD. Developments of the cult during this time included representation of Isis in a Greco-Roman universalised depiction.[footnoteRef:16] The cult of Isis was altered during the Late Republic to the third century by the development of a variety of collaborations between Isis and external deities that have been found in Egypt. Demonstrating signs of resilience and transformation. [16:  Cumont 1911: 83.] 


The Ruler and Imperial cult.
The historical view of Augustus disliking Egyptian culture and religion is based largely on the works of Cassius Dio. It has been suggested that the Imperial cult was the route to successfully manage the province of Egypt and at the same time legitimise Augustus as heir to the Ptolemaic line and the true successor to Alexander. Augustus used priestly actions, and even animal cults to ensure support from the Egyptian peoples.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Dio is considered by some scholars to be biased which should be taken into account. Dundas 2002: 434-442.] 

Roman occupation of Egypt had a profound effect on the tradition of Ruler cults that thrived under the Ptolemaic dynasty. One temple where this effect appears to have been felt was, the Sebasteion in Alexandria, the largest in Egypt. The Sebasteion was originally established by Cleopatra VII for Ptolemaic purposes, however, it was, under Roman rule, rededicated to Augustus and renamed to temple or shrines; Caesaris Templum or, Caesareum Magnum. This sanctuary evidently held clear Imperial connections as Roman administrators were involved in the erection of obelisks at the site, Romans were also engaged in overseeing the project. This evidence suggests the Roman authorities were most likely in Alexandria establishing cults for Augustus and the Imperial cult.[footnoteRef:18] Roman Imperial cult intervention in Alexandria could be seen as a direct challenge to the traditional ruler cult system where temples and shrines were being rededicated to the Imperial family and the Emperors. In addition to shrines and temples, statues have been found depicting Roman Emperors as pharaohs. From the head of Augustus, the Meroe Head, and the Head of Tiberius, both on display in the Glyptotek Museum in Copenhagen, which Jodie Martyndale-Howard informs us are Greco-Roman in style and enable us to see the establishment of the imperial cult and links to the Ptolemaic dynasty, other images have appeared such as those at the temple at Kalabsha. Here a figure looking like a Pharaoh wearing the double crown of Upper and Lower Egypt has been identified as an image of Augustus. The inference drawn, is that Augustus allowed local priests to make the link between the Emperor and the Pharaoh and the practice was followed by subsequent Emperors.[footnoteRef:19] Perhaps the appearance of the Kalabsha statue depicting Augustus as Pharaoh shows an appeasement of the Ptolemy ruler cult system, where Augustus is being portrayed similar to the Ptolemies, rather than the new Imperial cult, where Augustus was depicted as an Emperor as suggested by the adaption of the Sebasteion away from the ruler cult tradition. [18:  Pfeiffer 2012: 86-87.]  [19:  Martyndale-Howard 2015: 78-82.] 


It was also likely that new Imperial cult sites were being commissioned and erected during this time period. Other examples of change during the republic period to the third century AD included the creation of a temple dedicated to Augustus on the Island of Philae in Upper Egypt, where the Temple of Isis on Philae is also situated. This new temple was created in 13/12 BC, the same year as the placement of the sculpture of a crab under the obelisks in the Sebaseion temple at Alexandria. It is also clear that during Augustus’ reign the Imperial chapel at Karnak was established. The Chapel at Karnak was situated next to the Egyptian temple of Amun and according to Pfeiffer; the Imperial shrine was connected to the Temple of Amun through public worship being enacted on the temple approach, where the two temples met.[footnoteRef:20] Evidently religious practise continued in this temple as numerous additions were made to the furniture of the temple in the form of statues which were dedicated there, two of these statues can be ascribed to Augustus and three of the statues to Claudius. The Imperial cult sites dedicated or referenced to Augustus and other emperors in Egypt follow the architectural design of a Roman temple, which is unique as normally cult sites in Egypt followed the traditional Egyptian style, especially when it involved or referenced the indigenous deities of Egypt.[footnoteRef:21] This distinction of Roman design, specifically the podium temples was to make a clear difference between the Imperial cult and the ruler cults from the Ptolemaic period. [20:  Pfeiffer 2012: 89.]  [21:  Pfeiffer 2012: 91.] 


A particularly contentious issue that added to complications around the assimilation of the Imperial cult and ruler cults is the divinity of the ruler. In the Egyptian culture the Ptolemiac leaders were considered gods. This was an issue for the Romans, Roman emperors were not considered gods and were not therefore, easily adapted and adopted in the way the Ptolemy’s were. This meant that private participation in this cult was limited as the emperor was seen purely as a ruler. The Imperial cult was therefore, largely institutionalised. Receiving a devotee or dedication to the emperor as though he were a god on a local level would also be rare and problematic. A compromise Hellenistic position may have been found, where offerings were made to Augustus as the ruler or the local population would offer dedications to their own gods to guarantee the protection of the ruler and not directly dedicating to the ruler as a god.[footnoteRef:22] This act would enable the ruler to be honoured, maintain the religious practice, and at the same time avoid confusion on the part of any Roman observers. The Acta Alexandrinorum documents that the acceptance of the Imperial cults was contested by the population of Alexandria, and perhaps even the rest of Egypt. Middle class Greeks in the city of Alexandria held an anti-imperial mentality. This Greek perspective can be seen throughout Egypt alongside, Hellenised Egyptians who also resisted the inclusion of the Imperial cult as part of the ruler cult that was already established in Ptolemaic times.[footnoteRef:23] It would appear that the Imperial cult sustained itself in its institutional tradition, particularly where it was unable to gain the acceptance needed from the population who associated themselves to the Hellenistic ruler cult ideology.  [22:  Broadbent 2012: 61.]  [23:  Pfeiffer 2012: 96.] 


The cult of the river Nile. 
One of the key cults of Egypt that was popular and resistant to the change of administration and rulers was the cult of the river Nile. This cult was resilient as it depended purely on the agricultural cycle of Egypt, without any imperial, priestly, Christian or other religious institutions altering its cultural importance. The economy of Egypt was dependent on the river’s annual swell, agricultural land would be flooded, bringing nutrients and irrigation to the land plains enabling Egypt’s vast grain network to thrive. The Nile flood also had social connotations, it represented ideas connected to fertility and individual’s success, it was therefore not only the province as a whole, but also important for individuals living in Upper and Lower Egypt or those who’s economic or social wellbeing depended upon the annual flood. Personal attachment to the flood can be seen through religious events that occurred both prior to and after the flood. The annual flood was anticipated by religious appeals and invocations that were fixed and repeated every year. Celebrations such as the sēmasia would also occur after the flood when the river raised to a particular height, these cult activities were so engrained into the Egyptian culture that they lasted from pharaonic times, into the Roman era, hence the Latin name sēmasia deriving from the sign that the river had risen. [footnoteRef:24] [24:  Frankfurter 1998: 42.] 


The Nile cult was not uniform across Egypt, individual temples and regions would have their own approach to the cult practices with different deities named as responsible for unleashing the rivers surge. Holding the power and authority to control the Nile. There was even disagreement regarding the celebrations that connected the King or ruler to the river Nile.[footnoteRef:25] As time developed the temples absorbed many rites and traditions such as the appeals for the annual flood, priests would make their appeal at the river’s edge. This absorption of the cult’s practises into the temples can be seen even in the most remote places such as the Dakhla oasis. Inscriptions found in their temples and sanctuary’s claim that the Nile surges were responsible for their irrigation in the local area, despite being over two hundred kilometres west from the Nile River. The inscriptions at the Dakhla temples demonstrate how strong the popular traditions of the Egyptian people were to the cult of the Nile, even in circumstances where the annual Nile surge could play no part in helping the local. The cult therefore symbolised not just praise for the irrigation of the Nile delta, but instead symbolised life for all of Egypt.  [25:  Frankfurter 1998: 42.] 


The Nile cult underwent some alterations by the Roman governorship, one of the changes was the introduction of new priestly and quasi-priestly offices. Through this interjection the Roman authorities were able to achieve a level of integration into Egypt’s religious system that enabled an expansion into the festival hierarchy of the Nile cult where prefects now presided over the rites of the cult. This was further developed by some towns introducing offices such as “high priest of the most holy Nile”[footnoteRef:26]. From the third century onwards, the Nile cult continued to be practised, perhaps aided through the activities of travelling priests in particular, local rituals and practises can be seen in the temple of Akōris where inscriptions exist from Diocletian reign onwards. These inscriptions present recordings of priests arriving and performing their activities in the local region, continuing the traditional customs and rites of the cult. One such activity that continued from pre-Roman conquest to after the third century was the sēmasia festival where the Nilometer was used to judge if the river had reached the sacred mark, this would indicate if the surge had occurred and the river had reached the high water mark.[footnoteRef:27] Cult participation without the presence of temple’s interference was still evident during the Roman occupation of Egypt. In the local villages surrounding the Nile, the populous would gather at the riverbank to pray, sing and make offerings according to local tradition and custom.[footnoteRef:28] Although this example of local participation into the cult is from the 4th century AD, what it portrays is that even with the influence of the Romans institutionalising this cult into temples and sanctuaries, there continued to be a resilient local tradition where the population would use the cult to implore a local god to bring the sacred Nile surge. This evidence clearly indicates that from the Late Republic to the third century AD there was a continued persistence in the tradition of local customs involved in the cult of the River Nile. [26:  Sijpesteijn 1967, Frankfurter 1998: 43. ]  [27:  Frankfurter 1998: 44, Bernand 1988: 58.]  [28:  The account of the local tradition of praying for the Nile surge: Pachomian, Life. 4. 25.] 


The Nile cult according to Frankfurter should be considered as a collection of tradition patterns dictated by the community that effected the activities performed by those local communities, which were then sponsored and incorporated by overarching religions and institutions such as temples. This can be seen through the inclusion of the rising of water tradition being incorporated into temples with the Nilometer. With this in mind, it is perhaps understandable why participation in this cult persisted in its own right during the Roman occupation. This is due to its traditions being intertwined with the economic mentality and wellbeing of Egypt, due to the Niles utmost importance in driving the thriving agriculture and also being partly separated from the official religion.[footnoteRef:29]   [29:  Frankfurter 1998: 45.] 


Conclusions.
Egypt as outlined in this paper was a unique province from the late Republic to the end of the third century AD. The province was brought into the Empire shortly before the Roman Empire changed from the Republic to the Imperial era. The Roman Empire therefore had to treat Egypt differently to other Mediterranean provinces. Roman influence of culture and religion appears to have been enacted to ensure continuation and support of the Egyptian state for Rome and essentially politically and economically driven.[footnoteRef:30] Egypt’s strong local culture and religious resilience can be seen through the continuation of the cult of Isis and the cult of the River Nile. Within these cults there were changes and transformations under Roman rule, mostly through the institutionalisation of temples and the appointment of official priests who brought local traditions and customs, such as the introduction of the Nilometer into the temples. It would appear that these priests were charged with the responsibility for ensuring ceremonies retained their traditional feel under the priests of the temple, rather than religious authority sitting in the hands of the local population. An example of the success of this policy can be seen by the populous celebrations of the Nile surge during the 4th century AD. Local persistence and resilience in these cults can also be found; different regions in Egypt continued their participation in the rites of the cult of Isis in her traditional form of representation as individual Egyptian goddess’ and not a transcendent goddess. Overall one would conclude that each cult was unique with regards to their transformation and persistence by the Roman Empire, where some elements showed considerable change and institutionalisation. There are, alternatively, elements that persisted and continued as they had prior to the Roman occupation, these elements continued in their original state from the late Republic to end of the third century AD. [30:  Dundas 2002: 436.] 


The deployment of Roman policy and customs through, amongst other things, the institutionalisation of cult temples and merging of the traditions of Egypt, provides compelling evidence to support Ferguson’s Creolization assertions. Creolization theory is potentially the most applicable for the province as a whole, despite some evidence of the ‘Romanising’ policy of the Imperial cult and elements of Egyptian society ‘emulating’ Roman practise. The transformation of the cults discussed appear to lend themselves to creolization rather than Harverfield’s Romanization or Millet’s emulation theories.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Webster 2001: 209-223.] 
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