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Title – Critically analyse the nature of the Roman influence on the religious life in the Roman province of Egypt and discuss the persistence and transformation of key cults and sanctuaries in the province, between the late Republic and the 3rd century CE.
To analyse the nature of the influence the Romans had on Egyptian religious life and to discuss the persistence and transformation of key cults and sanctuaries there, it is necessary to first describe briefly what religious life was like before the Romans came.  This includes the ancient, traditional religion present before Alexander’s conquest, the Hellenistic ideas and practices the Ptolemies brought to Egyptian religion and other religions that may have been present in pre-Roman Egypt.  Events that Octavian initiated when he took over, can then be evaluated in the light of these earlier practices and changes and innovations that occurred from Augustus’ time up to the end of the reign of Diocletian in 305CE, can be identified and discussed. There is plentiful textual and archaeological evidence from Egypt to provide the information needed for the discussion.

The civilisation of Egypt began about 3000BCE.  The Egyptians were able to live in prosperity and security in the rich agricultural land provided by the Nile valley and the protection given by the surrounding desert.  These conditions moulded their inward looking attitude and their distinctive religion.  The Nile, called iteroo, meaning  ‘River’, and its annual flood which brought water and alluvial silt to the land, was crucial to the Egyptians’ way of life.  They believed the Inundation, measured annually by temple priests, was caused by Isis’ tears as she mourned for Osiris.  The river itself was not deified by the Egyptians, but was represented by Hapy, the river’s spirit or essence, which later became a god to the Romans.  The religion of the Egyptians developed directly from their life in the Nile Valley, and oracles, magic and divination were always a part of it.  They selected mammals or birds as gods because of particular qualities and gave them human bodies and animal heads, like the jackal/dog-headed Anubis.  Some had spirits in the form of an animal, like the sacred cats that represented Bast.  Some like Isis were always fully human. There were also cosmic gods of the sun and moon.  The Egyptian provinces, later the Ptolomaic Nomes, each had a city and a chief god, usually with an entourage of lesser gods.  For instance the sun-god Re had nine lesser gods and Thoth had eight.  If political power changed in a city the god might also change or merge with the resident god, for example Amun-Re, so that Egyptians were used to adding and merging deities. 
Temples were very important in each community.  They housed and protected the gods who kept the world safe and held chaos at bay.  The priests carried out rituals within the temple which promoted the gods’ well-being.  Male priests were circumcised and had their body-hair shaved. They acted on behalf of the Pharaoh who was the real connection between the gods and human beings.  He was believed to be descended from Re, the Sun-god who brought kingship to earth and also his daughter Maat who stood for Truth and Justice. The Pharaoh unified Egypt and so was required to make offerings to every god in every temple.  As he could not physically do this the priests acted as his surrogates and the actions of the actual Pharaoh making the offerings were depicted on wall-paintings as if they had taken place.
  
Ordinary Egyptians could not enter the temple itself and had to wait until a festival when the priests brought the god’s statue out in procession for the people to see and be able to ask the god oracular questions, which the priests would indicate an answer to.

The Temple was also a place of business, owning lands and property, acting as a store for records, holding schools, and providing training for scribes and other professions.  It contained a House of Life which was where the scribes worked.  Some temples had places where people could seek healing from the god or receive some medical treatment. Despite their wealth and power the priests still provided hymns and prayers for the gods and considered deep spiritual questions about the nature of the Cosmos.
  The above description shows how many of the changes which took place later were actually developments of practices that already existed and not Roman innovations.
  From the Late Period, the 8th century BCE, Egypt’s government was weak and the country had been invaded several times, culminating in Alexander’s conquest in 332BCE.  From 304BCE the Ptolemy family ruled Egypt until Octavian defeated Cleopatra and Mark Antony at the Battle of Actium in 31BCE.

There had been Greeks living in Egypt since the 7th century BCE, but they had been mainly merchants and although they worshipped their own Greek gods they kept largely to themselves.  After Alexander’s conquest there were very many Greek immigrants and the balance of population was upset, the Greeks becoming the upper class.  However, identity was determined by how one lived and it was possible for elite Egyptians to become ‘Greek’ and for Greeks to accept Egyptian ideas.  Greek became the main language except in the deep countryside where only Demotic was spoken. The Egyptian religion was Hellenised so that Egyptian gods became changed and given Greek names. Horus and other gods appeared as anthropomorphic beings wearing Greek armour which changed to Roman armour after the Roman conquest.  However, the Ptolemies continued the original role of the Pharaoh and supported the Egyptian temples and their priests allowing them to keep their wealth and power.  When the Romans came they used an adapted version of the Ptolemaic organisation, the languages remained the same and Hellenistic culture continued as before and as elsewhere in the eastern empire.  Therefore it is difficult to distinguish specifically Roman influences from Greek ones.  Most Romans who came to live in Egypt were officials or soldiers who might originate from anywhere in the empire.  Octavian banned the senatorial class from even living in Egypt, thus preventing them from profiteering and so the country did not attract large numbers of Roman immigrants. 
Roman influence began in Egypt in the 2nd century BCE when the Roman army saved Egypt from invasion by Antiochus IV of Syria.  Cleopatra had hoped for a Roman-Egyptian Dynasty but this came to nothing when Julius Caesar was killed and then she and Mark Antony were defeated.  The war had made Octavian turn against the Ptolemies and the Egyptian gods.  Virgil reflected this in the Aeneid, when he depicted the battle as a triumph of Roman gods over Egyptian ones, even including the Nile as a god.

Although Octavian’s stay in Egypt is not well documented he made some sweeping changes with long-term effects that had a direct influence on Egyptian religious life.  The country was to be governed by a Roman official, a prefect of the eques class, directly responsible to Octavian, and he was supported by other Roman officials of the same class.
 This system lasted for 300years and was generally prosperous up to the 3rd century CE.  Octavian wanted to diminish the power of the wealthy and powerful priests so he controlled the wealth and property of the temples by confiscating some lands, leasing some back for cultivation and leaving some in priests’ hands.  Although he needed their cooperation to produce the crops and wealth and to maintain elite support, nevertheless all the land was now owned by Rome. Also, all priests’ activities were controlled by the Gnomon of the Idios Logos down to the life of each individual priest, even whether they could be circumcised.
  A Roman official, again an eques, was appointed as High Priest of Alexandria and All Egypt and he was to oversee all cult activities although not a religious himself. He was responsible also for the imperial cult and the cult of Serapis.  The temples were allowed to continue to function by imperial grants and this continued successfully through the 1st and  2nd centuries CE, even providing grants for temple building.  However, when Septimius Severus reorganised civic structure at the end of the second century the temples were forced to rely on local donations and imperial grants became rare. 
 As the troubled third century progressed the large temples fell into decline and some were abandoned.  Evidence indicates however, that temple worship continued in an inexpensive way, mainly in its traditional form.  This is shown from a record of non-Greek speaking temple priests and priestesses being present to obey Decius’ edict of 250CE ordering people to  show loyalty, and there was still a priest at Isis’ temple at Philae in the 6th century.

 Octavian removed all Ptolemaic opposition by executing Caesarion, son of Cleopatra and Julius Caesar and sending her children by Mark Antony to Rome. As he was in a position of power the priests who guarded the welfare of Egypt wanted to make him Pharaoh but there is no record of his coronation. As he was not yet Augustus the Roman senate would not have approved.
  Also he had not revered the Egyptian gods especially those in animal form like the Apis Bull in Memphis, and he had refused to make offerings to it.
  However, as a Pharaoh was essential to Egypt’s  welfare as stated above, so they acknowledged him as Pharaoh in a cartouche, initially with three elements, the Horus name, as dual king and as son of Re.
  They also depicted him as Pharaoh on temple wall paintings, as they had done with the earlier Pharaohs when they were being shown making offerings to the gods.  Later on, future emperors were also depicted as Pharaoh on wall paintings even though only a few visited Egypt.
  In this way the priests protected Egypt with the tacit approval of the Romans.

One other direct influence on religious life Octavian’s actions made was to impose the cult of the emperor.  It is not clear whether the cult was to worship the emperor as a god or to pray for his well-being to a known god. Jewish people would only accept the latter but others treated the emperor as a god.  Augustus saw the cult as a way to promote Romanisation and loyalty to himself and to future emperors, so that they would all be known and revered in all parts of the province.
  Temples called σεβаσтειа were built around the country, for example at Philae in the south, but with the largest in Alexandria.  Some of these temples were built in partly Roman style with a typical podium.  Some scholars think that only the Alexandrian Ѕεβασтειον was funded and administered by the Romans but other scholars think those in other cities were also.  From 41CE papyri show they were present in the country districts and a letter from Claudius shows that these were administered by Alexandrian citizens.  All the temples were placed in highly visible places, the chapel in Karnak being next to the temple of Amun.
  They were served by special priests of the Augusti.  who were elite men under the control of the High Priest of the City and all subordinate to the Roman High Priest of all Egypt.  These posts are examples of liturgies introduced by Augustus and they could only have  been held by men with the necessary wealth. The people who made these offerings to or on behalf of the emperor included Egyptians, Greeks, Romans and Jews.
Other Roman influences are more indirect and subtle as the process of Hellenisation, which took place before the Roman conquest, obscures them.  This is because the Roman culture accepted Greek influences and the Greek gods were closely identified with the Roman ones forming a joint Graeco-Roman culture.  Named Roman gods are rare in Egypt as the Roman population was small.  There are a few temples to Jupiter, Juno and Minerva, and there is a cemetery of the 2nd German legion which has no Egyptian components on its graves.
  In general the Greek names of the Egyptian gods were accepted by both the Romans and elite Egyptians, so it was interpretatio Graeca  rather than interpretatio Romana that was in use.  The Romans, especially those concerned with the Nile flood began to worship Hapy and the Nile itself.  As this was not part of traditional religion this became a Roman god.

Augustus wanted the empire to be a place of peace and when this was achieved communication became easier and travel safer.  This allowed people to move around and live in other places taking ideas with them. Therefore it is that influence which allowed certain religions to come into Egypt such as Judaism, Mithras and Christianity.

 Jews had lived in the Diaspora since the Babylonian exile in the 6th century BCE.  They probably came to Egypt in the 3rd century BCE and settled in various places, especially in Alexandria, with a community in Leontopolis where a former High Priest Onias had built a temple like that in Jerusalem, although the Alexandrian Jews never acknowledged it.
  The Jews received special religious privileges because of help they had given to Julius Caesar and this was honoured by Augustus.
  However, the Greeks resented their privileges and the Jews resented not having the same political rights as the Greeks, which led to riots in Alexandria which Claudius quietened but his influence did not last for very long.  After the rebellion in Judaea in 70CE Vespasian humiliated all Jews in the empire with his diversion  of the Jerusalem temple tax to Jupiter Capitolinus in Rome.
  In 73 CE he ordered the destruction of the Leontopolis temple.
  Resentment and anger grew and the Egyptian Jews rebelled in 115CE but were defeated in 117CE, and were massacred so that few remained in the province.  The Greek population resented them so much that they still celebrated the massacre in Oxyrhynchus eighty years later.
  However, the Jewish community slowly recovered and between 198 and 211CE they regained the right to hold office and, by the end of the 3rd century, there was a synagogue in Oxyrhynchus which is recorded on a papyrus.
  Roman influence was insufficient to hold back the resentment of the Alexandrian Greeks or to stop its spread to other parts of Egypt and the Roman emperor did nothing to prevent their near extermination.
It was thought that the Romans introduced Mithras to Egypt but there is some evidence that the cult was present much earlier during the Persian period of rule as he was a Persian god.  It is thought that it was not then a mystery cult and that it may have become one later in the process of Romanisation.  By the 2nd century CE the Roman cult was established in Hermopolis and Memphis where the earlier version had also flourished.  Mithras was a god who appealed greatly to Roman soldiers.

The other major imported religion during Roman times was Christianity, which despite several periods of persecution was largely tolerated and allowed to grow and spread.
Coptic Christians are considered to be one of the oldest Christian communities and yet there is little formal record of them in Egypt before 256CE.
  However, there is other evidence of their earlier presence, some of which is doubtful.  Eusebius, although not writing until the 4th century CE, says that the Apostle Mark brought the religion to Egypt.
  He also lists the first ten Christian leaders up to 189CE so he may be correct.  However, there are no Apostolic visits or letters recorded in the New Testament except for a mention in Acts of an Egyptian in Ephesus who knew of Christ. 
 There are the works of various scholars like Basilides and Clement of Alexandria, but Basilides was a Gnostic and Clement was a platonist and Stoic as well as a Christian.  Christians  were generally disapproved of by the Roman authorities and so kept a low profile as they suffered occasional persecution such as those by Decius in 250, for not obeying his edict and the final event by Diocletian in 303CE.
  After the end of Diocletian’s reign they became powerful and aggressive and the influence of the emperor was to support the Christian  bishops.
The Romans also had an indirect influence on which of the  Egyptian gods Hellenised by the Greeks, became the most widely worshipped.  The main gods promoted by Roman influence were Isis Osiris, Serapis and Horus.  All were in anthropomorphic form regarded as ‘normal by Greeks and Romans.
Isis was an ancient god of Egypt called Aset, and she was always in human form.
  By 3rd century BCE she had been transformed into a Hellenistic goddess, worshipped in her Temple in Alexandria.
  From that city not from Egypt she was taken to Rome in 1st century BCE, and this became her sacred city, despite  early opposition from the senate, Augustus and Tiberius.  Tiberius had her statue thrown into the Tiber.
  However, once the opposition disappeared she became worshipped around the empire.  In Egypt the Romans built a mammisi or birthhouse next to her major temple at Philae.  Her worship extended over a thousand years up to the 6th century CE at Philae.

Osiris was Isis’ husband and brother in traditional Egyptian religion  and he remained in this form in Egypt.  He was however, taken into the Roman pantheon as a god of joy resembling Dionysos although he was a god of the afterlife in Egypt.
  The first Ptolemy, wanting to find a god who could unite his Greek and Egyptian subjects, chose to unite Osiris with the Apis bull of Memphis.  The new god was named Serapis and to the Romans he became the husband of Isis and the father of Harpocrates, a form of Horus, son of Isis and Osiris.  His temple, the Serapaeum, also included worship of Isis and Harpocrates. Papyri say that all Egypt and the emperors paid homage.
  When Vespasian visited Alexandria he is said to have performed miracles through Serapis.
 
Traditional Egyptian religion included oracles and divination and there were places where a person could sleep and have dreams interpreted.  Most oracles were restricted to occasions when statues of a deity were brought out of the temple in procession and questions could be asked either in writing or verbally.  The priest would then indicate an answer, perhaps by turning the statue or indicating an answer on the floor.  This simple procedure developed greatly in the Roman period and Roman soldiers brought their own more sophisticated oracles.
  The process grew so large that the Roman authorities thought they were a political threat and so in 199CE oracles and divination were banned by law.
  However, the ban was not effective and Roman officials continued to ask political questions at Abydos.
  From the 3rd century CE books of questions and answers were produced so that private sessions away from the temples could be held.
  Some of the practioners were priests making a living after the decline of temple finances.
 People began to feel they had direct contact with the god, something that traditional oracular gods such as Ptah and Amun, had done before as listeners.  The handbook was a Roman period innovation but the whole process was a development of elements already present in traditional Egyptian religion.

Other indirect influences can be seen in funerary practice and mummification.  Mummies are a very ancient part of Egyptian religion, but were never used by the whole population.  In Roman times, in some places the complete coffin was replaced by  a mask, a breastplate, an overlay for legs and a footcase.  The Roman period is associated with decline in the quality of the procedure and also in numbers between 100BCE and 100CE, but innovative techniques were also introduced.

Changes like the use of Graeco-Roman portraits of the deceased were part of an organic development, providing more diverse ways of commemorating people.  In Roman times mummification increased but the quality depended on cost.  The best produced were the most expensive.  Roman mummies from the west bank at Thebes used traditional and new methods.
 Some had gold foil on their eyes and tongues to protect their sight and speech in the afterlife which was a new procedure.

The influence of Rome on Egyptian religious life was considerable, but some of the religious changes that came about were developments of existing practice, rather than innovations introduced by Rome.  Some changes were brought about by Rome’s colonial policy, whose aim was to acquire maximum profit of money and grain from Egypt.  The prime example is the takeover of the temples’ wealth leaving them so vulnerable that when finance was withdrawn they went into decline.  Other changes came about from external developments such as the temporarily peaceful nature of the empire and the resulting ease of communication and travel around the empire.  This allowed religious ideas like the worship of Isis to spread, for some cults to meet and mix and to facilitate the growth of Christianity.
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