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Critically analyse the nature of Roman influence on the religious life of Egypt between the late Republic and the third century AD
In her 2001 article ‘Creolizing the Roman Provinces’ Jane Webster, writing of Roman Britain, suggested that ‘the development of an archaeology of creolization in the New World….points to where Romanists should be looking’ in their attempts to analyse the impact of Roman imperialism on indigenous cultures.
 From a post-colonial perspective, Webster drew analogies between the ‘adaptive syncretism’ that followed the European colonisation of North America and West Africa and the impact of Roman expansion on provinces such as Britain and Gaul. Webster’s theory was that the spread of Roman cultural idioms into these provinces resulted in a kind of ‘hybridisation’ in which aspects of the dominant culture interacted with indigenous traditions to create new forms.
 Recent scholarly trends in the study of the religious life of Roman Egypt, meanwhile, have tended to emphasise the persistence of indigenous belief in the face of Roman influence. Thus, in his 1998 monograph ‘Religion in Roman Egypt: Resistance and Assimilation’, David Frankfurter invoked Robert Redfield’s anthropological model of a ‘great tradition’ in perpetual interaction with a ‘little tradition’, and sought to demonstrate the importance of ‘centrifugal forces’ in ensuring the persistence of cult practice and belief in the wake of the supposed ‘decline’ of Egyptian temples.
 The purpose of this paper is to concur with Frankfurter’s interpretation and to take the model one stage further by suggesting that, given the antiquity and durability of these beliefs, Webster’s model of creolization might be useful as a way of conceptualising the development of religious life in Egypt under Roman influence between the late Republic and the third century AD. It will argue that there was much persistence of indigenous practice in the face of Roman influence at the level of key cults and sanctuaries, initially abetted by the Roman authorities themselves. It will also posit that, at the local and domestic level, Roman religious and cultural forms underwent a process of creolisation as the ‘centrifugal forces’ identified by Frankfurter worked to conserve indigenous aspects of religious life. While the antiquity of Egyptian religious belief ensured that few of the forms created by this process were truly transformative, it is arguable that by the third century AD a process of creolization was well underway if by no means complete. 
A study of key Egyptian cults and sanctuaries in the Roman period testifies not only to the persistence of indigenous religious practice and belief in the face of ‘asymmetric power relations’, but also to the ‘negotiation of new identities’ and ‘blending…..in a clearly non-egalitarian context’ that constitute the beginning of the process of creolization.
  In the wake of the Battle of Actium and Egypt’s incorporation as a province, it is clear that the power of the native priesthood vis-à-vis the Roman state was indeed ‘asymmetric’. Suetonius gives the impression that Octavian/Augustus was contemptuous of Egyptian religion since he refused to visit the tomb of the Ptolemies or to make an offering at the altar of the Apis bull, thus offending the sensibilities of the Egyptian priesthood and riding rough-shod over their understanding of the ruler’s religious functions.
 Pfeiffer uses this account as well as the evidence of Cassius Dio to suggest that Octavian/Augustus wished ‘to make a clear break with the Ptolemaic period’.
 Yet in the same account, only a few lines later, Augustus’s snub to the idiom of pharaonic kingship is soon remedied by an act of patronage: in addition to consecrating the site of his camp to Neptune and Mars, ‘he also enlarged an ancient local temple of Apollo.’
 While this may conceivably have been a Hellenistic temple, Suetonius’s use of the words ‘ancient’ and ‘local’ suggest that what we may be dealing with here is an interpretatio Graeca/Romana of a more venerable Egyptian sanctuary. If so, this would certainly concur with the subsequent pattern of Augustan patronage of traditional Egyptian religion and the use of venerable religious iconography at temple precincts throughout Egypt. Thus at the temple precinct of Amun-Ra at Karnak the Augustan administration not only promoted the continuation of the cult of Amun-Ra, which had reached its apotheosis under the pharaohs of Dynasty XVIII, but placed Augustus himself in a pharaonic context, securing maat and staving off the primeval waters of chaos (hebbet) by his intercession with the Egyptian gods.
 Augustus’s agents added relief decoration at the Khons and Opet temples; a relief carving on the south wall of the doorway in the tetrastyle-hypostyle hall of the former shows the princeps in the upper register offering to Mut, consort of Amun-Ra, while in the lower register he makes an offering to the child Khons.
 For Erin Peters these additions ‘focused attention on spaces accessible to the public’, suggesting that they were envisaged as a medium for conveying messages about the emperor and his status vis-à-vis venerable cultic activity.
 Moreover, these additions clearly evoked key elements of pharaonic religion; at Medinet Habu, both aspects of Amun, that is ‘Amun United-with-Eternity’ and ‘Amun-Re, King of the Gods, Lord of the Sky’ receive offerings from Ramesses III on a relief on the lintel above the temple’s main entrance in a matter which was emulated by Augustus. 
 It seems unlikely, given the iconographic parallels between the Augustan reliefs and those at Medinet Habu, that such decoration was not carried out without the active participation of the native priesthood, so that the priests’ need to conceptualise their new ruler as the guarantor of cosmic order was satisfied. Peters also makes effective use of Derchain’s ‘grammaire du temple’ in her analysis of Karnak, a system which posits that the middle register of temple relief decoration represents the meeting of the terrestrial and celestial realms.
 If so, it is notable that at Karnak and elsewhere Augustus appears in the middle register, again stressing his role as intercessor between Egypt and its deities.
 Finally, at Karnak as well as the temple of Mandulis at Kalabsha, Augustus can be seen making offerings to Osiris, in the relief carving at Khons temple and on the lintel above the pylon at Kalabsha.
 Augustus’s intercessory role vis-à-vis Osiris directly mirrors the relationship between the king and Osiris which is evidenced as far back as the Pyramid Texts of Pepi I (c2289 – 2255 BCE), whose burial chamber contains references to Pepi ‘as Osiris’s replacement’, whom the Sun will ‘lead….into the sky’s dual shrines, and….put on Osiris’s throne.’
 Indeed, it is arguable that, since Webster’s definition of creolization involves local communities – in this case the Theban priesthood - integrating elements from the repertoire of the dominant culture to create new identities, the temple priesthood ‘creolized’ Augustus in much the same way as they had Ptolemy I Soter and Ptolemy II Philadelphus, and were in fact initially able to do so with imperial approval.

Even if one accepts that the temple cult of Amun-Ra at Karnak gradually declined as a consequence of Roman neglect of the Theban region (thus Riggs, arguing that Thebes was marginalised by Roman administrative reorganisation), evidence from the Greek and Demotic Magical Papyri of the period suggests that the influence of the Amun-Ra cult persisted, supporting Frankfurter’s contention that indigenous belief was preserved by ‘centrifugal forces’ in a local and domestic context.
  Frankfurter believes that the ‘magicians’ who made these papyri may have been temple priests looking to negotiate a new function in the face of penury, while Betz suggests that ‘it is quite clear that the magicians who wrote and used the Greek papyri were Hellenistic in outlook’, highlighting the influence of the dominant culture. Yet in spite of the presence of Homeric verses in some of the texts (PGM IV, lines 471 to 473 for example), the papyri also provide evidence of a process of ‘creolization’.
 Thus, PGM III, a spell of the Roman period, propitiates Helios, but does so in a manner which contextualises the god in the indigenous cult practices of Egypt, providing an example of what Webster terms ‘adaptive syncretism’:

Halt, halt the sacred boat, steersman of the sacred boat! Even you, Meliouchos, I will bind you to your moorings, until I hold converse with sacred Helios. (PGM III, 85-90, translation Betz)
Here it seems possible that a reference is being made to the halting of the solar barque of Amun-Ra, in parallel to that which took place for purposes of oracular consultation during the venerable Opet festival procession from Karnak to Luxor.
 Though the Greek ‘Helios’ is used to name the god, Helios himself is creolized, syncretised to Ra and adapted to the oracular dimension of the Ra cult in a process of ‘cross-fertilisation’.
 
Yet if Thebes can be considered a special case because of its position as a religious and political centre from Dynasty XVIII onwards, similar patterns of persistence can be detected in the development of cults elsewhere.  The Roman period saw the growing prominence of the Bes oracle at Abydos, an oracle which attracted international interest as a site of dream revelations until, according to Ammianus Marcellinus, treasonable inquiries that had been made of the oracle were ‘with malicious intent sent to the emperor’, resulting in its closure (359 CE). The development of the oracle, whose international popularity might partly be regarded as a manifestation of the ‘globalising’ tendencies of empire, also reflected the persistence of long-standing indigenous beliefs.
 Thus at Dendara, where Roman sponsorship led to the construction of a second mammisi under Trajan, papyrological evidence testifies to the celebration of an annual festival of Bes (the Besia) which emphasised the association of Bes with Hathor, integrating the Abydos oracle into the ‘traditional’ context of a cult whose origins reached back to the Middle Kingdom.
 The decoration of the column capitals of Trajan’s birth-temple under Antoninus Pius also emphasises the traditional role of Bes as an apotropaic force.
 Not only does this evidence bear witness to continued imperial munificence in the second century AD, it also suggests that the imperial state was still willing to promote and patronise the cult of Hathor as well as that of Bes – Trajan’s mammisi, for instance, emulated that of Nactanebo II (360 to 343 BCE) – and that Roman influence was thereby integrated into an indigenous context.
 Indeed, the very appearance of most Roman-period temples in Egypt seems to confirm this – with the exception of Ras-el-Soda in the Delta, the majority, such as those at Dendera, Kom Ombo, Esna and Philae, retained their ‘traditional’ Egyptian appearance.

The development of the cult of Isis in the Roman period provides yet further evidence for the persistence of a key indigenous cult. Despite the ‘globalising’ trend which led to the veneration of Isis across the Graeco-Roman world - not least in Rome, where according to Apuleius the goddess was ‘worshipped with the utmost reverence under the name of Isis Campensis’ - the traditional Isis continued to be venerated at temples throughout Roman Egypt.
 The most important of these ‘Isis sanctuaries’ was the Ptolemaic temple at Philae, though temples venerating the traditional Isis cult and testifying to the persistence of the cult of Isis as universal goddess, which dated back to the reign of Amasis in the 26th Dynasty, could be found throughout Egypt during the Roman period – inter alia at Aswan, on the west bank of Thebes at modern Deir el-Shewit, at Koptos, at Mons Porphyrites in the Eastern Desert (erected 113 CE) and at Dendara, where Isis had her own temple independent from that of Hathor.
 At Philae, mammisi were added during the reigns of Augustus and Tiberius and, as late as 24th August 394 AD, a hieroglyphic inscription celebrating the birthday of Osiris was written by two priests of Isis.
 Dijkstra believes that the Isis cult at Philae was perpetuated beyond even this point into the fifth century AD by the support of the local Blemmyes and Noubades, suggesting that it would certainly have been thriving in the third century.
 Plutarch’s De Iside et Osiride, written at the behest of the Delphic priest Klea and regarded by Bommas as a reliable reflection of Egyptian cultic practice, demonstrates that the traditional association of Isis with fertility remained strong in Roman Egypt; Plutarch visited Egypt in person and spoke to Egyptian priests, discovering that ‘as they term the Nile the efflux of Osiris, so they hold and esteem the earth for the body of Isis……the Nile, as it were, leaps over and impregnates and mixes with [the earth].’ 
 Plutarch also provides evidence for persistent local celebrations of Osiris, describing a festival held ‘at the time of the new moon in the month of Pharnenoth’ which celebrates ‘the power of Osiris to be fixed in the moon’.
 
Yet evidence for the cults of Isis and Osiris suggests not just persistence but also an element of ‘creolization’. Thus, in Apuleius’ ‘Metamorphoses’, a Roman procession of the Isis cult seems at first to indicate some level of transformation, with the ‘vanguard of the procession……[appearing] in holiday attire’ including a worshipper dressed like ‘a gladiator in helmet and greaves with shield and sword’ and ‘a magistrate…..with the purple toga and rods of office’; yet a little later Apuleius relates how ‘behind them came the gods deigning to walk on human feet’, including ‘Anubis that dread messenger between the powers above and the powers beneath the earth.’
 Whereas Apuleius describes the first part of the procession as being staffed by ‘crowd pleasers’, Anubis forms part of ‘the procession proper readying itself to celebrate the Goddess who saves’, suggesting that this was the more important component of the festival and that the Roman ‘influences’ had been integrated into a fundamentally indigenous context.
 
Evidence from the shrine of Mandulis at Kalabsha in the Dodekaschoinos seems to complement this picture. The presence of a nearby Roman garrison at Talmis near the southern border with Nubia – the legio III Cyrenaica – makes this a suitable test case for the impact of Roman influence on local religious life, especially since the construction of the temple began at very beginning of the Roman period in 30 BCE, so that Kalabsha may be regarded as more susceptible to infiltration than the religiously conservative Theban region.
 It seems that priests at Kalabsha inscribed proskynemata for the garrison’s soldiers, and Tallet believes that the Greek hymns were probably composed by Egyptian priests, testifying to the way in which they had imbibed Hellenistic culture.
 The rituals of incubation evidenced by these inscriptions were Hellenistic in form, ‘just as [they] were organised at Epidaurus.’
 Nevertheless, though the rise of the incubation oracle may be regarded as a Greco-Roman influence, it is notable that the priesthood at Kalabsha developed it within the context of the local worship of Mandulis, testifying to the creolization of a Greco-Roman practice, a process which generated a ‘new usage’ for Mandulis and a ‘new identity’ for the Kalabsha priesthood.
In the context of Egyptian mortuary cult, Roman influence is detectable, in spite of Frankfurter’s insistence on ‘the vivid continuity’ of funerary practices in this period.
 Riggs detects a ‘duality’ in the relationship between the portrait images and mummy masks that seem to characterise the Roman period and the indigenous imagery and context in which they were used.
 Thus, a first century shroud from Akhmim bears the image of a mummiform corpse in association with imagery from the myth of Osiris, while the images of the hands and face of the woman in the shroud are portrayed in the more naturalistic style of Graeco-Roman art; and while the mummy of the Flavian freedman Titus Flavius Demetrios is covered with a gilded mask executed in a highly conservative, indigenous style, the masks, shrouds, coffin lids and wooden statues excavated at Meir Abusir-el-Meleq betray Hellenistic imagery, as in the case of the mummy of a young boy currently housed in the Egyptological Institute of Heidelberg University, whose linen portrait ‘face mask’ embodies the naturalism of Greaco-Roman portraiture.
 Yet a range of archaeological and papyrological evidence suggests that core indigenous beliefs about the afterlife persisted. Thus, early twenty-first century excavations in the necropolis of Hermopolis uncovered grave goods of a highly traditional nature, including  numerous Egyptian shabti figurines, which according to Stadler were ‘already antiquities when they were deposited’.
 Given that shabti had been an integral component of burial furnishings from the time of Dynasty XIII onwards, this find clearly represents the persistence of a central tenet of belief about the afterlife.
 This interpretation is also supported by the contents of Papyrus Harkness, which details the preparations for burial which Hartophnakhtes made for his daughter Tanaweruow in 61 CE.
 Thus, column 1 line 21 to Column 2 line 2 makes reference to Hartophnakhte’s wish to ‘become’ Horus Khentirti, while column 2 line 2 to column 3 line 8 makes reference to the awakening of the ba during the period of mummification, echoing the Stundenwachen (‘vigil texts’) that were traditionally recited at this time.
 The papyrus was also buried in Tanawereuow’s tomb, since, in an echo of pharaonic funerary customs, the rejuvenating words it contained were supposed to remain effective for all eternity.
 Thus, where aspects of the dominant Graeco-Roman culture, such as mummy masks with naturalistic portraiture, did find their way into funerary practice, they were creolized – and where they did not the evidence testifies to the persistence of religious beliefs which were deeply rooted in the pharaonic past.
All this must of course be balanced against the evidence of Roman influence and innovation in the form of imported cults. It is true that Hermopolis and Memphis saw the establishment of Mithraea and, according to Tallet and Zivie-Coche, this was Mithraism of the Roman variety.
 Moreover, papyrological evidence attests to the presence of cults of Jupiter Capitolinus and Mars in Oxyrhynchus as well as, possibly, the celebration of Saturnalia.
 Yet in the Arsinoite nome even the temple to Jupiter Capitolinus was integrated into the traditional religious landscape by the second century AD, promoting as it did the worship of the local indigenous god alongside the imperial cult, so that the temple in effect embodied a religious bricolage.
 A process of ‘creolization’ may also be detected in the interaction of the god Heron with the gods of the native Egyptian pantheon. Originally an imported Thracian god, in the Roman period Heron was garbed in the equipment and uniform of the Roman army – an interpretatio Romana. 
 Yet wall paintings from Theadelphia which depict the god associate him with the local crocodile gods and identify him as Heron Soubattos, thus syncretising him with Horus.
 Here, Heron has been thoroughly creolized – a local community selected an aspect of the dominant culture (the interpretatio Romana of the Thracian god Heron) and adaptively syncretised him to the venerable Egyptian god Horus, creating a new manifestation of both deities. Likewise, representations of Egyptian gods such as Anubis, Bes and Osiris ‘came out of workshops decked in the equipment of the Roman military.’
 Yet they retained their indigenous functions, as evidence by one of the numerous Bes figurines of the Roman period, most likely used in a domestic context, which shows Bes in the guise of a warrior while simultaneously stressing his traditional apotropaic function as he triumphs over the crocodiles that lie prostrate beneath his feet; this is a function of Bes whose origins can be traced back to the Middle Kingdom. 
 Here, the emphasis on the iconography of the Roman warrior was integrated with the venerable protective function of Bes, creating a ‘creolized’ form of the deity. 
It can be argued that the imperial cult too was integrated to some degree into the venerable religious landscape of Egypt – at the beginning, indeed, with the active connivance of the Roman state.
 Pfeiffer believes that ‘an imperial cult did exist in Egypt and it was official - that is, instituted by Rome.’
 It is certainly true that the Roman period witnessed the spread of the imperial cult in Egypt; a papyrus from Canopus datable to 41 CE offers the first textual evidence of its presence. Furthermore, the nature of the festivals associated with the imperial cult can be detected from evidence such as the papyrus from second century Tebtunis which shows that festivities were held inter alia on Augustus’s birthday (September 23rd), the anniversary of the conquest of Alexandria (August 1st) and the day of Augustus’s assumption of the title ‘pater patriae’ (February 5th).
 Pfeiffer argues that the creation of the high priesthood of the Lords Augusti must have been overseen by the High Priest of Alexandria and All Egypt, a Roman appointee of the emperor, since the cult of the Lords Augusti had no precedent in pre-Roman Egypt.
 If so, this clearly represents an innovation, both administratively and in terms of the cult itself, the practice of which seems to have spanned Egypt from the Hellenistic hub of Alexandria, where Pliny and Strabo testify to the presence of a Sebasteion, to remote Philae, which according to Herklotz hosted a temple of Augustus which still received dedications from local people at the time of Vespasian.
 Nevertheless, though the imperial cult did represent an innovative dimension to Roman influence, Pfeiffer’s interpretation does not take sufficient account of the role of the native priesthood in paving the way for this development, in particular by contextualizing Augustus in the pharaonic tradition and adapting emperor worship to a local religious context.
 The physical manifestations of this latter development may still be seen today. Thus, a chapel to the imperial cult was built at the front of the Amun-Ra precinct during the early Principate, but it was located outside the enclosure walls of the precinct, adjacent to the dromos.
 It was also of a far smaller size, suggesting reverence for the cult of the traditional deity and the integration of the imperial cult into a pre-existing religious landscape.
 Moreover, while Philae received a small temple to the imperial cult, other additions included the renovation of the temple precinct of Isis, whose worship was at the centre of the local religious life of the Dodekaschoinos.
 The evidence thus supports Dunand’s view that the spread of the imperial cult depended to an extent on the goodwill of the local Egyptian authorities and temple priests, for it was they who integrated the chapels and temples of the cult into the venerable religious landscape.

To conclude, then, the evidence cited here suggests that the nature of Roman influence on Egyptian religious life was far from transformative, though some innovation did take place with the introduction of the imperial cult and, to a lesser extent, the Roman state gods, as well as the interpretatio Romana of gods like Heron. Rather, following Frankfurter, we should emphasise the persistence of indigenous belief in the context of key cults and sanctuaries such as those of Amun-Ra, Isis and Hathor, which in many cases were at first sponsored by Egypt’s new Roman masters, while also conceiving of a situation in which aspects of Greco-Roman religion and culture were subject to ‘hybridisation’ and ‘cross-fertilisation’ as first the Egyptian priesthood and then local communities interacted with elements from the dominant cultural repertoire, blending them with indigenous beliefs and thus imbuing them with new meanings in a process of creolization. This process can be seen in the rise of the incubation oracle at Kalabsha, creolized as it was by its harnessing to the cult of the local god Mandulis, the integration of Roman cultural forms into processions which ultimately emphasised the traditional role of Isis, the syncretism of Helios to Amun-Ra and the blending of the iconography of Roman militarism with the venerable apotropaic function of Bes in a multiplicity of figurines. In the context of a religious system of such antiquity and durability as that of Egypt, perhaps Dunand was right to assert that ‘la syncretisme de l’epoque imperiale Egypte, est l’heriter du syncretisme de l’epoque hellenistique et, pa dela ce dernier, des syncretisme de l’ epoque pharaonique.’
 It certainly seems that religious life in Roman Egypt was shaped by such an inheritance. 
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