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Critically analyse the nature of the Roman influence on the religious life in Egypt

This essay will focus on critically analysing and discussing the nature of Roman influence in the religious life of the Province of Egypt from the late Republic period to the third century AD. The focus will address key aspects of Egyptian religious life, such as funerary practices. The aim of analysing them to will be to establish whether there was any significant change in the religious life since Roman control in Egypt was instituted. The primary areas of Egyptian religious life that will be analysed in this regard will be that of the architecture of temples; the manner in which gods were worshiped, the language used in religious context and which gods were prominently being worshiped. The exact nature of the Roman influence on Egyptian religious life will also be analysed to gauge if it fits into theoretical models on ancient religions and cultural interactions. A prime example of a theoretical model for Roman interaction with regards to religious life of other cultures, and one that will be utilised in this essay, is the model of creolisation. Webster presents creolisation within Roman provinces, such as Egypt, as a merging together of cultural and religious identities and practices that creates a new cultural and religious life which is both Roman as well as Egyptian but is still separate from both original cultural groups [footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Webster 2001: 209-210] 

The context of the religious life that existed within Egypt must first be understood before any attempts to analyse Roman influence can be undertaken. The reason for this is as Assmann presents is the fact that Egyptian religious life is far older than that of Roman religious’ life, and that the Egyptian had previously been influenced by multiple outside factors and entities such as the Greeks, under the Hellenistic Ptolemaic Kingdom. Egyptian religion possessed an element of syncretism as a result of these previous interactions, and thus Roman religion can simply be viewed as the latest in a line of mitigating factors [footnoteRef:2]. Therefore, any study of influences on Egyptian religious life, including this one, must be taken from the understanding that Egyptian religious life is one that possesses an element of syncretism and that foreign influence and adoption of customs is an already established convention. Therefore, with the context of Egyptian religious life being established as one involving a high level of syncretism, the analyses of Roman influence on it can now be undertaken.  [2:  Assmann 2006] 

The first of which is the Roman influence on the language that was used in religious context within Egypt during their rule. The usual language used by both the native Egyptian and Greek populace of Egypt when consulting the gods in manners such as ocular inquires was that of Demotic. Zauzich, states that Demotic was the native langue of the Egyptians and was largely used to record everyday information such as documents, letters and lists. It was therefore different from the administration and state languages of Hieroglyphs, and Hieratic which were utilised in state religious contexts. However, where Hieroglyphs and Hieratic were used for state level religious matters, the vast majority of popular ocular inquiry was written in Demotic, which was still prevalent even during the Ptolemaic period. Nevertheless, the Greek language did take over in certain areas, most notably those with a significant Greek population like Alexandria, and thus became a dominant langue for popular religious ocular inquires but never fully replacing the native Demotic [footnoteRef:3]. Therefore, the situation that exists within Egypt before Roman control is established is one where the language used in religious matters is multifaceted. There was Hieroglyphs and Hieratic for state level religious matters which is later joined by Greek under the Ptolemies, and was also utilised by a section of the population for their popular inquires along with the native Egyptian language of Demotic. Therefore, given this multifaceted background that already assimilated one foreign language into its system, one could assume that when the Romans arrived that Latin would fit into this troupe. For the most part on the state level this is the case, as Latin is used in state matters involving religion. However, it is the language used in popular religious inquires that is interesting. What occurs is not a movement from Demotic to Latin, but rather a move from Demotic to that of Greek specifically with regards to language used in ocular inquires [footnoteRef:4].  [3:  Zauzich 2006]  [4:  Ripat 2006: 304-311] 

This movement in Egypt within the first century AD, from Demotic to Greek, with regards to ocular inquires is heavily debated within modern scholarship, and there are three major prevailing theories on why this trend has occurred. These three theories will be discussed in more detail later however, a brief summary of them is warranted. Firstly, there is Clarysse’s model of the increased Hellenization of priests which lead to Greek, replacing Demotic simply as a cultural trend [footnoteRef:5]. Secondly, Bowman’s imperial administration model, where imperial policy and attitude is to promote Latin and Greek over the native language [footnoteRef:6]. Finally, that of Ripat’s argument the ‘Romanisation’ or increased contact and interconnectivity model where with Roman control of Egypt, the language preferences changed to better fit into the wider Imperial Roman structure [footnoteRef:7]. These theories although examining the use of language are also debating the fundamental question of the level of Roman influence and involvement within religious matters in Egypt. The existence of this field of inquiry into the way the native population communicated with their gods clearly demonstrates that Roman control had some degree of influence in religious matters. The exact nature of this influence, however, remains unclear. Bricault and ‎Versluys state that this unclear nature of Roman influence on religious matters is a result of viewing the process occurring in Egypt as one from a state level downwards. They state what was occurring was cultural integration with the general populace creating this trend independent of the state. A prime example they provide of this was the depiction of Isis in tombs during Roman control of Egypt. Isis is depicted similarly in two tombs in Alexandria as Greco-Egyptian in style, however, a tomb within Italy had Isis depicted as Greco-Roman in style leaving out the more Egyptian aspects of the goddess. This can be viewed as the integration of an Egyptian deity into the wider Roman context, but the preference of the depiction is still reliant on the individual and has nothing to do with the state [footnoteRef:8]. Therefore, the same principle can be applied to the language being used in ocular inquires in Egypt; Greek becomes predominant as a result of personal preferences rather than that of any state directed stance.  [5:  Clarysse 1993: 188 ]  [6:  Bowman 1996: 697 ]  [7:  Ripat 2006: 304-311]  [8:  Bricault and ‎Versluys 2010: 89-100] 

Moving now to address the aspect of ocular inquires in greater detail, beginning with Clarysse’s model of the increased ‘Hellenization’ of priests. Clarysse’s model is that the Roman period especially the late first century to early second century AD was simply a continuation of the ‘Hellenization’ of priests that had already begun within the Ptolemaic period. The evidence that Clarysse provides for this, is the fact that traditional ocular inquiries were written on papyrus found in the Fayum villages. During this period, they were bilingual, clearly evidencing that temple training within the Roman period taught Greek as well as Demotic. Furthermore, during the late Ptolemaic period a bronze plaque found in Dendera denotes the title ‘scribe of Greek Writing’ for the scribe of the temple of the five phylae. Therefore, Clarysse states that this is clear evidence that being able to write Greek was an uncommon for priests in Egyptian temples prior to the Romans, and thus the unique title [footnoteRef:9]. Clarysse’s position then, is that with the advent of Roman control and the connectivity it provided to the rest of the world, Greek language moved from being a small aspect of native Egyptian religious life to a more fixed and cultural standard position. Matsumoto expands on this position by stating that religious activity was a fluid condition and that it changed with circumstances. Examining appeals made to specific gods in 113 private letters from native Egyptians from between the third century BC and the mid-fourth century A.D, Matsumoto explains what happened was, that the Roman state either actively or unintentionally starts to propagate Greek over Demotic especially in religious matters. The reason being is that the Roman state finds it easy to interact and syncretise with the Greek elements of post-Ptolemaic Egypt over the native Egyptian elements. This also occurs in the religious sphere [footnoteRef:10]. Roman influence on the religious life in Egypt then, from this perspective is one of a cultural syncretism, where religious life changes to better adapt into a new wider Roman structure; with it amplifying features already existing in religious life that it can better adapt to. However, this adaption appears to be, at least from Clarysse and Matsumoto’s perspective, a cultural move by the local elites wishing to fit into the new Roman structure rather than a direct policy on the part of Rome. [9:  Clarysse 1993: 187-9]  [10:  Matsumoto 2013: 648-663] 

This position however, is opposed by Bowman who views Roman influence on Egyptian religious life as one directed by the state where it is imperial policy to influence Egyptian native religion to better conform with Roman imperial control. Bowman’s position is that the Roman state was directed to creating a situation where they could better control the population of their provinces. With regards to religious matters they actively promoted or encouraged aspects of local religious life that could conform to Roman religious understanding, in this case promoting Greek over Demotic because of the easier cultural link that could be create. However, Bowman states this activity is primarily centred around urban areas and that villages in Egypt seemed to be least affected by this policy [footnoteRef:11]. This position would best fit into the understanding of the Roman influence on Egyptian religious life as one of active participation on the part of the Roman state rather than that of a passive cultural move like Clarysse argues. Bowman is not the only one to believe in a more active Roman influence on local religious life; Graf is also a supporter of this view. Graf’s stance is that Roman state was actively analysing the local culture and religion, it then interpreted it from a Roman perspective and created a new entity. This entity then could be; promoting a specific language, festival or even a certain deity or creating a new composite deity. What mattered according to Graf is that it could be understood and accepted from both the Roman and native perspective. This process is called ‘Interpretatio Romana’ as it was the Roman interpretation of other cultures, and this term is taken from the writings of the historian Tacitus when he is discussing Roman views of Germanic Gods [footnoteRef:12]. The change in language then that occurred in ocular inquiries from this position therefore, was a result of the Roman state actively participating in the religious life of the native Egyptians and conforming it to something acceptable and more easily understood by the Roman state.  [11:  Bowman 1996: 690-700]  [12:  Graf 2006] 

This process of the Roman state interpreting and directly influencing Egyptian life can be actively seen in the archaeological record and demonstrates that Roman influence went beyond simply affecting the language used in religious matters. The prime example of this Roman state driven interpretation and active influence on Egyptian religious life can be seen in the Temple of Dendur. This Temple was built in approximately 15 BC by the Roman Governor of Egypt, Gaius Petronius, and is blend of both Egyptian and Roman culture. Its construction was in the usual Egyptian style but with sculptures made in a more Roman manner but still depicting aspects of Egyptian religious life. The key aspect of the temple is the fact that it depicts the Emperor Augustus as the Pharaoh preforming the role of the religious officiant in a number of religious scenes [footnoteRef:13]. The temple therefore is a clear indicator that the type of state directed interpretation, and conforms to that which Bowman argues for did occur [footnoteRef:14]. The Temple of Dendur was created only a few decades after Roman control was established in Egypt by an official of the Roman state built in an Egyptian manner and interpreting an aspect of Egyptian religious life. The interpretation is that the Pharaoh being the chief religious official for the Egyptians can be equated with the Roman equivalent of the emperor, and so this interpretation was acceptable for both Roman and Egyptian individuals [footnoteRef:15]. The nature of Roman influence was one of cultural interpretation, exclusive on the part of the Roman state if this position is taken. However, this position removes the agency from that of the local population and it would be irrational to suggest that the native Egyptian would have simply accepted this, or in no manner done their own interpretation of Roman religion.  [13:  Murray 2009: 204-212]  [14:  Bowman 1996: 690-700]  [15:  Assmann 2006] 

Therefore, both the positions of Clarysse and Bowman and their supporters only partly explain certain aspects of the nature of Roman influence on Egyptian religion. What is required is a position that can rectify the two opposing stances. This position can be found with Ripat’s stance on the reasoning behind the change of Demotic to Greek to ocular inquiries and the larger nature of Roman influence on the Egyptian populace. Ripat’s position is that, what occurred within Egypt was a process of cultural contact and exchange that created a new religious understanding that had adopted Roman ideals and blended them with features that already existed within Egyptian Religious life. An example of this that Ripat provides is that the nature of ocular inquires changes with the introduction of Roman religious understanding. Ocular inquires made by Romans and citizens within Egypt are required by authorities and regular citizens to be able to be understood easily. Therefore, what occurs in the city of Tebtunis in lower Egypt from the late Ptolemaic period to the third century AD, was that more ocular inquires written in Greek and in a clearer format and style than before [footnoteRef:16]. The reason for this move is not an attempt by the Roman authorities to destroy the previous method of ocular inquires or deliberately take over them, instead what appears to occur was a change of preference. Roman religious’ life was a fundamental centre-point of their political life and structure, and that divination and ocular inquiries were therefore very important. Warrior, states that divination was a crucial part of Roman religious’ life and that no political decision was ever taken without consulting the gods in some manner. This in turn created a cultural understanding amongst the populace that ocular inquiries were necessary for any important decision in life. The importance of ocular inquires, and divination also created a desire according to Warrior, for the answers to be as clear as possible whilst retaining an ambiguous nature so they could be interpreted in the desired manner [footnoteRef:17].  [16:  Ripat 2006: 307-15 ]  [17:  Warrior 2006: 2-17] 

The nature of Roman influence taken from the position of Ripat is one where Roman contact creates a new cultural context in which Roman customs blend with already present native customs to create a new cultural and religious dimension. This perspective of the nature of Roman influence and the new religious dimension it created in Egypt has been termed by some to be that of a process of ‘Romanisation’, one such individual who takes this stance is that of Ulmer. Ulmer views Roman presence within Egypt as one where Rome creates a frontier region on the edge of its newly required province and then begins a process of propagating Roman cultural within its boundaries. Thus, creating the view that beyond the frontier region is an area which is devoid of actual civilisation, and the adopting of Roman customs like those that Ripat discusses were part of this process [footnoteRef:18].  [18:  Ulmer 2010: 275-289] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]However, this interpretation of Ripat’s position is a fundamentally flawed one, as it falls into the same theoretical mind-set as that of Bowman’s argument. Which is that the interpretation and cultural exchange is occurring in only one direction, that of the Romans solely interpreting Egyptian religious life and culture [footnoteRef:19]. What was occurring within Egypt and was the actual position of Ripat, which is not the top down approach of ‘Romanisation’ but instead it is a process of ‘Creolisation’. Webster is a major supporter of the argument for ‘Creolisation’ over ‘Romanisation’ as the actual nature and result of Roman influence on religious in provinces such as Egypt. Webster argues that what was occurring within Egypt was the creation of a new cultural and religious identity; one that was no longer just Roman nor Egyptian, but instead both and that by the 1st century AD this religious identity had become the standard within Egypt. This is not to say that people could not continue to identify as either Roman or Egyptian independently with regards to religious activity, just that the reality in Egypt was that religious life now possessed on most levels, elements of Roman religious understanding [footnoteRef:20]. Ripat’s position is that the increased connectivity that Roman control brought to Egypt changed the preference of ocular inquires to be written in Greek over Demotic as to better fit into the wider Roman imperial frame work, and therefore it is clearly an argument for ‘Creolisation’ [footnoteRef:21].  [19:  Bowman 1996: 690-700]  [20:  Webster 2001: 209-225 ]  [21:  Ripat 2006: 304-311] 

The argument that the nature of Roman influence then on religious life in Egypt was that of ‘Creolisation’ over that of a state directed effort can further be developed by looking as the architecture present within Roman Egypt. A primary example of this was the Serapeum in Alexandria, which was a temple built to the god Serapis. Serapis was a syncretic deity that was created to merge Greek and Egyptian beliefs into a single acceptable entity on both sides during the Ptolemaic period but continued to popular well into the fourth century AD [footnoteRef:22]. The Serapeum in Alexandria is important for understanding Roman influence on Egyptian religious life because of two major features. Firstly, the Romans expand the Serapeum so that it could accommodate more worshipers and they renovated the areas that were in disrepair. However, the layout and type of architecture of the expansion is the same as before just on a large scale and with materials from across the empire. The second feature is that the court where sacrifices were made, retained their original architectural feature but were repositioned to be on a more Roman axial plan and inscriptions to the emperor were also set up [footnoteRef:23]. These two features show that the Romans were not replacing or imposing their religious identity on the native population. Instead the Romans were taking a deity, in this case Serapis, who was already popular with the populace and improving a major site of its worship. Whilst improving the site, the Romans maintained the already existing structure and style but also implemented slight changes that included elements of Roman religious understanding. Therefore, what now existed was a Serapeum that was acceptable to all Greeks, Egyptians and Romans alike [footnoteRef:24]. This creolised entity was something that each group could use and identify with, independently of the others, but was still part of a wider Roman network of religious understanding and thus tied all the groups together.   [22:  Quack and Takacs 2006]  [23:  McKenzie, Gibson, and Reyes 2004: 94-109]  [24:  Quack and Takacs 2006] 

The exact nature of Roman influence on Egyptian religious life is one that has proved difficult to analyse. However, certain patterns have emerged that demonstrate that this influence is to some degree a quantifiable element, and that although no single theoretical model covers everything about Roman influence, the ‘Creolisation’ argument is by the far the most convincing. Not least that it addresses the issues of agency and cultural exchange on an equal level. That scholars such as Bowman fail to suitably engage with providing too much agency to one entity, usually that of the Romans [footnoteRef:25]. Webster’s argument provides agency to both the Romans and the Egyptians on a near equal standing, its theoretical model of the development of this influence is also the most sensible. The Romans are making efforts on a state level to integrate the Egyptians but are only amplifying aspects that they can identify with and are not replacing Egyptian religious life wholesale. The wider imperial Roman network with its benefits and the connectivity it provided also made the local Egyptians want to adapt to the new situation. Modifying and adopting Roman customs in their religious life by personal preference to better conform into this new wider political entity they found themselves living in [footnoteRef:26]. The nature of Roman influence on religious life in Egypt is therefore most likely one of a type of ‘Creolisation’, with both parties exchanging cultural information and creating a new entity that was identifiable to both, which allowed for the most part harmonious coexistence in religious matters. [25:  Bowman 1996: 690-700]  [26:  Webster 2001: 209-225] 
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