A critical analysis of the nature of Roman influence upon religious life in the province of Egypt, in relation to the persistence and transformation of key cults and sanctuaries in the province between the late Republic and the 3rd century AD

An examination of the Roman influences on the religious life of Egypt is both necessary but problematic. While it is certainly true that significant amounts of ‘Romanisation’ took place in Egypt due to the Roman occupation, the same applies equally to Rome as well.[footnoteRef:1] As a consequence, the term acculturation may elucidate the give and take relationship between the two cultures and help redefine the same principles on clearer grounds. The goal of this essay will be to properly show how one should define the ‘influence’ of one culture over another and how Greco-Romano culture intermingled with Egyptian religious traditions and worship. Firstly, an analysis of the pre-Roman cults in Egypt needs to be addressed. There is no universal chronology of all the cults which were simultaneously adapted or introduced from the spread of Roman culture,[footnoteRef:2] hence a relative chronology of cult practice needs to be used as a preliminary when appropriate. Secondly, the matter of how far social agents spread various cultic practice, namely the eponymous ‘Imperial Cult’ across Egypt will be addressed, and how it transitioned from a passive cult with little autonomous power, to a semi state cult, arguably sanctioned reinforced by Egypt’s Imperial institutions.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  The term Romanisation creates significant problems from a point of view that does not preclude any sort of absolutist model that images Rome’s influence on the indigenous to be a one way and entirely linear. ‘Acculturation’ being the preferred term (Mairs 2011: 2).]  [2:  Purely on the fact that the evidence we do possess has significant problem in dating and in context, with many pieces of evidence found significant distances from their point of origin. ]  [3:  Blumenthal 1913: 327; Dunand 1983: 51-3, cf Pfeiffer 2012: 85-86.] 

The widespread nature of religious practices in Egypt from the pre-pharaonic era to the twilight years of Ptolemaic dynastic rule and beyond, is one largely consistent, immutable commonality that spans Egyptian antiquity.[footnoteRef:4] Pre-Roman Egypt held countless cults, mother goddesses, pantheonic deities, and its own tradition of the manifestation of divine rule and mediation between the world of gods and mortals – the pharaonic tradition – resulting in a complex system of polytheistic religious institutes and substructures.[footnoteRef:5] The common deities that comprised the state pantheon, Osiris, Horus, and Amen-Re, being the most commonly referenced, enacted many stabilising functions in the ancient Egyptian social sphere.[footnoteRef:6] They were often connected to metaphysical concerns such as Justice or the afterlife, but also material wants – agrarian protection and fecundity being most important.[footnoteRef:7] Additionally, archaeological evidence also indicates that household gods relating to the daily amenities of ancient living were prevalent in many societies across Egypt, which did not cease during the Roman occupation, in fact only becoming more persistent.[footnoteRef:8] Consequently, the topics of class and hierarchical structures have seen considerable debate in recent years. How far the ‘state pantheon’ can be argued to be prevalent due only to its popularity with the wealthy elites of Egypt, contrasting with the passive household worship of the general populous, causing a semi-theocratic, intensely hierarchical religious system to emerge is difficult to ascertain.[footnoteRef:9]  [4:  Quirke 2015: 34.]  [5:  Quirke 2015: 40.]  [6:  Alvar & Gordon 2008: 177.]  [7:  Alvar & Gordon 2008: 132.]  [8:  Pfeiffer 2012: 82. ]  [9:  Alvar & Gordon 2008: 33-39. ] 

During the Roman occupation the religious dynamics in Egypt did not radically change; instead a symbiotic relationship was established where both cultures intermingled.[footnoteRef:10] However, certain cults and figures were raised over others. Arguably, Rome itself co-opted more Egyptian customs than the reverse as during periods of extensive acculturation it began to introduce a number of Egyptian deities into the city itself in the form of temples, as well as erecting Egyptian-style obelisks.[footnoteRef:11] At one point there were more in Rome than in Egypt.  However, it seems that certain divine beings had more significance than others in pre-Roman Egyptian society in that they claimed their heritage from an even more ancient period. Isis in particular gained popularity in Rome.[footnoteRef:12] Previously, she had held claim to both the title of primordial mother goddess in the more abstract sense, bringing associations of Cybele and Magna Mater; as well as mother to Horus, as she appears as part of the traditional Egyptian pantheon.[footnoteRef:13] The fluid nature of the Isis figure blended itself to Roman usage in a particularly flexible way, since during the Roman occupation of Egypt she became heavily associated with the Greco-Egyptian god Serapis,[footnoteRef:14] replacing Osiris as Isis’ traditional consort.[footnoteRef:15] This transformation to a traditional Egyptian deity indicates a decidedly political move, promoting acculturation and societal cohesion between Rome and Egypt, as well as co-opting an already popular deity and unifying her with the figure of more iconic to a Romano - Egyptian politic.[footnoteRef:16] This indicates that certain gods became popular within the Egypt zeitgeist, only by Roman influence, with older gods either becoming associated or partnered with Roman gods or inclinations.[footnoteRef:17] [10:  Gates 2008: 24. ]  [11:  Pfeiffer 2012: 87.]  [12:  Gates 2008: 40.]  [13:  Gates 2008: 40; Alvar & Gordon 2008: 230.]  [14:  An anthropmorphic dieity evolved from the Egyptian god Apis - Aser-hapi (Osiris-Apis). However, it has been theorised that Sarapis broke off from this tradition due to a linguistic mistake in the Greek manuscript tradition becoming Oser-Apis- Sarapis (Alvar & Gordon 2008:41).]  [15:  Alvar & Gordon 2008: 7.]  [16:  Gates 2008: 200. ]  [17:  Gates 2008: 200-203.] 

The most controversial change in the Roman Empire, at least in regard to religious change, arguably comes with the ‘introduction’, or lack thereof,[footnoteRef:18] of the Imperial Cult – the deifications raising the emperor to god-hood.[footnoteRef:19] However, Egypt in particular deserves specific attention in relation to interactions with the Imperial cult due to its almost unique engagement with divine rulers. The significance of the pharaoh in a religious context should first be analysed, as the conceptual basis to deify one’s ruler serves the dual purpose of societal hierarchical stability – serving as the ultimate divine imperative to his right to rule – as well as to cosmologically rationalise the god’s power on earth in a visible way.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  It should be noted that the adoption of the Imperial cult as a concept is decidedly relative to each province with lesser or greater acceptance of the trend. Whether or not this merely gave certain provinces another tool to manipulate Romano politics in their favour, or an example of genuine pious worship cannot be calculated accurately (Blumenthal 1913: 327).  ]  [19:  In an official capacity at least (Pfeiffer 2012: 84). ]  [20:  Pfeiffer 2012: 82.] 

Through the early years of the Principate (estimated at 30-29BCE), there was already a motion that allowed provinces, especially in Asia-Minor, to introduce cults in the emperor’s image. These grew during the ‘official’[footnoteRef:21] introduction of the Imperial cult,[footnoteRef:22]  which became ever more significant in its popularity within the Greek states of Asia Minor. [footnoteRef:23] Although the standard definition of worship towards the emperor has become relatively solidified under ‘The Imperial cult’, scholars have not yet agreed upon what it actually is. As Pfeiffer notes, the use of the word “cult” implies that the emperor was held up as a god, which when applied universally, seems problematic and unhelpful to show why some states in the Empire show little recognition of cult.[footnoteRef:24] The Provinces’ own acceptance of imperial worship differed depending upon the political, economic, and geographical context. As a consequence, there is a difference between an Imperial cult (practice) and Imperial worship.[footnoteRef:25] Many societies seem to have viewed cults as a way to articulate worship abstractly, to a specific deity, with offerings being given in a reciprocal act.[footnoteRef:26] The nature of cult worship however, implies that only a god be given such an honour.[footnoteRef:27] Consequently, it is entirely possible that the proposition of deifying a contemporary human, alive or dead, into a god hurt the religious sensibilities of traditionalists; evidence of concern in Rome itself was not uncommon.[footnoteRef:28] In contrast, the prospect of the apotheosis of a human was not an alien concept to Egyptian culture due to Pharaonic custom, and therefore it arguably made a more palatable extension of the power of the Roman Empire for the Egyptian populous who were already accustomed to the worship of semi-divine rulers.[footnoteRef:29]    [21:  Unofficial citations of the Imperial cult before its official introduction in some states come from Greek municipalities which presided over a local form of the imperial cult (Pfeiffer 2012: 85). ]  [22:  Friesen 1993: 7-15.]  [23:  Pfeiffer 2012: 84-85; Kienast 1999: 251. ]  [24:  Pfeiffer 2012: 83-85.]  [25:  Pfeiffer 2012: 83-84.]  [26:  Oakes 2003: 208.]  [27:  Pfeiffer 2012: 83.]  [28:  Tac. Ann. 4.38.]  [29:  Gates 2008: 101.] 

Despite Egypt’s own ancient traditions of deifying rulers seemingly ripe for co-option by Roman rule, there exists very little evidence of interactions with the Imperial cult originating in Egypt. The scholarly consensus from the last century noted that it would not have been possible for a collective (koinon) of cities to have organized a cult of this kind on a ‘city to provincial’ wide level.[footnoteRef:30] Nonetheless, the modern revisionists Rigsby, Dundas and Pfeiffer have argued the opposite. Firstly, they maintain that the Imperial cult existed at a local level – the metropoleis, and that is manifested as a decision by the emperor that he should sponsor Imperial worship in Asia  Minor, more specifically Egypt.[footnoteRef:31] While Rigsby and Dundas both struggle to prove their assertions by their lack evidence in support, Pfeiffer provides significantly more concrete evidence, both archaeological and papyrological, and argues that the construction of imperial temples called sebasteia – a reference to Augustus and Caesar.[footnoteRef:32] This indicates that some form of Imperial worship had become ingrained into administrative practice; this likely being the Imperial cult itself. Pfeiffer cites various examples of religious worship sites across Egypt and their connection to the Imperial cult as evidence that both emperor worship and the cult itself was relevant in a form that had never been introduced before i.e. the goddess Roma was no longer jointly mentioned as in other provincial Imperial cults.[footnoteRef:33] Additionally, we may also note that Blumenthal does neglects the tradition of Emperors at the start of the principate, namely Augustus, being depicted in the traditional garb and iconographic detail of the Pharaohs of old.[footnoteRef:34] A cultural analysis of this at least indicates that, at least at first, there was very little delineation between the deification of Pharaonic figures from Dynastic Egypt, and later rulers who co-opted the tradition, becoming god-emperors themselves, namely Alexander.[footnoteRef:35] Whether or not Augustus, or the Imperial cult itself, fits into a transformation of the tradition of human-god rulers, or represents something different, is difficult to ascertain due to the sparse evidence of the Imperial cult in Egypt. Arguably however, the move from a ruler cult, being represented prior as a way to logically articulate the administrative intermediary point between the realm of the gods, and earthly matters, being a god himself, to a purely divine being, based on his old established divine right to rule, indicates there has been a definitive change in perception and intent within the two modes of rulership.[footnoteRef:36]  [30:  Blumenthal 1913: 325-7; Dunand 1983 51-3; Kienast 1999: 255.]  [31:  Rigsby 1985: 284; Dunand 1983 52.]  [32:  Pfeiffer 2012: 86-87.]  [33:  Pfeiffer 2012: 86, 95-97.]  [34:  Oakes 2003: 208.]  [35:  Pfeiffer 2012: 97; ]  [36:  Ezquerra, Gordon, & Gordon 2008: 53.] 

Lastly, Pfeiffer claims that the high priest and priestess of Alexandria and Egypt itself, as a member of the Roman elite, were responsible for the supervision of both Imperial-cult worship through the cult, as well as the cult of Sarapis and were made additional tittles of procurator of all cult affairs in Egypt.[footnoteRef:37] Pfeiffer’s evidence in support of an institutionalised Imperial cult presence in Egypt is convincing and, more importantly displays the inadequacies of the model of viewing Roman socio-religious relations with provincial states as passive authority figures, which only stepped in when feeling threatened and usually within the context of unsanctioned wars or rebellion.[footnoteRef:38] Whether this can be extended to other provinces cannot be estimated accurately however, Pfeiffer strengthens his position by not seeking to generalise this state of affairs across other provinces in Asia Minor and indeed, the rest of the empire.[footnoteRef:39] In response, it is likely that Egypt was viewed as being of significantly greater importance to Roman interests than other provinces for both social and economic reasons and as such, was allowed far less autonomy is its administration.[footnoteRef:40] In contrast to the strict, almost magisterial, influence of the Imperial cult, ritualistic cults dedicated to the abstract thrived before and through the Roman governing of Egypt. The cult of the Nile, being one such religious phenomena, is an example of the persistence and lack of transformative alteration[footnoteRef:41] that continued through “Romanised” Egypt. It is highly that the persistence and lack of change shown by agrarian cults such as these is purely measured by a relative stasis of agrarian knowledge of production, whereupon the concern for land and the fecundity of their crops was paramount concern thus, the need to directly ritualise the process of the harvest itself. Before Roman rule, the Nile cult also inhabited, much like other agrarian religious cults, occupied both a centralised and decentralised persona across Egypt, depending on the region, temple, and location in relation to the Nile; showing the gradual interplay of the decentralised popular cults, becoming ever more localised into temples and city-wide invocations.[footnoteRef:42] The dynamics of the cult itself relate to the annual swell of the Nile tide, which brought about celebrations of local festive offerings when the Nile rose to a certain point, thereby giving a ‘sign’ that they were in favour.[footnoteRef:43] The primary division of cult practice are indicated to be what deity brought about the surge of the Nile, as well as how Pharaonic power influenced the swell of the tide, as well as how centralised the local sect of the cult had become.[footnoteRef:44] Roman influence upon this cult and it’s practices seems to have been negligible, as the source of the cult’s persistence lay its unconscious reliance on local, individualistic, cult practice, and not the semi-Romano sponsored temple centralisation that occurred later.[footnoteRef:45] [37:  Pfeiffer 2012: 97]  [38:  Blois 2006:33.]  [39:  Pfeiffer 2012: 85.]  [40:  Mainly due to its presence in the ancient world as a hub, of sorts, allowing for communication throughout the Roman empire to a far greater degree (Mairs 2011: 158).]  [41:  Outside of the unavoidable linguistic alterations made by the introduction of the Latinised populous. For example, the Cult festivals of the Nile cult became known as the Semasia (Frankfurter 1998:42). ]  [42:  Frankfurter 1998:42]  [43:  Frankfurter 1998:43]  [44:  In the growth of local temples and dedicatory gestures (Oakes 2003: 191).  ]  [45:  Frankfurter 1998:45-46] 

What did occur however, under Roman rule, was the addition of new priest office adding an additional hierarchical nature to the cult around the land.[footnoteRef:46] This does not indicate further Roman interaction, as general Romano interference into the cult, even on a local level of priestly visits drop heavily during the reign of Diocletian thus, removing Roman interference entirely. Whether this removed the gradual monomialisation in architecture being injected into cultic practice is uncertain however, as the dichotomy between cultic practice of local traditional, and centralising element of temples. The Roman interests largely lay in the temples themselves, as they represented a type of ‘national’ religion or type of practice which could be manifested further into larger country-wide religious practices and festivals.[footnoteRef:47] Consequently, at least in terms of a transformative effect, Roman influence had very little impact on any facet of the persistence of the Nile cult, since the division between local and centralised worship was apparent that no ‘official cult’ status could be groomed.  [46:  Examples include the “high priests of the most holy Nile” (P.Wisk 9.4. Oxyrhynchus 183 BCE).]  [47:  Frankfurter 1998:46] 

In conclusion, the combination of Egypt’s own unique religious identity, interacting with ancient quasi - ‘globalised’ imperial rule lead to the development of a more administratively run ruler cult, with a few exceptions.[footnoteRef:48] While it seems perfectly reasonable that in most provincial areas Rome’s administrative bodies were ambivalent towards local religious practices, this does not seem to be the case in Egypt. Although the induction of the Imperial cult, in any form, seems to have only been viewed as lip service by some provinces, Egypt’s importance to the Romans, perhaps for its ancient heritage, or more likely for its global economic importance meant its autonomous action was limited, in both the social and religious spheres of life, if they are indeed separate, and not inexorably linked in antiquity.  [48:  Frankfurter 1998:43 cf Pfeiffer 2012: 97.] 
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