The influence of Ancient Egyptian Gods in Ancient Greece. Case Study: The Sanctuary of Egyptian Gods, Attica.
The presence of ancient Egyptian gods in the ancient Greek world can be argued to have existed back to the 9th century BC[footnoteRef:1]. Greek historian, Herodotus, equates the Egyptian gods with Greek gods, ‘Dionysus with Osiris, Apollo with Horus, Artemis with Bubastis, Demeter with Isis’[footnoteRef:2]. It was common for Greeks historians to explore Egyptian religion and culture and to bring back aspects into Greece[footnoteRef:3]. This explores the sanctuary of Egyptian Gods which is located at Marathon in the north east region of Attica[footnoteRef:4]. The essay will explore the location, structure, the statues, lamps, and inscriptions discovered at the sanctuary, to provide evidence that some aspects of ancient Greek gods and worshipping locations were influenced by the ancient Egyptians. [1:  Villing, 2019]  [2:  Allan, 2011; 116]  [3:  Poutrino, 2015; 14]  [4:  Poutrino, 2015; 5] 

The sanctuary was built in the 2nd century by Athenian nobleman, Herodes Atticus[footnoteRef:5], this was a time of flourishment for construction in Attica and Athens[footnoteRef:6]. Atticus studied philosophy and rhetoric in Athens[footnoteRef:7], he had a strong interest in the philosophical ideas of the Middle Platonism, which has been argued to have influenced his designs[footnoteRef:8]. The Middle Platonists were curious about Egyptian cults; using Isis, Osiris and Sarapis as studies to explore the theology of an ideal platonic god[footnoteRef:9]. Atticus had an active role both in the erection of religious places and in the participation on cultic festivities[footnoteRef:10], due to this and his philosophical ideas, it would not be surprising if Atticus himself was a worshipper of Isis and this could be why he constructed the sanctuary the way he did.  [5:  Mazurek, 2016; 127]  [6:  Poutrino, 2015; 6]  [7:  Poutrino, 2015; 51]  [8:  Mazurek, 2018; 612]  [9:  Mazurek, 2016; 242]  [10:  Poutrino, 2015; 51] 

The site was originally excavated by 18th century traveller Henri Fauvel, in 1788 to 1789 he excavated busts of Herodus Atticus, Marcus Aurelis and Lucius Verus[footnoteRef:11]. According to Fauvel’s notes of the excavation, he mentioned ‘he identified four sandy mounds as the tombs of those killed during the Battle of Marathon’[footnoteRef:12], the mounds revealed four pylons of the sanctuary[footnoteRef:13]. Next major excavation work was not till 2001, excavator Iphigenia Dekoulakou[footnoteRef:14]; began the first systematic excavation work at the sanctuary. Dekoulakou discovered and named that site as The Sanctuary of the Egyptian Gods[footnoteRef:15]. She also discovered ‘thirteen statues, seventy lamps, fragments of Egyptianizing architectural sculpture and a few inscriptions’[footnoteRef:16].  [11:  Mazurek, 2018; 617]  [12:  Poutrino, 2015; 24]  [13:  Poutrino, 2015; 24]  [14:  Mazurek, 2018; 611]  [15:  Mazurek, 2018; 617]  [16:  Mazurek, 2018; 617] 

The sanctuary is located between two marshes, Marsh of Schinias and Marsh of Brexiza also known as Mikro Elos[footnoteRef:17]. This was not unusual for the Greeks, ‘devotees either built sanctuaries near marshy areas or created artificial water features to recreate the atmosphere of the Nile Valley’[footnoteRef:18], which can also be seen in Atticus’s villa in Eva-Loukou as will be discussed later. The four entrances into the sanctuary face the four cardinal points[footnoteRef:19]. Located forty meters[footnoteRef:20] south of the sanctuary are Roman baths[footnoteRef:21]. It has been suggested that the baths were used longer than the sanctuary[footnoteRef:22]. On entering the sanctuary, there were pylons on each cardinal point which led ‘the devotee towards a central stepped pyramid, promoting movement towards a central point’[footnoteRef:23]. The sanctuary was built on a socle which had many steps, resulting in looking like a pyramid[footnoteRef:24]. The construction to be in a pyramidal form was deliberate. The steps leading up to the temple suggest that this was the central place of the sanctuary[footnoteRef:25]. Along the pathway towards the central point of the sanctuary, were statues of the Egyptian god, Horus, in his falcon image wearing the Egyptian double crown[footnoteRef:26]. The sanctuary was constructed with marble from the quarry of Penteli and locally sourced rough stones[footnoteRef:27].  [17:  Poutrino, 2015; 5]  [18:  Mazurek, 2018; 621]  [19:  Poutrino, 2015; 27]  [20:  Poutrino, 2015; 5]  [21:  Goette, 2001; 91]  [22:  Poutrino, 2015; 5]  [23:  Poutrino, 2015; 228]  [24:  Goette, 2001; 91]  [25:  Poutrino, 2015; 27]  [26:  Poutrino, 2015; 228]  [27:  Poutrino, 2015; 27 ] 
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Figure 1: Plan of the Sanctuary of the Egyptian Gods at Marathon: feature 1, the “Terrace” of the pyramidal structure; feature 2, the Cryptoporticus; feature 3, the Central Features. Room A contained a water feature and sculptures, including a bust of Polydeukion. Room B contained 70 lamps with confronting busts of Isis and Sarapis, a sphinx statue, and a life-sized statue of Isis (modified from Dekoulakou 2011a, pl.5)[footnoteRef:28].  [28:  Mazurek, 2018; 261] 


Each entrance into the sanctuary had four statues in the doorways, two on the inside and two on the outside[footnoteRef:29], ‘one male and one female at each part’[footnoteRef:30]. All the statues are made of Pentelic marble[footnoteRef:31] and are larger than life-size[footnoteRef:32]. The statues have elements such as the pose from the Late Archaic Period, however also some characteristics such as the hairstyle from the early Antonine Period[footnoteRef:33].  [29:  Poutrino, 2015; 25]  [30:  Poutrino, 2015; 28]  [31:  Poutrino, 2015; 29 ]  [32:  Martens, 2015; 59]  [33:  Poutrino, 2015; 34] 

Four female statues have been discovered, three were from inside sections of the north, south and west entrances, the fourth was from one of the rooms inside the sanctuary but its original location is unknown[footnoteRef:34]. The statues represent the female goddess Isis[footnoteRef:35]. ‘The sanctuary portrays the Egyptian gods in a globalized manner that loosens Isis’ ties with Egypt and reimagines her as part of a Greek pantheon without minimizing her otherness’[footnoteRef:36] the style and design of the statues do depict the Egyptian goddess with Egyptian iconography but also consist of some Greek iconography. This will be evident in the following female statues, regarding headdresses and the objects the goddesses hold. [34:  Poutrino, 2015; 28]  [35:  Poutrino, 2015; 28]  [36:  Mazurek, 2016; 219] 

In Egyptian religion the goddess Isis plays a crucial role in kingship alongside her brother, Osiris, who is also her husband[footnoteRef:37]. She is associated with the living and the dead, due to the Osiris myth. Osiris was the god of the dead, he watched ‘over the court that determined the fate of kings when they died’[footnoteRef:38]. Osiris’s brother Seth envied Osiris, during battle Seth killed Osiris and scattered his body parts across Egypt[footnoteRef:39]. Isis and her sister, Nephthys went looking for Osiris’s body parts and once found, Isis mummified Osiris[footnoteRef:40]. Once fully mummified, Isis impregnated herself with Osiris’s phallus and had a son named Horus[footnoteRef:41]. Isis’s common depiction is as an anthropomorphic goddess wearing a throne as her crown[footnoteRef:42], sometimes she can be seen wearing cow horns with a sun disc crown[footnoteRef:43]. This is due to Isis being able to become any other goddess, so when she is wearing the cow horns, she is sometimes confused with goddess Hathor[footnoteRef:44]. This can be seen in the statues from the sanctuary, Isis being the same goddess depicted differently to gain different powers[footnoteRef:45]. The myth of Osiris has been linked to the annual flood of the river Nile, due to the ‘cycle of destruction, death and rebirth’[footnoteRef:46]. [37:  Lesko and Mastrocinque, 2005]  [38:  History museum ]  [39:  Poutrino, 2015; 12]  [40:  Hart, 2005; 80]  [41:  Hart, 2005; 120]  [42:  Hart, 2005; 80]  [43:  Hart, 2005; 80]  [44:  Hart, 2005; 80]  [45:  Mazurek, 2018, 613]  [46:  Canadian Museum of History, n.d.] 

The three female statues from the entrance into the sanctuary, have similar characteristics such as the material, style of statue and design, and the coiffure[footnoteRef:47], there are some differences such as the headdresses and the objects the statues hold[footnoteRef:48]. The three statues from the entrances stand in the same pose, left leg forward and arms down[footnoteRef:49], wearing a long chiton, long curly hair, and the same face[footnoteRef:50]. The headdresses that can be seen on two of the female statues show an adaptation of Egyptian headdresses[footnoteRef:51].  [47:  Poutrino, 2015; 29]  [48:  Poutrino, 2015; 29]  [49:  Poutrino, 2015; 29]  [50:  Poutrino, 2015; 29]  [51:  Mazurek, 2018; 265] 
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Figure 2: Statue of Isis from the south pylon at Sanctuary of Egyptian Gods[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Poutrino, 2015; 30] 


The statue from the south entrance, wears a headdress that consists of horns, a sun disc, feathers and a uraeus. This type of headdress was a common iconography for Isis in Egypt. The headdress worn by the statue has been adapted to fit the Greek culture. ‘In her right hand she holds ears of wheat’[footnoteRef:53], which has been suggested to mean the goddess was a protector of agriculture[footnoteRef:54]. The symbolism of holding the ears of wheat is commonly associated with the Greco-Egyptian goddess Isis-Demeter[footnoteRef:55]. In Egypt, Isis is linked to the Osiris Myth and its connection to the annual flood, it could be argued Isis is involved in agriculture.  [53: Poutrino, 2015; 30]  [54: Poutrino, 2015; 30]  [55:  Mazurek, 2016; 235] 
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Figure 3: Statue of Isis from the west pylon at Sanctuary of Egyptian Gods[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Poutrino, 2015; 31] 


The statue from the west entrance wears a different headdress, the cylinder shape headdress is known as a kalathos[footnoteRef:57]. The headdress still has a uraeus at the front. This statue holds ‘three dog roses in each hand’[footnoteRef:58]. In Egypt, flowers were used as offerings for gods, but dog roses were not off an importance[footnoteRef:59], whereas in Greece, dog roses were typically associated with the Greek goddess, Aphrodite, suggesting this Isis’s role is regarding sexuality[footnoteRef:60]. Depicting the Greco-Egyptian Isis-Aphrodite[footnoteRef:61]. [57:  Poutrino, 2015; 31]  [58:  Poutrino, 2015; 31]  [59:  Poutrino, 2015; 40]  [60:  Martens, 2015; 59]  [61:  Mazurek, 2018; 625] 
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Figure 4: Statue of Isis from the north pylon at Sanctuary of Egyptian Gods[footnoteRef:62] [62:  Poutrino, 2015; 32] 


The statue from the north entrance is missing the torso and head[footnoteRef:63], meaning we cannot be sure this statue is of Isis but is most likely to be, due to the other female statues from the sanctuary. In her hands she holds ‘a papyrus or a cloth’[footnoteRef:64] , suggesting this Isis statue may have been depicting an Egyptian Isis. [63:  Poutrino, 2015; 32]  [64:  Mazurek, 2018; 265] 
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Figure 5: Statue of Isis from one of the south rooms at Sanctuary of Egyptian Gods[footnoteRef:65] [65:  Poutrino, 2015; 33] 


The statue found in a room was found with a marble sphinx wearing the Egyptian headdress[footnoteRef:66] and many large ritual lamps[footnoteRef:67], ‘the way in which the artefacts were deposited in the room shows that both the statue of Isis and the statue of the sphinx were removed from their original place’[footnoteRef:68]. This statue is similar to the other three female statues regarding pose and material; however, the chiton is slightly different[footnoteRef:69]. She wears a headdress with a uraeus on it, ‘her left hand holds the end of himation and she lifts it up as high as her chest, holding it far from her body’, and in her right hand she holds a folded ribbon[footnoteRef:70], some scholars have suggested this is an adapted version of the New Kingdom Egyptian crook[footnoteRef:71].  [66:  Mazurek, 2018; 628]  [67:  Poutrino, 2015; 33]  [68:  Poutrino, 2015; 33]  [69:  Poutrino, 2015; 33]  [70:  Poutrino, 2015; 33]  [71:  Mazurek, 2016; 237] 

There are five male statues that have been discovered[footnoteRef:72], four depict the same male whereas the fifth is much larger[footnoteRef:73]. The male statues are very different to the female statues because, all the male statues are depicted the same, whereas each female statue was Isis but with different ornaments in their hands and wearing different headwear. The male statues also appear to be more Egyptian in style[footnoteRef:74], wearing the Egyptian royal kilt of the pharaohs, the Egyptian wig with the uraeus on the forehead[footnoteRef:75] and ‘holding small rods, a common feature of Egyptian statues’[footnoteRef:76]. The male figures are of the Egyptian god, Osiris[footnoteRef:77], the iconography diverges from the Greco-Egyptian god, Sarapis[footnoteRef:78].  [72:  Poutrino, 2015; 42]  [73:  Mazurek, 2018; 621]  [74:  Poutrino, 2015; 44]  [75:  Mazurek, 2018; 624]  [76:  Mazurek, 2016; 233]  [77:  Mazurek, 2018; 624]  [78:  Mazurek, 2018; 624 ] 

In one of the rooms in the south-west side the sanctuary contained ‘fragments of many unpainted terracotta lamps’[footnoteRef:79] believed to be seventy in total[footnoteRef:80]. Fotiadi describes the lamps as of ‘exceptionally large dimensions’, length of 0.42m and height 0.12m[footnoteRef:81]. Excavation work on the lamps show that they have been used due to ‘traces of lampblack’ on the nozzles[footnoteRef:82]. The theory regarding the lamps are they would have been too heavy to move especially once filled with oil[footnoteRef:83]. The amount of oil the lamps could hold suggests that the lamps could have been alight for long hours, leading to the conclusion they would have been used during the night[footnoteRef:84]. One use of the lamps could be due to ‘a festivity that took place in ancient Egypt at night where Isis searched for the dead body of her counterpart, Osiris, and involved the use of ritual lamps enforces this theory’, as mentioned by Herodotus[footnoteRef:85].  [79:  Fotiadi, 2011; 65]  [80:  Mazurek, 2016; 230]  [81:  Fotiadi, 2011; 65]  [82:  Poutrino, 2015; 45]  [83:  Poutrino, 2015; 45]  [84:  Poutrino, 2015; 45]  [85:  Poutrino, 2015; 46] 

The style of lamps dates them to the second century because they are of Corinthian style [footnoteRef:86]. Seventeen of the seventy lamps consist of the decoration of busts of Sarapis and Isis facing each other[footnoteRef:87]. Isis is depicted differently to the female statues found at the sanctuary; wearing a chiton with the left shoulder on show, himation tied to the chest in the traditional Egyptian Isis knot[footnoteRef:88] known as tyet[footnoteRef:89], her headdress had three ears of wheat[footnoteRef:90]. Sarapis is depicted differently to the male statues located at the entrances; ‘curls on his forehead in the ‘canonical image’ … and a kalathos on his head, decorated with leaves of ivy’[footnoteRef:91]. This type of décor is not seen elsewhere, suggests that perhaps they were made specially for the sanctuary only[footnoteRef:92]. [86:  Benaki Museum, 2016]  [87:  Mazurek, 2018; 628]  [88:  Benaki Museum, 2016]  [89:  Poutrino, 2015; 13-14]  [90:  Benaki Museum, 2016]  [91:  Benaki Museum, 2016]  [92:  Mazurek, 2018; 628] 

The inscriptions found at the sanctuary provide minimal information. For example, inscription Agonistic dedication of a xystarches, has minimal writing on the stone, ‘… TARXES … of Serap… In Alexandr…’[footnoteRef:93]. With minimal writing being translated, the inscription does not provide much information, however we do know the inscription is connected to the Greco-Egyptian god Sarapis due to his name being on the stone.  [93:  Chaniotis, Corsten, Papazarkadas and Tybout, 2009] 

The Sanctuary of Egyptian Gods was not the only Egyptian cult complex in Marathon that Atticus designed, his villa in Eva-Loukou, also consisted of Egyptian style artefacts[footnoteRef:94]. At Eva-Loukou, there were fragments of statues of the goddess Isis and an Egyptianizing statue head of the god Osiris[footnoteRef:95]. Despite both site having statues that depict the same god and goddess, the statues from Eva-Loukou were not in the archaic design like the statues from Brexzia, but more classical[footnoteRef:96]. Also, at Eva-Loukou, there was evidence of a hydraulic system to produce water at the site[footnoteRef:97]. As mentioned previously it was not uncommon for Greek’s to construct near marshes or to create artificial water features in order in represent the Nile Valley environment.  [94:  Poutrino, 2015; 52]  [95:  Poutrino, 2015; 53]  [96:  Poutrino, 2015; 53]  [97:  Poutrino, 2015; 53] 

In conclusion, The Sanctuary of Egyptian Gods provides evidence of Egyptian influences on the Greek culture. The location of the sanctuary being between two marshes provided the environment of the Nile Valley, which appeared to be desired by the Greeks. The central construction of the sanctuary was in the form of a pyramid, while it may have been unintentional it still provides an aspect of Egyptian culture in Greece. The sanctuary consisted of many statues of Egyptians god; Isis, Osiris, and Horus, all depicted with aspects of Egyptian iconography. The use of the lamps are even suggested to have been used to celebrate the search for Osiris’s body. At the sanctuary not only are aspects of art influenced by the Egyptians but also celebrations that were conducted at the sanctuary. 
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FIG.3. Plan ofthe Sanctuary ofthe Egyptian Gods at Marathon: feature I, the “Terrace” ofthe pyramidal
structure; feature 2, the Cryptoporticus; feature 3, the Central Feature. Room A contained a water feature
and sculptures, includinga bust of Polydeukion. Room B contained 70 lamps with confronting busts of
Isis and Sarapis, a sphinx tatue, and a lfe-sized statue of Isis (modified from Dekoulakou 2011a, pl. ).
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