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Religion on the frontier of Roman Egypt 

Rodney Ast 

Our knowledge of religious practice in Egypt’s Eastern Desert has improved substantially 

over the past several decades because of ongoing excavations conducted at the ports 

(especially Berenike), quarries (e.g. Mons Claudianus), and forts (Dios, Didymoi, etc.). The 

evidence for religion uncovered thus far includes written records--not only dedicatory 

inscriptions, but also ostraka and papyri--as well as architectural and iconographic remains. 

The purpose of this talk is to survey some of this evidence from the frontier, with emphasis 

on Berenike. Of special interest will be the role of specific patron groups in shaping the 

religious landscape. 

 

Delta landscapes and the cult of Osiris 

John Baines 

The architectural forms and iconography of all Egyptian temples–with the partial exception 

of those for solar cult–draw inspiration from perishable materials and from watery 

landscapes. Moreover, central aspects of Osiris and of myths associated with him relate to 

agriculture and to village and farming life. These features do not fit well with common 

modern visions of Egypt as a river with a strip of fertile land set against a desert backdrop. 

This difference in perceptions is due in part to patterns of preservation of ancient sites, 

which favour the Nile valley and desert regions. The aim of this paper is to explore 

implications of Osiris as an ancient god of aquatic and agricultural settings who was also 

known for his presence in temples and in relics of his dismembered body throughout all 

regions of Egypt. 

 

”Bès guerrier au naos d’Apis”  dans le paysage théologique de Thônis: un sanctuaire en 

relation avec un Sérapéum? 

Jocylene Berlandini-Keller 

Au premier millénaire av. n.è., le dieu Bès connaît une immense faveur à travers la diffusion 

d’innombrables terres cuites par les ateliers de coroplathie déclinant en combinaisons 



 

 
 
 

 

innovantes l’antique génie égyptien. Comme ceux de Canope, d’Alexandrie ou d’Athribis, le 

bel exemplaire découvert à Thonis, à proximité du temenos d’Amon-Gereb,  figure un “ Bès 

guerrier à couronne-naos d’Apis “ qui témoigne aux IIIe-II s. av. de la vitalité des cultures 

égyptienne et grecque se tressant l’une à l’autre selon des processus complexes. Plus que 

dans le temple, cette “mixité” féconde naît de la fluidité des croyances ressentie par une 

population cosmopolite désireuse pour sa sauvegarde de mettre en symbiose le Gardien 

naniforme d’Horus et l’Héraklès-Harpocrate, maître des serpents dès le berceau, qui en 

offre une satisfaisante version grécisée. Présent sur d’autres artefacts dont un éclat 

céramique l’intégrant à l’hellénisée “famille isiaque”, Bès aurait pu résider dans une 

structure aux abords d’un Sérapéum,  au sein d’un ensemble cultuel particulier évoquant 

celui des célèbres “chambres” de Sakkara. 

 

The naos of Amun-Gereb: a new approach 

Anne-Sophie von Bomhard 

A pink granite naos was found by the IEASM on the site of the temple of Thonis-Heracleion. 

Although the surface is considerably erased, remains of the inscriptions allow us to attribute 

it to the major god of the temple, the Amun called ‘of the Gereb’, a form of Amun which is 

particular to this temple of the Canopic region. This god grants the gereb, i.e., an official 

document presented in a case, which conferred ownership of the Two Lands to the future 

king. In this paper, new readings are presented, and the shape of the naos, which has some 

original features is discussed, as well as their impact on the function of this object. 

 

Haroéris de Létopolis et le Nil colossal de Canope 

Sylvie Cauville 

Non loin de Naucratis, lieu où le monde grec rentra en contact avec la mère des 

civilisations—l’Égypte— se trouve Thônis-Héraklion dont les fouilles récentes menées par 

Franck Goddio nous ont révélé l’importance. C’est à Kom Ombo, au sud de l’Égypte, que l’on 

peut trouver, peut-être, la clef qui éclaire l’une des plus singulières découvertes de Thônis, 

la statue colossale du Nil. 

 Dans une scène célèbre de ce temple, parmi de nombreux instruments 

pharmaceutiques en lien avec Haroéris de Létopolis, se trouve une éprouvette qui, par ses 

graduations, décrit l’ensemble du cours du Nil, d’Assouan à la Méditerranée, en dix étapes. 

Le texte qui accompagne les deux dernières lignes graduées démontre qu’une des branches 

du Nil importante débouchait, depuis Létopolis, vers Canope à l’ouest et Diospolis à l’est. Le 



 

 
 
 

 

Nil colossal de dix coudées royales (5,40 m) protégeait ainsi l’eau douce des assauts de la 

mer salée, sans doute avait-il son pendant à Diospolis/Tell el Balamoun. 

 

On the edge of the Netherworld: the ritual landscape of Osiris in Abydos 

Andreas Effland 

The exact circumstances in which graves were dug into the ground of a flat elevation in the 

lower desert area of Abydos almost 5800 years ago still remain unknown. Over the following 

centuries, the necropolis of the first kings who ruled over the whole of Egypt evolved at this 

spot from an elite cemetery of the Naqada period. The burial site of legendary divine rulers 

was also located here. One of the most important cult centres of Egypt was formed: a 

necropolis for the gods with the tomb of the mythical king and god Osiris in its centre. 

 Abydos encompasses a large number of different archaeological sites: small- and 

large-scale sacred complexes, cemeteries and settlements. The sacred area of Umm el-

Qa‘āb is merely a small part of the large sacred space that makes up Abydos, but an 

incredibly important one. Situated in the centre of the cultic landscape, links the religious 

ideas and the sacred, performative activities with the individual monuments in Abydos.  

 Umm el-Qa‘āb is situated roughly midway between the boundary of the fertile plain 

and the escarpment of the impressive western desert plateau that forms a wide bay in this 

area almost like a theatre backdrop. Approximately one kilometre from Umm el-Qa‘ab, a 

wadi cuts through the rugged plateau in the southwest corner of the bay. It runs around the 

area of the necropolis and continues to the fertile plain ending in the area of the Kom es-

Sultan, the site of a large, and mostly destroyed temple dedicated to the god Osiris-

Khentimentiu. 

 The topographical focus of the necropoleis and sacred complexes at Abydos 

concentrated on the southern area of the bay as all features and monuments were oriented 

towards this point. This indicates that this area and also the orientation of the early 

monuments towards the wadi already played a significant role during the early occupation 

history, and perhaps also reflects a certain original sacred quality. 

 The wadi and its entrance in the cliffs at the edge of the desert at Abydos held a 

particular funerary meaning, this site was perceived as a border region between the world 

of the living and the world of the dead, and as the entrance into the Egyptian underworld.  

 The primary destination for countless pilgrims became the tomb of the Early 

Dynastic king, Djer, which was considered to be the tomb Osiris, the god of the dead, from 

the late third millennium onwards. The use of Umm el-Qa‘ab in the context of Osirid cult 



 

 
 
 

 

practices stretched over a time period from approx. 2550 BC over the Ptolemaic-Roman 

period into the Late Antiquity to approx. AD 535, with peaks during the late Middle Kingdom 

(ca 1800 BC), the 19th-20th Dynasties (13th-12th century), the early Libyan Period (1000-

850 BC), and the 25th-26th Dynasties (8th-6th century). Therefore the cult continued almost 

consistently for a period of over 3000 years. 

 

L’ordre des nomes de Basse Égypte dans les listes géographiques 

François Ghiringhelli 

From the earliest example currently known in the beginning of the fourth dynasty, to the 

Roman period, the ancient Egyptians produced geographical lists to order the world around 

them. They listed and classified the different parts of the territory they occupied. Among 

the geographical entities conceived by the Egyptians are the different provinces of Egypt, 

equally called nomes or sepat. To order the regions of Upper Egypt, the task was relatively 

easy. The provinces were arranged along a single axis, the Nile, and they could simply be 

catalogued along the river course from South to North. However, the issue is more complex 

for Lower Egypt. Unlike the Nile Valley, this region does not have an absolute reference that 

dictates the succession of lands. Therefore, several orders are known to enumerate the 

provinces of the Delta. One of these, attested in the Greco-Roman period, is considered as 

‘canonical’ by the Egyptological tradition. 

 In contrast, the lists that adopt different layouts are often considered to be 

divergent. However, the fluctuation of the order of the provinces of Lower Egypt is not as 

random as is sometimes thought. Indeed, these changes take place within sequences of 

nomes which remain consistent and which are always arranged in the same way. Moreover, 

when the question is considered as a whole and no longer on a case-by-case basis, it 

appears that the various attested orders are not random or chaotic, but belong to a given 

period. Thus, there is an evolution of the order of the nomes of Lower Egypt through the 

ages. The order which has been retained as ‘canonical’ by the Egyptological tradition is just 

the last attested state of the arrangement of the nomes of the Delta. Moreover, it presents 

some peculiarities which can only be explained by integrating it into this long series of 

changes in which each state derives from the preceding one. These changes were motivated 

by different factors. The Delta is a dynamic territory in which nomes were created at 

different times. Each time, they disrupted the existing order and led to changes. Moreover, 

the internal logic of the sequences has also changed under the influence of the new 

provinces. Thus, an order that was originally geographically coherent has gradually become 



 

 
 
 

 

geographically illogical. 

 

Caches and foundation deposits in the Late and Ptolemaic periods 

Sanda Heinz and Elsbeth van der Wilt 

The sacred animal necropolis at North Saqqara was home to large-scale animal cults, 

catacombs, and temples, becoming increasingly larger and more complex throughout the 

Late and Ptolemaic periods. Excavations in the 1960s and 1970s by the Egypt Exploration 

Society uncovered over 1,800 bronze statuettes in caches across the site, as well as bronze 

ritual equipment and several hundred statuettes in other materials such as wood, stone, 

and faience. We are currently reconstructing the visual record of these caches from archival 

sources. 

 The caches at Saqqara are highly variable and can be categorised in many ways. In 

this paper, we will focus on three caches that were carefully prepared and were closely 

associated with the foundation levels of new constructions on the temple terraces. We will 

look in particular at the question of whether or not these types of caches can be loosely 

categorized as foundation deposits. Traditional Egyptian foundation deposits do not include 

anthropomorphic figures, whereas the majority of Saqqara statuettes represent deities in 

anthropomorphic and zoomorphic forms. We will, however, draw on evidence from temples 

and domestic structures outside Saqqara to illustrate that the composition of foundation 

deposits may have broadened in scope in the Late and Ptolemaic Periods. 

 

First Christians in Egypt 

Sabine Hübner 

This paper reexamines a long known papyrus letter housed in Basel of unknown date and 

provenance containing a nomen sacrum. On the basis of prosographical research it is now 

possible to establish a secure terminus ante quem and origin for this letter. The resulting 

picture confirms previous assumptions about the spread of Christianity in the Egyptian 

chora and the social milieu from which the first Christian community leaders originated. 

 

Columns underwater. Papyrus-bundle columns. Professor Jean Yoyotte’s archive 

Véronique Laurent 

Franck Goddio, in his underwater excavations in the bay of Alexandria, found a large 

number of architectural elements, including columns in Greek, Roman and Egyptian styles. 

One of them, a particular type known as fasciculated, was inscribed with the names of 



 

 
 
 

 

various pharaohs, and also the name of a Roman emperor. These columns and inscriptions 

were studied by the late Jean Yoyotte. His unpublished research, stored in his archives, have 

been assembled in this paper, which is presented in his memory. 

 

You Can’t Take it With You: possible material markers of Christian conversion in burials 

from Egypt’s Fag el-Gamous cemetery 

Kerry Muhlestein, Bethany Jensen 

The Fag el-Gamous cemetery, in the Fayoum of Egypt, spans from the mid first century CE to 

the mid seventh. This time frame covers the conversion of most of Egypt to Christianity.  

Such a significant change in religious identity would presumably be reflected in the material 

burial practices of the converts. The burials at Fag el-Gamous do exhibit some significant 

trend shifts at about the time that large numbers converted to Christianity. Changes in 

burial direction, the types of goods buried with a person, and the manner of their burial 

preparation are all visible in the archaeological record. Are these just trends in burial 

practice, or do they represent material markers of Christianity within the cemetery? Is it 

possible to tell whether changes in burial practice can be tied to a specific religious 

movement? We will present a detailed examination of the changes in these burial practices 

using an extensive database comprised of hundreds of burials from our site. We will also 

compare these practices with earlier practices in Egypt, with burial practices elsewhere in 

the Roman Empire during the conversion to Christianity, and with Coptic texts detailing 

burial preparation. Additionally, we will analyse all of this data in light of Radiocarbon dating 

of the burials. All of this can help us determine whether or not Christianity is visible in the 

material burial culture of this portion of the Fayoum, and perhaps in contemporary burials 

elsewhere in Egypt. This could provide a window to the beliefs of these ancient Egyptians, 

and may even be able to shed light on the dates of conversion in the Fayoum. 

 

“Alexandria ad Aegyptum, Alexandria in Aegypto”: the cultural heritage of the pharaohs 

in a Hellenistic metropolis 

Stefan Pfeiffer 

Alexandria of the Ptolemies is often interpreted as a purely Greek city, a foreign body that 

did not belong to Egypt, as witnessed by the fact that in later times the Romans spoke of 

Alexandria ad Aegyptum, i.e., Alexandria by Egypt. Concerning the self-presentation of the 

Ptolemaic dynasty in Alexandria, scholars have asserted that ‘to preserve and protect their 

Greekness, their Hellenic identity, the Ptolemies embarked on a policy of cultural 



 

 
 
 

 

“apartheid”, and the foundation of the Mouseion with its Library was an essential part of 

this. ... This cultural defensiveness explains a number of things, including, first of all, the 

exclusion of anything Egyptian that was not also a part of the Greek heritage’. In my paper I 

would like to question such apodictic assumptions and postulate that Egypt played a role in 

Alexandria. In my view there are two faces to the city: alongside Alexandria ad Aegyptum 

there also existed an official Alexandria in Aegypto. Given the limited time available, I focus 

on the Ptolemies themselves. I will interrogate the role the cultural heritage of the pharaohs 

played in the representation of the dynasty in Alexandria and by so doing not only 

investigate Alexandria in Aegypto, but also Egypt in Alexandria. 

 

Depositing offerings in water in the Egyptian ritual tradition. What, where and when? 

Joachim Quack 

The best known forms of offerings in the Egyptian cult are the burnt (aiming at total 

destruction) and the circumambulatory, in which, after the offerings had been symbolically 

presented to the gods and other beneficiaries (e.g., dead mortals), they were ultimately 

consumed by men. For obvious economic reasons, the latter was certainly predominant. 

However, there is yet another practice (also attested for objects which are not offerings but 

rather used in components of rituals), namely to throw offerings into the water, thus also 

placing them beyond human interference. This study will look at the attestations with a 

special focus on the Book of the Temple, the great papyrus Harris I and the Gebel Silsile 

stelae of several Ramesside kings (KRI I, 81-96). The aim will be to provide possible 

interpretatiive models for archaeologically documented finds. 

 

Hieroglyphic sources for Egyptian religious practice in the western Delta region during the 

Greco-Roman period 

Daniel von Recklinghausen 

Starting in the Late Period the Western Delta became the main centre of Egyptian trade 

relations with cities and countries abroad. The Greek settlement implemented at Naukratis 

stands for a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society. This change within the local population 

had fundamental implications for the religious life, which became even more Hellenised 

after the foundation of Alexandria, the future capital of the Ptolemaic Empire. 

 The question remains, however, of the extent to which religious life in the Western 

Delta was characterised by traditional Egyptian thought during the Greco-Roman Period. On 

the one hand it is striking that Western Delta towns and regions are scarcely mentioned in 



 

 
 
 

 

religious temple texts or papyri explaining the whereabouts of the land of Egypt in a 

mythological way. On the other hand, there is ample archaeological evidence for religious 

Egyptian life originating from excavations in the western Delta. Sometimes, hieroglyphic 

inscriptions offer important suggestions of the location of temples and locally performed 

rituals etc. The aim of this paper is to give an overview of hitherto unknown hieroglyphic 

material related to cities in the western Delta, such as Naukratis and Taposiris Magna. 

Furthermore, some texts preserved in temples throughout Egypt provide intrinsic insights 

into theological meaning e.g., of statues excavated in Thonis-Heracleion. Thus our 

understanding of traditional Egyptian religious practice as an important integral part of the 

religious landscape of the Egyptian western Delta may be improved. 

 

Tracing the demise of an Egyptian deity 

Mark Smith 

How can one trace the demise of belief in an ancient Egyptian deity? This question is 

investigated in the seventh chapter of my forthcoming book, Following Osiris: Perspectives 

on the Osirian Afterlife from Four Millennia, which will be published by Oxford University 

Press sometime in February 2017. The chapter in question focuses on the end of belief in 

one specific god, Osiris, using the evidence from four different places in Egypt as case 

studies: the Akhmim region, Philae, Abydos, and Thebes. But it also seeks to develop a 

methodology and model for investigating the demise of Egyptian deities more generally. 

The resulting model, which will be presented in this paper, emphasises the need to 

investigate the end of belief in a particular deity from a local/regional perspective. 

Landscape plays an important role in such an investigation, as does variation within a single 

landscape (e.g., from one part of a site to another). Thus the topic is an appropriate one to 

consider in the context of this conference. 

 

 


