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Part I. The Old Religion 
 

The Contraction of Ancient Egyptian Religion  
in the Fourth and Fifth Centuries  
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Introduction 
 
In AD 248 or 249, Myron, acting high priest of Alexandria and all Egypt 
(diadexom°now tØn érxiervsÊnhn), received a worrying note from as far south as 
Talmis (modern Kalabsha).1 The priests of the Nubian god Mandulis, who could 
apparently appeal directly to Alexandria, stated that pigs, regarded by Egyptians as the 
most impure of animals, had entered the temple without being removed.2 Myron 
ordered the responsible official, the strategos of Omboi and Elephantine, Aurelius 
Besarion, also known as Ammonios, to clear the temple.3 In an inscription on the 
temple’s walls, the strategos orders the owners to drive off all pigs within a fortnight, 
‘so that the holy rites may take place in the customary way’.4 Apparently, turned into a 
pigsty, the temple could no longer perform its customary rites and the priests of 
Mandulis had to call in their superior’s help.  

This document is a sign of the times, for the Ancient Egyptian temple had lost 
most of its millennia-old splendour by the third century. By the end of that century, 
temple building was reduced to a minimum and the sacred scripts were virtually 
extinct.5 These were by no means phenomena exclusive to the third century, as we 
have seen, since the ‘decline’ of the temple can be traced back to the beginning of the 
Roman period. But it seems that the emperors had decided to reduce and, eventually, 
cease their financial support of the temples in the course of the third century, which is 
known for its empire-wide instability and crisis.6 This perhaps explains why priests 
figure so prominently as private persons in third and fourth-century documents, for 
they had to find other ways of income than those deriving from the temple.7  

In some cases, cults had even ended by the third century, as for example in the 
famous temple complex of Luxor (Thebes) where Diocletian built a military camp.8 In 
other cases, however, the Ancient Egyptian cults continued, although temples now had 
to rely completely on their own resources. In the end, this development could hardly 
have missed its effect.9 The following examples illustrate well that from the fourth 
century onwards, the temples were in trouble.10 

The remote temples in the Dakhleh oasis seem to have been abandoned in the 
course of the fourth century, the last evidence for the presence of priesthood being a 

                                                                 
1 See e.g. M. Stead, ‘The High Priest of Alexandria and All Egypt’, in PapCongr. XVI (Chicago, 1981) 
411-8.  
2 For the religious taboo on pigs in temples, see W. Helck, ‘Schwein’, LÄ V (1984) 762-4, and F. 
Perpillou-Thomas, Fêtes d’Égypte ptolémaïque et romaine (Leuven, 1993) 203-9.  
3 SB V 8534 = FHN III 248. FHN III, pp. 976-7, is in doubt about the date, but cf. J. Bingen, ‘Date et 
genèse d’OGIS I 210 (Talmis – Kalabchah)’, CdE 72 (1997) 348-54 at 348-50, and his review of FHN III 
in CdE 74 (1999) 388-90 at 389.  
4 SB V 8534.9-10 (prÚw tÚ dÊnasyai tå per‹ tå flerå yrÆskia katå tå nenomism°na ge¤nes- 
yai). 
5 D. Arnold, Temples of the Last Pharaohs (New York and Oxford, 1999) 272, says about declining 
building activity at temples: ‘During the long period from AD 180 to 430, no noteworthy religious 
architecture was produced in Egypt’. The last Egyptian temple was erected in the reign of the Emperor 
Maximinus Daia (305-13) in Tahta, see H. Grégoire, ‘L’énigme de Tahta’, CdE 15 (1940) 119-23. 
6 Bagnall, Egypt, 261-8; O.E. Kaper, ‘Temple Building in the Egyptian Deserts during the Roman 
Period’, in O.E. Kaper (ed.), Life on the Fringe (Leiden, 1998) 139-58 at 144-5; Frankfurter, Religion, 27-
30; Bagnall, Later Roman Egypt, Ch. X. Cf. J. Baines, ‘Temples as Symbols, Guarantors, and Participants 
in Egyptian Civilization’, in S. Quirke (ed.), The Temple in Ancient Egypt. New Discoveries and Recent 
Research (London, 1997) 216-41 at 234, ascribing the reduction of temple finance to a combination of a 
reduction in government and local funds.  
7 Bagnall, Egypt, 268. 
8 M. el-Saghir et al. (eds), Le camp romain de Louqsor (Cairo, 1986), on which see J. Bingen, ‘Epigraphie 
grecque: les proscunèmes de Louqsor’, CdE  61 (1986) 330-4. 
9 Cf. the lack of state finance for East German churches after 1955, for which see T. Hoffmann, G. 
Kehrer, ‘Finanzierung von Religion. Beispiel: DDR – Der Verlust von Staatsunterstützung’, in 
Kippenberg and Luchesi, Lokale Religionsgeschichte, 289-93. 
10 Bagnall, Egypt, 261. 

3030



papyrus of 335 that mentions the priest Aurelius Stonios, son of Tepnachthes.11 In 340, 
the last stela dedicated to the Buchis bull was erected at Hermonthis (Armant), and 
some of the other stelae written in hieroglyphic and hieratic belong to the last dated 
attestations of these scripts in Egypt.12 Nineteen years later, a remarkable incident 
occurred, which is reported by the Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus.13 When 
the Emperor Constantius II (337-361) heard about the contents of petitions that 
several prominent men had handed in to the oracle cult of Bes in the mortuary temple 
of Seti I at Abydos, the ‘Memnonion’, he sent one of his officials to investigate the 
case, and several of them were brought to trial.14 Whether the temple was closed 
afterwards, however, is unknown.15 

Other examples come from Christian sources that recount the violent end of 
Ancient Egyptian cults. Undoubtedly the most famous of these accounts is the 
destruction of the Serapeum at Alexandria in 392, which is reported by several church 
historians.16 After riots had broken out, the temple was stormed and plundered with 
the help of the Archbishop of Alexandria, Theophilus (385-412).17 In the aftermath of 
this event, the temple of Serapis at Canopus, east of Alexandria, was also destroyed.18 
One of the few fifth-century witnesses to the end of a temple cult is a passage from the 
Life of Severus, written in Syriac by Zachariah Scholasticus in the sixth century. It 
includes an incident in which a professor of Greek philosophy at Alexandria was 
involved. The professor, Asclepiodotus, visited the temple of Isis at Menouthis, near 
Canopus, because his wife was barren. When she became pregnant, this was perceived 
as a miracle. In response, one of the Christian students, supported by the Archbishop 

                                                                 
11 For the temples: C.A. Hope in R.S. Bagnall (ed.), The Kellis Agricultural Account Book (P.Kell. IV Gr. 
96) (Oxford, 1997) 12. For the papyrus: P.Kell. I 13.14. The priest is also mentioned in a number of 
papyri from the main temple at Ismant el-Kharab published by K.A. Worp, ‘Short Texts from the Main 
Temple’, in C.A. Hope, G.E. Bowen (eds), Dakhleh Oasis Project: Preliminary Reports on the 1994-1995 
to 1998-1999 Field Seasons (Oxford, 2002) 333-49.  
12 J.-C. Grenier, ‘La stèle funéraire du dernier taureau Bouchis (Caire JE 31901 = Stèle Bucheum 20)’, 
BIFAO 83 (1983) 197-208.  
13 Amm. 19.12.3-5.  
14 For this temple, see A. Piankoff, ‘The Osireion of Seti I at Abydos during the Greco-Roman Period 
and the Christian Occupation’, BSAC 15 (1960) 125-49. For the oracle cult, see F. Dunand, ‘La 
consultation oraculaire en Égypte tardive: l’oracle de Bès à Abydos’, in J.-G. Heintz (ed.), Oracles et 
prophéties dans l’antiquité (Paris, 1997) 65-84; I. Rutherford, ‘Pilgrimage in Greco-Roman Egypt: New 
Perspectives on Graffiti from the Memnonion at Abydos’, in R. Matthews, C. Roemer (eds), Ancient 
Perspectives on Egypt (London, 2003) 171-89 at 180. 
15 See on this passage D. Frankfurter in R. Valantasis (ed.), Religions of Late Antiquity in Practice 
(Princeton, 2000) 476-8. 
16 Rufin. hist. 11.22-3 (GSC 9.2, pp. 1025-30); Socr. h.e. 5.16-7 (GCS Neue Folge 1, pp. 289-91); Soz. h.e. 
7.15 (GCS 50, pp. 319-21); Thdt. h.e. 5.22 (GCS Neue Folge 5, pp. 320-1).  
17 J. Schwartz, ‘La fin du Serapeum d’Alexandrie’, in Essays in Honor of C. Bradford Welles (New Haven, 
1966) 99-111; F. Thélamon, Païens et chrétiens au IVe siècle. L’apport de l’“Histoire ecclésiastique” de 
Rufin d’Aquilée (Paris, 1981) 255-7; MacMullen, Christianizing the Roman Empire, 99; Chuvin, 
Chronique, 70-1; P. Athanassiadi, ‘Persecution and Response in Late Paganism: The Evidence of 
Damascius’, JHS 113 (1993) 1-29 at 14; Trombley, Hellenic Religion 1, 129-45; J. Hahn, Gewalt und 
religiöser Konflikt (Berlin, 2004) 78-101; P. Grossmann, ‘Modalitäten der Zerstörung und 
Christianisierung pharaonischer Tempelanlagen’, forthcoming. Although the destruction of the 
Serapeum is usually dated to 391, I follow the persuasive arguments by Hahn, Gewalt und religiöser 
Konflikt, 81-5, to date the event to 392. Cf. Frankfurter, Religion, 41, 164, who dates the event to 389. 
18 Rufin. hist. 11.26 (GSC 9.2, pp. 1032-3). See R. Herzog, ‘Der Kampf um den Kult von Menuthis’, in T. 
Klauser, A. Rücker (eds), Pisciculi. Studien zur Religion und Kultur des Altertums (= Fs. Dölger, Münster, 
1939) 117-24 at 119-20; Thélamon, Païens et chrétiens, 257-8; Athanassiadi, ‘Persecution’, 14-5; Hahn, 
Gewalt und religiöser Konflikt, 102; Grossmann, ‘Modalitäten’, and ‘Zur Gründung des 
Heilungszentrums der Hl. Kyros und Johannes bei Menuthis’, forthcoming. Cf. Wipszycka, Études, 80, 
and Frankfurter, Religion, 41, 164, who speak of an Isis cult at Canopus, and Trombley, Hellenic 
Religion 1, 137-9; 2, 5-6, who adds to the confusion by taking Menouthis and Canopus as one and the 
same site.  
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Peter Mongus of Alexandria (480-488), went to Menouthis together with a group of 
monks, set fire to a shrine there and burnt the idols hidden inside.19 

In the course of the fourth century, then, it had become increasingly difficult 
to maintain Ancient Egyptian cults, and Christianity may have been a less 
contributing factor to this development than the Christian sources suggest.20 The same 
tendency can be discerned in the First Cataract region. The great temple of Khnum at 
Elephantine had fallen out of use in the fourth century or earlier, for the houses within 
its temenos wall intended for temple personnel had been abandoned by that time.21 
Thus, it seems that, as in Egypt as a whole, most cultic activity in the First Cataract 
area had ceased by the end of the fourth century.22  

Although Philae has, as we have seen, always been regarded as an exception to 
these developments, as in the rest of Egypt, building activity at the temples of Philae 
ceased after the third century. Nonetheless, several inscriptions in Greek and the 
Ancient Egyptian scripts, hieroglyphic and demotic, testify to the continuity of the 
temple cult in Late Antiquity. It is at Philae that we find the last hieroglyphic (394) 
and demotic (452) inscriptions in Egypt. Apparently, Philae had its own means of 
income to support its cults. The passage written by Procopius is often adduced to 
explain that the Blemmyes and Noubades were responsible for this exceptional 
situation. The same text states that the temples of Philae were destroyed in the reign of 
Justinian, an event that is usually dated between 535 and 537.  

Part I examines the state of the Ancient Egyptian cults at Philae during the 
fourth and fifth centuries. In an introductory chapter (Ch. 1), we will briefly pay 
attention to the Roman perspective of this situation on the basis of the passages by 
Procopius and Priscus. But do these sources accurately describe the relations Philae 
had with the Blemmyes and Noubades? In Ch. 2 we will discuss the sources 
concerning the Dodekaschoinos in this period, and compare them with the Roman 
historians.  

In the next two chapters, the demotic and Greek inscriptions from the island 
itself will be analysed. What was the character of the Late Antique cults? (Ch. 3). What 
do we know of the priests and their cultic activities? And what was left of the Ancient 
Egyptian cults by 535-537? (Ch. 4). 

 

                                                                 
19 Life of Severus Kugener (PO 2, pp. 14-44). See Herzog, ‘Kampf’; Thélamon, Païens et chrétiens, 259; C. 
Haas, ‘Patriarch and People: Peter Mongus of Alexandria and Episcopal Leadership in the Late Fifth 
Century’, JECS 1 (1993) 297-316 at 312-5; Trombley, Hellenic Religion 2, 219-25; Wipszycka, Études, 
80-4; P. Athanassiadi, Damascius. The Philosophical History (Athens, 1999) 27-9; Hahn, Gewalt und 
religiöser Konflikt, 105; Grossmann, ‘Modalitäten’, and ‘Zur Gründung’. Cf. Frankfurter, Religion, 40-1, 
164-5, who dates this event to 484 and later to ‘around 484’, with D. Montserrat, ‘Pilgrimage to the 
Shrine of Ss Cyrus and John at Menouthis in Late Antiquity’, in Frankfurter, Pilgrimage & Holy Space, 
257-79 at 261-6, who dates it to c. 489.  
20 Cf. the remark by H.J.W. Drijvers, East of Antioch. Studies in Early Syriac Christianity (London, 1984) 
Ch. XVI at 35 (‘The Persistence of Pagan Cults and Practices in Christian Syria’, 19821), that Christian 
polemical sources are hardly informative on what happened in temples. This point is also made by 
Wipszycka, Études, 90. 
21 Arnold, Elephantine XXX, 19-20. 
22 This seems to be the general tendency, which does not mean that all cultic activity had ceased by the 
fourth century. For example, directly against the wall of Khnum temple, excavators found a house (M 
22), in which they unearthed an undisturbed level of hardened clay, containing an offering table and a 
water vessel. Apparently, this room was used for ceremonial practices. The layer on top contained 
pottery dated to the second quarter of the sixth century. Apparently, this room was still in use as a 
domestic shrine even though the temple of Khnum had long been out of use (personal communication 
from M. Rodziewicz, cf. H. Jaritz in W. Kaiser et al., ‘Stadt und Tempel von Elephantine. 23./24. 
Grabungsbericht’, MDAIK 53 (1997) 117-93 at 188).   
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