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Land Acknowledgement

As a visitor from the land of the Lisjan Ohlone people, also 
known as Oakland, California, I would like to acknowledge that 
we are on the traditional land of the first people of Atlanta, the 
Mvskoke (Muscogee) people past and present, and honor with 

gratitude the land itself and the Mvskoke people.



Introduction

To the Lord of the Everlasting, Sovereign Over 
the Land of Silence, Foremost Among the 
Westerners, Lord of Ma’at, Beautiful One, 
Weary-Hearted One, Divine King, Master of 
Eternity.

- Dedication, Waters of Life: A Devotional Anthology for 
Isis and Serapis, Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2009



Names

- Hieroglyphs: 

- Ancient Egyptian: wsjr-ḥp, “Userhapi” or “Osiris-Apis”
- Attic Greek: Σάραπις, “Sarapis”
- Koine Greek: Σέραπις, “Serapis”
- Latin: Serapis



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhacotis



Death of Alexander

Peithon, Attalus, Demophon, and Peucestas, as well as Cleomenes, Menidas, and Seleucus, 
slept in the temple of Serapis, and asked the god whether it would be better and more 
desirable for Alexander to be carried into his temple, in order as a suppliant to be cured by 
him. A voice issued from the god saying that he was not to be carried into the temple, but 
that it would be better for him to remain where he was. 
– Arrian, The Royal Diary, 117-138 C.E., VII, 26, 2.

Python and Seleucus were sent to the temple of Serapis to enquire whether they should 
bring Alexander thither; and the god gave answer that they should leave him where he was.
– Plutarch, Lives, 100 C.E., 76.1.



The Curse of Artemisia

O lord Oserapis and the gods who sit with Oserapis, I Artemisia the 
daughter of Amasis pray to you, against the father of my daughter, who 
has deprived her of her funeral rites and burial…may Oserapis and the 
gods grant him that he does not receive burial from his children, and that 
he does not bury his own parents. Artemisia has deposited this appeal, 
begging Oserapis and the gods who sit with Oserapis to give judgement. 
While the appeal lies here, may the father of the young girl receive no 
favours at all from the gods. If anyone [removes] this document and 
wrongs Artemisia, may the god inflict punishment on him . . . 

– Artemisia, late 4th century B.C.E., 1.198A.



Greco-Egyptian Sarapis

When King Ptolemy,  the first of the Macedonians to put the 
power of Egypt on a firm foundation, was giving the new city 
of Alexandria walls, temples, and religious rites, there 
appeared to him in his sleep a vision of a young man of 
extraordinary beauty and of more than human stature, who 
warned him to send his most faithful friends to Pontus and 
bring his statue hither; the vision said that this act would be 
a happy thing for the kingdom and that the city that received 
the god would be great and famous: after these words the 
youth seemed to be carried to heaven in a blaze of fire. 

– Tacitus, The Histories, 100–110 CE, IV, 84.

http://www.getty.edu/art/gettyguide/artO
bjectDetails?artobj=8239



Greco-Egyptian Sarapis

He called an assembly of his people and made known to them the god's 
orders, the visions that had appeared to him and to Ptolemy, and the 
misfortunes that were multiplying upon them: the people opposed their 
king; they were jealous of Egypt, afraid for themselves, and so gathered 
about the temple of the god. At this point the tale becomes stranger, for 
tradition says that the god himself, voluntarily embarking on the fleet 
that was lying on the shore, miraculously crossed the wide stretch of sea 
and reached Alexandria in two days.

– Tacitus, The Histories, 100–110 CE, IV, 84.



Greco-Egyptian Sarapis
It happened to me as I was paying worship to the god Sarapis on behalf of your health and success with 
King Ptolemy that Sarapis instructed me again and again in my sleep that I should sail over to you and 
inform you of this oracle that there must be constructed for him a temple and sacred precinct in the 
Greek neighborhood near the harbor and a priest must preside and sacrifice at the altar on behalf of you 
and your household. Because I implored [Sarapis] that he excuse me from this work, he visited upon me 
an illness so great that I was in danger of my life. When I had offered up prayers to him, that if he should 
heal me I would perform this service… and when I quickly had recovered, a certain individual from 
Knidos appeared to undertook to build a Sarapieion in that place and brought in stones; thereupon, 
however, the god forbade him from building, and he left. When I had come to Alexandria and hesitated 
to talk to you concerning these matters instead of the business matters which you had agreed to with 
me, once again I suffered a relapse that lasted for four months, on account of which I was unable to 
come to you right away. Therefore, Apollonios, it would be good for you to heed the god’s commands so 
that Sarapis will be merciful to you and greatly enhance your status with the king and give you good 
health.

– Renberg, 2011, “The Epistolary Rhetoric of Zoilos of Aspendos and the Early Cult of Sarapis: Re-Reading 
P.Cair.Zen. I 59034,” ZPE 177 169–200.



Greco-Egyptian Sarapis

It seemed in his sleep that Sarapis stood beside [Xenainetos] 
and told him that after having arrived in Opus, he should 
carry a message to Eurynomos son of Timasitheos to receive 
Sarapis and his sister Isis, and that he should deliver to 
[Eurynomos] the letter under the pillow. And waking up, 
[Xenainetos] marveled at the dream and yet he was at a loss 
about what he should do because he was a political rival to 
Eurynomos. But, falling asleep again, and seeing the same 
things, when he awoke he found the letter under the pillow, 
just as it had been indicated to him.

– Harland, 2012, “Story of the Foundation of an Association of 
Sarapis (I-II CE) ║ Thessalonike - Macedonia.” Associations in the 
Greco-Roman World. 
http://www.philipharland.com/greco-roman-associations/?p=2422

Head of Serapis, from a 3.7-metre (12 ft) statue found off the coast of Alexandria



Greco-Egyptian Sarapis

Indeed, by night you visited [my] bed and spoke: 
“Awake. Go to the central doors of the portico and look for a written notice
on a slip of paper which will tell you if you’re clever
where you may build a precinct for me and a famous temple.”
And [I] woke up and wondered, and went very quickly 
and joyfully saw the notice, and paid the asking price
to the property’s owner. And with your aid and assistance
the temple easily took shape and the aromatic
altars and perimeter, and all in the hall was completed,
seats and couches for the meals in god’s company. 

– Furley, 2012, “Revisiting Some Textual Problems in the Delian Sarapis Aretalogy by Maiistas.” 
Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik, 117–125.



Greco-Egyptian Sarapis
Nor did you, in the all-remembering goodness of your heart, 
forsake [your servant], but coming in the night to the man’s bed
you spoke: “Dismiss pain from your heart. No man’s vote
will be your undoing, since this court case concerns
me personally, which no other man will speak with more
authority than me. No longer be downcast in your heart.” 
But when the day of the trial came on…
you laid impediment upon the sinful men 
who were preparing the charge, in their mouths you rendered
their tongue speechless…people stared to see them
miraculously made to look like ghosts struck dumb
or lifeless stones.

– Furley, 2012, “Revisiting Some Textual Problems in the Delian Sarapis Aretalogy by Maiistas.” 
Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik, 117–125.



Greco-Egyptian Sarapis

After having read the letter and having seen that the things that were 
written were in agreement with the things first having been said by 
[Xenainetos], [Eurynomos] received Sarapis and Isis. After he provided 
hospitality in the household of Sosinike, she received Sarapis and Isis 
among the household gods. Sosinike offered the sacrifices for a certain 
time. And after her death Eunosta, the granddaughter of Sosibas, when 
she received the office, administered the mysteries of the gods among 
those not initiated into the sacred rites.

– Harland, 2012, “Story of the Foundation of an Association of Sarapis (I-II CE) ║ Thessalonike - 
Macedonia.” Associations in the Greco-Roman World. 
http://www.philipharland.com/greco-roman-associations/?p=2422



Greco-Egyptian Sarapis

For he had filings of gold, and silver, and lead, and in 
addition, tin; and of Egyptian stones not one was 
wanting, and there were fragments of sapphire, and 
hematite, and emerald, and topaz. Having ground down 
and mixed together all these ingredients, he gave to the 
composition a blue color, whence the darkish hue of the 
image…

– Clement of Alexandria, Exhortation to the Heathen, 195 
C.E., IV.

https://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/artifact/statue-of-serapis-cerberus



Greco-Roman Serapis

Canobus is a city situated at a distance of one hundred and twenty 
stadia from Alexandria, if one goes on foot, and was named after 
Canobus, the pilot of Menelaüs, who died there. It contains the 
temple of Sarapis, which is honoured with great reverence and 
effects such cures that even the most reputable men believe in it 
and sleep in it — themselves on their own behalf or others for 
them.  Some writers go on to record the cures, and others the 
virtues of the oracles there. 

– Strabo, Geographica, 35 BCE - 20 CE, 17.1



Greco-Roman Serapis

One of the common people of Alexandria, well known for his loss of 
sight, threw himself before Vespasian's knees, praying him with groans to 
cure his blindness, being so directed by the god Serapis…and he 
besought the emperor to deign to moisten his cheeks and eyes with his 
spittle. Another, whose hand was useless, prompted by the same god, 
begged Caesar to step and trample on it…So Vespasian, believing that 
his good fortune was capable of anything and that nothing was any 
longer incredible…did as he was asked to do. The hand was instantly 
restored to use, and the day again shone for the blind man.

– Tacitus, The Histories, 100–110 C.E., IV, 81.



Greco-Roman Serapis

Serapis, Isis, Anubis, and Harpocrates in person as well as their statues 
and rites and every story that is told about them and about the gods who 
share their temples and altars signify disturbances, dangers, threats, and 
crises from which salvation will come when one’s hopes and expectations 
have been abandoned. For these gods have always been regarded as the 
saviors of men who have tried every resort and who find themselves in 
utmost peril. On the other hand, they indicate immediate salvation for 
those who are already in a difficult situation. Their mysteries especially 
are symbols of grief. 

– Artemidorus, Oneirocritica, 1990, 2.39



Greco-Roman Serapis

Someone dreamt that the name of Serapis was engraved 
upon a bronze plate which was tied around his neck like 
an amulet. He caught quinsy and died within seven days. 
For Serapis is considered to be a chthonic deity and has 
the same meaning as Pluto. His name has seven letters. 
The man's death was caused by a sickness in that part of 
his body around which the amulet had been placed… 
Someone dreamt that he was placed by Serapis into the 
calathus on his head. He died. For the god is considered 
to be Pluto.

– Artemidorus, Oneirocritica, 1990, 5.26 & 5.93.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kopf_des_Serapis.jpg



Greco-Roman Serapis

He alone is held in honor alike by kings and by private 
citizens, alike by the wise and the simple, by both 
great and small, by both those who prosper and 
those whose lot is hard, giving to the former the 
enjoyment of their happiness and proving to the 
latter to be their only salvation from further 
evils…Thus in every circumstance of life He comes on 
our behalf, and there is no place left unaffected by 
the workings of this God.

– Aelius Aristides, Hymn to Serapis, 141 C.E., XLV, I8-20.
https://www.flickr.com/photos/mharrsch/22014257052



Greco-Roman Serapis

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Statue_of_god_Sarapis_Amun_Agathodaemon.jpg Roman Serapis oil lamp from Ephesus 100-150 CE https://vmfa.museum/piction/6027262-208062894/



Greco-Roman Serapis

Ptolemaeus to his father, greeting. I want you and my mother to know that the charge 
for [silent guests] of the banquet is 24 drachmae and for a place another 22 drachmae. 
After consideration, therefore, I have taken up the post of agoranomos so that I need 
not pay the charge for [silent guests] nor for a place; but also I receive double portions 
and I provide them with wood…For a man cannot refuse our lord Sarapis. It is another 
two months until the banquet. If you are able to bring up the wood with your donkey, 
bring it up, and you will get the money to cover your expense. Farewell.

– Michigan Papyrus, 3rd century C.E., quoted in H. C. Youtie, 1948, “The Kline of Sarapis.” The 
Harvard Theological Review, 41(1), 9–29. p. 17.



Greco-Roman Serapis

Isias to her brother Hephaistion [greeting]. If you are well and other 
things are going right, it would accord with the prayer which I make 
continually to the gods. I myself and the child and all the household are 
in good health and think of you always. When I received your letter from 
Horos, in which you announce that you are in katoche in the Serapeum 
at Memphis, for the news that you are well I straightway thanked the 
gods, but about your not coming home, when all the others who had 
been secluded there have come, I am ill-pleased, because after having 
piloted myself and your child through such bad times and been driven 
to every extremity owing to the price of wheat, I thought that now at 
least, with you at home, I should enjoy some respite…You will do me a 
favor by taking care of your bodily health. Farewell.

– Isias, 168 C.E. “Letter from Wife to Husband.” Select Papyri, 1.97. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serapis



Greco-Roman Serapis

It chanced to be the sacred month of the great god whom the 
Greeks call Zeus, and the Egyptians Serapis, and a torch procession 
took place. And this was the greatest spectacle I ever saw; for it 
was evening and the sun had set, but night was nowhere to be 
seen – rather another sun had risen, refracted into countless 
fragments. For then the city vied with the sky for beauty.

– Achilles Tatius, The Adventures of Leucippe and Clitophon, 5.2.



Final stages of the Serapis cult

Remains of the Serapeum of Alexandria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serapeum



Final stages of the Serapis cult

[The Sibyl] says also that the temple of Isis and Serapis would be 
demolished and burned:- "Isis, thrice-wretched goddess, thou shalt 
linger by the streams of the Nile; Solitary, frenzied, silent, on the 
sands of Acheron." Then she proceeds: "And thou, Serapis, 
covered with a heap of white stones, Shalt lie a huge ruin in 
thrice-wretched Egypt." 

– Clement of Alexandria, Exhortation to the Heathen, 195 C.E., IV.



Final stages of the Serapis cult

I call upon you, Zeus, Helios, Mithra, Sarapis, unconquered 
one, Meliouchos, Melikertes, Meligenetor…appear and give 
respect to him who appeared before fire and snow…for you 
are the one who introduced light and snow, hurler of 
shudderful / thunder and lightning.

– H.D. Betz, 1996. The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells, p. 42



Final stages of the Serapis cult

16. Now hear what the oracle declares about the sun, or Sarapis…
17. What sort of god I am learn as I instruct you:
the array of heaven is my head, the sea my belly,
the earth my feet, my ears rest in the ether,
my far-gleaming eye is the bright light of the sun.
18. From this it is clear that Sarapis is the single and undivided nature of 
the soul.

– Macrobius, Saturnalia, I. 16-18.



Final stages of the Serapis cult

In [the temple] was a statue of Serapis so large that its right hand touched one wall and 
its left the other; this monster is said to have been made of every kind of metal and 
wood…There was a tiny window so oriented toward the direction of sunrise that on the 
day appointed for the statue of the sun to be carried in…a ray of sunlight coming 
through this window would light up the mouth and lips of Serapis, so that to the people 
looking on it would seem as though the sun was greeting Serapis with a kiss. 

– Pearse, R. “Rufinus’ account of the fall of the temple of Serapis in Alexandria.” 
https://www.roger-pearse.com/weblog/2014/04/17/rufinus-account-of-the-fall-of-the-t
emple-of-serapis-in-alexandria/



Final stages of the Serapis cult

…the head was wrenched from the neck, the bushel having been 
taken down, and dragged off; then the feet and other members 
were chopped off with axes and dragged apart with ropes 
attached, and piece by piece, each in a different place, the decrepit 
dotard was burned to ashes before the eyes of the Alexandria 
which had worshiped him.

– Pearse, R. “Rufinus’ account of the fall of the temple of Serapis in Alexandria.” 
https://www.roger-pearse.com/weblog/2014/04/17/rufinus-account-of-the-fall-of-the-temple-of-serapis-in-alexandria/



Contemporary Reconstructions

www.neosalexandria.org

http://www.neosalexandria.org


Contemporary Reconstructions

www.novaroma.org

http://www.novaroma.org


Contemporary Reconstructions

https://hellenicfaith.com



Conclusion

To the Lord of the Everlasting, Sovereign Over 
the Land of Silence, Foremost Among the 
Westerners, Lord of Ma’at, Beautiful One, 
Weary-Hearted One, Divine King, Master of 
Eternity.

- Dedication, Waters of Life: A Devotional Anthology for 
Isis and Serapis, Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2009
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