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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.1

This dedication from the 2009 book, Waters of Life: A Devotional Anthology for Isis and

Serapis, offers contemporary epithets for a deity whose original cultus ended in 391 C.E., with

the destruction of the Serapeum of Alexandria. Evidence of his worship goes back seven

centuries from that date. He had temples and adherents throughout Egypt and the wider

Mediterranean; but he is little known among Pagans today. With a wealth of primary sources and

current scholarship available, Greco-Egyptian and Roman reconstructionist Pagans who sense a

calling from Serapis have much to draw upon. In my view, the only obstacle to a widespread

revived cult is a lack of familiarity. In this paper I will trace the evolution of his cultus by

surveying primary sources and more recent scholarship, and examine contemporary examples of

his reconstructed worship.

Originally known by the Egyptian name wsjr-ḥp, “Userhapi”, or “Osiris-Apis”, he was

the sacred Apis bull which, after his sacrifice, spiritually fused with the river and underworld

deity Osiris. After the Macedonian conquest in 323 B.C.E., and the god’s reception by Ptolemy I

Soter (367 – 282 B.C.E.), he was known in Attic Greek as Σάραπις, “Sarapis”, which was the

most common spelling until the Roman conquest of 30 B.C.E. The Koine Greek Σέραπις, and

Latin Serapis, was his name from that time forward. I will use the Latin spelling in this paper,

except when quoting a source that spells his name differently.

1Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2009, p. 3.
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EGYPTIAN SERAPIS

Pliny the Elder (23/24 – 79 C.E.) identifies the Egyptian village of Rhakotis as the site of

Alexander the Macedonian’s (356 – 323 B.C.E.) namesake city, Alexandria. Tacitus (56 – 120

C.E.) writes that there had been “an ancient shrine dedicated to Serapis and Isis” at Rhakotis

before Alexandria was built; I think it likely the god was called Userhapi at that time. Rhakotis

went on to become the Egyptian quarter of Alexandria, and the famous Serapeum of Alexandria

was built in that neighborhood.

Plutarch (46 – after 119 C.E.) and Arrian (86/89 – after 146/160 C.E.) both mention

Serapis in their accounts of Alexander’s death in Babylon in 323 B.C.E. Arrian, writing between

117-138 C.E., quotes “the Royal Diary” as follows:

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.2

Plutarch for his part writes around 100 C.E. that 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.”3

These writings do not mention any other god being consulted on behalf of the dying

Alexander. They reflect a Greco-Roman belief that Serapis worship was well-established before

the late fourth century B.C.E.; that the god specialized in healing, and that the sick could be

cured in his temples. Since there are no other references to a fourth-century temple of Serapis in

Babylon, Plutarch and Arrian may have been drawing on an earlier non-extant source that

replaced a Babylonian deity, Sar-Apsi, with Serapis. Regardless, his association with

3 Plutarch, 100 C.E., 76.1.
2 Arrian, 117-138 C.E., VII, 26, 2.
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Alexander’s final days would have had a deep cultural and religious impact on his Greek (and

later Roman) followers.

One of the earliest known Greek papyri, dating from the late fourth century B.C.E., is the

Curse of Artemisia. Its author belonged to an Ionian Greek community in Memphis, and her

petition to “Oserapis” is part of the Papyrus Collection of the Austrian National Library:

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 judgment. While the appeal
lies here, may the father of the young girl receive no favors at all from the gods. If
anyone [removes] this document and wrongs Artemisia, may the god inflict punishment
on him . . . 4

This magical text invoking Serapis’ aid, with its focus on the denial of a proper burial,

reflects the underworld character of Osiris and Apis and their cultus’ long history in Memphis –

but in a Greek context. This indicates that Greco-Egyptian worship of the composite god who

would become Serapis was already established before the Ptolemaic era.

GRECO-EGYPTIAN SERAPIS

Egyptian residents of the village of Rhakotis very likely continued to honor their deity

Userhapi while the city of Alexandria took shape around them.

According to Tacitus, Ptolemy I Soter had a dream of an unknown god around 283

B.C.E.. This deity commanded Ptolemy to bring his statue from Pontus to Alexandria.5

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.

5 Tacitus, 100–110 CE, IV, 84.
4 Artemisia, late 4th century B.C.E., 1.198A.
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Consulting with Egyptian and Greek advisors, and “men who had traveled to Pontus”,6

Ptolemy learned that the Greek colony of Sinope had a temple whose statue of Jupiter Dis, the

underworld aspect of the king of the gods, was the statue from his dream. It took three years and

several embassies from Ptolemy to persuade Sinope’s King Scydrothemis (301–280 B.C.E.) to

relinquish the statue – which he only did after receiving his own dream-command, and severe

misfortunes for initially ignoring it.

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.7

Thereafter the Egyptian Manetho of Sennebytos, and the Greek Timotheus of the family

of the Eumolpidae (guardians of the Eleusinian Mysteries), confirmed that the statue was of

Serapis. Ptolemy built a temple to house the statue at the site of the older one in Rhakotis, which

was by then the Egyptian quarter of Alexandria. He promoted Serapis to his Egyptian and Greek

subjects as the equivalent of the immortal Apis bull, Osiris, and the Greek Hades.

Less than thirty years after his arrival in Alexandria, there is documentation of dreams

sent by Serapis helping to spread his cult. In 257 B.C.E., Zoilos, from Aspendos in Pamphylia (a

part of Anatolia under Macedonian rule), writes to Apollonios, a finance minister of Ptolemy II

Philadelphus:

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

7 Tacitus, 100–110 CE, IV, 84.
6 Tacitus, 100–110 CE, IV, 84.
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certain individual from Knidos appeared to undertake 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.8

Sixty years after Zoilos’ letter, a miraculous letter from Serapis himself appears in an

inscription on a slab of marble from around 200 B.C.E., found in the ruins of a temple of the

Egyptian gods in Thessalonike, Macedonia:

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.9

Perhaps a century later, a priest named Maiistas, of a family originally from Memphis,

inscribed the Delian Aretalogy of Sarapis on a pillar of the Delos Sarapeion between the end of

the third century and the first part of the second century B.C.E.

Echoing the god’s letter in the Thessalonike inscription, Maiistas describes a

dream-oracle leading him to “a slip of paper”:

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.10

10 Furley, 2012, 117–125.
9 Harland, 2012, http://www.philipharland.com/greco-roman-associations/?p=2422
8 Renberg, 2011, 169–200.
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The above is the first extant reference to ritual banquets in Serapis’ temples. Maiistas also

writes of his patron deity ensuring that he would prevail in court, after “wicked men” had him

arrested on specious charges:

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.11

Stefan Pfeiffer writes that the Serapis priesthood rested on an Egyptian base, with

prophets, stolistai (clothers of statues), pastophorai (bearers of the deity’s dwelling), and

chanters all employed by his temples.12 In Priene, a Greek city of Ionia, a law from the end of the

third century B.C.E. stated that only Egyptians were allowed to perform ceremonial duties for

Isis, Serapis and Anubis. On the island of Delos, as we read in the Aretalogy, the priests of

Serapis were initially immigrants from Memphis.

Returning to the Thessalonike inscription, we find that the dream oracle given to

Xenainetos, and the letter found under his pillow, helped spread the Serapis cult, with not only

men but also women acting as his clergy:

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.13

13 Harland, 2012, http://www.philipharland.com/greco-roman-associations/?p=2422
12 Pfeiffer, 2008, p. 387-408.
11 Furley, 2012, 117–125.
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ICONOGRAPHY

Since their Greek subjects could not relate to Egyptian-style animal-headed deity images,

the Ptolemies portrayed Serapis anthropomorphically in Greek style, with long curly hair and a

beard, and crowned with a grain-measuring basket called in Greek kalathos, and in Latin modius,

which for the Greeks symbolized death. He held a scepter, and Cerberus, the three-headed dog

guardian of the underworld, rested at his feet. Clement of Alexandria (150 – c. 215 C.E.) writes

that a sculptor named Bryaxis created the monumental Serapis statue for Ptolemy III to install in

the Serapeum of Alexandria:

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…14

Ptolemy III Euergates (246–222 B.C.E.) made Serapis the protector of Alexandria, and

commissioned the celebrated temple known in Greek as the Sarapeion, and in Latin as the

Serapeum. In 1944, excavations revealed the Sarapeion’s foundation deposits where

archaeologists found two sets of ten plaques, one each of gold, silver, bronze, Egyptian faience,

sun-dried Nile mud, and five of opaque glass; engraved in Greek and Egyptian acknowledging

that Ptolemy III Euergetes built the Serapeion.15

By the time of the Delian Aretalogy, the Serapis cult had spread to many parts of Egypt

including Memphis, whose temple of Osiris-Apis became a Sarapeion.

Serapis in this period retained his Egyptian qualities while absorbing attributes from

Greek deities. Along with the character and powers of Osiris and Apis, he gained chthonic traits

from Hades and Demeter, fertility, plenty and benevolence from Dionysos, healing and dreams

15 Kessler, 2000, paper presented at the Ägypten und der östliche Mittelmeerraum im 1. Jahrtausend v. Chr.
conference, Berlin.

14 Clement of Alexandria, 195 C.E., IV.
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from Aesclepius, and sovereignty from Zeus. The sources tell us that he was capable of

miraculous feats, that he communicated in dream oracles, and that he could heal the sick. Despite

his benevolence, he could and would punish those who ignored his dream-commands, inflicting

illness on Zoilos and misfortunes on Ptolemy I and Scydrothemis.

Octavian, later called Augustus, conquered Egypt in 30 B.C.E. By this time Serapis had

been worshiped for almost 300 years in Egypt and was widely celebrated for his healing ability

and his oracles. Around this time, Strabo attested to Serapis worship in his Geographica:

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 honored 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.16

Like the temples of Aesclepius, those of Serapis were places of incubation and cures.

Through the summer of 69 C.E., the newly proclaimed emperor Vespasian waited for favorable

weather for the journey back to Rome. Tacitus records that “many marvels continued to mark the

favor of heaven and a certain partiality of the gods toward him”:17

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.18

Tacitus and Suetonius (c. 69 – 122 C.E.) both write that Vespasian visited the Serapeum

of Alexandria to consult the god about his future as Emperor. Dismissing everyone from the

temple, Vespasian sat alone “absorbed in contemplation of the god”19 and received a vision of a

man named Basilides, whom both authors agree was very far away from the Serapeum at the

19 Tacitus, 100–110 C.E., IV, 81.
18 Tacitus, 100–110 C.E., IV, 81.
17 Tacitus, 100–110 C.E., IV, 81.
16 Strabo, 35 BCE - 20 CE, 17.1
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time and too ill to travel. Tacitus writes that Vespasian “concluded that this was a supernatural

vision and drew a prophecy from the name Basilides”20 and its connotations of rulership.

According to Suetonius, both the healings and the vision conferred on Vespasian

“prestige and a certain divinity, so to speak, since he was an unexpected and still new-made

emperor”21. These incidents also built Serapis’ following among Romans. Hadrian, who ruled

from 117 – 138 C.E., was a devotee who rebuilt the Serapeum of Alexandria after its destruction

in the Kitos War in 116 C.E. A century and a half after Vespasian’s miracles, Diogenes Laertius

writes of the philosopher Demetrius, son of Phanostratus, who is said to have lost his sight while

in Alexandria and recovered it by a gift of Serapis, “whereupon he composed the paeans which

are sung to this day.”22

Serapis remained closely associated with dreams and healing. Artemidorus, a

professional diviner and dream interpreter who lived in the second century C.E., describes in his

Oneirocritica the significance of Serapis in dreams:

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.23

Artemidorus goes on to report that “Geminus of Tyre…Demetrius of Phalerum…and

Artemon of Miletus…had recorded a large number of dreams and especially prescriptions and

medical cures given by Serapis.”24 Artemidorus recorded five examples of Serapis dream-oracles

in the Oneirocritica, including:

24 Artemidorus, 1990, 2.44.
23 Artemidorus, 1990, 2.39.
22 Diogenes Laertius, 1972, V:5.
21 Suetonius, 117–138 C.E. 7, 2-3.
20 Tacitus, 100–110 C.E., IV, 81.
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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.25

From this interpretation I conclude that in the second century C.E. the Greek

interpretation of the grain-measure on Serapis’ head – a symbol of death – persisted under

Roman rule; and that his identification with Hades or Pluto had also endured.

At the same time, Serapis’ sphere of influence had expanded well beyond the

underworld, as Aelius Aristides (117–181 C.E.) makes clear in 141 C.E. in his earliest preserved

speech, the Hymn to 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.26

ICONOGRAPHY

The wide variety of Serapis iconography from the Roman period speaks to his syncretism. A

copper statuette from the early Roman period depicts “Sarapis Amun Agathodaimon,” with the

familiar curly-headed, bearded Serapis head on a bust dressed in Egyptian style, arising from the

body of a serpent. From this example I conclude that Serapis’ Egyptian roots were still

well-known and part of his cultus. A second-century Serapis oil lamp from Ephesus makes

celestial associations, centering the god with the sun at his left shoulder and the moon at his

right. A bust of Serapis also dating from the second century C.E. and part of the Virginia

Museum of Fine Arts collection shows the god in his Greek aspect, with long curly hair and

beard and a grain-measure on his head, surmounting a Roman eagle.

26 Aelius Aristides, 141 C.E., XLV, I8-20.
25 Artemidorus, 1990, 5.93.
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By the Roman period, Serapeia had sprung up throughout Egypt and the Greek colonies

of Asia Minor. Aristides writes that Egypt alone had 42 Serapeia.27 In addition to the major cult

centers of Alexandria and Memphis, Athens, Delos, Ephesus, Pergamon, and Miletus each

boasted a Serapeum. During the Roman period Serapeia were founded at Carthage, Pozzuoli,

Tivoli, Ostia Antica, and many other locations as well as Rome, where Caligula built a Serapeum

on the Campius Martius between 37–41 C.E. Serapeia were also built in such far-flung Roman

colonies as York (Eboracum) and Köln (Colonia).

These temples and their precincts hosted the Serapis dinners first mentioned in the Delian

Aretalogy. Seventeen invitations to these dinners survive, dating from the first to third centuries

C.E. Some papyri connected the banquets to initiation into the mysteries of Serapis, and others

refer to Serapis dinners held in private homes. One papyrus from the Michigan Collection offers

details of dinner preparations:

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.28

In addition to the role of agoranomos mentioned above – a municipal official serving a

Greek liturgy – a person could be “in katoche” at the Serapeum, a form of confinement for

service. Katochoi assumed their roles in response to a command from Serapis, often delivered in

a dream, and could not leave the temple precinct until they died or received another dream-oracle

releasing them from their obligation. One such katochos was Ptolomaeus son of Glaukias, who

served for twenty years from 152–172 C.E. Another, Hephaistion, went into katoche in 168 C.E.

and this proved inconvenient for his wife and family:

28 Youtie, 1948, p. 17.
27 Youtie, 1948, p. 15.
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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.29

In Greek papyri from the Roman period, there are descriptions of two distinct festivals of

Serapis. Each was known as Serapia, and according to Youssri Abdelwahed, they took place on

26 Khoiak (22 December - a continuation of the Pharaonic and Ptolemaic festival) and on 30

Pharmuthi (25 April, celebrating another aspect of the god closer to the Greek Zeus). In 217/218

C.E., participants in the Serapia of Khoiak were given palm branches at the Serapeion at

Oxyrhynchus; and a late third-century C.E. papyrus records payments to “a trumpeter, comedian,

dancer, herald, the dog-headed one, and the doorkeeper of the Serapeion at Oxyrhynchus.”30

Sacrifices included bulls, geese, calves, young pigs, wine, and dried fruit. Papyrus references to

the Serapia of Pharmuthi, from the archive of the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus, record payments

from 215/216 C.E. for olive oil, perfumes, incense, fruit trees, and palm branches. In 315 C.E. a

papyrus records bonuses given to enslaved people on the occasion of the Serapia. Based on other

papyrus evidence, Abdelwahed believes the enslaved workers were musicians who played music

on aulos flutes and kithara at the festival.

Apuleius, in his Metamorphoses, mentions the “temple pipers of the great god Serapis”

taking part in the festival of Isis “playing their traditional anthem on slanting flutes extending

close to the right ear.”31 A passage from Achilles Tatius (c. 100–170 C.E.) in his novel The

31 Apuleius, 124 C.E. IX:7-11.
30 Abdelwahed, 2016, p. 8.
29 Isias, 168 C.E. UPZ 1:59.
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Adventures of Leucippe and Clitophon, describes Serapia festivities in Alexandria, and alludes to

the god’s syncretism:

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.32

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."33

Clement of Alexandria’s words in the mouth of the Sibyl proved prophetic. After the

emperor Constantine’s conversion to Christianity in 312 C.E., and his open support of the faith

starting in 324 C.E. – and especially under the emperor Theodosius I (379–395 C.E.) – all forms

of classical paganism declined. David Frankfurter considers the Greek Magical Papyri (PGM) to

be the works of “innovative members of the Egyptian priesthood during the third-/fourth-century

decline of the Egyptian temple infrastructure,” and three references to Serapis in PGM IV and IV,

from the fourth century C.E., give insight into how magicians saw the deity and his syncretism

during this time.

In PGM IV 154 - 285: Inquiry of bowl divination and necromancy, we find Serapis still

interchangeable with Osiris, with the bowl divination instructions calling for “river water if

[calling on] Osiris or Sarapis.”34 PGM IV 1596 - 1715 is an all-purpose consecration rite which,

after 119 lines addressed to Helios and Agathos Daimon, ends with “The one Zeus is Sarapis.”35

PGM V 1–53: Oracle of Sarapis, begins:

35 Betz, 1996, p. 68.
34 Betz, 1996, p. 42.
33 Clement of Alexandria, 195 C.E., IV.
32 Achilles Tatius, 1917, 5.2.
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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.36

This text illustrates a late stage of Serapis’ character, in which he is identified not only

with Zeus, but also the solar deities Helios and Mithras.

Macrobius, in his Saturnalia (c. 400. C.E.) preserves an oracle given to King Nicocreon

of Cyprus, in which Serapis’ syncretism with the sun is confirmed, and the god declares himself

in a way that illustrates the breadth and depth of his development from his origins as an Egyptian

underworld god.

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.37

In 391 or 392 C.E., during one of the frequent religious riots in Alexandria, a Christian

mob attacked the Serapeum, and those pagans who had barricaded themselves inside. Despite the

decline in pagan worship throughout the Roman Empire, Serapis was still a formidable presence

within the temple, as the Christian writer Tyrannis Rufinus describes:

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.38

The god’s monumental aspect did not deter the mob. According to Rufinus,

38 Pearse, 2014,
https://www.roger-pearse.com/weblog/2014/04/17/rufinus-account-of-the-fall-of-the-temple-of-serapis-in-alexandria
/

37 Macrobius, 1969, I. 16-18.
36 Betz, 1996, p. 102.
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…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.39

CONTEMPORARY RECONSTRUCTIONS

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, I was exploring Gnosticism and the role of Holy

Wisdom as the divine feminine of early Christianity. Along with my High Priest, I sought to

develop a Gnostic Paganism which had the gender balance I treasured in Gardnerian Wicca.

Researching Greco-Egyptian polytheism, we learned about Sarapis, and his earth/water

symbolism seemed a perfect balance for Holy Wisdom’s air and fire. We did not have the

academic background, or the access to primary sources, that I do now but we drew upon what we

could find to try to begin a relationship with Sarapis. From Clement of Alexandria we learned

about the emeralds, sapphires, hematite, and topaz used for his statue, and placed those stones on

his altar. We also prepared Serapis dinners so we could invite him to dine with us, and offered

him wine and dried fruits, since we were vegetarians.

Around the same time, Neos Alexandria was co-founded by the Hellenic polytheist

Sannion, a co-author of Waters of Life: A Devotional Anthology for Isis and Serapis. Neos

Alexandria does not claim to be a reconstructionist group, but “a community for

Greco-Egyptians, Hellenics, Kemetics, Romans, Neopagans and others interested in learning

about the Gods; their ancient and contemporary forms of worship; Greco-Egyptian culture; and

in sharing our personal experiences and insights.”40

Nova Roma was founded in 1998 by Roman cultural revivalists and reconstructionists,

and is now an international organization which counts the Mysteries of Isis and Serapis as one of

40 Neos Alexandria, n.d., https://neosalexandria.org/about/.

39 Pearse, 2014,
https://www.roger-pearse.com/weblog/2014/04/17/rufinus-account-of-the-fall-of-the-temple-of-serapis-in-alexandria
/.
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its “foreign cults”, overseen by sacerdotes (ordinary priests and priestesses) Gaius, Cordius,

Symmachus, Marcus, Salix, and Vigilius.41

Hellenicfaith.com, whose archives go back to August 2017, is the home of Julian

Hellenism, “a reformed Orphic denomination of Hellenism inspired by the vision of the divine

Emperor Julian”42 and whose pantheon includes Serapis.

CONCLUSION

With a wealth of primary sources and current scholarship available, reconstructionist

Pagans who sense a calling from Serapis have much to draw upon. In my view, the only obstacle

to a widespread revived cult of Serapis is a lack of familiarity. With this paper I have provided an

overview of his worship in classical and late antiquity, as well as contemporary examples which I

hope will address this obstacle and inspire more Pagans to connect with Serapis.
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