
T Ö R T É N E T I  T A N U L M Á N Y O K  VI. -  H U N G A R IA N  P O L IS  S T U D IE S  2. 
A  K L T E  T ö r té n e lm i In té ze té n e k  és Ó k o r tö r té n e ti  T an székén ek  k ia d v á n y a

D eb recen  1 9 9 7

Zsuzsanna Várhelyi

REPRESENTATIONS OF THE "OTHER": THE RELIGION 
OF THE EGYPTIANS IN THE GREEK NOVEL

Introduction

"The fascination with the ’other’" has recently been claimed as a possibly 
decisive feature of the Greek novel genre.1 From a philological point of 
view, the surviving novels and novel-fragments all seem to share a 
preoccupation with non-Greek cultures, even if they do not center on an 
erotic plot, -  and thus allow us to identify a characteristic of the genre that 
is not confined to the subclass of the romances. At the same time, the novels 
seem to belong to a more general historical interest in cultural diversity 
within the Roman Empire and form part of the four major, but non
exclusive types of the contemporary fictional production: fantastic tales, 
Homeric revisionism, tragic or romantic novels, and comic or satiric 
novels.2 The growing number of such works in the Imperial period 
represents a wish to break away from the Augustean cultural conformity, as 
Glen Bowersock claims, and the wide range of fiction that tries to represent 
otherness includes the novels as well as fantastic extremes like Lucian’s 
travel to the Moon.

My paper aims at identifying the narrative formulae referring to a 
most peculiar feature, the religion of the Egyptians in the Greek novels and 
at discussing the representation of the "other" they provide. The analysis of 
such formulae includes a preconception of the novels as surviving written 
remains of a much wider set of contemporary oral narratives. I owe this 
basic concept of narrative formulae to John Winkler’s article on "Lollianos 
and the desperadoes", in which he discussed the formula of "the Herdsmen 
sacrifice humans" in its numerous occurrences both within and out of the 
novel genre.3
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To set up a notional framework for my discussion I will first look at 
the historical patterns of the "other" as a culturally constructed Greek 
phenomenon, and then at the readers and the cultural setting of the novels. 
Part II is devoted to the individual narrative formulae about the Egyptian 
cults, rituals and their personnel with a short section on human sacrifice 
discussed in much more detail by Winkler. I will conclude with a discussion 
on the kind of representation these narrative formulae of the Greek novels 
provide about the "other".

ZSUZSANNA VÁRHELYI

Part I

1. The "other" as cultural construction

How much the "other" of the Greeks is a cultural construction is well 
represented by the historical emergence of the idea: the differentiation of a 
culturally diverse ethnicity goes back to the 5th c. BCE and is first 
crystallized in a process of self-definition against the Persians.4 While 
Aischylus’ Persae is a major contribution to the Greek-Persian polarity, the 
quickly changing political scene allows Euripides to question the capacity of 
war to identify cultural difference in his Trojan plays: attributing otherness 
for the first time occurs as a difficulty.5 Contemporary philosophy, 
however, makes use of the antithesis. The negative cultural association, that 
starts with Herakleitus, grows into a strong ethnocentric doctrine by the 
time of Aristotle.6 This survives into the Hellenistic period by the explicit 
Graeco-Macedonian self-identification of the monarchies, and is preserved 
in the form of a Greco-Roman cultural primacy in the Imperial period.7 
This major, politically established view finds a minor cross-current in 
certain scientifically concerned writers from Hekataius on, who appreciate 
and idealize the Oriental cultures in philosophical (Cynics, Stoics), historical 
(Herodotus, Diodoros), geographical (Strabon, referring also to Eratosthe
nes) and ethnographic (Hekataius) works.8

Trying to identify the circumstances, among which the "other" of the 
Greek novel emerges, one needs to look at the less politically or 
theoretically motivated works of the age as well.9 Winkler suggested that the 
Greek novel, as little as we know of its readership, can be best seen against a 
background of widespread contemporary popular oral narratives. The few
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sources we have to identify such "popular" views on Egyptian religion before 
the novel are hard to make conclusions from, but their gist most likely 
follows the line of a fragment of the comedy writer Anaxandrides of the 4'1' 
c. BCE, who ridicules the Egyptians:

"I couldn’t bring myself to be an ally of yours, for neither our 
manners nor our customs agree, but stand a long distance 
apart from each other. You worship the cow, but I sacrifice it 
to the gods. You hold the eel to be a mighty divinity, we hold 
it by far the mightiest of dainties. You eat no pork, but I like 
it very much. You worship the bitch, I beat her when I catch 
her eating up my best food. Here in our country, it is the 
custom to have our priests whole, but with you, so it appears, 
it is the custom to cut off their best parts. If you see a cat in 
any trouble, you mourn, but I am very glad to kill and skin it.
The field-mouse has power with you, with me he doesn’t 
count at all."10

This fragment, that made it from fourth-century Athens to Athenaeus, seems 
to represent a third attitude, that of the popular literature beside the 
Hellenes-Barbarians antithesis and the positive evaluation found in the 
scientific writings.11

The fourth-century reference may be half a millennium away from the 
actual production of the novels, but it stems exactly from the period that the 
novel plots describe in their realia.12 In fact, we can distinguish three levels 
within the works: the fourth-century quasi-realia, facts from the time of the 
writing and finally sheer fiction. Separating these levels one should still try 
to avoid to get into the circular argument as it is formulated by J.R. 
Morgan, that less realism present allows for more allegorical readings (and 
an interpretation close to Kerényi’s or Merkelbach’s), while realism, even if 
it consists of commonplace motifs, implies an equation of the fictional 
events with the reality on the reader’s part.13 This argument misses the point 
that any works of literature include a certain refusal of reality and 
involvement in the fictional time and space, and thus neither the writers, 
nor the readers of the novels were considering such distinctions much. For 
my present project I am mainly interested in the representations given and 
not so much in the segregation of fact from fiction.

REPRESENTATIONS OF THE ’’OTHER”
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In the following I will concentrate on four out of the five, nearly 
canonistic novels surviving in their entirety: Chariton’s Chaereas and 
Callirhoe, 14 Xenophon of Ephesus’ An Ephesian Tale,15 Achilles Tatius’ 
Leucippe and Clitophon, 16 and Heliodorus’ An Ethiopian Story17 (Longus’ 
Daphnis and Chloe, in which no Egyptian elements occur is excluded). As 
far as possible, I will also include, especially as comparative material, the 
fragments surviving on papyri18 and also the numerous narrations of similar 
nature that have survived to us from antiquity.19 I will follow the by now 
conventional order, in which I have given the novel titles above, though it is 
remarkable how much this chronology has been changed by the papyrus 
findings during the last century. At the same time, the possibility of 
approximately three centuries separating Chariton from Heliodorus must be 
born in mind with its changing readership and various cultural and 
philosophical influences.

2. The readers

Who these readers or listeners were constitutes one of the most conspicuous 
ongoing debates in the novel studies. On stylistic grounds some scholars 
tend to differentiate between the "early" (Chariton and Xenophon) and the 
"sophisticated" (Achilles Tatius and Heliodorus) novels with regard to the 
level of education a full understanding of the novels require.20 However, it 
is not unheard of that works of literature are consumed by a public with 
various literary backgrounds. E. B. Bowie’s theory allows for a very limited 
group of readers, while it fails to take into consideration one of my basic 
concepts here, that the novels make use of formulae from a wide range of 
narratives, among which numerous could have belonged to the common 
knowledge of the ancient public and thus have facilitated understanding.

A new aspect, the oral performance of especially the "early" novels has 
been introduced into the discussion by T. Hägg, whose arguments are based 
on both style and form, e.g. the stereotyped linking phrases, the 
recapitulation of earlier events, foreshadowing and the stereotypical 
phraseology.21 The fact, that no such performances occur in the novels does 
not decide the case: the characters do not read novels either.

At best, we have then the material evidence, that proves the existence 
of readers in Roman Egypt: four papyri of Chariton’s, six of Achilles Tatius’ 
and one of Heliodorus’ novel survived, as well as numerous fragments of
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other novels.22 While Susan Stephens presents these numbers as dramatically 
low compared to other texts, for example Homer, Demosthenes or 
Thucydides, one can also argue that those texts were used in a school 
context, whereas the novels could serve primarily as entertainment. At the 
same time, William Harris in his Ancient Literacy makes a case for an, 
among ancient standards, comparatively widespread literacy in Egypt.23 As a 
general pattern, with a small number of various novel fragments, one can 
hypothesize that less novels reached a great public, but that there were a 
number of such stories in written or oral circulation in a limited 
geographical area.

As for the composition of this public, one of their major and obvious 
characteristics is the shared language. The language here implies cultural 
preferences among the audience, that the papyrus findings attest. Even 
though we do have Greek papyri that openly indicate Egyptian nationalistic 
feelings (the numerous Oxyrhyncus finds of the Oracle of the Potter), but 
they seem to be translated from an Egyptian original. Those Greek 
fragments with Egyptian characters that are the closest parallels to the five 
whole surviving Greek novels, on the other hand, are more likely to be 
written originally in Greek.24 Thus, Greek as the original language of the 
novels suggests that the very public that the authors had in mind most likely 
accepted those Hellenized views that are essential to most Greek works of 
literature.

Other than trying to describe this public in anachronous terms for 
example as bourgeois, what seems to be more important here is the kind of 
definition that was given for example by Harris, who describes the Egyptian 
literate as "the males of the gymnasium class", "an elite which made real 
effort to maintain its own Greekness".25 The authors of the novels most 
probably write with such a public in mind. Susan MacAlister has recently 
tried to name some of those contemporary individual aspirations that might 
be answered by the novels, going even further than Bowersock, for whom 
the novels were "created by a wakeful author in conscious submission to the 
moral and emotional expectations of his age. 1,26 Altogether such claims for 
realism face the danger of being somewhat anachronous. As for my essay, I 
will only go so far as to identify certain real or irreal expectations of the 
public Chariton, Xenophon and the other authors have in mind when 
choosing their formulae.
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Part II

1. Greek interest in Egypt and its religion

In all four novels that form the basis of my discussion the characters, more 
or less intentionally, travel to Egypt. The Egyptians, even more than the 
Persians, are the exemplary "other nation" of the Greek novel, and such a 
journey thus represents the giving up of the symbolic order the Greeks are 
used to. The information provided by such visits is one of the major sources 
the Greeks actually had about the Egyptians: already in Herodotus, opsis, 
autopsy by the author, is joined by the akoe, the information heard from 
mostly Egyptians, who know the country.27 Before I go into details about 
the various phenomena, that are claimed to have been seen by the Greeks in 
Egypt, let us have a short look at the kind of information the Greeks 
collected from the Egyptians based on hearsay.

This very situation, based on the Greek interest in things related to the 
Egyptian religion, is played out in one novel (Hel. 2.27-28). The speaker is 
Kalasiris, the Egyptian priest, describing the numerous questions the Greeks 
set to him during his stay in Delphi:

"To begin with, our inquiries ranged over a variety of topics: 
one would ask me how we worship our native gods in Egypt, 
while another might ask me to explain why different races 
venerate different animals and what myth is attached to each 
case; and a third might inquire about the construction of the 
pyramids, and a fourth about the underground maze. In short, 
their questions covered everything there is in Egypt, for 
Greeks (hellenikes akoes) find all Egyptian lore and legend 
irresistibly attractive."

As Kalasiris goes on, he ends up by talking about the Nile too. Among his 
audience we find Charikles, the Greek priest of Pythian Apollo, who 
confirms his statements, claiming that he heard the same information from 
the priests of the Nile at Katadoupoi.28

I would like to make two points here. First, the very form of Kalasiris’ 
"quotation" of the questions calls attention to the fact, as well as all witness- 
narrations from Egypt, that all such information is provided completely
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from a Greek perspective. Secondly, such replies from Egyptians can be also 
traced historically and it is in answer to this need that the work of Manetho, 
an Egyptian priest writing in Greek in the 3rd c. BCE can be understood.29 
To put it in another way, though there are answers coming from the 
Egyptians, the questions and the interest are clearly formed by the Greeks. 
And this is the same, even if the novels differentiate and the Greek opsis is 
often mentioned in the description of shrines and temples, while gods, 
myths and practices are mostly revealed on the basis of akoai from Egyptian 
priests.

What I am trying to identify here is the approach that the novel takes 
in describing the Egyptians in a greater context of works written in the 
Hellenistic Era and the age of the Empire. For the peculiarities of various 
genres, one can take the example of the persea trees. They were classified by 
Theophrastus as distinctively Egyptian (Inquiry into Plants 4.2.1); in 
Heliodorus they occur to serve with their canopy as tents for a camp of 
Egyptian satrap’s eunuch (8.14).30 However much the novels owe to 
ethnographic and scientific works, this difference shows that it is only 
overtly an "encyclopedic tendency", when they use the distinctive 
characteristics describing the Egyptians.31 When exotic features are 
mentioned, their function is not to collect the differences, but to represent 
them: in contrast to ethnographic works the novels will not try to organize 
their information.

Such exotic, but factual markers seem to prevail only in Leucippe and 
Clitophon and Aithiopika, with Achilles Tatius including the ’Nile horse’ 
(4.2) and the crocodile (4.19) in his novel, as well as Heliodorus mentioning 
the flamingo and the sacred phoenix (6.3), the giraffe (10.27), and also the 
crocodile (6.1). Most of these descriptions are not even necessary for the 
plot, and the authors seem to aim at the folkloristic effect, rather than the 
provision of information.32 When it is necessary for the plot to explain 
something strange, Xenophon, who may be in need of information, does 
not hesitate to allow for the wildest fiction. In Book Four of the Epbesiaka 
Habrocomes, arrested for the alleged murder of his master, is sentenced to 
crucifixion. The hero has to escape this situation somehow, that is why 
Xenophon introduces the "Egyptian way" of crucifixion, in which he is 
simply tied tightly to the cross, but upon its falling into the Nile he can 
safely escape death (4.2). Needless to say, this special way of crucifixion is 
not attested anywhere else.
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This Greek perspective, that aims at representing the differences, 
considers Egypt, contrary to its centrality to the plot, generally as marginal. 
Its remoteness is stressed by the difficulties of sailing there, that includes 
both the dangers of sea voyage (Ch. 3.3; X. 3.4; Hel.5.22, see also in Ninos 
C 26) and the threat of pirate attacks (in each novel). While Xenophon 
takes it for granted that any character can claim that he or she is Egyptian, 
for Achilles Tatius (3.9) and Heliodorus (1.3) the different skin color is an 
obvious marker of the Egyptians. The Egyptian seaboard is held by Egyptian 
brigands, the famous boukoloi, and the related threatened formulae of the 
novel are part of the narrative tradition of the Hellenistic period.33 To travel 
to Egypt means to enter the land of the other, and the adventurer is to face 
unexpected difficulties. The country is described as the cbora, where 
everything is possible. Somewhat in a Kristevan manner, one may even 
argue for the feminine quality of Egypt. To this an interesting clue is the 
generally better capacity of the women characters from the couples to solve 
difficult situations during the adventures, which is restored to the 
patriarchal order by the end in the reinforcing or making of the marriage.

A similar marker of the margin is the language problem. This is 
abundant in the novel, already mentioned in Chariton (7.2), and also in 
Achilles Tatius (3.9, 3.10), and becomes a constant issue in Heliodorus. 
While certain Egyptian characters, for example Kalasiris, dress and speak 
Greek perfectly (2.21), the truly Greek characters in Aithiopika generally 
express their happiness to eventually meet another Greek (1.8, 7.2). The 
Greek Thisbe prefers dying rather than being the lover of an Egyptian 
(2.10). Similar negative feelings are never expressed from the Egyptian side 
against the Greeks, and thus the perspective of the novel can be justly seen 
in the Greek homeland vs. marginal Egypt contrast.

2. Religious substances worshipped in Egypt

2.1 Gods with Greek names

The relation of Greek and Egyptian gods has traditionally run along lines 
different from an antithesis: the Egyptian claim to the origin of the Greek 
gods has been widespread in Greek literature since Herodotus (2.49-53, 
2.81, 2.171). This opened up a way to the mutual interpretationes, and 
information tends to be conveniently customized in Greek terms for the
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Greek audience.34 It is not so surprising then, that in Chariton and 
Xenophon, Egyptians never worship gods with Egyptian names, but they 
readily take part in the rituals of Greek-named gods. In Chaereas and 
Callirhoe the Egyptian army, as part of a mixed Greek-Egyptian force, holds 
a sacrifice and feast for Aphrodite (8.2). The ethnicity of the participating 
priests is not identified. In Epbesiaka any borderline in the divine world is 
avoided: the oracle of Apollo at Colophon foretells the characters that they 
will offer gifts to the "holy Isis" in Egypt (1.6).

An even more syncretic picture is provided by Achilles Tatius. 
Leucippe and Clitophon arrive at the Egyptian seashore to find the cult 
statue of Zeus Kasios (3.6). The originally Syrian god came to Egypt to be 
identified most likely with Harpokrates, and to call him by his Greek name 
as well as to define his cult a mystery one (through the pomegranate he 
holds in his hand) shows a basically Greek perspective.35 The ekphrasis of 
his statue is followed by the description of the paintings of Andromeda and 
Prometheus inside the temple, and this, as well as the painting of Philomela 
on the wall of an Egyptian studio, consist exclusively of Greek elements, 
and included chiefly to foreshadow the plot in mythological terms to the 
educated readers.36

The novel of Heliodorus follows these lines by allowing the priestess 
of Apollo in Delphi to foresee what will take place in Egypt (2.26), and 
Greeks who stay in Egypt also expect almost irrationally to find their native 
gods worshipped there. Charikleia takes it for granted that there is an 
Apollo shrine nearby in the marsh of the Herdsmen (1.22), and in the 
village of Chemmis it is no problem to hold a feast in the Hermes temple 
(5.15). In fact, other than the common Aphrodite, Artemis and Apollo 
worship, (definitely in accordance with the erotic plot), Hermes seems to be 
present in his own right, a fact that corresponds to his real cult in the 
Greek-speaking milieu in Egypt.37 Interestingly, Dionysus is worshipped 
exclusively by the Greeks living in Egypt.38

2.2 Egyptian gods

Throughout his work, Chariton avoids naming any gods with Egyptian 
names. In the novel of Xenophon, Habrocomes prays to the Nile (4.2), and, 
in accordance with the Pythian oracle Anthia ends up praying to Isis, the 
"greatest of goddesses" (4.3). More interestingly, Anthia plays out her 
fictitious dedication to Isis against Psammis, an Indian ruler and Polyidus,
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the Egyptian soldier in order to avoid their sexual approaches (3.11, 5.4). 
Why the barbarians fall prey to her trick is explained by their superstitious 
nature (physei deisidaimones, 3.11). Note, however, that there is an 
ambiguity present here between the reverence to these gods on the Greek 
characters’ part and their mocking the barbarian belief in them.

In Memphis, Anthia visits the Apis temple (5.4), described as follows:

"This is the most illustrious shrine in Egypt, and the god gives 
oracles to those who wish them. For whenever a person 
comes and prays and makes an inquiry to the god, he comes 
out, and the Egyptian children in front of the temple foretell 
the future, sometimes in prose, sometimes in verse. "

Knowing that the outcome of all this explanation is that Anthia gets an 
oracle from those children that foretells the recovery of her husband, I 
would suggest classifying this piece of information next to Xenophon’s 
"Egyptian way" of crucifixion. There is no parallel description in other 
surviving works on Egypt, and this exotic detail made even twentieth- 
century readers wonder.39

Achilles Tatius and Heliodorus allow for a much greater number of 
gods to be identified with their Egyptian names. This could be the reason 
why his name, Tatios has been considered as a theophoric name deriving 
from the god, Thot;40 this nonsense idea has been by now neglected in favor 
of the more realistic theory of a simple Latin nomen.

At the description of Alexandria in Leucippe and Clitophon Achilles 
mentions Serapis and Isis, the first of whom occurs only this one time in the 
whole genre (Book 5). In both cases the Greek connection is identified. 
First, Achilles speaks of the holy month of the "high god whose Greek name 
is Zeus, but who is in Egypt known as Serapis" (5.1). The syncretic 
identification was also known to Tacitus (hist. 4.84.5). As for the goddess, 
the Greek characters exchange wedding vows in the city’s Isis temple with 
her witnessing (5.14). The Egyptian deities are presented in the way they 
are known and worshipped by the Greeks. Such Greek interpretationes are 
not confined to these two Hellenistic gods. In Tyre, a special sacrifice makes 
use of the Egyptian ox, whose color is described as the one sung by Homer 
with reference to the Thracian horses (Л.10.437), and whose shape is that 
of Zeus in his love affair with Europa (2.15).
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Achilles Tatius has one overtly despising reference to the animal 
worship: in 3.24-25, describing the "sacred bird", the phoenix. It is in fact 
again not the gods, but the barbarian believers who are represented in a 
parodying fashion, when the phoenix is able to influence the movement of 
the Egyptian army. A parallel case is the opening of the Aithiopika, when 
Charikleia is mistaken for Isis by the Egyptian bandits (1.2).

The widest range of Egyptian gods is referred to in the novel of 
Heliodorus. More than half of the occurrences of Isis, altogether the most 
frequent, with almost thirty appearances in the Greek novel, belongs to the 
Aithiopika.  She is explicitly mentioned as worshipped in the northern area 
of Egypt (1.2), and her mystery cult is referred to in the context of the most 
systematic treatment of the Egyptian gods in 9.9 by the priests of Syene. The 
religious worship of the Nile, mentioned already in 2.29, is explained here 
in terms of fertility (taken verbatim from Philon Moses 2.195).41 The true 
belief revealed identifies the Nile with Osiris, and the land with Isis, who 
fights with Typhon, the desert. Interestingly, in 9.22 the Nile is given the 
title of Horos.

A peculiarity of Heliodorus’ language usage alluding to the Egyptian 
gods is that the possible problem of choosing the right name is often 
resolved by using the term "enchorioi theoi", native gods (1.28, 2.23, 2.27, 
2.33, 9.1). In 2.23 it is simply used by Kalasiris to contrast Greek and 
Egyptian gods, but sometimes this choice seems to refer to the unwillingness 
to identify any gods with the situation, like at the description of the cult 
practice of the Herdsmen (1.28). Similarly, upon asking Kalasiris to cast a 
magic spell on Charikleia, Charikles invokes the native gods of Egypt to 
help (2.33). That these gods are not named is strongly related to their 
belonging to the "other" and parallels the language problem mentioned 
above.

To sum up, the perspective of the novels on the Egyptian gods can be 
described as completely that of the interpretatio Graeca. Whenever they can 
do so, the authors prefer calling the gods at their Greek names and identify 
them by their Greek associations and worship. The Egyptian gods are never 
ridiculed, but the barbarian believers often are; as their Superstitious nature 
is played out by the Greek characters. In contrast to the rather 
undifferentiated Götterwelt  of the earlier novels, Heliodorus seems to 
express the problem of naming the gods, when he uses the general term 
enchorioi theoi in situations related to the Herdsmen or magic. While the 
gods of the "other" are not contrasted to the Greek deities, the relationship
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of the Egyptians to their gods is represented as different from that of the 
Greeks, and it is the latter who are seen as the prudent ones. The narrative 
formula in matters divine can be identified as "the superstitious Egyptians 
vs. the clever Greeks".

2.3 The ruler cult

The common belief about the barbarians worshipping their rulers as gods, 
the traditionally despised feature of the Persians, appears in the novels both 
in relation to the Persians (Ch.6.7), and to the Egyptians though towards the 
Egyptian queen (7.6). As depicted, in their awe they cannot even approach 
kings. In an interesting contrast to this, Chariton provides further 
information about the Egyptian ruling system in context of their rebellion 
against the Persians (6.8). The Egyptians are described to "elect" a king in 
Memphis from themselves, although this concept of election, "cheirotonein" 
may not reflect the real Egyptian practice. (Besides, by the Hellenistic age, 
Memphis did count as the old capital, where the crowning ritual took 
place.42) An interesting feature of Chariton’s language that represents his 
identification of the Egyptian and the Persian kings is that he follows the 
practice of Xenophon in the Cyropaedia and refers to the Egyptian king as 
ho aigyptios.43

In Heliodorus 7.17, also with reference to the Persian practice, the 
Greek heroes are supposed to prostrate themselves in front of Arsake, the 
wife of the Persian satrap, de facto ruler of Egypt. Arsake is called the 
"goddess of their fortune". The Greeks of the third century CE probably 
would not have so much against this as the heroes do, who, considering 
themselves free according to the literary tradition from the time of the 
Persian wars, of course refuse the prostration.

The concept of the ruler cult, central to the narratives about 
Alexander, is not a very strong thread in these novels, and when it occurs, it 
does not go much further than a reference to a few earlier literary topot. In 
accordance with the formula set up above, it is again not the worshipped 
rulers, were they Egyptians or Persians, but the worshipping Egyptians, who 
are mocked.
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3. The Egyptian ritual personnel: priests, seers, magicians

As it seems the novels associate the notion of the "Egyptian religion" as the 
religion of the "other" more with its practitioners than with the religious 
substances worshipped. Most of the Egyptians, who occur in the novel, are 
depicted in bulk, as soldiers or Herdsmen, and as being completely 
superstitious. In the following I will discuss if there is any specific 
representation of the ritual personnel and peculiar formulae related to 
them.

The relation of individual Egyptians to the gods and their real or 
unreal capacity to manipulate them is touched on only in the novels of 
Achilles Tatius and Heliodorus. Meanwhile, as Margaret Edsall shows in her 
dissertation on the treatment of priests in the genre, Persian priests appear 
already in Chariton’s novel to emphasize the exotic location and their 
presence contributes to the development of the plot.44 A certain ambiguity 
about such exotic priests is expressed first in Xenophon, who, although 
characterizing their magic in negative terms, allows his main characters to 
consider the use of magic spells and the consultation with Apollo’s oracle as 
equally plausible.45

3.1. Achilles Tatius: "the dangerous Egyptians"

In the novel of Achilles Tatius three Egyptian characters occur, whose roles 
show an ambiguous evaluation of oriental religious practitioners. The first' is 
Menelaus, a young Egyptian, whom we come to know as an advocate of the 
supremacy of homosexual over heterosexual love. After Clitophon has seen 
his love being ritually sacrificed by the Herdsmen, and is ready to commit 
suicide, Menelaus claims that Leucippe is alive and knocks at her coffin 
(3.17). Upon hearing some noise from inside, Clitophon believes that he 
must be a magos, who can raise her from the dead. As Menelaus plays on his 
magic capacities and invokes Hekate, the astonished Clitophon is at a 
complete loss, and asks Menelaus for an explanation, and refers to him as 
possibly "some servant (diakonos) of the gods". As it turns out, Leucippe has 
never been dead, having been "killed" only by a trick sword, and no gods, 
only the bandits were tricked. The story evokes the notion of Egyptian 
rituals hardly intelligible to either the Greeks or to the Herdsmen, who are
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Egyptians, but at the same time it also involves certain mischievous 
Egyptians, who are capable of what can be considered as magic.

Another Egyptian character, the soldier Gorgias, causes Leucippe to 
turn mad by the aphrodisiac he prepared for her (4.15). His skill is 
described as pharmaceutical genius, phusei pharmakeus. Now, aphrodisiacs 
were famous for causing mental illness in antiquity without being necessarily 
Egyptian.46 Interestingly, however, the cure of the madness is an antidote, 
created by Gorgias’ servant, who is also explicitly called an Egyptian, and 
whose treatment is supervised by the highly doubtful and suspicious Greek 
Chaereas (4.16). The Greek rationale of the story is a warning against 
Egyptians and their concoctions that they may mix into your food. The 
association between Egyptians and their dangerous magic-like practices is 
further strengthened.

The third Egyptian to be mentioned here, and in fact the only called 
hiereus in the novel is the priest of the Herdsmen. In the scene of the mock 
sacrifice of Leucippe, he directs the whole ritual, while singing an "Egyptian 
hymn" (3.15). The language identified apparently refers to understanding 
problems. The scene contains less information on the priest, than on the 
ritual itself. As Karl Plepelits already observed, the whole sacrifice is a 
parody of the Greek ritual: the preparation of a coffin suggests human 
remains, Leucippe is tied up and strapped to the pegs in the ground, the 
libation is poured on her head, the slaughter cuts her whole body from 
throat to her stomach, not to mention the fact that the very human sacrifice 
of a virgin is rarely joined by ritual cannibalism.47 To the very form of the 
sacrifice I will return later on, but it is essential to see at this point how the 
whole description characterizes the Egyptian priest: as a practitioner of 
ritual completely corrupted in Greek terms.48

All these three Egyptians, that Achilles depicts in scenes that are 
related to religious or magical practices, contribute to two interrelated 
formulae: first, that "Egyptian rituals are strange and incomprehensible in 
Greek terms", and secondly that "these rituals and their practitioners are 
suspicious of magic and may be able to harm us". In all three scenes the 
Egyptians try to harm a Greek, though they never succeed.

3.2. Heliodorus: priests and sacred wisdom

These formulae that characterize the practitioners of various Egyptian 
religious activities ambiguously are the legitimacy of the Heliodorean novel.
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This situation, however, has been challanged by the fact that two main 
characters of his novel, Kalasiris and Thyamis, are Egyptian priests. Their 
characterization is not only the depiction of an Egyptian priest, but is used 
to convey various messages unrelated to this quality. Just as it is often a 
matter of discussion what belongs to the decor and what is a source of 
further meaning,49 one can argue, that either the Homeric and Pythagorean 
elements are or that they are not part of the priestly description.50 For the 
present purposes, however, it seems reasonable to concentrate on the 
references explicitly made of the priests. A good example for the difficulty 
is that Kalasiris has long hair and a beard, which is contrary to the Isiac 
priests of the literary formulae (Hdt. 2.37; Plut. Is. 352 c9); the reference 
has nothing to do with the Egyptians, but the description alludes to the 
Imperial philosopher.51

The plot makes use of several widespread formulae that explicitly refer 
to Egyptian priests. Kalasiris’ wanderings have a double origin, his falling in 
love with Rhodopis (2.25), and that he foresees the fight between his sons 
(2.25). As for the first, Diodoros Siculus is also aware of a penalty for 
adultery in Egypt in general (1.78.5), and the motif appears in the 
Tinouphis-novel as well, where an Egyptian priest is in contact with an 
adulteress.52 What concerns the fight of Thyamis and Petosiris for the 
position of the high priest in Memphis (1.19; 1.33) it has been known to 
the Greeks since Herodotus (2.37) that Egyptian priesthoods are inherited 
by the eldest son.53 It is interesting, but possible to explain that Thyamis is 
claimed to stay with his grandfather in Thebes in 2.25 -  therefore Kalasiris 
may not be a first-born son himself.

Another rather difficult group of information is provided at the 
description of Kalasiris passing over the priestly office to Thyamis and his 
subsequent death (7.8-7.14). The festivities around the first consist of 
typically Greek elements: the ordering of people according to age in the 
procession as well as the crown and insignia presented to Thyamis.54 
Moreover, the sacristan of the Isis temple quotes Euripides when describing 
the burial ceremony of Kalasiris.55 However, Charikleia is mentioned to be 
unable to perform the Delphi rituals of her priestly office proper to grief in 
7.14, which seems to suggest a contrast with Greek practices. The boundary 
is represented by her not being consecrated (me bieromene), so that she 
cannot enter the temple (8.3). Such controlled accessibility of the Egyptian 
temples could have been a well-known phenomenon, and was in fact also 
described by Chaeremon in the 1st c. AD.56 In the novel, upon Kalasiris’
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death the sacred precinct is closed down for seven days, and Thyamis, the 
new priest, is not allowed to have contact with people outside. This 
boundary may only emerge for plot necessities, but the possibility of 
imposing it derives from an opposition between the heroes and the (not 
very closely identified) traditional Egyptian temple system.

Peculiar habits of the priests, for example their abstinence, could be 
well-known as well. That people from all around the Mediterranean world 
accept Kalasiris’ refusal of full participation in their wine libations suggests 
that such abstinence was seen as normal either for Egyptian, or simply for 
non-Greek priests in general.57 Chaeremon also mentions the diet 
restrictions of the Egyptian priests, concerning the consumption of wine, 
bread and meat (6-7). Such restrictions seem to be more of a motif, than a 
formula specific to the Egyptians, as it is also known of the Pythagoreans.58

Clearly Egyptian is the closed circle of formulae about their priests as 
carriers of the most sacred Egyptian wisdom, that occurs in the section 
describing the priests of Syene (Book 9). Earlier it was mentioned in the 
novel that there are two different kinds of Egyptian writing (4.8, already in 
Hdt.2.36), and that one of these, the "sacred", can be read only by the 
priests (2.28, 4.8, also Diod. Sic. 3.3). References have been made to the 
kinds of knowledge included in these sacred texts, for example about the 
Nile (2.28), or about certain animals, like the bird curing the evil eye.59 
Kalasiris also claims that true knowledge, of which he gives the example of 
astrology, is their privilege (3.16). The priests of Syene are questioned by 
Hydaspes, the Ethiopian king, about the origin of the Nile and other 
curiosities in the city. Once again, behind the Ethiopian scene the Greek 
questions are answered by the priests: they show the king the Nilometers, 
the sundials, the local fauna and flora (9.22).

At a point in their interview the priests also tell about the festival of 
the Nile, that was in fact celebrated in the novel (9.9). It is quite 
remarkable, however, that in describing the divinity of the Nile for the 
Egyptians in this earlier passage, Heliodorus says that this goes back to the 
belief about life deriving from the conjunction of moist and dry elements, or 
-  as the initiates (mystai) know, -  the Nile Osiris and Isis, the land. The 
knowledge is described as the property of those initiated, and the initiation 
depicted refers to the Isiac mysteries.60 Thus the mysteries seem to give 
instruction in the sacred knowledge of the Egyptian priests. That these 
constitute the sacred knowledge is further emphasized by a pose imitating 
Herodotus’ religious silence (Hdt. 2.3):
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"Well, may the god pardon me for saying this much. The 
greatest mysteries may not be spoken of: let us respect their 
sanctity as we continue our story... "

This whole section on the sacred knowledge of the Egyptian priests, 
especially as it is identified with the secrets of the mysteries seems to be an 
attempt to incorporate two different formulae: one about the Egyptian 
priests as carriers of the sacred, traditional Egyptian wisdom, the other 
about the origin of the mysteries in Egypt. The combination stems from 
Heliodorus’ intention to depict the priests positively, also when for example 
the Ethiopian king invites the distinguished Ethiopians and the priests of 
Syene to his banquet to celebrate his victory (9.23). This is the top of the 
social hierarchy.

Another claim, that about Homer being Egyptian (2.34; 3.13-15), 
emphasizes the special status of the Egyptian priests in the novel. To the 
Hellenistic-Roman commonplaces, like his Theban origin (vitA.6., certam. 
23; Gell. 3.11 etc.) fine details are added about his priestly knowledge: he is 
said to be the son of the high priest of Hermes (3.14), in fact son of this god 
through his mother’s incubation in the temple; he is claimed to be well 
versed in the holy lore (3.13), and his poetry is compared to the Egyptian 
on the basis of its concealed meaning (3.15). Moreover, Kalasiris explains 
how to recognize gods on the basis of the Iliad (Hel.3.12=1/. 13.71-72).61

If we should take all this very seriously has been questioned by 
Winkler.62 I feel the need to restate this question here, especially in the light 
of the fact, that the Greeks, who meet Egyptian priests, seem to expect them 
to be capable of curing illnesses (the evil eye, 3.18), of uttering oracles 
(3.17), and of using magic spells (4.5). In the other novels, a magic spell is a 
barbaric phrase (Eph. 1.5), and the pain of bee stings is relieved by a two- 
line spell, Kleio has been taught by an Egyptian women (AT 2.7). Magic, as 
we can see, is often identified with Oriental people. Are then these Egyptian 
priests the carriers of the sacred Egyptian mysteries or magicians? One 
could suggest that the narrative formula has been reinterpreted by 
Heliodorus. This is true, so far as in the Aithiopika no Egyptian priests carry 
out any magic in a serious manner.63 The change in representation is to be 
discussed in the next section.

105



ZSUZSANNA VÁRHELYI

3.3 Magic in Heliodorus

Kalasiris clearly differentiates between two kinds of Egyptian wisdom in his 
two attacks on magic and necromancy (3.16; 6.14).

"... having heard at the party that I was from Egypt and a 
high priest, he had come to enlist my help with his love, 
laboring, I suppose, under the common misapprehension that 
the wisdom of Egypt is all of one and the same kind. On the 
contrary: there is one kind that is of low rank and, you might 
say, crawls upon the earth; it waits upon ghosts and skulks 
around dead bodies; it is addicted to magic herbs, and spells 
are its stock-in-trade; no good ever comes of it; no benefit 
ever accrues to its practitioners; generally it brings about its 
own downfall, and its occasional successes are paltry and 
mean-spirited -  the unreal made to appear real, hopes 
brought to nothing; it devises wickedness and panders to 
corrupt pleasures."

The list is full of what is generally considered as magic, only love 
aphrodisiacs are missing. The necromancy in 6.14 seems to be also the 
example for what this theory proclaims about the outcome: an old Egyptian 
woman raises her dead son to find out about the future, but she cannot 
achieve anything. She is the only Egyptian woman, whom we ever get to see 
contributing to the plot, and thus her identification with magic is our only 
representation of a possibly negative general appreciation of such "witches". 
The very ritual starts with references to Odysseus’ similar attempt, possibly 
to help readers identify the case, but then turns into mock witchcraft, with a 
wheat effigy and blood flicked into the fire. She "invokes the moon by a 
series of grotesque and outlandish names", that is the language of the magic, 
similarly to that of the mock sacrifice mentioned above, is described as 
strange and foreign. "Fantastic acts" follow {alia terateusamene), and she 
succeeds in making her son speak. The dead condemns the mother for her 
deed, but in fact the prophecy given comes true, including her death on the 
spot.

I think that both scenes are interesting: first for the description of the 
actual magical practices, but also for the involved evaluation. The ritual 
hocus pocus, much the product of Heliodorean fantasy, mixes magic with
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traditional ritual action carried out in a foreign way, e.g. the invocation. 
Next, both Kalasiris and the son raised from the dead claim explicitly that 
to use magic is in fact ethically disapprovable, the son even calls it unjust (to 
athemiton 6.15). Kalasiris utters a similar judgment by calling the scene 
unclean (ouk euages). This is in fact a reaffirmation of his claim in 3.16, that 
the true wisdom is a privilege of the priests and has nothing to do with the 
listed magic practices.

How can the Greek assumption about the magic capacities of Egyptian 
priests be met by their assumption of Egypt as the original land of all 
wisdom, including Homer? And even if we can differentiate between true 
religion and magic, how comes that Kalasiris carries out such magic five 
times during the novel (2.33; 3.17; 3.19; 4.15; 5.12)? The solution is partly 
the above mentioned ethical differentiation between two different kinds of 
Egyptian (religious) wisdom. Moreover, Kalasiris seems to differentiate 
between these two kinds in his action as well. His return to the Isis shrine is 
marked with serious prostration, embracing the feet of the cult statue, 
libation and prayer (7.8) and similar practices at other times like the libation 
to Hermes -  all accepted Greek forms of religious ritual. On the other hand 
his mock spells, carried out at the wish of the Greeks he meets, he himself 
calls stage performance (skenes hypokrisis 4.5). That is, Heliodorus carries, 
out the ethical differentiation between true and false wisdom, true and false 
Egyptian religion on the level of the plot: in the difference between serious 
and mock ritual action. By doing so, however, he complicates the problem 
of the "other": those Greeks expecting the Egyptian priests to cast magic 
spells seemingly belong to the "we", but Kalasiris and other initiates of the 
sacred wisdom share the ethical point of the Greeks.

3.4 Human sacrifice

Finally, there is one more standard formula about the Egyptian to discuss: 
the case of human sacrifices in Egypt. In the above mentioned article on a 
fragment of Lollianos, Winkler collected all occurrences of human sacrifice 
in the Greek novel.64 There are two cases in Xenophon, both by 
Hippothoos, a robber from Perinthos. The first sacrifice takes place in 
Cilicia (2.13), the second, the live burial of Anthia, occurs in Egypt, where 
the brigands are active at the time (4.5). The two sacrifices in Achilles Tatius 
(3.19 and 5.7) both occur in Egypt and made out by Egyptian pirates, 
though the second organized by the Greek Chaereas of Pharos. Heliodorus
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has two references to the killing of human beings in a sacred context, the 
first (1.30) by the Egyptian boukolos Thyamis, the second is in fact the 
abolishment of this practice in Ethiopia (10.7).

All these human sacrifices can thus be identified with the outlaws so 
much, that the Lollianos fragment, that mentions the sacrifice of a boy, 
whose cooked heart is distributed among the participants, came also to be 
identified with the Egyptian rangers.65 The attribution of human sacrifice 
seems to fit well into the context of similar accusations against various 
religious groups in the Roman Empire.66 As James Rives showed in this 
article, these accusations always refer to the "other".

Winkler argued that this formula, the Desperado vs. Victim, is a 
narrative device, and carries no religious meaning or realistic reference.67 I 
would like to take his argument further and claim that the original formula, 
with the shocking effect about the outlaws, grows into the ethical division of 
Heliodorus. The desperadoes and their religious practices can be identified 
in the world of the Aithiopika as part of that "black religion", that is to be 
rebuffed.

Now is the time to reconsider all those religious practices by the 
pirates and rangers. In Xenophon, the bandit Amphinomius swears an oath 
in general by the sun and the gods of Egypt (5.2), but in Achilles Tatius and 
Heliodorus, the well-known Egyptian gods are already absent from the 
religious scenes that include bandits. It is the "native gods" to whom the 
bandits sacrifice, and the boukolos Thyamis is at a loss to make sense out of 
an Isis-oracle, that he tries to fulfill by killing Charikleia (Hel. 1.30). While 
in Xenophon the Cilician bandits hoped to get a response from Ares by 
shooting their victims with spears, Isis does not take the responsibility for 
these killings in Heliodorus any more. Even the Egyptian gods who 
underwent the interpretatio Graeca are carefully separated from the 
formulae of the dangerous Egyptians and their rituals.

4. Conclusion

In 1617 Persiles, the last romance of Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra was 
posthumously published.68 The Heliodorus imitation, that its author 
heralded as his best work, does not start in Egypt, but on a Barbaric Isle on 
the North Sea, whose inhabitants sacrifice and consume humans. Their 
barbarian and patriarchal world, in which women are not allowed to talk, is
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as "hell" the narrative counterbalance of the heavenly Rome, where the 
heroes finally arrive; only to find a "civilization", which is a nightmare 
world of violence.

Informed by a number of contemporary views on the barbarians, 
strongly related to the sixteenth-century discovery of America, Cervantes 
created an exemplary cultural "other", in a novel, in which he articulated his 
own particular culture. I would like to consider his fictional Barbaric Isle as 
a paradigm for the depiction of the "other", by attributing extraordinary 
rituals, like magic or human sacrifice to the different culture, -  even if the 
real cultural primacy is being questioned. As we have seen, the Greeks had 
been creating such antithetical positions for approximately five hundred 
years by the time the novel genre starts; and both within and out of this 
genre developed a set of formulae to mark cultural difference. The purpose 
of such an antithesis is self-definition, and in my opinion certain features, 
primarily the elevation of the Egyptian gods above the negative formulae in 
contrast to the local religious practitioners, serve to protect its validity.

The religious formulae circulating about the Egyptians, about the 
boukoloi sacrificing humans, or the priests practicing magic must have 
belonged to the wider field of narratives in the contemporary Mediterra
nean. They represent a strongly ethnocentric point of view, and beyond the 
ritual practices one may trace a person-to-person confrontation with the 
members of the different culture. These formulae provided a basic set of 
ideas, which the writers of the novels could select from, but they also served 
as constraints, as the writers could not simply turn around the values 
attached.

It is not until Achilles Tatius that an ambiguity about these Egyptian 
participants appears and Heliodorus is the first to set up a polyvalent 
system. These two novels reflect most explicitly on the problem of self- 
identification through antithesis and play with such expectations of the 
public. There is no question about that all the novels finish in happy 
endings, the symbolic order of the Greeks is always restored. What happens 
in Heliodorus, however, is that because the "other" has been displaced 
throughout the novel, for example whenever an Egyptian proved more 
ethically religious than the Greeks, by the end it is hard to identify one 
antithetical "other" and in the cavalcade of the Greeks, Egyptians and the 
especially pious Ethiopians the depiction of the Greek fantasy of the "other" 
proves the same as the barbarians of Cervantes: as for self-definition, what 
should have been contrary to their own habits fails to be different. The
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narrative formulae referring to the religion of the Egyptians turn out to 
provide a narcissistic closure: the "other" of the Greeks, in my reading, is 
substantially their representation of an aspect of themselves, the attempted 
articulation of their own cultural primacy.
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