
Offerings and libations for the king 

and the question of ruler-cult 

in Egyptian temples

INTRODUCTION

In Ptolemaic Egypt, the king could be venerated as a god in various social and ethnic 

contexts: in Alexandria, in the Greek milieus of the chora, and in Egyptian temples. 

Much more often, however, he was not equated to the gods but would receive 

honours clearly showing that he was a man, whose life and success depended on 

the grace of the Greek and Egyptian gods. In many cases, moreover, rituals directly 

equating sovereigns to the gods could coexist with others being addressed to the gods 

for the well-being of the rulers (with the formula hjper + the genitive, or alike). If such 

a synchronic combination of religious representations of a political leader both as a 

saving god and as a man in need for divine protection might seem confusing to the 

modern eye, it was in fact a current practice in Hellenistic Egypt, in both Greek and 

Egyptian ritual contexts, and as such, it cannot be regarded as an inconsistency at the 

level of religious representation and political practice.1

I am deeply grateful to Stefano Caneva for all his fruitful corrections and comments as well as for 

the opportunity this paper has offered to us to work in such a close collaboration.

f See Caneva (2016b), p. 126; on this topic, see also his paper in this volume, focusing on Attalid 

Pergamon.

In compliance with the Greek dedicatory tradition, the /^er-formula, which is 

Used when a person accomplishes a dedication or offering to a god/or the king—or, 

as we shall see, when a person (re)builds a temple for him—played a special role in the 

ritual and linguistic construction of the relationship between the honoured monarchs 

and the divine sphere. In the present article I will first discuss the function of this 

formula in ruler worship, that is, in rituals whereby the ruler is honoured in a religious 

way, but nevertheless not equated to a god. I will then explore the types of relationship 

existing between this formula and the ruler cult proper, where the ritual honours 

addressed to the ruler equate him to a god. I will do this by reassessing the scholarly 

debate with a specific focus on religious practice in Graeco-Egyptian milieus.

Originalveröffentlichung in: Stefano G. Caneva (Hrsg.), The Materiality of Hellenistic Ruler Cults (Kernos, Suppl. 36), Liège 2020, S. 83–
102 ; Online-Veröffentlichung auf Propylaeum-DOK (2025), DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/propylaeumdok.00006916 
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In order to study the entanglement between language and practice in a specific 

and concrete ritual environment, I begin my discussion by reviewing the use of the 

hyper- formula in two Egyptian temples in Euhemeria in Fayum.

Setting the context: two asylia petitions from Euhemeria 

and Greek agents in Egyptian temples

In 69/68 BC, king Ptolemy XII received two petitions, one in his 12th and another 

in his 13th regnal year, asking him to grant the right of inviolability to two Egyptian 

temples in Euhemeria, a small village situated in Fayum. One of the temples was 

dedicated to the Egyptian god Ammon, the other one to the three crocodile gods 

Psosnaus, Pnepheros and Soxis. The king ordered that the asylia should be granted 

and thereafter "no one was allowed to intrude by force and to bother the priests, 

pastophores and the rest of the personnel."2

2. ZF0yo//„lI 136 (= SB III 6155), lines 16-19.

3. I.Fayoum II 136, lines 14-15: p.evo6a^ xalrfy; ira^a | tqv nkrpFov Foko aovxe%[a)]Qy]|i€vri; dauklaG.

The privilege of inviolability had already been conferred on other temples in the 

same village, a village that seems to have had more temples than houses.3 It is inter­

esting that the king himself did not formulate these decrees, but that he just took the 

two letters of petition and approved them with a short notice: ^Tuxtopfinat—"it should 

be conceded." The two stelae with the petitions followed by the approval of the king 

were undoubtedly placed at the entrance to the temple precincts. Both stelae were in 

typical Egyptian style with a round-topped lunette. One lunette also shows a pharaoh 

performing a ritual in front of a crocodile lying on a pedestal.

Both inscriptions show the procedure to be followed in order for an Egyptian 

temple to be granted inviolability by the king. The two sanctuaries had lain in decay. 

Two benefactors wanted to rebuild them on their own initiative and at their own 

private expense. To promote a resurgence of the economic activities of the temples, 

the two financiers wanted to make them immune to royal functionaries who were 

eager to extract revenues from the temples. Two explanations are possible as to why 

the benefactors saw it necessary to request the king's grant of inviolability to these 

sanctuaries. The first hypothesis is that, between the end of the cultic activities and 

the rebuilding of temples, it had become a common practice for the sovereign to 

grant the right of immunity to temples in the Egyptian chora. In this case, the asylia 

would be conceded to the two sanctuaries in Euhemeria for the first time at the 

moment when their ritual activity was resumed thanks to the initiative of the two 

benefactors. The alternative hypothesis is that these temples had already enjoyed asylia 

in the past, but the interruption and reactivation of the cult made it necessary to grant 

this right once again.

Be that as it may, it is both highly interesting and significant for our purpose that 

the two benefactors of the Egyptian cults were neither Egyptian priests nor members
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of the local Egyptian elite, but were, in fact, Greeks trying to re-establish the local 

cults in the Egyptian village: one was an Athenian callecl Dionysodoros and the other, 

an Antiochenian, was called Apollophanes. The latter also had the aulic title of "one 

of the first friends" of the king, being officer of the royal guard in Alexandria,4 which 

meant that he seemingly belonged to the inner circle of the king.

4. On the context see: Heinen (1994); Scheuble-Reiter (2012), p. 306-308.

5. I.Fayoum 11 135, lines 11-13: xal tqv el0ta|p€vcov ^tTeXeiaOat Gnep re 6pwv xal TQV rixv^v | Ovatwv 

xal gtcovSqv.

6. I.Fayouw II 136, lines 11-14: ditax; aY re [0]ua(at xal at [a7i]ov8a[t] | ^TUTeXtoVTat, XT[t]a0^vroG too 

aripatlvopevou te^ov vaCq tc aou xal Twv tcqo |y6vo[v a]ov.

7. I.Fayoun? II 107, with Bingen (1991), p. 85: 6tueq ,Sac^ic^ nrokepaloo | xal ^amManr^ K/.coTzdroac 

T^ &SeXq>iTC | xal ^aairiaar^ K^oriT^ T^ yuvaixd^, | Ocwv EvepyeTwv, xal TQV texvov aBrov, 

I AyaOdSopoc AyaOoSwQou M&^v^ri; | xr^ ^ IT^ao/la^) (ixarovTdpouQOG) xal datSdpa 

Atovoalou n yuvi)xal rd r€xva | rd tcq6tcuKov xal tov XlOtvov 8q6|xov nve^eQQi Oewt peyd|Xo)t 

peydkax, cux^w (riou;) 76 ®(»u0 0.

8. Pros.Ptol. II 2185 + 2747 + VI 16975; see also Scheuble-Reiter (2012), p. 304-305.

If we look at the arguments used by the two Greek petitioners, they naturally 

point out that the asjlia would increase the well-being of the gods. Dionysodoros 

wanted the right of inviolability "so that one can perform the rites of the gods in a 

much better way". However, the king himself also played a very important role in the 

discourse of both petitioners: Apollophanes, for example, puts forward the argument 

that, at the time, it was not possible "to perform the burnt offerings and libations for 

you and your children."5 Dionysodoros argues in a similar way. He wants to establish 

the new temple with an inscription for the king "so that the burnt offerings and 

libations can be performed, the temple being founded for you and your ancestors."6

We can see how such a foundation inscription might have looked like in the 

neighbourhood of Euhemeria, more precisely in Theadelpheia, where more than 

two generations earlier, in 137 BC, an Alexandrian soldier had built a temple for the 

crocodile god Pnepheros. The building inscription of this temple, which was put on 

an architrave measuring two meters, has the following content:

For king Ptolemy, the queen Kleopatra his sister, the queen Kleopatra, his 

wife, the Theoi Euergetai and their children, Agathodoros son of Agathodoros, the 

Alexandrian, from the second hipparchy, and his wife Isidora, daughter of Dionysios, 

and their children (have dedicated) the propylon and the dromos to Pnepheros, the 

twice great god, as fulfilment of a vow, year 34, 9th of Thoth.7

As in the aforementioned cases of the Athenian and Antiochian petitioners, here we 

encounter once again a Greek financing an Egyptian temple.8 Agathodoros seems to 

have been stationed in Theadelpheia with his squadron.

The temple re-founded by Apollophanes, moreover, already contained images 

of the king's ancestors. Apollophanes then wanted to erect "also for you, greatest 
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kings, statues at the best visible point of the temple."9 By coincidence, a statue-base 

of Ptolemy XII, with this exact title of "Great King", has been excavated in Fayum, 

unfortunately not in Euhemeria but in Tebtunis.10

9. I.Fayoum II 135, lines 16-17: dvaOelvat de xal Opwv tqv peytoTov ^acikeov | [elx]6va<;.

10. SEG XXXIX 1705 (55 BC): ^aotUa peyav l ltokepaiov Oeov Neov Ai6vogov OiXoadTopa xal 

(pikddek^ow ^todg) X^', <DaQpo(uOt) t^. cf. Rondot (2004), p. 137-138; Stanwick (2002), no. E3.

11. Cf. Bingen (2007),p. 266-274. Texts on p. 266, n. 10; p. 267, n. 11; IFayo^ II 112, lines 29-33 (93 

BC) (with I.Fayoum II 113); I.Fayoum 11 114, lines 15-31 (70 BC); l.Fayoum 11 116, lines 14-20 (57 

BC) (with I.Fayoum II 117 and 118);IFayoum\II 152, lines 13-18 (95 BC): ev de Tohrtot dvaxetp€va)[v] 

I GOV TG, pfytGTe ^amkeo, xal ta>v apoyOvov | Ixovov ypa7i<T>QV, tqv tg Ovatov xal otiovSqv | xal 

Twv ^F^v TQV voptfopevov dnep re gov, | pltzr^o^e ^aGiXev, xal tqv xexvov Ota voxtd; | xal 

^pcoa^ GuvreXovp^vov; UPZ I 14, lines 27-31 (158 BC): dxo^ SiGUGxnpovibv duvopat | ^tutgXgiv 

td^ Ovola; Oidp i:e 6p&v | xal TWV t6xvqv, (F^y xuQteuy]Te | TtdariG X^^ac, ^ 6 TIXioc; ^opat, 

tov I daavta yodvov; UPZ 1 19, lines 2-4 (163 BC): Oau^ xa[l] Tau^ StSopai kGtToo[QyovG]\at/ 

6 TOL I Tt^dg Mspyet peydkot Xapaxtefoi, tqi 'OGopaxei xod^ gtigvSougqv OxeQ re | uplov xal 

TWV Operepov texvov; UPZ I 41, lines 22—25 (163/162 BC): Yva nav rd i^c ^ouGat ^TUTGZwpev| 

Tae; %od(; TOt peyloTot Oeax Xapdaet xal T&XXa rd | vop^dpeva GUVTefwpev Oxep re 6pwv xal TQV| 

OpeT^pov rexvov; UPZ I 42, cl. 2, lines 48-51 (162 BC): Yva xav rd ^^ Monnat nokkwi paZZov | rd 

vopt^dpeva tql Eagans: xal Tijt"Iggi | ^7ttteX©pev 67^9 re 6pwv xal tqv | Operdpov texvwv; P.Sorb. 

Ill 107 (219 BC); P.Enfeux. 6, line 6 (220 BC); P.Enteux. 80, line 13 (217 BC); IF.ChmjZ 68, lines 

50-53 (132 BC).

12. PSIV 539, line 3 (3'd cent. BC): Tv; Ovala^ T^t "Igi xal ApGivory OhXaddXqxoi Gvdy too ^ant^ax;.

13. I.Phi/te I 19, lines 28—31 = OGIVI 137-139 = Pfeiffer (2015), no. 29: xal 6c too toiovtov avp^alvet 

^ZaTTOVGOat to tepdv xal | xtvdovevetv 7|pd^ too pi] Ixetv rd vop^opeva 71^6^ xd; | ycvop€vag Otteq re 

6pwv xal Twv tcxvov Ovala; | xal GTiovSdg.

14. I.Philae I 12bis, lines 8-11 = Pfeiffer (2015), no. 26.

In their letters to the king, the two petitioners used the so-called /^er-formula 

with regard to both their offerings for the kings and the foundation inscription. This 

means that the deity instead of the king was the recipient of both the offering and the 

temple, whereas the king was in some way related to the initiative of the petitioners 

as the party benefiting from their offering. The two Greeks were not alone in 

strengthening their petition to the king by claiming that, within the temple, offerings 

were made for him. The priests of Egypt very often used exactly this 6%ber-formula in 

petitions to the king or his staff, to make it explicit that they performed offerings for 

the king.11 A priest of Isis from Philadelpheia speaks of "offerings to Isis and Arsinoe 

Philadelphos for the king."12 The priests of Philae make a complaint to Ptolemy VIII 

that they have to host royal officials and that therefore "the sanctuary is suffering and 

we are in danger of running out of means for the burnt offerings and libations, which 

are performed for you and your children."13 The priests of Mandulis in Philae write 

to Ptolemy VI that they are lacking in revenue which they "should normally have, for 

the sacrifices and libations in the temple of Mandulis, the greatest god, and for the 

other customary rites in the region of Philae for you, the queen and your children 

and ancestors".14 With such an argument that offerings are made to the gods for the 

king and his family, the priests could normally expect to achieve the fulfilment of the 
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requests, because the Ptolemies were themselves very much interested in such kinds 

of offerings. Ptolemy VIII formulated it explicitly in a prostagma.

[...] permit no one under any circumstances to exact payment of any of the 

above-mentioned revenues (of the temples) or to drive away by force the agents of 

the priests, in order that the priests may obtain all their receipts in full, and may be 

able, without hindrance, to pay the customary offerings to the gods for us and our 

children. 15

15. P.Tebt. I 6, lines 47—49 (Bagnall — Derow [2004], no. 136).

16. On this see JiM (2014), p. 617-638.

17. Bingen (2007), p. 276; Nilsson (19612), 182.

18. OGIS I 96 = SB V 8872 = CIJ 1443: Oti^q paoi^ax; l ltokepalou | xai flaatXicxnK KXeoTC&TQai;| 

llTokepatoG ’E%tx68ou | 6 ^icnarr^ tqv (poXcoaTQV | xal ol iv AOpl^et 7ou8afoi | t^v Ttpoaeux^v| 

0e<p 'Y^OTQ. On h^er-dedications in Jewish milieus, see also Paganini in this volume.

THE PROBLEM OF THE HYPER-FORMULA

A debated question in research concerns the exact meaning of an offering made to the 

gods for the king. More precisely, what does it mean when a temple hosts an inscript- 

ion Jor the king, as the aforementioned ayy/ia-petition stated? As seen before, in Greek 

both statements are phrased in the grammatical construction hp/>erwith the genitive.16 

The meaning of the preposition hyper is as ambiguous as the meaning of the English 

Preposition far it can denote that the offering or dedication is made for the well-being 

of the king just as it can mean that the offering or dedication is made by proxy of the 

king, which means that he is thought of as the virtual agent of the offering.

The formula was especially popular in Greco-Roman Egypt and was used in 

every religious context of its multicultural society, which means not only in the 

Egyptian, but also in the Greek and Roman ritual environment. In both Greek and 

Jewish dedications and ritual contexts, the meaning of the formula is undisputedly 

understood by scholars as "for the well-being of the king". Following the words of 

J. Bingen, one can say that the formula "means ... 'in favour of, for the salvation 

and prosperity of."17 To the monotheistic Jews, for example, the formula offered a 

perfect opportunity to show their close friendship to the ruler without putting him on 

the same level as their god. Thus, we have inscriptions concerning the dedication of 

synagogues which go like this:

For King Ptolemy and queen Kleopatra, Ptolemaios, son of Epidydes, the 

overseer of the wardens and the Jews of Athribis have dedicated the house of prayer 

to the highest god.18

This clearly means that the house of prayer was erected for the well-being of 

Ptolemy, since the prayers made inside the synagogue—like those in the temple of 
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Jerusalem19—were addressed to the Jewish god to guarantee the safety of the ruler. 

This point is made explicit in Philo's Legatio ad Gaium, where Caligula, who wanted 

a cult for himself, complains that the Jews only pray "for him" (oaeg ^pov).20 This 

shows that the b^er-formula was used to construct a close relation between god and 

ruler, the latter being not represented on the same level with the gods.21

19. See 1 Makk. 7.33.

20. Phil. Leg. 357.

21. See Price (1984a), p. 210 and 229.

22. OGIS I 332, lines 27-33 = IvP I 246, with the new integrations proposed by Caneva (2018a): 

tdv OT^avq^ov tqv 8d8exa 6e6v xal Oeov pa | qQgwg Evpevou xal to^ fepeK xal vic Upe[qa^ 

dvoiAvTa^ w^ vaouc tqv 0c | wv xai ^mOdovTag Tov h^avwtdv ehycaOat vuv te xai elg tdv did %p6vov 

I 8:66vai ^acakeT ATTakoi Otkop^TOQt xal EGegy^Tiy Oyletav 0(01^0(77 vixrv | xq^toq xal inl Y[^ 

xa<i> [^i] 0q[Uaa^ xal bq^ovit xal dpovopevox, xal ^v [3a | at^av aOtov &aq<6>v[e]tv [s^] 

tdv &7tavTa aiova d^Xa^rj perd cior; daya | LLg. On this decree, see Caneva (2018a) and in this 

volume.

23. OGIS 1 214, lines 18-21 = RC5 = RICIS 304/1101: Yva e%qTe cTidvSeiv | xal xpdaOat tyiauvdvTov 

np^v xal euToyovv I Tov xal tfiq tSSgo)^ hiagcvolcr^, dj; Sp | ^ouXopat xal 6^.

24. Fraser (1972), I, p. 226: "by it the dedicant 'recommended' the monarch to the god"; Taeger 

(1957), I, p. 299: “Kultakt, der den gottlichen Schut^ gewinnen oder dankbar be^eugen sollttf"; Kyrieleis 

(1975), p. 146.

Outside Egypt, the religious meaning of making offerings for the king is, for 

example, explained in an honorific decree of Pergamon. Following a successful 

military campaign of Attalos III, the civic institutions decided that

the stephanephoros of the twelve gods and of the god King Eumenes together with the 

priests and priestesses shall open the temples of the gods, and pray while offering 

incense that the gods may now and for all time bestow on king Attalos Philometor 

Euergetes health, safety and victory, [both on land and on sea,] when he attacks and 

when he repulses those who attack him, and that his kingdom may endure unim­

paired [for] ever in complete security."22

The Hellenistic king could even request that an autonomous city make such an 

offering. This is shown by the letter from Seleukos Nikator to the Milesians from 

288/287 BC. Seleukos had sent gold and silver cups to be dedicated in the temple of 

Apollo of Didyma and suggested: "you may use them for libations and other uses for 

our health and fortune and for the lasting safety of the/io/ir, as this is my own and your 

will."23 Although here the king uses igenitivus absolutus instead of the ^-formula, the 

general meaning of his statement is identical: offerings are to be performed for the 

well-being of the king and polis, following a formula commonly attested in contempo­

raneous civic decrees.

In the Greek world, the /^-formula generally means that the offering is made 

for the well-being of mortals, upon whom protection should be bestowed by the gods 

who are the direct recipients of the offerings.24 Not only kings and their families, but
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also private individuals, can benefit from offerings by being attached to this formula.25 

This last case is shown by a petition written by a certain Zoilos of Aspendos to 

Apollonios, the dioiketes of the king. Zoilos wants to build a temple for Sarapis but 

lacking the money necessary for it, he asks Apollionos for financial support. If the 

dioiketes provides it, the temple shall be erected, and "a priest shall preside and sacrifice 

at the altar for you.”26

25. See P.Cair.Zen. I 59034 = PSI IV 435 = SB III 6713 (257 BC), with Caneva (2016b), p. 130.

26. P.Cair.Zen. I 59034, lines 7-8: xap] je^ea] ^OTaietv x[ai] | ^u^op^etv 6keq OpiQv.

27. Bernand (1969), I, p. 91.

28. Caneva (2016b), p. 146.

29. Caneva (2016b), p. 146, and 148: "rituals hyper the royal house were felt as acts virtually performed 

by them as the traditional ritual agents in the temples, rather than more generally as rites celebrated 

by priests in their favour".

No one disputes that the formula hyper with the genitive means "for the well-being 

of' in Greek or Jewish rituals and temples. However, in the two asylia-inscriptions we 

have discussed above, the formula is used in Greek texts concerning Egyptian rituals 

and temples. Here things might become more complicated. Some scholars maintain 

that since in Egyptian religious ideology, priests are mere substitutes of the pharaoh 

and therefore every offering made in Egyptian temple rituals is virtually ascribed to 

the pharaoh himself, the use of the ^per-formula would have another meaning, and 

should therefore be translated in another way, when occurring in these contexts. 

Accordingly, quoting Bernand, "toute dedicace est ainsi un bondage aux souverains, en ce 

sens que le roi ... est cense faire 1'offrande au diet/'?n Similarly, in a recent contribution 

S. Caneva surmises that the formula is used to mark the pharaoh as a virtual agent of 

the rituals, in compliance with the old Egyptian idea of the priest as a proxy for the 

pharaoh: "ritual intercession by priests would assume a particularly strong significance: 

customary rites were not only celebrated in favour of the members of the royal family, 

but following Egyptian traditions, more specifically on their behalf, i.e. as if they were 

performed by them as the virtual agents in the temples."28 According to Caneva, the 

requests for inviolability cited above, which state that offerings are performed 'for the 

king and his ancestors' would constitute proof that "the king should be considered as 

the virtual agent of this energetic initiative."29

Although such a translation and interpretation of the hyper- formula is grammati­

cally possible and has parallels in Greek funerary practice, I would argue that such an 

interpretation poses more difficulties than the traditional translation of the formula 

with the phrase "for the well-being of", especially in Egyptian contexts. First of all, 

Greeks like the two petitioners from Athens and Antioch would have meant some­

thing different in the case of the inviolability requests than they would have meant in 

a purely Greek context. Secondly, following this reasoning we might conclude that 

even the king himself would easily get confused by what the meaning of a petition 

from a Greek or an Egyptian background could be. Finally, if one looks into the 
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papyrological and epigraphic documentation, it can easily be seen that it is not just 

the king, but also the queen, the family and ancestors, that the offerings are per­

formed for. If one presupposes an Egyptian adaptation of the formula and looks at 

the Egyptian side of ritual, it is obvious that the pharaoh is the only one considered as 

a ritual agent in the temples. Therefore, when the family of the king is mentioned, the 

formula cannot mean that the pharaoh is the virtual agent, as neither his children nor 

especially his ancestors are imagined as ritual agents according to Egyptian religious 

tradition.30 Moreover, I do not know any pre-Ptolemaic example where a priest or 

another individual states that he is performing the rituals in the name of the pharaoh.

30. See Bingen (2007), p. 276: "Moreover, in many inscriptions, 'on behalf of applies to the queen and 

to the royal children, who have no religious function."

31. SB I 3926, lines 11-15 = I.Prose 36 = C.Ord.Ptol. 67 = l.Asyha 226: to xateoxeo | aapevov ^nep T^ 

^pcT^pa^ aoTiiQlaQ | 6x6 KaXZtpo^ou too e7uaTpaTfyov |'laiSeiov dxd votoo IlTokepaTdoc | areZec; 

xal &auXov eivat.

32. IFayoum 11 136, lines 12-14: rA^ aY re [OJoalat xal al |cx]ov8a|l| | ^UTeX&VTai, xt|i]o0€vto< ;too 

or}pat|vopevou lepov 6tc€q re aov xal rwv tcqo |y6vg>[v a]ou.

Therefore, I would propose that we stick to the principle of Ockham's razor: 

being presented with two competing hypothetical answers to a problem, one should 

select the answer requiring the fewest assumptions, which in my view is to consider 

that, in Egyptian contexts, the ^er-formula would have the same meaning as in Greek 

and Jewish ones. In other words, in Egyptian temples too, b^erwould be used to state 

that the gods should grant the well-being of the pharaoh, his wife, ancestors, and 

children in exchange for the offering or building they have received. The importance 

of the well-being of the king granted by such dedications is explicitly stated by 

Kleopatra VII. In an ^y/^-inscription, the queen grants the right of inviolability to a 

temple of Isis and uses a fuller variant of the h^er-formula: "let the relevant persons 

be told that the temple of Isis built for our well-being (67^ t^ ^peT^ag Gony^ac;) 

by Kallimachos, the epistrategos south of Ptolemais, is to be tax-free and inviolable."31 

Similarly, in the above-cited ^/^-inscription, Dionysodoros wrote to the king that 

"the temple is founded for you and your ancestors."32 Although one cannot exclude 

that some priests might have had second thoughts about using the formula and tried 

to combine it with the "virtual agency motif", nevertheless such a motif cannot be 

confirmed by independent Egyptian sources.

If this interpretation is correct and the offerings in Egyptian temples were indeed 

performed for the well-being of the king, this implies that I have to prove that such 

kind of offerings was part of traditional Egyptian religion. According to Egyptian reli­

gious ideals, the pharaoh is the sole and only ritualist of every temple who upholds 

Maat— a fundamental category of Egyptian theology which we can roughly translate 

as 'world-order'—, by performing the offerings and rituals of the gods. In exchange, 

the gods give him what we may define as a counter-donation: the Nile flood, the 

prosperity of Egypt or a stable rule, as it is stated in the ritual formulae of Egyptian 
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temple reliefs.33 By using Egyptian texts, in what follows I will first deal with offerings 

1n Egyptian temples. As we shall see, offerings for the well-being of a pharaoh are an 

integral part of Egyptian temple rituals and therefore every Egyptian temple was built 

for the pharaoh's well-being. I will then move to the last topic I discuss in this paper: 

the relationship between ruler cult, which consists of offerings made to the ruler as 

t° a god, and offerings for the well-being of the king in Egyptian temples. As we 

shall see, these apparently alternative ways of honouring the monarchs are in fact not 

contradictory in Ptolemaic times and provided agents with a flexible set of religious 

initiatives in line with Egyptian temple traditions.

33. Cf. Hussy (2007), p. 70.

34. UPZ I 106, lines 11-15: xpelag tOAouc; xa|l&vayxal[a(;| | [7i|aQex6p.evo(; ToE TCQoyeYQappdvotQ Oeoig 

Tac; x[e]tQ[aG a|uT|oik 7iQ[o]cxpe[(?a)v xal T]^ ^Q | [6]PQV, n^yioTot Oeol xap] vtxr|^6Qot, e6%d^ xal 

Oualafc ^]7UTeXi»[v 8t86vat 6pi]v Oyletav | |v]lxr)v xq&tog a0€vo<;xuptelav tqv [6fa6 tov ovp[av]dv 

%qqq[v axoU.6|xev]o<; 8c xal | Staactopevo^ (cf. UPZ I 108).

35. l.Fayoum III 152, lines 29—31: tov e6%&|QtOTov xal OedTOcrov paatkea, xaO' ijv ^et^ | xpo^ to Oetov 

eu[a|^etav; I.Fayoum II 112, lines 16-18: Oediace paaEcG, 7iQdQ to Oelov eoa^etav, | p^hara TtQdQ 

T^v Oeav hcxv, 8td 8e6pe0a coo too vt |xn^dpon Oeov, el Soxet, ^7u%a)Qficou &aoXov; I.Fayoum II 136, 

lines 20-21: Sdopatoou too vtxrJq)6Q0U Oeov, el 6[ox]el.

Egyptian rituals for the well-being of the pharaoh

Some Greek papyri help us understand what is meant when a priest performs 

rituals for the king. In 99 BC, for example, Petesis, son of Chenuphis, the chief of 

the embalmers' guild of "the greatest, immortal gods" Osorapis and Osormnevis, 

wrote to the "ever-living greatest gods" Ptolemy X and Berenike III. He addressed a 

complaint to them stating that there were certain men who harassed him a great deal, 

which was not good. He underlines his complaint with the following explanation:

Though furnishing great services and all the necessary things to the aforemen­

tioned gods, holding out my hands to them, and performing prayers and sacrifices for 

you, o greatest gods and bringers of victory, so as to grant you health, victory, power, 

strength and lordship over the lands under heaven, still I am being mistreated.34

In this formulation, we learn in concrete terms how the relation between the 

immortal gods and the mortal, but nevertheless greatest god, the king, is to be seen: 

Osorapis and Osormnevis are prayed in order to grant the salvation and rule of king 

and queen. Although the king and queen are explicitly called gods, as in the asylia- 

inscription mentioned above35, the gods Osorapis and Osormnevis are nevertheless 

those who guarantee the well-being of the rulers. This subordination of the rulers 

to the Egyptian gods is totally in line with the official status of the Ptolemaic king 

m Egyptian temples as it was promulgated by the Egyptian synodal decrees, like the 

famous decree of Rosetta from 196 BC. By this text, the priests installed the king 

into the Egyptian temples as a veritable god with his own statues, rituals and feasts. 

Nevertheless, the priests pointed out that, as a god, the king was dependent on the 
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Egyptian gods. Indeed, after the report of the good deeds of the king for the temples 

and Egypt, the priests state:

[...] in return for which the gods have given him health, victory, power and 

all other good things (Oytetav, vixry, xparoc; xal x&W &ya6[aTzavra]), his kingdom 

remaining for him and his children for all time.36

36. OGIS 1 90, lines 35-36: avO' wv 8c66xacxv auTOX ol Oeoi bytetav, vlx^v, xq^tog xai r&W aya0[a 

x&vra], I x^Q paatkelaQ Tapevobar^ adroit xal toTcr€xvo^ e^tov &xavTa ypovov.

37. Urk. II 187, lines 6-7.

38. Cf. Posener (1960), p. 27, n. 4: “I/suffira de rappeler id toutes les oraisons, toutes les offrandes aux dieux qui 

sefaisaient  pour le salut du roi."

39. Papyrus Brooklyn 47.218.50, cl. III, line 20.

40. Cairo CG 34006, lines 5-6 = Urk. IV 80, lines 15-16; Beylage (2002), p. 415.

In the hieroglyphic version we can read:

[...] in reward for this the gods give him victory, strength, life, salvation, health 

and everything good in total ^knw nht nh wdy snb hn jht nfr r3w=sn).37

The gods obviously give their favour to a king who is doing his job as pharaoh by 

protecting Egypt and supplying the temples. This was his principal duty as the main 

ritualist of all temples. Thus, although the priests established Ptolemy as a god of their 

temple, they made it clear that the new god was dependent on the immortal Egyptian 

gods.38

This formulation already shows that the ritual performed by the pharaoh does 

not only guarantee the well-being of Egypt, but that the Egyptian gods ensure the 

well-being of the king as a counter-donation.

It is remarkable how these clearly Egyptian prayers resemble those of the Greek 

priests in Pergamon cited above. Did the Egyptian priests just copy and paste Greek 

prayers? I do not think so: correlation does not mean causality or dependency. On 

the contrary, we will now see that offerings for the salvation, health, and so on of the 

king are in complete accordance with Egyptian royal ideology and are an integral part 

of Egyptian temple religion. In my view, the priests just translated into Greek an old 

Egyptian concept, which can be found in pharaonic texts. For example, in the famous 

Brooklyn hieratic papyrus, coming from the Saitic period, and containing a ceremony 

called "confirmation of the royal power", we learn of a ritual that the pharaoh has to 

perform at certain times:

The king goes to do the offering to all gods of the temple for the life, salvation 

and health of the pharaoh (wdn hr-tp uh wd3 snb), may he live, prosper and be well.39

In the announcement of the coronation of the pharaoh Thutmosis I it is stated:

You shall perform sacrifices for the gods of the south in Elephantine by doing 

praise for the life, salvation and health of the king of Upper and Lower Egypt 

Thutmosis.40
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The same kind of praise and sacrifices are known for the daily ritual in the 

temples.41 I take a very intriguing example from the temple of Esna from the Roman 

period. Visitors entering the pronaos of the temple may see a columned hall. Some of 

these columns are inscribed with litanies addressing different gods. All litanies have 

the same structure. The litany for Osiris states:

41. Esna III (= Sauneron [1975]), no. 209, line 27; no. 216, line 1; no. 217, line 19; see DERCHAIN- 

Urtel (1997), p. 47-53; Kopp (2003), p. 49-53; Schott (1955), p. 289-295.

42. Er„a lll, no. 217, line 19.

43. Esna III, no. 209, line 73.

44. Caneva (2016b), p. 146: “Dionysodoros uses the b^er-formula in a context clearly meaning that 

the king should be considered as the virtual agent of this energetic initiative."

45. Lefebvre (1923-1924), I, p. 33-35.

Chanting a litany of offerings to Osiris on this day, like on every day, saying: 

litany of offering to Osiris-Onnophris, justified, king of the gods, in all his names, 

for the life, prosperity and well-being of the king of Upper and Lower Egypt 

(Domitian, who is August).42

What follows is a long list of the Osirian names and emanations, and the chant ends 

with the sentence "they shall give all life, all endurance, all might, all prosperity and all 

stability to the son of Re, the pharaoh, like Re in eternity."43

To sum up, it is obvious that the counter-donation of the pharaoh's offerings and 

ritual practice in the temple is not only inter alia, but rather especially the well-being of 

the pharaoh himself, which is to be equated with the well-being of Egypt in its whole.

THE MEANING OF TEMPLE DEDICATIONS USING THE HYPER-

FORMULA

Offerings for the well-being of the pharaoh are a fundamental and integral part of 

Egyptian temple rituals. This point is perfectly consistent with the argument of Egyp­

tian priests when they state in Greek petitions that they perform the offerings for the 

king. The next question that demands clarification is how temple dedications for the 

king are related to Egyptian royal ideology. Since, according to the Egyptian under­

standing, only the pharaoh can build temples, it is an obvious contradiction to royal 

ideology if a temple shows an inscription where someone else is declaring that he has 

financed the project. Thus, the idea that the Greek preposition hyper is used to show 

the pharaoh as the "virtual agent"44 is at first sight quite convincing. We nevertheless 

learn from hieroglyphic biographies of the late period that priests could also dedicate 

and finance temples. The famous Petosiris, for example, states:

When I became controller for Thoth, lord of Khmun, I put the temple of

Thoth in its former condition.45
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Similarly, Hor, prophet of the god Herishef at Herakleopolis, wrote:

I have renovated the temples of Upper and Lower Egypt, the ones of the 

South and the North at this place and the temple of Nehebkau.46

46. Statue Louvre A 88; Thiers (1995), Doc. 5 = Gorre (2009), Nr. 41.

47. SB I 3926, lines 11-15 = I.Prose 36 = C.Ord.Ptol 67 = LAylia 226: to xaTeaxeuaap^vov Otteq TfiG 

^pcA^ aoT^Qta; 6x6 KotkktpL&xou Too ^TuaTQarfyoo 'laldetov dno votou ntokepaTboi; dreXi; xal 

Gaukov rival. Cf. also SB I 684, below, n. 62.

48. SEG LVI 1986 = F. Kayser, BE 2007, no. 544; illustration in GODDIO — Clauss (2007), no. 158: 

ByoiZoA nToXegatoG IlTo^afou | xal 'AQotv6^ Oelbv i8^v to | [xo)]pacmi(?tov 'HpaxXel unfo 

| aGrov xal ^aoiLacrqc Bepevlx^ | tf^ diSeX^ a6tov xal yuvaixd^ | xal tqv t€xvwv.

49. Bingen (2007), p. 274; cf. Ma (2013), p. 17—24; Caneva (2016b) convincingly argues for a 

sociological explanation of the particular success that this formula met in Ptolemaic Egypt: unlike 

in other parts of the Hellenistic world, where the political and religious life was dominated by 

polis institutions, administrative interactions in the Egyptian chora primarily took the form of 

interpersonal negotiations between various degrees of the royal and/or temple hierarchy; in this 

context, the use of the ^r-formula could function as a captatio benevolentiae promoting fruitful 

interactions between various agents.

50. Iossif (2005); Fassa (2015), p. 136: "The Egyptian background and its creative exploitation by the 

Ptolemies probably contributed significantly to the shaping of the mentality behind the dedica­

tions."

It is clear that Egyptian priests were proud of financing their temples and wanted to 

show this in public. In my view, the ^-formula was perfectly fitted for this pur­

pose: the dedicator could highlight his euergetism towards the temple and at the same 

time show his loyalty towards the king, since inside the building the offerings were 

performed for the king's well-being. This is demonstrated by the above-mentioned 

asylia inscription of Kleopatra.47 It was therefore also possible that a king himself 

could dedicate a sacred building for his own well-being. In Herakleion, for example, a 

foundation plaque was found that belonged to the temple of Khonsu, called Herakles 

in Greek. Ptolemy III built a procession house for the god and the small gold dedica­

tory plaque was inserted into the foundation with the following inscription:

King Ptolemy, son of king Ptolemy and Arsinoe, the Theoi Adelphoi, (has 

dedicated) the komasterion to Herakles for himself, queen Berenike, his sister and 

wife, and his children.48

Since dedications using the hyper- formula are very o ften related to Egyptian cults—they 

are indeed an epigraphic habit of Ptolemaic Egypt49—some scholars have argued that 

the use of this formula would point to a properly Egyptian dedication (or another ritual 

activity) expressed in a Greek way.50 I am rather sceptical about this assumption, since 

Egyptian dedicatory inscriptions—at least in the Demotic script, which more closely 

reflects contemporaneous linguistic usages—do not present any expression providing 

a fitting counterpart of die Greek ^-formula. On the other hand, hieroglyphic 

texts occasionally employ a formula bypassing the problem: hr rn n, meaning “with/in 

the name of", by which the donor of a temple may perform a dedication by naming 
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the pharaoh on the wall of the religious building he has personally dedicated.51 In the 

time of Philip Arrhidaeus, for example, the hieroglyphic inscription on a statue of 

the Egyptian priest Teos stated that he had built a temple for the falcon of Athribis 

and made an inscription on the portal “with/in the great name of his majesty" (hr 

m wrn fa„?=f).52 We may surmise that, if Teos' inscription on the portal had been in 

Greek, the dedication would have been written 67^9 pacakew^ etc. Confirmation of 

this correspondence comes from a bilingual foundation plaque found only a few years 

ago in Alexandria, in a deposit of the temple of Bubastis. Here we see the hieroglyphic 

preposition "with/in the name of" used as a rendering of the Greek hyper. The Greek 

inscription bears the following dedication:

51. Wilson (1997),p. 584.

52. Cairo CG 46341, line 19 = Gorre (2009), no. 70.

53. Abd el-Maksoud et at. (2015), p. 125-144, Inv. no. E211, 3 (BE [2016], no. 550): ^aatkiaoa 

[Belpevlfan 6]7t^p ^aaAeux; llTofepodoo [too] au[Tr^| d^ck^ov xal &v[8qo^ xal tqv] tovtov t^xvwv 

|tov vadv xal rd tegevoq xal tdv [pjopdv Boo^otbi.

54. Abd el-Maksoud et al. (2015), p. 125-144, Inv. no. E211, 3: nb.t t3.wj s3.t B' (Brryghl rd/) [...] hw.t 

pin']^j.t [..•] hn h 'w.t tn hrm n nswt-bjt [(Ptwlmys "b d.t ?my Pth) | [...] hn hr m=shn'mn ms.w=sn.

55. Farid (1988), p. 13-65; Vleeming (2001) = Short Texts I 179-202; Pasquali (2007), p. 187-192; 

cf. the entire text corpus in REINACH — Weill (1912), p. 1-24; with Spiegelberg (1914), p. 75-88.

Queen Berenike (has dedicated) for king Ptolemy, her brother and spouse, and 

their children, the temple, the temenos and the altar, to Bubastis.53

In relation to this typical Greek dedication, the hieroglyphic version presents the 

following text:

Lady of the two lands, Daughter of Re (Berenike)] dedicated ... [this] temenos 

... [and this] chapel and this altar with the name of (hr m n) the king of Upper and 

Lower Egypt (Ptolemy, living forever, [beloved of Ptah]) | and with her name 

together with the name of their children.54

Thus, we learn that the ^per-formula was rendered in hieroglyphs with the wording 

“with/in the name of". Although the name of the queen is missing in the Greek hyper- 

formula, she nevertheless appears in the hieroglyphic version of the dedication.

Only from the Roman period do we have different possibilities to translate the 

dedicatory formula into Demotic script. The best-known example of its usage comes 

from a dossier of dedications of a certain Parthenios, son of Panas, who had financed 

building activities for Geb in the time of emperor Tiberius.55 In the lunette of these 

stelae, we can see the winged sun with two uraei, under which the pharaoh—the 

Roman emperor Tiberius—is performing the foundation ritual in front of Geb. 

Below this, on both stelae appears a hieroglyphic dedicatory inscription; one of the 

stelae also bears a Greek inscription, whereas the other has a Demotic text. The hiero­

glyphic dedication states:
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May live the Horus, strong-armed, king of Upper and Lower Egypt, master of 

the two lands, Tiberius, son of Re, master of crowns, Caesar, who is August. He has 

made as his monument for his father Geb, prince of the gods, great god, resident 

in the southern sanctuary, a very great gate in place (?) which he has made, being 

endowed with life.56

56. Vleeming (2001) = Short Texts I 186; Farid (1988), p. 48.

57. SB V 8812: G^ep Tifcptou Kataapoe; Le^antoo feToug) IT) 'EtugIy ta Koovox Oeak peylcmot HapOevioe; 

napdiveax; tcqootIt^ "IotSog.

58. Vleeming (2001) = Short Texts I 196; on Parthenios, see Pasquali (2007), p. 187-192; Grenier 

(2009), p. 171-176; Pasquali (2009), p. 385-395.

59. See LIPPERT — Schentuleit (2006), no. 43.

60. Chicago Demotic Dictionary, s.v. "j", p. 23; Spiegelberg (1925), § 340-344; Spiegelberg (1914), p. 83: 

"deshalb wird die q^tische Proposition etwa fur, yarn Heile von' od. d. bedenten"; see also Gladic (2007), 

p. 124; 128; 135.

61. SB I 684: unco Tt^eplov Kalaapo; Imamov Atco PLJqviog xcopoyQappaTedfc] GxeQ iotwrov xal 

yovat^ (sic) xal tex^ (sic) del inopaev xty olxoSop^v 'drove; ^ Ti^eplov Kalaapoe; Ee^aOTOv, Tu^p. 

m']. For the Demotic text see Vleeming (2001) = Short Texts I 175 A.

This is a typical hieroglyphic dedicatory formula, showing the pharaoh as founder of 

a building. The depiction on the lunette, where the pharaoh is performing a ritual of 

foundation, corresponds to the hieroglyphic text. Nevertheless, in fact the monument 

was not dedicated by the pharaoh, but by Parthenios, as the Greek subscription using 

the hyper- formula shows:

For Tiberius Caesar Augustus, in year 18, 11th Epeiph, to Kronos, the very 

great god, Parthenios, son of Paminis, president of Isis (has dedicated).57

On the second stela, we have a nearly identical depiction on the lunette and the same 

hieroglyphic text, but a different Demotic version:

Before p.jr-hr) Tiberiuslph Claudiuslph Caesarlph Sebastoslph Germanicuslph 

Autokrator, before (m-byh) Geb, prince of the gods, the great God, who gives life 

to Parthenios, son of Pamin, his mother Tapchoy, the representative of Isis, unto 

eternity. Year 9, 4th month of Parmouthi, day 1.58

Since a dedication to a god in Egyptian language is always written with the preposition 

(rt-byh),''j the author had to choose another preposition for the translation of hyper — 

he took j.jr-hr which means the same but is obviously a rendering of the Greek hyper. 

The use ofj.jr-hr in the context of such dedications in combination with the name of 

the pharaoh is new. The preposition can either have a temporal meaning or a local 

one.60 Thus eventually, the dedicator did not even want to translate the hyper, but to 

express that he had done his construction "in the time" of Tiberius.

The same problem of translation can be detected in a dedication by a certain 

Apollonios for the well-being of the same emperor Tiberius. Here the hyper is trans­

lated with np3 hj.6l The translation of this preposition is as unclear as that of j.jr-hr.
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W. Spiegelberg thinks that h'j is derived from hj.w,62 which would have a similar 

meaning as j.jr-hr—"before." On the other hand, S. Vleeming does not relate the 

preposition to the Greek inscription and the formally corresponding hyper and trans­

lates with a question mark: "in the time(?)".63

62. Spiegelberg (1914), p. 84.

63. Vleeming (2001) = Short Texts 1 175.

64. Vleeming (2001) = Short Texts I 129 A-B.

65. Bingen (2007), p. 276.

The last possibility of presenting the ^per-formula in a Demotic way also comes 

from the time of Tiberius. It is a statue of an enthroned man with the following 

Demotic inscription:

Year 19, 4th month of Pharmuthi, day 16: to accomplish a thing for Tiberius 

Caesar Sebastos, before Pekosh, the god, (by) Hor, son of Harpaiat, his wife (and) 

his children, for ever and eternally.64

Although this time the Greek ^er-formula is missing, this would provide the most 

fitting translation of the Egyptian "to accomplish a thing for" (irmd.t hr).

As no Egyptian genre of text exists for a dedication in favour of a person, I think 

we should suppose an Alexandrian origin of the b%per-formula, as already proposed 

by Bingen.65 The high degree of popularity of the hyper- formula in Greek inscriptions 

from Egyptian cultic contexts can be explained by the fact that it provided donors with 

the freedom to claim their energetic role in Greek dedications, or in the Greek version 

of bilingual dedications, while reproducing through the hieroglyphic dedicatory 

formulae the Egyptian traditions considering the pharaoh as the only ritualist and 

founder of temples. As we have seen, according to the Egyptian religious traditions, 

only the pharaoh was allowed to dedicate temples, and only his name and agency 

Were inscribed on temple walls in the sacred hieroglyphic script. Nevertheless, people 

wished to show their own prestige and to let other people know that it was not the 

king, but they themselves who had spent enormous amounts of private means for the 

gods. Therefore, a person like Parthenios chose the h%per-formula in the Greek text 

of his traditional Egyptian stela: by using this formula he could show how generous 

he had been towards the gods—something he did in the Demotic script, too. Thus, 

m both living languages Parthenios accentuated his personal prestige and at the same 

time showed his loyalty to the king.

However, in the hieroglyphic text, a script only used for the communication with 

the gods and which nearly nobody other than the priests could read, everything is 

expressed in the traditional way: it is the pharaoh, not the donor who is performing 

the rituals, as everybody could have seen in the depiction of the stela itself. Moreover, 

since such depictions of rituals have a performative character, the ritual is enacted by 

depicting it. Accordingly, everybody could see that the traditions were fully respected 

and this was apparently not perceived as a contradiction to the Greek and Demotic 
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inscription. Besides, that the presentation of the donor's own prestige was not an act 

of insubordination against the pharaoh is confirmed by Dionysodoros' asylia stele 

from Euhemeria, which I have discussed at the beginning of this paper: the lunette of 

this stele depicts the pharaoh performing the ritual, while the text clearly shows that 

it is Dionysodoros who has financed the building.

For the author of the dedication, such discrepancy between the inscription and 

the depiction had a further advantage: depicting the pharaoh would make it clear 

that the temple was under the protection of the ruler, and was therefore an official 

building against which one should not act.66

66. Fanciers (1986b), p. 84, n. 21:"Es ist %u beobachten, dajl auch bei denprivaten Weihinschriften der Konig in: 

agyptisch inspirierten Stelenbild vor den Gdttem erscheint, wodurch derfalsche Eindmck erweckt werden kann, dap 

es sich urn eine offi%iede l7eib„„g handelf; see l.F^oum I 6, 14, 34, 35.

67. OGIS I 90, lines 40-41; translation by Bagnall — Derow (2004), p. 272

68. OGIS 1 90, lines 41-42.

69. OGIS I 90, lines 42-43.

70. In the Hellenistic period, birthdays of sovereigns and of other benefactors could be celebrated 

either with a yearly rhythm (see, for example, IC III iv 4, with an annual celebration for Ptolemy III 

at Itanos) or every month (cf. IK Erythrai 207 A, lines 27-28, 33-35 for Antiochos I).

71. OGIS I 90, lines 46-48.

THE RELATION OF THE HYPER-FORMULA TO RULER CULT

IN EGYPTIAN TEMPLES

As seen above, priests often stated that they performed rituals to the gods for the 

king in Egyptian sanctuaries. In the context of the Ptolemaic ruler cult, this is, at least 

at a first sight, quite astonishing, as according to the synodal decrees of the Egyp­

tian priests, the living king was also a temple-sharing god of the Egyptian gods in 

every Egyptian temple. The above-mentioned decree of Rosetta clearly exemplifies 

this equation between the ruler and the Egyptian gods. To begin with, a statue of the 

king is to be set up and the priests should "pay homage to the images thrice daily and 

put on tliem the sacred adornment and perform the other rites just as for the other 

gods at [the] festivals [in the country]."67 Furthermore, "a statue and a golden shrine" 

must be established "[in each of the] temples and set up in the inner sanctuaries with 

the other shrines."68 This shrine of the king is "to join in the procession at the great 

festivals, during which the processions of the shrines occur."69 Moreover, the priests 

are requested to hold on the king's birthday and coronation day "feasts [and festivals 

in the] temples of Egypt, each month,70 and to perform in (the temples) sacrifices 

and libations and the other rites, just as at the other festivals."71 In addition to these 

monthly celebrations, a yearly festival of five days is to be held for Ptolemy, starting 

on the first of Thoth: on this occasion, the priests "shall wear garlands as they perform
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sacrifices and libations and the other things that are proper."72 Finally, the priests shall 

add to their priesthoods for specific gods their new tasks as priests of Ptolemy.73

72. OGIS I 90, lines 49-50.

73. OGIS I 90, lines 50-52.

74. HOlbl (2001), p. 96.

75. Heinen (1994),p. 161.

76. Gladic (2007), p. 109; cf. Caneva (2016b), p. 144: “Egyptians recording a ritual act concerning 

the Ptolemies in their own language seem to have simply by-passed the problem by ignoring the 

nuances expressed by hyper in Greek."

77. See Fraser (1972), I, p. 226: “Such dedications are only indirectly indications of ruler-worship, but 

they are far more frequent than those direct dedications in which the name of the king, with or 

without that of his consort, occurs in the dative case."

The decree makes Ptolemy a synnaos theos in Egyptian temples. Accordingly, 

offerings must have been performed not only for the well-being of the king but also 

to him as a god. However, why did the priests never mention something like this in 

their petitions to the king, but only referred to offerings for his well-being? There 

are two possibilities to explain this. One could assume that the condition of Ptolemy 

as temple-sharer of the gods only meant that he was involved in rituals for his well- 

being. This would mean that, despite his title and the linguistic equation between him 

and the gods, he was not venerated as a deity. The other possibility, which seems to 

me more likely, is that since in the decrees the Egyptian priests equated the living king 

with the gods (a novelty in relation to pharaonic traditions), the sovereign did indeed 

partake in the daily temple rituals at least with regard to the ceremonies regulated in 

the decrees.

This brings us back to the question of why the priests only referred to the offerings 

for the well-being of the king in their petitions. If we want to solve this problem, we 

must first take into consideration how the offerings and dedications for the well-being 

of the king were connected to the ruler cult in Egyptian temples, since this point is 

debated in research. G. Hdlbl, for example, thinks that "the dedications to certain 

gods which begin with the formula 'on behalf of (hyper) the royal house, mark the 

transition to the worship of the ruler as a divinity."74 According to H. Heinen, these 

offerings are even part of ruler cult.75 Some scholars, on the other hand, think that the 

Egyptians simply did not know that the Greek formula clearly marked the difference 

between god and man.76

If one nevertheless assumes that ruler cult means the equation of the king with 

gods in ritual and language—a point supported by the decree of Rosetta—-, we must 

conclude that the ^yer-formula does exactly the opposite: it shows that the well-being 

of the king should be granted by the gods. There must therefore be a difference 

between the immortal gods and the mortal ruler. 77

Eventually, the solution to the problem may lie in the fact that the Ptolemaic 

king was only a synnaos theos in Egyptian temples. This implies that the ruler was but 
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one of the many deities worshipped in a sanctuary and, except for the specific festi­

vals related to monarchic power, he was not the main recipient of the offerings but 

rather a guest occupying a secondary position in the hierarchy of those who could 

take part in the distribution of the sacrificial goods in Egyptian temples.78 However, 

besides rituals addressed to the king as to, and together with, the gods, every offering 

in the Egyptian temple was still performed, following the ancestral traditions, for 

the well-being of the pharaoh. This practice must have been of great importance for 

the king, as we learn from the prostagma of Ptolemy VIII cited above. Since we can 

assume that petitioners would take the strongest argument to support their reasoning, 

we must conclude that the reference to offerings for the well-being of the king was 

stronger than the fact that the king would take part, as a temple-sharing deity, in the 

distribution of offerings to the gods.

78. On the criteria and procedures concerning the hierarchical partition of offerings in Egyptian tem­

ples, known in Egyptology as Opferumlauf, see Altenmuller (1982).

79. OGIS I 212, lines 5-9 and 20 (281/280 BC);Iossif (2011), p. 244-245; cf. Caneva (2016b), p. 123- 

124.

80. SEG IX 5, cl. 1, lines 8-13 = IGQA)11100 (109/108 BC).

81. SEG IX 5, cl. 1, lines 19-26; see also Marquaille (2003), p. 25-42.

The fact that offerings in Egyptian temples are performed for the well-being of 

and at the same time to the king is not so unusual as it might seem in modern eye§. If 

we look, for example, into the Greek world of Hellenistic and Roman times, we see 

that this was common practice since the appearance of ruler cult. In a decree from 

Ilion, for example, offerings addressed directly to the king are mentioned together 

with others made to Athena for the king's well-being.79 In a decree of Cyrene for 

Ptolemy IX and Kleopatra Selene, it is stated:

[It has been decided] [—] that the [—], by the prescribed [annual feasts] 

should step forward dressed in white and carry out on the [altars] built [on the agora 

sacrifices and libations] and utter wishes and [vows] for the health and [safety] of 

the king, the queen [and their son] Ptolemy, while expressing gratitude about the 

privileges granted by them to the city.80

These are the offerings for the well-being of the royal couple, after which one of the 

following regulations states:

That the damiergoi and the hiarothjtes let the prytaneion be decorated and 

accomplish sacrifices for the city to king Ptolemy, queen Kleopatra, his sister, Theoi 

Soteres, and to their son Ptolemy, to their parents, to their ancestors, as well as to 

all gods and all goddesses, to each the regular offering.81

That this synchrony of offering to the king and for his well-being was not specific to 

Hellenistic ruler cult can be shown by the famous speech On Rone of Aelius Aristides. 

He states:
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No one is so proud that he can fail to be moved upon hearing even the mere 

mention of the ruler's name, but, rising, he praises and worships him and breathes 

two prayers in a single breath, one to the gods on the ruler's behalf, one for his own 

affairs to the ruler himself.82

82. Ael. Arist. 26.32.

83. Benedite (1893-1895), 1, 72,11-13; Berl. Photo 1044, Cassor-Pfeiffer (2017), 173-174.

Eventually, therefore, the priests most probably did not refer to the offerings to the 

god Ptolemy in their petition because as a synnaos god, he would only be one among 

many, and more precisely the last god benefiting from the libations and sacrifices 

accomplished in the sanctuary. In contrast to this, all the offerings to the gods were 

meant to guarantee his health, strength and victory, which seems to have been a much 

more important sign of allegiance to the king.

CONCLUSIONS

The starting point of this paper concerned two inscriptions, which record the granting 

of asylia to two Egyptian temples in the small village Euhemeria. Two Greeks wanted 

to rebuild the local sanctuaries on their own expenses and therefore petitioned the king 

to grant the temples the right of inviolability. A central argument of both petitioners 

was the fact that offerings were performed for the king and his family inside the 

temple, that there were statues of the king and his ancestors in the temple, or that the 

temple was erected for him. The preposition "for" in these arguments is expressed in 

Greek by using the well-known and nevertheless problematic h^er-formula.

The analysis of these specific settings has raised the question of what exactly 

the preposition hyper may mean in the context of Egyptian ritual practice. As seen 

above, no decisive criticism based on grammar can be made against the hypothesis 

that, when used in Egyptian ritual contexts, hyper could take a different meaning than 

tn Greek and Jewish ritual milieus, by pointing to the pharaoh as the virtual agent on 

whose behalf the priests or other agents performed offerings. However, papyri and 

inscriptions clearly show that, since oldest times, the offerings in Egyptian temples 

Were performed with the same function expressed by hyper in Greek and Jewish 

dedications, that is, for the well-being of the king.

According to the religious traditions, the pharaoh was the sole ritualist who per­

formed the sacrifices to the gods for his own life, strength and health. These divine 

gifts are the so-called counter-donations (Gegengaben) of the gods. In Philae, for 

example, we have a Ptolemaic inscription showing Ptolemy II offering ointment to 

Isis. The goddess replies: "I have given to you all life, all power and all health".83 

Thus, every Egyptian priest who performed rituals as a real agent in substitution for 

the pharaoh automatically included the well-being of the pharaoh in his ritual practice, 

which was in danger if the king did not grant privileges to the temple. Normally, 

there was no need to state such an obvious matter of fact. However, the priests could 
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decide to make this point explicit in their petitions to the pharaoh. In this case, the 

h^er-formula would allow them to express in Greek language the argument that by 

ensuring the continuity of Egyptian rituals, the king would profit from divine protec­

tion as such rituals were accomplished to the gods for his well-being. As two priest­

esses serving in the Serapeum in Memphis wrote in 163 BC, the king would better 

grant them a favour, so that "we can perform our liturgy without hindrance for the 

great god Sarapis, who together with Isis should confer on you victory and rule over 

the whole earth."84 All this can be reduced to the formulation "the rituals to the gods 

for you" (roc vopt^dpeva toic 6eot^ 67^9 oov).85

84. UPZ I 20, lines 61-64: to6tod 8c yevo^evov 8uvno6ge0a t^v xaO' ^gaG | XeiTovgylav dg^TtTox; 

riot geyioTot Oewt Laganct | ^neZeTv, 5^ StSolr] cot geta r%q "latoc; v(xqv xq&tog T^ | olxoogAng 

anaary.

85. LFayoum 111 152, line 18; cf. I.Fayown 11 112, lines 29-33 (93 BC) (with LFayoum 11 113): 87i|q; 

no»jty gaikov aY re Oualat xal anovdai | xal T&Xka ta vog^6geva ^eg re aov | xal tqv texvqv xal 

tqv agoydvov xal "lot 1 St xal Lag5:7u8t ImxeXeaOfi.

The function of the hyper-formula to describe traditional temple rituals also helps 

us understand the logic of inscriptions concerning the (re-)dedication of Egyptian 

temples. By using the hyper-dedicatory formula, private persons, priests and royal 

functionaries, or even cult associations, could bypass the problem raised by the fact 

that according to traditional religious ideals, only the pharaoh was allowed to build 

and finance a temple. This traditional concept was still expressed via the typically 

Egyptian mediums of depictions on stelae and hieroglyphic inscriptions. At the same 

time, however, the semantics of Greek hyper-dedications allowed these benefactors to 

stress the prestige of their energetic initiatives while also manifesting their allegiance 

and veneration towards the king.
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