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A Composlte Sphlnx from KAranis

The excavations of uhe University of MichigAn at Fanenis (mnddem

Kom Aushim in Fayyum) have yielded a great mقmy monumens and

fnds such a houses, temples, granaries, barecks, texuiles, glass,

cois, ete ().

٨ cnloured wdl painnng in a house belonging u whe hirdا

century A D. () t theع للز subject of tis snRdy.

THe painuing is representa1 on a waلl of an alcove at uhe coutyard

of the house. H is about onc mete above heا floar leve] and mcasures

1.14m i width and .68m in heighL The background of the scene is 4

coat of thin groyish - whitc plsاer.

The cenلar figure depicts HArpocrates scaLed on a uhne wiuh iط

left hamd holing Two lot1s flowers and hs right hهnd to his mouLh. On

both Ieft and night of uhe legs of heا uhonc sاهnds An Apis bu ith لل ه s

sun disc between phis homs. In font of each bللu ihere are Taces of an

aال Ar. OM a'maoon stAnd to the left of Harpoocrales hereا a عز tree­

heada Sphinx ouulinad, as the fgue ofube go, by a narrow band of

mهrToon. The Sphinx has a lion's bddy dotted with mAroon and a

curved taنlthe fom of a coba in maroa wn black The cetal mهin

head is a human one wening an Egptian headdress wiuh a radiat nim­

bus. On the to sides of the neck's base project a black head of ajلمkعa 

on ue night and a pale red head of a dog on uhe left The animAl holds
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a uprightم black dagger i eعa h paw and a black cobm is enrined

around achع leg (3, See the piع tre.

The corposiLe sphiny, which comprehends such diverse elements,

will be ou objectve.

The sphinx wi a lion's body and human head has a solar &ignifi­

cance connected wiL Hanuو (}, THe first direct reference t the gmand

Sphin goes back t heا XKVIluh dynasty. He was cAlled Hor- em -

Akht, i e., "Hons in ue Horizn"; Harnachis of the Creeks. He wفa 

concieved as the deity and we guardiدn of the dead in tbe Nev King­

 هon .)ق(

THe walking type of the sphin wiuh a single head had caured As

eary as the Old Kingdom {) Bt the sphinx wiu plurality of heads

seems to have no twces txefore the Oreeco -Roman pera''). draeco -

Roran Egypt inrcduced seveal insاAnces of Sphinxes combining hu­

mتn anwd nimAlه heaوd @),

The Lion was concieved as a solar aiلm asscciated wiuh Eolar dei­

(Amnong uhe tiues of Honus we find "Hanus who is a Lion"  نeو.{("0)

Harachis wAF represcnwedl es a lion - Haded man (') By wime of his

solar attibutes, the types of Harpocmetes a aق sun - go ccured nز

Cnaeco - Roman penie on som mgical gems riding a hion with a madi­

ate nimbus around ivs heaA ( ةا) He also appears riding a crouching
Sphinx• و'14 i teaعon well م(3) فه as on the Roman Alexandnian coins (")
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The doted body of te Sphuinx is apparenLy simulauLing Lhe spottai

body of ue pAnther but in a cnde version. The panLher was a compan­

ion of Dianysus whose cult found is way inمu Egypt due t6 iUs adopton

by the PLolemics in accordAnce wiu claنming Leir descent from Le

gd (9)._ TMeindicaUion to an athibuLe of Dionysus mght L expressive

offenنlie (16). A ouherم suggesuion war te arist might hve inعu nded to

confer viidiry on the painuing to renعd r it more efecDve and impressiYe

by adding ue doLs, is possible.

The EgypDan sphnexes aIe commonly represenLed as androsphinx­

,.e Neverthelessل insاaces of female sphinxEs exist (17}. Converscly,

(he Creek vypes Are confna to fenale sphinwe  ل8)

The am eل head represented here is eDcircled by a madiate nimbus; an

.ns Le Eolar significunce in ue GreEck mannErشniنا ttibute that mه 

HArpocrates, in many fgures from Creeco - Roman Egypt appeas

connected wiL solar attributes thmough Ue solar dise ('9) hich سب he

wears in 'addiDon to the radiate nimbus wiu which he is indowed nن

warious types (%. He.replaced Heios sه ting assciated wi Selene

(oRe isuance (2lما 

The oUher two laTeral heads 0f ajacلمk and a dog might have bcen

conrecuEd wit Anubis. The jackقl was sacred to Anubi .( و ة@ THe dog

was cofounde1 wiu Le jacka] As it was mistakcnly looked upon As uhe

sacred animal of Anubis in ue Craeco - Roman pero8 (43}, Diodonus
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narated that the dog guarded uhe body of Osins and guided lsis in her

seمrch for i٤ (2A)

AlEo there might bea connecDon berween uhe representAtion of the

dog and uhe goldess Isis ,she كة in Egypuan myhology, was asscciat­

cd with Lhe suar SoLhis whose apparance in uhe sky marke uhe iundA>

tion. 'The Greeks called Sothis the. doE star, conseguenUy Isis got the

dog amog her ammibutes and appeared riding it with a sparkling star

over is hea (٨ قة(

Envally, hlons was identfied wiuh Souhis since we fiم d aang his

other epiuher "The Dog ofم pitets "Hons the dog -sur" (20}, Aص 

Hons ("") nightر inuerpret the appeamance of Harpccrates iم association

wibh the dog in some of thiق fi () ugعeو

he three-haded animals were bown in Oreek wnd Roman aIts,

One of these animals, Kerters, heا guAn -dog of Hades bccame asso­

s cary as uhe bginning of uhe HellenisLicه ed wi Serapisا iaت 

pعrioa ( "؟9 Acconنng tMacobus a suatue of Senapis was accompa­

nicd by a tree - headed animl with e cenلat bcAd bxeaning Lhe likcness

of a lion and to latلare heads, a dog's head on the right aصd a woLf's

heAd on uhe Ieft A serpent connects these heads with its coil and ums

back wo the rght hand of the ga (3), some 1م mespecL, the descriptionis

fairly comparabie to the comosire sphinx.

Gmeanres wiuh mulLifom heads wcrE not pculiar to Egyptian men-
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liry. Gods ib ه human bodies sumounted by mulLfomm animal

heads cccurcd occasionaly in Egypuحn ar. Far exEInple, uhe god Her-

Sephi appcيrNit a human by and four a bcadsمmiلج of a bull, a

ramn and two faلrوo @l)

As for te coاna which replaced the of لنها the sphinx and coiled

aound each .L gع it is supposed Lhat serpentine chamasLeIistics express

pbtecuion aصd tref iyل '34). coعgra 1م -Romun Egypt it appeared asso­

ciate wiNhHaيIates as wel as mقny other gos (3),

The DمggعE held by uhe sphinx are presumed to have sore conno­

uهim melهl u it and oا Lhe ouher atributEs icluded in iاs represenu­

-ate dasic period apا ion. A caupGsire fom of Hons dates from ueا 

pcms holNmg a dagger i hisم right hand and a serpent his عذ !ef; (34)

Harpocmaئعs, 0ccasionally, occured on he magicلa amulets of Gracco­

Roman Egypt holding a dagger.ar cobe ة wiu Hثs nght hana (5),

It is obvious Uhat this composite sphinr is connecاed wiuh Harp

-ting (36}. As one of the fomms of Horمت ates, te mai figure in te paك 

ws. it combines te لله aturbutes of uhe gods wiuh whon Houns or Har­

pccrafes was identified. This panteistc Typ, which manifst the

-heological sycrctis that was dominant in Egyptan myuhology, ccا 

cured m previous representuions of Hons wbose appArance in A pan»

heisUic composiLe form atuained te descripion of Budge as "The goا 

comnprehending a lل e godg" {37)
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The comنb ing of uhe jعa kلa as a spbol of Anubis wiاh solar

symbol seems te be neiter pculiar nor objccDionable since Anubis was

idenDfe wiu Hons (3&) and hereا are panallel insuances of simiلar

cases. Serapis for exanple, was conieve as a chuhonic .d ityع

Neverhcless, he was endowed with solar attibutes and identified wiu

Helios. ConseuenUy, he cccure on Lhe Roman Alerandrian coins as

Helios - Serapi39)و ). Similarly, Apis had coلa esced with Hons (0),

In Greeco - Roman period Harpccraues appeArd sumounting

Apis' bae} (4!). Accordنngly. his pescnce in the paintng is presumed

to accrd with ue oLher elcrenاs i. e., Harpocrates and Ue sphinx.

Another iuerpruation might be intruced rgarding heا accumnula­

ton of such diverse elemems in the sphنnx as most of them could be

tace wo foreign inluEnces.

The lion, ue human radiate head, the dog, heا sempcnt, te dagge

and the bلu are elcments للة relaued to Miuhmeic mytology ("2). Mساز a

as a sun - god and his myt symbolizes thc sun's gift of ferilivy uoن 

crops and creatre (43)

As a sun - god, Mitha was assimiated to Hclios wnd Apolo in

Komuagene in uhe first century B. ,( ج(4 From uhe beinning of heا

second cennury A. D. the Roman Empire wiLnessed a considerable ex­

tenUon of bis cult which memained uhe most inporUNt pagan cult down

po whe end of the fonu centry (5).
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T٦e ease of comunicaUons, Lhe exchange of prducLs and ideas

and heا mingling of races increased the extent of the heا diffusion of

Mithraismn ad other orienهl cults whose prpagation in whe RDman Em­

pire must have been achieved through merchants, soldiers and even

slave46)و ),

Votanies of Mithra spreaded in Egyp as wel as in the ouher prov­

inces of the Roman Empire (7. THe adherenus of His cult had been ex­

clusively men and mosUy soldieوr ho playe a geat role in the diff.

sion of Miuhraisn @48)

Most iportAnt far a possible MiUaic ifluence is te disovcry of

bulidings presumd to be miliuAry bamacks and a Mithcum in addiuion

t0 a wall painDDg represenung the Mithaic sacrifice of slaying ue bul

"Taurctone" ar Kamani49)و )

To sum up, the concepLion of the comnposiLe sphinx wiLh multifam

heads must bave been intduced into Egypt under Greaco - Romمn in­

tluence. The melange of sybols and attibuLes which coinciعd in their

.connoاatons Are Supposed to Actvate te pwes of ferility and protec­

tion embadied in the sphinx wiu uhe aim of achieving the uuost

efficacy. Taking ito consideration the Bolar natنre of both harpccretes

and Mithra and the ttibutesم uhey have in comon we may infer that uhe

syboLism of he Miuheic conceptions must have bcen appAلing u the

Rgyptans owing uo uwe simlanity in ideas (%). THerefore the composiعt 

sphn is supposed uo coune under a sythesis of Gaeco - Bgypian and

Miuhreic influences.
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Fo0tnotes

1- See the bibliograpby of uhe works d ingعaل with Kananis, Elionr M.

HusseLman, Karanis ExcavaUioDs of the lniversiry of Michigan i

EgypL, 1928 ، 1935, Topogmaphy and Architecture, Ann Arbar,

1979, pp. 2-4.

2- Oiginally te buildنng bad teen used asa ganary in Ue later half of

the second centry. ln the third ccntury it was convcnucd inio a'house

,nd re - use for housing, see husselman, op. cit. pp. 9, 16,  ه59

61. 1 think that this painting must have been ascribed to some Uime

before uhe bgimning of uhe fouruh century when the house fel out of

Use and bcame in nins. Considerng we nature of a painLing on a

thin layer of plaster applied over md coaLs, we believe tat it can

hardly resist We destuctive cferct of en inhabirel place. Reenty te

EgypDan village bgan to tum to the of نsع the bumt bnick far the

purpses of consrucUioD at the expense of Dhe sun - dried brick

which has ten the tndiuonal matenial for tousands of yلae s.

Neveruheless, alot of buildings with sun -drie brick are sul exuAnt

A howse of a sun - dried brick might sاay for over a hصu dred years

bt only wit a constAnt mainenance of the mud coats which crode

quickly.A coat of plaster mght sLAy 1onger but not uo long. There­

fore, the latعr hلa f or quarter of ue thir cenury might te acccpuable

، s a dare for uhe paintingم 

3-HusseLman, op. cit pp. 61 -62 p1, 102a
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4- selim Hassهa , Le Sphinx, Cairo, 1951 p. 83; E. A. Wellis Budge,

The Cods of the Egypuins, 2 vols. L ndonم 1904, vol. 2. p. 360.

5- Hassan, op. cit. p. 84; CHrisUiane M. Zivie, "Sphinx", in Lexicon

der Agypuologie, vol. V,Wiesbaden, 1984, col. 1140. The sphiNx

had been a guamdian of te living as wel, hence Ue gaue of the palace

of Sinweser I was flanked by a pir of sphinxes. Not exclusively

consricued to a partcular typ; Lhe namne Seshep - Ankh was used to

idicate te sphinx in general duning Ue Middle Kingdom. See Has­

san 0p. it. pp. 82- 83,

6- THe other Types of te sphinx are uhe crouching, the seated and te

stهnding. See Zivie, 0p. cit. cols. 1140- 1144.

7- Ibid, col. 1143.

8- Far example, we hAve a relief in uhe EgypUa Museum wiuh the fg­

wre of a comnpsite sphinx. lt is depicred wiuh a Lion's bdy,a female

bunn head and a head of 8 crcccdile projecDing from uhe chest.

AnoUher head of a falcon is protudنng from he winged bdy. 'The

tهil is shaped as a cobra and Eround cach leg cils anoUer ane. This

relief is dating fromn the first Half of Dhe second centry A. D. SeE,

Hassan, op. cit. pp. 71 -72, fg. 27. THe Roman Alexandrian coins

have irroduced also examples of androsphnxes on the coins of uhe
13

31uh 'year ofTrwjan amd ue 18u year of HAdlrian. the sphinx appears

wiL a man's lcad, a lion's bdy, a hcad of a cmocodile emnerging
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from the hreast and a 1ail in te fom of a cobra. In addiuion, it is

teading over a serpenL See, R, S. Poole, caRalogue of Creek Coins,

Alexandria and the Nounes, London, 1892, p. Lxxxwi. pl. xxvi n0.

835; G. Darari, Nuنnm augusti ,a exandniniل 2 vols, Cairo, 1901, pl.

xxxi n0s. 1180, 2002.

9- Budge. op. cit p. 360; CAmpbel Bonner, Studies in Magicلa 

Amuleus, Chiefly Graeco -Egypuan, Ann Arbor, 1950, p. 36.

10- Samuel A. B. Mercer, Hons, Royal Go of Egypt, Gmefon, mقs­

sachusetrs, 1942, pp. 221, 225.

11- Tbid, p. 124,

12- Bonner, op. ciL p. 288, pl. 2 n0.211.

13 Wihelm WeLer, Die AgypUisch - Orecbishe Terekotten 2 vals.,

BerLin, 1914, vol. 1 p. 66.

14- Darar, op. cit pl. xiv n0s. 1726, 3464.

15- H.1. Bell, Cls and Crceds in Gnaeco -Roman Egypt, LiverpooL,

1953. p. 18. As for te panter sه a companion of Dionysus, we

have cxamnples ofAlexandrian cains an hich بت te god appar riding

a biga of banuhers. See J. G. ,liM eم A Hiswry of Bgypt under Ro­

man Rule, 3rd eiton, revise and enlargcd, ,L ndonم 1924, p. 201,

fig. ; 4و Dantari, op. cit pl. HIL no. 849.

16- Being a god.of ferility. Dionysus was idenLifed wiuh Osiris. See

BeL, op. cit. p. 19.
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17- Hassan, 0p. ciL p. 75.

18- Ibid. pp. 75 ff; Hans Wolfgang Helck, "Sphinx" in Der kleine

Pauly, vol. 1, MUnchen, 1979, cols. 307 - 309.

19- Lexicon lconogapbicum Mywhologiae Classicae (LLMC), IV, 2,

M0nchen 1981,p. 249, n0. 181,p. 255 m0. 243a.

20- Ibid, pp. 242 n0. 12,255 n0. 240a, 259 n0. 300.

21- Abel -Mohsen EI -Khashab, "the Cccks, THe CAt and e ا Chariot

ofuhe Sun" i Zeisrchriftم fur Papyologie und Epigraphik. 55, 1984.

p1. 7  ة

22- Budge, op. cit. p. 367.

23- Ibid, p. 366.

24- Diodons Siculus, i, 85.

25- AdoLf Eran, A handbook of Egyptian Religion, manslared by 8.

S. Criffu, ,L ndonم 1907, p. 226

26 Mercer, op. ciL p. 214.

27- m6id,p. 218.

28- Weber. op. ci4 p. 65; LلMC, op. cit pp. 245 nos. 112e, 113a,

121c, 121a; 260 no. 309.

29- Susan Woodford & JefFrey Spier, Kerberos" ,i LLMCم VL, 1,

MUnchen, 1992, p. 32.
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30- Macrobius, Satumnalia, I, 20, 13 - 14. Many of lirerary sources

menuioned the thee- headed kerbms without spcciying what kind

of heads. They are presumeed to te cnine. u essص othenwise speciieD

explicity. SomE athers gAve it myore than three hcads d sribingع it As

hundred - headed. See Susnn woodford & Jeffrey Spier, op. cit pp.

24 ff. Another riple - headed aimلa is uhe Chimain which was

Kiled by Bellerophon. It was freuenUy depicued with three heads of

a Lion, a harse And a serpent sumouuing a lion's body. For mome

detهils see Anne Jacguemنn, "Chنمنra" in LلMC, IIL, 1 MUnchen,

1986, pp. 249 f; 1ngrid Knuskopf, "Chimمنr" i LDMCم D, 1,

Mtnchen, 1986, pp. 259 f.

31- Mercer, op. cit. p. 134; k. Sethe, Zur alقt gypuischen Sage vonSo»­

nenauges das in dc Fremde war, Leipzg, 1912,p.5.

32- EI - Khashab, op. cit, p. 219.

33- LDMC, IV,2, pp. 245 no. 121a, 248 no. 157, 262 m0. 344a; Dana­

n. op. cit pl. XXI nos. 1827, 3517; XXIV n٥. 1849, 5039; Er­

man, op. cit., fig. 111. The serpnt appeared Associated with Hampc­

crates in the tate dyasuic period on A number of magicAl stelae

know as "Cippi of Hons". Thege suelae were used t0 poTect the in.

habiuants of the house Against beasts, insecاs, ilness, eLc., see

Budge. 0p. ciL pp. 267 ff, .mE opمع cit p. 161; Merer, op. cit.p.

133. Anouher cxplanation for te represenBDon of the cobra might t
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taced 4o an old cultin Fayyum. The cobra - goddes Renenut was uhe

deity and heا protector of Lhe harvest. Amenemhat' DDI And his son

Amencmhat IV dedicated a temnple to hcr in Fayyum; De province in

which Karanis was locaLed. The agricultuma] and economical condi­

Dons i De Dhid cetury A. D. were on the wane. Therefore, sym­

bolizing such deity might be suireble for uhe situauion. For Renemut

sعe W. C. Hayes, "THe Middle Kingdom i Egypt" i Cambnidgeم

Ancient History, vol. 1, par 2, Cembnidge 1971, pp. 511,517.

34- Hons is depicted with a human bddy sumounued by seven animمl

heads. See Budge, op. cit. D, p. 493; Mercer, p. 128.

35- Bonner, 0p. cit p. 152.

36- A point of view regarded whe corposiue sphinx of the Graeco - Ro­

man penid As the gd Touاou - Titheos who was concieve asa vic­

torious deiry developed out of Heka Obviously, ue connecDon of

uhis compositE sphinx is more evident wit Hons thn with Heka

for the evidence menLonel above. For ToUtoU - Titeos see ivie,

op. cit. cols. 143 - 145.

37- Budge, op. cit. vol. 1, p. 493,

38- mrcer, op. cit p. 143,

39.Poole, op. cit. pl. xv n0. 284,

40- Merer, op. cit. p. 144,

41- LIMC, T7,2, p. 258 no. 290a.
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42 For uhe various types of Milhua 1n w hichب he appcars ssccIaTe wiUh

these elemeNLs see Rainer Vollkorumer, "Mitas" ,LLMC من V1, 1,

Zirich & Monchen, 1992, pp. 583 ff.

43- Dbid, ; .م583 .Joscelin Godwin, Mystery Rclهن ia in uhe Ancient

Warld, London, 1981,p. 68.

44- Vollkommer, op. cit p. 583.

45- Franz Cumont, The OrieAl ReligioNs in RmmanPaganism, uans­

lated by Cmant Showemman, Ne Yor 1965, p. 140.

46- Ibid, p. 2A4.

47- Samuel A. B. Mercer, The Religion of Ancient Egypt, London,

1949, p. 414, Emn, op. cit p. 228.

48- Bonner, op. cit p. 139; Cumiont, op. cit ; .م24 Volkommer, op,

citp. 622.

49- Husselman, op. ciL pp. 55 - 56, 77 note 64.

50 For examnple. e ا idعa of the rsing and the setUng snn in the mystEr­

ies of' Miuhre agrees with the &ame idea expressed by a diRerent way

in a tعracoTa showing HArpocrates emcrging fom a lots flower iم 

front of ٥ solar disc while, beneath him, Serapis, flankcd by $er­

pcnLs, is sinking down into lotus عا flower Hlarpocrates is te nising

sun And Semapis is 1he sctDing sun. Far mure detAils About the similar>

ity of solar funcuions of bouh Harocrates and MiLha see E] - Khash­

ab, 0p. cit. p. 2h7.
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