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A Composite Sphinx from Karanis

The excavations of the University of Michigan at Karanis (medern
Kom Aushim in Fayyum) have yielded a great many meonuments and
finds such &s houses, temples, granaries, barracks, textiles, glass,

coins, efc (i),

A coloured wall painhng in a house belonging w the third
century A D. @) will be the subject of this shndy.

The painting is represented on a wall of an alcove at the courtyard
of the house. [t is about onec mewre above Lhe floar level and measures
1.14m in width and .68m in heighL The background of the scene is a
coat of thin grayish - white plaster.

The ceaml figure depicts Harpocraies seated on a throne with his
left hand holding two lotus flowers and his right hand to his mouth. On
both Ieft and right of the legs of the throne stands an Apis bull with &
sun disc between this homns. In front of each bull there are traces of an
alter. On a maroon stand to the left of Harpoocrates there is a three -
headed Sphinx outlined, as the figure of the god, by a narrow band of
marroon. The Sphinx has a lion's body dotted with maroen and a
curved tail in the form of a cobra in maroan and black. The central main
head is a human one wearing an Egyptian headdress with a radiate pim-
bus. On the two sides of the neck's base project a black head of a jackal
on the right and a pale red head of a dog on the lefc The animal holds
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an upright black dagger in each paw and a black cobma is enrwined

arpund each leg 3}, See the picture.

The composile sphinx, which comprehends such diverse elements,

will be our objective.

The sphinx with a lion's body and human head has a solar gignili-
cance connected with Harus ¢4, The first direct reference to the grand
Sphinx goes back to the XVIIlth dynasty. He was called Hor - em -
Akht, i. €., "Horus in the Horizon"; Harmachis of the Greeks. He was
concieved as the deisy and the guardian of the dead in the New King-

dom &,

The walking type of the sphinx with a single head had occured as
eatly as the Old Kingdom ®) ut the sphinx with plurality of heads
menmmhavcnumncsheforeﬂmem-Runmnpeﬁodm,Gmecn-
Roman Egypt inroduced several instances of Sphinxes combining hu-
man and animal heads ®,

The lion was concicved as a solar animal associated with solar dei-
tes ®). Among the titles of Horus we find “Harus who is & lion™ (a0,
Harmachis was represented as a lion - headed man (11} By virtue of his
solar stmibutes, the types of Harpocmetes as a sun - god occured in
Graeco - Roman period on some magical gems riding a lion with a radi-
ale nimbus arcund it head (12), He also appears riding a crouching

Sphinx in terracotta (13) 45 well as on the Roman Alexandrian coins 4.
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The dotted body of the Sphunx is apparently stmulaling the spotted
body of Lhe panther but in a crude version. The panther was a compan-
ion of Dionysus whose cult found its way mLo Egypt due 0 15 adopticn
by the Plolemies in accordance with ¢laimung their descent from the
god (13} The indication to an atiribute of Dionysus might be expressive
of fenility 1. Another suggestion tha: the arist might have intended to
confer vividity on the painting to render it more effective and impressive

by adding Lhe dots, is possible.

The Egyptian sphinexes are commonly represented as androsphinx-
e3 Nevertheless, instances of female sphioxes exist an, Converscly,

the Greek types are confincd to fernale sphinxes (18,

The male head represented here is encircled by a radiate nimbus; an
gttribute that mainwains the sclar significance in the Greeck manner.
Harpocrates, in many figures from Grzeco - Roman Egypt, appears
connected with solar attributes through the solar disc (%) which he
wears in additfon to the radiate nimbus with which he is indowed in
various types @?. He replaced Helios as being associated with Selene

in one instance @1

The other two lateral heads of a jackal and a dog might have been
conrected with Anubis, The jackal was sacred to Anubis @) The dog
was confounded with Lhe jackal as it was mistakenly looked upon as the
sacred animal of Anubis in the Gragco - Roman period (23), Diodorus
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narrated that the dog guarded Lhe body of Osinis and gwded Jsis in her

search for it @

Also there might be a connection between Lthe representation of the
dog and the goddess Isis as she, in Egypuian mythology, was associat-
ed with the star Sothis whose appearance in the sky marked the inunda-
tion, The Greeks called Sothis the dog star, conseguently Isis got the
dog among her atributes and appeared riding it with a sparkling star
over its head ),

Equally, Homs was identified with Sothis since we find among his
epithets "Horus the dog ~star” “®, Another epithet "The Dog of
Horus 7 might inwerpret the appearance of Harpocrates in association

with the dog in some of this figures (28)

The three - headed animals were known in Greek and Roman arts,
One of these animals, Kerberos, the guard - dog of Hades became asso-
cialed with Serapis as carly as the beginning of the Hellenistic
petiod 29), According to Macrobius a statue of Serapis was accompa-
nied by a three - headed animal with a central bead bearing the likeness
of & lion and two lateral heads, a dog's head on the right and a wolfs
head on the left A serpent connects these heads with its ceil and turns
back 1o the right hand of the god @, In some respect, the description is
fairly comparabie to the comosite sphinx,

Greatures with multiform heads were not peculiar to Egyptian men-
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tolity. Gods with human bodies surrmounted by muluform anumal
heads occured occasionally in Egyptian art. Far exemple, the god Her -
Sephi appeaned a%ith a human body and four animal heads of a bull, a

rarn and rwo falcons o1,

As for the cohra which replaced the 1l of the sphinx and coiled
around each leg, it is supposed that serpentine chamasieristics express
protection and fegtility 82, In graeco - Roman Egypt it appeared asso-
ciated with Harpogrates as well as many other gods a3,

The dagyers held by the sphinx are presumed to bave some conno-
tation relaterl 10 it and Lo the other atributes included in ils representa-
uon. A caroposite farm of Horus dates frem the late dynastic period ap-
pears holdzag 2 dageer in his right hand and a serpent in his left (34)
Harpocrates, occasionally, occured on the magical amulets of Graeco -

Roeman Egypt holding a dagger-ar a cobra with his right hand (35),

It is obvious that this composite sphinx is connecled wilth Harpo-
crates, the main figure in the painting (36}, As one of the forms of Hor-
us, it combines all the atibutes of the gods with whom Hours or Har-
pocrates was identified. This pantheistic rype, which manifist the
theelogical syncretism that was dominant in Egyptian mythology, oc-
cured in previous representations of Horus whose appearance in a pans
Ltheistic composile form atuained the description of Budpe as "The god

comprehending all the gods” @7
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The combiming of the jackal as a symbol of Anubis with solar
symbol seems e be neither peculiar nor objectionable since Anubis was
identified with Horus ®% and there are paralle] instances of similar
cases. Serapis for example, was concieved as a chthonic deity.
Neverntheless, he was endowed with solar arributes and identified with
Helios. Consequendy, he occured en the Roman Alexandnan ceins as
Belios - Serapis . Similarly, Apis had coalesced with Horus (40)
In Grezeco - Roman period Harpocraies appeared swnounting
Apis' back 1) Accordingly, his presence in the painting is presumed

to accrod with the other elements i. ¢., Harpocrates and the sphinx.

Another imerpretation might be intreduced reganding the accurnula-
tion of such diverse elements in the sphinx as mest of them counld be

raced to foreign influences.

The licn, the human radiate head, the dog, the serpent, the dagger
and the bull are all elements related o Mithraic mythology ¢2) Mithra
was a sun - pod and his myth symbolizes the sun's gift of fertilicy 10

¢Tops and creatures @3},

As a sun - god, Mithra was assimilated to Helios and Apollo in
Kommagene in the first century B. C 49 From the beginning of the
second century A. D. the Roman Empire wilnessed a considerable ex-
tention of his cult which remained the most tmportant pagan cult down

to the end of the foruth century (45).
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The case of communications, the exchange of products and ideas
and the mingling of races increased the extent of the the diffusion of
Mithraism and other oriental cults whose propagation in the Roman Em-
pire must have been achigved through merchants, soldiers and even

slaves (@8

Yotaries of Mithra spreaded in Egypt as wel) as 1n the other prov-
inces of the Roman Empire 7}, The adherents of his cult had been ex-
clusively men and mosdy soldiers ho played a great role in the diffu-
sion of Mithraism ©8)

Most important for a possible Mithraic influence is the discovery of
bulidings presumed to be military baacks and a Mithracum in additdion
to a wall painting represenung the Mithraic sacrifice of slaying the bull
“Tauroctone” at Karanis 49,

To sum up, the conception of the composile sphinx with multifarm
heads must have been introduced into Egypt under Greaco - Roman in-
fluence. The melange of symbols and attribules which coincide in their

.con.nbl.aﬁuns are supposed to activate the powers of fertility and protec-
tion embodied in the sphinx with the aim of achieving the ulmost
efficacy. Taking into consideration the solar nature of both harpocrates
and Mithra and the attribures they have in common we may infer that the
symbolism of the Mithraic conceptions must have been appealing 10 the
Egyptians owing 10 the similanty in ideas (50}, Therefore (he CCMmposite
sphinx i5s supposed to cowne under a synthesis of Graeco - Egyptian and
Mithraic influences.
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Footnotes

1- See the biblicgraphy of the works dealing with Karanis, Elionr M.
Husselman, Karanis Excavatons of the University of Michigan in
Egypt, 1928 - 1935, Topography and Architecture, Ann Arbor,
1979, pp. 2 - 4.

2- Originally the building had been used as a granary in the later half of
the second century. In the third century it was convered into a house
and re - used for housing, see Husselman, op. cit. pp. 9, 16, 59,
61. I think that this painting must have been ascribed to some time
before the beginning of the fourth century when the house fell out of
use and becamne in roins. Considering the nature of a painling on a
thin layer of plaster applied over mud coats, we believe that it can
hardly resist the destructive eflect of an inhabited place. Recently the
Egyptan village began to tum to the use of the bumt brick for the
purposes of constuction at the expense of the sun - dried brick
which has been the truditional material for thousands of years.
Nevertheless, 2 1ot of buildings with sun - dried brick are sill extant.
A house of a sun - dried brick might slay for over a hundred years
but only with & constant mainenance of the mud coats which erode
quickly. A coat of plaster might slay longer but not woo long. There-
fore, the laner half or quarter of the thurd century might be acceptable

as a dare for Lthe painting,

3 - Husselman, op. cit. pp. 61 - 62. pl. 102a.
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4 - selim Hassan, Le Sphinx, Cairo, 1951. p. 83; E. A. Wallis Budpe,
The Gods of the Egyptians, 2 vols, London 1504, vol. 2. p. 380.

5- Hassan, op. cit. p. 84; Christiane M. Zivie, "Sphinx", in Lexicon
der Apypiclogie, vol. V, Wiesbaden, 1984, col. 1140. The sphinx
had been a guardian of the living as well, hence the gaie of the palace
of Sinwesent | was fanked by a pair of sphinxes. Not exclusively
constricted to @ particular type, the name Seshep - Ankh was used to
indicate the sphinx in peneral during the Middle Kingdom. See Has-
san op. cit. pp. 82 - 83,

6- The other types of the sphinx ar¢ the crouching, the seated and the
stancing, See Zivie, op. cit. cols. 1140 - 1144,

7-Ibid, col. 1143.

8- For example, we have a relief in the Egyptian Museumn with the fig-
ure of a composite sphinx. It is depicted with a lion's bady, a female
human head and a head of a ¢rocodile projecting from the chest.
Another head of a faleon is protruding from the winged body. The
tail is shaped as a cobra and eround each leg coils another one. This
relief is dating from the first half of the second century A. D. See,
Hassan, op. cit. pp. 71 - 72, fig. 27. The Roman Alexandrian coins
t}gve irreduced also examples of androsphinxes on the coins of the

M year of Trajan and the 18th year of Hadrian. the sphinx appears

wilh 2 man’s head, a lion's body, & head of a crocodile emerging
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from the hreast and a 1ail in the form of a cobra. In addition, it is
reading over a serpent See, R. §. Poole, catalogue of Greek Coins,
Alexandria and the Newnes, London, 1892, p. Ixxxvii. pl. xxvi no,
835; G. Dartari, Numi augusti alexandrini, 2 vals, Cairo, 1901, plL.
xxxi nos. 1180, 2002,

9- Budge, op. cit. p. 360; Campbell Bonner, Studies in Magical
Amulets, Chiefly Graeco - Egyptian, Ann Arbor, 1950, p. 36.

10- Samuel A. B. Mercer, Horus, Roya! God of Egypt, Grafion, mas-
sachusetts, 1942, pp. 221, 228,

11- Ibid, p. 124,

12- Bonner, op. cit p. 288, pl. X no. 211.

13- Wilhelm Weber, Die Agyptisch - Griechischen Terrakotten, 2 vals.,
Berlin, 1914, vol. 1 p. 66.

14- Danan, ep. cit pl. xiv nos. 1726, 3464,

15- H. 1. Bell, Cults and Creeds in Gracco - Roman Egypt, Liverpool,
1953. p. 18. As for the panther 85 a companion of Dionysus, we
have examples of Alexandrian coins an which the god appears riding
a biga of banthers. Sec J. G. Milne, A History of Egypt under Ro-
man Rule, 3rd edition, revised and enlarged, London, 1924, p. 201,
fig. 94; Dattari, op. cit. pl. XIL no. 849.

16- Being a god of fenility, Dionysus was identified with Osiris, See
Bell, op. cit. p. 19.
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17- Hassan, op. ciL p. 75.

18- Ibid. pp. 75 ff; Hans Wolfgang Helck, "Sphinx" in Der kleine
Pauly, vol. 1, Miinchen, 1979, cols. 307 - 309,

19- Lexicon Iconopraphicum Mythologiae Classicae (LIMC), IV, 2,
Milnchen 1981, p. 249, no. 181, p. 255 no. 243a.

20- Tbid, pp. 242 no. 12, 255 no. 240a, 259 no. 300.

21- Abdel - Mohsen El - Khashab, "the Cocks, The Cat and the Chariot
of the Sun" in Zeiwschrift fir Papyrologie und Epigraphik. 55, 1984.
FL XVa

22- Budge, op. cit. p. 367.
23- Ibid, p. 366.
24- Diodorus Siculus, &, 85.

25 Adolf Erman, A handbook of Egyprian Religion, manslated by A.
S. Griffith, London, 1907, p. 226.

'26- Mercer, op. cit p. 214.
27- Ibid, p. 218.

28- Weber, op. ciL p. 65; LIMC, op. cit pp. 245 nos. 112¢, 113a,
121¢c, 121a; 260 no. 309.

20- Susan Woodferd & Jeffrey Spier, Kerberos" in LIMC, VI, 1,
Miinchen, 1992, p. 32.
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30- Macrobius, Saturnalia, I, 20, 13 - 14. Many of literary sources
mentoned the three - headed kerberos without specifying what kind
of heads. They are presumed 1o be canine unless otherwise specified
explicity. Some authers gave it more than three heads describing it as
hundred - headed. See Susan woodford & Jeffrey Spier, op. cit pp.
24 ff. Another miple - headed animal is the Chimaira which was
killed by Bellerophon. It was frequently depicted with three heads of
a lion, a horse and a serpent summountng a lion's body. For more
details see Anne Jacquemin, "Chimaira” in LIMC, 1II, 1 Miinchen,
1986, pp. 249 ff; Ingrid Kranskopf, "Chimaira* in LIMC; I, 1,
Minchen, 1986, pp. 259 fi.

31- Mercer, op. cit. p. 134; k. Sethe, Zur altigyptschen Sage von-Son-
nenauges das in da Fremde war, Leipzig, 1912, p. 5.

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

33- LIMC, 1V, 2, pp. 245 no. 12]a, 248 no. 157, 262 no. 344a; Dana-
ri, op. cit. pl. XXII nos. 1827, 3517; XXIV np. 1840, 5039, Er-
man, op. cit., fig. 111. The serpent appeared associated with Harpo-
crates in the late dymastic period on 2 number of magical sielae
known as "Cippi of Horus". These siclac were used to protect the in-
habilants of the house apainst beasts, insects, illness, eic., see
Budge, op. ¢iL pp. 267 ff, Erman op. cit. p. 161; Mercer, op. cit. p.
133. Another explanation for the represenmiton of the cobra might be
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traced to an old cult in Fayyum. The cebra - goddes Renenut was the
deity and the protecior of the harvest. Amenemhat ITI and his son
Amenpembhat [V dedicaled a wemple to her in Fayyumn; the province in
which Karanis was localed. The sgricultural and economical condi-
tons in the third century A. I). were on the wane. Therefore, sym-
bolizing such deity might be suitable for the situation. For Renenut
see W. C. Hayes, "The Middle Kingdom in Egypi" in Cambridge
Ancient History, vol. 1, pant 2, Cembridge 1971, pp. 511, 517,

34- Horus is depicted with a human bedy surmounted by seven animal
heads. See Budge, op. cit. LI, p. 493; Mercer, p. 128.

35- Bonner, op. cit p. 152,

36~ A point of view regarded the composite sphinx of the Graeco - Ro-
man period as the god Toulou - Titheos who was concieved a3 a vic-
torious deicy developed out of Heka, Obviously, the connection of
this composite sphinx is more evident with Horus than with Heka
for the evidence menlioned above. For Toutou - Titheos see Zivie,
ap. <it. cols. 143 - 145.

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

38- mercer, op. cit. p. 143,

39- Poole, op. cit. pl. xv no. 284,

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

41- LIMC, IV, 2, p. 258 no. 290a.
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42 For the vanous types of Mithra 1n which he appears associated with
these elements see Rainer Vollkommer, "Mithmas”. in LIMC, V1, 1,
Ziirich & Miinchen, 1992, pp. 583 ff.

43- Ibid, p. 583; Joscelin Godwin, Mystery Retigions in the Ancient
Woarld, London, 1981, p. 68.

44- Vollkommer, op. cit p. 583,

45- Franz Cumont, The Oriemal Religions in Roman Paganism, trans-
lated by Grant Showerman, New Yark, 1965, p. 140.

46- bid, p. 24.

47- Samuel A. B. Mercer, The Religion of Ancient Egypt, London,
1949, p. 414, Erman, op. cit. p. 228.

48- Bonner, op. cit. p. 139; Cumont, op. cit. p. 24; Vollkommer, op.
cit. p. 622,

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

50- For example, the idea of the rising and the setting snn in the myster-
ies of Mithra agrees with the same idea expressed by a different way
in a terracotta showing Harpocrates emerging from a Iotus flower in
front of a solar disc while, beneath him, Serapis, flanked by ser-
penis, is sinking down into the iotus flower Harpocrates is the rising
sun and Serapis is the setting sun. Far mare details about the similar-
ity of solar functions of both Harpocrates and Mithra see El - Khash-
ab, op. cit. p. 217.
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