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HATHOR TEMPLE PROJECT:
THE EPIGRAPHIC SURVEY AT PHILAE (2006)

Emanuele M. CIAMPINI

(University “Ca’ Foscari”, Venice)

Federico CONTARDI

(University “La Sapienza”, Rome)

Gloria ROSATI
(University of Florence)

Introduction (Gloria ROSATI)

In the year 2006 our team, directed by Prof. Alessandro Roccati (Chair of Egyptology
at the University of Turin) started epigraphic research at the Temple of Hathor on the
(new) Philae Island. The main object of our re-examination was the western forecourt
of the temple, added to the Ptolemaic building under Emperor Augustus at the very
beginning of Roman rule in Egypt!.

The structure was integrated into the existing building, both from the architectural
point of view and in respect to the subject matter of its decoration. But it is also a
peculiar unity, whose reconstruction was undertaken more than one century ago by a
legendary Royal Engineer, Captain Henry George Lyons?, and a tireless archaeologist,
Alexandre Barsanti, born in Alexandria but of Italian origin®. Their achievements
deserve all our esteem; now however, we can try to improve upon them.

When the temples on the island of Philae were dismantled, in order to be rebuilt on
Agilkia Island*, the site provided a number of archaeological surprises. A large number
of decorated fragments and architectural elements were recovered that derived from
the Hathor temple. An initial study, both epigraphic and architectural, suggested the
possibility of rebuilding the Roman forecourt nearly in its entirety in front of the

! B. PORTER and R. Moss, Topographical Bibliography of Ancient Egyptian Hieroglyphic Texts, Reliefs
and Paintings, V1. Upper Egypt: Chief Temples (Oxford, 1939), 251-3, esp. 251.

2 W.R. DawsoN and E.P. UpHILL, Who Was Who in Egyptology, Third Revised Edition by M.L. BIERBRIER
(London, 1995), 265.

3 DAWSON, UPHILL, BIERBRIER, Who Was Who, 32; G. DAREssY, ‘Alexandre Barsanti’, Annales du
Service des Antiquités de ’Egypte 17 (1917), 245-60 with pl. [IV]. This is the proper occasion to celebrate
Barsanti, since he was born exactly 150 years ago.

4 See in general A. GIAMMARUSTI and A. ROCCATI, File. Storia e Vita di un Santuario Egizio (Novara,
1980).
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Ptolemaic shrine. This structure had been only provisionally restored at the time when
the old Aswan dam was constructed (1902), and many slabs (viz. the huge architraves
which once rested on the floral capitals of the columns) were left lying on the ground.
Unfortunately, no restoration project of such extent was foreseen in the agreement for
the rescue of the temples of Philae; its realization was entrusted to the Centre of
Documentation in Cairo. During the past thirty years, however, no significant work
was undertaken, while Agilkia Island developed into an important tourist attraction,
visited daily by thousands of visitors.

Therefore Prof. A. Roccati, who had worked for an entire year at Philae during the
removal of the architectural structures, requested permission for a preparatory expedi-
tion to evaluate the nature and costs of an operation aiming to complete the recovery
of this unique sanctuary, achieved by the Italian firm Condotte-Mazzi. In this connec-
tion we would like to acknowledge the helpful reception given by the Permanent
Committee and by the Secretary General of the Supreme Council of the Egyptian
Antiquities Organization, Prof. Zahi Hawass. The Compagnia di San Paolo, Turin,
ensured the funding for the group of specialists on site: architect, restorer, information
technology expert, photographer, and epigraphers.

A complete record of all scattered blocks and fragments, which number about 250,
was encoded in our files, and a basic check of the (incorrectly) reconstructed masonry
was made. While the estimated cost of this undertaking exceeded the budget allotted
to our team, some preliminary results of the mission’s work, though of brief duration,
are clearly worthy of presentation.

To introduce to this subject, I shall review the background information about the
temple, starting with Captain Lyons who commenced his work on the temples of
Philae in November 1895°. His official remit was to insure their stability and preserve
them from the decay which might result from the old dam. Until March 1896 Barsanti
assisted Lyons. The Temple of Hathor, built of sandstone from the Qertassi quarries,
was “cleared” — I am using Lyons’ term — on that occasion. He hadn’t actually dis-
covered it as he did the Temples of Arensnuphis, Harendotes and others, but his work
enabled its original extent to be seen for the first time. Founded by Ptolemy VI
Philometor, it consisted of two rooms, a vestibule with two columns, and a sanctuary.
Later, probably under Ptolemy VIII, according to Gerhard Haeny®, another room was
added, extending to the eastern end. In early Roman times a porch was erected on the
west with six columns north and south and screen walls between them. Concurrently
or shortly thereafter, a platform was built at the back of the temple, overlooking the
river, and with a passage in the substructure, so that one could pass through it along

> H.G. LYONS, A Report on the Island and Temples of Philae (London, 1896).
® G. HAENY, ‘A short architectural history of Philae’, Bulletin de I’Institut Frangais d’Archéologie
Orientale 85 (1985), 197-233, partic. 230.



HATHOR TEMPLE PROJECT: THE EPIGRAPHIC SURVEY AT PHILAE (2006) 1295

Fig. 1. The Hathor Temple in 1896 (from H.G. LYONS, Report, pl. 12).

the river bank. This part and the new eastern sanctuary show the most severe losses
(fig. 1): the forecourt, too, had been pulled down and many blocks reused to build
— quite roughly indeed — a Coptic chapel and houses on the north side. On the south
side, by contrast, a number of houses were built, but probably before the destruction
of the temple, because they were constructed of mudbrick, not stone. Many of them
were destroyed in turn, and nothing was left in sifu: Captain Lyons reported that four
coins dating from 1860 were found two meters below floor level of a house near the
south door of the forecourt.

The reconstruction of the columns (all the capitals had been cut into small fragments)
with their screen walls was completed during those months and in another campaign,
lasting about one month between November and December 19027, before Barsanti

7 A. BARSANTI, ‘Rapport sur les travaux de consolidation et de réparation éxécutés a Phile en 1902°,
in: G. MASPERO (ed.), ‘La protection de Phile pendant I’hiver de 1902 et I’été de 1903°, Annales du Service
des Antiquités de I’Egypte 4 (1903), 244-67, part. 250.
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Fig. 2. The temple of Hathor
(DAuMas, ‘Les propylées du temple d’Hathor a Philae’, 2, fig. 1).

devoted himself to the more difficult task of restoring the Temple of Edfu. About 70 years
later, as everyone knows, the temple was completely ‘destroyed’ and rebuilt on Agilkia
Island.

History and cultic role of the temple (Emanuele M. CIAMPINI)

The foundation of the Temple of Hathor at Philae (fig. 2) dates to the first half of the
Ptolemaic era, when Ptolemy VI elevated the inner part of the sanctuary, the pronaos,
and the western gate of the building, as shown by the pharaonic decoration and by the
Greek inscription, from the reign of Ptolemy VIII, dedicating the sanctuary to Aphro-
dite®. In this first phase a mudbrick wall enclosed the area in front of the pronaos’.
Later, during the reign of Augustus, this precinct wall was replaced by a vestibule built
in sandstone, with a northern and a southern passage. In the decoration as a whole, the
role of the goddesses Hathor and Isis, who play essential roles in the island’s theology,
is clearly recognizable. The inscriptions of Ptolemy VI associate them with the south-
ern and northern parts of the building, as is shown by the royal titulary on the columns
of the pronaos (fig. 3): at the south “Hathor Mistress of Biggah, Eye of Ra, Mistress

8 A. BERNAND, Les inscriptions grecques de Philae. Tome I: Epoque ptolémaique (Paris, 1969), 153-7
(n. 17); this inscription on the inner architrave of the pronaos is one of the few Greek foundation texts in
the temples of Philae.

° G. HAENY, Bulletin de Ulnstitut Frangais d’Archéologie Orientale 85, 230-1.
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Fig. 3. Hathor and Isis in the inscriptions of Ptolemy VI on the pronaos’ columns:
south (a) and north (b).

of Heaven, Queen of all the gods, who gives life” is mentioned, while at the north, the
pharaoh is called “beloved by Isis, Mistress of Philae”. Their topographical connec-
tions here are clear: Isis is the mistress of the main temple, while Hathor is associated
with Biggah, the island directly to the west of Philae, and towards which the temple
opens. Furthermore, the name of the temple, p3s “n 5, “the House of Calling”'?, con-
firms the role of the building in the return of the Eye of Re to Egypt''.

The distribution of both texts and scenes in the Ptolemaic decoration of the western
gateway confirms the association of Hathor with the south and Isis with the north.
Despite its fragmentary preservation, it enables identification of deities associated with
the myth of Hathor’s (or more precisely, Hathor-Tefnet’s) return. On the southern
doorjamb of the gateway Upset “Mistress of the Flame in Biggah”!? and Hathor “the
Great, Mistress of Biggah” (fig. 4) are still visible: the fiery and furious potence of
the solar eye (Upset) is represented here together with her positive Hathoric aspect,
while the mention of Biggah refers to the island where the divine transformation takes
place. This complex is confirmed as well by the decoration of a fragmentary architrave,
now lying north of the temple'?, which shows Ptolemy offering wine to Harendotes
“Son of Isis, Mistress of Philae”, to Hathor “Mistress of Biggah, daughter of Re,
she who comes to Egypt”, and to Harpokrates.

The Roman decoration of the vestibule is consistent with Ptolemaic tradition: Hathor
and Isis are still the two main deities of the temple, and their presence in the cult cor-
responds to their nature and their role in local tradition. Thus, in the decoration of the

10°See F. DAUMAS, ‘Les propylées du temple d’Hathor 2 Philae et le culte de la déesse’, Zeitschrift fiir
Agyptische Sprache und Altertumskunde 95 (1968), 3-4.

' D. INCONNU-BOUQUILLON, Le mythe de la Déesse Lontaine a Philae, Bibliotheque d’étude 132 (Le
Caire, 2001), with earlier bibliography.

12 For the relationship of Upset to Tefnet see: H. JUNKER, Die Onurislegende, Kaiserliche Akademie
der Wissenschaften in Wien, Philosophisch-historische Klasse. Denkschriften, 59. Band (Wien, 1917), 83-6.

13 B. MORARDET, ‘Notizie da File — IV. Matériaux pour servir a la reconstruction du temple d’Hathor
a Philae’, Oriens Antiquus 20 (1981), 139-55, published this architrave, together with other fragments of
the western gateway.
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eastern side of the main gate we meet again Hathor (south) and Isis (north); their
relationship to two different local religious traditions are reflected by the crowns worn
by Pharaoh Augustus: at south, in the presence of Hathor, he wears the crown of Onuris-
Shu, the deity whose function is essential for the return of the goddess to Egypt; in the
northern scene, with Isis, he wears a crown connected with Osiris (Osirian crown).
These underscore the Pharaoh’s role in two different mythic contexts: the return of the
Eye of Re (south: Onuris-Shu crown) and the Osirian tradition related to the divine
tomb at Biggah (north: Osirian crown).

According to Bernard Morardet, when Barsanti undertook reconstructions at the
beginning of the 20" century he misunderstood the correct disposition of the blocks'#:
thus, the two scenes of fumigation before Isis on the inner north doorjamb are actually
part of one and the same scene, as the text which covered the north reverse of the gate
shows. This text is a short version of a well-known invocation to Hathor celebrating
the wine offering as the fundamental act in her return to Egypt'>. Many fragments of
the doorjamb bearing this same text now lie north of the temple, along with several
segments of Roman architraves from the vestibule.

This cultic complex can be recognized as well in the Roman decoration of the
pronaos fagcade. The four scenes from Augustus’ reign depict a range of roles that
the pharaoh assumes according to the nature of the goddesses: in the upper registers,
the king offers the menat to Hathor “of the Hall of Calling, [...] Mistress of Heaven,
Mistress of Philae, Queen of the Abaton”, and sistra to Isis “the Great, the God’s
Mother, Mistress of Philae, given life, Mistress of the Abaton, Queen of all foreign
lands™; in the lower registers, he offers to the solar Eye in her hypostasis as Sekhmet
“the Great, Mistress of the Flame, Eye of Re, Mistress of Heaven, Mistress of the
Abaton and Philae” (south), and Tefnet “<Eye of> Re, the Queen, Mistress of the
Abaton, she who overthrows Apophis with her fiery breath” (north). The furious nature
of the last two deities is confirmed by Pharaoh’s ritual acts: the overthrow of evil
represented by Apophis'®, and the new order after the danger of the i3dr rnpt, repre-
sented by the offering of the wnsh. The fagcade of the pronaos could then be understood
to summarize the theology of the temple: a place where the pharaoh adores the Eye
of Re in its positive aspect as Hathor, whose ‘““beautiful face” is often mentioned in the

14 Tbid., 142-52.

15 H. STERNBERG-EL HOTABI, Ein Hymnus an die Géttin Hathor und das Ritual ‘Hathor das Trankopfer
darbringen’ nach den Tempeltexten der griechisch-romischen Zeit, Rites égyptiens 7 (Bruxelles, 1992);
J. Quack, ‘Bemerkungen zum Ostrakon Glasgow D 1925.91 und zum Menu-Lied’, Studien zur Altigyp-
tischen Kultur 29 (2001), 238-306; S. CAUVILLE, Les Fétes d’Hathor, Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 105
(Leuven, 2002). We wish to thank Prof. J. Quack for some bibliographical references and suggestions
relating to the analysis of the decoration.

16 For the nature of the conflict against this force of non-existence, see. J.F. BORGHOUTS, Book of the
Dead [39]. From Shouting to Structure, Studien zum Altagyptischen Totenbuch 10 (Wiesbaden, 2007),
56-61.
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Fig. 4. Southern doorjamb of the western gate
(part.): Hathor and Upset.

Fig. 5. Personifications of months on the vestibule
architrave.

texts of the vestibule and pronaos'’. The return of the goddess to Egypt finds its natural
setting on Biggah, the island which lay at the border of the country, and where divine
fury is pacified.

The celebration of Hathor’s return to Egypt is surely the core of the temple’s deco-
rative program — above all in the Roman vestibule, richly articulated on both cosmic

17 See the two hymns published by DAUMAS, Zeitschrift fiir Agyptische Sprache und Altertumskunde 95,
10-3.
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and human levels: on the columns of the vestibule, priests, monkeys, and figures of
Bes play musical instruments and sing the goddess’ praises, while on the architraves
which now lie north of the temple, she is celebrated by a cortege of months (fig. 5).
These personifications of new life provide testimony to the cosmic nature of her return,
which is connected to the passage of the year and the Nile flood. According to the
Egyptian tradition, the astronomical personifications express the regular succession of
years and the renewal of the life brought by the inundation'®; this aspect is confirmed
as well by the orientation of the temple, which takes the rising of Sothis into account'®.

All the aspects just noted center on the roles of Hathor and Isis: their nature and the
strong association with Biggah confirm the importance of “passage” — the advent of
the New Year and the Nile flood — in the theology of Philae: a topic celebrated again
in later structures (such as Hadrian’s Gateway), and which is fundamental to the under-
standing of the small temple of Hathor in the island’s context.

Epigraphic work (Federico CONTARDI)

The goal of the epigraphic work undertaken by our archaeological mission is to docu-
ment and study the texts and representations in the Temple of Hathor on Philae. Two
circumstances directly effect our work. First, relatively little remains of the temple in
situ; many blocks lie on the ground outside the north wall of the temple. Secondly,
some of those blocks which are now incorporated into the restored temple are not in
their original setting but occupy instead those positions where they were placed in
the restorations which Barsanti supervised in 1902. For these reasons, our epigraphic
work has included not only restoring those blocks currently unplaced to their rightful,
original locations, but also correcting the errors of earlier restoration. We would like
to present just three samples of our virtual reconstructions, all concerning the Roman
forecourt (fig. 6). These examples illustrate only some results of our project to com-
plete a virtual restoration of the Temple of Hathor.

The forecourt of the temple is delimited on the north and south by a series of 6 col-
umns with intercolumnar constructions (screen walls) bearing reliefs and inscriptions.
On the columns are representations of musicians and the texts of the songs they intoned
during the celebrations on the occasion of the mythical return of the goddess Hathor
to Philae from her tour of devastation in the south. The reliefs on the blocks between
the columns depict Emperor Augustus presenting ritual offerings (wine, oil, sistra,

18 D, MENDEL, Die Monatsgottinnen in Tempeln und in privaten Kult, Rites égyptiennes 11 (Turnhout,
2005). The renewal of the life connected to astronomical entities is already recognizable in the Middle
Kingdom tradition of the decans: E.M. CiampInI, ‘Invocazioni astrali su coperchi di sarcofagi del Medio
Regno’, MHNH. Revista International de Investigacion sobre Magia y Astrologia Antiguas 7 (2007),
93-114.

19 We thank Prof. J.A. Belmonte for this information.
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Fig. 6. The Roman forecourt.

crowns etc.) to the divine manifestations of the goddess. What was the exact meaning
attached to the offering scenes in the context of the celebration marking Hathor’s
return?

The choice of these scenes did not result from a need to conform to the typical
requirements of decorum for temple decoration. Their presence is justified by the text
of Column II’ on the south side of the forecourt, which informs us that the return of
the goddess from Bugem should be accompanied by festive offerings of unguent, liba-
tions, wine and so forth.

1. Nowadays the intercolumnar reliefs D on the north side of the forecourt show
Emperor Augustus offering a wensheb to a goddess labelled Satet (fig. 7A). Examination
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Fig. 7A. Intercolumnar reliefs D, Fig. 7B. Intercolumnar reliefs D,
actual state. virtual reconstruction.

of the figure and her headgear reveals that she cannot be Satet, but some rather other
goddess, namely Mut. Among the blocks which lie to the north outside the temple, there
is one that belongs here. The hieroglyphs name Mut as the deity whose crown is
depicted on the right side.

In fact, this block belongs in the position now occupied by the block with Satet’s
name. In the virtual reconstruction, it is shown where it belongs (fig. 7B). When it is
inserted in its proper place, the crowns of the king and the goddess are correctly and
completely shown.

Text:

=A==

nswt biti nb tswy swtkrdr
The king of Upper and Lower Egypt, Autocrator.

(=oME2EF WA o) o 0

s3 R nb h'w k3ysrs ‘nh dt mry Pth ‘Ist
The son of Ra, lord of the crowns, Caesar, may he live eternally, beloved of Ptah and Isis.
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|l dd mdw in Mwt wrt nb iSrw nb iw 1> rk Spst wsrt hnty snmt

Words spoken by Mut, the Great, Mistress of Isheru, Mistress of Philae?, the noble one, the
mighty one, foremost of Biggah.

— DT == Lo
A== . 0o QJOQM&H

hnk wnsb n mwt.f wsrt htp ib.s m pr im
Offering the wensheb to his mother, the mighty one, may her heart be satisfied with that which
comes forth therefrom.

2. Only the lower block of intercolumnar reliefs B remains in situ (fig. 8A). It pre-
serves the lower part of the caption describing the scene as illustrating offerings of wine.
Although indications for identifying the divine female recipient of the offerings are
lacking, she must be Hathor because the intercolumnar reliefs B and B’ are analo-
gous to the complementary reliefs G and G’, showing depictions of Hathor and Isis,
respectively. We found the missing block among the loose blocks outside the temple.
Unfortunately, as can be seen in the reconstruction, the mid-section with the bust and
head of the goddess is not preserved (fig. 8B).

\-

nswt bm nb tswy )’wtkrdr
The king of Upper and Lower Egypt, Autocrator.

s3 R nb h'w k3ysrs ‘nh dt mry Pth st
The son of Ra, lord of the crowns, Caesar, may he live eternally, beloved of Ptah and Isis.

Il ewien JeeSan e #5lskl

It dd mdw in Hwt-Hr nb “Iwnt irt R* hry-ib [ ] * nb pt hnwt ntrw nb(w) Spst wsrt [
Words spoken by Hathor, Mistress of Dendera, Eye of Ra, which is in [ ], Mistress of Heaven,
Queen of all the gods, the noble one, the mighty one [

o Bi=olil_ .\

[1m$3sm.timfr:nb
[..] with wine, may you drink of it every day.

20 For the writing of the name for Philae with the sign «\., see: H. GAUTHIER, Dictionnaire des noms
géographiques contenus dans les textes hiéroglyphiques 1 (Le Caire, 1925), 30.
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Fig. 8A. Intercolumnar reliefs B, actual state.

Fig. 8B. Intercolumnar reliefs B, virtual
reconstruction.

3. Column II on the north side was restored some time ago (fig. 9A)?!. The segments
are cemented together. The upper fragment is nowadays not in its original position,
which is a little bit to the right, so that the first vertical line of hieroglyphs on the frag-
ment corresponds to the first line of the entire inscription. Above the flute player is a
text in four columns. The lower part of the text was found among the loose blocks
outside the temple. Fig. 9B shows the virtual replacement of this block. Unfortunately,

21 The text is so fragmentary that it was not included by DAUMAS, Zeitschrift fiir Agyptische Sprache
und Altertumskunde 95, 1-17.
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Fig. 9A. Column II, actual state. Fig. 9B. Column II, virtual reconstruction.

the text remains fragmentary. It is a song which the priest accompanies on his instru-
ment. The same figure and a similar text are found on the column in front (Column II")?2.

The text proclaims the return of Hathor from Bugem and the celebration with ritual
offerings such as beer and a crown.

LB @ W= 3 NN TN\ 29N\
DI o N | —Oald] [ @ | Z0o0 Dt
gl...L Jeadel 12225250k

THlele®l Jaliar=.,

"[1?2n[Im[1m[1pnp3 n$mhy [hnw Ist > di ‘nh nb iw wb hnwt nb iw [rk  1f
Hwt-Hr wrt nb [snm]t nb p3 “n § 1’ htp.ti m hntyf[ ) hnkt mdh [ ] $ps 1* dd hsw [ ]ib3 hb [
[ 1 this, the House? of Calling?* is in rejoicing and in happiness, Isis, given life?*, Mistress
of the Abaton, Queen and Mistress of Philae [ ], Hathor, the Great, Mistress of Biggah, Mistress
of the House of Calling, may she rest in it, [ ] beer, the diadem, [ ] reciting, singing, [ ]
dancing, dancing [

2 See Ibid., 5-6.

2 In the word < the sign for ¢ has no phonetic meaning; in the later stages of the Egyptian language,
the old word for house 7 was treated as a masculine substantive (Coptic H1; see also A. ERMAN, H. GRAPOW,
Worterbuch der Aegyptischen Sprache 1 (Leipzig, 1926), 159,15).

2§ is incorrectly written __ —.

25 The meaning of di ‘nh in this context is possibly ‘(Isis) who gives life’.





