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When Ptolemy II Philadelphus became sole ruler of
Ptolemaic Egypt in 283 bce, he inherited an expan-
sive kingdom of great social, ethnic, and religious

diversity. Moreover, cultural exchange and interaction between
the Greeks and Egyptians living within these boundaries con-
tributed to the increasing formation of new  socio political institu-
tions and identities, especially at the highest levels of bureau-
cracy. Philadelphus was thus faced with the thorny task of presid-
ing over seemingly disparate yet coexisting peoples—and as only
the second Ptolemaic ruler of Egypt, he did not have much prece-
dent for maintaining stability in this new political environment.
In order to sustain power and accomplish his goals, Philadelphus
understood the necessity of bridging the complex cultural gaps
between the Greeks and the Egyptians while appealing to the
unique traditions of those cultures. is examination of
Philadelphus’ reign and political persona will unveil how the
ruler’s cultivation of an affinity with the god Dionysus was instru-
mental in his construction a new model of authority with broad
 cross- cultural  appeal.

In the past, classical scholarship oen dismissed regal identi-
fication with Dionysus as the stereotypical tendency of
debauched Eastern potentates. While most scholars have moved
beyond this  kneejerk interpretation, there has still not been suffi-
cient analysis of the motivations that compelled rulers such as
Philadelphus to link themselves to Dionysus. Philadelphus’ con-
nections to Dionysus have been  well- documented,2 but studies
have not adequately scrutinized the historical, social, and politi-
cal reasons behind this affiliation. is article offers a new per-

spective on Philadelphus’ administration, revealing that his asso-
ciations with Dionysus served as an integral part of his political
program. It will be demonstrated that this program reflected an
awareness that Dionysus, as a dichotomous and intercultural
deity who transcended conventional boundaries, could appeal to
both Greeks and Egyptians while also accentuating their similar-
ities and ongoing cultural intermingling. e god’s syncretic
nature mirrored the political and cultural reality of the
Ptolemaic empire, and his resemblances to the Egyptian god
Osiris would further allow Philadelphus to find a meeting point
where he could address and relate to both cultures. Such inter-
connections enabled him to operate within the bounds of tradi-
tional Greek and Egyptian models of authority simultaneously,
thus promoting popular acceptance of his regime. ese notions
are reinforced by contemporary historical, artistic, and literary
evidence that demonstrate the political expediency of
Philadelphus’ alignment with the god  Dionysus in particular.3

As relative newcomers and outsiders to Egypt, the
Ptolemaic rulers were confronted with the problem of ruling
over a society that was in many ways alien to their own. One of
the Egyptian political institutions rather foreign to them was
the longstanding idea of divine kingship, which established the
Egyptian pharaoh as a god. While the Macedonian Greeks were,
as W. W. Tarn points out, “accustomed to despotic rule,”4 they
did not typically equate their kings with gods. To be perceived
as legitimate rulers by the Egyptians, the Ptolemies would need
to style themselves as divine monarchs and “bring their regime
in line with the ancient Egyptian royal ideology of the king.”5
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roughout the Ptolemaic era, the Greek rulers of Egypt had to tackle complex issues pertaining to the nature of their dominion over peoples
who were in many ways culturally, socially, and politically distinct. is paper examines how, despite these differences, Ptolemy II
Philadelphus found a way to connect with both the Greek and Egyptian segments of his population by identifying himself with the god
Dionysus. Although a Greek deity, Dionysus possessed specific associations that would have resonated with elements of Egyptian religion and
culture. ese connotations would have promoted the perception of Philadelphus as a legitimate and benevolent ruler capable of transcend-
ing cultural boundaries. e grand procession in the Ptolemaia festival has been characterized by Dorothy J. ompson as a form of propa-
ganda for the ruling family. Similarly, the various forms of evidence presented in this paper suggest that Dionysus would have been a conven-
ient political vehicle in this syncretic environment. Such an approach on the part of Philadelphus was highly innovative and effective, and
influenced the political identity assumed by later Ptolemaic rulers.
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Being an astute politician, Philadelphus was acutely aware of
the importance of respecting and acclimating himself to the
Egyptians’  deeply  entrenched  socio political climate, especially
its kingship model. He thus began to identify himself with the
god Dionysus, most visibly in the procession staged at the
Ptolemaia festival that he instituted in Alexandria. In 280, he
also instituted the deification of his father Ptolemy I Soter,
which created a divine lineage for the Ptolemies and served to
legitimize their rulership in the eyes of the Egyptians.
Philadelphus was the first of the Ptolemies to fully understand
the political necessity of making such adaptations. As Tarn
asserts, Ptolemy I Soter had been looked upon as a usurper

“whose right was the right of the strongest and ablest; Ptolemy II
made that right the gi of heaven; the king now ruled, not
because he was a conqueror, but because he was a god.”6 By cul-
tivating a divine identity and establishing divine origins,
Philadelphus enabled himself to be viewed as a typical
pharaonic ruler who had his own state cult and “bore the five
names like any Pharaoh”7 in official Egyptian  documents.

Philadelphus’ appropriation of an Egyptian bureaucratic
structure would thus help him be perceived as credible by his
Egyptian subjects. He did not intend to interfere with Egyptian
social or religious customs, and realized that doing so would only
hinder his goal of being politically efficient and deriving “the
utmost value out of the country.”8 At the same time, a Ptolemaic
ruler could not overlook the powerful Greek component of his
empire, and needed to act according Greek concepts of authority
and bureaucracy as well. Philadelphus’ dilemma was to perform
the Egyptian and Greek functions of office simultaneously9—a
seemingly impossible task, given that the Greeks lacked a concept
of divine kingship and differed with respect to many other fea-
tures associated with Egyptian authority. Discussing the predica-
ment facing the Ptolemies, Ludwig Koenen observes that “there
was and could be no concept of . . . a Greek deity protecting Egypt
and all her inhabitants. e traditional gods of the city hardly fit-
ted into the new world . . .”10 And one can surely see why it would
seem impossible for the Greek Ptolemies to project their gods and
religious traditions upon the Egyptians, who had their own
unique and unfamiliar religious practices. However, the “western”
world of the Greeks and “eastern” world of the Egyptians were
not entirely dissimilar and should not be viewed as discrete polar
opposites. Indeed, inherent cultural similarities and interactions
would allow rulers like Philadelphus to find areas of common
ground between the Greek and Egyptian  peoples.

Recognizing the increasingly syncretic nature of Egyptian
rulership and society in general, Philadelphus grasped the politi-
cal need to “engra the culture of Hellas .  .  . on to the bureau-
cratic absolutism of the orient.”11 His particular insight in com-
bining Greek and Egyptian constructions of authority was to
identify himself with the god Dionysus. In so doing, he adhered
to the Egyptian ideology of divine kingship while still remaining
familiar and inoffensive to the Greeks; such a strategy can be
viewed as a form of political posturing aimed at a culturally

diverse audience.12 Koenen describes this sort of maneuvering
within Greek and Egyptian traditions as  Janus- like in nature and
popular perception; members of all social classes had to navigate
the complex  inter cultural environment that was Ptolemaic
Egypt, but the Ptolemaic kings were particularly keen examples
of the phenomenon, as they strove to direct one face “toward
[their] Macedonian and Greek subjects and the other, the
pharaonic head, toward the Egyptians.” 13

In lieu of an overtly  “Janus- faced” administration,
Ptolemy II Philadelphus’ identification with Dionysus was
actually quite apt, given the latter god’s dichotomous nature
and  cross- cultural appeal. One can compare the antitheses rep-
resented by Dionysus to the bifurcated condition of Ptolemaic
rulership and Hellenistic society in general. While Janus is well
known as the  two- headed god of classical antiquity, the binary
polarities and liminal qualities embodied by Dionysus situate
him as an equally dualistic deity. Walter Burkert refers to his
status as “ambivalent and indeed paradoxical” and says that he

“eludes definition” and maintains a close relationship to
“Hermes, the crosser of boundaries.”14 Philadelphus, of course,
assumed this sort of ambivalent and seemingly paradoxical posi-
tion in his transactions across cultural interfaces. While
Koenen and others have discerned the  Janus- faced nature of
Ptolemaic rule, it has not previously been suggested that
Dionysus could essentially represent the same model of syn-
cretism and cultural interchange for the Ptolemaic rulers. In
many ways, Dionysus might be considered an even more suit-
able symbol than Janus for a leader who was required to medi-
ate within an ambiguous political setting. Furthermore, when
one assesses some of the specific characteristics associated with
Dionysus, it becomes clear that these traits were particularly
applicable to the circumstances of Philadelphus’  reign.

e aspect of Dionysus perhaps most obviously symbolic of
Philadelphus’ rule is the god’s classification as both an eastern
and western figure. Although he was fully accepted within the
Greek pantheon and had been worshipped by Greeks for many
centuries before the Hellenistic era, Dionysus retained the con-
notation of being a young, foreign god “who had emigrated from
race to Greece.”15 is characterization is reflected in
Euripides’ Bacchae, in which the god is represented as a new-
comer with eastern origins despite being  well- established in
Greek tradition. is ambiguity regarding the god’s geographical
origins would be highly germane for a Ptolemaic ruler whose
task it was to manage “eastern” and “western” political spheres
and function within a blurry, culturally intermingled political
context. Moreover, the representation of Dionysus as a far-
 venturing traveler familiar with distant places and influential
over a broad range of people16 is akin to the leadership situation
in which the Ptolemies found  themselves.

Although Philadelphus can be considered an innovator for
identifying himself with a god who shared his unique position as
a ruler of both “East” and “West,” this sort of regal affiliation
with Dionysus was not completely without precedent. In many
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ways, Philadelphus was expanding upon Dionysiac associations
earlier Macedonian leaders had begun to develop. In particular,
Alexander himself had been linked to Dionysus through his ven-
tures to the East.17 Two of the most powerful of the “ancestors”
Alexander claimed were Dionysus and Heracles, both known for
traveling to the limits of civilization18 and returning to Greece
aer triumphant visits to India.19 According to Guy MacLean
Rogers, Alexander envisioned his own expedition to and from
the East as analogous to Dionysus’ voyage.20 Beginning with
Philadelphus, the Ptolemaic dynasty was eager to invoke these
connections to both Dionysus and Alexander.21 is can be seen
in coins minted shortly aer the death of Soter, in which the
Ptolemy was depicted in a portrait style closely resembling
Alexander and wearing an elephant headdress and diadem. ese
symbols of victory, which R. R. R. Smith designates as “central
elements in Hellenistic royal ideology,”22 evoke the eastern
exploits of Alexander and Dionysus simultaneously. ose who
donned this regalia, then, were effectively forging a style of king-
ship that looked back to the charismatic ways of Alexander and
Dionysus, particularly with reference to their eastern conquests.
Hearkening back to the leadership of Alexander was a crucial
part of the Ptolemies’ construction of authority, and identifica-
tion with Dionysus was one of the ways in which they could cre-
ate such associations with  him.

Alexander also thought of himself as a descendant of
Dionysus through his lineage in the Argead royal house.23

Therefore, when Philadelphus emphasized his connections to
Dionysus, he was also evoking an ancestral relationship to
Alexander;24 this can be seen as another means by which
Philadelphus bolstered public perception of himself as the
rightful heir to the kingdom Alexander had established.25

Popular claims about Alexander’s ancestry would have res-
onated with both Greeks and Egyptians, since the details sur-
rounding his conception “closely reflect the Egyptian myth of
the theogamy.”26 According to the accounts of Cleitarchus,
who wrote a history of Alexander ca. 310–301 bce, the
Egyptian  magician- king Nectanebo impregnated Alexander’s
mother, Olympias— thus giving Alexander both a heavenly
and earthly father (i.e., Philip). Nectanebo purportedly
appeared to the sleeping Olympias in several different forms,
including a snake, Heracles, Dionysus, and the Egyptian god
Amun. Alan B. Lloyd finds these circumstances of conception
highly comparable to the Egyptian doctrine that the king was
a son of the god Amun-Ra, who was believed to visit the queen
while incarnated as her husband, the pharaoh. Lloyd contends
that these correspondences are no accident, but represent “an
Egyptian claim that Alexander was conceived and born accord-
ing to the ancient dogmas of kingship” and evince a “desire to
reconcile the presence of a foreigner on the throne with the
traditional Egyptian theory of kingship.”27 These parallels also
demonstrate that regal identification with gods and divine
descent were not concepts entirely foreign to the Greeks
before Philadelphus.28 Indeed, the fantastic origins attributed

to Alexander provided him with divine ancestry in both Greek
and Egyptian traditions, enabling successors like Philadelphus
to continue the double-faced project in their administrations.

Graham Shipley has described the reign of Alexander as “a
blend of apparent deference to [the] traditions [of the Greek
cities] with thinly veiled autocracy,”29 much like the  double-
 edged approach of Philadelphus and his successors. However,
one can question the degree of political pragmatism Alexander
actually had in mind when thinking of himself as a  Dionysus- like
figure. It has been argued that Alexander’s actions were oen
influenced by “personal, subjective inclinations [such as] reli-
gious and romantic heroism” rather than “rational and strategic
military considerations.”30 In many ways, the relationships he
professed to have with gods like Dionysus seem to have been con-
ceived more out of unbridled fervor than political foresight.
Philadelphus’ associations with Dionysus, however, appear less
whimsical and more calculated for political advantage. Despite
Alexander’s undeniable influence on his model of leadership,
Philadelphus went a step further by using his ties to Dionysus in
order to address the dichotomies of his kingdom. e
Macedonian court, as well as Alexander, had indeed recognized
Dionysus as a deity with special significance, but Philadelphus
was the first to apply the god’s considerable valence to governing
a  cross- cultural society.31 Later Ptolemaic rulers would follow
Philadelphus’ lead and draw attention to their ties to both
Dionysus and Alexander. Indeed, one can observe paintings in
the Faiyum region dating from the reign of Ptolemy VI
Philometer that depict Alexander “in a Dionysiac guise, obvi-
ously in a triumphal scene of the god Dionysus.”32 Such imagery
can be regarded not only as an attempt to reinforce the legiti-
macy of Ptolemaic lineage, but also as a form of “religious propa-
ganda”33 intended to cast Hellenistic rulers in a mold relatable to
both “eastern” and “western”  audiences.

Let us turn away from Philadelphus’ immediate relation-
ship to Alexander for the moment and evaluate other ways in
which Dionysus’  two- sided nature would suit the situation of
Philadelphus’ rule. Another paradox intrinsic to the god is his
representation as both old and youthful34 in different artistic
and literary contexts. According to Burkert, Dionysus under-
went a “rejuvenation”35 in the  mid- fih century and was typi-
cally represented in a youthful fashion thereaer, although per-
ceptions of him as an older deity were not completely lost. Such
a dichotomy would have been very appropriate for Philadelphus
to exploit. While he was eager for his reign to be regarded as a
period of rebirth and renaissance in Egypt, affiliation with
Dionysus would also enable him to lessen the risk of appearing
too new and original in his administration, thus preventing any
affront to the Greeks, who were oen suspicious of political inno-
vation. In this way, association with Dionysus could appeal to
the Greeks’ reverence for tradition while simultaneously identify-
ing Philadelphus with resurgence and  revitalization.

Philadelphus’ identification with Dionysus was also fitting
with respect to the standard Egyptian model of divine kingship.
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As we have observed, Philadelphus was, in deifying his father and
himself, attempting to authorize his rule in the eyes of his
Egyptian subjects. However, this deification would not have res-
onated with the Greek population in the same way. Since divine
kingship was a concept rather new to the Greeks, they were not
predisposed to look upon Philadelphus as a godly figure. To the
contrary, they may well have thought it arrogant or even tyranni-
cal to assert one’s own divinity and equate oneself with the gods.
Considering this, it was appropriate that Philadelphus chose to
identify himself with Dionysus rather than a less humanistic
deity. e son of a mortal woman, Semele, and known for his ret-
inue of mortal followers, Dionysus possesses human attributes
that separate him from many of the other Olympian deities.
Indeed, he does not have a physically intimidating presence and
cosmic power like Zeus or even Poseidon, but is grounded in
part by his  semi- mortal nature. is human quality of Dionysus
could have appealed to the sensibilities of Philadelphus’ Greek
subjects, who were accustomed to strictly mortal rulers. If
Philadelphus had directly associated himself with Zeus or a simi-
larly omnipotent deity, he may have run the risk of being viewed
by the Greeks as a despotic ruler who was pursuing absolute
authority. Moreover, in building relations to the son of Zeus
(but not Zeus himself), he reserved a powerful pedigree for him-
self while not making grandiose claims of equivalence to the
Greeks’ supreme  deity.36

Yet Dionysus’ status as the son of Zeus would also help to
justify Philadelphus’ dominion in the eyes of the Egyptian popu-
lation. e ruler’s identification with Dionysus would thus
imply that his father, Ptolemy I Soter, should be connected with
Zeus, therefore giving Philadelphus and each of his successors an

even greater claim to divine lineage. Indeed, Dionysus is oen
thought of as “a rebirth of Zeus”37 who sprung from his father’s
thigh and presided over earthly affairs, while Zeus himself was

“relegated to an Olympian heaven.”38 Furthermore, this division
of the  “king- god” into earthly and heavenly aspects— embodied
by the incarnations of Dionysus and Zeus, respectively— can be
likened to Philadelphus’ attempts to operate within different
 socio- political settings. e coin in Figure 1 serves as an apt illus-
tration of these dichotomies, presenting  Dionysus- Zeus as a syn-
cretic, bicephalous deity, with young and old aspects.39 Such rep-
resentations suggest that Dionysus was indeed envisioned as a
 Janus- like  figure.40

Being in a position of great individual power, Philadelphus
held considerable sway over the lives of his Greek and Egyptian
subjects alike. For those living under his reign, the Ptolemy had
the capacity to deliver either delightful prosperity or miserable
ruin, and, like any ruler, he was looked upon as a primary cause
of whichever outcome came about. is perception of the leader
as a potential source of both  well- being and despair mirrors
Dionysus’ mutual associations with liberation and destruction.
As demonstrated in literary works like Euripides’ Bacchae,
Dionysus could bring blissful delights if honored appropriately,
but would confer terrible consequences if not properly wor-
shipped and respected.41 By means of his connections to
Dionysus, Philadelphus would be believed to have the same sort
of binary qualities, indicating that he was capable of effecting joy
and contentment42 while still strong and vigilant enough to pun-
ish wrongdoers or  detractors.

Cultivating such an image would seem to befit any ruler
seeking to sustain power, and it suited Philadelphus well in par-
ticular due to his interests in economic and cultural affluence.
Rather than seeking to demonstrate his power through an asser-
tion of martial fortitude, as many of his Macedonian predeces-
sors had done, Philadelphus preferred to make his influence and
authority felt by employing lavish cultural pageantry. In many
ways this was an innovation that “changed the monarchy from
one stressing its military role to one stressing its civilian or cul-
tural role,”43 and reflects Philadelphus’ correlation with
Dionysus, whom R. A. Hazzard deems “the least martial of the
Greek gods.”44 In this way, Dionysus conforms to not only the
dualistic nature of Ptolemaic leadership, but Philadelphus’ partic-
ular personality as well. One could scarcely imagine him being
connected with Ares, Poseidon, or another god known for bel-
ligerence and displays of brute physical strength. Hazzard would
seem to concur, stating that Philadelphus “stressed his Dionysiac
pedigree in an effort to justify his absence from the field of bat-
tle.”45 But Philadelphus’ affiliations with Dionysus were not
intended simply as an explanation for his relative lack of mili-
tancy. Indeed, Dionysus’ associations with regeneration and
renewal would help Philadelphus propagate the image of himself
as a conveyer of wealth and cultural resurgence— aspects of the
regent that will be explored further in the context of
Philadelphus’ dynamic procession at  Alexandria.

Figure 1. Coin from Tenedos, ca. 500 bce.
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Another important feature of Dionysus that could help to
negotiate cultural differences is the god’s striking similarity to
the Egyptian deity Osiris. e resemblance of these gods to each
other was  well- observed and attested in antiquity; as James
Frazer notes, “Herodotus found the similarity between the rites
of Osiris and Dionysus so great, that he thought it impossible the
latter could have arisen independently; they must, he supposed,
have been recently borrowed, with slight alterations, by the
Greeks from the Egyptians.”46 Burkert also suggests that the
Greeks may have drawn upon “the increasing influence of the
Egyptian Osiris religion”47 as early as the sixth century in con-
structing their conception of Dionysus. When one looks at the
specific attributes of the two gods, their likeness becomes even
more apparent, concerning both the details of their worship as
well as their individual dichotomies. We shall proceed to exam-
ine some of these similarities, which would have given
Philadelphus even more cultural currency amongst both the
Greek and Egyptian  peoples.48

Just as Dionysus embodies significant dualities applicable to
the  Janus- faced nature of Ptolemaic rule (and specifically appro-
priate to the situation of Philadelphus), Osiris in turn exhibits
many comparable polarities of his own. Both are liminal deities
who traverse and operate within contrasting milieus.
Comparing the position of Osiris to the pharaoh, Jean Houston
states that the god “dwells in both worlds and pulses both .  .  .
realms with new meaning. [He] who has entered into his

‘Osirification’ is thus able to be a citizen of two worlds.”49 is
 two fold condition of the god’s existence is akin to the Ptolemy’s
political situation as an intermediary amongst two cultures.50

Moreover, Osiris was known to “[leave] his house to travel
throughout Egypt, teaching the secrets of the soil and the blissful
fruits of the garden.”51 Such conduct of course recalls Dionysus’
sojourns through Asia, and the itinerant quality of both gods
characterizes them as figures who have experience dealing with
disparate peoples. e specific manner in which Osiris interacts
with those whom he encounters on his rambling excursions is
also strikingly similar to the practices of Dionysus. In Egyptian
myth he is connected with the making of wine and the ecstatic
performance of music52—customs clearly reminiscent of
Dionysian ritual that would also underscore the image of
Philadelphus as a benevolent bringer of  jubilation.

Osiris also reveals a dichotomous nature in his association
with both rebirth and death, which of course parallels Dionysus’
capacity to deliver both bliss and devastation. As a god who
could instill feelings of euphoria through wine and music, it
should not be surprising that Osiris is also associated with fertil-
ity and the “propagation of plants.”53 ese connotations were
visible in the ritual worship of the god, in which women roamed
about singing songs in his praise and carrying phallic emblems
at festivals54—practices also evident in Dionysian cult worship.
Yet while Osiris could give life and reinvigorate, he also pos-
sessed a raw power to trigger demise. e death of crops and
plant life was perceived as the god’s death, until rejuvenation of

life occurred in the spring. Indeed, Egyptians believed that
Osiris experienced a “yearly death and dismemberment [neces-
sary] for the renewal of life.”55 Osiris’ associations with dismem-
berment, elaborated upon by Houston,56 of course conjure up
thoughts of the rending suffered by Pentheus in the Bacchae.57

Applied to the position of the Ptolemy, these associations call
attention to Philadelphus’ desire to be seen at once as an agent
of deliverance as well as an authoritative figure capable of casti-
gation or reprisal. Furthermore, Osiris’ involvement in the
realms of both the living and the dead reveals an ability to tran-
scend boundaries and change forms in a way that closely corre-
sponds to Dionysus’ liminal  nature.

Being a god associated with rebirth, it is fitting that Osiris
was viewed as  “twice- born,”58 much like Dionysus. According to
Egyptian myth, Osiris was killed by Seth but then resurrected by
Isis using a spell she learned from her father, the  earth- god Geb.
In some versions of the myth, Seth employed a thunderbolt in
this action,59 which recalls Dionysus’ separation from Hera via
the thunderbolt of Zeus. Aer this  “still birth,” Dionysus was
implanted into the thigh of Zeus and thus resurrected. In the
same way, the body of Osiris was immediately revived by Isis and
restored to a vivacious green color, symbolizing fertility. ese
correspondences between the Egyptian Osiris and the Greek
Dionysus, with whom Philadelphus associated himself, may well
have rendered the Ptolemy more familiar and acceptable to the
region’s native population.60 In particular, these connections
would align Philadelphus even more strongly with notions of
regeneration and resurgence in the eyes of both his Greek and
Egyptian  subjects.

Another significant facet of Philadelphus’ kingship model
was the  co regency he held with his  sister- wife Arsinoe II. A sim-
ilar marriage paradigm was also  well- established in Egyptian reli-
gion, which held that the  brother- sister gods Osiris and Isis were
married.61 Philadelphus’ subscription to this divine marriage
model would further connect him with Osiris, making his con-
struction of authority even more recognizable to the Egyptians.
In a recent dissertation, Branko van Oppen de Ruiter argues
that the “incestuous union [of Philadelphus and Arsinoe II]
insinuated the apotheosis of the royal siblings, by setting them
apart from ordinary mortals, which eventually led to the official
cult of the Sibling Gods.”62 Although he thinks that this means
of deification may have exacerbated dynastic tensions rather
than strengthening Philadelphus’ position at court, van Oppen
de Ruiter affirms that “a royal wedding is an undeniably political
act.”63 is effect is also intimated from the perspective of Greek
mythology, which held that its supreme deities Zeus and Hera
were wedded as brother and sister. Philadelphus’ marriage
arrangement was thus familiar to the Greeks as well, being very
much ingrained in their perceptions of absolute power. Such
mythological precedents would help to confirm Philadelphus’
authority and, arguably, reduce concerns about sibling marriage,
which Greek culture considered taboo except apparently in
cases like that of the powerful Zeus and  Hera.
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rough his identification with Dionysus, who was in turn
somewhat similar to the Egyptian god Osiris, Philadelphus culti-
vated an image of duality and syncretism. Both gods were charac-
terized by a constellation of polarized traits crossing similar reli-
gious and cultural bounds and reflecting the age’s proclivities for
cultural assimilation. By assuming this syncretic identity,
Philadelphus was able to attain a  cross- cultural appeal. One wit-
nesses a similar blending of religious symbolism with the god
Serapis, a new deity who combined aspects of “Osiris and Apis
adapted to Hellenistic forms of worship and belief.”64 Bell fur-
ther describes Serapis as a “coalition deity, destined to form the
meeting point of Greek and Egyptian,”65 which seems to match
the purposes Dionysus could serve for Philadelphus.66

C. N. Deedes, in fact, refers to Serapis as a “Janiform”67 god
incorporating both Greek and Egyptian elements at once. is
case illustrates that the syncretic identity Philadelphus had
adopted was observable in other aspects of religion in Ptolemaic
Egypt. And such cultural intermixing was evident in other
spheres of life as well, including burial customs and intermar-
riage. us, Philadelphus’ cultivation of a Dionysiac identity was
a reflection— and exploitation— of a broader phenomenon of
cultural  coalescence.

is blending of Greek and Egyptian religion and culture is
vividly captured in Donald M. Bailey’s recent article, “A Snake-
 Legged Dionysos from Egypt, and Other Divine Snakes.” In this
piece, Bailey analyzes a marble stele from Naukratis,68 currently

housed at the British Museum, that depicts Dionysus bearing
some of his usual Greek accoutrements:  a fawn skin, bundle of
grapes, and cornucopia.69 Rather unexpectedly, however, the
lower portion of the god’s body merges into the enormous coils
of a snake (Figure 2).70 Bailey explains the  snake- legged deity as
an Egyptian archetype, noting that Serapis and Osiris in particu-
lar were associated with such symbolism.71 In addition, the figure
on the stele is adorned with other Egyptian elements, including
a complex version of the atef crown, which was worn primarily
by Osiris.72 By combining this curious mixture of Greek and
Egyptian styles, the stele provides a visible example of the syn-
cretism of Greek and Egyptian culture as well as the perception
of an affinity between Osiris and Dionysus.73 e donning of
Egyptian symbolism by a Greek deity further illustrates the dual-
istic nature of both gods and parallels the  double- faced nature of
Philadelphus’ model of  kingship.

In the same article, Bailey discusses another stele that strik-
ingly conflates Greek and Egyptian religious iconography
(Figure 3).74 In this specimen, Dionysus is once again portrayed
with the coils of a snake rather than legs, and now lacks a human
torso as well. Only the deity’s head is represented, once more
with an Egyptian crown resting atop it. e crown seen here,
however, is the hemhem crown typically associated with Horus
rather than Osiris.75 Despite this difference, the merging of
Greek and Egyptian symbols is just as prevalent, and also under-
scores Dionysus’ connection to Horus, another liminal Egyptian

Figure 2. “Snake-legged,” atef-crowned Dionysus, from Naukratis. Figure 3. Dionysus and Isis as entwined snakes. 
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god with his own sets of  polarities.76 One of the most essential
aspects of this stele’s amalgamation of Greek and Egyptian
iconography is its pairing of this  snake- bodied Dionysus with
Isis. Due to his connections with Osiris, it should not seem sur-
prising to find Dionysus coupled with Isis, the  sister- wife of
Osiris. is seems to imply an interchangeability of Dionysus
and Osiris, as if the two gods were seen as so similar that
Dionysus “may have been thought to be a fitting companion for
Isis . . . [since] he was equated in Egypt with Osiris,”77 as Bailey
suggests. Indeed, the intertwining of the pair’s tails accentuates
the mingling of cultural and religious iconography at work in the
piece of art. is fusion of styles is also evident in Dionysus’ hair-
style, which has long curls in accordance with its usual represen-
tation in Greek art, but is also twisted into locks resembling
those typically worn by  Isis.78

In addition to welcoming the many apt connotations that
Dionysus would have in this culturally intermixed political set-
ting, Philadelphus actively sought to establish his connection
with the god in his “grand procession” at the occasion of the
Ptolemaia festival in Alexandria.79 It may be tempting to dismiss
this lavish display of pomp and revelry as little more than the
wanton behavior stereotypically associated with eastern despots,
but a more nuanced interpretation will unveil its propagandistic
value. e procession was indeed opulent, and as such it would
highlight Philadelphus’ capacity to bring prosperity and renewal
(like Dionysus), in addition to inspiring reverence and awe in
both Greek and Egyptian bystanders. In this way, the spectacle
was not a purposeless squandering of wealth, but an attempt by
Philadelphus to impress his subjects and make a statement about
his authority. As ompson notes, “any spectator in the crowd
would be le with no doubts as to who was putting on the show.
It was a religious occasion . . . [but] at the same time it carried a
political message.”80 e procession also had an (ostensibly) reli-
gious component conspicuous in a “15 foot statue of Dionysus
which [mechanically] poured a libation from a golden vessel.”81

While being masqueraded as a religious image, this statue, situ-
ated near the head of the parade, more prominently served to dis-
play the burgeoning wealth and innovation of the period—
which was meant to be directly traced to  Philadelphus.82

Along these lines, Rice views the entire procession as a polit-
ical act, stating that it “would emphasize the Ptolemaic claims
[to authority] in a public way,” casting the Ptolemies “as
Alexander’s heirs in Egypt.”83 e parading of elephants and
other symbols reflecting “the Indian side of Dionysus”84 served
to recall Alexander’s triumphant adventures in the East. By
including imagery that established such connections between
Dionysus and Alexander, Philadelphus could reassert to the
entire crowd his rightful claim to inheritance of power over such
a large empire. In this respect, the Ptolemaia festival communi-
cated the raw power and brute force possessed by the king, and it
should be noted that the parade culminated in a large military
march. Not only would the procession draw attention to
Philadelphus as a bringer of wealth and patron of the arts, it

would also showcase him as a “master of [both] Greek and bar-
barian cities.”85 is balance of magnanimity and command con-
veyed by the procession was fitting for a king who wanted to be
viewed as akin to Dionysus,  a god with the capacity both to liber-
ate and devastate. In addition, the accentuation of the god’s “east-
ern” qualities may have given the procession added appeal to  non-
 Greek onlookers. For instance, Dionysus was intended to “per-
sonif[y] time and the passing of the years”86 (accomplished by his
situation near the start of the procession) in a way reminiscent of
the cyclic quality of death and rebirth associated with Osiris.
Susan A. Stephens submits that Dionysus’ functional equiva-
lence to Osiris was a major element of the festival and was meant
to be stressed to the Egyptians in attendance.87 Furthermore, the
magnificent, dramatic, and protracted nature of the entire cere-
mony would seem to appeal to the Egyptians, whose ritual cele-
brations regularly possessed these extravagant  qualities.88

In assessing the political implications of the procession, it is
important to consider the extent to which Philadelphus himself
was involved in its plans. is question concerns the degree of
foresight Philadelphus had in devising the propagandistic mes-
sages and associations proliferated by the Ptolemaia festivities.
Did he shrewdly plan and direct all the major elements of the pro-
cession, or did other bureaucrats contribute to this political
pageantry (as a means of augmenting not only the power of
Philadelphus, but of themselves as well)? It is also legitimate to
ask whether or not the many politically expedient ideas
expressed by the procession were conveyed intentionally. Were
some of these timely and advantageous notions generated by acci-
dent or coincidence, rather than by politically adroit designs?
Such questions could be posed about many of the connotations
Philadelphus engendered by identifying himself with Dionysus.
Regardless of the ruler’s objectives (or lack thereof), however,
any perceived connections with Dionysus or his Egyptian coun-
terpart Osiris still would have possessed political utility and cul-
tural significance. At this point, these are open questions requir-
ing further evidence and investigation, but this cannot diminish
the political impact of the procession and Philadelphus’ identifi-
cation with Dionysus. Indeed, later Ptolemies understood the
value of these enterprises and imitated Philadelphus’ model by
instituting similar festivals and ceremonies celebrating Dionysus
for their own political purposes. Ptolemy IV Philopator, for
instance, maintained great interest in the powerful cult of
Dionysus as one means of imposing control over his subjects,89

and Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysus also sought to legitimize the
divinity of his kingship in large part through his relationship
with the  god.90

Philadelphus’ connections with Dionysus were also mani-
fested in contemporary literary evidence, particularly eocritus’
Encomium of Ptolemy Philadelphus (Idyll 17). e poem showers
apparently unsolicited praise upon Philadelphus,91 showcasing
the prosperous atmosphere surrounding the ruler. e poem’s lan-
guage also recalls both the affluence on display in Philadelphus’
grand procession and the rejuvenating qualities he possessed  vis- à-
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 vis his associations with Dionysus and Osiris. Championing
Philadelphus’ cultural and political excellence, the encomium
depicts his reign as a sort of “Golden Age,” as Richard Hunter has
discerned.92 eocritus develops these themes of harmony and
prosperity thoroughly in the following excerpt:93

Ὄλβῳ μὲν πάντας κε καταβρίθοι βασιλῆας· 95
τόσσον ἐπ’ ἆμαρ ἕκαστον ἐς ἀφνεὸν ἔρχεται οἶκον
πάντοθε. λαοὶ δ’ ἔργα περιστέουσιν ἕκηλοι… 97
οὐδέ τις αἰγιαλόνδε θοᾶς ἐξήλατο ναός 100
θωρηχθεὶς ἐπὶ βουσὶν ἀνάρσιος Αἰγυπτίῃσιν·
τοῖος ἀνὴρ πλατέεσσιν ἐνίδρυται πεδίοισι
ξανθοκόμας Πτολεμαῖος, ἐπιστάμενος δόρυ πάειν
ᾧ ἐπίπαγχυ μέλει πατρώια πάντα φυλάσσειν
οἷ’ ἀγαθῷ βασιλῆι, τὰ δὲ κτεατίζεται αὐτός. 105
οὐ μὰν ἀχρεῖός γε δόμῳ ἐνὶ πίονι χρυσός
μυρμάκων ἅτε πλοῦτος ἀεὶ κέχυται μογεόντων·
ἀὰ πολὺν μὲν ἔχοντι θεῶν ἐρικυδέες οἶκοι,
αἰὲν ἀπαρχομένοιο σὺν ἄοισιν γεράεσσι,
ποὸν δ’ ἰφθίμοισι δεδώρηται βασιλεῦσι, 110
ποὸν δὲ πτολίεσσι, πολὺν δ’ ἀγαθοῖσιν ἑταίροις.
οὐδὲ Διωνύσου τις ἀνὴρ ἱεροὺς κατ’ ἀγῶνας
ἵκετ’ ἐπιστάμενος λιγυρὰν ἀναμέλψαι ἀοιδάν,
ᾧ οὐ δωτίναν ἀντάξιον ὤπασε τέχνας. 114

He would outweigh all kings in wealth
as riches so great come into his household
each day and from everywhere. His people tend to their labors 

while at ease . . . 
and no man girded in armor and hostile to Egyptian cattle
is led from a swi ship to his shore.
So great a man is set in the wide fields,
 fine- haired Ptolemy, experienced in poise with the spear,
one who is fully invested in maintaining his entire patrimony—

as befits a good king—as well as the things that he 
himself acquires.

Indeed, gold is not heaped up in his house without cause,
like the wealth of  ever- toiling ants;
rather, the glorious abodes of the gods take in much,
always receiving the choicest sacrifices along with other honors,
and much is offered to powerful kings,
much to cities, and much to his noble companions.
Nor does any man, skilled in raising sweet song,
enter into the holy contests of Dionysus
to whom he does not bestow a gi worthy of his cra.

(Encomium of Ptolemy Philadelphus, 95–97, 100–114)

e hymn clearly marks Philadelphus’ reign as one of great
wealth and abundance, but the wealth is not accumulated selfishly
or unfairly. Instead, the ruler is said to share his wealth and spread
his riches to other kings and common men alike (106–111).
Furthermore, he uses his wealth to appease the gods (108), an

action that would be seen as beneficial to the people as a whole—
both Greek and Egyptian contingents.94 eocritus also alludes to
Philadelphus’ connection with Dionysus (112) and portrays him
as a benevolent bearer of gis. ese associations with munificence
and Dionysian charm fit the affluent image Philadelphus had tried
to cultivate for himself. Since it does not appear that eocritus
was under commission or compulsion to sing the praises of the
king in this encomium, it may in fact be the case that Philadelphus
was perceived according to the Dionysiac political persona he had
wished to  promote.95

Like the grand procession at Alexandria, eocritus’
Encomium reinforces Philadelphus’ image as a benign, civilian
regent who wished to be associated with literature, the arts, sci-
ence, and other cultural exploits (unlike his more militaristic
father, Ptolemy I Soter).96 is model of kingship strongly influ-
enced the later Ptolemies, some of whom would take
Philadelphus’ cue and directly identify themselves with Dionysus.
In particular, Ptolemy IV Philopator sought to fit this mold, rec-
ognizing the political utility of tracing his lineage to Dionysus
and actively supporting the powerful cult of Dionysus.97

Ptolemy XII would later emphasize this pedigree, calling himself
Neos Dionysus and adopting the hybrid appearance of an “incar-
nation of the young  Osiris- Dionysus.” 98

All the kings of Ptolemaic Egypt would be faced with the
dilemma of presiding over two cultures that possessed significant
differences in their social, political, and religious traditions.
Despite increasing syncretism, these cultures remained rather dis-
tinct and retained many of their longstanding customs. us, any
leader presiding over Greeks and Egyptians would have to find a
middle way or shared standpoint that could be used as a forum to
address and appeal to both cultures. In choosing to identify him-
self with Dionysus, Ptolemy II Philadelphus made a politically
expedient move due to the god’s broad, almost universal allure
and his specific connotations in the Hellenistic world. ese ties
to Dionysus represent an important but  under- examined compo-
nent of the program that helped to legitimate Philadelphus’
authority and maintain stability during his reign. In retrospect,
this move appears highly shrewd and politically savvy; it allowed
Philadelphus to straddle lines along which the two cultures could
converge, dissolving seemingly impermeable boundaries—much
like the liminal Dionysus. Philadelphus’ successors seem to have
sensed the pragmatism of this strategy, as they chose to adopt his
model of divine kingship to varying degrees.99 Philadelphus’ last-
ing influence on the Ptolemies and other rulers of vast, culturally
diverse territories in antiquity100 suggests that the  “Dionysus-
 faced” approach he pioneered effectively served the political
needs of kingship in the recently established Ptolemaic  empire.

Notes

1. is article was developed from a paper presented at the conference
“Ancient Cultures in Contact: Catalysts for Changes,” which was
held at the University of Pennsylvania’s Museum of Archaeology
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could constitute yet another quality that might have been politi-
cally appealing to  Philadelphus. 

56. Houston,  56. 
57. Cf. Bacchae 1125–1136. It is also noteworthy that the eating of raw

flesh can be observed in cult worship of both deities, as Burkert
observes regarding Dionysus (cf. 223) and Frazer in reference to
Osiris (cf. 113, n. 1). Commenting on the overall similarity of the
worship of the two gods, Frazer claims that the Greeks intentionally

“adopt[ed] a like symbolism in their Dionysiac festivals . . .” (cf. 113).
58. Houston,  55. 
59. Houston,  55. 
60. Cf. Stephens,  15. 
61. Tarn,  248. 
62. van Oppen de Ruiter, Branko Fredde. The Religious

Identifications of Ptolemaic Queens with Aphrodite, Demeter,
Hathor, and Isis. Diss. The Graduate Center of the City
University of New York (2007),  219. 

63. Van Oppen de Ruiter, 219. Cf.  214.
64. Bell,  144. 
65. Bell,  144. 
66. Pinch also regards Serapis as an intercultural deity with whom the

Ptolemies connected themselves because they were acutely aware
that they were ruling a bifurcated society. Moreover, she notes that
Serapis embodied features of both Dionysus and Osiris. Cf. Pinch,
36; Stephens 15; Gunther Grimm, “Les premiers Ptolémées et l’ur-
banisme alexandrine: Le Sérapéion,” in La Gloire d’Alexandrie
(Paris: Paris Musées, 1998),  94.

67. Deedes,  228. 
68. British Museum reg. no. GR 2005.9-I9.I. It should be noted that this

stele and the stele in Figure 3 are both dated to the first century bce.
As such, they are not meant to comment on art trends contempo-
rary to Philadelphus but to illustrate the phenomenon of cultural
syncretism (particularly with regard to Dionysus and Osiris). 

69. e cornucopia also features prominently in representations of
Arsinoe II, purportedly at the request of Philadelphus. is sym-
bol would evoke not only filiations with Dionysus, but also
notions of wealth and abundance, which Philadelphus was eager
to promote during his reign. Cf. Paul Edmund Stanwick, Portraits
of the Ptolemies: Greek Kings as Egyptian Pharaohs (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 2002),  37. 

70. Bailey, 266. Bailey also points out that snakes in the classical world
were oen associated with regeneration and healing (e.g. the
snakes of the Greek  medicine- god Asclepius). Such connotations
would of course be appropriate to the characteristics of renewal
and rebirth cultivated by Philadelphus through his connections
with Dionysus (and hence Osiris). 

71. Bailey, 265. Koenen discusses a similar assimilation of Greek and
Egyptian insignia evident in the dress of Philadelphus’ wife
Arsinoe II as represented on coins minted aer her death. is
coinage contains emblems associated with her Egyptian cult wor-
ship, but also retains the queen’s “Greek face and dress [along]
with the Greek diadem . . . thus [being] combined with a symbol
of Egyptian kingship” (Koenen 1993, 28–29). Such imagery once

again reflects bureaucratic attempt to address Greek and Egyptian
audiences  simultaneously. 

72. Indeed, Bailey directly identifies the figure on this stele as “another
manifestation of the god [i.e. Dionysus] in Egypt” (Bailey, 269).

73. Cf. Bailey, 264. British Museum registration number 2005, 0919.1. 
74. Bailey,  268. 
75. Hölbl comments on the relationship between Dionysus and Horus,

acknowledging the latter god’s connection to “annual rejuvena-
tion” (Hölbl, 275), which is akin to one of the primary roles played
by Osiris. It is also appropriate that Dionysus bears certain resem-
blances to Horus, since he was the king god of the Egyptians and
the pharaohs were believed to be incarnations of  him. 

76. Bailey,  266. 
77. Bailey, 268. Isis’ coiffure on the stele is nearly identical to that of

Dionysus, further demonstrating the cultural interaction and
assimilation at work in the  piece.

78. Cf. Bailey, 267. British Museum registration number 1911, 0617.22.
79. Cf. Robert S. Bianchi, Richard A. Fazzini, Jan Quaegebeur,

Cleopatra’s Egypt: Age of the Ptolemies (Brooklyn: e Brooklyn
Museum, 1988), 156; Michel Chauveau, “Les premiers Ptolémées et
l’urbanisme alexandrine: Ptolémée Sôter et Ptolémée Philadelphe,”
in La Gloire d’Alexandrie (Paris: Paris Musées, 1998),  76. 

80. ompson,  379. 
81. ompson,  376. 
82. Shipley, however, disagrees with finding a political motive in ritu-

als like the Ptolemaia festival. He contends that the staging of
such festivals were “much more sensible than imposing one’s will
by force; but it would probably be wrong to imagine them taking
conscious decisions to exploit existing ritual cynically. Rather
than a calculated strategy, it may simply have seemed to them
the most natural way of performing their role” (Shipley, 68).
While it is indeed difficult to determine the extent to which
Philadelphus and his successors were cognizant of the political
significance of the rituals like the Ptolemaia, the great lengths
and expense they went to in staging this  lavish— and  newly
 created— festival suggests that they were not simply keeping
with tradition oblivious to political concerns. Moreover, it
would seem to be extraordinarily coincidental for Dionysus to
have so many apt connotations in this political context if
Ptolemaic identification with the god was merely a result of fol-
lowing “the most natural way of performing their role.” 

83. Rice,  85. 
84. Thompson, 377. Cf. Pascale Ballet, “La société alexandrine:

Cultes et croyances,” in La Gloire d’Alexandrie (Paris: Paris
Musées, 1998),  243.

85. Céline Marquaille, “e Foreign Policy of Ptolemy II,” in Paul
McKechnie and Philippe Guillaume (eds.), Ptolemy II
Philadelphus and His World (Leiden: Brill, 2008),  56. 

86. ompson,  375. 
87. Stephens,  245. 
88. Thompson, 374. As an example of such “lengthy celebrations,”

Thompson cites the Opet festival at Karnak, which lasted
twenty-seven  days. 
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89. Hölbl, 171. Philopator’s concern for Dionysian worship is also men-
tioned in a papyrus in Bagnall and Derow (261–262).

90. Hölbl, 274–275. 
91. Richard Hunter, eocritus: Encomium of Ptolemy Philadelphus

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 28. It does not
appear that the poet ever maintained a political relationship with
Philadelphus or worked under royal patronage or protection (like
other Hellenistic poets such as Callimachus and Apollonius), yet
eocritus’ portrayal of the regent is still flattering and seems to be
in accordance with the ruler’s own perception of his reign and the
nature of his  authority. 

92. Hunter,  2. 
93. e translation provided for this excerpt is my own  rendering. 
94. Hunter also discusses the encomium’s attempt to address a mixed

audience by applying both Greek and Egyptian motifs. He claims
that this strategy may “be determined by the poet’s desire to reflect
the particular position of Philadelphus as both Greek king and
Egyptian pharaoh . . .” (Hunter, 53). Earlier in his commentary on
the encomium, Hunter states that Hellenistic poets like eocritus
were attuned to the dichotomous nature of their culture and thus
able to shape “the Greek material of their poems in such a way as to
allow Egyptian patterns, as well as Greek, to resonate . . .” (Hunter,
49). Such intricate maneuvering between cultural boundaries in
the literary sphere mirrors the complex jockeying that the
Ptolemies had to perform in the political realm, and reveals the
 “Janus- faced” constitution of Ptolemaic society in  general. 

95. At the same time, one must exercise caution when judging the extent to
which this text represents the sentiments of eocritus himself. Given
the limitations of “free speech” in an autocratic political environment,
the poet may not have had much choice but to write in a way agreeable
to the king, even if he was not a direct member of Philadelphus’ court.
It is also possible that the encomium denotes popular perceptions of
Philadelphus, but not necessarily the views of the  poet.

96. Noting Philadelphus’ emphasis on “civilian merits,” Hazzard claims
that his successors “preferred [his] model of kingship to the first
[i.e. Soter’s]” (Hazzard, 155).

97. Hazzard,  122. 
98. Hölbl,  289 
99. Hazzard asserts that “Ptolemy II gradually succeeded in building a

model of kingship for the Hellenistic age” (Hazzard, 155) based
upon his simultaneous identification with Dionysus and
Alexander as related  figures. 

100. is pragmatic approach of bridging cultural gaps appears to have
influenced not only Philadelphus’ Ptolemaic successors, but even
Roman rulers like Marc Antony and Augustus, who also found
themselves in the tricky position of ruling over vast and disparate
civilizations. While the latter ruler did not try to link himself with
Dionysus specifically, the influence of Philadelphus’ model of
authority can be discerned in the program of  self- deification
Augustus adopted as a means of consolidating power over a diverse
 new empire. Philadelphus’ influence upon these later heads of
state, as well as the similarities and differences of their situations,
merits further research and  investigation. 
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