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The Adonia sponsored by Queen Arsinoe in Theocritus’ fifteenth Idyll, our 
fullest account of an Adonis festival anywhere, is a hybrid ceremony, woven 
together out of different religious and cultural practices. The present article 
seeks to understand the festival within its poem and that poem within the 
Alexandrian courtly milieu that produced it. Our fragmentary evidence for  
the cult and myth of Adonis in general comes from throughout the 
Mediterranean world, from a wide spectrum of literary genres, and from all 
strata of ancient chronology. The variegated, inconsistent picture it presents is 
no trick played by its lacunosity, but a function of its diverse origins and uses; 
thus in a text like Idyll 15, it is not simply a question for us to unravel 
syncretistic matter from some essential Adonia. We will find a series of 
mutually interwoven texts (in the broadest sense): the Adonia of Classical 
Greece, the ritual codes of Egypt, the public image of the Ptolemies, the other 
Greek poetry of Theocritus’ time and place, and the life of early Ptolemaic 
Alexandria, all read and misread by the poet who frames our view of them. 

Arsinoe’s Adonia 

Idyll 15, a hexameter dialogue titled “Syracusan Women, or Worshippers of 
Adonis” in our manuscripts, is set around the later 270s B.C.E.1 Gorgo and 

                                                        
*The present argument originated in a section deleted from my doctoral dissertation in 

April, 1992, for reasons of space. It was presented at the Chicago-Stanford Seminar on 
Hellenistic Egypt in February, 1997, and elsewhere and gained much from my audiences. 
I owe special thanks to Susan Stephens, without whose early guidance I could not have 
formulated my ideas; to David Leitão and Ian Moyer, who critiqued a draft; and to Chris 
Faraone, my generous host at the seminar. 

1Berenice I is dead, as she was by the winter of 275/4, and Arsinoe is alive, as she was 
until July 270 (the traditional dating, upheld by Cadell) or July 268 (Grzybek 103–12, 
Cameron 160–61). 
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Structurally, too, the festival betrays Alexandrian tinkering. The idea that 
the Adonia in Idyll 15 is a two-day festival, with one of joyful hierogamy 
followed by one of lamentation, corresponding to the marriage and death of the 
god, has strongly affected reconstructions of the Adonia generally, but only 
imperfectly accounts for even Theocritus’ data. It seems influenced by the 
Byblian Adonia described by Lucian and the late Alexandrian Adonia described 
by St. Cyril, where the mourning is followed by rejoicing and a declaration that 
“he lives” or “he has been found.”18 Arsinoe’s Adonia, as the poem presents its 
structure, is a yearly public display in the royal palace followed by a funeral pro-
cession and competitive dirge “at dawn” (132). The timing suggests that the 
procession concludes an Adoniac pannykhis like those attested for both Athens 
and Ptolemaic Egypt itself.19 The funeral procession too is traditional, and in the 
morning the effigy will presumably represent a corpse; yet at 129–30 it 
represents the living Adonis, the young “bridegroom” whose kisses are soft. The 
ornate canopied bed is no catafalque, but a nuptial bower. This hierogamic 
element (may we call it a rite?) seems an innovation by the Ptolemies, perhaps 
after the celebrated Adonia of Byblos, which had longstanding connections with 
Egypt and where a marriage of the god and goddess is at least heavily suggested 
by later poets.20 It reorients the ceremony fundamentally, as we shall see. 

Recent scholarship emphasizes how the placement of the festival under the 
supervision of a woman and in a narrative frame dominated by women and their 
daily lives replicates the context of the Greek ritual lament for Adonis.21 The 
queen is the sponsor and hostess; women are to perform the mourning; men are 
marginal to the rite. But again, there are differences: men (like the surly man in 
87–88) are present as spectators on a par with Gorgo and Praxinoa and seem to 

                                                        
18Lucian Syr.D. 6; Cyril Alex. Comm. Is. 2.3 (PG 70.440), perhaps preceded by 

Origen Sel. Ezech. 9 (PG 13.800). Cf. n. 91 below.  
19Men. Sam. 46, Diosc. AP 5.193 (on this poem see further below). It may also be 

attested by personified Pannykhis attending Adonis on the Meidias vase (LIMC s.v. 
“Adonis” no. 10, Attic, late fifth century). 

20Heitsch 1.10.24, Nonn. D. 42.268; cf. Bion Ad. 87–90, which may reflect Byblian 
rites (see Reed 1997: 21 and 245, where I regret too affirmatively labelling Arsinoe’s 
ceremony a hierogamy). Compare Theoc. 15.119–20 with Nonn. D. 41.4–6 (cf. Stocks 
33–35). Torelli 258–63 imagines a hierogamy, acted out by the celebrants, as part of the 
Athenian Adonia, without evidence. 

21On women in Theoc. 15: Griffiths 1981; Pomeroy 78; Kraemer 31–36; Burton 84–
88, 133–54; Davies; Whitehorne. 
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reenacting the god’s death (at the seashore—because of Alexandria’s 
location?—instead of by the Nile, as the Egyptian texts have it).29 Some ritual 
correlative to the texts would have provided an immediate model. 

Even more cogent is Osiris’ voyage. Ritual texts for his festivals enjoin a 
procession with the nšmt-barque from one point in the ritual precinct to another, 
either by canal or on the Nile. The mystery text from the East Osiris Chapel at 
Dendera, a priestly compilation from the late Ptolemaic or early Roman period 
drawing on older prescriptions for the Osiris festival in the month of Khoiak 
(roughly December), speaks of sacred boat-processions on the river on the 22nd 
of the month in which the god’s boat is one of thirty-four carrying, in addition to 
effigies of the gods, three hundred and sixty-five lamps.30 Khoiak navigations of 
Osiris figure in both Egyptian and Greek ritual texts of the time of Ptolemy I.31 
The Canopus Decree of March 234 B.C.E. states that Berenice, the deceased 
young daughter of Ptolemy III Euergetes and Berenice II, is henceforward to 
accompany Osiris by boat to his temple at Canopus in the Khoiak festival.32 To 
be sure, Osiris is not the only Egyptian god to be borne in procession in a boat.33 
In his case, however, the voyage is connected with that of the dead (whom he 
represents, especially the dead king) to a new home in the hereafter. “I caused 
him to embark on the great ship which carried his beauty,” says Ikhernofret, 
recounting his execution of his sacral duties. “It came to land in Abydos [a 
traditional resting place of the dead god] and brought Osiris, foremost of 
Westerners [= the dead], to his palace.”34 In a Dendera text, Osiris’ voyage in 
the nšmt-barque culminates in the burial of the effigy of the god.35 The voyage 
of Osiris is thus a death-voyage, conveying the god to his tomb or, mystically, to 
the Afterlife. At some point the ritual was brought to the seashore: such a 

                                                        
29So Merkelbach 1995: 50: “Adonis ist ertrunken wie Osiris.” 
30For the Dendera texts see Chassinat, Cauville 1997; cf. F. Daumas, LÄ s.v. 

“Choiakfeste”; Lloyd 2.276–79. For the navigation rite see, e.g., cols. 20–21, 113–14 
(Cauville 1997: 1.16, 25). 

31P. Hibeh 27.60–62 (see Grenfell/Hunt 153), P. Louvre N. 3176 (S) col. 5.11–12 (see 
Barguet 18, 54; cf. 27). 

32Sethe 142–49. 
33Gwyn Griffiths 1975: 36: “For processional purposes gods are generally carried in 

barques; this was because a part of the journey would be on the Nile.” See Gwyn 
Griffiths 1975: 34–40, 1980: 75 on navigation rituals connected with the death of Osiris. 

34Gwyn Griffiths 1975: 35, translating the Stela of Ikhernofret (12th Dyn.). 
35Goyon 1969: 62. 
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practice must lie behind the myth in Plutarch’s De Iside et Osiride that Typhon 
(Seth) and his accomplices shut Osiris in a chest and set him adrift on the sea.36 

The Ptolemies made full and early use of Osiris. He furnishes the prime 
ingredient of the cult of Sarapis, invented under Ptolemy I Soter out of Egyptian 
and Greek elements, and it is unsurprising to find Soter’s daughter assimilating 
him to Adonis, another dying god whose chief function in ritual was to be 
lamented.37 Like Adonis, whose youthful beauty Theocritus emphasizes in 
traditional Greek terms (85, 127–30), Osiris was thought of as young and 
beautiful, indeed nubile. For Ikhernofret (above), “his beauty” is metonymical 
for the god. He has the rare epithet Hwn nfr, “perfect/beautiful youth,” at Philae 
and in liturgical texts from our period.38 An Egyptian text from early in the 
reign of Ptolemy I calls him “uniquely youthful, beauteous to behold.”39  
The traditional assimilation of Aphrodite to Isis also assimilates Adonis to Isis’ 
traditional consort; indeed, the epithet given to Aphrodite in 109, “of many 
names” (polyônymos), recalls the title myriônymos given to Isis by Plutarch.40 
The epithet itself would recall to the alert reader that one of Aphrodite’s many 
names was Isis. The image of a great goddess bending in sorrow over a beautiful 
dead youth could be either Greek or Egyptian; yet the similarities between 
Adonis and Osiris cast into relief their differences. Having worked away at one 
anomaly in Theocritus’ Adonia, the ceremony at the shore, and followed where 
it led, we find that other anomalies lead in the same direction. The prayer for 
Adonis’ favor (143–44, 149) is unparalleled in Classical Greek sources, but 
makes sense if he is being treated as a god with power to bestow blessings. The 
singer’s last words—“to the rejoicing of women you have come this time, 

                                                        
36Plut. De Is. 13.356c; this is how Plutarch accounts for the death of Osiris. See de 

Vaux 39–43 (detecting Osirian influence in Theoc. 15.133), Gwyn Griffiths 1970: 311 
and in LÄ 4.633. 

37For explicit examples of this identification, all from the Roman period, see nn. 89–
90. For modern theory the seminal discussion of the identity of Osiris, Adonis, and other 
such figures is Frazer; Smith 69–73 gives a recent assessment of his “dying and rising 
god” (discussing Ugaritic Baaal in particular). 

38 abkar 30; Faulkner 1934: 341, 1936: 123 (translating “fair Stripling”). 
39P. Bremner-Rhind col. 3.8 (Faulkner 1936: 124). Cf. Gwyn Griffiths 1970: 501–2. 

Plutarch may work this topos into his Platonic allegory, where it is Osiris’ “ineffable and 
humanly inexpressible beauty” that draws his worshipers and arouses Isis’ love (De Is. 
78.383a). 

40Plut. De Is. 53.372e; for other Greek instances of “Isis of many names” see Gwyn 
Griffiths 1970: 502–3, who notes that although the equivalent Egyptian epithet ašA rn.w 
is not found applied to Isis, she could have borrowed it from Hathor (among many deities 
who bear it). 
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Adonis, and when you return, you will be dear in your coming,” endorsed by 
Gorgo in the last line of the poem—sound like an Egyptian motif, recalling, for 
example, Osiris’ welcome in the early Ptolemaic Lamentations of Isis and 
Nephthys, who reiterate “It is good to see thee!” and “Our hearts are joyful at 
seeing thee!”41 

When in the Roman period a connection between Osiris and Adonis is 
explicitly made, it may be understood as part of a broader tendency toward 
syncretism, especially of dying gods and their consorts. Theologians subsumed 
both gods, for example, into the symbolic role of god of the crops or of the 
fertile season.42 But the syncretism that Theocritus intimates has a special 
significance in the Alexandrian court, whose iconography is always double-
edged, suggesting different meanings to the Greek and native points of view. 
Youth and beauty, for example, have particular meaning for Osiris. His titles in 
hymns from Philae, “the Eternal One rejuvenating himself” and “the eternally 
youthful who raised up Eternity,” suggest the crucial qualities of imperishability 
and cyclicality that his youth symbolized for Egyptians; through his 
identification with the Nile flood, fertility enters the characterization.43 Baines 
suggests that the phrase Hwn nfr assimilates Osiris to “the young sun-god or 
demiurge”; in the hymn at Philae it rings against the military prowess of Osiris 
extolled there (“who performs slaughter among the disaffected of the two 
lands”), making him a stalwart young soldier.44 Germond shows that the epithet 
Hr nfr, “beautiful of countenance,” is applied to deities (including Osiris) 
especially when their favor is sought; “beauty” here represents something like 
“divine grace.” Adonis, whose youthful beauty in Greek mythology and cult 
may mark him for both good and ill as a sexual object, is never a warrior, a 
creator-god, or a powerful deity to be conciliated. Yet here in Arsinoe’s palace, 
through the quirks and clues that make us see Osiris in his shadow, he becomes 
all these things. Youthful beauty is a hinge between two cultural visions. 

                                                        
41Faulkner 1934, cols. 2.7 and 3.10; cf. Pyr. §939. The anticipation of next year in the 

singer’s formula may also have a non-Greek origin (see Reed 1997: 251). 
42Cf. Greve 51–52. Osiris as god of crops: Plut. De Is. 65.377b (scornful of the belief; 

see Gwyn Griffiths 1970: 529–30). For Adonis see Reed 1995: 320 n. 16, 340. This 
symbolism underlies the pairings of the two in Corn. Theol. 28, Hippol. Haer. 5.9.8 = 
Heitsch no. 44.2 = Wolbergs 8, and Macr. Sat. 1.21.1. 

43 abkar 31; cf. 34–36. See DuQuesne 27 on Osiris’ title Onnophris (Wnn-nfr). 
44Baines 290; abkar 32–33. 
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The double identity and split aptitude of Theocritus’ Adonis was asserted by 
Brugsch long ago,45 but seems to have been forgotten, although occasionally 
reapproached.46 Although some of the points he emphasizes may not seem as 
relevant to us, his formulation is valuable for casting the syncretism in terms of 
two points of view whose exponents each take advantage of the overlap, and 
especially for distinguishing one of those points of view as that of the Egyptian 
priestly hierarchy whose cooperation was needed for the Macedonian dynasty’s 
success. Brugsch’s insight is all the more remarkable for having occurred when 
the great hieroglyphic texts had barely begun to reemerge from oblivion; our 
own initial evidence for the syncretism, the sea-voyage on which Plutarch sheds 
such precious light, Brugsch denies himself, holding that the Plutarchan account 
derives wholly from syncretism with the Adonis of Byblos.47 His contrapuntal 
reading (Said’s term) warns us to listen for the Egyptian voices in Idyll 15; this 
Adonia, in fact, will reward the kind of reading that Koenen (1993) applies to 
Ptolemaic portraiture, whose combination of native and non-native features 
promotes two different styles of kingship simultaneously by identifying their 
common points. Ubiquitous sphinxes and obelisks and hieroglyphic inscriptions, 
now eye-openingly explicated by Yoyotte, made Ptolemaic Alexandria itself just 
such a bicultural monument. 

Look again at the display. Again and again the differences between the two 
cults—the Greek and Egyptian features with no mutual correspondence—are 
elaborated around a core of common objects and offerings, so that two 
complexes of meaning unfurl from a shared iconography. Both traditions 

                                                        
45Brugsch 11: “Wenn die Griechen mit ihrem angeborene Sinne für das Schöne außer 

anderen Ursachen schon in der poetischen Auffassung des ganzes Festes einen 
hinlänglichen Grund finden konnten, den Kult des morgenländischen Adonis 
einzuführen, so war es in Aegypten nicht die poetische Seite dieses Mythos, sondern die 
Aehnlichkeit der über- und unterirdischen Natur des vergötterten Adonis mit Osiris, die 
gleiche Bedeutung der Kypris und Isis, der Gattin des Osiris, welche den ägyptischen 
Priester bewegen konnte, das Fremde den Mysterien der Isis einzuverlieben.” Brugsch is 
addressing himself specifically to Theoc. 15. 

46Greve 29 seems to echo Brugsch; Baudissin 196–97 at least suggests syncretism in 
the Alexandrian Adonia. See also de Vaux (n. 54), Merkelbach (n. 29). Glotz 180, for 
whom “larges emprunts à la religion nationale d’Isis et d’Osiris” are axiomatic for the 
Adonia in Ptolemaic Egypt, oversimplifies the question: “Où elle est Aphrodite, il est 
Adonis; où elle est Isis, il est Osiris.” 

47Brugsch 11–12; so too Baudissin 188–90, though expressing doubts (196–97). 
Plutarch’s account does show knowledge of the Byblian Adonia, but hieroglyphic texts 
reveal its Egyptian basis (Gwyn Griffiths 1970 passim), and Byblos itself was long 
influenced by Egypt (Montet, Gwyn Griffiths 1980: 28–34, Lemaire 95–96). 
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curious detail, are consistent with them and pick up Osirian meaning through the 
general frame of reference. 

Needless to say, the proceedings in Idyll 15 cannot be read as an enactment 
of the Khoiak rites; we should certainly not trust the parallels to indicate a 
December date for Arsinoe’s festival, which has been variously dated.65 To take 
just one discrepancy, the Osiris festival did not end with the voyage, as the 
Adonis festival ends at the sea. Theocritus’ own account is sketchy, and the ritu-
al texts he engages with may not agree with actual practice in every particular.66 
The Egyptian analogues to any detail of Arsinoe’s Adonia are often plural and 
inconsistent. Yet the imprecision and overdetermination are by-products not just 
of the texts, but of the process of syncretism itself. The bicultural semantics of 
the rite only gain in scope and power thereby. Detail after detail of Arsinoe’s 
tableau yields the knowing viewer a superfluity of meanings, Greek and 
Egyptian, superimposed on one another; the verses that describe them clothe 
magically nuanced Egyptian liturgies in the palimpsestically rich language of 
Greek poetry, giving the words a far-reaching bivalence. This is not an Osirian 
rite disguised as the Adonia, but an Adonia embroidered with potent hints of the 
Osirian mysteries. Yet neither are we looking at any previously known Adonia; 
only the name clearly points the way back to Greece. 

This superimposition makes it impossible for us to look at a Greek rite 
without seeing an Egyptian one, and vice versa; and in this aggressively Greek 
poem, constituted and explicated by the voices of Greeks, the names of Adonis 
and his lover overwhelm the Egyptian elements, subsuming them into the 
Hellenic culture that the Macedonian Ptolemies were so anxious to champion.67 
Even though Greek mythology made Adonis an Oriental, Theocritus is at pains 

                                                        
65Glotz 214–20 holds for early November, Gow 1952: 2.265 for late summer or early 

fall, White 194–97 for spring. More secure evidence, offered by Gow 1938: 183, did not 
pan out (Gow 1940). Weill 682 suggests that Theocritus’ silence on this point argues for 
the Athenian summer date of the Adonia, but it may equally well be designed to 
downplay a discrepancy between the Alexandrian and Athenian dates. 

66Raven 29 contrasts the Dendera text’s description of the grain-mummy with  
actual specimens. 

67Cf. Griffiths 1979: 85: “Theocritus [in his portrayal of the Adonia] seems to 
participate...in a conspiracy never to reveal that Egypt is not a Greek land.” Although 
Griffiths discounts Osirian influence on the poem, there is value in his remark that 
Theocritus “purges the festival of any oriental touches” (in contrast with Callimachus’ 
satirical emphasis in fr. 193.37–38 on the allegedly oriental wailing that characterized the 
Adonia). Our poet’s insistence on self-contained cultures is only preliminary to his 
setting these cultures in dialogue with each other.  
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to Hellenize him and account for his traits in terms of Greek religious custom. 
The catalogue in lines 136–42—Adonis alone of demigods visits both earth and 
Underworld—puts him on a par with Homeric heroes and the like (in the 
tweaking of Greek theology the joints of syncretism begin to show).68 The ivory 
eagles bearing Ganymede away (seemingly part of the bed), with their 
commentary on Aphrodite’s love for Adonis,69 also secure him within the Greek 
realm (123–24). In 110 Helenai eikyia, “like Helen,” applied to Arsinoe, does 
not merely compliment the queen’s personal beauty, but recalls the legend 
approved by Herodotus, and allegedly retailed to him by Egyptian priests, that 
Helen sojourned in Egypt during the Trojan War, thus establishing a Greek 
foothold in the country, or at least a precedent for residence there. 70 Theocritus 
is practicing a poetics of imperialism, fusing the native culture to the cultural 
identity that its Greek-speaking overlords professed. This whole production 
sounds like a defense-formation against the anxiety of conquerors far from 
home, asserting a claim to Egypt’s culture as well as to its land. Through a 
diplopic superimposition of cultural indices, Theocritus persuades us that Osiris 
is Adonis, and this country of crocodiles, pyramids, and hieroglyphs is in some 
sense really Greece. 

The Monarch of the Dead 

So thorough is the subordination of Egyptian iconography to Greek that 
Theocritus might seem to have expunged the native significance of his imagery. 
Unlike Adonis, Osiris was a central figure in his worshipers’ state pantheon. His 
reintegration and resurrection symbolized the maintenance of order and 
prosperity in the kingdom. Identified with the dead king of Egypt, now reigning 
in the afterlife, he connected earthly rule with the cosmic cycles of life and 
death; to claim legitimate kingship, the ruling monarch (identified with his son 
Horus) needed to pay honor to him as to the predecessor. These are the 
implications of the Osirian elements in Idyll 15, as suggested above; yet they 
seem bereft of any resonance within the poem. Arsinoe’s ceremony incorporates 
none of the vital conflict, the fighting and scrapping with Seth and other enemies 
that are preliminary to Osiris’ triumph; Theocritus’ languorous Adonis has none 
of Osiris’ regality and immense consequence for the temporal sovereigns. 

In fact the poet has not suppressed, but only sublimated this meaning, 
diffusing it throughout the hymn. First of all, this Adonia celebrates the 

                                                        
68See Hunter 1996a: 135–37 on this comparison. 
69Cf. Burton 137–38. 
70Hdt. 2.113–20. Cf. Od. 4.125–32, 227–29; E. Hel. 1280–83; see Griffiths 1979: 88, 

Cameron 434. 
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deification of Arsinoe’s mother Berenice. The singer begins with the care that 
Aphrodite has shown her, distilling ambrosia—literally “immortality,” the 
substance that keeps the gods immortal—into the dead queen’s breast (line 106–
8). This reflects the actual worship Berenice received as an avatar of Aphro-
dite,71 yet here the goddess and she are kept distinct; this missed opportunity 
calls for explanation. Why does the hymn hint at her deification, only to drop it? 
The embedded Egyptian orientation suggests an answer. As Aphrodite, Berenice 
would naturally be assimilated to Isis (as indeed she is in some inscriptions); but 
our hymn, which immediately puts her under the reviving care of the goddess, 
casts her as the young god, Osiris, the deified form of the dead monarch. From 
this perspective Arsinoe’s annual Adonia looks like a mortuary cult of the dei-
fied queen; the poem is telling us that she has fulfilled her funerary duties 
toward her predecessor.72 Hunter cleverly wonders whether the administering of 
ambrosia in 108, with its verbal echo of the anointing of Patroclus’ body with am-
brosia in the Iliad, lays claim to a Homeric precedent for Berenice’s mum-
mification.73 Through the Argive woman’s daughter the voices of the Greek 
past extol the Ptolemaic pharaohs of Egypt. 

The assimilation of a deceased female royal to the male Osiris, by the way, 
should not surprise us. We have already seen the princess Berenice introduced 
into the Khoiak rites of Osiris after her death. Not only does she share the god’s 
funereal navigation, but the maidens and priests are to prepare an image of her 
annually, like his; as far as the rites go she is Osiris. Of the deceased Cleopatra 
I’s treatment as Osiris Koenen observes, “As Queen Hatshepsut had shown..., 
theology and ideology made no difference between a male and a female 
pharaoh; the queen played the male role.” Arsinoe II herself routinely receives 
masculine royal titles in life.74 Moreover, quite apart from titular usage (or the 
actual “kingly” power of Berenice and Arsinoe), the treatment of a queen as 
Osiris feels normal in this gynecocentric poem. In a world of women, the 

                                                        
71Fraser 1.240, 2.934 n. 390; he discusses Theocritus’ Berenice (fr. 3 Gow) in this 

connection (1.667). Cf. Asclep. APl. 68 with Cameron 238–39. 
72The best-known parallel is the depiction of Ay performing rites for his predecessor 

Tutankhamun (depicted as Osiris) on the latter’s burial chamber wall, thereby legiti-
mating his own accession. Rotroff 225 sees Soter’s waylaying and burial of Alexander’s 
body as a reassurance to Egyptians that he had properly claimed the throne.  

73Hunter 1996a: 133–34. Cf. Il. 19.38–39. 
74Princess Berenice: n. 32 above; cf. Gwyn Griffiths 1975: 38. Cleopatra I: Koenen 

1993: 64. Masculine titles of Arsinoe: Quaegebeur 45. The early first-century C.E. Queen 
Amanitore of Nubia was buried “in emulation of those rites accorded Osiris-Sokar” in the 
Khoiak festival (Yellin 161). 
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remark that Adonis is “loved even in the Underworld” (86). The hymn 
represents the festival as the marital reunion of a god and goddess—in the 
Egyptian subtext, a god and goddess who are brother and sister. Here we can 
appreciate the shift in emphasis. Whitehorne detects in the poem as a whole a 
justification of the royal incestuous marriage through an appeal to the prosperity 
of the kingdom (such an appeal is very Egyptian, though Whitehorne does not 
raise native influence here); the message is concentrated in Praxinoa’s plati-
tudinous remark on the old lady at line 64, “Women know everything, even how 
Zeus married Hera,” a reference that in poetry written under Ptolemy II 
inevitably goes back to the royal couple.79 Griffiths sees brother-sister 
hierogamy in Theocritus as the partners’ “passage to godhead”: “[o]n this new 
Alexandrian Olympus, marriage is normally incestuous: Zeus and Hera (Idd. 15 
and 17), Heracles and Hebe (Idd. 17 and 24), Ptolemy II and Arsinoe II (Id. 17).”80 

Hecataeus of Abdera, writing under Ptolemy I, had already promulgated to 
Greeks the doctrine that Osiris and Isis are the model for all Egyptian royal 
couples.81 In our poem this message, touched on lightly by Praxinoa and only 
truly activated on the Greek level by recollection of 17 and 24, directs itself 
more insistently to the Egyptian viewpoint. That that needed to be done is 
manifest on the temple walls of Philae, where Arsinoe and Ptolemy are 
approximated, literally, to Isis and Osiris, and the queen is given the title ntr.t 
mry(t) sn=s, “the goddess who loves her brother”—the theos philadelphos gains 
even more divine majesty in Egyptian than in Greek.82 At Philae, of course, the 
object is not just the legitimacy of the incestuous marriage, but that of the monarchs’ 
godhead and right to rule over the lands of Egypt, and is part of the emergence 
of the dynastic cult (as abkar notes). Thus the hymn in Idyll 15 establishes 
Arsinoe’s claim to queenship in Egyptian terms, both by invoking the marriage 
of the divine couple that exalts Arsinoe’s own and by establishing Arsinoe’s 
rightful succession to her mother’s place. Again, the code is messy and 
inconsistent—or let us say overgenerous to Arsinoe, in casting her as both Isis 
and Horus.83 

                                                        
79Whitehorne 74–75; cf. Pomeroy 36. On the marriage of Zeus and Hera in poetry 

under Philadelphus see Griffiths 1979: 60–61, Burton 149–53, Cameron 18–22; 
elsewhere in Theocritus see 17.131–34. 

80Griffiths 1979: 53–54; cf. 66 (invoking Isis and Osiris). 
81See Selden 337, discussing Diod. 1.27.4 –5. 
82See abkar 12–15, 89–90, 177 n. 99. 
83The former subtext accords with both the Isiac identity of every Egyptian queen and 

Arsinoe’s assimilation to Isis in the Greek sphere (see Fraser 1.240–43). 
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Theocritus, in sum, presents Arsinoe as a creative misreader of both the 
Greek Adonia and the Egyptian rites of Osiris. Embedded in the very Hellenism 
of her Adonia is a syncretism between the two cultures, driven by a capacious 
metaphorics that Theocritus may have learned from Egyptian thought itself.84 
Very much as in his hymn to Heracles in Idyll 24, Theocritus is weaving a 
message together out of three texts—Greek religion, Egyptian royal ideology, 
and court propaganda—whose overlap and divergences from one another create 
a doubly compelling vision of Ptolemaic authority.85 To the native Egyptian 
Arsinoe’s spectacle is reassuring: the dynasty from the north is carrying out the 
ancient responsibilities of the pharaohs. But the Greek too is reassured by  
the way the Ptolemies transume native tradition into Greek terms: the rites of 
Egyptian kingship end up as the diversion of the Athenian housewife. 

It has been easy for scholars of Theocritus to overlook the native 
component in this poem, first because of the long-time inaccessibility of the 
hieroglyphic evidence and the slow progress Hellenists have made in turning 
their attention to it; perhaps also because of our easy sympathy with the Greek 
viewpoint, both as readers primarily of Greek accounts of eastern Mediterranean 
history and as heirs to the European and American outlook on Asia and Africa, 
including Egypt, that has long emulated that of Greek and Roman conquerors.86 
It is still easy, in fact, to think of ancient religious syncretism as outside the 
imperialist experience, since “both conquerors and conquered in the Hellenistic 
world were polytheists, open to the cults of others and not particularly intent on 
imposing their own on anyone.”87 And yet Arsinoe’s Adonia has shown how 
religious symbols and personae can be used as part of the grammar of conquest 
when they are called by other names, filled with new meaning while their 
appearance remains the same. At the same time, Theocritus allows us easily to 
imagine how a conquered people might use shared iconography to preserve 
native traditions while accommodating them superficially to those of the new 
rulers.88 In its context, our poem discloses a complex interplay of viewpoints 
and a richly ambivalent vision of cultural imperialism. 

                                                        
 84See Selden 349–54, Stephens 171–72 (on Callimachus’ similar technique). 
 85On Theoc. 24 see Koenen 1977: 79–86; for equally magisterial and essential 

discussions of the bicultural image of monarchy in Alexandrian poetry see Merkelbach 
1963, Selden, and Stephens (who is preparing a book on the subject). 

 86See Bagnall; cf. Said, esp. 56–57, 304. 
 87Bagnall 230, summarizing a view taken by Will. 
 88Cf. Eddy 283–84, on Osiris as a vehicle of native resistance in Ptolemaic Egypt.  
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accouchement of any woman.”107 Adonis’ mother is prominent in his most 
widespread birth-myth: named Smyrna or Myrrha (both mean “myrrh”), she 
conceived him by her own father, and bore him after metamorphosing into the 
myrrh-tree.108 Philostephanus’ dissenting version assimilates Adonis to Dio-
nysus, whose birth by Zeus, without any female parent, is asserted to be the true 
story in Homeric Hymn 1.1–7 (that sly prooemium underlying Callimachus’ 
Hymn to Zeus, whose Osirian subtext Stephens explicates). These gods’ re-
semblance to each other is slight; their implicit theological bridge must be 
Osiris, whom the Greeks identified with Dionysus at least since Herodotus.109 
The Dionysus-Adonis link, to be sure, occurs in the Roman era, when it follows 
the tendency to subsume them both into a symbolic agricultural role110; to 
Philostephanus’ Alexandrian audience, however, the Osirian bridge would have 
been necessary and obvious. We have here a complex, compound syncretism, 
once again justifying a reduction of Egyptian elements to Greek tradition. 

A couple of versions of Classical Adonis myths from our period that overtly 
advertise their debt to Attic drama may also betray concern for an Egyptian 
perspective simply by the apt meaning they would have had in Egypt. The first 
has again to do with Dionysus; one wonders how Adonis served the Dionysiac 
cult that the Ptolemies cultivated to their prestige, as in Philadelphus’ grand 
procession (Dionysus was important for the cult of Sarapis too). In an isolated 
couplet from Phanocles’ catalogue of paiderastic myths, the god “carried off 
(hêrpasen) divine Adonis.”111 This adopts a comic poet’s fancy that Adonis was 
his erômenos, but in the Alexandria of Idyll 15 would also involve syncretism 
with Osiris. To structure assimilable deities as a paiderastic couple was one way 

                                                        
107Fr. 14 Müller, preserved by [Probus] on Verg. Ecl. 10.18 (Thilo/Hagen 3.2.348). 

The exegeses of Müller 31 and Gisinger 109 rest on Müller’s elliptical and outdated text; 
I use that in West 42 (under Antim. fr. 102): “Adonis...ut Philostephanus libro quo 
quaestiones poeticas reddidit, ex Iove sine ullius feminae accubitu procreatus.” This 
fragment is not included in the paradoxographical collections of A. Westermann (Brunswick 
1839) or A. Giannini (Milan [1966]). 

108First attested in Panyas. fr. 27 Bernabé = [Apollod.] Bibl. 3.14.3; implicit in Lyc. 
828–33. Elsewhere Adonis’ mother is named as Alphesiboea ([Hes.] fr. 139 M-W), 
Metharme ([Apollod.] Bibl. 3.14.3), Thymaretis, and Aoa (FGrH 758 F 3A, 7). 

109Hdt. 2.42.2; for this syncretism under the Ptolemies see Fraser 1.206. Greve 16 sees 
syncretism with Dionysus in Philostephanus, but does not make the connection with Osiris. 

110Cf. n. 42 above. For explicit and implicit identifications of Ad onis with Dionysus 
see Plut. Mor. 671b (cf. fr. 212 Sandbach); [Orph.] H. 42.7 and 56.3, 6 (cf. Greve 16); 
Socr. Hist. eccl. 3.23.52 Hansen; Auson. Epig. 48–49. Cf. Baudissin 199–200. 

111Phanocl. fr. 3 Powell, following Pl.Com. fr. 3 PCG; the myth is listed in [Clem. 
Rom.] Hom. 5.15. 
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to associate them without denying their separate identities; the cult-myth of 
Hyacinth is an example. Adonis’ epithet “divine” (theion) recalls his father 
Theias in an old version of the myth,112 but also unusually emphasizes Adonis’ 
divinity, subtly insisting (as Theocritus does too) on a more exalted status than 
Greek Adonis had had, and assuring him a certain equality with Dionysus. 

In the same generation, Callimachus told that Aphrodite hid Adonis in a bed 
of lettuce, a detail that also seems to derive from Attic comedy, or was at least 
made famous there.113 Against the background of Athenian custom, this myth 
might etiologize the sowing of lettuce in the gardens of Adonis; it would have 
even sharper etiological force if the celebrants laid the effigy of Adonis amid the 
potted seedlings, a custom for which we have no evidence.114 But look at 
Callimachus’ myth through Egyptian eyes. To Egyptians lettuce (abw) was a 
kind of fertility drug; it was particularly associated with the god of procreation 
Min, but Egyptian iconography had the king offer lettuce to any ithyphallic god 
(such as Osiris was in some forms).115 Against this background, Callimachus’ 
story suggests the efforts of the great goddess to awaken the dead god’s fertility, 
as Amenmose’s hymn, our fullest Egyptian version of the myth of Osiris, tells 
us Isis did (though not with lettuce) when she “joined her brother, raised the 
weary one’s inertness, received the seed, bore the heir.”116 The detail that 
Aphrodite hid Adonis in the lettuce (from the boar or another enemy?), whereas 
Eubulus had her lay him out in it, is suggestive, since at De Iside 18.357 
Plutarch has Isis hide Osiris from Seth (the boar-god). From the Egyptian 
viewpoint, Callimachus effects a pointed misprision of the comic poet’s tale, 
which punningly made the death of Adonis the etiology for the reputed power of 
lettuce to cause impotence (“death”). 

                                                        
112Panyas. fr. 27 Bernabé = [Apollod.] Bibl. 3.14.3. 
113Call. fr. 478 Pfeiffer, apparently following Amphis fr. 20 PCG (incompletely 

excerpted) and Eub. fr. 13 PCG; see Reed 1995: 325–26. Nic. fr. 120 Schneider gives 
another version; see Reed 1996. All four fragments are preserved in Ath. 2.69b–c. 

114Reed 1995: 325. Movers 200 assumes that the figure was “in den sogenannten 
Adonisgärtchen versteckt” (similarly Brugsch 4); his wording betrays the influence of 
Callimachus. Our source on lettuce in the gardens is Hsch. � 1231, followed by the Suda. 

115See Adams, Defossez. 
116Lichtheim 83; compare Osiris’ posthumous begetting of Harpocrates (H�r pA hrd, 

“Horus the child”) in Plut. De Is. 19.358d, with Gwyn Griffiths 1970: 353. In a story 
from the temple at Edfu lettuce plays a crucial role in Isis’ securing for Horus his 
inheritance against Seth (Edfou 2.44.12; see Derchain 42). It is worth wondering whether 
Callimachus’ Adonis begat an heir as Osiris did; a founding-myth involving a son of 
Adonis is known from the previous generation (Chares of Mytilene FGrH 125 F 5). 
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One last scrap: Parthenius’ reference to “Adonis of Canopus” two centuries 
later suggests to Baudissin that a cult of Adonis was established at Canopus, if 
not from Alexandria in the Ptolemaic period, then earlier by the Phoenician 
colonists who settled there.117 But it was at Canopus, long the foremost site of 
Sarapis worship, that that god was most closely identified with Osiris in his 
funereal aspect (here, as we have seen, the deceased daughter of Euergetes was 
integrated into the Khoiak festival). An Adonis cult here could have resulted 
from such syncretism as we are investigating.118 Or perhaps there was never an 
Adonis cult per se at Canopus, but the learned Parthenius, seeking a novel 
epithet, took advantage of a tradition of an Osirian Adonis. 

These texts are fragmentary, and no extant Ptolemaic poet explicitly 
identifies Adonis with Osiris. Philostephanus is the most suggestive; Phanocles 
and Callimachus, judged by the narrowest criteria, need not attest the syncretism 
at all. Yet in a time and place where Theocritus permits the most recondite 
details of Osirianism to shape his portrayal of the Adonia, poetry on Adonis 
would potentially have engaged with Osiris, and piquant details (like Phanocles’ 
theion or the concealment in Callimachus) would have drawn the Osirian 
element closer to the fore. The poets did not work out this theology on their 
own, and Dioscorides and the Simonides inscription suggest that something of 
the kind was current outside of poetry. Whether or not Arsinoe did hold an 
Adonis-festival like the one described by Theocritus, the court seems to have 
openly elaborated the parallels between the Greek and Egyptian deities, no 
doubt with the help of learned native hierarchs like the historian and priest 
Manetho,119 in an effort to bring the Greek cult into the Alexandrian orbit and 
make it work to legitimize the Macedonian interlopers as heirs to the pharaohs 
of Egypt. Theocritus is colluding in a grand, political poetics. 

Adonis at Court 

Let us conclude by taking a final step back from Idyll 15 and looking at how its 
mime form frames and shapes its ideology. Recent scholarship has distinguished 
different viewpoints in the poem, particularly based on class and gender.120 The 

                                                        
117Parth. SH 654, Baudissin 198 (cf. Glotz 173 n. 3). For Phoenicians at Canopus see 

Hdt. 2.113, with Lloyd. Fraser 1.584 sees Adonis in the “god of Canopus” to whom a 
lamp is dedicated in Call. AP 6.148; cf. Weber 279, Lightfoot 201. 

118Greve 29. Lightfoot 201–2 does not entertain the syncretism, believing it peculiar  
to Byblos. 

119Stephens 168. 
120For studies of gender in the poem see n. 21; many of them also discuss class 

distinctions between the speakers and the court they admire. On the alienation of Gorgo 
and Praxinoa’s viewpoint from that of the implied audience see Griffiths 1981: 249, 
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comical Gorgo and Praxinoa seem to embody a class stereotype as seen from 
above; Whitehorne, for example, crucially illuminates their domestic complaints 
in the early lines of the poem as the disguised boasts of Alexandrian nouvelles-
riches, cattily disingenuous about their status. And the overall gynecocentrism of 
the poem is narratologically split on class lines: seen against these women, the 
world of women’s power in which they act is at bottom a world simply of power. 
The implicit, more canny perspective that ironizes the speakers’ bourgeois man-
ners also estranges their exaggerated femaleness from the audience.  

We can now see that this irony operates in the realm of ethnicity too, and 
reflects a perhaps necessary multivocality consequent on intercultural 
encounters, imperialist inclusions.121 The text desiderates a reader like Arsinoe: 
schooled minutely in the usages of the Ptolemaic court, fluent in both Greek and 
Egyptian culture, committed to a balance of the two that grants Egyptian 
sovereignty to Greek personae. Theocritus’ pains are lost on Gorgo and 
Praxinoa, whose naive pride in being Greek (reinforced by the poem’s debt to 
Sophron’s fifth-century mime “Women Watching the Isthmian Festival”122) 
points up their obliviousness to the larger ethnic view that enfolds theirs. 
Praxinoa’s relief at the king’s elimination of street crime by native Egyptians 
(46–50), for example, acquires a sly irony when we recall that to establish law 
and order is one of the pharaoh’s duties, as Amenmose enumerates them in a 
paean to Osiris: “Evil is fled, crime is gone, the land has peace under its 
lord.”123 Praxinoa’s pro-Hellenic effusion starts from the living king’s 
succession to the place of the dead and deified one: “Many good deeds have you 
done, O Ptolemy, since your father has been among the immortals. No evil-doer 
sneaks up in Egyptian style and does an ill turn to someone walking along....” 
The same terms underlie Arsinoe’s Adonia, whose raison d’être is the queen’s 
succession to Berenice’s estate. In all three cases Osiris is the metaphor for  
that succession, that assured eternity of good order and prosperity. Praxinoa just 
doesn’t know it.124 

                                                                                                                            
Goldhill 274–77, Hunter 1996b. A courtly destination is usually assumed for Theocritus’ 
dialogue-poems; see Cameron 90 n. 121, Weber 170–71 (on Theoc. 15). 

121Cf. Said 189. 
122The Sophronic intertext is reported in the scholiastic argumentum (Wendel 305.7–

8); nothing is known of this mime but the title.  
123Lichtheim 85. 
124Cf. Goldhill 276 (tracing irony in the characters’ encomiastic remarks) on 89–95, 

where Praxinoa indignantly vaunts her Dorian heritage: “[D]oes the need to emphasize 
descent in this way...highlight...a fiction of Hellenization?” Burton 145 is neglecting 
Praxinoa’s ironically limited awareness when she says that “any [ethnic] inclusiveness 
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“Thrice-beloved Adonis,” she says in her final comment on the tapestries, 
“loved even in the Underworld!” Critics have noticed how Adonis functions for 
her and Gorgo as a fantasy lover, a foil for their unappreciative husbands (as at 
the end of the poem).125 The frolicking, wailing, and general escapism that 
characterized the Classical Adonia, as Winkler and Kraemer note, would tend to 
point up and affirm women’s more restricted lives during most of the year. A 
like inversion works itself variously into the structure of Idyll 15: not only does 
the quaint admiration of Gorgo and Praxinoa remind us that they are not 
Aphrodite or Arsinoe, but the poem’s female viewpoint somehow implies a 
more generic one, its view on bourgeois life presupposes the life of the court, 
and its philhellenic surface cannot conceal a depth at which Greek and Egyptian 
traditions together support Ptolemaic monarchy. The dramatic form of the poem, 
excluding by its nature an overarching focalization, nevertheless creates a 
shadow focalization in opposition to the speakers’, a place for the audience to 
stand apart from them. The god himself is inextricable from this web of 
oppositions. Adonis shines forth in tapestries commissioned by a Macedonian 
queen, is sung by the Argive woman’s daughter, and is admired by Syracusan 
women. Yet the eyes that Theocritus gives us to see him are not only Praxinoa’s 
and Gorgo’s, the voice of the Greek singer resounds with Egyptian strains, and 
the image of the young god is woven out of the shimmering fabric of another.  

                                                                                                                            
suggested in Theocritus’ representation of an Adonia would not extend beyond the Greek 
community, for...Praxinoa specifically bars Egyptians and projects her discriminatory 
impulse into the court itself.” 

125See, e.g., Burton 84–89, 138–40. 
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