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Introduction:  
The Relevance of a Comparative Approach

Giuseppina Lenzo and Christophe Nihan

The present volume goes back to an international conference held in Lausanne in May 
2017, the aim of which was to compare and contrast the development of royal and heroic 
cults in the Hellenistic period. The topic has been the subject of substantial focus in re-
cent years1 because of its importance for the study of this period as well as for the study 
of ancient religions in the ancient Mediterranean more broadly. The present introduction 
begins by highlighting the main theoretical and methodological approaches which un-
derlay the 2017 conference, and which are further reflected in the present volume (1). In 
doing so, it also highlights some of the specific contributions of the volume compared to 
previous publications. Following this, it briefly discusses some significant developments 
in the study of royal and heroic cults in the ancient world (2 and 3) in order to illustrate 
the relevance of a comparative approach to these topics. The final section (4) provides an 
overview of the essays contained in this volume.

1. Royal and Heroic Cults in the Mediterranean: Some Preliminary Remarks

The study of royal cults has long been a matter of interest for historians of the ancient 
world, as it exemplifies the interconnectedness of politics, economics, and religion in these 
societies. Recent research suggests that this interconnectedness is in fact even more com-
plex than was previously assumed. The strategic function of the royal cult as an instrument 
for the legitimization of kings and the administration of the territory has already been 
abundantly studied in the case of the Seleucid and Ptolemaic empires, even though this has 
generally been done with distinct approaches and within different methodological frame-
works. In the case of the Seleucid empire, the place of the royal cult within the administra-
tion of territories was often linked to complex negotiations with the cities and their local 
population.2 The same point holds true in the case of Ptolemaic Egypt, where the devel-
opment of the royal cult as an administrative tool likewise involved complex interactions 
between Alexandria and the clergies controlling the main Egyptian sanctuaries.3 Simulta-
neously, we must also raise the corresponding question of the impact of these royal cults 
on the cults and pantheons of the territories where they were established. As S. Caneva and 
S. Paul rightly emphasize,4 the integration of Hellenistic rulers in the civil cults, while not 

1 See, among others, Iossif/Chamkowski/Lorber 2011; Caneva/Paul 2014; as well as Caneva 2016a.
2 Ma 2002.
3 See, e. g., Clarysse 1999; Pfeiffer 2008 and see also René Preys in this volume.
4 Caneva/Paul 2014.
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unprecedented in Greek cities,5 nonetheless represents a significant development from 
the perspective of traditional Greek cults. While the relationship between local or regional 
deities and Hellenistic rulers has been the subject of several recent studies,6 other key is-
sues still need to be explored, such as the relationship between civic and royal cults or the 
role of festivals and processions in the legitimization of rulers.7 This is a rich field of study 
which is still far from being fully explored and which requires new models in order to be 
adequately researched. At any rate, the present discussion highlights two key issues that 
will need to be considered by future studies: firstly, the importance of local and regional 
studies, which are able to take into account the substantial diversity of strategies reflected 
in the negotiation between the royal administration and traditional institutions within a 
territory; secondly (and related to the first issue), the interaction between royal cults and 
various types of civic cults, including (but not limited to) heroic cults.

A second point has to do with the comparative approach involved in this volume. While 
the comparative approach of royal cults is not new per se, some clarification regarding the 
nature of the comparative approach is nonetheless in order. Specifically, it seems to us that 
such an approach can be developed at three levels simultaneously, which should be view-
ed as complementary rather than mutually exclusive.

(1) To the extent that the Hellenistic period corresponds, at least to some degree, to 
an intensification of contacts between different cultures in the ancient world, especially 
around the Mediterranean, the question of mutual and reciprocal influences in the devel-
opment of royal and heroic cults is important. This type of comparative approach has 
already been the subject of several studies, especially regarding the influence of heroic 
cults in the representations of Hellenistic rulers. Other aspects of this question have, how-
ever, been less studied, such as interactions between Ptolemaic and Seleucid royal cults 
and the roles of such interactions in the development of these cults during the Hellenis-
tic period, or the impact of royal cults in the development of heroic cults in the context of 
Greek poleis.8 Moreover, we need to keep in mind that influences between royal and hero-
ic cults usually take place in the context of a larger set of cultural interactions and nego-
tiations, which can also lead to the adoption of new customs in local cults in connection 
with the reassertion of traditional indigenous practices. Both aspects can even go together, 
as the case of wall decorations in Egyptian temples of the Hellenistic period, which inte-
grate new cultic epithets into traditional ritual descriptions, aptly demonstrates.9 There 
are many other examples of this phenomenon, which corresponds in part to what F. Muc-
cioli, in the case of the Greek cult of the Hellenistic period, has aptly termed the “revitali-
zation” of archaic forms.10

(2) Conversely, it is no less evident that the comparative approach must include a con-
trastive, or “differential”, comparatism, which looks not only at mutual influences but at 

5 See, for example, the case of honors given to citizens; and on this issue 3 below.
6 See especially Iossif/Chamkowski/Lorber 2011; and compare already Chaniotis 2003.
7 See programmatically Iossif 2011 in the case of the Daphne procession; and see further his essay in 

this volume.
8 See especially Boddez 2016.
9 See the essays by Martina Minas-Nerpel, Virginie Joliton and René Preys in this volume.
10 Muccioli 2014a.
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the contrasts between the royal cults themselves as well as between royal cults and civic 
or heroic cults.11 In particular, such an approach has the potential to highlight the dis-
tinctive features of each of these cults in its own territorial and political context. This ap-
proach may be less predominant in the case of Hellenistic studies, where the comparative 
approach which has been favored is primarily oriented toward a kind of genetic and ana-
logical comparatism focusing on parallels and resemblances, as described above; howev-
er, a differential approach is in fact no less important. This is all the more the case in the 
present scholarly context, where recent research tends to show that Ptolemaic and Seleu-
cid royal cults may in fact have more in common than was previously recognized. We will 
return to this point in more detail below.12 What we wish to highlight here, however, is 
that the question of precisely where the differences between Ptolemaic and Seleucid royal 
cults lie is a complex issue that needs to be carefully re-examined.

(3) Finally, the comparative approach of royal and heroic cults should not only be ex-
ternal but also internal and diachronic. What we mean by this is that the comparison 
must not only address the different types of royal and heroic cults that are documented in 
the Hellenistic period, but also carefully analyze the relationship between these cults and 
earlier cults in the same territories. In the case of royal cults, one of the major contribu-
tions of recent research has been to highlight the ways in which these cults always have a 
basis in local customs, which are reused and adapted according to the strategic needs and 
interests of the ruler.13 This aspect has long been emphasized in the case of the Ptolemaic 
cult,14 but it also characterizes the cults developed by Seleucid rulers, especially in Meso-
potamia.15 Furthermore, similar questions can be raised concerning the heroic cults in 
the Greek world, especially as regards the identification of continuities and discontinu-
ities with earlier periods and the complex interaction between “tradition” and “innova-
tion” in the case of the heroic cults of the Hellenistic period.16 The question becomes even 
more complex if we take into account the development of heroic cults in other parts of 
the Mediterranean outside of Greece, where these cults often led to new syntheses with 
local, indigenous traditions, as in the case of the various cults to Heracles.17 Alongside a 
more “horizontal” approach, which compares and contrasts royal and heroic cults in the 
Hellenistic period, a more “vertical” and diachronic approach, which considers the ways 
in which these cults take shape in local, indigenous structures, is thus also needed. The 
combination of these local structures with foreign elements gives rise to new syntheses, as 
is documented, for example, in the appearance of eponymous priestly titles in Ptolemaic 

11 On the comparative approach and the importance of differential comparatism, see, for example, 
Borgeaud 2003 as well as the essays in Calame/Lincoln 2012.

12 See below § 2, where some examples of this phenomenon are discussed.
13 See, for example, the essay by Yasmin El Shazly in this volume, in the case of royal ancestors before 

the Ptolemaic period.
14 See, for example, Minas-Nerpel 2014.
15 See the essays collected in the seminal volume by Kuhrt/Sherwin-White 1987. See also the essays by 

Panagiotis P. Iossif as well as Patrick M. Michel and Marie Widmer in the present volume.
16 See recently Muccioli 2014a on the complex relationship between “tradition” and “innovation” in the 

context of heroic cults. See also the essay by Nicolas Richer in this volume, which shows a case of signifi-
cant innovation in heroic practices already during the Classical period.

17 See the essay by Anna Angelini in this volume and the literature referenced there.
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Egypt.18 More than anything else, it is these syntheses which are the main object of the 
comparative approach.

The latter remarks also bring us to the larger issue of “Hellenism” and processes of Hel-
lenization in the ancient Mediterranean. Without being able to enter here into the com-
plex issues raised by these categories,19 we do believe that royal and heroic cults constitute 
a relevant angle, or perspective, for illuminating processes of Hellenization in the ancient 
Mediterranean, and this for at least two reasons. Firstly, because these cults can be seen 
in many ways as representative of the new syntheses that emerged during the Hellenis-
tic period, as several of the examples noted above already suggest.20 Secondly, because 
these cults, through their synthesis of various cultural codes, also contributed actively to 
the shaping and development of a Hellenized culture within the Mediterranean. In other 
words, royal and heroic cults are both objects and agents in the various processes of Hel-
lenization in the ancient Mediterranean, and it is from these two complementary aspects 
that they should be studied.

Finally, some comments are also required concerning the terms “royal cult” and “hero-
ic cult”. The comparative approach briefly sketched here is complicated by the fact that the 
relationship between kingship and cult was very diverse within the Hellenistic world. In 
the case of Ptolemaic Egypt, the royal cult is clearly documented from the time of Ptole-
my II Philadelphos,21 although the process through which kings came to be regarded as 
divine beings is complex and appears to have been incremental. Among other issues, the 
variety of cultic epithets and names for Ptolemaic kings, as well as their relationship to 
traditional Pharaonic names, is difficult to conceptualize.22 In the case of the Seleucid em-
pire, the relationship between kingship and cult is likewise complex. The evidence varies 
significantly from one region to another; while some form of royal cult is clearly doc-
umented in various cities of Asia Minor, especially from the time of Antiochus III, there is 
little evidence for similar cults in the Levant. Moreover, even in some regions, like Babylo-
nia, where a royal cult is well documented, the status of the king (or the royal family more 
broadly) and his relationship to the divine are difficult to interpret and remain a matter 
of scholarly debate.23 The relationship between king and cult in the Hellenistic world is 
arguably best construed as a continuum of sorts, which could include various types of 
relations between kings and gods, as well as various degrees of proximity between them. 
The expression “royal cult” is helpful to describe this continuum, as long as it is clear that 
it must be construed as a broad category, which does not correspond to a specific type of 
cult. Similar issues can be raised regarding the use of the expression “heroic cult”. In our 
opinion, this expression should likewise be construed broadly enough to cover both the 
more traditional forms of civic cults inherited from earlier periods as well as the new de-

18 See already Clarysse/Van der Veken/Vleeming 1983, and further Minas 2000.
19 See now the discussion by Chrubasik/King 2017, which presents a detailed status quaestionis.
20 See further the discussion in §§ 2 and 3 below.
21 See Caneva 2016b.
22 For cultic epithets, see for example Muccioli 2013.
23 On this issue in general, see the essays in Iossif/Chamkowski/Lorber 2011. See also the contributions 

by Panagiotis P. Iossif as well as Patrick M. Michel and Marie Widmer in this volume.
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velopments that characterize the Hellenistic period, especially (albeit not exclusively) at 
the level of families and associations.24

Having clarified some of the theoretical and methodological issues involved in the ap-
proach represented in this volume, we will now examine some specific problems in the 
study of these cults, starting with royal Ptolemaic and Seleucid cults (§ 2) before turning 
to heroic cults (§ 3).

2. Ptolemaic and Seleucid Cults: Some Elements for a Comparison

Although royal cults of the Hellenistic period have been extensively studied in their own 
right, there are still few systematic comparisons between these cults. In the limits of this 
short introduction, we will focus on the case of the Ptolemaic and Seleucid cults, which 
are best documented, even though the comparative approach should ideally take into ac-
count the whole context of Hellenistic royal cults.

The comparison between Ptolemaic and Seleucid cults has been the subject of a limit-
ed number of studies, which remain largely programmatic.25 This phenomenon has to do, 
in particular, with the complexity of the sources on the one hand and the increasing spe-
cialization of these two fields of study on the other. Some recent trends in the literature on 
the Ptolemaic and Seleucid cults suggest, however, that there are limits to this division of 
research, and that increased dialogue between these two fields of study may open new per-
spectives for the scholarly discussion. To begin with, some of the aspects that were consid-
ered to be distinctive of the Ptolemaic and Seleucid cults respectively, such as the reuse of 
traditional religious structures in the case of the Ptolemies, or the association with foreign 
(Greek) deities in the case of the Seleucids, have been significantly, or even entirely, chal-
lenged and deconstructed in recent research.26 Furthermore, even in those cases where 
we have obvious differences between these two cults, such as with eponymous priests, or 
the association of the queen to the royal cult in Egypt, these differences are often relative 
rather than absolute,27 and they do not rule out the existence of larger structural parallels 
with regard to the general functions of these cults in the administration of the territory. 
These and other observations suggest that more research needs to be devoted in the fu-
ture to the systematic comparison between Ptolemaic and Seleucid royal cults. In this in-

24 See the essay by Marie-Thérèse Le Dinahet in this volume.
25 See, for example, Coppola 2016.
26 For example, while it was sometimes claimed that the Ptolemies would not have associated them-

selves with Greek deities, contrary to the Seleucids, this is clearly contradicted by the epigraphic evidence, 
especially in the context of gymnasiums; see on this Bielman Sánchez/Lenzo 2015: 133–138, as well as the 
essay by Stefano Caneva in this volume.

27 Thus, the association of queen Laodice III with the royal cult to Antiochus III is documented by the 
decrees of the city of Teos, in Asia Minor, as well as by Antiochus’ letter to the citizens of Teos: see SEG XLI, 
1003 for the second decree of Teos; as well as Ma 1999, 362, for a recent edition and translation of Anti-
ochus’ letter. Likewise, eponymous priests for Seleucid kings are documented for their part in OGIS 245 (= 
IGLS III, 1184 = SEG XXXV, 1521) in Seleucia Pieria at the beginning of the second century BCE. However, 
eponymous priests are clearly documented only for kings, contrary to what is the case in Egypt, where in-
dependent eponymous priests are documented for queens from the time of Ptolemy II onward. On these 
issues, see, e. g., Debord 2003; as well as Ma 1999, 308–321.
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troduction, we will limit ourselves to some basic remarks in light of the essays contained 
in this volume.

A first point, which is often insufficiently taken into account (although we believe it is 
in fact essential), concerns the nature of the sources at our disposal, which are very dif-
ferent in the case of the Ptolemaic and Seleucid cults. For the Ptolemaic cult, we have 
an abundant documentation, which includes the following sources: lists of eponymous 
priests for the king or, most often, the royal couple, written on administrative papyri (in 
Greek or Demotic); lists of royal epithets, also preserved on administrative papyri (in 
Greek or Demotic), on royal stelae (in hieroglyphs) and on the walls of temples (in hiero-
glyphs); coins, which also document epithets of the Ptolemaic rulers; scenes of offerings 
to the royal ancestors by the reigning couple, again on the walls of temples (and with in-
scriptions in hieroglyphs); royal decrees mentioning (among other things) the establish-
ment of a royal cult, usually on stelae (generally written in hieroglyphs, in Demotic as well 
as in Greek, although some inscriptions are written in a single language). To this we can 
also add the statues erected for Ptolemaic rulers, most often as part of the royal cult;28 as 
well as a limited number of references to processions and festivals in the context of the 
royal cult in Greek and Latin sources. The reconstruction of the Seleucid royal cult, for its 
part, is based on a different set of sources, which are also less abundant, at least in some re-
spects. The main sources at our disposal include royal decrees, representations of Seleucid 
kings on coins, seals and in statuary,29 as well as the honorary decrees of the cities. To this 
can be added several indigenous sources, for example, in the case of Seleucid Babylon, cu-
neiform texts such as the Dynastic Prophecy, the Babylonian Chronicle30 or the Borsippa 
Cylinder,31 as well as Greek and Latin authors (which, however, present their own inter-
pretive problems). Taken together, these documents allow us nonetheless to reconstruct 
several key aspects of the Seleucid royal cult, such as the creation of eponymous priests in 
Seleucia Pieria from the time of Seleucus IV,32 the attribution of epithets and regular hon-
ors to Seleucid rulers in the context of civic cults, and others as well.

This brief list, however, already highlights the important differences in the nature of 
the sources at our disposal. These differences significantly impact the comparison be-
tween the Ptolemaic and Seleucid royal cults, especially with regard to the potential but 
also the limits of this comparison. The question of the relationship of Hellenistic rulers to 
indigenous traditions offers a good illustration of this phenomenon. In the case of Ptole-
maic Egypt, the strategy developed by the rulers in order to position themselves as much 
as possible in the continuation of earlier pharaohs is abundantly attested, particularly in 
the inscriptions and reliefs of the Egyptian temples, as well as in the statuary.33 In the case 
of the Seleucid kings, similar strategies of adaptation to indigenous royal traditions are 

28 On these statues and the distinction between statues used in the royal cult and other statues, see 
Thiers 2002.

29 On the relationships between the representations of the Seleucid kings on the coins and seals, see 
Iossif 2014.

30 Sherwin-White 1983.
31 See Kuhrt/Sherwin-White 1991.
32 See note 27 above.
33 See, for example, Minas-Nerpel 2014.
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also documented, especially by cuneiform sources in the case of Seleucid Babylonia.34 The 
concern of Seleucid kings to situate themselves in the continuity of earlier indigenous dy-
nasties is also indicated by their representations, especially on coins, which show several 
parallels with earlier Near Eastern themes.35 However, on this latter aspect, it needs to be 
acknowledged that the available documentation remains arguably more scarce than in the 
case of Ptolemaic Egypt, which therefore limits the range of the comparison. Overall, and 
with these considerations in mind, it seems to us that the sources at our disposal suggest 
identifying two major lines of research in which the comparison between Ptolemaic and 
Seleucid cults can be usefully pursued.

A first line of research concerns the reuse of typically Greek elements in these two royal 
cults, albeit in different ways. This case includes, but is not restricted to, the establishment 
of the cult of the ruler through royal decrees, the development of epithets as part of the 
royal cult, the establishment of eponymous priests, and the association of the ruler with 
Greek deities. All of these elements are found in the Ptolemaic and Seleucid cults, but to 
varying degrees and in different contexts. The association of the ruler with Greek deities, 
especially Apollo and Heracles, is a well-known characteristic of the Seleucid royal cult, 
but which is in fact also attested for Ptolemaic rulers.36 In contrast, the establishment of 
eponymous priests seems to have played a central role in the development of the royal 
Ptolemaic cult significantly earlier than in the case of the Seleucid cult. A differential ap-
proach should examine yet other significant contrasts, such as the attribution of epithets 
to the Ptolemaic queens but apparently not to the Seleucid queens (or at least less explic-
itly),37 or the translation of royal epithets into Egyptian in the case of the Ptolemaic rulers, 
which does not appear to have an equivalent in the case of Seleucid rulers in Babylon.38

A second line of research, within a comparative approach, would concern the usage 
of, and interaction with, local and regional structures in the establishment of Ptolemaic 
and Seleucid royal cults. It has long been common for scholars to assume that this aspect 
comprised a significant distinction between Ptolemaic and Seleucid royal cults, but the 
evidence is in fact more complex and requires a more differentiated analysis. In the case 
of Egypt, Ptolemaic rulers relied mainly on the clergy of the temples, who thus served as 
privileged intermediaries, or mid-tiers, with the royal administration.39 Elsewhere, how-
ever, especially in Asia Minor, Ptolemaic rulers did not hesitate to rely on civic cults,40 

34 See the articles gathered in Kuhrt/Sherwin-White 1987, as well as the contribution of Panagiotis 
P. Iossif as well as Patrick M. Michel and Marie Widmer in this volume.

35 See Anagnostou-Laoutides 2013 on solar aspects of Hellenistic kings and their relationship with the 
solar cult in the ancient Near East, as well as her contribution in this volume.

36 In the case of 2nd century BCE Egypt, see the discussion of the available evidence in Bielman Sán-
chez/Lenzo 2015: 133–138.

37 This difference is related to the absence of eponymous priests for Seleucid queens; on this, see note 
27 above.

38 On Ptolemaic queens, see the articles of Martina Minas-Nerpel and Virginie Joliton in this volume.
39 On the relationship between the Ptolemies and the Egyptian priests, see particularly Quaegebeur 

1989; Clarysse 1999; Thiers 2006; Lenzo 2015; as well as von Recklinghausen 2018. On the differences in 
the use of the gymnasium in Egypt and in other parts of the Hellenistic world, see the essay by Stefano 
Caneva in this volume.

40 See the inscriptions from Miletus (I. Milet I 3 139) under Ptolemy II translated, for example, by Ba-
gnall/Derow 20042. This situation has to do, in part, with the fact that the clergy of temples is generally less 
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like the Seleucids, although in somewhat different ways. Moreover, in Babylon, the Seleu-
cid rulers also relied on the temples, which had always been one of the main institutions 
of the city.41 These remarks clearly suggest that the key factor in the development of both 
Ptolemaic and Seleucid royal cults was the adaptation to the constraints and the resources 
of the territories controlled by the royal administration, rather than the imposition of a 
pre-established royal scheme on these territories.42 This observation, which is consistent 
with some tendencies of recent research on Hellenistic kingship, implies that it is necessa-
ry to go beyond an “essentialist” vision of the Ptolemaic and Seleucid royal cults, which 
would consider these cults as monolithic and unchanging entities. The object of compar-
ison should rather be the different forms taken by ruler cults according to (a) the terri-
tories controlled by the royal administration, and (b) the concrete negotiations with local 
as well as regional structures and agents reflected in the various ruler cults. In other words, 
the comparison of the royal cults must necessarily be done according to an approach that 
is more inductive (or “bottom-up”) than deductive (or “top-down”), and which carefully 
takes into account territorial specificities.

3. Royal and Heroic Cults

The study of heroic cults in the Hellenistic period, and of their relations to royal cults, 
raises another set of issues. Again without claiming to address the full range of issues, 
we would like to briefly outline some of these questions in light of recent research on the 
topic. Specifically, and in keeping with the general methodological framework sketched 
above, three perspectives can be suggested with regard to present and future studies.

A first perspective concerns the transformations of heroic cults that can be observed 
during the Hellenistic period, in relation to the earlier Archaic and Classical periods. This 
question has been the subject of several recent studies.43 In many ways, heroic cults in 
the Hellenistic period were continuous with the cults of previous periods. However, a 
number of developments can also be observed. One such development that has already 
been highlighted in various studies concerns what can be called a “privatization” of her-
oic cults, which is reflected, for example, in the establishment of heroic cults by families 
(rather than cities) for their own dead. This development appears to be related to a larger 
trend in this period toward the “heroization” of the dead, which is reflected, in particular, 
in funerary inscriptions from the Hellenistic and Roman periods, where the term “hero” is 
occasionally used – at least in some regions – to denote the dead.44 Contrary to what has 

important, in terms of numbers and socio-economic hierarchy, than in the main Egyptian temples of the 
time. However, other factors have to be considered as well, and there is no question, in our opinion, that 
this represents an adaptation of the Ptolemaic rulers to the regional context.

41 See an example in van der Spek 1987 on the priesthoods of Babylonia and Uruk.
42 This point has been recently highlighted, in the case of the Ptolemaic administration, by Gilles 

Gorre in an unpublished monograph: see Gorre 2019. This does not preclude the existence of general 
structures at the higher administrative level, but it does imply that these structures were flexible enough to 
be constantly adapted to local and regional constraints.

43 See, for example, Mikalson 1998; Hughes 1999; as well as Ekroth 2002 and 2007.
44 See, for instance, Ekroth 2007 in the case of Greece as well as Couilloud-Le Dinahet 2003 in the case 

of the Levant. See also the essay by Marie-Thérèse Le Dinahet in this volume.
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sometimes been claimed, this development does not seem to correspond to a decreased 
role of heroic cults in the cities; on the contrary, these cults appear to have enjoyed a new 
vitality during the same period. The two trends must therefore be considered as parallel 
developments, whose relationship to each other requires further study. Moreover, there 
are other examples of substantial innovations in civic heroic cults of the Hellenistic peri-
od, which concern inter alia the beneficiaries of such cults, with the emergence of new 
categories, such as the euergetes; as well as the honors and festivities which were establish-
ed at that time in various cities. The interpretation of the continuities and discontinuities 
between heroic cults of the Hellenistic period and of earlier periods requires an in-depth 
analysis, which arguably should involve crossing case studies with the general documen-
tation available, as per the approach advocated in several recent studies.45

A second perspective involves the interactions between hero and ruler cults in the Hel-
lenistic period as well as their mutual influence on each other. Although both cults are 
often presented as distinct types in the scholarly literature, from the perspective of the 
documentation the issue is in fact more complex. In particular, the boundaries between 
the heroization and the divinization of the ruler are often fluid. This point has already 
been made in the case of the various cults of Alexander at the end of the fourth centu-
ry, but a similar point applies in the case of various subsequent Hellenistic rulers, as ev-
idenced, for example, by the cult associated with Seleucus I in Seleucia Pieria.46 The issue 
becomes even more complex if one includes under the ruler cult not only Hellenistic kings 
but also local tyrants and dynasts in various areas of the ancient Mediterranean, who 
could also occasionally receive honors and be the object of a cult following their death, as 
the example of Timoleon in Syracuse shows.47 This complexity has arguably to do with 
the fact that, within the Greek world, the heroic cult was the main known antecedent for 
cults to humans rather than to deities. It seems logical, therefore, that it is this structure 
that would be used to establish new ruler cults in the Hellenistic period. Simultaneously, 
this point also raises the question of the impact of ruler cults in the development of hero-
ic cults in the Greek cities. It seems that the establishment of cults for Hellenistic rulers 
led, in some cities, to the development of heroic cults for other categories of individuals, 
especially high-ranking officials belonging to the close circle of the king, as the example of 
the heroization of three officers of Alexander by the Athenian assembly suggests.48 Even 
though it should be clear that the establishment of cults for Hellenistic rulers was only 
one factor among several others in the development of heroic cults, its influence cannot 
be ignored entirely either. Furthermore, and this time within a more explicitly differential 
approach, the comparison also raises the issue of the specifics of royal and heroic cults re-
spectively, not only from the perspective of their associated rituals, but also from the per-
spective of the spaces involved within the city. In this regard, the relationship between 
ruler cults, heroic cults and the construction of spatiality in and around the city is an 
emergent field of study, to which more attention should be devoted in the future.49

45 See, for example, Muccioli 2014b as well as the essay by Nicolas Richer in this volume.
46 See Muccioli 2014a.
47 See Muccioli 2014a; as well as Boddez 2016.
48 On this, see the recent discussion by Boddez 2016.
49 On this issue, see also the essay of Stefano Caneva in this volume.
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Last but not least, a third perspective concerns the circulation of heroic cults with-
in the Mediterranean, namely, outside of the Greek world per se. The numerous studies 
devoted to heroic cults have usually addressed this topic primarily within the context of 
Greek cities. Yet there is value in broadening the scope, and in considering this phenome-
non within the larger context of the ancient Mediterranean and even beyond. While the 
circulation of heroic cults and traditions outside of Greece predates the Hellenistic peri-
od, there is evidence at this time for an increased diffusion of rituals and themes typically 
associated with heroic cults. One fascinating example is the pairing of Heracles with the 
cult of Heracles, whose circulation within the ancient Mediterranean leads to a whole se-
ries of new syntheses with local and regional deities.50 The best-known example is the god 
Melqart,51 but other less known associations, such as between Heracles and the Egyptian 
god Khonsu, would rightly deserve to be studied. These new syntheses are often connect-
ed to the emergence of new forms of cults and rituals, which in turn raise important ques-
tions about the limits and fluidity of Greek heroic cults. Furthermore, even though the 
cult of Heracles arguably represents a parade example of this phenomenon, other forms of 
the spread of heroic cults outside of Greece need to be further taken into account.52 This 
includes the case, already mentioned above, of the heroization of “ordinary” deceased 
family members and its impact on the funerary practices in the ancient Mediterranean.53 
At any rate, the study of heroic cults cannot ignore or bypass the rich materials document-
ed outside of the Greek world, even if the interpretation of these materials often raises sig-
nificant methodological issues.

4. Summary of Essays

The essays in this volume have been organized into four parts. (1) The first part is devot-
ed to posthumous cults and royal ancestors in ancient Egypt from the New Kingdom to 
the Ptolemaic Period. (2) The second section discusses the royal cult under the Ptolemies 
specifically. (3) The third part is dedicated to the Seleucid empire. (4) The fourth and final 
section of the volume discusses the Greek world and Hellenistic culture in the ancient 
Mediterranean more broadly.

Part One: Posthumous Cults and Royal Ancestors in Ancient 
Egypt from the New Kingdom to the Ptolemaic Period

The volume opens with a collective essay by Ralph Birk, Luc Delvaux and  Françoise La-
brique, which focuses on the cultic memory of the Theban elite during the first millen-

50 See the essay by Anna Angelini in this volume, where she also discusses the important methodolog-
ical issue of the type of model required to adequately describe the circulation of a deity like Heracles in the 
ancient Mediterranean.

51 See the classical study by Bonnet 1988.
52 In this context, see also the essay by Ralph Birk, Françoise Labrique and Luc Delvaux in this volume, 

where they raise the important question of the possible parallel between the divinization of individuals in 
Egypt in the first millennium BCE and processes of “heroization” in the Hellenistic world.

53 See the essay by Marie-Thérèse Le Dinahet in this volume.
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