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ABSTRACT 

This paper deals with a marble head of 

Serapis, kept in the Grand Egyptian Museum 

(Gem.34206). The head was found in 

Diospolis Magna (modern Luxor); its height 

is about 46cm, while the width is 32cm. The 

head is well-preserved. It is carved in 

marble. The head is broken off from the 

bottom part of the neck, which indicates that 

the head probably belonged to a colossal 

statue of Serapis. The artistic treatment of 

the head, in particular the hairstyle above the 

forehead and also the beard, plus the lack of 

information concerning the find-spot of the 

head in Luxor which make it difficult to 

determine the exact date and archeological 

context.  

All comparative examples presented in this 

paper indicate that this head probably 

represents a head of the god Serapis. The 

paper discusses the problem of the find-spot 

of the head. It suggests that the head was 

probably found in the site of the Roman 

camp.  

 الملخص
 

انبذثيت دساعت سأط سخاميت حخىاَل ٌزي انُسلت 

نهمعبُد عيشابيظ ، مذفُظ فّ مخاصن  غيش مىشُس

انكبيش حذج سلم  انمخذف انمصـشِ

. نمذ عثش عهّ ٌزا انشأط فّ  Gem.34206عجم

 الألصش(، اسحفاعٍا) مذيىت ديُط بُنيظ ماجىا

عم.  حبذَ 23عم، َعشضٍا دُانّ 64دُانّ 

َجُد دانت جيذة مه انذفظ، بانشغم مه  انشأط فّ

انجضء انغفهّ مه انعىك ما يشيش  كغش َاضخ عىذ

نهمعبُد  حمثال كامم انّ اوٍا كاوج جضء مه

. إن انمعانجت انفىيت انخّ اعخخذمج فّ عيشابيظ

اعهُب معاجت ٌزا انشأط َبالاخص فّ  وذج

انهذيت  ، َكزنك شعشفُق انجبٍت خصلاث انشعش

 حعذ حذذيا كبيشا عىذ مذاَنت َضع حأسيخ دليك نٍزا

 لهت انمعهُماث فيما يخص انشأط، علاَة عهّ

الالصش َانزِ يمثم فّ مكان انعثُس عهّ انشأط 

عيالٍا الاثشِ  حذذيذ اشكانيت اخشِ عىذ مذاَنت

  .انعصش انزِ يىخمّ انيًَ

اثبخج انذساعت مه خلال مماسوت ٌزا انشاط 

حخص عهّ الاسجخ أن انشاط  انمماثهتىمارج بان

الانً عيشابيظ، ، كما والشج انذساعت اشكانيت مُلع 

 لذحكُن انشأط  َحمخشح أوً مه انمذخممالاكخشاف، 

 .فّ مُلع انمعغكش انشَماوّعثش عهيٍا 
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 انشَماوّ

INTRODUCTION:  

The subject of this article is an unpublished marble head kept in the collection of 

The Grand Egyptian Museum (GEM.34206). It was recently moved to the Museum from 

the Abu El-Goud storerooms in Luxor. According to the registers of the Abu El-Goud 
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storeroom, the head is said to have been found close to the chapels of Mut and Khonsou 

at Luxor temple. The object probably represents a head of Serapis based on the facial 

features and the pattern of hairstyle and beard-addressing.      

The head is well-preserved. It is carved in marble. It has a maximum height of 46 cm, 

and maximum width 32 cm. The head is broken off from the bottom part of the neck, 

which indicates that it was probably designed to be fitted into a large statue of the 

Sarapis. The portions of the hair and beard are slightly mutilated, particularly on both 

sides of the face and in the back. The tips of the strands of the beard are slightly 

damaged (figs. 1-3).     

THE DESCRIPTION OF THE HEAD: 

The head shows a mature man. The forehead and cheeks are modeled. The cheekbones 

are high and rounded in shape and have smoothly merged with the beard. The eyebrow 

is quite prominent and arched. The deity has a broad nose. The eyes are wide-open with 

prominent eyelids. The mouth is small and slightly opened with no teeth visible. The 

upper lip below the mustache is thin, and separated from the lower lip. The lower lip 

protrudes more than the upper lip. The heavy mustache is long and thick and protrudes 

in front of the cheeks. It falls down below the corners of the mouth and covers the upper 

lip completely, and passes below the middle of the nose.  

The hair is parted in the center on the top of the forehead and slopes upward in linear 

strands, which are tight and drawn to the sides and backward, while the long wavy curls 

hang on the sides of the face. It seems that the hair on the back of the head is less 

modeled. The beard is divided into two halves. It is bushy and composed of small curls. 

The beard shows traces of hollowing and carved in high relief, but it is not carefully 

executed and in some cases it is terminated by drill holes in the middle. The beard was 

systematically carved on the lower part of the chin and connected to the hanging curls 

on both sides.  

SUBJECT AND ICONOGRAPHY: 

This object appears to represent a divine head, probably that of Serapis, although the 

Kalathos is missing. Nevertheless, the treatment of the hairstyle above the forehead with 

the strands of wavy curls droping on the side of the face, in addition to the execution of 

mustache and beard-addressing, are consistent with a typical and carefully executed 

head of Serapis.    

The distinguishing characteristic of this head is the treatment of the hairstyle above the 

forehead. Hornbostel divided the images of Serpais into two main types according to the 

hairstyle, the "Anastoletypus" and "Fransentypus (Hornbostl 1973, 133f). It seems that 

our head belongs to the first type. The "Anastoletypus" is recognized by parted and 

upraised hair above the forehead towards the sides, which are frequently found in the 

Hellenistic cultic statues of Serapis in Alexandria
 
(Hornbostl 1973, 81).  

The head resembles the representation of the prototype of Zeus of Otricoli which was 

adopted by the sculptor Bryaxis in the late fourth B.C
 
(Amelung 1903, 198). George 

Lippold noted the similarity between the representation of Zeus of Otricoli and Serapis 

in terms of the treatment of hairstyle (Lippold 1925, 123).  It seems that the sculptors in 

Alexandria were inclined to represent Serapis in the tradition of the Hellenic images of 

Zeus, in a form which is basically derivative from his early canonical statues in 

Alexandria (Castiglione 1958, 30) . This image was considered one of the cultic models 

for representing Serapis during the Hellenistic and Roman periods (Milleker 1958, 122) .  
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The cultural context of the sloping hairstyle above the forehead in our head is closer to 

the Bryaxian patterns from the Hellenistic age. We can compare the Luxor head with 

other similar examples in terms of the standard of hair -style. The head of Zeus (Jupiter) 

of Otricoli from the Vatican museum (Amelung 1903, 203), the head of Zeus from the 

Naples Museum (fig.4) (Amelung 1903, 201), and the head of Maussolos from the 

Mausoleum of Halicarnassus kept in the British museum (fig.5) (Lippold 1925, 124) are 

good examples for this comparison.  

These examples can be seen to have followed carefully the Bryaxisan style and to show 

the same attributes in the form of the hairstyle. It is noteworthy that that the Greek 

"Anastoletypus" was a common style in the representation of Serapis during the 

Ptolemaic period and Roman period. It seems that that the sculptors reused this 

Alexandrian pattern during the second century AD, which indicates they borrowed the 

old canonical attributes of the Hellenistic Serapis during the Roman period (Stmabugh 

1972, 25).     

The Greek documents from Egypt point to the frequent use of the "Anastoletypus" by 

Alexandrian sculptors during the Roman period in forming the cult statues of Serapis 

(Malaise 1975, 385). The head of Serapis appears on Alexandrian coins under the reigns 

of Hadrian and Antoninus Pius, and appear to the Anastoletypus where the hairstyle is 

raised upwards above the forehead to both sides under the Kalathos (Geissen 1978, 140, 

No.1150). It seems that sculptors adopted these images of Serapis during the Hellenistic 

and Roman periods. 

A huge number of Serapis representations have been collected and published in recent 

years (for more details about the published representations of Serapis, See: (Kater-

Sibbes 1973). Hornbostel has published different materials of Serpais representations 

relevant to the Anastole type which date to the Roman era (Hornbostl 1973, 181-190, 

Taf.LXI-LXXV.). This vast number of copies demonstrates the existence of the 

Anastoletypus during this period. 

Bergquist suggests that there are several representations of Serapis that show the 

standard iconography of the sloping hair above the forehead, symmetrical mustache, 

beard with mostly short curls, and vertical undifferentiated beard in the middle portion 

rather than carefully separating from the bottom
 
(Bergquist 1978, 125). Amelung 

(Amelung 1903, 197), and Hill (Hill 1946, 63) linked the carving style of beard-dressing 

to the god Serapis.  

Hornbostel remarked that in various materials used for the cult statues and heads of 

Serapis the heavy, short, thick, and curly beard in front of the neck is a distinguishing 

characteristic of Serapis’s beard in objects that were mostly produced in Egypt during 

the second century AD (Hornbostl 1973, 82f).  

The beard in Luxor head seems worn. It shows the drilled heavy, thick, very curly coils, 

and not a symmetrically parted beard, so that in profile there appear to be two layers of 

the beard, one upper and the other lower. It connects to the symmetrical arched 

mustache at both left and right ends. 

A head of Serapis from Egypt kept in the Vatican Museum (fig.6) is similar to the Luxor 

head in terms of the execution of the hairstyle and beard. Another colossal head of 

Serapis housed in the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek Museum, dated to the second century, has 

the same features of hairstyle treatment and carving of the beard (Hornbostl 1973, 188-

189, Taf. LXIX, 126) (fig.7). 
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Other related and interesting heads depict the same features as the Luxor head. There are 

two heads from Thessaloniki, Inv.897 (fig.8) and Inv.1017 (fig. 9). They were probably 

excavated in the Serapeum at Thessaloniki. The heads are datable to the end of the 

Antonine period (Mazurek 2016, 191-193, figs.42-43). Furthermore, there is a head in 

Stockholm (fig.10) (Hornbostl 1973, 191, Taf.LXXIII,130) that dates to the same 

period. This imagery has the same divine characteristic and features that we can see in 

the Luxor head and in other representations of the heads of Serapis in terms of long 

curling hair, a worn spiral-curl beard divided in half, drilled curls and waves, a broad 

nose, and clearly lidded eyes. They also bear tight snail curls carved with the drill and 

they are carving of far too low quality. 
 

TECHNICAL REMARKS:  

The upper part of the head and the strands of hair were carefully carved. The pattern of 

carving in the top part of this head resembles Alexandrian influences derived from the 

artistic school of the Greek sculptors Bryaxis and Lysippus. 

The Luxor head of Serapis seems to have been carved in a local workshop at Luxor. It 

was carved in marble that had not well been polished and shows a humble level of 

sculptural work, particularly in the lower part. The upper part of the head shows 

somewhat higher quality carving. The different quality of carving in single sculptural 

work is interesting. Perhaps the head was reworked in antiquity.  

The sculptor used the chisel to identify the sloping strands of the hair above the 

forehead, and also to identify eyebrows and the mustache. He also used the drill in the 

treatment of the wavy strands on the side of the face and the beard. The drill caused long 

deep channels in the beard and made some circle holes in the fringes of the curls of the 

beard. The channels introduced the Chiaroscuro effect within the hair masses, in 

particular in the wavy strands and beard. There is a deep cutting between the face and 

hair that causes the so-called light and shade effect, which is a typical indicator of the 

style of carving toward the end of the second century AD (Beer 1976, 21).  

CONTEXT AND FUNCTION: 

The registers in Abu El-Goud mention that the head of Serapis was found among a 

group of Greco-Roman statues close to the chapels of Mut and Khonsou. The actual 

find-spot of the Luxor head is, however, still much debated. Most likely the head was 

transferred from its original find-spot to the location of the chapels of Mut and Khonsou 

in modern times.  

The architectural frame of the Luxor temple was remodeled between the end of the third 

century and the beginning of the fourth century AD (De Villard 1953, 100)  .The 

archaeological clues proves that the innovative Imperial cult chamber and the Amun 

sanctuary behind it were occupied by Roman garrison by the end of the third century 

AD (Kalavrezou-Maxeiner 1975, 230). This part of the temple was converted to the 

standard Roman camp during the period of Tetrarchy (Jones and McFadden 2015, 40). 

The major Roman innovations are visible mainly in the temple’s antechamber, which 

was changed into a chapel dedicated to the Imperial cult (Vandorpe 1995, 221).  

Raymond Johnson remarked that the architectural design of the rooms adjacent to the 

imperial cult chamber, which included the two barque sanctuary of Mut and Khonsou 

was not changed and still preserved the Pharaonic design of the old temple (Jones and 

McFadden 2015, 44). The archaeological evidence in these rooms indicates that no 

Roman alterations were added during this period. 
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The find-spot of the Serapis head in this part of the temple seems to me not sufficiently 

accurate. Since some years ago, the inspectors of Luxor temple used to collect the heads 

and statues which were found at Luxor temple in the area of the Barque sanctuary of 

Khonsu and Mut beyond the imperial cult chamber.  

The inspectors seem to have used this part of the temple to keep these objects in modern 

times. This suggests that the head has been wrongly linked with the site of the sanctuary 

of Khonsu and Mut despite the lack of any firmly based archaeological context. Most 

likely the head of Serapis was found somewhere in the Luxor temple or in the vicinity of 

the temple. There is a possibility that this head was used in rituals related to the Roman 

camp. I suggest the head may have been remodeled and moved to be used for cultic 

purposes inside the shrines located in the Tetrastylon area during the period of the 

Tetrarchy.   

DATING: 

Despite the Hellenistic character of the hairstyle, the date of this head is probably 

Roman. It is possible to compare our head to several Serapis heads that date to the 

Roman period, particularly in the second century AD. The use of a drill in the treatment 

of wavy strands and beard-dressing and the phenomena of light-and-shade and features 

of idealized face with a worn beard refers to the weakness carving style during the latter 

part of the second century AD. The poor technical execution of the head and the 

frequent deeply drilled holes suggest the Antonine period, by comparison to the 

numerous heads of Serapis which are made during this period. 

CONCLUSION: 

To sum up, the sculptural treatment of the Luxor head is characterized by commonly 

recognized features of heads of Sarapis. The hairstyle and beard-addressing described 

above are associated with fairly numerous Serapis representations known from during 

the Roman Period.  

The characteristics of the drill holes in the beard and the contrast in chiaroscuro in 

texture suggest an Antonine date for the head. This can confirm the possibility of the 

Egyptian origin of its provenance. It is probable that the head attached to a statute of 

Serapis found in Luxor temple or in the vicinity.  
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                                                                                                     Fig.1:  

Head of Serapis (frontal pose) 

Taken by the Author 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                 Fig.2 

Head of Serapis (profile pose) 

Taken by the Author 
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                                                                                                         Fig.3 

Diagonal pose of the head 

Taken by the Author 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                 

 

               Fig.4                                                                            

Head of Zeus – Naples Museum  

After: https://thedelphiguide.com/zeus-the-father-of-gods-and-men/  

Accessed on 2.01.2021  

 

https://thedelphiguide.com/zeus-the-father-of-gods-and-men/
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    Fig. 5 

Head of Maussolos – British Museum 

After: https://sequoia-forum-media.s3.amazonaws.com/prod.cirrostratus. 

Accessed on 2.01.2021  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

               Fig. 6 

Head of Serapis – Vatican Museum 

Hornbostel, W., Serapis, p.184, Taf. 

LXVI, no.122 

 

https://sequoia-forum-media.s3.amazonaws.com/prod.cirrostratus


Khaled Ismail SHEDET (10) 

 

Unpublished Head of Serapis - 32 - 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 7 

                   Head of Serapis - Ny 

Carlsberg Glyptotek Museum 

          Hornbostel, W., Serapis, p. 188-

189, Taf. LXIX, no 126. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               Fig.8 

Head of Sarapis. Antonine period, Inv.897. 

Mazurek, L., Globalizing the Sculptural  

Landscapes of the Sarapis and Isis Cults in 

 Hellenistic and Roman Greece, p.191, fig.42 
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Fig.9  

Head of Sarapis, dates to Second century 

Mazurek, L., Globalizing the Sculptural  

Landscapes of the Sarapis and Isis Cults 

in Hellenistic and Roman Greece, 

 p.193, fig.43 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Fig.9 

 Head of Serapis – Stockholm 

Beer, C., A Head of Serapis in Stockholm, 19.  


