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Abstract 
 

Kingo, I. 2020. The Apis cult from the New Kingdom to the Ptolemaic Period. 

Kingo, I. 2020. Apiskulten från det Nya Riket till den Ptolemaiska perioden. 

 
In this thesis the main goal is to present a general overview of the development of the cult of 
Apis in a chronological perspective from the New Kingdom until the end of the Ptolemaic 
Period, as this has not been done in a condensed form with the different aspects of the cult and 
the venerated animal present. Classical theories, such as those used in archaeology, is not very 
applicable for this thesis, instead it will address and connect several aspects such as time, 
geographical space, religion and ideology of kingship to the Apis cult.  

The Apis cult is interesting because it was one of the more important animal cults in 
ancient Egypt. The time period chosen is the c. 1500 years between the New Kingdom and the 
Ptolemaic Period, because it was during this time that the cult experienced the most 
developments and had its golden era. The Apis cult ties together several important aspects of 
the ancient Egyptian society; the political, religious, ideology of kingship and the cultural 
sphere. The cult of Apis was one strongly connected to the ruling power, one such example is 
during the Persian conquer by king Cambyses II in c. 526 B.C.E., when his role as the regent 
in Egypt was not seen as entirely legitimate by the Egyptians until he had participated in the 
burial ceremonies of the Apis bull. The perspective of the paper is that the cult of the Apis bulls 
was not a separate entity disconnected from the rest of the ancient Egyptian society, but rather 
that it played a great role in many aspects of it.  
 

Denna uppsats har som primärt syfte att presentera en generell överblick över förändringarna 
av kulten kring Apis genom ett kronologiskt perspektiv från det Nya Riket till den Ptolemaiska 
perioden, eftersom detta inte gjorts tidigare i lika koncentrerad form med flera aspekter av 
kulten och tjuren i fokus. Klassiska teorier, som de som används inom arkeologin, är inte 
applicerbara på denna text. Istället kommer texten koppla flertal aspekter såsom tid, geografisk 
plats, religion och monarkisk ideologi till Apiskulten.     

Apiskulten är intressant eftersom den var en av de viktigaste djurkulterna under det 
antika Egypten. Tidsperioden i fokus här är de ca. 1500 åren mellan det Nya Riket och slutet 
av den Ptolemaiska perioden, dessa är utvalda eftersom det är under denna tid som kulten i 
fråga utvecklades som mest och hade sin guldålder. Apiskulten knyter ihop ett flertal viktiga 
aspekter i det antika Egyptens samhälle, såsom det politiska, religiösa, den monarkiska 
ideologin och den kulturella sfären. Apiskulten var starkt sammankopplat med kungamakt, ett 
exempel på detta är under den Persiska erövringen av kung Cambyses II ca. 526 B.C.E., då 
Cambyses roll som regent i Egypten inte var fullständigt legitim innan han deltagit i 
begravningsceremonierna av Apistjuren. Utgångspunkten för denna uppsats kommer alltså vara 
att Apiskulten inte var en kult separerad från resten av det antika Egyptens samhälle, utan att 
den hade en stor roll i många aspekter av det.  
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1. Introduction 

As the main geographical focal point of the cult of the Apis bulls was Memphis throughout every period 

until the end of ancient Egyptian pharaonic history, an introduction to the city is needed. The city of 

Memphis has always played a big role in some way, either as the first city after the uniting of Upper and 

Lower Egypt, as the capital in some periods, or as a sacred city.  
The city’s location on the map is beneficial for multiple purposes. It is located just below the point 

where the Delta converges, which meant Memphis had no shortage of a constant fresh water supply. It 

was also close to several important routes leading to and from Egypt, as well as the Nile, the most 

important water supply and way of transportation.1  

In the Old Kingdom (c. 2686–2181 B.C.E.) it was the capital of Egypt until the Middle Kingdom 
(c. 2050–1710 B.C.E), when the capital was Illahun, and later, in the 18th dynasty, the royal residence 

was relocated to Thebes, making it the new capital. During this time Memphis still played an important 

part, now as a center of administration rather than royal rule. Under the Persian Period, the city was once 

again the most important city, until the founding of Alexandria by the Macedonians/Greeks. The exact 

layout of the city from the Old Kingdom has not yet been established, because the structures are now 

around six meters below the actual ground level. What is known, however, is that the areas where people 

lived were placed around the temple of Ptah and a palace. Saqqara and Giza are the two ancient 

necropolises of Memphis. North Saqqara is a place where many prominent persons were buried; kings, 

officials and elites from different dynasties.  

One part of Saqqara, the Sacred Animal Necropolis, is the place where many different cultic animals 

were buried. This is where Auguste Mariette first discovered the catacombs of the Apis bulls, the 

Serapeum, in 1851.2 

1.1.  Ptah  

The importance of Memphis was equally divided between the living and the dead. It was famously 

known for the most part as a sacred city, where the creator god Ptah was venerated, as well as the cult 

of the Apis bull, which was heavily intertwined with the veneration of Ptah. One of the names which 

Ptah are referred to in hieroglyphic texts is “Ptah south of his white walls”, his white walls being the 

walls surrounding Memphis as they were built of mud bricks painted white. Ptah is one of the oldest 

gods in the Egyptian pantheon, dated to the 1st Dynasty c. 3050 B.C.E, and had his primary geographical 

focal point of veneration at Memphis.  

The development of Memphis as the first capital of Egypt after the merging of Egypt by the 

mythical king Menes in c. 3000 B.C.E had great impact on the popularity of the cult of Ptah. One of his 

names in later periods is “Lord of Ankh-tawy”, lord of Memphis.3 There were several aspects and 
associations of Ptah, such as the already mentioned lord of Memphis. Others were as a craftsman, a 

creator and a chthonic god of the afterlife.4 As seen on fig. 2, the temple of Ptah in Memphis was quite 

large in relation to the city, and the presumed location of the temple of Apis was close by, reflecting the 

connection between the cult of Ptah and the cult of Apis. The god Sokar is worth mentioning here 

because he was associated with the funerary setting in the necropolis of Memphis, as well as having 

connections to kingship, and in the Middle Kingdom, he was connected to Ptah as Ptah-Sokar, having 

 
1 Thompson 2012, 1. 

2 Nicholson 2005, 44. 

3 Wilkinson 2003, 123. 

4 Idem, 124.   
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the mythical ability to turn stone and wood into metal. Later in the New Kingdom he was also associated 

with Osiris.5   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. Plan of central Memphis. 

  

 
5 Graindorge 2001, 305.  
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1.2. Animal cult in Egypt 

Animal cults were a part of religious life in Egypt from the Predynastic Period, but in the New Kingdom 

and the Late Period the roles of the animal cults were enhanced because of several different reasons that 

will be mentioned further in the text. From that period onwards the animal cults continued to be very 

popular until the very end of Egyptian pharaonic history.6 It is unclear exactly what the core basis of the 

animal cults were, what is known, however, is that animals were believed to be special creatures, that 

they had the ability to speak to gods as they were thought to have one foot in the human world and 

another in the world of the gods, which were thought to make them more susceptible to communications 

with the gods.7  

They often lived in specially made enclosures in temples and were surrounded with caretakers and 

priests, they were treated as if they were a god in both life and death, meaning that the burial traditions 

of cultic animals were a huge happening, comparable to that of a pharaoh, this is seen especially in early 

periods, where the cult animal is buried in a central tomb complex and burials surrounding it belonged 

to its family members.8 They had their own staff of priests, with an inner hierarchy and the temples had 

their own fields which kept them self-sufficient, they were also provided funds by royal grants, as well 

as gifts from the occasional passing pilgrim.9  

The animals venerated in cults can be divided into two groups, sacred animals and votive animals. 

Sacred animals were believed to have the ability to let a deity incarnate in them, or that the animal itself 

was a deity who had taken an earthly form as this animal. Votive animals were mummified animals with 

the function to be buried as an act of veneration to a certain deity, often used by pilgrims.10  

The religion of ancient Egypt can be a difficult one to understand completely, as one god can be 

manifested in endless forms depending on geographic location, its ability and what it is associated with. 

So, if one god, say Thoth, the god of wisdom and writing, can be manifested as an ibis bird, he is not 

limited to only one ibis, but to all of them. In the case of the Apis cult, the god Ptah manifested in the 

Apis bull, but only in one bull at a time. After the living bull had died, the ba of Ptah – the godly 

manifestation – transferred to the new Apis bull and so on. So, the cultic animal itself is not a god, it is 

only the housing for the spirit of a god to take place in, since the gods cannot manifest themselves on 

earth in human form.11  

As the animal cults around Egypt became more popular during the Late Period, so did the oracular 

aspect of the animal cults grow in importance. The idea is that oracular sessions allowed a more intimate 

relationship with the deity than had been allowed before.12 This also ties in with the idea that the spirit 

of a deity resides in a chosen animal, the oracular practice was a way for the god to communicate with 

the priests, kings and the elites. There is a distinction made between the people and the priests of animal 

cults. An ordinary man without deeper knowledge on the theology might see Thoth in every ibis and 

venerate them as such, but the priests drew sharper distinctions and viewed the cultic animal as a 

mediator between the gods and humans.13 

In early times there was a ritual consisting of the Apis bull and the king treading on arable farmland 

as a fertility rite, which was later, under the 5th Dynasty (c. 2498 B.C.E) merged into the recurring Sed 

festival, an event which usually occurred at the reigning king’s 30th year. The Sed festival (sometimes 

referred to as the ‘jubilee’ or ‘Heb Sed’) was one among several rituals performed by the king to ensure 

his continued eternal reign and to restore and rejuvenate his powers as a ruler. The bull’s physical 

strength was clearly emphasized and desirable for the king, in one part of the Sed festival the king 

walked beside the Apis bull with the aim to absorb the bull’s strength and to restore the powers of the 

 
6 Ikram 2005, 7. 

7 Idem, 6. 

8 Idem, 5, 7. 

9 Idem, 6. 

10 Dodson 2009, 1. 

11 Hornung 1996, 137. 

12 Ikram 2005, 8. 

13 Idem, 137. 
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king.14 This festival was performed for c. 2800 years, starting in the Early Dynastic Period and ending 

around the end of the Ptolemaic Period.15  

The ordinary people did not have access to the holy bulls, which meant they could not approach 

them with petitions or receive oracular readings from them. This was a privilege only enjoyed by priests 

and elites.16 Thompson argues that the Apis bull was popular with the common populace, but they could 

not form a personal attachment to one Apis bull, as they could not approach him.17   

However, women were allowed to approach the Apis bull but only to perform small rite consisting 

of the woman lifting up her skirt and exposing her genitals in an attempt to guarantee continuous 

fertility.18  

The Apis bull is often depicted as a standing bull, after the New Kingdom also with a solar disc 

between his horns, as well as a uraeus, a symbol of the rulers and deities. The most prominent markings 

of the Apis, as can be seen on Fig. 1 are the wings on his back, a rectangle which is supposed to be some 

sort of cloth, often decorated with a pattern, as well as a triangle on the forehead, not visible on Fig. 1.19 

The color of the Apis bull is a bit uncertain if one turns to Herodotus for information as he described the 

Apis as either entirely lacking black fur or as black with a hump under its tongue in the form of a scarab, 

with a depiction of an eagle on its back and its tail being divided in two strands.20 The markings of the 
bulls were important because that is how they were recognized and chosen after the previous Apis bull 

had died.21 The Apis bull was almost never depicted as an anthropomorphic deity22, as is not unusual in 

the depiction of Egyptian deities. Rather the bull was depicted as either a living bull or as a mummified 

bull.23  

The most important cult for bulls were the Apis cult, but there were others which had their religious 

importance as well. 

 

1.3. Other cults for bulls: Mnevis and Buchis 

Bovine deities were very popular in ancient Egypt, and a lot of deities were represented as either bulls 

or cows. The reason for the popularity of cattle as depictions of deities may have been the early 

dependency on bovines for survival. They have many different manifestations connected to the ideology 

of kingship and mythology. One such example is that the pharaoh himself were seen as the calf of the 

divine cow, the cow goddess representing a motherly role in the divine sphere. The bulls, being virile 

and aggressive creatures, were often identified with gods who had the same characteristics, such as the 

Buchis bull of Thebes, connected with the Theban war god Montu, the Min bull, connected with male 

sexuality.24  

The second most important bull deity in Egypt was the Mnevis bull, venerated at Heliopolis. They 

were venerated as the ba of the sun god Re, and as the bodily form of Re-Atum. Like the Apis bull and 

several others, the Mnevis bulls were acting as oracles. The priests of the Mnevis cult claimed that the 

bulls were the mythological fathers of the more famous Apis bulls, in an attempt to promote the 

 
14 Wilkinson 2003, 172. 

15 The knowledge scholars have of this festival comes primarily from reliefs found in a temple in Abu Gurob from 

the 5th Dynasty, under king Niuserre’s reign (c. 2455 – 2420 B.C.E) and from another temple in Bubastis scenes 

depict the ceremonies from the sed festival from the 22nd Dynasty, under the reign of Osorkon II (c. 872 – 837 

B.C.E); Markovic 2018, 196. 

16 Thompson 2012, 33. 

17 Idem, 33. 

18 Idem, 137. 

19 Wilkinson 2003, 171. 

20 Idem, 170; Kozloff 2012, 62.  

21 Dodson 2009, 2.  

22 i.e. with human features. 

23 Markovic 2015, 136.  

24 Pinch 2002, 124. 
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popularity of the Mnevis cult. There is one temple in the Fayum region dedicated to Serapis-

Osoromnevis, a combination of Serapis and Mnevis with Osiris, tying them all together. As the Mnevis 

bull was connected to Re, in the time of religious changes during the reign of Akhenaten, he is said to 

have pardoned the cult of Mnevis, and is even recorded to have ordered a burial site at his capital 

Akhetaten, although no evidence of this has been found in excavations. A known burial site of the 

Mnevis bulls has been found close to Res’ Heliopolitan temple, with the mothers of the Mnevis bulls 

buried in a separate location in the same area.25 Under the Ptolemaic Period, the Heliopolitan priests in 

an attempt to raise the status of Mnevis proclaimed that mythologically, Mnevis was the father of Apis.26  

The Buchis bull was associated with the gods Re, Osiris and the Theban local god Montu, which he 

was primarily identified with. The known roles of the Buchis bulls was, as many other bull deities were, 

to be an oracle and to cure diseases, more specifically diseases of the eyes. The bulls are known through 

inscriptions at the site of Medamud, approximately 4 km northeast of Karnak, to have been used in bull 

fights, where the Buchis bull would represent the savage god Montu.27 The Buchis bull was worshipped 

mainly in Thebes and the sites around Thebes. In Armant the bulls had a designated burial place called 

the Bucheion.28 The mothers of the Buchis bulls, called the Baqariyyah, were also buried at Armant.  

  

  

 
25 Wilkinson 2003, 175. 

26 Idem, 175. 

27 Idem, 173. 

28 Idem, 172. 
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2. Chronological overview of the Apis cult  

2.1. New Kingdom c. 1550 – 1069 B.C.E.  

 

The New Kingdom in Egypt was a period of prosperity and imperial growth, with diplomatic relations 

with the neighboring countries in the Near East and a firm control over the adjacent Nubia. The first 

dynasty of the New Kingdom, the 18th Dynasty was especially a time of growth, to the point that it is 

called the ‘Golden Era’. During this dynasty the capital was once again Memphis. 

It is during the New Kingdom that the theology behind the cult of the Apis bulls were further 
developed and increased in importance. The theological meaning of the cult was now the earlier 

mentioned connection with the ideology of kingship and monarchial ideology, as well as a new feature 

– the connection to Osiris, the king of the underworld.29 The main benefactors to the burial of the Apis 

were king Amenhotep III, or rather his son, the crown prince Thutmosis, and Ramesses II, the creator 

of the underground burial structure known to us as the Serapeum.  

It is not entirely certain if the Apis bull was a divine entity on their own when they first appeared 

as a religious feature, but before long the Apis bull had been connected with the god Ptah, where at first, 

he was acknowledged as Ptah’s son or messenger, but in the 18th Dynasty30 it is certain that the Apis 

bull was either the god Ptah reincarnated or a manifestation of the soul, or ba, of Ptah.31  It was also 

starting from this period that one of the five names of the kings, the Horus name, was the strong bull, 

connecting the characteristics of the bulls with the power of the king.32  

The burial place of the Apis bulls before the New Kingdom have not yet been located. The 

hypothesis is that they were all systematically eaten by the king to absorb the powers of the holy bulls. 

This theory is primarily based on one part of the Pyramid Texts33. The passage, called the Cannibal 

Hymn34, recounts a time where the king would eat parts of gods to gain their powers.35  

Amenhotep III was a builder par excellence because of his many building projects all over 

Egypt, as well as his efforts to open new quarries for supplying his building ambitions. The burials of 

the bulls in specially made burial chambers are a late construct in the history of the Apis cult. During 

the late 18th Dynasty the crown prince Thutmosis, son of Amenhotep III ordered that the Apis bulls be 

buried in the western edge of the necropolis in Saqqara. These early burials comprised of chapels above 

ground and chambers underground for each bull. Although the contents of the superstructure are not 

available today, more is known about the substructure. In the presumed first tomb built under the reign 

of Amenhotep III, under his excavation Mariette found pottery vessels, four canopic jars, and from one 

of the burial substructures he found the name of Amenhotep III inscribed on glass pendants, as well as 

wooden pieces from the coffin.36 Two bulls have been dated for the 18th Dynasty.  

This is how the bulls were buried until the reign of Ramesses II in the 19th Dynasty, when the 

system of underground burial chambers called Serapeum were built.37  

 
29 Markovic 2015, 136. 

30 Markovic 2018, 196. 

31 Wilkinson 2003, 170. 

32 Kessler 2002, 31.  

33 The Pyramid Texts are religious texts inscribed on the walls of the pyramids in Saqqara from the Old Kingdom 

(c. 2686–2181 B.C.E.) and the beginning of the First Intermediate Period (c. 2181–2055 B.C.E.). 

34 Utterances 273–4. 

35 Meeks & Favard-Meeks 1996, 138. 

36 Dodson 2005, 76. 

37 Dodson 2009, 2. 
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Under the reign of Ramesses II, in the 19th Dynasty it was ordered that the construction of 

underground catacombs for the Apis bulls, the Serapeum, would be built. His first contribution to the 

Serapeum is known as the Lesser Vaults. 38 In this area the bulls of the remaining 19th Dynasty until the 

end of the Third Intermediate Period was buried. Due to archaeological error in the excavation of the 

Lesser Vaults by Mariette, much of the valuable information about the material remains and the 

chronology of the Apis bulls are lost, and when Mariette had done his excavation on the Lesser Vaults, 

it was soon after closed off by sand.39 In the spring of 1986 it was reopened by the Egyptian Antiquities 

Organization led by Ramzy Nageb.40 There they found demotic inscriptions painted on the walls as well 

as a doorway that was previously overlooked by Mariette, leading to a section that had not been 

discovered before. The materials found in the Lesser Vaults from the Ramesside Period yielded plenty 

of shabti figures41 as well as numerous stelae that were previously thought to date to Ramesses II’s reign 

but were actually dated to the later Third Intermediate Period.42 A most interesting find in the Lesser 

Vaults were some stone blocks which had been reused from an earlier burial, appearing to be reused 

from the second wife of Ramesses II, Isetneferet, and his son Khaemwaset, a prince only mentioned in 

texts as the High Priest of Ptah. These reused blocks of stone could indicate that their burials lie close 

to the Serapeum.43  

What is left of the remains of the Apis bulls from this period are bones formed with resin and 

linen, in some cases in the shape of a human. Further argument on the hypothesis mentioned earlier 

regarding the ceremonially eating of the Apis bulls are the findings from the graves of the earliest buried 

ones in the Serapeum, the argument being that ceramics containing ashes was found in situ, indicating 

that the rest of the bull’s body had been cooked.44  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
38 Ibrahim & Rohl 1988, 11. 

39 Markovic 2015, 137. 

40 Ibrahim & Rohl 1988, 13. 

41 What is known from the shabti figures in the Serapeum of the Late Period, is that they were placed in the burial 

vaults by priests associated with the funerary rites. This is not to say that this was the case in the New Kingdom.  

42 Ibrahim & Rohl 1988, 14. 

43 Idem, 14.  

44 Dodson 2009, 2; Dodson 2005, 77. 
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2.2. Third Intermediate Period c. 1069 – 664 B.C.E.  

The Third Intermediate Period (TIP) was a time when the centre of power was moved from the previous 

capital of Memphis to Tanis in the northern part of Egypt and Thebes in the southern part. Tanis became 

the centre of administrative rule, controlled by the kings and Thebes became the centre of religious 

control of the southern part of Egypt controlled by the high priests of Amun.  

These two cities, although separated, were in symbiosis with each other, as the power of the 

high priests had been confirmed by the kings in Tanis. Later in the TIP, Egypt was reunited by the 

Nubian king Piye. 45 The Apis cult in this period of divided rule was maintained in the same manner as 

it was in the previous New Kingdom, according to the numbers of burials of the Apis bulls in the 

Serapeum and their stelae.46  

The differences in the TIP and the New Kingdom is that from the TIP 135 stelae have been 

found, which is a substantially larger amount than in the New Kingdom, where only 14 stelae have been 

found from the Serapeum.47 However, the stelae found dating from the TIP are only from the last half 

of the 22nd dynasty until the 25th dynasty, as there has been no findings of the stelae from the 21st to the 

first half of the 22nd dynasty from this period. The reason for this is not yet known. The time period 

between the 21st and the first half of the 22nd dynasty is around 195 years – a period in which at least ten 

Apis bulls would have been buried.  

The general deduction when it comes to the lifespan of the Apis bulls is 18 years.48 However, 

the life span of the bulls differs in the different periods. According to Kozloff, the lifespan of an Apis 

bull in the New Kingdom was between 10 to 15 years, possibly more.49 During the reign of Shoshenq 

III in the TIP there is an Apis bull attested reaching 26 years of age.50 And finally, in the Ptolemaic 

Period the average lifespan was between 22 and 23 years.51  

The burial places in the Serapeum under the TIP were built in continuation from the previous 

Ramesside corridors, with the exception that the burials are missing materials other than the bulls and 

stelae; either this means that the bulls were buried with less votive materials in their tombs, or that these 

burials have been robbed in antiquity.52 Under the reign of the Late Period king Psametik I (c. 664 – 610 

B.C.E), the by then already ancient corridors were left behind, and a new passageway were dug out.53 

The Apis bulls were during the New Kingdom first connected to Osiris, but under the TIP the funerary 

aspect of the Apis cult were enhanced and it would culminate in the succeeding Late Period. There 

unfortunately is a gap in the knowledge concerning the rites and ceremonies of the burials of the bulls 

from the TIP and earlier periods.54  

2.3. The Priests of Ptah  

The ordinary priestly role was not a particularly high-status occupation, it was the High Priests of Ptah 

who had the most prestigious office. The priests working with Apis may have worked in shifts, 

circulating the priestly office so every month the benefits of working as a priest would be dispersed 

among the community. This practice of switching out priests were practiced in other temples in Egypt. 

The benefits were first and foremost the income and second the blessings that followed the priestly 

office. The profession was passed down in the family, and one group of priests could consist of several 

families, sometimes with three generations of the same family in one group, the whole group being 

 
45 Brewer & Teeter 2007, 57. 

46 Shaw 2000, 356. 

47 Kemp 2005, 374. 

48 Ibrahim & Rohl 1988, 7. 

49 Kozloff 2012, 62. 

50 Louvre IM 3697; IM 3736; Markovic & Ilic 2018, 88. 

51 Markovic & Ilic 2018, 88. 

52 Dodson 2005, 83. 

53 Idem, 84. 

54 Ibrahim & Rohl 1988, 7.  
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supervised by a pair of priest supervisors. 55 It was also the priests who were in charge of interpreting 

the oracles performed by the bull.56  

The Apis cult and the cult for Ptah was closely interconnected, but it was during the TIP that 

the Apis cult became controlled by the High Priests of Ptah, the highest elite in Memphis at the time, as 

an effect of the king Osorkon II who set out to maintain the traditional cultic practices. Later in the TIP, 

in the 26th dynasty, the rulers all supported the two cults and to an extent took advantage of the 

importance of the cults to the Memphite elites to gain their trust and as already mentioned before, to 

legitimize their roles as regents.57  

Those responsible for the Apis bulls were the High priests of Ptah, which is evident in the stelae 

left in the Serapeum where some of the inscriptions are priestly records by those in charge of the burials, 

i.e. the priests of Ptah. 58 The same priests that were in charge of the Apis cult were also in charge of the 

cult of the Mothers of Apis cows.59 After the death of an Apis bull, the priests were ready for the 

mourning ceremonies. They fasted, slept less and refrained from intercourse, all to the tunes of mourners 

lamenting and pulling off their hair.60  

After all burial preparations were done it was time to seek out the new Apis calf. This was also 

done by priests. The priests would travel the land in search for a bull calf that matched the distinctive 

markings of the Apis bull. The whole process is described by the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus as;  

“whenever one has died and has been buried in splendor, the priests who are charged with 

these matters seek out a young bull whose bodily markings are similar to those of its 

predecessor. When they find it, the people put away their mourning, and the priests whose 

duty it is conduct the bull calf to Nilopolis, where they keep it forty days; then they put it 

on a state barge with a gilded stall and convey it as a deity to the sanctuary of Hephaestus 

at Memphis.”61  

The mothers of the calf chosen as the new Apis bull was, as already mentioned, also venerated. 

She received a new name and were taken along with the bull calf. After all preparations were done with 

the new Apis bull there was a coronation ritual performed by the high priest of Ptah during a full moon.62  

 

 

2.4. Late Period c. 664 – 323 B.C.E.  

 

The Late Period was a time when the Persian empire and Egypt were fighting over control of Egypt. In 

the first dynasty of the period, the 26th dynasty, the country was ruled by Egyptians from the city of Sais 

in the Western Delta, by the end of the Late Period Egypt had been conquered, taken back and 

reconquered by the Persians several times, ending with the defeat of the Persians by the Macedonian 

Alexander the Great. 63  

In the Late Period scholars can distinguish an increase of foreigners settling in the country, 

following the growing wealth of Egypt demonstrated by an increase in record-keeping contracts written 

on papyri. There were Greeks from different part of mainland Greece, there were Carians from the 

islands around Greece, Phoenicians and many other groups from the Near East, Jews from Palestine, 

 
55 Thompson 2012, 189. 

56 Ikram 2005, 8. 

57 Markovic & Ilic 2018, 98. 

58 Thompson 2012, 180.  

59 Idem, 189. 

60 Ibrahim & Rohl 1988, 8. 

61 Dodson 2009, 2.  

62 Pinch 2002, 105. 

63 Ray 2001, 167 – 71. 
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and many other groups such as Libyans, Nubians and Arabians.64 This mixture of cultures in one country 

together with the fact that the rulers from the second dynasty of the period were foreigners was one 

reason for the increasing importance of and donations to the animal cults, a highly Egyptian 

phenomenon.  

For the rulers of the 26th dynasty, the first dynasty of the Late Period, the Apis cult was important 

and the rulers kept the Egyptian tradition and celebration of the cult, together with the cult of Ptah. The 

first king of the dynasty, Psamtek I (c. 664 – 619 B.C.E.) built a new vault in the Serapeum, known to 

us as the Greater Vaults. We also have Psamtek I to thank for starting a tradition of recording the 

chronology of the deceased bulls on stelae, a tradition followed by the kings after him.65  

One reason for the upkeeping of the cult of the Apis bulls by the foreign kings could be to 

legitimise their rule, and to gain the acceptance of the Memphite elites. The legitimising of the rule of 

the foreign kings were most prominent in the burial settings of the Apis cult, as it was one of the more 

important aspects of the cult, if the foreign kings participated in them and funded them it was a sure way 

of gaining acceptance of the populace.66  
There have been speculations on whether the first Persian king Cambyses II murdered an Apis 

bull in anger when he saw that the people celebrated it, when he had returned from an unsuccessful 

campaign in Nubia and saw it as a mockery. This has been widely discussed among scholars because 

the reliability of Herodotus is not bulletproof, as he has been known to exaggerate the details of an event 

to achieve a more interesting story.67 Markovic and Ilic, however, suggest that it is more probably that 

Cambyses II participated in the cult of Apis as an act of legitimising his rule, and that he may have been 

present at the burial of the Apis that died under his reign and that he may even have been present in the 

ceremonies of the installation of the succeeding Apis bull. 68  

The reason for the growth in popularity in the Late Period is not entirely known, as many 

theories are plausible, but none are definite. Theories on this centres around the idea that the Egyptians 

were trying to hold on to their cultural heritage in a time where the country had been in turmoil for some 

time, mostly stemming from invading foreign powers. This theory is strengthened by the art style in the 

Late Period, it seems to be nostalgically imitating the older style, as if it was a wish to bring those times 

back.69 During this time the kings were more charitable to the most important animal cults, which is one 

explanation as to why the animal cults during this period expanded in popularity.70 The previous burials 

of the Apis bulls had been in wooden sarcophagi, but from the 26th dynasty and onwards, they were 

interred in stone sarcophagi71, thanks to the king Amasis (c. 579 – 526 B.C.E).72  

As mentioned before, because the knowledge scholars have concerning the funeral and the 

ceremonies around the burials of the holy bulls all date from the Late Period73, they cannot be trusted to 

have been the same in the earlier periods. Nonetheless, they are still a valuable source concerning the 

funerary rites from the Late Period.  

After the Apis bull had died, they became associated with Osiris – god of the afterlife – on the 

procession to their final resting place in Saqqara. Carried out of the necropolis after the burial rites were 

completed was a wooden statue of the bull representing the bull’s resurrection as Osiris.74 When an Apis 

bull died it was mummified, a process which took seventy days, the same amount of time it took for a 

human to be mummified. For the whole seventy days, the area surrounding and venerating the Apis cult 

were in mourning.75 After the mourning and mummifying period, the burial took place. The deceased 

 
64 Idem, 270. 

65 Markovic & Ilic 2018, 89. 

66 Idem, 96. 

67 Depuydt 1995, 125. 

68 Markovic & Ilic 2018, 99. 

69 Ikram 2005, 7; Thompson 2012, 178. 

70 Thompson 2012, 178. 

71 Dodson 2005, 84; Meeks & Favard-Meeks 1996, 138. 

72 Markovic & Ilic 2018, 89. 

73 Meeks & Favard-Meeks 1996, 138. 

74 Kessler 2002, 32. 

75 Ikram 2005, 6.  
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bull was then taken to Saqqara, and later in the 19th Dynasty, to their own multichambered underground 

burial place, the Serapeum. There they were placed in sarcophagi made of wood at first, and later of 

stone. In the last step of the funerary event the necessary rites were made.76  

The mummification process of the bulls is known to us because the ruins of the place where 

they were mummified has survived. Some of the tables on which they were mummified are still standing. 

They are of different sizes and are made out of alabaster with some of the tables decorated with lions on 

the sides. Carved in the mid-top of the table was a shallow cavity with a hole, redirecting the blood to a 

pail of stone built-in beside the table. The bull was mummified in the same fashion as humans were. 

The viscera were removed and placed in canopic jars, the body was dried using natron and once it had 

been dehydrated, a process which took several weeks, the body was wrapped in linen.77  

The preferred way of wrapping the animal was to have it in a reclining pose, as opposed to how 

the Apis’ were depicted standing while alive.78 After the wrapping they were coated with plaster and 

painted to look more as they were alive, and finally they received a sun-disc between their horns. On 

the way from the embalming place to their final resting place, they were placed upon a sledge, shielded 

by the sun by a gilded roof and dragged by workers. The Apis bull was followed by several gods, Isis 

and Nephthys were seated on the sides of his sledge, as well as other gods following behind on other 

sledges. At the entrance to the Serapeum, a final ritual was performed, the Opening of the Mouth 

ceremony. This was a crucial ritual, because without the Opening of the Mouth ceremony, the Apis 

could not use his eyes or mouth in the afterlife.  

After this, the bull was taken down to his place in the great corridors of vaults that is the 

Serapeum, and after being placed in his sarcophagus, the vault was then sealed by masons and on the 

sealed walls were official stelae placed. For our disappointment, only one such stelae were found in situ, 

the stelae of king Psamtek I. Others related to the burial ceremonies, such as the priests of Ptah, also had 

the privilege of placing personal stelae to record their careers as priests, their family ancestry and their 

contribution to the burial of this Apis bull. Around the entrances to the vaults the masons and priest of 

lower standing could leave their stelae, and on walls private persons who seized the opportunity to enter 

the Serapeum whilst it was open wrote their names on the walls.  

As a whole, excavations have yielded c. 700079 stelae from the Serapeum, written in both 

hieroglyphs and demotic. These stelae have been a source of information regarding several aspects of 

the cult of Apis. The stelae written by priestly personnel and those who were important enough to be 

allowed to participate in the lavish burial of the bulls, can tell a story of the cogs behind the cult of Apis 

machinery, the peoples and of their relationship with the bull.80 Not all of the abundant number of stelae 

found in connection to the right Apis bull, but rather they were scrambled and moved due to various 

circumstances. This makes identifying the bulls found in the Serapeum more difficult.81  

The stelae found in the Serapeum can be divided into two groups. The first group is the official 

stelae, written in hieroglyphs with the purpose of registering the most important milestones in the holy 

bulls’ life; where and when they were born, when they were appointed as Apis, the most important 

events of their careers and when they died.  

The second group of inscriptions consists of private dedications left by masons, priests and 

private individuals already mentioned.82 The Memphite necropolis during the Late Period could be 

imagined as a place filled with activities, and not a desolate place for burials only. Because the animal 
cults had reached such an important status in the Egyptian society, this was a place where new temples 

and shrines were built, and activities intended to please the gods took place.83 The increase in activities 

regarding the animal cults can be connected to a sense of nationalistic pride in a time where the Egyptian 

society and its traditions were controlled by foreigners.  

 
76 Idem, 6. 

77 Meeks & Favard-Meeks 1996, 139. 
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81 Thompson 2012, 180. 
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2.5.  The Mothers of Apis  

A phenomenon in connection with the cults for bulls is the fact that their mothers received a cult of their 

own. This is certainly the case for the cult of the Mothers of Apis bulls. They probably first started to be 

venerated in the 26th dynasty84, as the earliest written evidence of the catacomb dates to Psammuthis (c. 

393 B.C.E), although on the same site stelae from earlier kings, namely the Saite king Amasis II (c. 533 

B.C.E) was found.85 One myth explained her as a cow who can only give birth to one calf, the Apis, and 

then she would become infertile. It was also said about her that she was lit up by a beam of light86, or in 

some cases that the cow was impregnated by Ptah by a fire coming from the heavens.87  

Some sources indicate that the Mothers of Apis lived close to the Apis bulls in a designated area 

of the temple of Ptah in Memphis, while others state that the cows could live anywhere until they died, 

when they were brought to Saqqara to be buried in the same necropolis as the Apis bulls.88  

The cows were associated with the goddess Isis, and when the Apis bull died he became Osiris, 

thus the fact that both of them were buried in the same necropolis had a religious and mythological 

meaning; they were again connected as Isis and Osiris, mythological wife and mother.89  

If it is uncertain where the mothers of Apis lived, it is certainly clear where they were buried. 

The catacombs, called ‘Iseum’ is located very close to the Serapeum, where the bulls were buried. When 

the Iseum was first excavated, it was completely covered by a Christian village. After clearing the 

village, the excavators found several sanctuaries in poor condition, the blame of the condition being laid 

on the Christians. A statue of the king Nektanebos II (c. 360 – 343 B.C.E) was found close by, and upon 

further excavation they found a shaft going underground, revealing the final resting place of the mothers 

of Apis.90 There was only twenty vaults in the catacomb itself, and three rock-cut ones further to the 

south, and this number is not comparable to the time period in which the written evidence presents. As 

the earliest evidence was from Amasis, and the latest written evidence comes from Cleopatra VII 

Philopator (c. 41 B.C.E), there is not enough vaults to hold these holy cows’ sarcophagi. The conclusion 

here is therefore that the mothers of Apis buried during Amasis’ reign has not yet been found.91 

 

 

 

 

2.6. Ptolemaic Period c. 323 – 30 B.C.E. 

 

The Ptolemaic Period started with Alexander the Great reaching Egypt and seizing power from the 

Persian king Mazakes after which the Macedonians ruled Egypt from c. 332 – 304 B.C.E. Following the 

death of Alexander, a fellow soldier and satrap, Ptolemy I, seized the power and started the Ptolemaic 

period which lasted until the Roman conquest in c. 30 B.C.E.92 In his early years Ptolemy I ruled from 
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85 Smith 1974, 39. 
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Memphis, but later he moved the capital to Alexandria, making Memphis the ‘second city’.93 The 

Macedonians understood that in order to be legitimate rulers of Egypt, they had to play the role of the 

pharaoh as one who restores order and justice, ma’at. By taking the power from the Persians they 

achieved this.  

Furthermore, they were aware that a great importance of the ideology of kingship in Egypt was 

connected to the religious activities and they paid great attention to the most important gods and cults, 

one of them being the Apis cult. Following the first Ptolemaic king was a split in how the king presented 

himself. As a part of the population of Egypt was Greek, the Ptolemaic king was both a Hellenistic 

basileus94 and an Egyptian pharaoh at the same time.95  

The Ptolemies did not stray away from the old customs of the Egyptians, even though they came 

from a different culture and never fully integrated with the Egyptian people. They kept up the 

management of the cultic animals and the ceremonies connected to them.96 The temples and shrines 

constructed in the Late Period had their own priests and from the Ptolemaic Period there was a new 

category of religious peoples living at these sites called katachoi, as well as other workmen needed for 

different tasks such as stonemasons and merchants selling votive objects, all working for the cult of the 

sacred animals.97 Both the Macedonian kings and the Ptolemaic kings were aware of the legitimising 

power of the cult of Apis for their role as Egyptian pharaohs and the deceased bull was especially chosen 

as an important deity for the Ptolemies, converging the Osiris-Apis with several Greek deities.  

Thanks to king Psamtek I from the previous Late Period the chronology of the Apis bulls from 

the Ptolemaic Period is quite well documented, although there is a gap of knowledge regarding which 

bulls were buried in each chamber, as only two stelae mentioning the Apis bulls have been found in the 

Serapeum galleries. During the c. 300 years of the Ptolemaic Period there were thirteen Apis bulls 

attested.98  

The findings of stelae in the Serapeum peaked during the Late Period with 330 stelae; in the 

Ptolemaic Period only 10 have been found. The Papyrus Vienna 387399, a papyrus inscribed with 

demotic text on one side and hieroglyphics on the other, lists the procedures of the rituals during the 

mummification of the bulls, as well as the prayers included in the procedures. This papyrus has been 

dated to the Ptolemaic Period and is valuable for the information of the cult of the Apis bulls and how 

they buried their bulls during the Ptolemaic Period.100 

Thompson recounts what the Greek historian Strabo wrote when he first visited Memphis late 

in the 1st century B.C.E. Strabo describes Memphis as the other city after Alexandria. The population 

of Memphis was high and populated with many different groups of people from many different places. 

Strabo describes how the Apis bull is held in a stall, as is the mother of Apis, not far from her son. At a 

certain time during the day the Apis bull is released from his stall to go out on the courtyard and stretch 

his legs. This was mainly a show for the tourists who came to see the holy bull, which they could do 

while he was in his stall, but it was more desirable to see him in action. This may also have been the 

time for Apis to act as an oracle.101  

Close by where Apis was held was the temple of Ptah. Strabo recalls this temple as an 

extravagant structure. Along an avenue in front of the temple of Ptah bull fights were held. The bulls 

who fought there were brought up for this purpose alone, and the judges of the bull fights were women 

playing the roles as goddesses. Strabo continues to describe the Serapeum as he sees it, where the piles 

of sand are so high that some of the sphinxes placed along the avenue to the Serapeum are covered with 

sand up to their heads, while others are only half visible over the sand mass; the same sand Mariette 

 
93 Thompson 2012, 2.  
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would be the first to clear more than 1500 years later.102  

2.7.   Serapis  

 

Under the reign of the first Ptolemaic king Ptolemy I a new hybrid god was created in a successful 

attempt to legitimise his role as a pharaoh and basileus. Osiris-Apis, the deceased Apis bull, was merged 

with several Greek deities such as Zeus, Helios, Dionysus, Hades and Asclepius, together forming the 

new deity Serapis. It has been proposed that the famous historian Manetho also played a part in the 

creation of this new synchronized god.103 Serapis was a multifaceted deity, representing first of all 

fertility and the afterlife but also having encompassed the different properties of the gods of which he 

was merged into.  

The son of Ptolemy I, Ptolemy II, understood that there was power in using religion as a way of 

gaining legitimacy, however he took it one step further than his father. His ambition was to become 

deified as a ruler and to connect the ethnic groups living in Egypt under one religion. His quest of 

becoming a true Egyptian pharaoh can be seen from the two huge statues placed strategically at the first 

seaport into Egypt, Qait-Bey in Alexandria, depicting himself and his wife Arsinoe II as pharaoh and 

Isis.104 Hölbl means that as an effect of the royal couple now being connected to Serapis and Isis, they 

became gods of the Ptolemaic dynasty.105  

In statues and on depictions Serapis was shown as a man with clothes and hair corresponding to 

the Greek style; robes, curly hair and beard. He is also depicted with a Greek symbol of fertility in the 

form of a basket, a kalathos, on his head as well as the three-headed guardian dog of the underworld 

called Cerberus by his side. The Egyptian side was represented in depictions by him wearing an atef 

crown.106  

However, the Serapis cult was not only active in Ptolemaic Egypt, as it travelled across the parts 

of the world touched by the Greek cultural influence. The attributes of the syncretized Serapis in Egypt, 

as mentioned earlier, was first and foremost fertility and the afterlife, but in other places he had other 

attributes, such as in Thessaloniki where he was primarily connected to healing and in Boeotia Serapis 

was seen as a deity representing the emancipation of slaves.107  

Fassa describes the development of Serapis with a textual metaphor, where the original text 

written in Egyptian was of Osiris, and as the Greeks tried to translate the texts of Osiris, some adaptation 

was needed which added new interpretations of the original text. Depending on where the interpretation 

was read, different aspects of the text was stressed. In Egypt and some other locations, the Egyptian 

aspect of the text was in the foreground, in other places the Greek adaptations was the central focus, and 

in yet other places the interpretation and the original were equal.108  

The name Serapis, consisting of Osiris and Apis, is not entirely reflecting on the importance of 

both Apis and Osiris in the new Serapis cult, as more focus was on Osiris rather than Apis. According 

to Pfeiffer, the Egyptians themselves saw Serapis as a Greek translation of Osiris. This is evident in one 

text written in both Greek and Demotic, where the Greek inscription translates as “To Serapis, the great 

god, Paniskos, son of Sarapion.” While the Demotic translation is “Koptite Osiris, Foremost of the Gold 

House, gives life to Pamin, son of Pa-sher-Usir”.109 There are however other documents and depictions 

indicating that Osiris and Serapis were two separate deities, as they could appear on beside each other 
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in depictions.110  

 

 

Fig. 3. Roman bust of Serapis. 

 

2.8. The decline of the Apis cult 

After the latest buried Apis bull in c. 30 B.C.E in the Ptolemaic Period followed the abandonment of the 

Serapeum. It has said that Octavian, the grandniece of Julius Caesar, had refused to visit the last Apis 

bull. However, although the last Ptolemaic bull was buried in 30 B.C.E. The Roman rulers did not 

commit to the Egyptian practices like the previous foreign invaders had done, but nevertheless the 

traditions of the Apis cult, which by Roman times had been practiced for millennia in Memphis was still 

visible. The last bull buried from the Roman period is dated to c. 170 C.E, but the majority of the burials 

of the Roman Apis bulls have not been discovered, however Markovic proposes that they are buried 

near the Saqqara-Abusir region in the Memphite necropolis.111  

What is left as evidence from veneration of the Apis bulls during Roman times are references 

by classical authors, not much material evidence survives.112 Interestingly enough, even though the cult 

of the Apis bull ceased to be venerated in monumental attestations after the Roman conquest, other bull 

cults, such as those mentioned earlier in the text, continue to be buried with ceremonies even after 

Roman times.113  

The cult of Apis, specifically the temple, have been known to have held audiences, the last one 

being in AD 171 by the prefect of Egypt, as well as private votive dedications to the Apis bull, last 

recorded in AD 200, and lastly the latest coin depicting an Apis bull from Alexandria dates to ca. AD 
238 – 244.114  

Markovic explains that socio-political and religious changes during the Roman era in Egypt 

were caused by the disintegration of political authority, chaos amongst the military as well as economic 

crises in the periods of AD 249 – 284. As a result of this, the lack of state support to several public 
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temple cults must have caused them to be abandoned.115 The evidence available, Markovic argues, 

strongly suggest a possibility that the process of searching for a new Apis bull was discontinued around 

this time, and as the Apis cult was heavily associated with kingship, the dissolution of political rule as 

well as the economic collapse under the Romans are satisfactory reasons to the discontinuation of these 

activities. There is recorded a search for an Apis bull later than this, although this has been explained as 

an activity for the study of antiquarians.116 

The records on the High Priests of Ptah, the family in control of all temple activity in Memphis 

and the surrounding areas, are no longer mentioned after the 1st century B.C.E. Interestingly enough, 

although the temple of Apis ceased its activity, the close-by temple of Ptah was still active for at least 

two centuries after the High Priests of Ptah disappeared from the records. The new priests in charge of 

the temple is only mentioned in Greek records, the last mention of the temple of Ptah known to us is 

from AD 225.117  

Some of the closed temple buildings were occupied by the Christians and turned into churches, 

others were stripped of valuable building materials and reused.118 The disappearance of temple in 

surviving records from this time does not mean that the temples were completely abandoned, and all 

activities had ceased. According to Markovic, it means that the circumstances in which they operated 

had changed and the resources available to the temples were restricted.119  

The final nail in the coffin of the cult activity at Saqqara can be seen at the Anubieion, which 

once were the heart of administration in the necropolis. It is situated near the Serapeum and was once 

heavily associated with the burials of the Apis bulls. There is evidence that the Anubieion was 

abandoned in the middle of the 4th century AD, or possibly before, and Markovic argues that this 

abandonment of the Anubieion might apply to all the traditional religious practices at Saqqara.120 On the 

Iseum mentioned earlier, the Christians built a large settlement over the whole area that was devoted to 

the cult of the Mothers of Apis cows.121 The exact historical development of the abandonment of the 

Serapeum is close to impossible to find in material evidence, as the buildings were destroyed. What is 

known is that numerous monuments such as votive offerings, stelae and other dedications were reused 

in the building of Christian monasteries. 122 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, as the development of the Apis cult have now been presented concerning time, 

geographical location and religious aspects, there are some events which stand out as extra important in 

the history of the cult. The first manifests early in the New Kingdom when the Apis bull was assigned 

a strong connection with the ideology of kingship. This connection developed over time from an early 

belief that the Apis bull was the provider of powers to the king, and later on in the Late Period the kings 

would use the Apis bull to legitimize their rule. The fact that the kings were involved in the cult resulted 

in the construction of the Serapeum which is an important monument for the study of not only the Apis 

cult, but of the Egyptian traditional cult practices as a whole.  

This brings us to the second important event in the Apis cult which ties in with the first event 
mentioned, but it is enhanced further; the exploitation of the Apis cult to gain monarchy-political 

legitimization. During the Late Period there were many different groups of peoples living in Egypt, this 

combined with the fact that the rulers from the second dynasty of the period also were foreigners was 

the reason for an increase in the importance of keeping up the cultural traditions in this period. It was 

also during this period that the venerations for the Mothers of Apis cows first began, which continued 

to be an important cult with close ties to the Apis cult until the Roman times.  

The third event which stands out is during the Ptolemaic Period, where the Greek/Macedonian 

rulers syncretized the Egyptian Apis bull with several gods from the Greek pantheon, creating the new 

god Serapis. Before Serapis the veneration of the cult of the Apis bulls were mainly contained to 

Memphis, but in the light of the new syncretized Serapis the veneration was spread throughout the 

Greek-influenced world, gaining new symbolic meaning depending on the location.  

The main arguments concerning whether the cult of the Apis bull had an important role in the 

ancient Egyptian society outside of the cult practices are those mentioned above. There is also one last 

point worth mentioning which presents how strong the traditions of the ancient Egyptian culture were 

and that some aspects of it lingers on to modern times. This is evident when Mariette first dug up a statue 

depicting an Apis bull and the local women who were present raised their skirts impromptu, a rite 

performed by those who witnessed the Apis bull in ancient times.123  
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