THE HELIOPOLITE NOME
In the Historical Writings and the Papyrus-Documents
in the Ptolemaic and Roman Eras.
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Heliopolis is the Greek name for the Egyptian city of on, or rather
On Mehet (Northern On), to be distinguished from (Southern On) which was
called by the Greeks Hermonthes (or Armant as it is called today). Heli-
opolis is situated about seven niles to the north east of the centre of
Cairo It was the seat of the worshlp of the sun- -god in Egypt and the A
college of the priests who were reputed as the most learned of the whole
priestly colleges of Egypt. The priests of Heliopolis systemat1zed the
Egyptian rellgzon and evolved a theolog:cal system which was known as
the Great Ennead of Heliopolis. According to this Ennead (or nine gods),
the sUn;godrRe,Khepri,Atum:evolved himself out of the watery chaos,the,
Ndn. HeAthenrbegot of himself two oihen gods, Shu and Tefndt, the divi-
nities whePSUnpert tne heavens. They in their tdrn.pnoduced Géb and Nut.,

the earth-god and sky-goddess who, in their turn, produded Osiris and

A Geth"rsis’and'Nephthys This He11opolltan Ennead contlnued to be the

~ most hlghly revernced among the the other enneads of Egypt The forms

of the sun- god which were WOrsh1pped at’ He11opol1s were the Hawk -headed
Ra- Honakhte, and the Human headed Rg~ Atum, of whom the sacred Mnev1s
bull of Hellopolls was the emblem

~In accordance w1th this promlnent rellglous and- cultural p051tion

of On, 1t was hlghly esteemed by the Egyptlans Th1s sanctity of On was

malntalned even ufter the rise of Thebes and 1ts local god Amun 1n the )




XVI1Ith Dynasty. Amun had to take regard to the claims of the sun-god

of On, and to identify himsels with Ré€, under the compound name of
Amiin-R& before he could hope to commend himself to the whole Egyptian
community. The revenues of the temple of the sun-god at On continued
to exceed those of any other temple in Egypt, except that of Amln at
Thebes. The city of On and its temple of the sun-god continued to en-
joy their high standing and importance in the Egyptian State to its
latest day, and even under conguering Pharaches such as the Ethiopian
Piankhy (1).

Now, let us turn to Heliopolis as depicted by the Greek and Roman
historians and geographers, and as it appears in the’documentary bap-
yri of the Greco-Roman period. »

Let us begin the article by trying to define the situation of
ancienf Heliopolis as is meritioned in the writings of the Greek and
Roman historians and geographers in their chronological order. The
first of those historians was Herodotus who visited Egypt in the fif-

th century B.C. He defines the situation of Heliopolis as close to

the apex of the Egyptian Delta,i.e., the southernmost boundary of the

Delté,;He stated at first that the lehgth of the Egyptian seaboard
- (on the Midterranian) as three thousand and six hundred furlongs

(Book II;7),i.e.;66ﬁ kilometres as. the kilometre equals-.5.4

(1) James Baikie, Egyptian Antiquities in the Nile Valley, London,
1932. pp.99-103. See also:Hermann Kees,Ancient Egypt, A Cultu-
ral Topography. Translated from German to English by Jan I.D.
Morrow,London, 1961, pp.168-182.
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furlongs (1). Then, he goes on to say "Inland from the sea as far as
Heliopolis Egypt is a wide land, all flat and watery and marshy"(2).
It is clear that he means here the land of the Delta; and he estimates
the distance from the seaboard ( from which point in particular we do
nbt know ) to Heliopolis as one thousand and five hundred furlongs(3),

i.e.,277 km.Herodotus considers that Upper Egypt begins from after He-

liopolis and southwards, and says "Beyond and above Heliopolis Egypt

is a narrow land (4), meaning the Nile—valléy. From this geographical
description of Hefodotus, it is clear that Helidpolis was situated near
the apéx of the Delta where the Nile begins to divide into seven

Qranches'.

Before the middle of the first century B.C.,Diqdorus Siculus des-

cribed in his first book ancient Egypt, its gods, Pharaoches, judiciai
codes, énd the éustomsrof its population. He speaks-highly of a great

Pharaoh whom heAcalled Sesosis, and to whom he attributed very signif-.
icént aéhjevements-and triumphes which largely extended the Egyptian

Empire (5). As’for mehtioning Heliopolis in this context, it-occurs

' wheh Diodorus>stated that this king fortified the eastern side -of the

Delta as he-ﬂ;fortified with a wall the eastern sidé of Egypt"tordefe-
nd iﬁ agaiﬁst thé>raids and conquests from Syria‘and Arabia; that wall
being built;acfosé the desert from Pelusium to Heliopoiis, its léngth :
wés fifteenfhundred sfadia (6). This distance between Pelusium and -
Heliopélis, i.e.,1500 stadia, is the same disance mentioned by Herodo-
tus between the Seafcoast and,Heliopolisf This suggests_that Herodotus

meant the sea-coast near or at Pelusium,
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That wall built by the Egyptian king in the desert to the east of the

Delta means that Pelusium costituted the beginning of the base of the
Delta from the east and that Heliopolis was situated on the apex of
the Delta to the south east. ;

In the first century A.D. Pliny the Elder relates that Heliopolis
was in the vicinty of the Arabian border (the eastern desert of Egypt
in general was called %pxxﬂ{a , and this also was thebname of one of

nomes in the eastern side of the Delta, of which the capital was Pha-
ccousa ( Saft El-Henna in Sharkeia Governrate nowadays ). The Arabian
border mentioned in the statement of Pliny refers, no doubt,to the
Arabian desert situated to the east of the Nile in general (i.e.the
broader sense of ?\paefu ). Pliny states that Heliopolis ( or Solis
Oppidum ) enjoyed a great reputation "claritatis magnae" (7).

In fhe second century A:D. the reputed Alexandrian astronomer and
geographer Claudius Ptolemaios defined the position of the Heliopolite

nome as situated on the longitude of 62,5 and latitude of 30 1/6 its

capital being On (the ancient Pharaonic name) or Heliopolis (the name

of the Ptolemaic and Roman era) (8). But c.Ptolemaios mentions once

more anthor town with the same name of Heliopolis situated on. the same

" above-mentioned longitude, but on the latitude of 29 5/6 (9) to the

south of On . This is an arguementative point and raises a question as

to whether there really existed two towns bearing the name of Heliopo-
lis within the Heliopolite nome, or that the matter was merely an err-
or on the part of Ptolemaios and it existed only one and the same Hel-

iopolis situated on the site of the present Matariah, which was then
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the capital of the Heliopolite nome(10).

It is also necessary, in this context, to view the geographical‘de-
scription of Strabo of this area, although he did not call it the Helio-
polite nome by name, but rather the Deita. He states that" The Nile flo-
ws from the Aethiopian boundaries towards the north in a straight line
to the district called-" Delta", and then, being " split at the head",as

Plato says, the Nile makes this place as it were the vertex of a triang-

le" (11). In another position, he mentions how the Delta was formed'asf.

an island between the sea and the two streams of the river, and then he

states that"the dlstrlct at the vertex has been g1ven the same name

(Delta) because it is the beginning of the above-mentioned figure; and

the village there is also called Delta (12). The definition of the site
of the "minor Delta" mentioned by Strabo was identified by‘soMe'as the
Heliopolite nome (13), by others as the present Warrak district (14).
From the above-mentioned ‘information derived from the ancient hist-
orians and gecgraphers one caﬁ roughly imagine the site of Heliopolis
and the "minor Delta" as follows: from the statement of Diodorus Siculﬁs
it is,appanént that;thé Egyptian Pharaoh Sesosis ( or rather Senosert
IIT from the twelfth dynasty ) built a huge wall to defend the eastern
frontier of Egypt agaipst the attacks of the Syriaﬁs anq the Arabs,.a-.
wall which extended from Pelusium to Heliopolis. This informantion leads
one to think of the 51te of He110p011s as situated on the eastern bank
of the Pe1u51ac branch. of the Nile immediately afier the split of the
river at the vertex of the Delta, and that the wall was extend1ng along-

side with that branch of the N11e from its beginning near Hellopolls to




106

its mouth at Pelusium. This identification of the site of Heliopo-
lis on the eastern bank of the Pelusiac branch at its beginning is
confirmed by the statement of Pliny that Heliopolis was in the
vicinity of Arabia "Arabiae conterminum". As for the "minor Delta"
at the vertex of the original Delta,it was situated between the
two main branches of the Nile at the beginning of their split, and
in front of the capital Heliopolis on the opposite bank (the west-
ern bank). Thus,one might say that this village called Delta cons-
tituted a part of the Heliopolite Nome. This village was mentioned
in some of the documents of Zenon Papyri (15).

Another point to be dealt with, also in the light of the in-
formation derived from the historical writings, is the eminent in-
tellectual and cultural reputation of Heliopolis in ancient Egypt.
Herodotus praises the people and states that "the people of Helio-
polis are said to be the most learned of the Egyptians" (16). The
context in which this statement was said is that Herodotus heard a
story from the priests of Ptah in Memphis indicating that the Phr-
ygians were oldér than the Egyptians,i.e., they were the oldest
nation on earth (17). He wanted, however, to make sure how far was
the truth of such story. The best way to do this was through ask-
ing the other prominent priests of Egypt, those of Heliopolis and
Thebes, and if seems that the priests of Heliopolis were recommen-
ded to him as the best and reliable source of knowledge.

The prestige of the three ancient cultural centres of Egypt

was also pointed out by Diodorus Siculus when he speaks of the
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judicial system of ancient Egypt. He pointed out that the Egyptians
" by appointing the best men from the most important cities as judges
over the whole land they did not fall short of the end which they had
in mind. For from Heliopolis and Thebes and Memphis they used to cho-
ose ten judgee from each " (18). Perhaps mentioning Heliopolis at
first bears a particular significance of that city .

Strabo, in his turn, speaks highly of the distinctive role play-
ed by Heliopolis in the cultural history of ancient Egypt, he says :
" In’HeliopoIis I saw large houses in which the priests lived; for it
is said that this place in particular was in ancient times a settlem-

ent of priests who studied philosophy and astronomy; but both this

~organisation and its pursuits have now disappeared " (19). This state-

ment of Strabo is true since, in the time of Strabo, the role played
by Heliopolis diminished considerably as it was then replaced by'fhat
of Alexandria, the great capital of the new era; partlcularly since
the establishment of the Great lerary and the Mouselon by Demetrlus

of Phaleron in the re1gn of Ptolemy I Soter. Therefore, Strabo stres-

.ses the cultural eminence of Heliopolis before the arrival of the

Ptolemies and the Romans, and goes on felating: " at:He1iopolis the
houses of .the priests and schools of Plato and Eudoxus were pointed
out to us ; for Eudoxus went up to that Pplace w1th Plato and they both
passed thlrteen years with the priests, as is stated by some writers ;
for since these priests excelled in their knowledge of the heavenly
bodies,albeit secretive and slow to impart it,Plato .and Eudoxus preva-

iled upon them in time and by, courting their favour {o letvthem learn
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some of the principles of their doctrines; but the barbarians conc-
cealed most things" (20).

Arrian reports that Alexander the Great,on his arrival in Egy-
pt, visited first Heliopolis and then Memphis,where he sacrificed
both to the Apis bull and other gods and held gymnastic and musical
contests (21). Geographically,Heliopolis is the first important
place to encounter when one enters Egypt from the East from the Si-
de of Pelusium,i.e.,it was in the way of Alexander. However,it is
not unlikely that Alexander visited it on purpose,espicially that
he was a highly cultured personality and a student of Aristotle and
consequently knew the historical and cultural value of the place .
It seems also that at the time of Alexander's visit Heliopolis still
maintained sbme of its cultural precedence as is evidenced by the
fact that the Egyhtian priest Manetho,who explained the details of
the Egypt;an religion and stressed the priority of Egypt's antiqu-

ity during the reign of Ptolemy 1 Soter, was a high priest at Hel-

_iopdlis . This honoﬂrable paét of Heliopolis led Pliny to describe

it as "of great reputation" (22) ; he unddubtedly meant its cultu-
ral and feligioﬁs reputation .

» Now;ﬁlet us turﬁ 10 the few papyrblogical documents which deal
with the Heiidelite nome , and try to recognize the ﬁicture'portr~
ayed iﬁ'them and its main features. Such documents are presented
and discussed chronologically during the Ptolemaic and Roman peri-

ods. The first of these documents is an interesting one dated from

the reign of- Ptolemy Il Philadelphos,and its subject is about the

By
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tax imposed on the vineyards ¢opos Tnhs aunéirou  which amounted-

according to the ordinances of the king,as is shown in the document- to
26drachmae and 33 obol per aroura(23). The official who wrote this doc-
ument-he seems to have been a high administrative official in the region
of Heliopolis and Memphis—states that the people of Heliopolis who own
poor vineyards around Heliopolis and all the others who inhabit that
nome undertook to pay such a tax except a few of the wealthy owners of
the vineyards(24). Thdse well-to-do owners who refused to pay the tax

inflicted damages to the royal revenue -as is pointed out in this. repo-

" rt of the official~ in spite of the fact that:their Vineyards were qui-

te profitable and situated in the district near Memphis and close to
the Nile (25). The official goes on in his report to accuse these weal—
thy owners of consplrlng 1nstlgated by the nomarch Achoapls who wanted

in every possible means to m1n1m12e the rate of the tax. It‘ls also cl-

-ear in the report that Apollonlos (perhaps the financevmiuiéte%'of Phi-

ladelphos) v151ted the dlstr1ct frequently and no one compla1ned to h1m

.about thls tax nor d1d he recelve any petltlon in thls concern (26)

From the above mentloned document it is ev1dent that there were

‘many and spreaded V1neyards in the Hellopollte nome, and that ‘many of . -

its 1nhabitants were. moderate or poor owners of v1neyards who used to

pay the taxes for such v1neyards w1thout dlscuss1on, whlle a few of th—
0se owners were quite wealthy onvaccount of hav1ng exten51ve v1neyards
close to the river. The latter used {0 complain of the rate of the tax

imposed upon them perhapé because the total sum of the tax on each of

them would be high owing to the considerable size and the high produc-
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tivity of his vineyard. It is evident from the document that the
mentioned nomarch owned an extensive size of vineyards ,and so he
consequently urged the rest of the large owners to complain of
~the rate of the vineyards'tax .

From another document from about the same period,the dioike-
tes Apollonies writes to his agent Zenon that he is going to send

him one hundred jars of wine from Heliopolis that Zenon might

sell them lucratively and buy carpets with their price (27). Apo--

llonies mentions also by the end of his letter that he had still

' more wine in the Heliopolite nome (28). From this letter it is

clear that Apollonies owned large and extensive vineyards in the .

Heliopolite nome in addition to his vineyards in three other nom-
es , namely: fhe Arsinoite,Aphroditopolite (the present Atfih)énd
the Memphite (29). '

In a third document from Zenon Papyri theré is a list of pro-
visions ahd fbod fequired for the journey of Zenon or one of his
colleagues and somé other followers from Egypt to Syrja thrdugh
Pelusium. This list includes provisions such as grains,imborted
and local wine,honey,olivéoil‘, salted fish,beans and lentil(30).

What belongs to our topic here is that the local wine which was

to be delivered'to the travelling person at Pelusium was from the

Heliopolite nome (31). This might imply that it was of the good
kinds of wine. Another point to be inferred from this document 1is
that the trade-route from Memphis-for example-to Syria and Pales-

tine used to pass through Heliopolis , then along the East of the

~Fy
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Delta to Pelusium , then to Palestine and Syria .

From the contents of the three above-mentioned documents it is
obvious that the Heliopolite nome had a considerable area of vine-
yards and was consequently reputed for producing wine; it was also
a station on the trade-route from Upper Egypt and Memphis to Pales-
tine and Syria . '

The next point to be treated, as is mentioned in the docume-
nts, is the relation between the Heliopolites and the neighbouring
'nomes: In this concern,there are two important documents belonging
tobthe British Museum from the reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphus.The
first is addressed to Apollonios the finance minister and the sec-
ond to an official called Zoilos against.a nomarch calledVDamis(32),
Both of the two documents are complainté presented from peasants

came to Philadelphia in the Fayyum from the Heliopolite nome (it is-

;not clear in»the:dbcuments_wether their residénce was intended to

be permenant or'tempbrary in the Fayyum). The number of these pea-

.'sanfs WaS'apparantly big as they had three Elders of- peasants-

npeoBbrepor’ as their chiefs , they costituted presumably a com- ;

munity:qffthéiﬁ_own. They leased one thousand arourée of ‘the ten

thousand of the esta’ 3 of Apollonfos in Philadelphia. It seems that -

 they contracted either with Apollonios himself or the above-mentio-

ned Damis,the nomarch,before their coming to Philadelphia. Soon

after their arrival in Philadelphia they encountered prob;emsr and

>obstacleszrone of the agents of Apollonios prevented them from res-

idence in the city n4xis ; and disputes arose between them éhd
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the nomarch Démis about the agricultural work and sowihg the land.
They also state in their complaints that the nomarch prevented
them from working in the land,deprived them of the thousand arou-
rae which they contracted to lease,arrested their elders and com-
pelled them to concede the previously agreed upon contract of
lease Ypadn anootaciov . They suggested that Damis pay them
their salary ag hired worker§ S0 iong as they weré cléansing and.,
sowing the.land,but Damis refused this proposal and prefered to
let the land as it was without ploughing or sowing .

This is the content of the complaints of those peasants from
the Heliopolite nome who went to Ph;ladelphia to work in Apollon-
ios' estate. But we do not know exactly the reason of their dis—
putes with Damis and how far was the truth of their claims. Howe:
ver,regardless of the circum stances of this case,it is obvious
from these documents that large numbers of peasants from the Hel-
iopolite nome used to lease the lands of the neighbouring nomes
in groups of partners, a fact which indicates that the Heliopo]ite

nome had a surplus of peasants. These documents also indicate that

ihESe peasants were efficient in agricultural work as they poiht

out in-their complaint to Apollonios that "there were many faults
in the administration of the ten thousand arourae as a result of
fhe lack of the berson who understands the agricultural WOrk;_we

beg ybu to call some -of ué and ‘listen what we are going to tell

you “._Tﬁey offer this same suggestion once more to the other of f-

icial,Zoilos,and ask hin to'grant theh.the_opportunity to meet-
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Apollonios to tell him about some matters (33). Hence, one can
deduce that the nomarch Damis did not feel comfortable about th-
ose peasants who criticised his management of the estate and he

wanted to get rid of such troublesome peasants. It seems that many

of the Heliopolites settled in the Fayyum near Philadelphia that

a village there bore the name of Heliopolis " (34).

Persons from the Heliopolite nome are mentioned in documents
from other nomes. In the Zenon Papyri,for exampie,a man from Hel-
iopolis received ~ on behalf of somebne else-four dréchmée from

Zenon , Apollonios' agent, to cultivate a parcel of land of Apol-

~lonios'estate in Philadelphia (35). In a receipt of the rest of

the price.of sale of a boat,the two parties are from Memphis,but
the seller:-had some sort of cdnnectioh; which is not cleatvowfng'
to the lacdnaé with Heliopolis (36). One of the parties‘df'anothef
contract states that he is a He110p011te but was prev1ously 11v1ng
in OXyrhynchos i.e. he was an Oxyrhynchlte who settled later in

the Hellopollte nome (37) The last two documents are dated c. the

middle of the second century A.D.

There is st1ll another p01nt to be dlscussed 1n the documents

_avallable about He110p011s This point is mentioned in a document

dated 59 A D It is a contract of debt in the form of deposit -.in

whlchvthree Qf,the~dews,auféther_and his two sons,acknowlédge that

. they received from a.Roman soldier a sum of six hundred drachmae :

Qﬁuthe emperial ;silver coins as a deposit TXPAONKN  to be paid

back to him within two months without interest dtokos -, If they
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fail, however, in paying back the sum in the stated period, the three
Jews would then be obliged to pay back the six hundred silver drachmae
in addition to the interest of this sum for the period after the two
stated months, as well as a penalty for the non-payment in the due time
éﬂ{T]JjOV ,this penalty is 120 drachmae. In this case also the Roman
cavalry soldier ( the oroditor ) would have the right of excution on
the person of the three Jews and their property (38).

What concerns our topic ( the Heliopolite nome ) in this document
is that the three Jews in this contract belong to the "village of the
Syrians" near Heliopolis, the metropolis of the Heliopolite nome (39).
We find in the documents many villages bearing that name in the differ-
ent nomes such as the Alexandrian Chora (BGU.1123;1132), the Arsinoite
nome in the Heraclides division ( P.Tebt.Il,p.402 ), thé Oxyrhynchite
nome ( P,Oxy.II.270,22;VII.1052,5,17,27 ) (40). Tﬁe next informatfon
about the Hellopollte nome in this document is that the document is
dated the 51xth year of the relgn of Noro as well as the t1me during
which a certain Erinaeus occupied the ofFlce of "agoranomos" in the -

Camp (Fortress) of Babylon belonging to the Heliopolite nome (41) The

'datlng with the time of office of this agoranomos may be attrlbuted to

the fact that the creditor was a Roman cavalry soldler who was serving
in that Camp. What is of interest here is to learn that Babylon belong-
ed administeratively to the Heliopolite nome during that time ( about
the middle of the first century A.D.), an information which is attested
nowhere else-to my knowledge- in the papyrological documents, although it
is implied in the work of Ptolemy the Geographer of the second century

A.D. ( Ptolemy, IV.5.54 ).
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Let us return once again to the above-mentioned information in
this document concerning the existence of the Jews in the Heliopolite
neme. The publisher P.M.Meyer links between the three Jews of this
document (the debters) and other Jews from the military settlers whom
Ptolemy VI Philometor had formerly colonised in the Heliopolite. He
also links between the settlement of the Jews in this nome and ihe

time during which temple of Onias was erected in Leontopolis (Tell Ei-

Yahoudiah) between 170-160 B C and states thdu at that time there was

a Jew1sh seztioment in Heliopolis (42)..

Finally,this‘document fills some gap concerning the.JeWS of the
: Heliopolite nome and the neighbouring districts. Ue near nothlng of '
them batween 48/4? B;C; when the Jews of the qextlempnu of Onlas pla-
yed 8 rolé with Caesar in his battles agalnst the Alexandrians , and

73 A.D. When the temple of Onias was closed after the destruction of

derusalem bv Titus in 70 A.D. 'and the afrival in Egypt of some of the

Jdews of Jeruqalem who attempted , in vain , to urge the Jews of Egypt '

to revolt aaalnst the Romans (43)
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