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The Kellis Mammisi: A Painted Chapel from
the Final Centuries of the Ancient Egyptian
Religion

Olaf E. Kaper
Professor of Egyptology, Institute for Area Studies, Leiden University

The mammisi of Kellis is one of the major archaeological
finds in Egypt from the past forty years (fig. 5.1). (A
mammisi is a birth house in the form of a subsidiary
chapel belonging to a larger temple.) Its significance lies
in its wall paintings, which offer a radical new
perspective on the religion of Roman Egypt. It overturns
the established notion that the temples in the south of
Egypt followed traditional patterns and that true
innovation of religious ideas took place in major cult
centers but not in the countryside. This article presents
some of the most important paintings in this shrine for
the first time.

Kellis is a village situated in the center of Dakhla Oasis,
one of the large oases of the Western Desert, which was
administered in combination with the neighboring
Kharga Oasis.” The village was abandoned before the end
of the fourth century AD, and it has been under
excavation since 1986 under the direction of Colin Hope.
Its remains include a large temple enclosure, houses,
workshops, three remarkably large villas with wall
paintings,2 a bathhouse, three churches, several
cemeteries, and possibly a nymphaeum.3

The village temple was dedicated to a relatively new
Egyptian god: Tutu, designated in Greek as Totoes or
Tithoes. This god first emerged as a local deity of the town
of Sais in the 26th Dynasty,4 after which his cult spread
throughout the country. Despite the god’s wide popularity,
the Kellis temple is the only known example that was
dedicated primarily to Tutu. It is worth speculating as to
why Tutu did not feature more prominently in the
Egyptian religious landscape. It is not because he was
merely a minor god, in the manner of the god Bes, who
did not receive a temple cult anywhere in the country
until late Roman times.” Tutu, in contrast, did receive a
cult in many temples as an associated deity, even when he
was not the primary focus of the cult. Examples are the
temples at Esna and Koptos.6 There are several priests of
Tutu known from inscriptions, also outside of Kellis,7 and
the temple calendar at Esna records two festival dates for
Tutu.® Perhaps the reason why the Kellis temple remained
exceptional is to be sought in the date of its foundation in
the early Roman period, at which time very few new
temples were built in Egypt.9 The increasing popularity of
Tutu was elsewhere incorporated into existing cults, and
there were not many occasions when a new temple could
be dedicated to the god. There may well have been other
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Figure 5.1 Plan of the Kellis main temple with its mammisi. Adapted from a drawing by Jarostaw Dobrowolski (1996)

temples dedicated primarily to Tutu, but at this moment
the Kellis temple is the only one known.

Several images of the god were found carved on stelae
and depicted on the walls of the Kellis temple. Tutu is
often depicted in Roman Egypt as a striding sphinx with a
cobra as a tail, but on the temple walls he usually appears
in fully human form.'° The god was in control of fate, and
that is why his image could be combined with that of the
Greek goddess Nemesis.'! He provided divine protection
against illness and other misfortunes, which explains his
popular appeal. His consort in Kellis was called Tapsais.
She is not known from other sites, because she was
probably a local woman who became a goddess after
death.’? Like Tutu, she was in control of fate, and like Isis,
she was depicted wearing a queen’s crown.*®

The temple stopped functioning in the course of the
fourth century AD, and the building was robbed of its
stone subsequently, at an unknown date. Only a few
blocks with relief decoration remained in situ. From these
it is clear that building works at the Kellis temple started
in the first century AD; the earliest inscriptional evidence
dates to the time of Nero (r. AD 54-68)." A fragmentary
cartouche from the entrance gateway dates perhaps to
Hadrian (r. AD 117-38), and other work was carried out
under Antoninus Pius (r. AD 138-61) and Pertinax (r. AD
193).16 Finding Pertinax here is remarkable, because
there are no other monuments in Egypt on which his
name appears in hieroglyphs. Pertinax ruled for only
three months in AD 193, and the relief therefore shows
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how essential the role of the pharaoh was still considered
to be at this time. In this remote region at the border of
the Roman Empire, knowing the identity of the emperor
was still vital for the proper form of decoration on the
walls of a village temple. Nevertheless, in Dakhla and
Kharga the priests deviated from the practices in the Nile
Valley, because they consistently reversed the order of the
names of the emperor in the two cartouches.'’ This
remarkable show of independence may be explained by
the local attachment to rules of decorum set under the last
Ptolemies.'® The temple decoration in the oases was thus
provided with a reference to the Hellenistic kings, which
must have enhanced the religious significance of the
temple decoration with a historical dimension in
accordance with local tradition.

The Kellis temple is one of the smallest temples known in
Egypt, with only a few tiny rooms. Its small size may be
explained by a scarcity of local funds in this village, which
could not procure large amounts of stone from the local
quarries and pay for the necessary stonemasons. The
financing of local temple buildings in the villages of
Roman Egypt probably did not involve the central
government at all, despite the practice of inscribing the
name of the emperor on its walls.’® At the same time, this
small temple was set within a large enclosure that
contained a wide array of buildings associated with the
temple cult. Not much of this enclosure and its various
subdivisions has been excavated, so its purpose remains
subject to speculation.



Next to the stone temple, on a parallel axis, stands the
mammisi. This building consists of an inner room
measuring 4.8 meters in width and 12 meters in depth,
with a slightly larger forecourt.?’ This makes the
mammisi much larger than any room of the stone temple,
but it was built of mud brick, which made its construction
much less costly. In contrast to the stone temple, the
mammisi is preserved in its entirety, even though the
vaulted roof collapsed in antiquity. The inner room of the
building was excavated between 1991 and 2004, and the
fragments of its former painted plaster decoration were
retrieved. The conservation and reconstruction of the
paintings continued between 2004 and 2011, after which
work at the site had to be interrupted.21

The walls of the mammisi still stand up to 3.5 meters in its
southwest corner (fig. 5.2). Its decoration consists of
paintings on a thin layer of plaster, which is still attached
to the walls. The entire vaulted ceiling, which contains
most of the figurative decoration, had become
fragmented, and only small parts remained attached to
clusters of bricks from the collapsed vault. In order to
conserve and reconstruct the decoration, a system was
devised by the conservators Michelle Berry and Laurence
Blondaux by which the thin layer of plaster could be
removed from its brick support and united with the loose
fragments that had been found in its surroundings.22
Reconstructed scenes could be glued together and fixed
on a wooden support, which allows handling and will
ultimately make it possible to display the scenes.” The
illustrations in the present essay show some of the results
to date.

The building is remarkable, and two aspects of the
decoration make it unique. First, it is completely painted
using two different systems of representation (styles). A
dado of classical paneling is painted below, surrounded
by vines and with a series of different birds depicted
within each panel, which also includes a (mostly
vandalized) Medusa head in its center.?* Its dating is
probably early second century AD, based on the style and
colors of the paintings,25 which resemble those of the
richer houses at Kellis from the early second century.26
The Medusa heads are a known feature of classical panel
decoration and are also present in Roman temples in Italy
of the first century.27

Greek influence was important in the oases already from
an early time, and it is one of the distinguishing features
of the local culture, where it is more dominant than in the
Nile Valley. 28 The clearest indication in archaeology is the
widespread adoption of Greek ceramic forms in the oasis
during the Ptolemaic period.29 The adoption of Roman-
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style wall paintings should not be a surprise, therefore,
even though their appearance in an Egyptian temple is
totally unexpected.

Above the classical paneling are four registers of
Egyptian-style images and hieroglyphs. The
reconstruction of the vault is now largely completed, and
nearly every detail can be reconstructed from fragments
(fig. 5.3). This twofold scheme is unconventional in an
Egyptian temple, and it requires an explanation. I have
argued elsewhere that there was a greater freedom from
decorum in the oases,30 which may have fostered the
creation of this original shrine, but I am now convinced of
a more specific motivation for its conception.

A cultic niche situated in the back wall of the mammisi
resembles the lararium niches, or aediculae, found in
Roman houses in Egypt as well as in Italy,?’1 even though
no examples of such niches are as yet known from the
houses of Kellis.*? The niche in the mammisi had modeled
pilasters on either side and a plaster conch shell within its
arched upper part. This domestic element is striking and
unparalleled within an Egyptian temple context.*?
Beneath the niche was an apron, a console with a
projecting platform on which divine statues and other
objects could be placed. This element had originally been
attached to the wall using wooden pegs, but it became
detached during the collapse of the vaulted roof, and its
remnants were found on the floor underneath the niche.
The apron was reconstructed from fragments, and its
decoration is striking (fig. 5.4). It is known to have been
symmetrical in shape and decoration, even though the left
end of the apron is lost. The decoration shows a large
central calyx of an acanthus leaf on a white background,
with floral extensions on either side combined with the
figure of a winged naked youth (Eros) holding bunches of
grapes. The presence of these putti has a parallel on the
apron of a domestic aedicula found in a late Roman house
in Amheida, Dakhla Oasis.>* The parallel has two seated
Eros figures facing each other, and their presence in a
private house indicates that the Eros figures were not
specifically selected for the mammisi but belong to the
architectural form and general significance of the
aedicula. Only the Eros on the right has been preserved
on the Kellis apron. The grapes in his hands echo the
vines surrounding the dado panels on the same wall. On
either side of the central acanthus leaf, open lotus flowers
are depicted, an Egyptian element that probably refers to
the statues to be placed on top of the platform. In
accordance with the cultic function of the mammisi, it is
likely that statues in Egyptian style of both Tutu and his
mother, Neith, were present, placed above the two lotus
flowers depicted on the apron.35
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Figure 5.2 View of the rear wall of the mammisi after excavation

Figure 5.3 Reconstruction of the northwestern corner of the mammisi, showing the niche in the rear wall and the Seven Hathors in the upper register of the
vault. Drawing: Martin Hense
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Figure 5.4 Painted apron from the aedicula niche in the back wall of the
mammisi. Restoration: Edwige Brida

The combination of lotus flowers with classical-style
decoration is also found at the bottom of the walls of the
mammisi, where a series of broad, elongated panels were
painted, each separated by lotus flowers. Evidently the
painters of these elements were familiar with Egyptian
iconography. This familiarity is even more apparent from
the paintings on the highest part of the vault of the
mammisi, a wide band that spanned the length of the
room and that was decorated largely with paintings in the
Roman tradition. The three large patterns on this band
are familiar from the classical repertoire as known from
the walls of houses and public buildings,:‘}6 but the central
element is more complicated. This pattern was
constructed around a large circular element of radiating
scales or feathers, which is more familiar from mosaic
floors.” At the heart of this circular feature was probably
a painted bust of Isis-Demeter, of which only a part
remains. The circle is surrounded in the four corners of
the pattern by four seated goddesses set amid a sprinkle
of white flowers on a green ground that visually suggests
a sky with stars (fig. 5.5). One of these corner figures has
been reconstructed from fragments (fig. 5.6).% The
appearance and system of representation (style) of the
goddesses is purely Egyptian, with tight red dresses and
long black hair, but the circular part of the painting is in
the Roman system of representation, even when it
includes Isis as its central image.

The most remarkable aspect of this painting is the way
that the ancient artist(s) took two familiar designs from
two different artistic traditions and merged them into a
new, powerful image. The juxtaposition of the two styles
has added a new layer of meaning to the circular mosaic
pattern by turning it into an image of the sky held up by
the four supports of heaven. The latter are well known
from circular images of the zodiac in Egypt, such as the
one from Dendera now in the Musée du Louvre, Paris,39
and the ceilings of two painted tombs in Qarat el-
Muzawwagdga, in Dakhla Oasis.?® One of the latter, in the
tomb of Petubastis, has the goddesses in the same posture
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Figure 5.5 Reconstruction of the entire central pattern of the vaulted ceiling
(colors not calibrated). Drawing: Martin Hense

Figure 5.6 Ceiling pattern from the northern half of the shrine with a
goddess supporting the sky. Restoration set on a background of sand, in
preparation for a final layer of plaster. Restoration: Laurence Blondaux
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as in the Kellis painting and set against a background of
stars, but the circular zodiac they are supporting is
rendered according to the Egyptian system of
representation.41

The Kellis painting demonstrates a high level of artistic
freedom and an originality of design that is unparalleled
in Egyptian temples. The combination of two systems of
representation, the Egyptian and the Hellenistic or
Roman, is familiar from tomb decoration in Roman
Egypt,42 in which the religious content of the tomb or an
item of tomb equipment, such as a shroud or a coffin, was
made according to Egyptian conventions, whereas the
individual who was the focal point of the tomb’s
decoration was rendered in the more contemporary
Hellenistic or Roman style. In this context, I employ the
term style in a technical sense, as a system of
representation in which the Egyptian artist worked
according to a strict canon of proportions and with
frontal, or “aspective,” images.43 In this respect the
Egyptian artists differed from those of other cultures, and
it was a difference that was consciously applied on
funerary items and tomb walls in the Roman period. Only
in the Kellis mammisi were the two styles equally divided
over the walls and ceiling of a shrine.

The integration of the two systems of representation in a
single painting, as on the Kellis chapel ceiling, may
indicate that the same painters were versed in two
different styles, especially since there are also other
locations in the mammisi where the styles are found
juxtaposed in a minor way. Unfortunately there is no way
to be certain about this. We do not know anything about
the persons responsible for the design of the mammisi
paintings or about the painters themselves. In general we
do not know much about the organization of the work of
decorating temple walls. Each temple was different, and
designing the layout and contents of each wall could
involve much intricate planning, in ways that we are only
beginning to understand.**

The Egyptian-style paintings of the mammisi focus on
religious themes with only little attention to cultic or
historical information. The majority of scenes refer to the
cyclical rejuvenation of the gods through depictions of the
subdivisions of time. The scenes include divine
personifications of the years, the twelve months of the
year, the thirty days of the month, the twelve hours of the
day, and those of the night.45 Other scenes relate to the
birth of the god Tutu, with images of the gods Ptah and
Khnum seated at potter’s wheels,46 and of the Seven
Hathors and Meskhenet goddesses.47 The scene of the
Seven Hathors has been reconstructed from fragments
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(fig. 5.7), and a part of it is shown separately in detail here
in order to demonstrate the high quality of the Egyptian-
style paintings (fig. 5.8).*® Each figure was rendered with
the use of each of the seven colors available to the
painters in this style: yellow, red, blue, green, pink, black,
and white. Each of the Hathors wears a different
elaborate crown, and they hold objects in their hands as
offerings to Tapsais, consisting of mirrors, floral collars,
sistra, and menats. The same objects are also shown on
top of small tables set in front of each goddess. The
amount of detail and the expert way of drawing each
image are remarkable, and it places the decoration of this
mammisi on a par with the best relief work in the temples
in the Nile Valley, notably that of Dendera from the reigns
of Nero (r. AD 54-68) and Trajan (r. AD 98-117).*

The second unique aspect of the decoration of the
mammisi is the way in which the role of the pharaoh is
minimized within the decorative program. In total, there
were more than four hundred gods depicted inside the
mammisi, the name and titles of each designated in the
accompanying hieroglyphic legends. Remarkably and in
another divergence from regular practice, the gods are
shown interacting among themselves, and there is no king
represented serving them or rendering them homage.
Only a single representation of a nameless king appears at
the entrance to the shrine, on the inner face of the south
doorjamb, a generic image of a king consecrating food
offerings to the gods inside the mammisi. This is the only
occurrence of a representation of the conventional role of
the pharaoh, interacting with the gods on behalf of
humankind.

The Kellis mammisi has suppressed the role of the king,
and instead various minor gods play his part in the
decorative program, presenting offerings to the major
gods. At the same time, two scenes contain groups of
priests performing offering rituals in front of the local
deities. On the north and south walls of the shrine,
twenty-seven and thirty-seven priests, respectively, are
shown bringing cultic items to the gods of the temple:
Tutu, Neith, and Tapsais.50 The first group of priests from
the southern series is shown performing the daily ritual
for Tutu, opening the shrine and bringing incense and
libations (fig. 5.9). One of them is pouring oil on the floor
from a situla, which is a ritual familiar from the
archaeological remains of the Dakhla temples.51



Figure 5.7 The Seven Hathors, preceded by a figure of the goddess Meret, and facing a seated Tapsais followed by Neith. Restoration set upon a background of
sand, in preparation for a final layer of plaster. Restoration: Laurence Blondaux; Image: © Fotografie Christien Boeles

Figure 5.8 Detail of the first four of the Seven Hathors. Image: © Fotografie Christien Boeles
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Figure 5.9 The first five priests on the southern wall. Their feet as well as the
shrine on the right end have been copied from the part of the painting still on
the wall. Restoration: Laurence Blondaux. Image: © Fotografie Christien
Boeles

One factor that has to play a role in this exceptional shift
of emphasis away from the human king can be found in
the particular emphasis placed on the royal aspects of
Tutu in the mammisi. There are many references to
kingship in the god’s titles and iconography. Tutu’s name
may be preceded by the title King of Upper and Lower
Egypt or by the title King of the Gods, which he shares
with Amun-Re.>? In his iconography, Tutu often wears the
Double Crown, and he may be depicted subjugating the
enemies of Egypt in the form of the Nine Bows.> The
emphasis on the royal traits of the god is a standard
theological feature of the mammisi in general.54

It is not surprising that the king has been replaced by
minor gods at Kellis, because mammisis always placed an
emphasis on divine interaction in the scenes depicting the
divine birth and its associated mythology.55 It would
certainly be a mistake to conclude that the omission of the
emperor’s name was intended as some kind of subversive
political statement. We need only recall that the stone
temple of Kellis mentions Pertinax among its cartouches.
It is fair to say that the Kellis priests were highly loyal to
the imperial authorities.

The real significance of the Kellis mammisi is that it
shows a long-overdue modernization of the content of
Egyptian temple decoration, which better reflects current
practices and ideas. The role of the pharaoh had already
diminished under the Ptolemies, but in Roman times the
head of state lived not in Egypt but in Rome, and he took
no active part in Egyptian religion and its cults.*® As a
consequence, the gods themselves took on more of the
aspects of kingship. Already before the arrival of
Alexander the Great, the gods could be shown wearing
royal garments and with their names written in
cartouches,”’ but this tendency became more pronounced
in Roman times.

The omission of the pharaoh and his replacement by
representations of priests is exactly what can be observed
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in the temples of Isis and Serapis built outside Egypt.
These temples, such as the one in Pompeii, had taken the
step of suppressing the role of the pharaoh earlier in the
Roman period.58 Moreover, the temples to Egyptian gods
outside Egypt included images of priests in their
depictions of ritual activities. At the same time, the gods
had taken on a distinct royal role, such as Isis in her role
as Isis Regina.59 The Kellis mammisi adopted some of
these new developments seen in the temples of Isis
outside Egypt, combining Egyptian and foreign concepts
of a temple. This was a big step, involving a rethinking of
tradition with a revolutionary intent. We can appreciate
the logic of the Kellis mammisi design because it reflects a
new world in which there were no longer active
pharaohs.

Just like the temples outside Egypt, those in the oases had
more freedom to experiment. Experimentation is
apparent also from the way the names of the Roman
emperors were written, in the reverse order from the rest
of Egypt. The Kellis mammisi upended age-old traditions,
reflecting the essence of Egyptian religion in these
changing times. The early second century AD was still a
time of temple building and artistic investment in
religious institutions, but in the course of the century a
decline would set in. If the indigenous religion had
continued to thrive, it is likely that comparable temple
decoration would have appeared also in the Nile Valley.
As it was, Egyptian religion became gradually more
marginalized, and such a daring step could no longer be
taken by the priests of a religion that was under severe
pressure. Political and economic measures taken by the
Roman state had impoverished the temples by removing
their land and closely monitoring their assets.’ As a
result, the economic crisis of the third century AD had an
enormous impact on the temples, which could, as a
consequence, no longer be maintained. Some rare temple-
building projects in the Nile Valley, such as that at Esna,
were continued in accordance with tradition, even as late
as the reign of Decius (r. AD 249-51), but the priests and
artists were no longer capable of innovative and creative
designs.61 The Kellis mammisi was a brave attempt at
innovation of the ancient religion, but the times proved to
be unfavorable for the continuation of these ideas.

+ + +

I am most grateful to the Getty Research Institute for the fellowship
I received in 2017, which allowed me to develop some of the ideas
discussed in this paper.
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