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Records of Surface Meteorological Elements and their 

Applications in Alexandria Eastern Harbour, Egypt 
 

By Tarek M. El-Geziry
*
 

 
The surface meteorological elements, namely: air temperature, wind regime 

(speed and direction), dew point temperature, relative humidity and atmospheric 

pressure were considered; to describe the general meteorological conditions 

over Alexandria Eastern Harbour (AEH). These conditions were then applied to 

calculate some important physical properties of the Harbour’s surface waters: 

sea surface temperature (SST), the evaporation rates and the net surface heat 

flux. The period of investigation extended from 01.01.2019 to 31.12.2020. The 

air temperature distribution over AEH reflected a seasonal variability with 

higher values in spring/summer and lower records in autumn/winter. The 

dominant wind direction was NNW with more than 40% occurrence and the 

average wind speed was 4.11 m/s. The inverse relationship between atmospheric 

pressure and air temperature was clear. The SST over the study period showed 

the same seasonal pattern in the air temperature. The mean daily evaporation 

from AEH surface water follows the pattern of air temperature variations to a 

considerable extent. The maximum mean monthly evaporation of 14 cm (0.14 

m) occurred in July and August, while the minimum of 6 cm (0.06 m) occurred 

in January. This was associated with a volume loss of 0.389x10
6
 m

3
 in July and 

of 0.171x10
6
 m

3
 in January from AEH surface waters. The solar radiation (Qs) 

reached its maximum value in May (383 Wm
-2
) and its lowest value in September 

(258 Wm
-2
). The net surface heat in AEH (Qnet) showed a gain in four successive 

months: March-June, and a loss in the remaining period: July-September. 

 
Keywords: Alexandria Eastern Harbour, meteorological elements, SST, 

evaporation, surface heat flux 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Harbours, natural or man-made, are vulnerable to alterations in weather 

elements such as air temperature, wind regime, relative humidity and atmospheric 

pressure. Potential changes in these elements can modify the wave field pattern 

(Weisse and von Storch 2010), which in turn impacts on the Harbour‘s activities 

and may influence its morphology. Also, the interaction between a Harbour‘s 

surface waters and the atmosphere controls the heat budget of its water body 

(Hussein 2019), which in turn regulates the weather in its surroundings and may 

have impacts on the Harbour‘s operations (Rusu and Guedes Soares 2013) and, on 

the long term, on its infrastructures (Sánchez-Arcilla et al. 2016). The sea surface 

is the lower boundary of the atmosphere, which affects and modifies conditions 

and status of weather throughout the variations in the sea surface temperature 

                                                           
*
Associate Research Professor, Laboratory of Physical Oceanography, Division of Marine 

Environment, National Institute of Oceanography and Fisheries (NIOF), Egypt. 
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(SST) (Tonbol and El-Geziry 2015). This upper ocean layer is known to be 

significant for specific oceanographic and climatological applications such as 

remote sensing, climate modelling, global carbon cycle and heat flux (Laird and 

Kristovich 2002; Hussein and Mohamed 2016). The latter is crucial to examine 

numerous scientific applications, e.g., forecasting weather conditions, studying 

atmospheric circulation, investigating oceanic flows, examining the dynamics of 

thermal modifications in the lower atmosphere and the upper ocean (Abualnaja 

2009).  

Several approaches are frequently applied to examine the air-sea interaction 

and to determine the heat flux. These include the profile method, the eddy 

correlation method, and the dissipation method (Abualnaja 2009). For a detailed 

description and explanation of these methods, the reader may refer to Kraus 

(1972), Pond (1975), and Dobson et al. (1980). Owing to its simplicity, the bulk 

aerodynamic formulations are a common approach used by many researchers to 

estimate momentum flux, latent heat flux, and sensible heat flux. These bulk 

formulas depend on the available weather information (air and dew temperatures 

in addition to wind regime and cloudiness) and the sea surface temperature. 

Alexandria Eastern Harbour (AEH) (Figure 1) is a shallow, protected, semi-

closed basin of a semi-circular shape, which is sheltered from the Mediterranean 

Sea by a breakwater with two openings: El-Boughaz (main central opening) and 

El-Silsila (side outlet) (El-Geziry and Maiyza 2006; Abdel Salam and Abdel 

Halim 2008). The southern border of the Harbour has been reinforced and protected 

by concrete blocks (Hussein 2019). AEH covers the area between Latitudes 

31°12‘ and 31°12.9‘ N, and Longitudes 29°52.0‘ and 29°54.4‘ E, with a total 

surface area of about 2.8 km
2 

(Maiyza and Said, 1988). Historically, AEH is 

among the most important touristic regions over the world owing to thousands of 

ancient Egyptian pieces settled at 8-9 m depth in its north-eastern side (Shaltout et 

al. 2015; Zaghloul et al. 2020). The seabed in AEH leans steadily from its 

coastlines to its central part and seawards at El-Boughaz outlet (Maiyza and Said 

1988; El-Geziry and Maiyza 2006). The average depth inside AEH is about 5 m, 

while its maximum depth is about 13 m close to El-Boughaz (El-Geziry et al. 

2007). The water circulation in the Harbour is represented by a two-layer flow 

system (El-Geziry and Maiyza 2006): a near bottom Mediterranean inflow and a 

surface seaward flow from the Harbour, through its two outlets. The hydrographic 

structure of the Harbour was previously studied (Said and Maiyza 1987; Maiyza 

and Said 1988; El-Geziry and Maiyza 2006). The sea level variation in the 

Harbour was examined by Alam El-Din et al. (2007); Khedr et al. (2018) and El-

Geziry (2020). The circulation and the wave patterns in the vicinity of the Harbour 

were modelled by Alam El-Din and Abdallah (1998). The air-sea interaction, 

together with the associated processes and fluxes in AEH, were examined and 

calculated by El-Geziry (2013); Hussein and El-Geziry (2014); Hussein and 

Mohamed (2016); Hussein (2017, 2018, 2019). 

The present study aims at describing the weather conditions in the 

surroundings of AEH over two years from 01.01.2019 to 31.12.2020, and to apply 

the available surface meteorological elements to calculate the sea surface 
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temperature, the evaporation rates and the net surface heat flux from the Harbour‘s 

surface water. 

 

 

Data and Methods of Analysis 

 

The present work covers a two-year period from 01.01.2019 to 31.12.2020. It 

is based on different data sets collected from different sources. The hourly air 

temperature in AEH is obtained from the thermal sensor fixed with the new 

Inexpensive Device for Sea-level Measurement (IDSL) radar system installed at 

(31.212° N, 29.884° E) at the National Institute of Oceanography and Fisheries 

(NIOF) seawall overviewing AHE. This device was installed in the frame of a 

series of mareographs in the area of the North East Atlantic and Mediterranean 

Tsunami Warning System (NEAMTWS) (Annunziato 2015). For detailed 

description of the equipment, its specifications and operation, the reader may refer 

to (Annunziato 2015; Annunziato et al. 2016).   

 

Figure 1. Alexandria Coastline with its Eastern and Western Harbours 

 
Source: Author by using Google Earth and Surfer16® Software. 

 

The hourly air temperature was downloaded from the website (https://webcri 

tech.jrc.ec.europa.eu/TAD_server/device/127). These hourly data was averaged 

daily to get the mean daily air temperature over AEH, used in the calculations of 

the different applications in the present work.  

The hourly wind records: speed (m/s) and direction (° from True North) were 

obtained from the meteorological station No. 62318 (31.22° N; 29.94° E) in 

Alexandria Nozha Airport at about 5 km far from AEH, from the following 
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website: www.ncei.noaa.gov/access/search/data-search/global-hourly?stations=% 

5B62318099999%5D.   

In addition to the mean daily air temperature, other surface meteorological 

elements affect the Harbour‘s surface water. This includes the dew point 

temperature (°C), the relative Humidity (%) and the atmospheric pressure (Hg), 

which were obtained from the same meteorological station from the following 

website:https://www.wunderground.com/history/monthly/eg/alexandria/HEAX/da

te/.    

The wind data analysis was performed by the WRPlot view® version 8.02. 

Distributions of the mean daily values of the different surface meteorological 

elements were produced by the Microsoft Excel® 2010.  

The applications of the available meteorological data in the present work 

comprise:  

 

Derivation of the sea surface temperature (SST), which was calculated using 

Equation (1), derived for the Harbour by El-Geziry (2013). 

 

(1) 𝑇𝑆𝑆𝑇 = 4.7425 + 0.8445 𝑇𝑎  
 

Where TSST (°C) is the daily average SST and Ta (° C) is the daily average air 

temperature. 

 

Calculation of the mean daily evaporation (ETd; mm), calculated from the mean 

daily air temperature (Ta; °C) following (Yao and Creed 2005) and (Ghumman et 

al. 2020): 

 
 

(2) 𝐸𝑇𝑑 = 0.63 𝐷2 ×  10
7.5𝑇𝑎

𝑇𝑎+273  
 

Where D is the number of the daylight hours, determined by date and latitude. 

According to Duffie and Beckman (2013), D is calculated with Equation (3): 

 
 

(3) 𝐷 =  
2

15
cos−1(− tan ∅  tan(𝛿)) 

 
 

Where 𝜙 is the latitude of the investigated location in the range −90 ≤ 𝜙 ≤ +90, in 

the present work it is 31.21° N, and δ is the solar declination calculated with the 

following accurate equation (error <0.035°) (Duffie and Beckman 2013): 

 
 

(4) 𝛿 =   
180

𝜋
  0.006918 −  0.399912 cosB +  0.070257 sinB −  0.006758 cos 2B 

+  0.000907 sin 2B −  0.002697 cos 3B +  0.00148 sin 3B   
 

B is given (Duffie and Beckman 2013) by Equation (5).  

 
 

(5) 𝐵 = (𝑛 − 1)
360

365
 

 
 

https://www.wunderground.com/history/monthly/eg/alexandria/HEAX/date/
https://www.wunderground.com/history/monthly/eg/alexandria/HEAX/date/
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Where n is the n
th
 day of the year. 

 

Calculation of the daily net surface heat flux (Qnet; Wm
-2

) of AEH (Equation 6): 

 

(6) 𝑄𝑛𝑒𝑡 =  𝛾 (𝑇𝑒 −  𝑇𝑆𝑆𝑇)  
 

Where Te is the equilibrium temperature (°C), which is given as (Abualnaja 2009; 

Hussein and Mohamed 2016): 

 

(7) 𝑇𝑒 =  𝑇𝑑𝑝 +  
𝑄𝑠

𝛾
 

 
 

Where, Tdp is the dew point temperature (°C) and QS is the incoming solar 

radiation per unit area (Wm
-2

). The thermal exchange coefficient [γ] is given by 

Edinger et al. (1974) as a function of sea surface temperature (TSST; °C) and 

surface wind speed (W; m/s): 

 

(8) 𝛾 = 4.5 + 0.05 𝑇𝑆𝑆𝑇 +  𝜂 + 0.47 𝑓(𝑊)  
 

Where f (W) = 3.3 W, and η = 0.35+ 0.015 Tn + 0.0012 Tn
2
. 

 

(9) 𝑇𝑛 = 0.5 (𝑇𝑆𝑆𝑇 +  𝑇𝑑𝑝 )  
           

The daily mean values of the incoming solar radiation QS (Wm
-2

) are computed 

using the following Equation (Reed 1977; Abualnaja 2009): 

 

(10) 𝑄𝑆 =  𝑄𝑆𝐶  (1 −  𝜇𝐶 + 0.0019𝛽)(1 − 𝐴)  
 

Where, Qsc is the daily mean values of incoming short-wave radiation (Wm
-2

); μ is 

a constant taken as 0.62; C is the fractional cloud cover, β is the noon solar altitude 

in degrees, and A is the albedo. 

 

In latitudes from 20° S to 40° N, Qsc is computed using the formula by Seckel and 

Beaudry (1973) under clear sky conditions and a suggested albedo of 0.06 (Payne 

1972; Abualnaja 2009; Ramu et al. 2010; Hussein and El Geziry 2014). This 

formula is as follows: 

 

(11) 𝑄𝑆𝐶  = 𝐴0 + 𝐴1 cos 𝜃 +  𝐵1 sin𝜃 + 𝐴2 cos 2𝜃 + 𝐵2 sin 2𝜃  
 

Where As and Bs are latitude-dependent coefficients (Reed 1977), and θ = (t-

21)(360/365); t is the day number. 
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Results 

 

General Distributions of the Recorded Surface Meteorological Elements 

 

Air Temperature 

From 01.01.2019 to 31.12.2020, the hourly air temperature varied between 

4.0°C on 10.01.2019 (04:00 AM) and 44.0°C on 23.05.2019 (12:00 noon), with an 

overall average of 21.4°C. The mean daily air temperature (Figure 2) fluctuated 

between 10.2°C on 10.01.2019 and 32.2°C on 19.05.2020, with an average of 

21.6°C, over the study period. The produced curve reflects a seasonal behaviour in 

the daily variations, with lower air temperatures in autumn/winter and higher ones 

in spring/summer seasons. 

 

Figure 2. Mean Daily Air Temperature over AEH during the Period 01.01.2019-

31.12.2020 

 
Source: Author. 

 

Wind Regime 

Figures 3 and 4 depict the distributions of the hourly wind direction and speed, 

respectively, over AEH during the study period. The dominant wind direction was 

NNW (42%), and the average wind speed was 4.11 m/s, with 0% calm winds. The 

dominant wind speed class was (3.6-5.7 m/s) with 34.8% frequency of occurrence 

and the lowest class was that of the speed exceeding 11.4 m/s with only 0.2% 

frequency of occurrence, over the study period. On the other hand, the mean daily 

wind speed fluctuated between 1.5 m/s on 20.11.2020 and 17.3 m/s on 16.01.2019, 

with an overall average of 6.5 m/s over the period of investigation. 
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Figure 3. Wind Rose over AEH during the Period 01.01.2019-31.12.2020 

 
Source: Author. 

 

Figure 4. Wind Speed Frequency Distribution during the Period 01.01.2019-

31.12.2020 

 
Source: Author. 

 

Dew Point Temperature 

Over the period of investigation, the mean daily dew point temperature 

fluctuated between a minimum of 1.9°C on 25.01.2019 and a maximum of 24.0°C 

on 03.08.2019, with an overall average of 14.8°C (Figure 5). It is clear that the 

dew temperature pattern of variation follows that of air temperature. 
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Figure 5. Mean Daily Dew Point Temperature over AEH during the Period 

01.01.2019-31.12.2020 

 
Source: Author. 

 

Relative Humidity 

The mean daily relative humidity (Figure 6) ranged between 40.2% on 

23.05.2019 and 88.8% on 11.03.2020, with an overall average of 67.1% over the 

period of investigation. 

 

Figure 6. Mean Daily Relative Humidity over AEH during the Period 01.01. 

2019-31.12.2020 

 
Source: Author. 
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Atmospheric Pressure     

The mean daily atmospheric pressure over AEH, during the period of 

investigation, varied between a minimum of 1003 Hg on 15.07.2020 and a 

maximum of 1028 Hg on 24.01.2020, with an average of 1013.04 Hg, as shown in 

Figure 7. 

 

Figure 7. Mean Daily Atmospheric Pressure over AEH during the Period 01.01. 

2019-31.12.2020 

 
Source: Author. 

 

Applications of the Mean Daily Recorded Surface Meteorological Elements 

 

In the following subsections, three different applications, which depend on the 

available surface meteorological data, are introduced for the surface water in AEH. 

This comprises the calculation of the sea surface temperature, the evaporation rates 

and the net surface heat flux. While the first application is introduced on mean 

daily basis, the other two are presented on both mean daily and mean monthly 

basis 

 

Mean Daily Sea Surface Temperature 

 

Figure 8 depicts the mean daily SST, calculated in the present work based on 

the calculated mean daily air temperature and by using Equation (1). The mean 

daily SST over the study period fluctuated between 13.4°C on 10.01.2019 and 

32.0°C on 19.05.2020, with an overall average of 22.9°C. As previously concluded 

for the mean daily air temperature, the mean daily SST shows a seasonal pattern of 

variations, with higher records in spring/summer and lower ones in autumn/winter 

seasons.  
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Figure 8. Mean Daily SST in AEH during the Period 01.01.2019-31.12.2020 

 
Source: Author. 

 

Evaporation Rates 

 

The lowest calculated mean daily evaporation rate in AEH over the period of 

investigation was 0.40 mm/d in 09.03.2019, while the maximum was 2.03 mm/d 

in 08.09.2020, and the overall average was 1.1 mm/d (Figure 9). Table 1 shows 

the estimated mean monthly evaporation from AEH surface water. It can be easily 

detected that the higher evaporation rates occur in summer and the lower ones in 

winter. The maximum mean monthly evaporation of 14 cm occurred in July and 

August, while the minimum of 6 cm occurred in January. The associated volume 

loss from AEH surface water due to the evaporation also had a maximum value of 

0.389x10
6
 m

3
 in July and a minimum of 0.171x10

6
 m

3
 in January.  

 

Net Surface Heat Flux 

 

Unfortunately, there is no data available on cloudiness and its fractions (either 

oktas or tens) over AEH. Therefore, and to represent accurate results reflecting the 

actual situation, and to confidently fulfil the clear sky condition in Equation (10) 

from which we get the incoming solar radiation, the calculations in the present 

work will be made only for the periods representing the spring and the summer 

seasons, i.e., from 21
st
 March to 20

th
 September. The mean monthly heat flux 

exchange at the air-sea interface (Qs) for the examined period shows a heat gain 

over the different months of interest (Table 2). The net surface heat in AEH (Qnet) 

shows a gain in four successive months: March-June, and a loss in the remaining 

period: July-September. 
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Figure 9. Mean Daily Evaporation in AEH during the Period 01.01.2019-

31.12.2020 

 
Source: Author. 

 

Table 1. Mean Monthly Evaporation Rates and Volume Loss from AEH Surface 

Waters 

 
Evaporation Rate (m/month) Surface Volume Loss (x10

6 
m

3
) 

January 0.06 0.171 

February 0.07 0.188 

March 0.07 0.204 

April 0.08 0.235 

May 0.11 0.299 

June 0.13 0.356 

July 0.14 0.389 

August 0.14 0.386 

September 0.13 0.367 

October 0.11 0.319 

November 0.10 0.266 

December 0.07 0.202 
Source: Author. 

 

Table 2. Monthly Means Values of the Different Parameters Contributing in the 

Calculation of the Net Surface Heat Flux in AEH 

 

Tdp 

(°C) 

SST  

(°C) 

WS  

(ms
-1
) 

γ 

(W.m
2
.°C) 

Qs  

(Wm
-2
) 

Te 

 (°C) 

Qnet  

(Wm
-2
) 

March 10.3 18.5 6.8 34.2 309 20.3 30 

April 11.7 20.5 6.5 35.1 357 22.6 50 

May 14.5 24.3 6.3 38.5 383 25.0 12 

June 19.0 26.8 6.4 43.4 387 28.1 48 

July 21.2 28.4 7.3 52.5 366 28.5 -7 

August 21.5 28.5 6.7 48.8 320 28.3 -27 

September 19.5 27.5 6.8 47.0 258 25.2 -115 
Source: Author. 
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Discussion  

 

Temporal variations (daily, monthly, seasonal and interannual) of natural 

climate in mid-latitude regions are sensitive to the SST distribution and its 

variability (Webster 1994; Kawamura et al. 2008). The SST variations themselves 

are mainly regulated by variations in the air-sea heat flux in addition to the vertical 

mixing and the horizontal advection of heat (Skliris et al. 2012). Hence, the 

surface meteorological elements, namely: air temperature, wind regime (speed and 

direction), dew point temperature, relative humidity and atmospheric pressure, are 

considered in the present work to describe the general meteorological conditions 

over one important Harbour in Alexandria: Alexandria Eastern Harbour. These 

conditions are then applied in the calculations of important physical properties of 

the Harbour‘s surface waters, including: the SST, the evaporation rates and the net 

surface heat flux. The period of investigation extended from 01.01.2019 to 

31.12.2020.  

The air temperature distribution over AEH reflects a seasonal variability with 

higher values in spring/summer and lower records in autumn/winter. January and 

May were the months of lowest and highest daily temperature, respectively. This 

is in agreement with the results of Mohamed and Beltagy (2009) that showed the 

same months while investigating the long-term air temperature in Alexandria. The 

dominant wind direction during the study period was NNW with more than 40% 

occurrence, and the average wind speed over the period of investigation was 4.11 

m/s. This is in consistent with the known wind regime of Alexandria, e.g., Alam 

El-Din and Abdallah (1998) declared dominant NNW over AEH during the year 

1979; El-Geziry (2013) declared 49% occurrence for the NNW wind and average 

speed of 4.17 m/s over two years (2005-2006); Khedr et al. (2018) showed a NW 

prevailing wind over AEH with 11.9% occurrence in 1996. The inverse 

relationship between atmospheric pressure and air temperature is proved in the 

present work as shown in Figures 2 and 7. The mean daily SST fluctuated between 

13.4°C on 10.01.2019 and 32.0°C on 19.05.2020, with an overall average of 

22.9°C, showing the same seasonal pattern of variation detected for the air 

temperature. The mean daily evaporation from AEH surface water follows the 

pattern of air temperature variations to a considerable extent. The lowest mean 

daily evaporation rate in AEH was in March 2019 (0.40 mm/d), while the 

maximum was in September 2020 (2.03/d mm). According to Romanou et al. 

(2010), the maximum evaporation in the Levantine Bain is 4 mm/d. The overall 

average of mean daily evaporation over the period of investigation was 1.1 mm/d. 

This is in agreement with the average rate of 1.6 mm/d calculated for the eastern 

Mediterranean (Shaltout and Omstedt 2012) but meanwhile, lower than that of 2.5 

mm/d in AEH by Hussein (2019) for the period from 06.06.2010 to 16.02.2011. 

This difference may be attributed to the different length in the period of 

investigation in the two studies. Furthermore, the mean monthly evaporation rates 

have a seasonal pattern of variation; being low in winter months and high in 

summer months. The present monthly rates (m/month) are in agreement with those 

previously concluded for the eastern Mediterranean basin (Colacino and Dell‘Osso 

1977; Shaltout and Omstedt 2012) as shown in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Comparison between the monthly rates of evaporation (m/month) in AEH 

and in the Eastern Mediterranean Basin 
 Present 

Study 

Colacino and Dell’Osso 

(1977) 

Shaltout and Omstedt 

(2012) 

January 0.06 0.13 0.09 

February 0.07 0.11 0.08 

March 0.07 0.10 0.07 

April 0.08 0.07 0.05 

May 0.11 0.08 0.06 

June 0.13 0.11 0.08 

July 0.14 0.18 0.11 

August 0.14 0.19 0.12 

September 0.13 0.19 0.11 

October 0.11 0.15 0.11 

November 0.10 0.13 0.11 

December 0.07 0.13 0.11 
Source: Author and Cited References. 

 

The heat flux exchange at the sea-air boundary can be assessed in term of the 

thermal exchange coefficient γ (W.m
2
.°C) and the equilibrium temperature Te (°C); 

using surface meteorological elements and sea surface temperature (Abualnaja 

2009). Accordingly, the net surface heat flux Qnet in AEH is calculated in the 

present study. The solar radiation (Qs) reached its maximum value in May (383 

Wm
-2

) and its lowest value in September (258 Wm
-2

). The correlation between the 

thermal exchange coefficient γ (W.m
2
.°C) and the wind speed in the investigated 

months of spring and summer seasons is positive (+0.6) and is negative (-0.6) with 

the Qnet. This agrees with the conclusions of Hussein and Mohamed (2016). On the 

other hand, the correlation between the net surface heat flux (Qnet) and the 

difference between Te and TSST is high (+0.97), which is in agreement with the 

conclusion of Hussein and Mohamed (2016). 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

To conclude, the surface meteorological elements in the present study are in 

consistent with those previously examined in Alexandria over different periods. 

These elements are useful for many applications especially those concerning the 

air-sea interaction processes. In this paper; the net rate of total heat flux at the air-

sea interface was evaluated in terms of the thermal exchange coefficient and the 

equilibrium temperature, which represents a straightforward method to calculate 

the net heat flux exchange at the water surface in AEH. 
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The “Protocols” for the Hittite “Royal Guard” during the 

Old Kingdom: Observations on Elite Military Units and 

their Possible Warfare Applications 
 

By Eduardo Ferreira
*
 

 
In this article, we intend to analyse the importance and modus operandi of a 

military unit (generally known as ―Royal Guard‖) whose function was, among 

other things, the protection of the Hattuša-based Hittite kings. For this essay, we 

will be mainly using two Hittite textual sources known as ―instructions‖ or 

―protocols‖. We aim to find a connection between these guards and their 

function regarding the protection of the royal palace as well as their military 

enlistment in that elite unit. The period to be covered in this analysis comes 

directly from the choice of sources: the Hittite Old Kingdom, confined between 

the chronological beacons of the 17
th
, 16

th 
and 15

th 
centuries BC. With this 

analysis, we intend to provide some relevant data that may contribute to a better 

understanding of these elite military units, particularly in regards to their 

probable warfare functions. Were they used in battle? How were they armed? 

What was their tactical importance in combat? How was the recruitment done? 

How were the units formed? These will be some questions that we will try to 

answer throughout this article. 

 
Keywords: guard, palace, command, warfare, infantry 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The Hittites were an Indo-European people that arrived in Anatolia through 

the Caucasus from Eurasia between 2000 and 1900 BC (Haywood 2005, Bryce 

2005). On their Indo-European journey to the west, they also brought horses 

(Raulwing 2000, Renfrew 1990, Joseph and Fritz 2017/2018). The Hittite people 

earliest history in Anatolia began in the 18
th 

century BC with the Kussar kings, 

followed by an obscure period which was interrupted by King Anitta‘s unification 

process. This leader is a central character in one of the earliest written records 

from Anatolia, the so-called ―Anitta Text‖. This source narrates the conquest and 

expansion made by both Anitta and his father, Pithana, monarchs of Kussara and 

rulers of other regions in Central Anatolia. 

Around 1650 BC, Hattušili I rose to power and made Hattuša the Hittite 

capital. He built his royal palace in the city and there he organised his 

administrative and military institutions. This monarch´s reign was marked by a 

centralisation of power and foreign expansion, with successive military campaigns 

in the north and central regions of Anatolia. After his death, he was succeeded by 

his adopted son, Muršili I (c. 1620-1590 BC), who continued his father‘s 

enterprise. This king carried out campaigns in the northern regions of Syria, but 
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failed to attach any Syrian territories, like the greater power in the region, Yamhad. 

Until c. 1440 BC, the Hittites underwent a complicated phase, during which they 

lost importance in the larger political scenario. This was due especially to some 

border pressures from Arzawa in the West, Kaska in the North, the Kizzuwatna 

population in the Southeast and the Mittani to the East (Van de Mieroop 2016, 

Carreira 1999, Liverani 2012, Bryce 2005). 

The apogee of this empire occurred between c. 1344-1295 BC, during the 

reigns of Suppiluliuma I and Muršili II where they were a hegemonic power that 

dominated most regions of Anatolia, a part of Northern Mesopotamia (Mittani) 

and Northern Syria, including cities like Aleppo, Alalakh, Tell Ahmar, and 

Karkamiš, among others (Bryce 2007, Carreira 1999). 

Both ―Protocol for the Royal Body Guard‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36, Miller 

2013) and the ―Protocol for the Palace Gatekeeper‖ (CTH 263.B/KUB 26.28, 

Miller 2013) are a succession of detailed practical procedures that military men 

had within the Hittite King‘s palace in Hattuša. These texts are rich textual sources 

regarding their descriptive scope, although the latter is rather fragmented. This 

factor explains why the ―palace gatekeepers‖ text is less used throughout the 

study. Especially considering the textual examples used and that contributed to the 

development of the approached problem, coming almost exclusively from the 

―Protocol for the Royal Body Guard‖. Although this reality, these texts provide us 

with an insight into the procedures and the characteristics of the Hittite elite 

military units. Regarding the study made by Hans G. Güterbock and Theo van den 

Hout on the ―Protocol for the Royal Guard‖, we can assume that the first sections 

report on how guards should proceed in the morning, from the moment they 

appear in the ―royal guard yard‖, to the opening of the palace gates (Hoffner 

1997), and the worshipping of the unnamed protector god (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36: 1. 

22-25, Miller 2013). After these events, we are given information about the king‘s 

safe departure and the procedures associated with such an event, as well as the 

monarch‘s inevitable return to the palace (Güterbock and Van den Hout 1991). 

These military personnel would be highly trained and essential for the 

protection of all Hittite royal family members, with a special focus on the king and 

his children. Their discipline would be a key aspect in a proper performance of the 

required functions, a factor that is evident in the detail present in these soldiers‘ 

operating systems. Certainly, if a royal guard make any mistake, he should be 

severely punished because of his responsibility. 

As the article title suggests, our focus will mainly be on the possible warfare 

duties that these elite units could have had. Therefore, the palace procedures that 

were associated with these units, based on this source, will only be briefly 

analysed. We should also mention that methodologically, it was used as the main 

translation of both Hittite sources, the work of Jared Miller, named Royal Hittite 

Instructions and Related Administrative Texts (Miller 2013) As a complement to 

Jared Miller‘s work, we will also consult and compare the translations of the 

―Protocol for the Royal Guard‖ made by Hans G. Güterbock and Theo van den 

Hout in their work, ―The Hittite Instruction for the Royal Bodyguard‖ in the 

Assyriological Studies 24
 
(Güterbock and Van den Hout 1991) and also with the 

translation of Gregory McMahon named ―Instructions to the Royal Guard 
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(MEŠEDI Protocol)‖ in Context of Scripture, Vol. 1, Canonical Compositions 

from the Biblical World edited by William Hallo e K. Younger, Jr (McMahon 

1997). 

Specifically, from the Hittite source ―Protocol for the Royal Body Guard‖, 

comparing the three text‘s translations in question, we can observe the difficulties 

associated with this same script. According to Gregory McMahon, today in 

Istanbul this inscription is especially problematic as it has several textual overlaps 

that have been added over time. Beyond this temporal problem, the source is full 

of specific terms relating to the ―royal guard‖ procedures that make the text even 

more complicated to translate. Take has an example a passage from this source, 

more specifically in column 3 on line 1 to 5: 
 

―[...] The [bod]yguard who [brings] the petitioners [...], and he [takes his place] 

behind the gold-spear man. [Then as soon as] the king request the law case, the 

bodygua[rd...] it and p[laces] it in the chief of the bodyguard‘s hand. [...] law case, 

and he tells it to the chief of the bodyguard, but the chief of the bodyguard [...]. [...]‖ 

(Miller 2013). 
 

―[...] [The gu]ard who [brings in] the defendants [takes his stand] behind the gold-

spear-man. [When] the king asks for a case (to be tried), the guard [picks] it [out] and 

p[uts] it into the hand of the chief-of-guards and tells the chief-of-guards what] the 

case [is]; but the chief of guards [tells the king]. [...]‖ (Güterbock and Van den Hout 

1991). 

 

―[...] [The gu]ard who [brings in] the defendants [takes his place] behind the man of 

the golden spear. [But when] the king requests a case, the guard [picks] it [out] and 

pl[aces] it in the hand of the chief of the guard. He tells the chief of the guard [what] 

the case (is), but the chief of the guard [tells the king]. [...]‖ (McMahon 1997). 
 

In the order presented first the translation of Miller, then the Güterbock in 

conjunction with Van den Hout and finally McMahon‘s version. From these three 

examples we can see two groups, the first consisting only of Miller‘s translation 

and the second the remaining two researchers. The first is more reliable to the 

original Hittite text, because it does not intend to add to the source gaps possible 

translations. We can see, firstly in the case of Güterbock and Van den Hout and 

then in the adaptation of McMahon, which even refers that as a basis for its 

translation, he used the work of these authors. Aspect evident due to the similarity 

of the translations, with only a few concrete terms to differ. These clear differences 

in translation effectively demonstrate the difficulties inherent to this source. 

Regarding source citations throughout the article, the differences between 

Miller and Güterbock and Van den Hout/McMahon‘s translations are evident, 

always in the terminological and textual gap-filling aspects. It should be noted that 

both translations have their value and neither appears to be incorrect. As already 

mentioned, for the specific case of this article we chose to use the translation of 

Jared Miller, because of his approach to the text on such a specific theme, it 

seemed safer to use a translation that did not try to address the shortcomings of the 

own text. This will avoid possible misleading conclusions. 
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The King’s Safeguard: The “Royal Guard” Composition and their Command 

System 

 

There is a close relationship between the ―Royal Guard‖, the ―guardian of the 

palace gate‖, and the ―men with golden spears‖ referred to in several passages of 

both protocols, as we can observe in the following sentence from the ―Protocol for 

the Royal Body Guard‖: ―[...] they do not lift the door bolt of the gate. And the 

[bodygua]rds, the gatekeepers (and) the forecourt-cleaners come out [...]‖ (CTH 

262/IBoT 1.36: 1.8, Miller 2013). This example suggests a strong organisational 

interconnection between space and labour.  In fact, if we take look at the word 

itself, ―Royal Guard‖ is a translation of the transliteration of a following term (of 

Akkadogram): MEŠEDI. The word MEŠEDI is thought to come from the old 

assyrian term MIŠITTU which means ―depot‖ or ―store‖. If we accept this idea 

created by Landsberger, then MEŠEDI-men meant those who originally guarded 

the treasury. Other theories suggest that the term comes from another old assyrian 

word, MAGAZINRAUM that would attribute to these individuals the function of 

―storeroom officials‖. Von Soden also connects the word MEŠEDI with the term 

MEŠËDI that arises in Mari and would be related to door functions, probably with 

the guarding of entrances (Beal 1986). 

The sources narratives show us that each military and civil personnel had their 

plans and rules, and all must have been of extreme importance to guarantee the 

security of the Hittite king. This scenario is present in the following excerpt: 
 

―[...] they do [...] they do [...]. The bodyguards, [tho]ugh, [...] [u]p/ [for]th, and they 

[...] before the gatekeepers (and) the forecourt-cleaners. [Then] they go in, and they 

stand at the gate of the courtyard. Their [e]yes are tu[rn]ed forwards, so that they 

cover one courtyard of the pa[la]ce, and [th]ey [keep] watch. [...]‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 

1.36: 1.1-6, Miller 2013). 
 

There are several examples throughout the Hittite texts that describe the 

procedures of these units. The concern regarding observation and being in a 

constant state of vigilance is a recurring theme. There are some examples in which 

some soldiers had to leave their positions and go to the toilet, for example. 

According to the source, a soldier had to inform the guard next to him, who would, 

in turn, inform his nearest guard, until finally the message arrived to a third-degree 

officer, who in turn informed the military of second degree. The line of 

communication then ends with the ―commander of the 10 of the bodyguard‖ or the 

―chief of the bodyguard‖. They would then decide the verdict regarding the need 

of the guard (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36: 1.33-38; Miller 2013). Naturally, this was 

essential for the proper functioning of the palace security procedures. Focusing 

only on the ―Royal Guard‖, it should be noted that this unit was not always located 

inside the palace, as the following excerpt proves: 
 

―[...] Then the bodyguards take (their) place in the courtyard of the bodyguard; and 

12 bodyguards stand by the inside wall in the direction of the palace, and they hold 

spears. If, however, 12 bodyguards are not available – either someone has been sent 

on a journey or someone is at home on leave – and there are too many spears, then 
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they carry away the spears that are left, and they place them with the gatekeepers. 

[...]‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36: 1.9-15, Miller 2013). 
 

Naturally, the monarch must have always been surrounded by these guards, 

and the reference to the ―journey‖ suggests that the lack of guards in the palace 

was a consequence of the king‘s departure. This movement could mainly have two 

dimensions: one diplomatic and the other military. The latter, more important for 

this analysis, may strengthen the possibility of these units accompanying the king 

into a battle context. On the other hand, it is clear that, if this was the case, the king 

did not carry the whole contingent. An understandable fact because the palace also 

needed to be protected. 

What amount of information can the ―Protocol for the Royal Body Guard‖ 

offer us regarding the making of this the unit? We find reference to two types of 

spear men: the regular ones and those with a ―golden spear‖. What were the 

differences between them? See the following example: 
 

―[...] Gold-spear men, though, stand by the wall in the direction of the gate; [...], one 

bodyguard stands to one side near the gate in the direction of the wall of the 

bodyguard, whereas one gold-spear man stands to the (other) side near the gate in the 

direction of the wall of the gold-spear men, and they keep watch by day. [...]‖ (CTH 

262/IBoT 1.36: 1.16-19, Miller 2013). 
 

In this small passage, we can observe the distinction between the guards who 

used the ―golden spear‖ and those who didn‘t, the latter being referred to by the 

generic term ―guard‖. The source does not provide us with precise clues as to 

whether these military men were above the rest or if they were, in terms of rank, 

equal to the others. Were they a separate division within the Hittite ―Royal Guard‖ 

itself? Were they better trained and armed? The number of references to these 

military personnel throughout the ―protocol‖ indicates that they were, in fact, a 

part of the ―Royal Guard‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36, Bryce 2007). However, the use of 

the term ―golden‖ seems to give these troops a higher status, even though in the 

texts there are no quotes that could suggest any superiority of rank. In fact, Richard 

Beal assumes that the MEŠEDI were more prestigious then the ―Gold-spear men‖ 

(Beal 1986). Perhaps the only exception is the following expression: ―[...] A gold-

spear man [takes his place bet]ween them, [...]‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36: 2.10, Miller 

2013). This example may not say much but it allows us to suggest that the 

presence of this soldier between two guards is an indication of ―leadership‖ in 

relation to his peers. In fact, in another context described in the source, in a 

military parade the soldiers with ―golden spears‖ come before the regular guards 

(Miller 2013). Admitting that these ―men with the golden spears‖ were superior in 

ability and status to the others, it is plausible to note that these could be the 

military closest to the Hittite monarch. Issues related to these units are still poorly 

understood, raising some questions that need to remain open. It is also known from 

the source ―Proclamation of Telepinu‖, also known as ―Telepinu, Constitutional 

Edict‖ that these units would be used for other purposes, since the text states that 

Zuru (―chief of the personal bodyguard‖) sent his son, Tahurwaili, a ―man with the 
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golden spear‖ to assassinate Tittiya and his family (CTH 19. KBo 12.7: 2.II.1-7, 

Van den Hout 2003, Carreira 1999, Mõttus 2018, Beckman 1986). 
 

―[...] The gold-spear man who stood next to them, though, takes his place; the palace 

servant of the spear, however, gives the whip to the chief of the palace servants, the 

chief of the palace servants, in turn, gives it to the king. […]‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36: 

2. 20-23, Miller 2013). 
 

In this excerpt, we can find another term that could be related to the ―Royal 

Guard‖: the ―palace servant of the spear‖. Given the terminology and the reference 

to their weaponry, it is possible that these were soldiers, like the others, with the 

role of protecting the palace. They probably had the lowest rank within the chain 

of command of the ―Royal Guard‖, and would be headed by the ―chief of the 

palace servants‖. It is debatable whether this position would be exclusively of a 

military nature, since it is necessary to take into account the other workers who 

were also considered servants, like the cooks for example. It should also be 

mentioned the ―chief of the palace staff‖. Among the various officials referred to 

in the ―Protocol for the Gatekeepers‖, we must highlight the following: the ―wine-

cup bearer‖, the ―table server‖, the ―chef‖, the ―entertainer‖, the ―cult singer‖, the 

―priest of the god Zilipuri‖, the ―tent man‖, the ―scepter-bearer‖, the ―tailor‖, the 

―runner‖, the ―sentry-runner‖ and the ―duddushiyalla-[...]‖ (CTH 263.B/KUB 

26.28: 1-36, Miller 2013). 

As far as we can tell, there were two high hierarchical positions in the ―Royal 

Guard‖ command system: the ―Chief of the Royal Guard‖ and the ―Commander of 

10 of the Bodyguard‖ (Miller 2013). What were their functions? What were the 

differences between them? 
 

―[...] And when the chief of the Bodyguard and the commander of 10 of the 

bodyguard come up, since the chief of the bodyguard holds a staff, as soon as he 

prostrates himself to the tutelary deity of the spear, then whatever bodyguard of rank 

(is there) takes the staff from him, and he places it behind the altar. The staff that the 

commander of 10 of the bodyguard holds however, he hands it [over] to a bodyguard, 

and the bodyguard holds it for h[im]. [...]‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36: 1: 22-26, Miller 

2013). 

 

―[...] Then the chief of the Bodyguard goes, and two lor[ds walk] behind him; be it 

the commander of charioteers or a commander of 10, they stand [behind] the chief of 

the bodyguard. [...]‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36: 3. 6-8, Miller 2013). 
 

Taken from the ―Protocol for the Royal Bodyguard‖, the above excerpts show 

us that, in the first case, there does not seem to be a clear hierarchical disparity, 

while in the second case, the ―Commander of 10‖ could suggest that this military 

position was perhaps more related to the regular army officer rather than the 

―Royal Guard‖ itself (due to the lack of reference to this specific unit). This 

military official emerges behind the ―chief of the bodyguard‖, a procedure that 

could indicate a hierarchically inferior position. Can the same apply to the 

―Commander of 10 of the Bodyguard‖? We can assume that the ―Chief of the 

Bodyguard‖ was hierarchically superior to the ―Commander of 10 of the 
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Bodyguard‖ (Miller 2013), because the former had a more generalist title and 

could cover a whole contingent, whereas the latter would command only a unit of 

ten soldiers. Thus, there must have been a need for more officers with this title, all 

of whom were to be commanded by the ―Chief of the Bodyguard‖. The functions 

of each of these officials cannot be stated with certainty. The present nomenclature 

refers to differences regarding their practical functions. The ―Chief‖ would have 

administrative functions, as well as being responsible for the organisation of the 

site where these military operations would occur (Bryce 2007). The ―Commander‖ 

would have functions pertaining more to the warlike spectrum, and certainly in 

battle. It is necessary to reinforce the idea that these are approaches to a 

problematic matter, since there is no data which allows for the confirmation of the 

possible answers to the above questions. About the units themselves, Richard Beal 

suggests the following hierarchical order: MEŠEDI, ―Gold-spear men‖, ―Heavy-

spear men‖, ―Bronze-spear men‖ and ―spearmen‖ (Beal 1986). 
 

―[...] Then a palace servant goes up to the roof, but before him [a deaf man] leads. 

Then the deaf man pulls the window shut, and the [palace] servant [...]‖ (CTH 

263.B/KUB 26.28: 2. 13-14, Miller 2013). 

 

―[...] If a Bodyguard does run off, though, and he carries a spear down out of the post, 

and the gatekeepers catch him in (his) delinquency, then he ―unfastens his shoe.‖ If, 

however, the bodyguard tricks the gatekeeper, and he carries down a spear, but the 

gatekeeper does not see him, then the bodyguard will catch the gatekeeper in (his) 

delinquency. [...]‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36: 1. 53-56, Miller 2013). 
 

In both texts, we can detect other functions, like those of the ―gatekeeper‖, 

which according to certain passages of the ―protocol‖ had some preponderance, 

including over some members of the ―Royal Guard‖. 

 

 

The “Royal Guard” Outside the Palace: An Elite Unit in Battle? 

 

Although with almost three decades old, we should mention Richard Beal's 

PhD dissertation, where he addresses, among various aspects of the Hittite military 

machine, the Hittite kings‘ ―royal bodyguard‖. The author states in his conclusion 

that there is no indication that these military units escorted the Hittite king into the 

warfare like contexts (―[...] there is no evidence as to whether or not they also 

accompanied him on campaign and into battle. [...]‖) (Beal 1986). With the 

exception of the existence of another elite unit that we do not know, it seems 

difficult to consider that these ―guards‖ would not accompany the king to the 

situations where he would be most endangered. Richard Beal, between pages 272 

and 274 states in great detail that these MEŠEDI units accompanied the monarch 

on his travels, including standard procedures to better ensure his safety. From the 

outset, Richard Beal‘s view seems debatable. Even the author in question 

mentions that some of these military men could come from the regular soldiers‘ 

units of the Hittite army (―[...] may well have been regular army troops detached 

for this purpose. [...]‖) (Beal 1986). For example, let us take the case of the battle 
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of Kadeš, where pharaoh Ramses II was accompanied by his personal guard, the 

Shardans. Military unit which, according to the descriptions in the written and 

iconographic sources, was essential for the safety of the king during the Hittite 

charge against the Egyptian military camp (Spalinger 2005). 

Naturally, most of the responsibilities of the ―Royal Guard‖ concerned the 

monarch's own residence. In which other contexts could these units be used? We 

can highlight two situations (Bryce 2007): when the king was moving to other 

places during battle and when the king, or some member of the royal family, was 

present. In this article, based on the analysis of the ―Protocol for the Royal 

Bodyguard‖ source, we will focus only on the second context. We will try to 

identify the elements that can provide us with clues about which way could these 

elite military units behave in battle. As previously shown, the Hittite ―Royal 

Guard‖ had as known officers the ―Chief of the Bodyguard‖ and the ―Commander 

of 10 of the Bodyguard‖. According to Trevor Bryce, the ―Chief of the Bodyguard‖ 

would be a position of extreme importance and prestige within the Hittite military 

machine. In addition, the attribution of this position falls often on members of the 

royal family, usually the brothers of the king, as well as the heir son (Bryce 2011, 

Lorenz and Schrakamp 2011). The following excerpt proves the relationship 

between the royal house and this type of officer: ―[...], wrote this tablet in the city 

of Tawa in the presence of the prince Nerikkaili; Huzziya, chief of the royal 

bodyguard; Prince Kurakura, [...]‖ (CTH 169/KUB 3.70: 2.30-43, Beckman 

1999). While the former appears to be a very specific post and clearly associated 

only with these units, the latter has equivalents in the Hittite regular army 

command system, usually only referred to as the ―Commander of 10‖ (Güterbock 

and Van den Hout 1991). Regarding the main function of these units, it is safe to 

say that the ―Royal Guard‖ was present in battle when the king himself was as 

well. However, it is unlikely that the monarch would participate in the actual 

melee (Burney 2004, Lorenz and Schrakamp 2011), because this would put him in 

a position of direct danger, a completely undesirable situation (Bryce 2007). Did 

these units only join combat when the king was in danger? In a situation where the 

Hittite army was at a disadvantage or to be defeated, this enabled the enemy to 

approach the rear of the army formation, the most probable position for the king. 

On the other hand, the aforementioned difference between the ―regular royal 

guard‖ and soldiers with ―golden spears‖ may attribute some value to the possible 

use of the former section in combat, even when there was no threat to the king. It 

is now important to observe the characteristics of the soldiers who were part of 

these units. See the following excerpt: 
 

―[...] Two heavy-spear men, though, ta[ke] their places opposite the king to the right; 

they do not hold [s]pears. A gold-spear man [takes his place bet]ween them, and he 

holds a gold-plated [spe]ar. [...]‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36: 2. 9-11, Miller 2013). 
 

The reference to the ―heavy-spear men‖ leads us to think of a categorisation 

roughly similar to a heavy infantry typology. A reality otherwise predictable, given 

the main function of these units. Were these soldiers on foot or riding chariots? 

Knowing the importance of this weapon in Hittite warfare (Bryce 2007) and 

associating this factor to the potential that the war chariot achieved during the 
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Second Millennium BC (Lorenz and Schrakamp 2011), it is plausible to suggest a 

relationship between the ―Royal Guard‖ and these mobile units. Still, there are 

many questions regarding the various aspects of the typologies and the way of 

combat with the Hittite chariots. This is mainly due to the lack of precise data, 

both textual and iconographic (Archer 2010, Lorenz and Schrakamp 2010, Noble 

2015). Since this is not the subject of this article, we will just point out that, as 

Mary Littauer and Joost Crouwel have shown, using the spear while on a chariot 

as a shock weapon would be very problematic (Littauer and Crouwel 2002a). 

Therefore, given the presence of spears in these military units, it seems plausible 

to admit that these would be infantry forces. Would this imply that the monarch 

himself was not on a chariot when in battle? This question leads us to the political 

side of the war chariot, so often marked in other Bronze Age contexts, like Egypt 

or Assyria (the latter in an imminently posterior chronology), where the monarch 

was often depicted on his war chariot (Quesada Sanz 2005, Hamblin 2006). In 

Hatti, the connection between royalty and this weapon is not as plentiful as in the 

above-mentioned contexts, although references exist which prove that the king 

would use vehicles for his movements in battle. In iconographic terms there are 

only the representations in Egyptian murals about the battle of Kadeš (Collins 

2007), as well as an image coming from Zinjirli where two soldiers are observed 

on a war chariot (Lorenz and Schrakamp 2011). Unfortunately, it is not clear that 

one of these troops can be considered, iconographically speaking, a king. See the 

following excerpt: 
 

―[...] Then, when the king requests the chariot, guard brings the step-stool and sets it 

(up), and the king takes the chariot. And the bodyguard who is the farrier holds a 

staff, and he grasps the horse on the right by the bit with the right hand, while with 

the left he holds the stave; [...]‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36: 3. 55-58, Miller 2013). 
 

It is known to us that in other contexts, like the Mittani, the king‘s personal 

guard was composed by soldiers riding chariots, about ten vehicles to be more 

precise (Gabriel 2002). The exception was the presence of guards with 

―veterinary‖ knowledge (Miller 2013)
 
which, of course, had the task of treating the 

horses that pulled the war chariots, including those from the monarch‘s vehicle. 

There are sources that help us prove that the Hittite king usually moved in a 

chariot, and probably in military contexts that would be the same case. See the 

following example: ―[...] If, however, he (the king) goes into some place by 

chariot, then as soon as the king step[s] down from the chariot [...]‖ (CTH 

262/IBoT 1.36: 4.23, Miller 2013). Referring to the Hittite sources only, there is 

no other evidence regarding the use of chariots by the ―Royal Guard‖, nor any part 

of that unit, to protect the king. Although, if the Hittite monarch was, during battle, 

on a vehicle (Bryce 2007) it would be necessary for these same guards to be on 

some kind of mobile platform as well. Other data that seems to link the ―Royal 

Guard‖ to some war chariot units are the archaeological data discovered in Pi-

Ramesse (Egypt) inside a workshop. According to E. B. Pusch, the armament 

discovered revealed a strong relation between the Hittite chariot formations and 

the units that would have accompanied Princess Maathorneferure. She was the 

daughter of Hattušili II, who married Ramses II in the thirty-fourth year of his 
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reign (Lorenz and Schrakamp 2011, Genz 2011). Taking into account the current 

knowledge, together with the absence of information concerning the actual Hittite 

war chariot units, especially when we compared it to other places like the Mittani 

and the Neo-Assyria (Dezső 2006), the ―Royal Guard‖ of the Hittite king was 

likely to be a well-trained, mixed military force, mostly made up by heavy infantry 

forces and war chariot units. In fact, the term māru damqu ša qurub is usually 

translated into ―soldier of the guard with war chariots‖, a suggestive designation 

that connects these soldiers to the ―Royal Guard‖ units that used vehicles 

(GIŠ.GIGIR qurubte) (Dezső 2012). 

How were these soldiers recruited? What was their origin? Information about 

the Hittite army recruitment process is sparse and the same is true of the ―Royal 

Guard‖. According to Trevor Bryce, most contingents would be formed by 

volunteers seeking a military career. There would also be foreign soldiers and 

others from the recruitment process itself. This was done locally, with each region 

or village having to provide a certain number of troops to the army (Bryce 2002). 

Later, the recruits would be sent to barracks, the biggest and most important ones 

being located in Hattuša. Although it seems that there was already a pre- selection 

of the most capable soldiers in their home regions (Bryce 2007), we can assume 

that the selection of the soldiers that would form the contingent of the ―Royal 

Guard‖ would take place in the barracks. Here, surely, the most capable would be 

chosen to serve the king and assure his family‘s protection. 

How many troops were part of the Hittite ―Royal Guard‖ during the Old 

Kingdom? As we previously observed, this type of soldier was commanded by the 

―Commander of 10‖, a designation which immediately refers to a military 

organization based on the number ten and its multiples, like we also find in Mittani 

(Gabriel 2002), Egypt (Schulman 1963, Ferreira and Varandas 2016) and Assyria 

(De Backer 2014). Although the base number of soldiers in these units is clear, 

their total number is unknown. Was it forty? Fifty? Sixty? Due to the lack of 

additional information, it is impossible to refer to a specific number, although a 

possible quantification between forty and sixty can be a reasonable probability in 

this context and can be extended up to one hundred (Beal 1986). Specially during 

the 16
th
 century BC, the Hittite armies would have about forty vehicles in their 

ranks. Therefore, given the cost of this weapon, it is plausible to admit that the 

personal guardianship of the Hittite kings during the Old Kingdom could be 

slightly higher (Noble 2015). This theory can be amplified with the Jürgen Lorenz 

and Ingo Schrakamp‘s theory about the presence of regular soldiers in the 

composition of the guard units, often referred to as ―spear-men‖ (Lorenz and 

Schrakamp 2011). Assuming that this idea is correct, we may suggest an 

application of this section of the ―Royal Guard‖ in direct combat during a battle, 

even away from the king himself. Just like in the occasions where the king was not 

leading the troops into battle, he often assigned nominal command of the army to a 

member of the royal family, one of his brothers for example (Bryce 2002). 

Knowing that usually the title of ―Chief of the Royal Bodyguard‖ was given to 

someone inside the royal family, it is probable that in some situations the same 

member could have both functions inside the Hittite army (Bryce 2007). This fact 

creates a close relationship between the combat made by the regular soldiers and 
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the elite units. Therefore, this could mean that the ―Royal Guard‖ officers must 

have had some skills within the tactical command of the contingents in battle. In 

the following excerpt, we can observe the reference to what appears to be a tactical 

movement: 
 

―[...] But if the king calls some foreign troops, either hostile Kaskean troops, or 

Kummahean troops or whatever troops, then all the bodyguards walk behind. But i[f] 

there are too few spears for them, then they take spe[ars] from the spear-men and 

they walk behind. That´s called ―encircling‖. [...]‖ (CTH 262/IBoT 1.36: 3.35-40, 

Miller 2013). 
 

In this example, taken from the ―Protocol for the Royal Bodyguard‖, we notice 

what may be a procedure applicable in warlike context. ―Encircling‖ can have two 

interpretations beyond the context in which the excerpt is inserted (in the palace), 

and both can be complementary in the sense that one does not exclude the other, 

since they could occur in different situations: 

 

1. King‘s protection. 

2. In combat during a battle. 

 

In the first case, the ―Royal Guards‘‖ movements around the monarch were 

linear so that he would be in the centre, behind the ―shield wall‖, and protected. 

Taking into account the tactical limitations regarding this effort, this type of 

movement would only be possible if the king was on foot. If he was on a chariot, a 

movement like this would be of extreme difficulty, because his guards would need 

to be on vehicles as well. Also, the tactical positioning of these soldiers, in order to 

protect the monarch, would be problematic, since the vehicles had to be in 

constant motion in order to be effective. On the other hand, if the elite units were 

on foot and the king was on a chariot, the positioning would be possible but this 

would not effectively protect the monarch due to his elevation relative to the 

others, making the king a perfect target for enemy archers and slingers. The 

second context implies the use of these soldiers in combat, whether it would be the 

entire contingent or only part of it. Here, two other possibilities have to be taken 

into account, since these soldiers could be fighting either on foot or riding chariots. 

Both options are plausible when applied to the word ―encircling‖, since the term 

could be used in a close combat or in a distant fight situation – the Hittite chariots, 

at least from the Old Kingdom, were used as a platform for archers. A circumstance 

supported by some iconographic sources and because of this reality, many 

researchers refute the possibility of the Hittite chariots being used as a melee 

weapon, arguing that it was instead used as a shooting platform with the bow and 

arrow as the primary weapon (Bryce 2007, Lorenz and Schrakamp 2011, Littauer 

and Crouwel 2002b, Burney 2004). 
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Conclusion 
 

In conclusion, we believe that in their basis the Hittite ―Royal Guard‖ had as 

its main function the protection of the king and his family during the Old 

Kingdom. On the other hand, and as demonstrated throughout the article, there are 

indications regarding these elite units may actually have been used in warlike 

contexts. These soldiers would have been a heterogeneous elite force in the sense 

that, at its base, it would have two types of units: 

 

1. Heavy infantry. 

2. Chariot squadrons. 

 

These unit‘s warfare typology will, inevitably, always be relate to the king‘s 

own situation in battle. That is, the way the king presented himself in battle, for 

tactical reasons his ―Royal Bodyguard‖ should also coincide with that form. If the 

monarch was on foot, then his guard should also fight on the ground in a heavy 

infantry typology. If the Hittite king were in a chariot, then it would only make 

sense that the king‘s military protective unit would be positioned on the battlefield 

over chariots as well. While we should keep both possibilities open, the almost 

absence regarding mentions of war chariots in the used sources, we should be 

compelled to believe that these elite units were heavy infantry that would fight 

with spear and shield in a tight formation. Although the presence of war chariots is 

a possibility, we still lack more data in order to strengthen this idea. However, the 

existence of a weapon like the light war chariot during the Bronze Age, with the 

military and political importance it had in this kind of elite units, allows us to see 

this hypothesis as a probable fact. While the provenance of this military would be 

mostly Hittite, its actual quantification is currently impossible to prove with 

certainty. This is mainly due to the fact that the numbers previously offered are 

estimates, thus fallible either by default or by excess. 

The ―Protocol for the Royal Bodyguard‖ contains very important data 

concerning the troops operability inside the palace. However, for the scope of this 

article, the possible information comes mainly from associations between 

descriptions or features mentioned in the source in a palatial context, which can be 

transposed into a battle context. It seems evident to us that the king‘s presence in 

battle was always sided with his ―personal guards‖ and these would also have to 

be in the same place to protect the monarch from possible dangers that might arise. 

For example, mobile war chariot unit engagements that could appear in an 

unexpected tactical position and within range of attacking the Hittite king or 

formation-breaking moments where enemy infantry units could approach the rear 

of the Hittite army. 

It must be said that throughout the article and, in most cases, it was only 

possible to provide some clues and possibilities for a better understanding of the 

presence of these elite forces in battle. As in many other contexts related to the 

military history of some Bronze Age societies, there are large gaps of data. 

Because of this, we often do not possess a relatively complete set of information 

that allows us to offer decisive answers on certain issues. 
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The object of study here proposed, the Hittite ―Royal Guard‖ units during the 

Old Kingdom, reflects these problems. Thus, we can only aim to create a survey 

that will keep the scientific discussion about this topic alive and ongoing. 

In short, the presence of these forces in battle is very believable and the 

presence of a hierarchy within the actual elite unit is evident. The existence of 

regular soldiers (referred to as ―spear-men‖) suggests an effective presence on the 

battlefield, as well as the distinction between the ―Royal Bodyguards‖ (MEŠEDI) 

and soldiers with ―golden spears‖ in comparison with the regular guards. It is 

plausible to admit that these ―spear-men‖ could themselves be the regular guards. 

Thus, the MEŠEDI and the ―golden spears‖ would be the most capable and the 

closest contingent to the king, whereas if necessary, the remaining guard could go 

into combat, even if the monarch was not in danger. This understandable hierarchy 

would be present in the warlike context and its tactical positioning would reflect 

these same ranks within the elite unit itself. We can assume that the lower ranks 

would be in the front lines and as they approached the king, the ranks would be 

higher and higher. Based on the source and interpretation of the data provided by 

it, we can outline the following Hittite ―royal guard‖ formation in battle: we can 

admit that the king would be at the center of the formation, that is, in the safest 

position. The closest soldiers to the monarch would be the MEŠEDI (highest 

hierarchical position), then would be the ―gold-spear men‖ followed by the 

―heavy-spear men‖ and ―bronze-spear men‖, finally, in the first lines of defence 

would be the regular soldiers, the ―spearmen‖. We must safeguard that this is only 

an organization possibility and that it is issued with questionnaire and subject to 

change. 
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Numerous architectural styles have been explored in recent years (Pakkanen 

2018). However, Egyptian revival did not obtain the consideration it deserved till 

lately, when there was a remarkable flow of attention coursed by various 

significant ancient Egyptian exhibitions all over the world, which led to the 

publications of books and articles tackling the Egyptian revival (Curl 2013).  In 

this paper the researcher will try to investigate the chronological change of form 

and shape of ancient Egyptian architectural features that were revived in 

European public spaces to signify power, sovereignty, and authority. Curl (2013) 

charts the argument of the persistence of Egyptian motifs in design from Greco-

Roman Antiquity, through the Mediaeval, Baroque, and Neo-Classical periods. 

Our hypothesis is that Ancient Egypt is a central source, rather than peripheral, 

to the development of considerable volume of European urbanistic and 

architectural features. We will distinguish manifestations with Egyptian 

connotations based on literature reviewed, field observation and the 

methodology of Curl (2013). Aiming only on three ancient Egyptian sources, the 

Sphinx, the obelisk, and the temple. 

 
Keywords: Egyptian revival, Ancient Egyptian artifacts, morphological 

regeneration, space occupation, public spaces 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The civilization of the West that progressed from the Greco-Roman realm, 

later from the intricate organization of the Christian Church and its direct 

connections with secular power and the legitimizing of that power, depicted 

profoundly on the religion of Ancient Egypt and the authority given to religion 

people of the Pharaoh, a statement that is often overlooked, or proclaimed as 

‗extravagant‘ by reviewers (Curl 2013). 

It is acknowledged that trading interactions between Egypt and the Greek 

realm were ascertained from the latter half of the second millennium BC and the 

Greek obtained settlements in Egypt from around the seventh century BC (Stevens 

2020). Herodotus journeyed to Egypt had produced an exceptionally appreciated 

interpretation in his narrations, which were afterwards viewed as prime sources by 

later authors (Innis 2008). The Greeks were attentive of the antiquity of Egypt and 
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were captivated by its religion and buildings (Bishop 2015). More essentially, was 

the esteem with which Egypt was alleged, as it was realized as the source of all 

ancient wisdom (Tomorad 2019). 

This superiority or better say precedence of the ancient Egyptian antiquity, 

can be decoded and observed in many European illustrations of art and 

architecture across history (Bowdler 2006). In this paper, we will shortly mention 

three sources of influence translated into power symbolism, which are the sphinx, 

the obelisk, and the temple. We will then decode how they evolved in terms of 

space occupation. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

The paper presents a brief of the development of the three chosen Ancient 

Egyptian architectural features, by providing a morphological analysis of these 

features through the selected case studies. The examples are organized through a 

chronological order, and then investigated through the lens of their historical space 

occupation development. 

Future studies can further investigate the impact of Egyptian revival in other 

parts of the world, utilizing the same methodology adapted. Additionally, the 

impact of Egyptian revival in Europe upon adaption by modern Egypt is a 

relatively untouched topic which can be of interest. 

 

 

The Sphinx 

 

The Lion was always associated with power since early civilizations (Ball 

2018). The king of outside statues was originally used in ancient Egypt when 

carved stone sphinxes (statues of a lion‘s body with a human head) lined the road 

from Karnak to Luxor in Egypt. Noticeably in China, guardian lions have been 

prevalent from the time when the Han Empire was flourishing, but that was way 

after the Egyptians. The earliest example for the use of a pair of lions as guardian 

statues placed on both sides of an entrance was the Prudhoe lions of the temple of 

Soleb in Nuba Egypt (see Figure 1).  

Ancient Egyptians had three types of sphinxes, Crisophinx (lion body with 

ram head), Hierocosphinx (lion body with hawk head), and Androsphinx (lion 

body with human head, like the Great Sphinx) (Curl 2013). The Great Sphinx was 

believed to stand as a guardian of the Giza Plateau, where it faces the rising sun. It 

was the focus of solar worship in the Old Kingdom. It was also considered the 

optimal image of the power and fearsome of the pharaoh (Osborne 2014). 

This guardian sphinx evolved across time into the guardian lions throughout 

the Roman Empire and then revived in the renaissance and later from the 

eighteenth century it was used in various buildings resembling power, which was 

elaborated in detail by (Riad and Jack 2020).  
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Figure 1. A Chronological Study of the Development of the Lion Statue 

 
Source: Authors. 

 

We can argue that the lions standing pridefully alongside the entrance of the 

Hungarian parliament, is a representation of power and authority more than being 

guardians, due to the posture of the lions. Another example is the palace of justice 

in Sofia, Bulgaria where the lions there are in a walking stand while raising their 

heads. This pair of lions can be seen in front of various remarkably important 

buildings in European cities. Odenonsplatz in Munich, Spanish Parliament of 

Madrid, Cantacuzino Palace in Bucharest, Kolomenskoye in Moscow and armed 

lions of Town hall in Lviv.  
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Mostly, these buildings are governmental or administrative buildings and the 

connection with authority and power is always relevant. It can be even interesting 

to study a map of the guardian lions with their posture across European cities and 

why did each architect choose to put those lions. 

 

 

Space Occupation Development of the Sphinx 

 

The earliest usage of sphinx statue on the sides of honorary stairs or ramp, 

was situated in the Hatshepsut temple 1458 BC (Luxor, Egypt). As an approach 

for the stairs, two or three rows of sphinxes were used, however the two statues 

define the space of the stairs were exactly in the beginning of the stairs. The two 

statues were oriented as their backs are facing the temple and their faces 

welcoming the visitors or rather declaring the dominance of the space to come 

behind them. It was not the first use of these statues as guardians to a sacred place, 

since the recumbent lion is the most ancient (Riad and Jack 2020). 

Next comes the renowned Karnak temple relates to the Luxor temple with a 

two kilometers avenue of sphinxes. The sphinxes were oriented facing the honorary 

avenue on both sides and defining the space which the avenue is occupying through 

close repetition (see Figure 2). 

Forward to the renaissance, in villa Medici 1598 (Florence, Italy), the lions‘ 

statues were on both sides of the entrance. However, their orientation was that 

their sides were in line with the facade of the villa, which interpreted as defining 

part of the facade (a decoration) rather than guarding the space. 

Unlike all other examples, the four lions‘ statues in Trafalgar square 1844 

(London, UK) were oriented towards true directions (North, South, East and 

West). They were created in the guardian position, and their orientation was to 

symbolize dominance in all directions. However, this pattern of four directional 

lions or sphinxes guarding a vertical element was designed before in Place du 

Chatelet 1802 (Paris, France) and in Piazza del Popolo 1822 (Rome, Italy). Yet, 

the English examples stood out because of the significance of orienting to the true 

directions. 

Although Ancient Egypt was the first civilization to use the sphinx (lion) 

statue to symbolize power or guardianship, the statue was further developed 

throughout history with additions from different cultures. The materials used, the 

level of details, the statues orientation and their posture are among many features 

which have changed across time.  
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Figure 2. Space Occupation Diagram Demonstrating the Differences in the 

Methods of Allocating the Lion (Sphinx) Statue in Space 

 
Source: Authors. 

 

Even if Egypt inspired Europe in the beginning, the opposite happened in 

modern times. In the 19
th
 century, the European advancement in all fields was a 
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reason for Egyptian architects to get inspirations from successful European 

landmarks. A good example is the chain bridge (Budapest, Hungary) that was 

established to connect the two cities across the Danube, Buda and Pest. The bridge 

was decorated by placing two lions in the guardian position in both its ends, which 

was imitated in designing Kasr EL-Nile Bridge connecting the two banks of the 

Nile River in the very heart of Cairo (see Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3. The Resemblance between the Chain Bridge in Budapest and Kasr El-

Nile Bridge in Cairo 

Source: Authors. 
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The Obelisk 
 

The first usage of a singular vertical element as a memorial was the obelisk of 

Luxor temple in Egypt. The obelisk is of yellow granite and inscribed with 

hieroglyphs in honor of the Pharaoh Ramesses II. The Egyptian artifact was 

revived in ancient Rome in the form of the Trajan‘s-column which commemorated 

Roman Emperor Trajan‘s victory in the Dacian Wars (Kahn 2014). The statue of 

St. Peter‘s was added in 1587. Later the obelisk had taken many evolutionary 

transformations or abstraction and is found placed in multiple sites across Europe 

(see Figure 4).  
 

Figure 4. The Chrono-Morphological Development of the Obelisk in Europe 

 
Source: Authors. 
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It is distinct that Egyptian artifacts were of immense importance during the 

Roman Empire. The many obelisks that grace the squares and open spaces of 

Rome itself, for example, provide evidence of the esteem in which these Egyptian 

objects were held in imperial times (although they have only stood on their present 

sites from the Renaissance and Baroque periods) (Ball 2018). The collections of 

Egyptian pieces and of Roman works in the Egyptian style in the Vatican and 

Capitoline Museums indicate how widespread were such objects during the 

Roman Empire, and study of the literature dealing with the sites where ancient 

artefacts were discovered reveals that Egyptian cults had a powerful influence in 

imperial Rome (Osborne 2014). 

Weststeijn (2018) tried to gather all the ancient Egyptian obelisks locations 

and history of transferring, where he found that there are nearly 70 obelisks, nearly 

half of this number was transferred to Europe across history. And based on what 

we mentioned in the previous paragraph, it is of no surprise that 20 obelisks are in 

Italy, yet 12 of them in Rome, the capital of the Roman Empire. Remarkably in 

Egypt there are only 11 obelisks remaining (Stevens 2020). 

It is hardly surprising that, as the obelisks in Rome were unearthed, 

investigated, re-established, or moved to positions of distinction, they stimulated 

extensive attention. The excessive number of engravings of obelisks and columns 

in the Cinquecento affirms to the significance given to those Antique objects, and 

the fine fresco in the Vatican Library shows how those obelisks dominate the plan 

(Curl 2013).  

Emperor Sixtus and his architects allocated obelisks at points where glorious 

urban spaces would be established, so the center pieces of principal public areas, in 

addition to the focal-points or landmarks of streets, were Egyptian obelisks 

(Childress 2019). Later of course, the catholic church Christianized the obelisk by 

putting a cross on top of it, nevertheless the obelisks remained standing in the 

center of the most valuable piazzas in Rome like, Piazza del Popolo, Piazza di San 

Giovanni in Laterano, Piazza Navona, Piazza della Rotonda (in front of Pantheon) 

and many other significant areas. However, the arguably most vital one is in 

Vatican City, Piazza San Pietro (St. Peter‘s Square), in front of the most powerful 

church in the world and location of the obelisk in the center of the piazza is 

affirming the influence of centrality and power (Ristic 2020). 

 

 

Space Occupation Development of the Obelisk 

 

Although Ancient Egyptians used the obelisks mainly in pair, they used them 

as a portal or an approach to their temples, where they placed a memorial about the 

signified god or pharaoh along the writings engraved on the obelisk (Mitchell 

2012). Spatially they were used in pair to define the main axis between them. 

Nevertheless, they never located them in the center of a space (Abdelwahab 2018). 

On the other hand, the romans were the first to erect the Egyptian obelisks in 

the center of their public spaces (piazza) and this center is most of the times 

defining the main access to the space. So, their use of obelisks could be interpreted 
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to define centrality and axiality. Later other European urban designers adopted the 

roman model of the obelisk placement (see Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. An Illustration of the Development of the Axiality and Centrality of 

Public Spaces Enclosing an Obelisk 

 Source: Authors. 

 

Ancient Egyptians never intended to use the obelisk with such dramatic 

significance to pinpoint the center of the most important (power signifying) public 

spaces, rather used them as portals or memorials. However, the romans revived the 

usage of obelisks as memorials by their renowned Trajan‘s column which 

commemorates Roman Emperor Trajan‘s victory in the Dacian Wars. Besides 

erecting transported Egyptian obelisks to their most vital squares. This movement 
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was the start of a trend for European capitals to utilize Egyptian obelisks or one of 

their developed or abstracted phases named as the memorial column to be placed 

as a landmark on the main axis leading to a public space. 

 

 

The Temple 

 

Innis (1964) addresses the question of the political and propagandistic use of 

architecture through history. The rise and decline of empires, Innis believed, are 

due to the failure to consolidate control. A reliance on military or on technological 

improvements were options, but a more permanent method, Innis believed, was 

architecture. The Gothic cathedrals of Europe, another example of architectural 

control, were obvious reminders, to the masses, of the power of the Catholic 

Church, and of architecture as a form of political control. The stone used in early 

architecture, like the Egyptians, emphasized permanence and durability, and 

created recognizable and lasting reminders of the power and glory of the builders, 

especially clear in the stone temples in Luxor. Innis looked to the Egyptians for the 

best example and writes, "the pyramids, reflected the power of a far reaching and 

comprehensive centralization by a controlling mind".  

In 1941, Hitler approved that ancient Rome had been his motivation for his 

building plans. Demanding that granite should be used on the construction 

projects, he anticipated that they would last 4,000, or perhaps even 10,000 years, 

and rival Roman ruins (Narver 1986).  

 Narver (1986), in his discussion of the similarities between Nazi Germany 

and Imperial Rome, wrote that the Roman empire was a military state based on 

bombast, superstition and terror, with torture, mutilation and execution; in short, a 

society of spectacle. In their ordered cruelty, he continued, and in their self-

justifying through myth, ceremony and monuments, Europe‘s fascist movements 

expressed the entrenched values of the Romans. When the Nazis adopted 

neoclassical style, he concluded, they had a right to do so; they were among the 

heirs of Rome. Temples of Egypt also held special significance for Hitler. These 

large and long-lasting man-made structures contained desirable elements which 

German architects were expected to duplicate, for centuries to come. 

The temple of Horus in Edfu, for instance, has inspired the design of 

Propyläen (city gate) standing as the most remarkable entry to the Nazi plaza of 

Königsplatz in Munich (see Figure 6). While the city gate is mainly of neoclassical 

style with Doric order, we can argue that the two towers on the side of the gate, is 

a clear representation of influence from the temple with its side pylons.  
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Figure 6. A Chronological Assortment of Buildings of Different Architectural 

Styles Inspired by an Egyptian Temple 

 
Source: Authors. 
 

The temple of Horus also inspired the renowned Walter Gropius (1883–

1969). Images of his distinguished building (designed in fellowship with Adolf 

Meyer) at the Deutscher Werkbundausstellung, Köln (1914), usually show the 

symmetrical facade edged by rounded staircases. Nonetheless, on both sides of the 

main entrance are windows segmented by similar square columns derivative from 

Ancient Egyptian architecture, whereas overhead the blunt monotonous front 

mount two pylon forms. Which is mostly not revealed in the plan of the building, 

which has staggering similarities to the temple of Horus and a reconstruction of 

that temple was shown at an exhibition in Berlin in 1896, which Gropius may have 

seen (Curl 2013). 
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Discussion 

 

We can argue that the ancient Egyptian style have influenced many 

architectural styles throughout history. Curl (2013) argued that the ancient 

Egyptian style have deeply influenced the Greek and the roman architecture with 

the rows of huge columns and beams. However, we can also assert that it was also 

revisited in the renaissance era and later in the Eastern-European (soviet) 

totalitarian regimes, too, through the aesthetics of them, the so-called social 

realism as the latest manifestation of the revival in the twentieth century. The most 

recent appearance might exist in the West (USA and Europe after 1970s) in the 

post-modernism era, but it was a plain mimicry without heavy political symbolism 

behind, regarded as just an illustration of the consuming society.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Throughout history, ancient Egyptian architecture has evolved and revived in 

various forms and styles. Some can even argue that it is hardly identifiable, that the 

later phases or transformation of the first Ancient Egyptian features, have clear 

resemblance to its source (see Figure 7). Nevertheless, through a chronological 

tracing of each phase of development, we can clearly identify the morphological 

steps.  

Furthermore, since many of the most dominating architecture features like the 

sphinx, the obelisk and the temples were used in ancient Egypt to resemble power 

and prominence, these features can be identified again in European cities and 

buildings where the buildings are striving to signify distinction of power. 

It became clear to the researcher that, in future studies, we can further 

investigate the impact of Egyptian revival in other parts of the world, utilizing the 

same methodology adapted. The adaption of modern Egypt to the European 

Egyptian revival was very briefly mentioned in this paper discussing the case of 

resemblance between the Chain bridge in Budapest and Kasr El-Nile Bridge in 

Cairo. However, it can be further analyzed on more levels rather than just 

resemblance and employing other study lenses just as we utilized space occupation 

in this research.  
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Figure 7. An Illustration of the Argumentation that Transformations are Difficult 

to Link to their Source 

Source: Authors. 
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Medusa Must Die! 

The Virgin and the Defiled in Greco-Roman Medusa and 

Andromeda Myths 
 

By Sharon Khalifa-Gueta
*
 

 
Andromeda and Medusa are two types within the same motif—that of the motif 

of ―the woman and the dragon‖. This article positions a mythical hero between 

these two women and contrasts their relationship with dragons, along with a 

further fresh investigation of women and dragons in ritual and cultural context. 

The complexity of this motif, in contrast to the dragon-slayer topos, is explored, 

shedding light on social views, desires, and fears toward women in the ancient 

Greco-Roman cultural context. These female figures are contrasted within one 

mythical sequence, elucidating their educational role for men. This investigation 

also confronts the ―good‖ versus the ―defiled‖ woman and clarifies why a 

―holy-defiled‖ woman, such as Medusa, cannot exist in patriarchal cultures, and 

therefore must be isolated, killed, or otherwise controlled by patriarchal society. 

 
Keywords: dragon, Andromeda, Medusa, Perseus, myth 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The myth sequence of Perseus is well studied, mostly as part of the dragon-

slayer topos. This article aims to shift the attention from Perseus to his two 

encounters with females, Andromeda and Medusa, and suggest that by placing 

them together in the same myth sequence a motif with binary visualisations 

emerges. While Medusa‘s image has already been broadly investigated, 

Andromeda has mostly been neglected, with Perseus‘s figure gaining the most 

attention in this myth. Focusing on the artistic manifestation of the syntagm ―the 

woman and the dragon‖ reveals a Greco-Roman cultural binary of the ―good‖ 

versus the ―bad‖ woman. The commonality between these two ladies is the 

dragon: Andromeda has to be separated from it while Medusa is fused with it, 

which makes the dragon an important sign for the understanding of the underlying 

motif this myth sequence offers.  

Building on the feminist perspective that finds Medusa as an emblem of 

earlier matriarchal residues that were overthrown by the patriarchy (Culpepper 

1986, pp. 22–24, Bowers 1990, pp. 217–235, Dexter 2010, pp. 25–41), the image 

of Medusa can be explored as a combination of a woman and a dragon; it is not 

one unified figure but a melding of two separate signs—a woman and a dragon. In 

the scheme of the ―good‖ versus the ―bad‖ woman, not only was Medusa an 

ancient matriarchal goddess who fell from grace, but she also represented a highly 

dangerous woman, one who was united with a dragon. 

                                                           
*
Post-Doctoral Researcher, Department of Art History–School of History, The University of 

Haifa, Israel. 
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The iconologic approach is built upon here by considering the particulars of 

each image, yet focusing on a broad analysis. The images highlight certain points 

in the myth, while political, social, and gender, among other aspects, are shoved 

aside. This article particularly draws attention to the iconographic interface 

between the woman protagonist and the symbol of the dragon, alongside other 

symbols that are useful to decipher the meaning of the main motif. Thus this 

investigation strives to uncover the underlying meanings and functions of the 

motif in the Greco-Roman context (Panofsky 1955, Baert et al. 2011, Baert 2019, 

Liepe 2019). 

This analysis is based on rich academic literature that investigates ancient 

dragon images and myths, mostly focused on the dragon-slayer topos. 

Nevertheless, this investigation of the motif (syntagma) ―the woman and the 

dragon‖ is the first of its kind, epistemologically approaching the feminine 

interaction with the dragon (DeVault 1990). Pertinent is a line of inquiry that 

Daniel Ogden explores in his book Drakōn, presenting several cases of what he 

calls ―Masters and Mistresses of drakontes.‖ Although he does not generally note 

the genders of dragon masters and mistresses, Ogden does stress the different 

approach and behavior of specific female figures toward dragons (Ogden 2013a, 

pp. 192–214). Apart from Ogden, there are several more studies focused on 

women and dragons and the relationship between them. Deonna‘s (1949) article, 

engages with research from the early twentieth century on this subject, seeking to 

understand an enigmatic miniature sculpture of a maiden under a tree encircled by 

a serpent. Early twentieth-century books such those of Saintyves (1908) and 

Reinach (1905) present relevant documents. Finally as, Pailler‘s (1997) article, 

explores the status of Vestal Virgins in light of ―virgin and serpent‖ ritual traditions 

(Reinach 1905, pp. 178–180, Saintyves 1908, Deonna 1949, Pailler 1997). 

This article presents the literary and artistic manifestations of Perseus myths 

in Greco-Roman cultures and contrasts the hero‘s approaches toward Andromeda 

versus Medusa. This study examines the myths over a long period of time but does 

not underestimate the uniqueness of each period and culture of the Greco-Roman 

era, which manifest their own particular patriarchy. Instead a common thread of 

approaches toward women is emphasized. Moreover this article goes extreme 

lengths to outline the singularity and changes of each period and still seek the 

shared ground on which they founded their artistic approach to the images of this 

myth. Examining the same hero portrayed in two opposite ―female and dragon‖ 

situations extracts the complex meanings and sociocultural value of the interaction 

between a female figure and a dragon. In this manner, visual evidence is stressed 

as key to tracing the residues of matriarchal goddesses in Greco-Roman patriarchal 

context. 
 

 

Andromeda 

 

The myth of Andromeda and Perseus appears very early in Greek art but later 

in literature, although linguistic and folk investigations trace it back to Sanskrit and 

Mesopotamia. In almost every culture worldwide, a dragon-slayer topos exists, but 

every culture emphasizes different issues within it. Although the myth is very 
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simple, its details, particularly the visual ones, diverge over time. These changes in 

the motif reflect the changing set of values and morals of its cultural context. 

Ovid‘s Metamorphoses was written as late as the first century AD, but may 

nonetheless be the best surviving literary source for the Andromeda myth. Ovid 

tells the story achronologically, starting with Andromeda and going back in time 

to Perseus‘s encounter with Medusa. This choice highlights the comparison 

between two disparate encounters of women and dragons and stresses the two 

female figures‘ differences. This article follows Ovid‘s lead in the narrative 

development.  

First, the Andromeda myth must be outlined: While fleeing the Gorgons over 

Ethiopia, Perseus sees a beautiful maiden being offered as a sacrifice to a sea 

dragon named Ketos. This is Andromeda, the daughter of King Cepheus and 

Queen Cassiopea (Cassiepeia), who pays the price for her mother‘s vanity. 

Cassiopea had boasted that Andromeda was more beautiful than the Nereids, sea 

nymphs that often accompany Poseidon. Perseus falls in love with Andromeda, 

wants to save her, and approaches her father to ask for her hand in marriage. 

Cepheus agrees,
 
concealing from Perseus the fact that Andromeda has already 

been promised to her uncle Phineus (Taplin 2007, p. 176). Although he possesses 

the deadliest weapon in the ancient world—the head of Medusa—Perseus chooses 

to confront and slay Ketos (mostly identified as a female in literary sources) with 

his harpe (a bent sword). After liberating Andromeda, Phineus and his entourage 

confront Perseus, renewing the claim of Andromeda‘s uncle to her hand. This 

time, Perseus chooses to use Medusa‘s head, turning all his opponents into stone. 

Perseus and Andromeda are married (Ovid 1998, pp. 94–106, 4: 663–739, 5: 1–

235, Gantz 1996, pp. 307–309, Watkins 2001, pp. 297–438, Ogden 2008, 2013a, 

p. 124). 

Evaluating Perseus and Andromeda‘s iconographic development, together 

with literary evidence of this myth, is required. This survey uses only examples 

from the main iconographic thread, considering instances with iconographic 

significance. The first evidence of the Andromeda myth is imaged on a Corinthian 

amphora dated 575–550 BC (see Figure 1) (LIMC 1981–1999, vol. 2/1, pp. 774–

90, vol. 2/2, pp. 622–642), showing Perseus, identified by name, taking aim with 

what look like circular stones at a huge doglike Ketos and carrying a bag assumed 

to contain Medusa‘s severed head. Andromeda, also identified by name, stands on 

the right, seemingly tied. Perseus is presented as black, as is typical for a male 

figure on black-figured vases. Both Ketos and Andromeda, atypically and 

intriguingly, have white skin that associates them and stresses, even in this early 

moment, the assimilation between the female protagonist and the dragon (Ogden 

2013a, p. 124).  
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Figure 1. Perseus and Andromeda, Late Corinthian Black Figure Amphora, 575–

550 BC 

 
Source: Staatliche Museum, Berlin (F.1625). public-domain. 

 

The earliest literary evidence of the Perseus and Andromeda myth is Hesiod‘s 

Catalogue of Women, which merely mentions them as a married couple (Hesiod 

2018a, pp. 162–165: F135 MW, Ogden 2013b, pp. 162–170). The first evidence of 

their narrative is fragments of tragedies by Sophocles and Euripides (Carden 1974, 

pp. 236–243: figures, 126–136; Euripides 2004, vol. 2, pp. 133–168: ffl. l5a, 120, 

129, I29a, 136, 145, 146, Snell 1971–2004, vol. 1, p. 69: 1009–1135, p. 212: T1. fr. 

33K–A, Ogden 2013b, pp. 108–111, 162–169). Various pieces of literary and 

visual evidence suggest that the myth was similar to Ovid‘s version. 

Phillips‘s (1968) article identifies several iconographic types throughout the 

Greco-Roman era. The present study, although inspired by Phillips‘s work, offers 

a different division: The first type relates to the tragedy of Sophocles as manifested 

in five Attic vase paintings, four of which were discovered in Italy and are from 

before 430 BC. These Attic paintings are echoed by numerous vases found in 

Sicily, probably from Tarentum. Phillips suspects these vase paintings were all 

based on a large and well-known wall painting in Athens. These vases portray the 

process of binding Andromeda to one or two wooden posts, a capital punishment 

in Athens, Phillips notes. This can be seen in an Attic pelike, produced in the 

workshop of the Niobid painter around 460 BC (see Figure 2), that presents 

Andromeda being bound to a pole by a black African servant, stressing that the 

scene takes place in Libya (Hoffmann 1963, vol. 61, pt. 325, 108–109, Phillips 

1968). 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Corinthian_black-figure_amphora,_Andromeda_helps_Perseus_kill_Cretus,_from_Cerverteri_(Italy),_575-550_BC,_Altes_Museum_Berlin_(13718770204).jpg
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Figure 2. Workshop of the Niobid Painter, Andromeda, Red-Figure Attic Pelike, c. 

460 BC 

 
Source: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (63.2663). © MFA public domain: www.mfa.org:  

https://collections.mfa.org/download/153843;jsessionid=4B48C60C3190486FB3E0BB4439436091 

 

A second group of vases recovered from southern Italy presents Andromeda 

tied to a cave entrance, as exemplified by a Campanian red figure hydria (see 

Figure 3). Ogden sees the transformation of the iconography, from Andromeda 

being tied to posts to being attached to a rock, as a shift from her appearance in the 

play of Sophocles to that of Euripides (Carden 1974, pp. 236–243: figures. 126–

136; Euripides 2004, vol. 2, pp. 133–168: ffl.l5a, 120, 129, I29a, 136, 145, 146; 

Snell 1971–2004, vol. 1, p. 69: 1009–1135, p. 212: T1. fr. 33K–A, Ogden 2013b, 

pp. 108–111, 162–169). As Sophocles presents her, Andromeda is tied to one or 

https://www.mfa.org/
https://collections.mfa.org/download/153843;jsessionid=4B48C60C3190486FB3E0BB4439436091
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two posts, an iconography that arrived in southern Italy (mostly present in Sicily) 

from Attica and lingered there. Meanwhile in Athens a new iconography was 

introduced that echoed Euripides‘s play in its portrayal of Andromeda bound to a 

rock or cave entrance (Ogden 2008, pp. 69–71). Phillips presents the conceptual 

connection between the poles and the entrance of the cave by enumerating myths 

in which the entrance of a cave serves as a place of death, such as those of the 

demises of Eurydice, Actaeon, and Philoctetes. He also presents a calyx crater that 

depicts Dirce dragged to her death under an arch of trees resembling a cave 

entrance (Phillips 1968, p. 11).  

 

Figure 3. Perseus and Andromeda, Campanian Red Figure Hydria, 375–350 BC 

 
Source: Staatliche Museum, Berlin (No. 3238). Self-Obtained. 

 

The cave is a symbol worth studying in more detail. Many myths connect 

dragons and caves, particularly situating dragons living in caves, as seen in 

descriptions of Drakon, the dragon Cadmos encountered, and Python, the dragon 

Apollo met. Caves are also considered the womb of a great mother goddess, such 

as Gaia or Eileithyia (Padel 1992, pp. 99–102, Parisinou 2000, pp. 45–48). The 

shift in Andromeda‘s representations from the locale of capital punishment to the 
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cave‘s entrance stresses her feminine-fertility aspects, as well as her association 

with marginallocations between life and death, fertility and barrenness. Hence the 

paradigmatic alteration of the poles to the cave entrance suggest the theme of ―the 

bride of death‖ by stressesing her liminal position in this particular timeframe 

(Dowden 1989)
1
.  

These vases further emphasize issues of marriage and death through their 

images of a parade of gifts. Phillips contends that most of the vase paintings show 

items related to weddings and funerals. For example, included on the Attic pelike 

(see Figure 2) are a stool and a box, which are identified as gifts given at weddings, 

but also as funeral gifts for those who have died before marrying (Phillips 1968, pp. 

4–7). Another figure repeatedly shown on these these vase paintings is Cepheus, 

the mourning father who alludes to Andromeda‘s approaching demise; Perseus 

asks Cepheus for his daughter‘s hand in marriage at the moment when her death 

approaches, connecting to ―the bride of Hades/death‖ theme as well. Signs 

presented in images of Andromeda and signifying ―the bride of death‖ theme are 

keys to understanding the meaning of her image as the liminal moment in which a 

maiden metamorphoses into a bride. 

There is a significant amount of evidence of this myth that has been recovered, 

proving its popularity in the fifth and fourth century BC. The absence of the 

dragon in the scene is most striking, especially in light of the sixth-century BC 

Corinthian amphora (see Figure 1) that includes dragon-combat iconography. This 

omission highlights the meaning and function of the dragon when it reemerges.  

The third type is the first to present a dragon, paradigmatically alternating the 

wedding/funeral gifts. A Campanian bell-crater, dated 375–350 BC (see Figure 4), 

is the first painting after the Corinthian vase to represent a dragon, though no 

combat takes place. The composition is artificial and static, and a register of sea 

waves separates the scene from the viewer, perhaps indicating a direct inspiration 

from a theater play. 

                                                           
1
On the connection between marriage and death, see Jenkins (1983, p. 142), Seaford (1987), 

Barringer (1991). On the connection between Andromeda to the theme of ―the bride of Hades,‖ 

see Schmidt (1960, pp. 43–50), which contends this idea to be represented only in south Italy 

(Phillips 1968, p. 11, Keuls 1976, p. 451, pl. 7). 
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Figure 4. Perseus and Andromeda, Campanian Red-Figure Bell-Crater, 375–350 

BC 

 
Source: James Logie Memorial Collection, University of Canterburg, Christchurch (41/57) 
© Photograph courtesy of the Teece Museum of Classical Antiquities, University of Canterbury, 

New Zealand. Photographer Duncan Shaw Brown. 

 

The third type, manifested in several Apulian vases, represents the fight with 

the dragon, as seen on an loutrophoros by the Darius painter from about 330–340 

BC (see Figure 5). The similarity of these vase paintings gives rise to the suspicion 

that a famous painting was their source (Phillips 1968, p. 10, D‘Alconzo 2014, pp. 

75–91). In this type, the wedding/funeral signs are paradigmatically replaced by a 

dragon, a more obvious sign for the ―bride of death‖, which had matured by that 

point. 
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Figure 5. Darius Painter, Perseus and Andromeda, Apulian Red-Figure 

Loutrophoros, 340–330 BC 

 
Source: © su conncessione del Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali e per il Turismo – Museo 

Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli – photo Di Giorgio Alban. 

 

Phillips recognizes the painting on the Darius painter‘s loutrophoros (see 

Figure 5) as a case in which the vase itself is one of the wedding/funeral objects, 

connecting the object‘s function to its decoration. The sign of the dragon 

highlights Andromeda as ―the bride of death‖ through another comparable issue in 

the myth: Andromeda is betrothed to Phineus, but this fate is revoked when she is 

put forth as a sacrifice to the monster; Phineus is unwilling or unable to fight the 

dragon and therefore an unworthy man. Only when she is promised to Perseus is 

she saved from death.  
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The appearance of the dragon highlights the theme of ―the bride of death‖. 

The liminal moment of the death of Andromeda as a maiden and her reemergence 

as a bride. This liminal social concept is symbolically portrayed by the threat of 

actual and metaphorical death perpetrated by the dragon, a symbol of the 

underworld kingdom. This theme is well described in Achilles Tatius‘s second-

century AD ekphrasis (1961, p. 148–9: 3:7), which details an Andromeda painting 

by Evanthes at Mount Casius in the temple‘s Pelusium: 

 
ηὰρ δὲ σεῖπαρ εἰρ ηὴν πέηπαν ἐξεπέηαζεν, ἄγσει δὲ ἄνω δεζμὸρ ἑκαηέπαν ζςνάπηων ηῇ 

πέηπᾳ· οἱ καπποὶ δὲ ὥζπεπ ἀμπέλος βόηπςερ κπέμανηαι. καὶ αἱ μὲν ὠλέναι ηῆρ κόπηρ 

ἄκπαηον ἔσοςζαι ηὸ λεςκὸν εἰρ ηὸ πελιδνὸν μεηέβαλον καὶ ἐοίκαζιν ἀποθνήζκειν οἱ 

5δάκηςλοι. δέδεηαι μὲν οὖν οὕηω ηὸν θάναηον ἐκδεσομένη·κἕζηηκε δὲ νςμθικῶρ 

ἐζηολιζμένη, ὥζπεπ Ἀϊδωνεῖ νύμθη κεκοζμημένη.  
(Her [Andromeda‘s] hands were stretched out against the wall of rock, a bond 

holding both of them fast to it above her head, so that her fingers hung like bunches 

of fruit from a vine; the arms of spotless white verging towards the livid, and the 

fingers white with the pallor of death. Thus was she bound, waiting for her fate, 

adorned for a bridal as one who was to be the bride of the King of Death).  

 

This ekphrasis vividly describes the contrasting events that befall Andromeda 

at the same moment in the narrative—she is a bride set to marry a hero or a 

dragon, whichever comes first. Achilles Tatius names the dragon ―the King of 

Death‖, alluding to Hades. 

By the middle to the end of the third century BC, depictions of Andromeda 

became the most popular, principally in southern Italy. Nicobule‘s documentation 

suggests that plays about Andromeda continued in Greek, stating that Alexander 

the Great recited Euripides‘s Andromeda from memory at his last dinner party. 

This documentation actually dates from almost five hundred years after 

Alexander‘s death, so the apocryphal incident might be nostalgic or outright 

fabricated. In the time between the early Hellenistic era and the first century, 

however, astronomical and historical writing commonly quotes the Andromeda 

plays by Sophocles and Euripides. There is evidence of Greek plays about 

Andromeda by Lycophron, Phrynichus, and Scylax; Latin writers such as Livius 

Anndronicus and Ennius also wrote several plays about her (Ribbeck 1892, vol. 1, 

p. 3: 30–32, vol. 2, pp. 8–9, Jacoby 1923, p. 127: fr. 2, Warmington 1967, vol. 1, 

fr. 136, vol. 2, pp. 254–261, Snell 1971–2004, vol. 1, p. 323: 212: T1, Apollodorus 

of Athens 2008: 2:4:3, Lucian of Samosata 2009, p. 24, Scylax 2011, pp.  44, 182: 

104–GGM:79, Worthington 2012, p. 4, Eratosthenes of Cyrene 2013, pp. 15–17, 

22, 36, Ogden 2008, pp. 7, 70–72, Ogden 2013b, pp. 162–177). 

The Hellenistic era introduces the fourth type, in which Andromeda is chained 

to a chair, and Perseus moves forward with his foot atop an amphora from Bari, 

dated to 325–300 BC (LIMC 1981–1999, vol. 2/1–2, p. 777, figure 16). This 

might be the root of the iconography common in second- to fourth-century AD 

mosaics in which Perseus strides toward Andromeda and is usually stands on the 

body of Ketos (see Figure 6). In the Hellenistic type the dragon nonetheless 

vanishes again. 
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Figure 6. Perseus and Andromeda, Mosaic from Bulla Regia, Third Century AD.  

 
Source: Bardo National Museum. public-domain. 

 

Despite fragmentary evidence, it can be assumed that the play of Andromeda 

was fairly popular during the Hellenistic and Roman Republican age, but the 

material evidence suggests a decline in the popularity of the myth. Instead great 

amounts of artistic evidence of the myth, contemporary to Ovid, are found at the 

remains of Pompeii, Herculaneum, and neighboring villages. 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Perseo_libera_Andromeda_dal_pavimento_di_Bulla_Regia_conservato_al_Bardo_di_Tunisi.jpg
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Figure 7. Boscotrecase Painter, Perseus and Andromeda with Landscape, Fresco 

from the ―Mythological Room‖ of the Villa-Agrippa Postumus, Boscotrecase, 11 

BC–2 AD  

 
Source: Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (20.192.16). © Met: public-domain. 

 

The most important and striking example of the Andromeda iconography 

from Pompeii and its environs is from the Villa Agrippa (see Figure 7), forming 

the fifth type (Von Blanckenhagen and Alexander 1962, 1990). Here Andromeda 

is bound to a rock that rises from the sea. Her arms are outstretched, and her silky-

looking garment is draped over her arms, erotically hinting at her enticing curves. 

At her feet are wedding/funeral gifts, and on the rocky slope Cassiopeia sits 

grieving. On the opposite side a dragon emerges from the sea, its enormous head 

resembling a beautiful and exotic flower. Perseus appears twice in the composition, 

creating an intertwined narrative chronology. To the right of Andromeda, he 

emerges from the clouds in flight, sans Gorgon‘s head and brandishing his sword. 

He is also pictured to the right of Andromeda, shaking hands with her father. 

These elements of the depiction signal a continuity in the traditional iconography, 

combining the second and third types and also proving its continued relevance in 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/250945
https://www.metmuseum.org/about-the-met/policies-and-documents/open-access
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first-century Rome. This is in spite of the complete lack of evidence of combat 

with the dragon in the Villa Agrippa painting. Perseus and the dragon appear on 

the same side of the composition, and the hero‘s sword is lifted high as if to attack, 

but they are too far away from each other to make a combat scene probable 

(Phillips 1968, p. 3).  

The main themes of the Villa Agrippa painting are marriage and the erotic. 

Looking closely, the dragon clearly spits something from its mouth toward 

Andromeda—perhaps venom or acid. However, since the dragon resembles a 

flower, this detail immediately connotes sexual seed and an unfulfilled erotic 

encounter. Another painting from the same room, the Cyclops Polyphemus 

Courting the Nereid Galatea, stresses the recurrent theme of a monster‘s unfulfilled 

love of a maiden. Ketos is thus a central figure in this motif that presents the 

dragon‘s unattained aspiration to unite with the young woman. 

The importance of the Villa Agrippa‘s painting rests in its patronage, the 

house of Agrippa (Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa, 64/62–2 BC). Agrippa was the 

closest friend and right hand of the Roman emperor Augustus (Imperator Caesar 

Divi Filius Augustus, September 23, 63 BC–August 19, AD 14) and was married 

to Augustus‘s daughter Julia Augusta (Julia the Elder, October 30, 39 BC–AD 14). 

Evidence suggests that the imperial princess designed and ordered these specific 

paintings for her resort house, so why did she choose this myth and these scenes? 

All other Andromeda paintings in Pompeii and its surroundings bear striking 

resemblance to the Agrippa paintings. An increasing interest in Andromeda may 

have also resulted in her myth‘s appearance in the imperial lounge.  

This section could not possibly examine the socio-cultural and political 

context of all images; instead uses the beginning of the Imperial Roman era to 

elaborate this aspect. When the Villa Agrippa Andromeda fresco was made, the 

issue of marriage and fertility among the noble class was a central political issue, 

because of two problems that collided at the same time. There were not enough 

noblemen to lead armies due to numerous deaths among the elite of Rome. 

Meanwhile the power and liberty of elite matrons arose to great heights, allowing 

them certain liberties, including sexual ones, that were controversial (an 

understatement) in the patriarchal environment of that time. This led Augustus to 

disseminate propaganda that underscored the fertility role of women and the 

importance of marrying within one‘s rank, which required elite men to marry elite 

women, not lower-ranked or even non-citizen women.
2
 Julia Augusta finds herself 

at the center of this turbulence, accused of sexual promiscuity by her own father 

and sentenced to exile (Cassius Dio 2015: 55:10, Suetonius 1998, vol. 1, pp. 224–

249: 2:65). This essay purports that the reemerging theme of Andromeda, 

accompanied by both the dragon and wedding funeral gifts, reflects this urgent 

social debate and Augustus‘s propaganda related to the values of rightful and 

traditional marriage. 

This era in Pompeii also introduces a sixth iconographical type, which 

continued until Late Antique, an example of which is the fresco from the House of 

the Dioscuri (see Figure 8). Andromeda and Perseus are large central figures: 

                                                           
2
For more information about Augustus‘s propaganda regarding the fertility role of women, see 

Gardner (1986), Milnor (2005), Dillon and James (2015, pp. 96–106, 372–84). 
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Andromeda is on the cusp of being liberated, and Perseus is chivalrously helping 

her step down from the rock to which she was bound—the moment of joining 

hands, physically and metaphorically. Andromeda is partly naked, sometimes 

exposed as if by mistake; Ketos is presented as dead or as a neutered icon. Overall 

the composition presents the celestial constellation of Perseus, Andromeda, and 

Ketos. Phillips contends these are copies of a Hellenistic third-century painting by 

Euanthes (who was possibly from Tarentum), now lost, which was originally 

located in an Egyptian temple in Alexandria. He bolsters his claims with medieval 

astronomy books that depict a composition very much like the lost painting. 

Phillips conclusions as to the astronomical connotation of these paintings seem to 

be justified, but this analysis does not agree with his methods. He connects 

Pompeiian iconographical types and the Campanian red-figured hydria, but, in this 

study the two Pompeiian types seem disparate. This is especially apparent by 

comparing the intimacy of the couple with the distance between them in the Villa 

Agrippa type; the activity of the lifelike, as opposed to dead or neutered iconic 

Ketos; Andromeda‘s arms held out to the side versus gently holding Perseus; and 

the size of the figures. All these differences stress the distinctiveness of the two 

types (LIMC 1981–1999, vol. 2/1–2, figs. 35, 53, pp. 67–72, Phillips 1968, p. 3). 

 

Figure 8. Perseus and Andromeda, Fresco from the House of the Dioscuri, 

Pompeii, 2–25 AD 

 
Source: National Museum, Naples (8998). public-domain. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Perseus_Andromeda_MAN_Napoli_Inv8998.jpg
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The previously discussed Augustinian propaganda must have been a reaction 

to the loosening of traditions and existing conventions, as supported by the 

simultaneou emergence of two opposite types. The Villa Agrippa type represents 

the propaganda‘s call to return to older traditions and to socially appropriate 

values, while the intimate connection between Perseus and Andromeda minimizes 

all marriage symbols―the gifts, Cepheus, and the dragon―to stress the increasing 

value of the collaborating couple and accentuating the importance of the woman in 

the marital union. 

Moving chronologically toward the second century AD, many Andromeda 

floor mosaics of the sixth type are preserved, such as one from Bulla Regia (see 

Figure 6). Other items, including sarcophagi, games, bronze plates, and reliefs 

depict this myth as well. These objects gradually present the couple more 

intimately, seated side by side, which continues the fourth iconographic Hellenistic 

type.  

The iconographic changes of the scene lead to realizations about the myth in 

different cultures and eras. The narrative and the choice of the moment represented 

underwent transformations: from a human scene to godlike beings, from a family 

event to a tête-à-tête. The scene that is depicted in the floor mosaics is astrological, 

both private and cosmological at the same time: this intimate scene is written in 

the stars. 

The Andromeda myth mostly deals with the theme of marriage—―the good 

wife‖ for Greece‘s greatest hero, the most spoiled by the gods, is as passive as can 

be. Tied to her fate, Andromeda is a ―bride of death‖. In other words, Andromeda 

is doomed to be united with the dragon unless a male hero comes to liberate her 

from this fate. The dragon represents the liminal moment when a maiden is 

transformed into a bride and is the emblem of the death of a girl‘s identity during 

marriage rituals, as she is reborn in her husband‘s paterfamilias. Before the sixth 

type, the iconographic emphasis is on Perseus asking permission from 

Andromeda‘s father for her hand in marriage, the proper way to gain a good, 

legitimate wife (Demand 1994, Lovén and Strömberg 2010). The sign of the 

dragon is determined by its function in artistic representations. It is obvious that 

the dragon was part of the myth at an earlier time, yet all but one of the artistic 

depictions do not present the dragon, nor the dragon-slayer topos until the middle 

of the fourth century BC. The main focus of Attic representations is Andromeda as 

―the bride of death‖ and Perseus asking her father for her hand. The moment the 

dragon emerges, all the wedding/funeral gifts vanish—a paradigmatic alteration. 

Thus the dragon must have something to do with marriage or union with the 

female protagonist, a role that will be revealed through analysis of the figure of 

Medusa. 

To sum up, Andromeda is an example of the first type of ―the woman and the 

dragon‖ motif, i.e., ―the good woman‖ type. Her relationship with the dragon, 

according to a masculine point of view, is a threat—if the male figure does not 

come to save her she will surely perish. On the other hand, the dragon desires her, 

and if she is united with the dragon, a sacred union will take place that will lead to 

her to obtain  knowledge of the godly sphere; ―the good woman‖ has to be close to 

and then saved from the dragon—a married woman has to be separated from her 
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power and identity. The Andromeda myth has an immediate comparison in its 

other half: the myth of Perseus and Medusa.  

 

 

Medusa 
 

The myth and images of Medusa have been highly prevalent and influential 

from ancient times through the present and are frequently examined in academic 

studies
3
. This article presents the basic outline of the myth and the changing 

images of Medusa, contending that Medusa should not be approached as a monster 

alone—a drakaina (female dragon)—but as a woman that has been fused with the 

dragon. As such, she stands for a woman that was too dangerous to exist in Greco-

Roman cultural context, so she necessitated control and containment. Separating 

Medusa‘s female and drakaina aspects illuminates the meaning and function of 

her image in the context of different patriarchal cultures. Several categories 

emerge: the ugly versus the beautiful Medusa and the head emblem versus 

narrative representations. By demonstrating the reasons that Medusa and 

Andromeda were fused in the myth of Perseus and comparing the two myths a 

main theme emerges: the delineation of a ―good‖ versus a ―bad‖ woman.  

The Medusa myth begins with King Polydectes wishing to marry Perseus‘s 

mother Danae—a union to which Perseus objected, with legitimate right. 

Polydectes wants to eliminate Perseus, so he devises a plot in which Perseus cannot 

help but participate. Polydectes invites all his subjects to his palace, requesting that 

each bring a horse as a gift. Without a family estate, Perseus cannot fulfill the 

king‘s request. For Perseus to redeem himself, according to Polydectes, he must 

obtain the head of the mortal Gorgon Medusa, a hopeless and fatal task as her gaze 

can turn the living to stone. Perseus, as the son of Zeus, is granted assistance from 

the gods to prevail: a shield and some advice from Athena, winged hat and sandals 

from Hermes, a sword (herpa) from Hephaestus, and a garment of invisibility and 

a special bag (kibisis) from Hades. These gifts were granted to him by the 

Nymphs, probably the Hesperides, considered by the scholia of Apollonius to be 

sisters of the Gorgons and the Graeae (Apollonius of Athens 2008, pp. 12–13: 

2:4:2, Wilk 2000, p. 21, Ogden 2013a, p. 98). Perseus‘s first objective is to find 

Medusa, whose location is known only to the Garaiae sisters. The Graeae share 

one eye and one tooth, which Perseus (with the guidance of Hermes) steals and 

uses to ascertain the location of the Gorgons: a cave on the margin between the 

world of the dead and the living. Medusa is the sole Gorgon out of three who is 

mortal; the sisters‘ deadly gaze is their weapon and curse, forcing them to remain 

eternally isolated. Perseus enters the cave, using the reflection from Athena‘s 

shield to see his adversaries yet avoid their deadly gaze, and decapitates the 

sleeping Medusa. The specifics in this part of the story vary. Sometimes Perseus‘s 

hand is guided by Athena or Hermes. The narrative frequently emphasizes that 

Perseus does not have to worry that he will not to be able to slay Medusa—there is 

no fight and almost no danger. Since Medusa has no chance to fight back, his act is 

                                                           
3
Wilk goes to the lengths of presenting the global appearance of Medusa from ancient until 

modern times and proves how global this image is; see Wilk (2000, pp. 55–85, 193–224). 
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neither honorable nor analogous to dragon slaying. Perseus then flees her enraged 

Gorgons sisters, Stheno and Euryale, the moment the Andromeda myth begins. 

After Medusa is decapitated, the fully grown Chrysaor and Pegasus emerge from 

her body (Gantz 1996, vol. 1, pp. 304–7, Garber and Vickers 2003, pp. 25–41, 

Ogden 2013b, pp. 82–96, Ogden 2013a, pp. 92–104.). 

The main question is who or what is Medusa? This question expands in light 

of the extremely uncommon frontal image of Medusa, as opposed to the profile 

view most commonly used in Greek art. Evidence supports that Medusa appeared 

before the Indo-European invaders arrived in the Peloponnese in the tenth century 

BC. Some credibly connect her to the image of Humbaba, the monster Gilgamesh 

and Enkidu encounter (Pritchard 1969, p. 79), and masks presumably in her image 

have been found. Her accepted origins are also ―lion masks‖ from the ninth and 

eight centuries BC found at Tiryns and those dated to the seventh and fifth 

centuries BC at Sparta, and Bas, the Egyptian fertility midget-god image (Carter 

1987, Frontisi-Ducroux 1995, Wilk 2000, pp. 31–32, 36, 62–65, Tefnin 2003, pp. 

65–108, Ogden 2008, p. 35, Dexter 2010 pp. 32–36, Ogden 2013a, p. 95).  

Medusa is assumed to have been a goddess that functioned as a great mother 

divinity, worshipped by Minoan and other matriarchal cultures of the Peloponnese. 

In her article ―Medusa and the Female Gaze‖, Susan R. Bowers reviews the 

feminist and gender aspects of the image and function of Medusa in Greco-Roman 

cultures. Feminist scholars have concluded that ―the Greco-Roman Medusa . . . is 

actually a perversion of a matrifocal culture‘s goddess‖, seeing her as a Black 

Libyan Amazon, a residue of a goddess of matriarchal cultures, or magna mater 

(high mother goddess). ―Medusa was obviously more than a mother goddess‖, 

Bowers contends, ―perhaps originally both the giver of life and death, and the 

giver of rebirth and immortality‖ (Culpepper 1986, pp.  22–24, Burkert 1988, pp. 

26–30, Bowers 1990, pp. 217–35 [quotation pp. 217, 220], Wilk 2000, 25, Dexter 

2010, pp. 25–41, Ogden 2013a, pp. 91: 61, 95).
 
 

Ogden follows Burkert in identifying Medusa‘s origin in the Mesopotamian 

Lamashtu figure, which developed into the Greek Lamia monster, the devourer of 

children (Ogden 2013a, pp. 91: 61, 95). Feminist scholars contend that the Medusa 

myth is an allegorical interpretation of historical events from the Indo-European 

patriarchal invasion of matriarchal cultures, as documented in Pindar‘s fifth-

century BC poem. This work refers to Medusa as ―εὐπαπάος κπᾶηα ζςλάζαιρ 

Μεδοίζαρ‖ (beautiful-cheeked Medusa), which might indicate she used to be a 

beautiful woman and laments her brutal killing by Perseus (Pindar 1997, pp. 392–

93: 12:14–15)
4
. Pausanias documents a tale he heard while traveling in the market 

square of Argos in the second century BC, which detailed that the head of Medusa 

was buried there and asserted that she was an African queen (Pausanias 1979, pp. 

180–181: 2:21:6). Diodorus Siculus, who probably followed Dionysius 

Skytobrachion‘s tradition, documented in the first century BC a story of the 

Gorgons as warrior-queens in Africa that had defeated another Amazon tribe but 

were overthrown by Perseus during Medusa‘s rule (Jacoby 1923, p. 32: F7; 

Diodorus Siculus 1700, pp. 70–71, 54–55: 3:52). Hence Medusa‘s origins are 

                                                           
4
For the difficulties with the translation of the word ―εὐπαπάος‖ see Wilk 2000, p. 42.  
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assumed to be a powerful woman who was decapitated, and her head functioned 

as a powerful symbol for centuries. 

In his 1896 text, Roscher divides Medusa‘s images into a typology that is still 

valid today (Roscher 1896). Roscher‘s first type is the Archaic Medusa, best 

exemplified by her image on the pediment of the Temple of Artemis at Corcyra on 

Corfu, dated to the early sixth century BC (see Figure 9). Her round face is 

depicted frontally with huge eyes and nose, a swollen tongue that protrudes from 

her mouth, boar‘s teeth, curly hair, and snakes on her shoulders and belt. This 

frightening appearance was meant to protect the temple according to the principles 

of apotropaic (apotropaios)—guardian or protector—images, the root of Medusa‘s 

images. The word apotropaios is translated from Greek as ―to turn away‖ (Wilk 

2000, pp. 31–42). Consequently there is an overwhelming amount of Medusa 

images on temples, shields, and armors, statues of Athena, vase handles, coins, and 

magical amulets, among other objects (Hesiod 2018b, pp. 24–27: 270–94). Perseus 

does not appear on the relief from the Temple of Artemis so it is nonnarrative. 

Nonetheless, Medusa is positioned in her typical kneeling-running position, which 

alludes to the narrative, as if she is trying to escape her fate.  

 

Figure 9. Medusa with Chrysaor (and Pegasus) with Two Lions, Pediment of the 

Temple of Artemis at Corcyra on Corfu, Early Sixth Century BC 

 
Source: Archaeological Museum of Corfu. public-domain. 

 

The myth of Perseus and Medusa is first evident in the sixth century BC work 

by Hesiod, Theogony, which describes Poseidon and Medusa‘s gentle and 

passionate sexual intercourse. But this myth evidently originated much earlier, as 

suggested by a proto-Attic amphora from the second quarter of the seventh century 

BC (see Figure 10) presents Perseus‘s flight from Medusa‘s sisters. This is one of 

the earliest depictions of Gorgons with snakes coming out of their shoulders and 

worn as belts, connecting Gorgons to the topos of the dragon. Ogden gathers 

documents that mention Medusa as a drakaina, but, even from this early stage 

when Medusa is still in her ugly form, sometimes even bearded, it is clear that she 

is a human female, a woman monstrous image.  

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:West_pediment_from_the_Temple_of_Artemis_in_Corfu.jpg
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Figure 10. Polyphemos Painter, Perseus Flees from the Gorgons, Proto-Attic 

Amphora from the West Cemetery at Eleusis, 675–650 BC 

 
Source: Eleusis Archaeological Museum (2630). public-domain. 

 

From the same period are narrative depictions, in which Medusa is sometimes 

shown as slain by Perseus with Hermes, as in the Attic olpe (jug) by Amasis (see 

Figure 11), or with the assistance of Athena, as seen in a metope on Temple C at 

Silenus (see Figure 12). Perseus‘s overwhelming assistance from the gods is 

mentioned in the literary sources, but gets amplified in artistic representations 

(LIMC 1981–1999, vol. 4/1, pp. 285–330, vol. 4/2, pp. 163–221, Renan 2001, pp. 

71–84). This issue is central for this argument: the assistance Perseus receives may 

be because of his family relationship to these gods, but it may also be, and is 

emphasized in art as, a higher power leading the hand of the hero, the means 

through which faith is expressed. The gods have to ensure that this grotesque 

hybrid monster is beheaded. 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Funerary_proto-Attic_amphora_by_Polyphemos_painter_depicting_Odysseus_and_his_men_blinding_the_cyclops_Polyphemus_from_xxx_flickr_8706777442_b4db371a26_o.jpg
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Figure 11. Amasis Painter, Perseus Slaying Medusa with Hermes, Attic Black-

Figure Olpe, 550–530 BC 

 
Source: British Museum, London. © British Museum. 

 

Figure 12. Perseus Decapitating Medusa with Athena, Limestone Metope from 

Temple C (for Apollo) at Silenus, c. 550 BC 

 
Source: National Archaeological Museum, Palermo. public-domain. 

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fichier:Pers%C3%A9e_d%C3%A9capitant_M%C3%A9duse.jpg
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At the beginning of the fifth century BC―the age of Pindar―Medusa‘s 

artistic representation is transformed into a beauty. The first beautiful Medusa is 

considered to be the head of Medusa that decorated the shield of Phidias‘s Athena 

Parthenos statue in Athens‘s Acropolis, referred to as the ―Medusa Rondanini‖ 

(see Figure 13). From that point onward, Medusa was depicted as both grotesque 

and beautiful and her hair of snakes becomes her attribute (Pindar 1997, p. 293: 

10:46–48, Buschor 1958; Harrison 1977, pp. 162–175, Belson 1980, pp. 373–378). 

 

Figure 13. Phidias, Medusa Rondanini, Marble Roman Copy of the Bronze 

Gorgon’s Head that Decorated the Shield of Athena Parthenos Statue on the 

Acropolis of Athens, 500–475 BC 

 
Source: Glyptothek, Munich (252). public-domain.  

 

Although the artistic evidence presents Medusa as beautiful only starting in 

the fifth century, Daniel Gershenson claims Medusa was always perceived as both 

grotesque and comely, even in Indo-European literature. Dexter emphasizes 

Poseidon‘s attraction to Medusa in Hesiod‘s account. Therefore the case is a 

paradox: Medusa is a dragon, but also an anthropomorphic female. Ovid is the first 

to specifically narrate Medusa‘s metamorphosis from beautiful to grotesque, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Rondanini_Medusa_Glyptothek_Munich_252_n1.jpg
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which may have roots in earlier times and is not just the author‘s will to justify an 

artistic phenomenon. Nonetheless, this artistic shift highlights the moment in 

history when Medusa was conceptualized as both horrific and erotic at the same 

time (Ovid 1998: 4:793–803, Gershenson 1989, pp. 373–90, Dexter 2010, p. 27). 

Medusa originated as a beautiful girl according to Ovid, who particularly 

emphasizes her gorgeous hair. She was Athena‘s priestess and sworn to chastity. 

Poseidon is taken by her beauty and rapes her in the Temple of Athena. Athena, as 

punishment for her defiled sanctity, punishes Medusa by making her grotesque. 

The goddess transforms Medusa‘s beautiful hair into venomous snakes and makes 

her gaze turn the living into stone. This story encapsulates many issues: the origin 

of Medusa as a beautiful maiden, hair as a symbol, and ancient concepts of rape, 

Athena, and chastity. The tale also cautions of the danger of nonvirgins 

encountering sacred snakes (Ogden 2013a, p. 203). 

Ovid‘s anthropomorphized description of Medusa is evident in art from an 

earlier time, such as on Polygnotos‘s Attic pelike of the fifth century BC (see 

Figure 14), which portrays Medusa as a human with wings who can only be 

identified as the mortal Gorgon because of Perseus. Perseus holds Medusa by her 

hair, a typical pose of victimization (Topper 2007). Polygnotos paints Medusa as a 

victimized woman, bringing the viewer closer emotionally to her tragedy and 

stressing that Medusa was perceived as a woman first and a drakaina second.  

 

Figure 14. Polygnotos, Perseus, Medusa, and Athena, Attic Red-Figure Pelike, 

450–440 BC 

 
Source: Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (45.11.1). © Met: public-domain. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/254523
https://www.metmuseum.org/about-the-met/policies-and-documents/open-access
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Peculiarly, in comparison with the enormous amount of evidence of Medusa‘s 

head, only a few images depict the mythical narrative. In the fifth and fourth 

centuries BC, most narrated paintings present the moment after Medusa is 

decapitated. Polygnotos‘s iconography is rare, but other examples do exist, and 

depicts Perseus as sometimes guarded by Athena and Hermes as he slays Medusa. 

Overall these representations suggest divine assurance of her successful slaughter 

and her iconic head as a reflection of the fear of Medusa‘s image—Medusa must 

die! 

Looking only at the basic theme of the myth, neglects Medusa‘s contradictions 

that are present in the artistic evidence. These opposing tendencies explicitly do 

not allow her to exist within Greco-Roman patriarchal culture and so the concept 

she represents must be exiled and eradicated. She is a woman that has both sacred 

knowledge—accessible only to virgins—yet she has been defiled, so she 

emblematizes the idea of the ―holy-defiled.‖ Her knowledge of the two worlds 

makes her unbelievably strong: with only a look she can kill, even after her death, 

and her blood can heal and create life, but also take it (Mayerson 1971, pp. 131–

132). Her influence extends to everything that comes in contact with her, even 

postmortem, and her female essence is seductive. Emphasizing Medusa as not 

entirely monstrous, but a beauty that metamorphosed into a grotesque being, or 

more accurately, was fused with a dragon, makes her petrifying, sacred and defiled 

at the same time. 

Documents testify to the evils that might transpire if a virgin who has gone 

astray performs holy acts, such as in Pausanias‘s story of a priestess of Artemis 

who is sworn to virginity but hosts her lover in the Temple of Artemis. This so 

angers the goddess that she inflicted plagues on the city until both priestess and 

lover were sacrificed to her. Another example is the Lanuvium ceremony in which, 

if the woman who performs the ceremony is not a pure virgin, a bad year is 

expected (Pausanias 1979: 7:19:1–3, Connelly 2007, p. 41, Pailler 1997, pp. 516–

523, Dillon 2002, pp. 37–106, 236–67, Ogden 2013a, pp. 203–6, 347–59). This 

attitude toward holy women gone astray is embedded in the image of Medusa, 

stressing the impossibility of the two worlds coexisting, which means therefore 

that she must die. 

Although in these myths Medusa must die, her head lives on. On a mosaic 

from Piraeus (see Figure 15), for example, Medusa‘s head manifests powerful 

supernatural protection. This does not contradict the culturally ingrained fear of 

her image, since apotropaios invites opposite functions for the same image: the 

image is of a threatening figure, but it also is supposed to turn the threat away.  
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Figure 15. Head of Medusa, Mosaic Floor from Piraeus, Second Century AD 

 
Source: Athens Archaeological Museum. public-domain. 

 

In narrated visual evidence from the end of the third century BC until Late 

Antiquity, Medusa appears only once and only with a portion of her narrative. As 

her narrated depiction vanished, the emblem of her head became a best seller, 

directly influenced by the perception of the power of her image in Greco-Roman 

culture. Presenting Medusa alive constituted a threat to the beholder. Therefore, 

her story could be told and her head could be displayed for protection, but her 

image as a living being is far too dangerous and so off-limits. Thus the meaning of 

Medusa‘s myth and images highlight that what she stands for―a female violation 

of patriarchal order―has to die in order for her to be controlled. Her death is a 

didactic tool for a male-dominated culture, indicating that deviating from its norms 

will not be tolerated. So her image can exist only as a tool for prevention of harm, 

fire against fire. In this way Medusa not only turns away demons from without, 

but also protects against social deviations from within
5
. 

 

 

Perseus: A Man between Two Opposite Women 
 

Perseus is the typical Greek hero that stands between Medusa and Andromeda 

and their two myths that revolve around a woman and a dragon. Paralleling these 

two myths in the story of Perseus illuminates the meaning of ―the woman and the 

dragon‖ motif in Greco-Roman cultural context. The main theme of these myths is 

good women who are suitable for marriage versus women who are defiled and 

forbidden. Andromeda, ―the good woman‖, is completely passive; she is bound to 

                                                           
5
For an example of female monsters‘ educational role in ancient Greece, see Johnston (1995, 

pp. 361–87). 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mosaic_floor_opus_tessellatum_detail_Gorgone_NAMA_Athens_Greece.jpg
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marriage or death, which are one and the same. The dragon is approaching death, 

striving for a union with her, but a union with a man also means the death of her 

old identity and her rebirth as a new person. On the other side is Medusa, ―the 

defiled woman,‖ who is sworn to chastity as the priestess of the dragon-goddess 

Athena, but her vow is broken when Poseidon rapes her. She now has knowledge 

of two distinct worlds—the world of the holy (sky) and the world of the defiled 

(underground), which makes her a categorical threat. At the moment of the rape, 

Medusa is transformed from a dragon mistress into a grotesque fused with the 

dragon; she is both bird and snake, above and below, possessing absolute power of 

destruction, fertility, and rejuvenation. This idea is conceptualized in Medusa‘s 

head emblem, as seen in the Medusa Rondanini and the mosaic floor from Piraeus 

(see Figures 13 and 15), which both show her not only with serpents in her hair but 

also with wings. She is too powerful and therefore must not only be isolated and 

killed, but also, and more importantly, brought under male control. That is why her 

still-functioning head must be separated from her body, eventually reclaimed by 

the androgynous dragon-goddess Athena. Perseus is a role model for a male 

positioned between these two female figures that has to react correctly to each one. 

His behavior is a didactic tool to educate men about two opposite types of women: 

those suitable and unsuitable for marriage. To fully understand the power of these 

myths one must understand the sacred relationship between a woman and a dragon 

in Greco-Roman cultures. Ogden, in his survey of dragon mistresses, presents a 

number of rituals and events in which a prophetic snake was groomed, served, and 

given sacrifice by women of varying degrees of chastity. For example, the 

oikouros ophis is the holy serpent guardian of the Parthenon, and was tended by 

the virgin priestess of Athena; it was sometimes considered a metamorphosis of 

the goddess herself (Herodotus 2008, p. 501: 8:41, Ogden 2013a, pp. 203–204). 

The prophetic snakes, seen as sons of Python, were tended by virgin priestesses in 

the sanctuary of Apollo in Epirus (Aelian 2011, p. 101: 11:2). The Pythia—the 

Oracle of Apollo at Delphi—was also a virgin female priestess who could hear 

Python‘s whispers and was inspired by the fumes of the creature‘s rotten corpse 

(Nonnus of Panopolis 1962–1963: 9:547–552, Hyginus 2002, pp. 116–117: 140, 

Parke and Wormell 1956, pp. 20–21, Rohde 2010, p. 97). The elderly priestess of 

Eileithyia was the only person authorized to enter the sanctuary of the dragon 

Sosipolis (Pausanias 1979: 6:20:2–6). Pailler summarizes the power of the Vestal 

Virgins as ―priestess[es] of the serpent‖ and outlines the Roman and Etruscan roots 

for the virgin-dragon connection
6
. Some women were sworn to chastity for their 

entire life, others had to avoid intercourse (kathareusai or inter alia) for only 

several days before a ceremony, such as in the Thesmophoria festival (Lucian of 

Samosata 1915, pp. 359–360: 2:1). The great amount of evidence that the virgin-

dragon relationships were a sacred interaction is overwhelming. Such interactions 

led to holy events of oracular knowledge, protection, and prosperity.  

Some men were also dragons‘ attendants, but this analysis focuses on the 

feminine aspect of these phenomena and attests to the copious evidence regarding 

the importance of women in this respect. For example, the Delphic Pythia is an 

exception of a female priestess in a masculine temple (Connelly 2007, p. 2). 

                                                           
6
―Prêtresse du serpent‖ see Pailler (1997, pp. 517–575). 
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Among the gods, there are two female goddesses—Athena/Minerva and Hygieia/ 

Salus—who are regularly associated with dragons as their attribute and maintain 

eternal virginity. The realm of the gods, however, is more complex, for there is 

Apollo, whose attribute is Python, and also Asclepius with the serpent on his staff 

(Cook 1914–1940, vol. 2, pp. 182–183, 186–197, Schouten 1967, Mitropoulou 

1977, pp. 183–197, Edelstein and Edelstein 1998, vol. 2, pp. 87–90, Ogden 2013a, 

pp. 192–214). Female goddesses who are associated with dragons, however, are 

mostly sworn to chastity, while male gods are not. Consequently, the interaction 

between a virgin and a dragon was undoubtedly considered sacred. 

The dragon in this context is an allegorical symbol of the great goddess. The 

cave of the dragon is the womb of the earth, and the dragon is a representative 

metamorphosis of the great goddess. It is no wonder then that fertility goddesses, 

such as Wadget, Isis, Demeter/Ceres, Bona Dea, Vesta, and so many more, have 

been described as accompanied by, led by, or transformed into a dragon. This 

work presumes the dragon to be a unifying symbol of women and their identities, 

separate individuals with needs, wishes, and power of their own. The removal of 

the dragon from the scenario by the hero manifests not only the masculine 

prevailing over the feminine, but also the erasure of a woman‘s personal identity, 

as she is transitionally blended into the identity of her male ―superior.‖ 

All myths related to Perseus notably revolve around the issue of marriage. 

Danaë‘s father, Acrisius, deprives his daughter of marriage by imprisoning her; 

King Polydectes desires Danaë for marriage, but is legally blocked by Perseus; 

Perseus asks for permission to marry Andromeda from her father; and Medusa‘s 

head petrifies both Phineus—the failed husband-to-be—and Polydectes. 

Furthermore, artistic depictions emphasize the ―bride of death‖ theme. Hence, the 

meaning and value of this myth-sequence lies in the theme of marriage and legal 

interactions between a man and a woman.  

The Perseus myth sequence spans the range of women‘s behavior in Greco-

Roman cultures, from the best to the worst, and demonstrates the masculine 

overpowering the feminine. The dragon symbolizes feminine power, which the 

man has to wrest from the woman—sever her identity—in order to gain control 

over her. In ―the good woman‖ case, the separation occurs before the union of the 

woman and the dragon (symbolizing her power and identity); in ―the bad woman‖ 

case, the male occupation takes place after the woman already possesses 

tremendous powers, so the hero must take more aggressive action—decapitation 

(Culpepper 1986, pp. 22–24, Bowers 1990, pp. 217–235, Dexter 2010, pp. 25–41). 

These myths manifest the ancient cultural anxiety surrounding the sacred 

connection of women and dragons, which is relevant during the Greco-Roman era 

and beyond. Perseus, signifying the protypical Greek male, is sent to perform two 

patriarchal tasks: slay Medusa―the ultimate female threat of a sacred-defiled 

woman who is too powerful―and wed a good girl, Andromeda, by preventing her 

death and her sacred bonding with the dragon, thereby making her suitable to wed 

(with permission from her father). 

The artistic evidence shows an interesting phenomenon: only in the 

Hellenistic age, for approximately two centuries, is there a battle between Perseus 

and Ketos. The two centuries prior to Hellenistic times present Medusa‘s actual 
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slaughter. Imperial Rome is almost devoid of visual representations of combat 

interactions with the dragon, who, in images, is either physicially too far away, 

dead, or iconic. 

Medusa‘s isolation is not only mythical, but is also manifested in her severed-

head icon and described by her location as a socially marginalized character. 

Gananath Obeyesekere‘s anthropological investigation of present-day Medusa-like 

women, who are located on the margins of society, is highly useful for 

understanding the Medusa figure as a powerful woman unbound from the social 

structure (Obeyesekere 1981).  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

To conclude, several claims have emerged. The meaning of the ―bride of 

death‖ theme is seen in wedding/funeral gifts that were paradigmatically altered by 

the sign of a dragon. Andromeda is located in a cave‘s entrance, the liminal 

location between the realm of life and death, and at the entrance of the symbolic 

womb. The paradigmatic change in Medusa from ugly to beautiful differentiates 

between her dragon and feminine aspects and explicitly posits her inherent 

feminine danger. Medusa unifies binary concepts of the realms of above and 

below, birth and death, danger and protection, holiness and defilement, which 

could not exist without male-dominant cultural context, and her myth and artistic 

images reflect that the way that her power is steeped in fear. Woman-with-dragon 

images continue to elicit fear and discomfort and raise questions about the power 

of the woman-dragon bond. This article in some ways supplements Hélène 

Cixous‘s ―Le Rire de la Mèduse‖ (The Laugh of Medusa) and outlines that the 

myth of Perseus demonstrates the process through which men gradually took 

possession of women and stripped them of their power in the ancient Greco-

Roman world and shows the reasons that Medusa had to die (Cixous 1975). 
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