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ASCLEPIUS WITH EGG 
“TYPE NEA PAPHOS�ALEXANDRIA�TRIER”: 
NEW DATA AND SOME NEW REFLECTIONS 

BY 

VITO MAZZUCA* 
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In 1989, G. Grimm published his article “����	����
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�����)3”, an 
analysis of three statuettes depicting the standing Asclepius holding an egg in his right hand. Here, he first 
identified a new iconography of the god, the so�called Nea Paphos�Alexandria1Trier, named after the cities 
where the museums housing the three copies stand1. 

Despite the great success that the figure of Asclepius has had in the studies of the last twenty years, it was not 
until the mid ’90s that F. Sirano2 turned his attention to this little�known iconography. He produced an important 
update of the catalogue of Nea Paphos type sculptures known from several provinces of the Roman Empire. 

Through a stylistic analysis of this iconography, both scholars attempted to find an answer to the main 
problem that still today regards this image of Asclepius: where and when was it conceived for the first time 
and why was it deemed necessary to place the egg in the hand of Asclepius? 

Grimm3 identified the small city of Abonoteichus in Paphlagonia, on the southern coast of the Black 
Sea, as the place from which, during the second half of the 2nd century A.D., the Nea Paphos type spread. This 
city became famous sometime around 165 A.D., when Alexander the False Prophet, who lived during the 
reigns of Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius, created a new and particular manifestation of Asclepius: the 
oracle of the snake�god Glycon4. The popularity of this new cult was so great that during the war against the 
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(ed. Veronica Tatton�Brown), British Museum Publications, London, 1989, pp. 168–173. 

2 F. Sirano, .�������	$����
 ����7��������
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��
������
��
 ��������
��
��8
 ������	��, in ����������	

.�	����	 (����.�), 46, 1994, pp. 199–232. 

3 G. Grimm, op. cit. (n. 1), p. 169. 
4 The particular story of the creation of this cult is told in detail by Lucian of Samosata in his essay entitled "����	����
���
�	���


�������", in which the author uses his rhetorical skills to show that Alexander was an imposter. Maybe Lucian met Alexander in person, 
probably about 162 A.D.: L. Robert, �
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 ��
 4��� (65+�4), De Boccard, Athènes�Paris, 1980, pp. 393–436; G. Bordenache 
Battaglia, ���-��, in =���-��
�������	������
���������	�
��	����	�
(=(�.)
(>,  , Zürich�München, 1988, pp. 279–283; J. J. Flinterman, 
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(?�5), 119, 1997, p. 282. 
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Quadi and Marcomanni, the Romans believed one of his oracles: Alexander proclaimed an oracle saying that a 
great victory would be won if two lions were thrown into the Danube. The Romans did so, but the battle 
resulted in a disaster for them with 20.000 men lost. Alexander fell back on the excuse that the oracle had not 
actually said which side would win (LUCIAN., ����., 48.5). 

Grimm thought the snake and the egg directly linked to Glycon: all the statuettes depicting this new 
iconography would therefore be copies of the cult statue of Asclepius, as it was made for the temple of Glycon 

in Abonoteichus. 
The later study by Sirano proposed a different reconstruction. The scholar, through the analysis of the 

sculptures of the Nea Paphos type, suggested in particular that the archetype was the cult statue placed in the 
��-�������� of Cos, during the 2nd century A.D. after the rebuilding of temple C. 

In the light of the two previous studies, many years on it is now possible to update the catalogue of 
copies representing the Nea Paphos type, consequently some new considerations can be made on the subject. 
Seven new sculptures, already published, can now be added to the catalogues of Grimm and Sirano: 

 
1. Nea Paphos, Museum (PE/ 1/67), 2nd century A.D. (h. 48 cm)5; 

2. Trier, Archäologische Sammlung Universität (OL 1985.158), from Alexandria, 2nd century A.D. 

(h 39,5 cm)6; 
3. Alexandria, Graeco�Roman Museum (No. 29454), 2nd century A.D. (h. 118,5 cm)7; 

4. Cos, Museum (No. 101), second half of 2nd century A.D. (h. 118 cm)8; 
5. Athens, Agora (S 875), 2nd century A.D. (h. 19,5 cm)9; 

6. Stobi, unknown, 2nd century A.D. (h. 43 cm)10; 
7. Batkoun, Sofia Archaeological Museum, 2nd century A.D. (h. 43 cm)11; 
8. Glava Panega, Sofia Archaeological Museum (No. 3436). 2nd c. A.D.12; 

9. Tomis, Bucharest Muzeul Național de Antichități (L 664), 2nd century A.D. (h. 14 cm)13; 
10. Dresden, Hygienisches Museum, 2nd century A.D. (h. 52 cm)14; 

11. Rome, Musei Vaticani, 2nd century A.D. (h. 50 cm)15; 

                                                                                                                                                                    
According to the Greek author (����., 10.21) Alexander, a magician’s assistant, buried some bronze tablets in the area of the 

temple of Apollo in Chalcedon on which the prophecy forecasting the coming of Asclepius and his father Apollo in Abonoteichus was 
written. The inhabitants of the small town were informed of the prophecy, and they were so impressed that they decided to construct a 
temple dedicated to the god. After the temple’s foundation, Alexander moved to the town of Abonoteichus and there he buried the egg 
of a goose with a new�born snake inside it: the next day he publicly unburied the egg showing the truthfulness of the prophecy 
concerning the coming of Asclepius in the guise of the snake named Glycon. Lucian (����., 12; 16; 18; 26) also describes how 
Alexander the prophet – as he liked to be called – deceived people while making the oracles: to represent the head of the snake, he 
used an animal face (dog or sheep) made of cloth, human ears, and hairpieces. The god appeared in a dark and hidden place, from 
which the voice of an assistant gave the oracular responses. (����., 35.17) In order to obtain more credit for the cult, Alexander also 
said that Glycon ordered to him to give the daughter born of his union with the goddess Selene in marriage to the governor of the 
province of Upper Moesia Publius Mummius Sisenna Rutilianus. 

5 W. Daszewsky, �
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2 !B"3, Government Printing Office, Nicosia, 1968, pp. 52–53, pl. 
XIV, 1; G. Grimm, op. cit. (n. 1), p. 168; F. Sirano, op. cit. (n. 2), p. 206; M. Donderer, �	���
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2000/2001, p. 79. 

6 G. Grimm, op. cit. (n. 1), p. 168; F. Sirano�
op. cit. (n. 2), p. 206. 
7 G. Grimm, op. cit. (n. 1), p. 169; F. Sirano, op. cit. (n. 2), p. 207. 
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&BC1C**, The American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 1988, 
p. 36, pl. XXIII a; F. Sirano, op. cit. (n. 2), p. 207. 

10 F. Sirano, op. cit. (n. 2), p. 208. 
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6	�-���, Imprimerie de l’Etat, Sofia, 1941, p. 41, no. 7; F. Sirano, op. cit. 

(n. 2), p. 208. 
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II, 
1, Zürich�München, 1984, p. 880, no. 191; F. Sirano, op. cit. (n. 2), p. 209. 
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12. Rome, Museo Barracco (No. 145), 2nd century A.D. (h. 28 cm)16 (Pl. I/1); 

13. Pergamon, Museum. Imperial age17 (Pl. I/2); 

14. Private collection, 2nd century A.D. (h. 50 cm)18 (Pl. I/3); 

15. Private collection, 2nd–3rd century A.D. (h. 26 cm)19 (Pl. I/4); 

16. Antalya, Museum, from Yelten. 2nd century A.D.20; 

17. London, Kensington Science Museum (A 105412), bought in Istanbul in 193121; 

18. Corinth, Archaeological Museum of Ancient Corinth, 3rd –4th century A.D. (h. 20 cm)22 (Pl. I/5–6–7). 

 

The sculptures in this group are uniform not only for the attribute of the egg in his right hand, but also 

for the general structure of the figure. As noted in previous works, these copies of the Nea Paphos type show a 

close relationship with representations of Asclepius Amelung. After a complex history of studies, its archetype 

has been identified and recognized in the figure present on some coins dating from the 2nd century B.C.23 

All specimens are smaller than life size, ranging from a minimum of 14 cm for the statuette of Tomis 

(no. 9) to the 119 cm of the sculptures from Alexandria and Cos (nos. 3–4). 

Thirteen copies have a long staff held in the armpit whose length has a purely static function (nos. 1–2–

3–6–7–8–9–10–11–12–13–14–15–18). However, the copies from Cos, Athens, London and Antalya show a 

figure supported by a short staff without any static function (nos. 4–5–16–17): in fact, in the copies from Cos 

and Antalya the sculptor needed to add a prop between the figure of Asclepius and Telesphorus. 

Like the statuettes from Cos and Antalya, those from Glava Panega and Corinth belong to a group which 

include Telesphorus, a member of the family of Asclepius, portrayed as a small boy standing frontally and 

completely enveloped by a cloak24 (nos. 4–8–16–18). Furthermore, only one sculpture from a private 

collection shows Asclepius with his daughter or sister Hygieia and Telesphorus (no. 15). 

                                                                                                                                                                    
15 G. Kaschnitz von Weinberg, ,�������
 ���
 �	�	$$���
 ���
 �����
 >	���	��, Città del Vaticano, 1937, p. 113, no. 247; 

B. Holtzmann, op. cit. (n. 13), p. 880, no. 188; F. Sirano, op. cit. (n. 2), p. 209. 
16 G. Barracco, .	�	����
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+���	$����
6	��	���, Forzani e c. tipografi, Bergamo, 1910, p. 31, no. 

145; C. Pietrangeli, �����
6	��	���
��
 �������	
	����	, Roma, 1960, p. 98, no. 145; M. Nota Santi, M. Cimino, �����
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4��	, Istituto Poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato, Libreria dello Stato, Roma, 1991, p. 90, no. 145. 
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L	��	��,  !"B, London 1986, p. 41, no. 44, pl. VIII. 
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 	��
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 ���	���
 ����0������, 29–11–1989, no. 111; ,����%�7�
 ���
 M��-�


.�	����	��
 5�����	��
 	��
 H������
 ���	���
 ����0������, 1–6–1995, no. 126; A. Filgis, �	������	�������
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�-�����	�����
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�����-����
	�������������
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��������
���
��	�����
(��	���	���-, in (��	�%����
������������ ((������), 49, 

1999, p. 430, no. 40, pl. 39,4; P. Kranz, op. cit. (n. 17), p. 124. 
20 http://www.panoramio.com/photo/73783511 (Last accessed **16–3–2014**). 
21 http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/images/I028/10289149.aspx (Last accessed **16–3–2014**). 
22 L. M. Stirling, �	�	�
 ��	�������
 ��
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 ,��������
 ����
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�	�	��	
�����, in #������	�
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,�����
��
.�	����	�
,������
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������
(#������	), 77, 2008, pp. 122–125, figs. 23–25. 
23 The type was identified with the cult statue of the ��-�������� of Pergamon and attributed to the sculptor ������	����. It 

was subsequently demonstrated, however, that those coins depicted a different type and there was therefore no link between this 

iconography and the artist: G. Heiderich, ��-������, Freiburg, 1966; H. von Fritze, ��-��������	����
 ��
 ����	���, in ������	/

N�������������
	��
���
��%����
���
	���-��
�@�$-���� (������	), 2, 1908, pp. 19–35. Later studies identified the sculpture by 

Phyromachos with the sitting figure on Pergamon coins. However, since Prusia of Bitinia stole this statue from Pergamon, it would not 

have been shown on coinage (POLYB., 32.21; DIOD., 31.35).�

The study conducted by L. Beschi on the Attic reliefs of the monument of Telemachos, the founder of the ��-�������� of 

Athens, led to the solution of the problem: this research has allowed us to identify the Amelung type, relating it back to the cult statue 

of the sanctuary of Epidauros. This new type would then be reproduced in the sanctuary of Athens at the time of the sanctuary’s 

foundation around 420 B.C.: L. Beschi, 4����
�

���
�
	�����
����������, in ����	���
����	
,����	
	����������	
��
�����
�
�����
��������

��	��	��
��
O������ (�������), 47–48, 1970, pp. 85–132. 

The practice of replicating the cult statue, part of the cult foundation ritual, is commonly attested in the main sanctuaries 

derived from that in Epidauros erected in Athens, Cos, Pergamon and Rome. This practice also explains the uniformity of the copies, 

which only differ in a few details. 

Furthermore, the Amelung type only appeared later on coinage from the age of Hadrian: H. von Fritze, op. cit. (n. 23), p. 22, pl. III/5. 
24 The figure of the small Telesphorus enjoyed great consideration at the shrines of Pergamon, Epidauros and Cos but he is also 

frequently found in the sanctuary of Batkoun: D. Tsontchev, op. cit. (n. 11). 
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Thanks to nine well�preserved copies, we can note that the god is always characterized by a thick beard 
(nos. 1–3–5–10–11–14–15–16–17–18). As already said by Berger25, we can divide the copies into two main 

groups according to the hair style: the first variant has long hair (nos. 3–5–10–11–16–17), and the second 
variant has hair parted in the center with two large curls hanging down on either side of the face (nos. 1–14–15). 

In the light of the study of the new examples, some new observations can be made regarding their 
relationship with the above�mentioned Amelung type. Sirano26 observed that the iconography of the Nea 
Paphos has a direct relationship with this famous sculptural type, according to the position of the body and 

cloak. Five copies seem to confirm this and certainly fit into the series of copies with a direct relationship to 
the Amelung type: one example from Rome (no. 12), the one from the sanctuary of Pergamon (no. 13), the 

two statuettes from private collections (nos. 14–15) and that from Corinth (no. 18). However, the discovery of 
two other statuettes makes it possible to propose a completely new comparison with another type. The first 
statuette is housed in the Archaeological Museum of Antalya (no. 16) and the other in the London Science 

Museum, purchased from an antique market in Istanbul (no. 17). These two sculptures represent Asclepius in 
a version known as the Asclepius Eleusis27, an iconography derived from the two most famous and popular 

types: the Amelung and the related Giustini28, this last type conceived by Attic sculptors to decorate the 
sanctuary of Athens a few years after the Amelung. 

The position of the cloak is the main difference between the Amelung type and the Eleusis one. In fact, 
in the latter it leaves a larger portion of the torso of the god uncovered. This kind of dress, folded downward 
on the pubis, forms a triangular�shaped drape; the rest of the cloak covers his legs. This version of the dress 

shows more drapery, with more neatly arranged pleats. 
The original provenance of nine statuettes is unknown (nos. 2–3–10–11–12–14–15–16–17); on the other 

hand, we know that four sculptures come from domestic settings (nos. 1–4–5–18) and five from religious 
contexts (nos. 6–7–8–9–13). 

The image of the god holding the egg in his right hand is also depicted in several votive reliefs, dating to 

the 2nd century A.D., dedicated in Greek to Asclepius Zimidrenus/Sindrinus29: fourteen found in the Thracian 
sanctuaries of Glava Panega (fourteen reliefs)30 and six from Batkoun31. Like the statuettes, the figure of the 

god � alone or with Hygieia and Telesphorus – also appears on reliefs in the iconographies of both the 
Amelung and Eleusis types. The same image of the healing god holding the egg can probably be seen on a 
coin minted in Thrace during the rule of Gordian III in Hadrianopolis (today Edirne, Turkey)32. 

Moreover, it is very interesting and important to remember a group of inscriptions found in Rome, 
dedicated by Praetorians to several deities, two of which dedicated to the above�mentioned Asclepius 

Zimidrenus/Sindrinus. They were dedicated by Thracian soldiers originating from Philippopolis (today 
Plovdiv, Bulgaria) at the time of Alexander Severus and Gordian III33. They constitute further evidence of the 
cult practiced in the sanctuary of Asclepius in Batkoun. 
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26 F. Sirano, op. cit. (n. 2), p. 205. 
27 B. Holtzmann, op. cit. (n. 13), pp. 882–883, nos. 234–244. 
28 M. Meyer, 5��������
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D. Mannsperger, F. Prayon), Wasmuth, Tübingen, 1982, pp. 63–71. 
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As already said, this group of statuettes and reliefs has a symbol in common, the egg. Although this 
attribute with its different symbolic values was greatly favoured in the Greek�Roman world, it was only in the 
mid imperial age that it occurred in association with images of Asclepius. Indeed, it was not used in the 
prototype of the Amelung type or in any other iconography of the healing god. 

In order to understand the meaning of the egg it is necessary to analyze the historical period in which 
this specific image of Asclepius was born. By the 2nd century A.D., the syncretic tendency of Greek�Roman 
religion of the imperial age was widely established. Literary and archaeological evidence of the time 
documents the presence of the symbol of the egg within the oriental cults. 

A small shrine with seven eggshells placed around a bronze statuette depicting a divinity entwined by a 
snake was found at the center of a sanctuary dedicated to Syrian deities on the Janiculum Hill in Rome34. This 
archaeological evidence documents the relationship between the egg and the snake and its cosmological 
significance, also recalling what Arnobius (	�. �	�., 1.36.5) wrote: O
����
���������
���
,���. 

A few years earlier, in the 2nd century A.D., Artemidorus (O������������, 2.13) recalled the multiple 
meanings of the ��	-�� (= snake) linking it to Asclepius, Sabazius and other gods. These links seem to outline 
a point of contact between the cult of Asclepius and some oriental cults of a mystical and soteriological 
nature, a phenomenon that was already widespread at the end of the 1st century B.C. in the eastern 
Mediterranean where we find Asclepius associated with Hadad and Atargatis35. 

Finally, a document belonging to the Second Sophistic movement provides evidence of a reflection on 
how Asclepius should be represented. It is an Arabic version of the text36 of the Hippocratic Oath attributed to 
Galen that was only analyzed in detail in the 1970s. A passage in the text outlines the salient features of the 
image of Asclepius: a bearded man leaning on a staff of mallow wood around which a ��	-�� is wound, in his 
right hand an egg – symbol of the Universe. In this way, the iconography states that the entire Universe, 
represented by the egg, needs the medicine of Asclepius. 

As stated above, Grimm saw a close connection between the Nea Paphos type and the cult of Glycon. 
However, as Sirano37 observes, the connection between the snake of Asclepius Nea Paphos�Alexandria�Trier 
and the iconography of Glycon seems uncertain. The image of Glycon, documented by the famous well�
preserved statue found in the city of Tomis,38 on the western shore of the Black Sea and by some small bronze 
amulets conserved in Ankara and Athens39, is completely different from that of all the snakes associated with 
Asclepius. In fact, Glycon is depicted as a snake with massive coils, the head with flowing hair covering 
human ears. 

In conclusion, the iconographic type of Asclepius holding an egg in his right hand is attested by a large 
group of statuettes of imperial date, particularly the second half of the 2nd century A.D., except the Asclepius 
from Corinth which dates to the 3rd–4th century A.D. 

The copies analyzed come from mainland Greece (nos. 5–18), Asia Minor (nos. 13–16–17), the Greek 
islands (nos. 1–4), Alexandria (nos. 2–3), the Danubian provinces (nos. 6–7–8–9), and Rome (nos. 11–12). 
The image of the healing god seems to be completely absent in the Western provinces and even in the many 
places of worship in Italy, the two copies found in Rome being an exception. Thus, the image seems to be 
present in the Eastern Mediterranean provinces and in those lands directly bordering Greece – Thrace in 
particular – where Hellenized culture was well established (Pl. II). 

This new examination of the sculptures shows sixteen examples of Asclepius’s pose in the version of the 
type derived from the Amelung, while only two statuettes show him in the Eleusis type. An alternative 
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hypothesis can be proposed based on this new data: perhaps a single statue from a sanctuary of Asclepius was 
never used as a prototype for the Nea Paphos�Alexandria�Trier type. If there had been a famous statue from an 
important sanctuary, this image would have been widely replicated in many copies; on the contrary, we have 
very few statuettes depicting Asclepius with the egg. 

Moreover, no life�size statues of the Nea Paphos type have been found to date: all known examples, 

belong to small marble figures no taller than 119 cm, the maximum size reached by the statuettes of Cos and 
Alexandria. 

It may be suggested that, at some point, the new attribute of the egg was added to the different 
iconographic models of Asclepius. The fact that almost all of the Nea Paphos sculptures are derived from the 
Amelung type could be due to the fact that this iconography of Asclepius is the most common in the territories 

of the Roman Empire. That is why it is easier to find Asclepius with the egg represented as the Amelung type. 
The rarity of this kind of representation of the healing god and the type of contexts in which our 

statuettes have been found seem to suggest a different interpretation of this phenomenon: both elements seem 
to indicate a restricted and very cultured environment, as the world of the medical profession would have 
been. 

It is useful to return Galen’s words regarding the Hippocratic Oath, clearly directed to physicians. In one 
passage, Galen describes how Asclepius should be represented: a bearded man leaning on a staff around 

which is wound a ��	-��, holding an egg in his right hand. In this way, the iconography makes the statement 
that the entire Universe, represented by the egg, needs the medicine of Asclepius40. 

This image of the healing god, therefore, could be related to physicians and the places in which they 

usually worked, that are the sanctuaries of Asclepius. In the Roman world, the small statuettes depicting 
deities were usually placed within the home in spaces specifically dedicated to housing images of the gods, 

such as �	�	��	. Small statues were even placed in sanctuaries as votive offerings, as attested by the presence 
of inscriptions written on the bases. A Greek inscription on a statue base found in Rome, dating to the 
Antonine period, dedicated by a physician named Nicomedes from Smyrna is evidence that doctors 

themselves dedicated statues to Asclepius41. 
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Pl. I. 1. Rome, Museum Barracco. Statuette of Asclepius; 2. Pergamon, Museum. Statuette of Asclepius; 3. Private collection. Statuette 
of Asclepius; 4. Private collection. Statuette of Asclepius; 5. Corinth, Archaeological Museum of Ancient Corinth. Statuette of 

Asclepius; 6. Corinth, Archaeological Museum of Ancient Corinth. Right forearm with egg; 7. Corinth, Archaeological Museum of 
                                 Ancient Corinth. Reconstruction of statuette with forearm (reconstruction by author). 
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Pl. II. Nea Paphos type, map of distribution (drawing by author). 




