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Pisces Constellation between Atargatis and Aphrodite

"The Symbolism of Transformation and the Religious-Mythological
Interaction between Syria and Greece"

Nesreen Amir Sayed

Lecturer, Department of Ancient European Civilizations and Languages, Faculty of
Arts, Ain Shams University, Egypt

nesreen.amir@art.asu.edu.eg

Abstract: This research aims to focus on the role of the Syrian goddess Atargatis
(Atapydrig) as a religious and cultural bridge between the Syrian and Greek civilizations,
with particular emphasis on her influence on Greek religion during the Hellenistic period.

The study explores the origins of Atargatis and her role in ancient Syrian mythology, as
well as the spread of her cult in cities such as Hierapolis (‘lepdmoiig) (modern-day Manbij,
Bappokn) and Ascalon (Aokdimv) in Palestine (ITaAaiotivn). It also analyzes the parallels
between Atargatis and Greek goddesses such as Aphrodite (A@poditn), Rhea (‘Péa), and
Demeter (Anuntpa).

Furthermore, the research examines how her cult was transmitted to the Greek world
following the conquests of Alexander the Great (AAéEavdpoc 6 Méyag), and its impact on
Greek religious rituals and art, drawing on the writings of Greek historians.

The study also highlights the symbolic connection between Atargatis and Aphrodite, as
well as their associations with water, fish, and mythological transformations—especially in
the context of Greek star myths. Particular attention is given to the Pisces constellation
(Ty0veg, Pisces), which is believed to have been influenced by Eastern elements, including
mythical symbols related to Atargatis.

This symbolic and astronomical convergence reflects a deep-rooted cultural and
mythological exchange between Syrian and Greek beliefs, pointing to the Eastern influence
on Greek celestial mythology. The research further sheds light on how these symbols and
transformations were integrated into Greek religious and cultural traditions, underscoring
the enduring impact of this symbolic heritage on religious and artistic conceptions
throughout the ages.

Keywords: Pisces Constellation — Atargatis - Aphrodite - The Symbolism of
Transformation — Syria - Greece.
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! René Strootman, The Introduction of Hellenic Cults in Seleucid Syria: Colonial appropriation and
transcultural exchange in the creation of an imperial landscape, (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2021), 73-91,
Burkert, Greek Religion, 70-75, 130-140.

2 Susan B. Downey “Greek and Syrian Religious Syncretism in Hellenistic Times,", JANER 20, (2020):150-
172., Burkert, Greek Religion, 130-140.

3 Burkert, Greek Religion, 130-140, Downey, “Greek and Syrian Religious Syncretism": 150-172, Wolfgang
Rollig, Atargatis and the Syrian Goddess, Syncretism in the Ancient Near East, (Leiden: Brill Academic
Publishers, 2014), 20-32.
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! Carmen Lopez-Ruiz, Egyptian Herakles and Syrian Aphrodite? Phoenician Art and Cultural Exchange in
the Ancient Mediterranean, (London & New York: Routledge, 2023), 249-256, Lotte E. Roller, The World of
Aphrodite, (Chapel Hill, NC:University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 11-20, Joseph D. Mikalson, Ancient
Greek Religion, 2nd ed, (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 229.

2 Mikalson, Ancient Greek Religion, 211-213, Rollig, Atargatis and the Syrian Goddess, 20-32.

3 Percy Watson, Religions of the Hellenistic-Roman Age, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 85-110,
Roller, The World of Aphrodite ,11-20, Mikalson, Ancient Greek Religion, 211-213.

4 Strootman, The Introduction of Hellenic Cults in Seleucid Syria,73-91, Downey, “Greek and Syrian
Religious Syncretism”, 150-172, Rollig, Atargatis and the Syrian Goddess, 20-32.
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! Beard, North, Price, Religions of Rome, 45-46.
pah) Jeafill e 2yl

Luc. Syr. 14.1-21, Lucinda Dirven, The Goddess of Hierapolis, Nabonidus and the Northern Levant, ed. P.
Bienkowski et al. , (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2002), 121-138, Juan Alvar, Romanising Oriental Gods, Myth,
Salvation and Ethics in the Cults of Cybele, Isis and Mithras , (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 26, 205 f., Lightfoot,
Lucian ,1-60.

2 Poul Bilde, Atargatis/Dea Syria: Hellenization of Her Cult in the Hellenistic Roman Period, Religion and
Religious Practice in the Seleucid Kingdom, (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1990), 151-160.

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Atargatis
Retrieved 16-6-2025.

3 Luc. Syr. 10-14

4 Lightfoot, Lucian ,31.
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5 Luc. Syr. 14.5-11
® Roller, In Search of God the Mother; 148-152.
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! Burkert, Greek Religion, 33-35, 176, 56-58, 92-95.
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Luc. Syr. 10-16 Beard, North, Price, Religions of Rome, 45-46, 52, Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 719,
Ken. Dowden,The Uses of Greek Mythology, (London: Routledge, 1992), 102, David Ulansey, The Origins of
the Mithraic Mysteries, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 1-3.
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Retrieved 16-6-2025.
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Richard H. Wilkinson, The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt, (London: Thames & Hudson,
2003),143-145.
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Richard H. Wilkinson , Symbol and Magic in Egyptian Art, (London: Thames & Hudson, 1994), 161-163.

4 Roller, In Search of God the Mother, 267-270.
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! Hendrik Jan Wolter Drijvers, Atargatis, (Leiden & Grand Rapids: Brill / Eerdmans, 1999), 11-15.
2 Drijvers, Atargatis, 17- 21, 45-47; Dirven, The Goddess of Hierapolis, 102-105, Roller, The World of

Aphrodite,301 f., Vassilios Christides, “ Religious Syncretism in the Near East : Allat-Athena in Palmyra” , In
CCO 1, (Greece: IGOAS, 2003): 65-81.
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4 Roller, The World of Aphrodite, 65-68, cf. Morton Smith, "The Goddess Atargatis.", Biblic. Archaeol. 44, no.
1, (1981): 17-22, https://symbolreader.net/tag/atargatis.com, Retrieved 5-1-2025.
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Hansen, Handbook of Classical Mythology, S.V. Sirens.

2 Drijvers, Atargatis , 35-42, Cowper, “Derceto, the Goddess of Ascalon.”: 1-20.
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3 Roller, The World of Aphrodite, 149-153.
4 Burkert, Greek Religion, 143-147.
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! Cowper, “Derceto, the Goddess of Ascalon.”: 1-20.

2 Burkert, Greek Religion, 172, Edward Lipinski, The Aramaeans: Their Ancient History, Culture, Religion,
(Leuven: Peeters Publishers, 2000), 607-614, James George Fraser, The Golden Bough, A Study in Magic and
Religion, (London: Abridged Edition, Macmillan and Co, 1922), 162 f., James Lindsay. Encyclopedia of
Religion, 2nd ed., (Detroit, MI: Macmillan Reference USA, 2005), S.V. Atargatis.

3 Hyg., Fab.197. 1-7, Cowper, “Derceto, the Goddess of Ascalon.”: 1-20.
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“Pisces. Diognetus Erythraeus ait quodam
tempore Venerem cum Cupidine filio in Syriam ad
flumen Euphraten uenisse. Eodem loco repente Ty-
phona, de quo supra diximus, adparuisse; Venerem
autem cum filio in flumen se proiecisse et ibi figuram
piscium forma mutasse: quo facto, periculo esse libe-
ratos. Itaque postea Syros, qui in his locis sunt
proximi, destitisse pisces esitare, quod uereantur eos
capere, ne simili causa aut deorum praesidia inpu-
gnare uideantur, aut eos ipsos captare. Eratosthenes
autem ex eo pisce natos hos dicit, de quo posterius

dicemus”.
(Hyg., Astr.2.30.1.1-12)
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“proximus aetherios excipe, Piscis, equos.
te memorant fratremque tuum (nam iuncta micatis
signa) duos tergo sustinuisse deos.
terribilem quondam fugiens Typhona Dione,
tum, cum pro caelo luppiter arma tulit,
venit ad Euphraten comitata Cupidine parvo,
inque Palaestinae margine sedit aquae.
populus et cannae riparum summa tenebant,
spemque dabant salices hos quoque posse tegi.
dum latet, insonuit vento nemus: illa timore
pallet, et hostiles credit adesse manus,
utque sinu tenuit natum, 'succurrite, nymphae,
et dis auxilium ferte duobus’ ait.
nec mora, prosiluit. pisces subiere gemelli:

pro quo nunc, cernis, sidera nomen habent.
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In Euphraten flumen de caelo ouum mira magnitudine cecidisse

dicitur, qu<od> pisces ad ripam euoluerunt, super quod columbae

consederunt et excalfactum exclusisse Venerem, quae postea

dea Syria est appellata; e<a> iustitia et probitate cum ceteros exsu-
perasset, [et] ab Ioue optione data pisces in astrorum numerum

relati sunt, et ob id Syri pisces et columbas ex deorum numero

habent<es> non edunt’’.
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“Piscis qui notius appellatur. Hic uidetur
ore aquam excipere a signo Aquarii. Qui laborantem
quondam Isim seruasse existimatur; pro quo bene-
ficio simulacrum piscis et eius filiorum, de quibus
ante diximus, inter astra constituit. Itaque Syri
complures pisces non esitant et eorum simulacra inau-

rata pro diis Penatibus colunt”.
(Hyg., Astr.2.41.1.1-7)
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