
 

 

THE BACCHUS TEMPLE AT BAALBEK 
DEFINING TEMPLE FUNCTION  

AND THE LANGUAGE OF SYNCRETISM 

SAM BAROODY 

The Bacchus temple in Baalbek, Lebanon, provides an excellent example 
of a translation of Roman religion in one of the most religiously diverse 
regions of the Roman world. The temple is inconclusively associated with 
Bacchus–the result of one archaeologist’s tenuous interpretation of 
iconographic features along the temple’s door and adyton. Rather than 
identify the temple based on traditional religious and architectural systems, 
this paper interprets the temple based on its function. This paper compares 
the Phoenician Temple of Astarte in Cyprus and the Biblical description of 
Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem to the Bacchus temple’s form and function 
and, to a lesser extent, that of the temple of Jupiter Heliopolitanus, the 
main feature of the Baalbek complex. My analysis proposes that the 
Bacchus temple represents an invaluable example of Roman religious 
translation, a place which synthesizes and codifies two local religious 
traditions and presents them under one roof. 

Scholars must grapple with the question of how Rome interacted with the 
local cultures that made up its vast empire.1 Identifying, commenting on, 
and critiquing Roman assimilation and multiculturalism has always piqued 
my interest, especially with regards to the various buildings Rome erected 
throughout the lands it occupied and colonized. From that perspective, this 
paper examines the so-called Temple of Bacchus in Baalbek, Lebanon, 
and investigates the various anomalies and features of this building that 

                                                           
 

1 The original version of this paper was read at the Sapiens Ubique Civis 
Conference held at the University of Szeged in Hungary in August 2013; I am 
grateful to the University and to the conference committee and organisers for 
inviting me to participate. I would like to sincerely thank Drs. James Anderson, 
Erika Hermanowicz, and Naomi Norman from the University of Georgia, all of 
whom oversaw this project at various points, and without whose comments this 
final version would not be possible. Finally, I owe a particular thank you to the 
kindness of the Deveaux family, whose donation to the UGA Classics Department 
allowed me to make such an amazing journey to Szeged. 
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make it unique (Figure 1). Previous scholars assume that the building was 
analogous to a temple in Italy, and have thus focused on conclusively 
identifying it as a temple to Bacchus.2 The structure, however, existed in a 
region of the empire which was more culturally diverse and physically far-
removed from Italy and the centre of the empire, issues which render a 
focus on the temple’s identity largely imprudent. Rather than focus on 
identifying the temple’s deity, scholars should ask “Why does the temple 
have the architectural vocabulary that it does?” or “What does that 
vocabulary–as well as the temple’s distinct ground plan–tell us about the 
relationship between the Romans and the city of Baalbek?” This paper 
uses the Bacchus temple at Baalbek (which is well preserved and well 
known) as a case study to examine how Roman culture and religion were 
“translated” in a more remote region of the empire. 

Situated in the Beqa’a Valley between the Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon 
mountain ranges, ancient Baalbek lies some 86 kilometres northeast of 
modern Beirut. Excavations have uncovered occupation levels dating back 
to the Early Bronze Age (2900–2300 B.C.E.). It was the Phoenicians who 
named the town “Baalbek,” which means both “god of the Beqa’a Valley,” 
and “god of the town.” The Seleucids, who controlled the region from 323 
to 64 B.C.E., renamed the town Heliopolis, or “City of the Sun.” Roman 
conquest came after 64 B.C.E, and by the 2nd century C.E., their influence 
in the region was well established.3 It was during this time that the bulk of 
the extant monumental architecture was completed, including the current 
complex comprised of the Jupiter temple, the Bacchus temple, the 
Hexagonal Forecourt, the propylon, and the Temple of Venus (Figure 2). 
Roman colonization and development continued unabated until the end of 
the 4th century C.E.  

Two Englishmen, James Dawkins and Robert Wood, undertook initial 
excavations of the site at Baalbek in 1757, with the French carrying out 
further excavations in 1785, led by Louis François Cassas. At the turn of 
the 20th century, Kaiser Wilhelm II sponsored Otto Puchstein’s 
excavations, 1900–1904.4 The French returned to the site during the 1920s 
(the Department of Antiquities) and again in 1945, (Direction Générale 
des Antiquités) to continue restoring and excavating the site. The temple 
was first linked to Bacchus by Puchstein, who based this identification on 
the decorations around the main door of the temple and at the entrance of 

                                                           
 

2 In particular WIEGAND (1921–1925), SEYRIG (1929), JIDEJIAN (1980), and 
RAGETTE (1980), who all conducted wide-scale investigations of the site and its 
buildings.  
3 RAGETTE (1980: 16).  
4 PUCHSTEIN (1905).  
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the inner room, frequently called an adyton (Figures 3 & 4). Though this 
claim is widely accepted, it is not conclusive; indeed, the fact that no later 
scholars and archaeologists have introduced any additional evidence to 
support Puchstein’s claims suggests that his assertions are just as 
incomplete today as they were over 100 years ago.  

Other scholars have suggested different identifications, including 
Venus, Mercury and a combined worship of Mercury-Bacchus, but these 
proposals, too, are based largely on insufficient evidence.5 It is possible 
that the temple was not dedicated to one particular god at all, but to a cult, 
as suggested by the purely symbolic decoration throughout the temple, 
especially above and along the doorway to the cella.6 The temple is, it is 
true, richly adorned, but most of the decoration is generic, including large 
acanthus leaves, egg and dart and bead and reel patterns, and floral and 
nymph patterns. Therefore it is unlikely that the decoration itself points to 
any particular cult or deity. Though many scholars have tried to 
understand the Bacchus temple, their work has been fuelled by a desire to 
link the decorations and iconography of the temple to Bacchus and his 
cult. More intriguing, however, is the fact that there is no altar for the 
Bacchus temple, although the adjacent Jupiter temple has an enormous 
one. Therefore can we even be certain the building is a temple? Or has the 
architectural form traditionally associated with Roman temples been 
translated into a different kind of building at Baalbek? 

The concept of creolization may illuminate this final question. 
Originally a term which applied to a blending of two languages to form a 
new, mixed dialect, creolization has more recently been applied to 
religions and religious architecture. Jane Webster asserts that various 
artifacts from antiquity that initially seem to be Roman can in fact 
“negotiate with, resist, or adapt Roman styles to serve indigenous ends.”7 
Does this explain what is going on at Baalbek? Does creolization lie 
behind some of the more unusual aspects of the Bacchus temple’s 
unexpected form and layout (Figure 5)? The most noteworthy feature of 
the temple plan is a large rear room. Raised four meters above the level of 
the cella floor, it is preceded by a flight of stairs, which was divided into 
three sections by two balustrades (Figure 6). This feature is not common in 
Roman architecture, but does have parallels in local pre-Roman 
architecture from the Eastern Mediterranean. One such example is the 
Temple of Astarte at the Kathari site of Kition on the island of Cyprus 
(Figure 7). Kition was continuously occupied from ca. 850–ca. 400 

                                                           
 

5 Most notably, JIDEJIAN (1975: 30–31). 
6 RAGETTE (1980: 44); JIDEJIAN (1975: 32); SEYRIG (1925: 318). 
7 WEBSTER (2001: 219).  
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B.C.E.; its Astarte temple is an excellent example of Phoenician religious 
architecture. The temple features a semi-roofed courtyard, with flanking 
porticoes, and an unroofed central aisle. More important for our purposes 
is the elevated, shallow room at the rear of the temple; this room, often 
called the holy-of-holies, boasts an entrance marked by two rectangular, 
freestanding pillars. Both the Bacchus and Astarte temples share a number 
of architectural similarities. Each building is approached axially, with a 
grand, front entrance. Pillars or columns define the rear space of each 
temple, and each temple has a raised rear room. These rooms establish a 
clear architectural link between the Astarte temple and the much later 
temple at Baalbek. Kition and Baalbek were originally Phoenician cities 
and so it is likely that these architectural features belong to the repertoire 
of Phoenician architecture. 

Perhaps the most important temple from the Phoenician homeland is 
King Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem, a building known only from its 
biblical description in first Kings 

The house that King Solomon built for the LORD was sixty cubits 
long, twenty cubits wide, and thirty cubits high. The vestibule in front of 
the nave of the house was twenty cubits wide, across the width of the 
house. Its depth was ten cubits in front of the house…He also built a 
structure against the wall of the house, running around the walls of the 
house, both the nave and the inner sanctuary; and he made side chambers 
all around.8 

On the basis of this description, scholars have reconstructed the plan of 
Solomon’s temple with an elevated holy-of-holies at the rear (Figure 8) as 
in the Temple of Astarte at Kition. Because chambers line the temple’s the 
outer cella wall, some scholars, including G. R. H. Wright, suggest that the 
building functioned as more than a religious space; indeed, Wright posits, 
on the basis of these chambers, that the temple was used primarily as a 
repository for furniture and goods.9  

There are key similarities between it and the later Bacchus temple. 
Each building is approached axially and, as was the case with the Astarte 
temple on Cyprus, both the Bacchus and Solomon temples have raised rear 
rooms. Though separated by staircases, these rooms were not completely 
closed off from the temples’ cellae, as shown in the reconstruction of the 
interior of the Bacchus temple which posits a wide entrance into the 
adyton, and the description of Solomon’s temple, which suggests that a 
curtain separated the holy of holies from the rest of the cella.10 The doubts 

                                                           
 

8 1 Kings 6:2–5, cf. MEEKS (1989: 522–523).  
9 WRIGHT (1992: 257). 
10 2 Chron. 3:14, cf. MEEKS (1989: 650).  
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surrounding the function of Solomon’s temple are all the more pertinent 
given that questions surround the function of the Bacchus temple as well, 
given its lack of an altar.  

What we have then, are two temples from local traditions which 
provide possible comparanda to the Bacchus temple in both form and 
function. The Temple of Astarte provides a Phoenician example with a 
similar layout; and the questions that surround the function of Solomon’s 
temple echo the ones that this paper asks of the Bacchus temple. These 
similarities establish a link between the architecture of the Bacchus temple 
and that of the more eastern cultures of Phoenicia and Judea. This eastern 
connection extends to the larger Jupiter temple as well, in its construction 
materials and technique. Positioned on a massive podium more than 13 m 
high, the Jupiter temple towers above the rest of the Baalbek complex 
(Figure 9). But it is the structure of the podium itself which invites 
comparisons to local traditions. In his investigation of ancient building in 
south Syria and Palestine, Wright contends that there are three basic types 
of Palestinian religious building: domestic, village, and urban.11 Of these, 
he claims that the urban religious building is defined by the existence of 
“monumental” temples, indicating a desire to build a sanctuary for a ruling 
city god “who can be no worse housed than his urban ruler-representative 
and his worshippers.”12 Wright observes this type of monumental masonry 
throughout much of the urban and religious construction of the Persian, 
Hellenistic, and Roman east, drawing comparisons between the blocks of 
the Jupiter temple’s podium and those of the fortification walls from the 
towns of Hebron (Figure 10) and Haram (Figure 11), both from ancient 
Judea. The Jupiter temple’s projection of a local component on its outside 
complements the nearby Bacchus temple, which expresses its local 
component in its easternized ground plan.13 Both the Jupiter temple and 
the Bacchus temple intentionally recall local Bronze Age architectural 
traditions which help to emphasize a distinctly local component within 
their Roman context. The fact that the local precedents are so much earlier 

                                                           
 

11 WRIGHT (1985: 246).  
12 WRIGHT (1985: 246).  
13 Strengthening the relationship between the two buildings is an important step 
toward understanding how the Bacchus and Jupiter temples might have coexisted. 
The Jupiter temple, given its central location within the complex, staggering size, 
and extant altar, was the obvious centre for religious life at Baalbek. This centrality 
is even more pronounced given the curious location of the Bacchus temple, which 
is oddly positioned up against the Jupiter temple’s massive podium with no direct 
access route between the two buildings. Identifying that each building projects a 
local component helps establish a link between the Bacchus and Jupiter temples 
where before one seemingly did not exist.  
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than the Roman buildings helps ground the temples and creates a kind of 
false pedigree for them. Moreover, these archaizing features, in addition to 
highlighting the Baalbek buildings’ link with the pre-Roman eastern 
cultures of the region, strengthen the architectural link between the two 
Roman buildings themselves.14 

Once we place the Bacchus temple in a creolizing context, the 
lingering question is no longer “To whom was this temple dedicated?” but 
rather “How does the Bacchus temple function,” both by itself and when 
paired with its gigantic neighbour? One possibility is that the Bacchus 
temple functioned more in the style of today’s museums: a place to 
observe the gods and mythological figures of Roman and Greek traditions, 
but within an architectural context that paid homage to the local tradition.  

The use of creolization and its corresponding language greatly 
enhances an investigation of the Bacchus temple, allowing scholars to 
move past simply identifying and labelling it based on traditional religious 
and architectural systems, and focus instead on how the temple functions, 
both in relation to the other buildings of the Baalbek complex, as well as 
in its own right. Additionally, analysing the Bacchus temple with the aid 
of creolization links it to earlier, local religious architecture, explaining the 
building’s unique layout, and positing a link between it and the nearby 
Jupiter temple. Finally, this investigation has centred on how the Bacchus 
temple–and to a lesser extent, the Jupiter temple–“translates” the local 
architectural procedures of previous civilizations into its own layout and 
physical composition. Moving beyond the issue of identification, I am 
positing that the Bacchus temple functioned as a centre for Roman 
multiculturalism and acculturation, a symbol, both of the power and 
majesty of Roman religion, and Rome’s equally important success at 
marrying its religious systems with systems from other eastern and local 
traditions. The examination of the Baalbek site using the language of 
creolization, coupled with the suggestion that the Bacchus temple is a 
statement of Roman multiculturalism, suggests that perhaps it was not a 
“typical” Roman temple. Instead, scholars should view it as a building 
where a new religious sensibility comes into existence, where abstract 
ideas like creolization become physical reality. It is important that scholars 
and archaeologists not be restricted by the desire to so quickly associate a 
temple with a particular god. Rather they should use the layout and unique 
architectural elements of the temple to better understand Rome’s 

                                                           
 

14 According to RAGETTE, “The temples of Baalbek reflect much more strongly the 
vigorous local tradition of monumental masonry construction, which in its 
technical excellence and physical magnitude has no equal,” RAGETTE (1980: 47).  



The Bacchus temple at Baalbek 

287 

relationship with the various cultures comprising the Empire and its outer 
provinces.  

Figures 

 
Fig. 1. – Baalbek, the so-called Bacchus temple (photo by the author) 

 
Fig. 2. – Plan of the Baalbek complex with Bacchus temple in lower right 

corner (after FREYBERGER–DAMITT 2000: fig. 1, p. 98, after VAN ESS 1998: 
Heliopolis Baalbek, 1898–1998: Forschen in Ruinen back cover, after RAGETTE 

1980: back end papers). 
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Fig. 3. – Reconstruction of reliefs from adyton of the temple of Bacchus (after 

WIEGAND 1923: figs. 75 and 77, pp. 36 and 37). 

  
Figure 4 – Reliefs from the adyton of the temple of Bacchus (photos by the 

author). 
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Figure 5 – Ground plan of Bacchus temple, Baalbek (after WIEGAND 1923: 

plate 4). 

 
Figure 6 – Hypothetical reconstruction of the adyton of the Bacchus temple 

(after WIEGAND 1923: plate 17). 
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Figure 7 – Ground plan of Astarte Temple, Kition-Kathari site (after 

KARAGEORGHIS 2004: plan 1). 

 
Figure 8 – Ground plan of Solomon’s temple, Jerusalem (after 

OSGOOD 1910: fig. 10, p. 36). 
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Figure 9 – Baalbek, Jupiter temple podium and extant columns (photo by 

author). 
 

 
Figure 10 – Hebron, fortification walls with monumental masonry (after 

PERROT–CHIPIEZ 1887: fig. 139, p. 274). 
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Figure 11 – Haram, fortification walls with monumental masonry (after 

PERROT–CHIPIEZ 1887: fig. 116, p. 187. 
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