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ABSTRACT 
Hellenization is a policy that emerge in order to spread the Hellenic 

culture, but in time turned into the synthesis of Western and Eastern    
cultures. The Seleucids also combined the Luwian and the Greek cults 
within the scope of this policy. Such that Tarhu and Zeus were combined 
and worshiped under the name of Zeus Olbios. Santa and Perseus are 
effective in the formation of the Sandan cult. Also the process of change 
of the cult of the Dioskouroi, on the other hand, evokes the formation 
process of the cult of Sandan. 

Keywords: Hellenization, Luwians, Zeus Ol-bios, Sandan. 
 
ÖZ  
Hellenizasyon, Hellen kültürünü yaymak amacıyla ortaya çıkan ancak      

zamanla Batı-Doğu kültürlerinin sentezine dönüşen bir politikadır. Seleukoslar 
da bu politika kapsamında Luvili ve Yunan kültleri birleştirmişlerdir. Öyle ki 
Tarhu ve Zeus birleştirilerek Zeus Olbios adıyla tapınım görmüştür. Sandan 
kültünün oluşumunda ise Santa ve Perseus etkilidir. Dioskurlar kültünün       
değişim süreci ise Sandan kültünün oluşum sürecini çağrıştırmaktadır. 

Anahtar sözcükler: Hellenizasyon, Luviler, Zeus Olbios, Sandan. 
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Introduction 
Several provisions of the Hittite Laws assure us that in the middle of the 2nd millennium 

BC there was in South Anatolia (modern Konya-Antalya-Adana triangle) a land Luwiya 
(KUR(URU)Lu-ú-i-ya). The “Land Luwiya” appears to be an Old Hittite ethno-linguistic term re-
ferring to the area where Luwian was spoken.1 However, questions such as where and why 
the Luwians came from and how they call themselves, who settled in Anatolia from the end 
of the 3rd millennium BC remain a mystery.2 The Luwians are mostly known for their hiero-
glyphic writings3 and their unique culture. The Luwians preserved in this cultures at least 
until the Roman imperial period. Within the context of Luwian culture, their most important 
cults are Tarhu, Santa, Runta/Runtiya and Arma.4 

The Hellenization of the Luwian cults started when the Seleucids dominated.5 Southern 
Anatolia. Hellenization started with Alexander the Great with the aim of spreading the Hel-
lenic culture, but it turned into a merging of eastern and western cultures. The best-known 
example of Hellenization is the cult of Zeus-Ammon6. The Seleucids are also one of the Hel-
lenistic states that implemented the Hellenization policy best. As part of this policy, the Seleu-
cids first established a defense network in the region; then they started colonization activities. 
The next stage was the populationization of these cities.7 More Greek, Macedonian and Jewish 
colonists were settled in these cities.8 The mentioned peoples were tried to be fused with the 
local people. The last and most difficult step was to provide Hellenization in terms of belief. 
As a matter of fact, the Luwians, who have a long history, were conservative and remained 
closed to foreign cultures for a very long time. Aware of this situation, the Seleucids, after 
dominating the region, did not interfere with the Teukrid dynasty, which lived in the moun-
tainous region and whose roots were accepted as going back to the Luwians. This dynasty was 
given the right to rule the region between the rivers Kalykadnos in the west and Lamos in the 
east. The dynasty that formed this kingdom were the priests who ruled the Tarhu cult. It is 
understood from here that the dynasty based its origin on the Tarhu cult. On the other hand, 
it is understood from the inscription found on the wall surrounding the Temple of Zeus Olbios 
that Seleucus I Nicator (BC 305-281) had a say on this dynasty.9 It is very important for the 
Seleucids not to touch the chief cult of the people and to give privileges to the local adminis-
trators in order to implement their policies in the region. Moreover, many People’s Assembly 
decrees written for Seleucid kings or their family members contain the gratitude of Anatolian 
cities to the Seleucid administration. It is understood that the Seleucids were generous to An-

                                                            
1  J. David Hawkins, “Luwians versus Hittites”, Luwian Identities, Ed. Alice Mouton-Ian Rutherford-Ilya Yakubovich, Brill, Leiden 2013, p. 

30-32. 
2  Trevor R. Bryce, “History”, The Luwians, Ed. H. Craig Melchert, Brill, Leiden 2003, p.88. 
3  Ignace J. Gelb, Hittite Hieroglyphs I. The University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1931. 
4  Manfred Hutter, “Aspects of Luwian Religion”, The Luwians, Ed. Melchert, H. Craig, Brill, Leiden 2003, p. 219-229. 
5  Peter Thonemann, The Hellenistic Age, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2016, p. 27; R. A. Billows Kings of Colonists: Aspects of Mace-

donia Imperialism, Brill, Leiden 1995, p. 102.  
6  Flavius Arrianus, Anabasis Alexandri, Books I-IV, Trans. by E. Iliff Robson, The Loeb Classical Library, III, 3-4; Mestrius Plutarchus, 

Alexander, Ed. Bernadotte Perrin, The Loeb Classical Library, XXVII, 3-5. 
7  Serra Durugönül, “Olba: Polis mi, Territorium mu?”, Lykia II (1995), p. 75-76. 
8  Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, Trans. by William Whiston, XII, 119. 
9  Durugönül, Ibid, p. 75-76; Philo H. J. Houwink Ten-Cate, The Luwians Population Groups of Lycia and Cilicia Aspera during the Helle-

nistic Period, Brill, Leiden 1961, p. 34; E. F. Winter, Studies in Hellenistic Architecture, University of Toronto Press, Toronto 2006, p. 
223. 
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atolian cities, donating temples, financial support for various reasons, wheat distribution, ma-
terials for construction and similar aids.10 At this stage, the Luwian cult of Tarhu and the Greek 
cult of Zeus were combined. 

 
I. Hellenization of Luwian Tarhu and Greek Zeus: The Cult of Zeus Olbios 
As a result of the research on personal names in the region, it is understood that Luwian 

cults continued to be worshiped in the Hellenistic period. One of these cults is Tarhu (Ten-
Cate, 1961: 124). The storm god Tarhu is the chief god of the Luwians. Therefore, when Seleu-
cid rulers and colonists settled in the region, they first encountered Tarhu. Tarhu is the equiv-
alent of Zeus in the Greek pantheon (Frazer, 1936: 148). On account of Tarhu and Zeus have 
many common features. The most important of them are being the chief god, being seen as 
strong and powerful, and their connection with lightning and storm. The Seleucids also aimed 
to unite Tarhu and Zeus by using these common features and they formed the cult of Zeus 
Olbios. With the merging of these two cults, there was no change in the upper position of 
Tarhu in the region. With the Hellenization of the Tarhu cult in this way, the resistance at-
tempts of the local Luwian people were tried to be prevented. Because the Tarhu cult, whose 
roots go back to the 2nd millennium BC, could not be wiped out from the region at once. Such 
a practice would have caused a strong resistance against the Seleucids. A temple was also built 
for this new cult. In order to ensure the integrity of culture and religion, the Temple of Zeus 
Olbios, which was built in accordance with the characteristics of the Greek temple, was built 
by Seleucus I Nicator in the region, is of great importance. It seems that the Temple of Zeus 
Olbios was the most important place of worship in the region; it was even in the position of a 
“pilgrim center” (Durugönül, 1995: 76-78). On the other hand, the indigenous people of 
Luwian origin did not have the architectural temple tradition. Rather, they performed their 
rituals in natural springs such as mountains and rivers. It can be said that the origin of the 
name Taurus Mountains (Turkish Toros) is based on Tarhu. A special temple to Tarhu or any 
other Luwian god has not been discovered so far. It seems that with the temple of Zeus Olbios, 
the Luwians had the opportunity to perform their rituals in architectural temples. Also, the 
Luwians and the colonists -without Jews- seem to have worshiped together. At the same time 
if we accept that this temple was a pilgrim center, a large festival must have been held here 
once or twice a year. 

 
II. Hellenization of Luwian Santa and Greek Perseus: The Cult of Sandan 
Another Luwian cult, whose worship continues in the region in the light of the Hellenistic 

period person names, is Santa.11 Therefore, the Seleucids and colonists who settled in the 
Luwian region encountered another local cult, Santa, other than Tarhu, when they came to the 
region in question. There are various debates about the function of Santa. There are many 
different opinions that he may be the god of vegetation, death and fear. However, it is more 
widely accepted that Santa could be a god of war, or at least a warrior.12 As a war god or 
warrior, Santa can be dangerous to his enemies, and thus his name is thought to derive from 
the Luwian šā(i)- “to angry”. In general, his strength is positive for his followers. It is known 

                                                            
10  Oğuz Tekin, Eski Yunan ve Roma Tarihine Giriş, İletişim Yayınları, İstanbul 2012, p. 145. 
11  Ten-Cate, Ibid, p. 124. 
12  H. Craig Melchert “The God Sanda in Lycia?”, Silva Anatolica. Anatolian Studies Presented to Maciej Popko on the Occasion of His 65th 

Birthday, Ed. Taracha, Piotr, Warsaw 2002, p. 241-243. 
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that Santa was associated with Baal of Tarsos (Baaltars) by the Arameans.13 Therefore, while 
some coin depictions of Santa are seen as beardless14, some are depicted as bearded15 with 
eastern influence. 

Santa was worshiped by the locals as a young, active and agile god. The Greeks who set-
tled in the region identified Santa with Perseus. But did Santa take the name Sandan because 
he was merged with Perseus? According to Ramsay, these names are an insignificant detail in 
the conditions of the period. As a matter of fact, these names can change very surprisingly. 
This change is also valid in the stance in which the cult is depicted. For example, in ancient 
civilizations, a god standing motionless above everything is seen as the supreme god. How-
ever, he can suddenly turn into an active, energetic state and be depicted standing; can use his 
power effectively.16 

In famous depictions of Perseus holding the head of Medusa in his hand, he is seen as 
young and agile. Perseus took the youth and agility of Santa in the region and turned into a 
heroized form. In other words, Perseus, who was first identified with Santa, is now completely 
united with Santa. This association of Perseus with a local cult represents a new people and a 
new power. This Tarsus-centered cult spread over a wide area. Likewise, while Heracles was 
worshiped as a god, he was also worshiped as a hero, close to the level of human nature. The 
cult of Santa was also influential in the said god-heroism.17 The exact function of this newly 
created Sandan cult is not clear. Some scientists think that he may be a sun god.18 People of the 
Tarsus commemorated him at an annual or, at all events, periodical festival by erecting a fine 
pyre in Sandan honour. For some coins of Tarsus19 often exhibit the pyre as a conical structure 
resting on a garlanded altar or basis, with the figure of Sandan himself in the midst of it, while 
an eagle with spread wings perches on the top of the pyre, as if about to bear the soul of the 
burning god in the pillar of smoke and fire to heaven.20 The release of coins with Sandan de-
pictions in the Roman period indicates that the Hellenistic influence continued. In the Roman 
Empire period, coins with Perseus images were used instead of Sandan in the Cilicia region.21  

 
III. About the Cult of the Dioskouroi  
It has been determined that the cult of the Dioskouroi, which means “Zeus’ young men”22 

existed in the Cilicia during the Hellenistic period.23 The Dioskouroi, who are described as 
heroes, have gained a divine identity over time. The Dioskouroi, in addition to the depictions 
of warfare and the underground on the votive steles, both heroic and divine features are em-
phasized together with the star motifs seen in some examples. They are often referred to as the 
savior “soter” on inscriptions. This title was used by also some Ptolemaic and Seleucid kings 
who were dominant in the region. The Dioskouroi, who are usually depicted as horsemen, are 

                                                            
13  Hutter, Ibid, p. 228-229. 
14  For example; A Catalog of the Greek Coins in the British Museum, Greek Coins of Lycaonia, Isauria and Cilicia (BMC), London 1900, 

Lycaonia, Pl. I, 4. 
15  For example; BMC, Cilicia, Pl. XXIII, 7; Pl. XXX, 2, 6. 
16  William M. Ramsay, The Cities of St. Paul, Hodder and Stoughton, London 1907, p. 147. 
17  Ramsay, Ibid, p. 152-153. 
18  Melchert, Ibid, p. 241. 
19  For example; BMC, Cilicia, Pl. XXXIII, 2. 
20  J. George Frazer, Adonis Attis Osiris I, Macmillan Company, New York 1936, p. 126. 
21  David Ulansey, The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1991, p. 41. 
22  Morris Silver, Taking Ancient Mythology Economically, Brill, Leiden 1992, p. 96. 
23  Tuna Akçay, Olba’da Ölü Kültü, Bilgin Kültür Sanat Yayınları, Ankara 2018, p. 207. 
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sometimes also depicted with swords or spears.24 Also the Dioskouroi on the heads there were 
felt caps “pilos”. These titles were so well known that it was often enough to show them instead 
of the Dioskouroi.25 

Else, the presence of the cult of the Dioskouroi on the walls and towers in the Cilicia Tra-
cheia region indicates their warrior, strong and athletic aspects. It is thought to be related to 
the cult of the dead of the Dioskouroi.26 Considering the god-hero, warrior, strong and athletic 
aspects of the cult of the Dioskouroi, which was adopted mostly in the Roman period, the 
similarity of this cult to the cult of Sandan comes to mind. The cult of the Dioskouroi taking 
on a divine character while being described as a hero is similar to Heracles being worshiped 
as a hero while being worshiped as a god. However, there is no conclusive evidence that the 
cult of the Dioskouroi changed under the influence of the cult of Santa. It can only be said that 
the cult of the Dioskouroi came to the region with the Seleucid rule. The warrior, strong and 
agile aspects of the Dioskouroi were adapted later on, such as gaining a divine identity. The 
Phrygian capped depictions of the Dioskouroi on some coins from the Hellenistic period27, 
show that they were related to Anatolia. But it is not true at this time to provide conclusive 
evidence as to which cult The cult of the Dioskouroi was influenced, if any. Whether or not the 
cult of the Dioskouroi was influenced by another cult, the recognition of this cult as the “pro-
tector of the sailors”28 caused the Cilicians to respect it. In the light of the coins, it is understood 
that this cult was a popular cult not only in Cilicia, but also in other seaside geographies such 
as Phoenicia.  

 
Conclusion  
Hellenization activities in South Anatolia started with the domination of the Seleucids in 

this region. Within the scope of these activities, belief policy is also included. The Seleucids 
combined Tarhu, which was worshiped by the local people in the region, and Zeus, who was 
hierarchically equal to him for this new cult. A temple was built at the beginning of the 3rd 
century BC. Probably this temple was a “pilgrim center” of the region. It seems that the 
Luwians now had the opportunity to perform their rituals in an architectural temple. When 
the Seleucids and colonists settled in the region, they encountered the Luwian cult Santa be-
sides Tarhu. As understood from Perseus’s moving descriptions, the Greek people adapted 
Santa’s youthfulness and agility to Perseus. Likewise, while Heracles was worshiped as a god, 
he was also worshiped as a hero, close to human nature, under the influence of the cult of 
Santa. Although the cult of the Dioskouroi also has similarities with the cult of Sandan, there 
is currently no argument to prove whether the Dioskouroi were influenced by Santa. The suc-
cess of the Hellenization policy of the Seleucids in South Anatolia is undoubtedly due to their 
management style and tolerance policy here. 

 
 
 
 

                                                            
24  Murat Tosun, “Fethiye Müzesi’ndeki Dioskurlar ve Tanrıça Tasvirli Adak Stellerinin İkonografik, Epigrafik ve Tipolojik Özellikleri”, Adnan 

Menderes Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitüsü Dergisi, C. 2, S. 1 (2015), p. 2-3. 
25  Silver, Ibid, 103; Ulansey, Ibid, 112-113. 
26  Akçay, Ibid, 207. 
27  Ulansey, Ibid, 113. 
28  Ulansey, Ibid, 116. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix.1. Temple of Zeus Olbios (By author, 2019 July) 
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Appendix. 2. Santa (=Baaltars) (BMC, Cilicia, Tarsus, Pl. XXX, 8) 

 

 
 
 

Appendix.3. Perseus (BMC, Lycaonia, Iconium, Pl. I, 12) 

 
 
 
Appendix.4. Sandan (BMC, Cilicia, Tarsus, Pl. XXXII, 13) and Pyre of Sandan (BMC, Cilicia, 

Tarsus, Pl. XXXIII, 2) 
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