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JUPITER 
HELIOPOLITAN



Thanks to two important 
statues (Figs 1-2) among  
the AUB Museum’s collection 
of Greco-Roman sculptures, 
we can piece together the 
history of Jupiter Heliopolitan, 
the dominant deity of the 
magnificent Baalbek sanctuary. 
The Roman equivalent of the 
Greek god Zeus, Heliopolitan 
evolved from obscurity to 
omnipotence as a celestial 
being of many parts,  
while building a significant cult 
following along the way.   

1/ Jupiter Heliopolitan from 
Beirut at the AUB Museum, 

Inv # 4804

Though Heliopolitan’s origins are obscure, 
he may well have started out as the local 
god Baal who underwent a creative revival 
as Baalbek took shape.  That revival featured 
a whole inventory of attributes “borrowed” 
from other deities, that combined to 
give Heliopolitan something of a cosmic, 
universal appeal. Whips, bulls, lion heads, 
thunderbolts, planetary images, and even 
a body sheath appropriated from female 
goddesses indicated he had morphed into 
powerful mixture: agrarian god of fertility, 
storm and weather god, planetary god; in 
short, a god worthy of his cult in Baalbek  
and beyond. 



The Museum statues of Heliopolitan stand out for two reasons: 
firstly, they are in the round whereas images of Jupiter Helioplitan 
are more commonly found in relief sculptures (Fig 3) such 
as steles and alters; secondly, the statues were found not in 
Baalbek but in Beirut (inv #4804 FIG 1) and Byblos (inv #4807 
FIG 2) indicating that the Heliopolitan cult had spread to temples 
outside of Baalbek. Indeed images from the cult have also been 
found in Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and Greece, and all the way to 
Rome and Germany. 
In classical iconography Zeus is represented as wise, bearded, 
and elderly, often seated with an eagle.  Jupiter Heliopolitan is 
younger and normally portrayed as a standing figure in a frontal 
position.  The heads of the AUB Heliopolitan sculptures are 
missing but we see from other complete figurines that Jupiter 
Heliopolitan was youthful and beardless (Fig. 4). His hair was 
usually arranged in locks down to his neck. His head supports a 
vase-shaped headdress (kalathos), known in Phoenician deities. 
In most cases his right arm is raised holding a whip while the 
left is lowered and outstretched holding a grain sheath - which 
position recalls the oriental Baal of the first millennium BC. 

2/ Jupiter Heliopolitan from 
Byblos at the AUB Museum, 
Inv # 4807

What is special about this god is that 
his whole body is sheathed in a garment 
(ependytes) normally associated with female 
deities of Asia Minor like the Aphrodite of 
Aphrodisias. The sheath was worn over 
a long, short-sleeved tunic and attached 
with straps. It was decorated with gods and 
symbols indicating Jupiter’s supremacy, 
but each sculpture is different with no two 
illustrating the same decorations (Fig. 5). 
Another characteristic not commonly found 
on male deities is jewelry; however, Jupiter 
Heliopolitan can be found wearing up to three 
necklaces with central medallions and as 
many as 13 bracelets on the right arm!
Bulls replace the traditional eagle as his 
acolytes.  These are clearly seen in the Byblos 
sculpture in the form of two bulls walking 
forward on each side of the god. They are 
smaller in scale than the god who stands 
on a raised base to accentuate his majesty. 
In terms of symbolism the bulls represent 
strength, and the whip indicates that, like his 
ancestor Baal, Jupiter Heliopolitan is the god 
of weather, master of storms and rain, and 
protector of harvests, which are represented 
by the grain sheaths.



Beirut Sculpture
The sheath of the Beirut sculpture (inv# 4804) is divided by a 
simple incised listel into four rows. The first three rows each 
contain two busts on either side of a smooth Hermes-pillar. 
• The upper left bust is missing but most probably represented 

the sun god Helios. 
• The one on the right, which is feminine, probably represents 

Selene. 
•The images of these two important luminaries are often found on 

the upper part of the sheaths worn Jupiter Heliopolitan. 
• The second left bust is of a bearded god (Zeus), with abundant 

long hair, his head encircled by a diadem. He wears a tunic with 
a coat draped over his left shoulder. He seems to be wearing a 
necklace with a central medallion. 

• The third register on the left is the bust of a bearded and draped 
god, possibly wearing a necklace (Mercury). 

• The second bust on the right is that of a goddess with braided 
hair framing her round face (Venus). 

•Under her is the bust of a bearded god wearing a helmet (Ares). 

As is the case with many idols of Jupiter Heliopolitan, these six 
busts represented the deities of the planets presented in the 
following order: Sol, Luna, Jupiter, Venus, Mercury, and Mars. 
The enormous lion mask in the fourth register indicates divine 
power. The sides of the statuette feature thunderbolts while the 
back is plain with a rough surface. 

3/ ‘Ain al-Djouj altar 
representing Jupiter 

Heliopolitan at the Baalbek 
site Museum

4/’Sursock Bronze’ statuette 
of Jupiter Heliopolitan at the 
Louvre Museum



Byblos Sculpture
The front, side, and back of the remains of 
the Byblos sculpture sheath (inv# 4807) 
are divided into two horizontal rows 
delineated by raised bands. This sheath 
does not entirely cover the tunic and its 
folds can be seen all the way to the feet. 
The front upper row of the sheath portrays 
three busts with faces somewhat eroded: 

•  on the left is a bearded god, with 
abundant hair, and cloak draped on his 
left shoulder; 

•  in the center, a veiled god with curved 
object resting the left shoulder; 

•  on the right, a goddess dressed in a 
chiton and a mantle. 

5/ Bronze statuettes 
of Jupiter Heliopolitan



These three busts were undoubtedly part of a set representing the 
deities of the planets. Their identity is not definite, but they could be 
from left to right, Jupiter, a veiled Kronos/Saturn carrying the harp on 
his left shoulder, and Venus. A large lion mask dominates the lower row. 
The side compartments are decorated with a thunderbolt and a rosette 
while the back has a rosette and an X-shaped star. 

As mentioned, we discern several elements of inspiration mixed 
together to create this universal god. The sheath wrapping his whole 
body is borrowed from female goddesses of Asia Minor. The whip, 
kalathos, grain ears, thunderbolts, and bulls all indicate that he was an 
agrarian god of fertility and a storm and weather god like his ancestor 
Baal. The head of the lion designates his divinity and power. And finally, 
planetary gods and stellar and solar patterns, such as rosettes and 
stars, underline his quality as master of the gods and the universe and 
his eternity.  These rich and varied designs coalesce to depict Jupiter 
Heliopolitan as a pantheistic deity, cosmic and universal in nature.

His sanctuary in Baalbek and the sacred spring of Ain al-Djouj attracted 
pilgrims from towns and villages across Syria and the coast. As they 
made their way along various routes through the Lebanese mountains 
passing the basins of ‘Ain al-Djouj, the pilgrims threw in ex-voto 
divine figurines, mostly made of lead, to ensure the sustainability of 
the source. The AUB Museum has in its collection 85 lead figurines 
probably from Ain al-Djouj, among which 60 figurines represent Jupiter 
Heliopolitan (Fig. 6). Some of them are exhibited in the Museum in one 
of the mezzanine showcases.

6/ Lead figurine from ‘Ain 
al-Djouj representing 

Jupiter Heliopolitan at the 
AUB Museum,  

Inv # 82.11a-b
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