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Introduction

Here I will be discussing the extent of the worship of the Goddess Isis in the city of Pompeii. I will be analysing the fragments we have that show the Goddess’ presence in the city and trying to establish just how influential and popular she might have been to the people of Pompeii. I will be looking at her arrival in the city, the site of her temple as well as some of the artifacts and frescos found within, the practices of her cult, the devotees that are associated with her and also other smaller pieces of evidence that show evidence of her worship that have been found throughout the city. After I have discussed this, we will be then comparing the extent of her worship with the other gods that are present in the city and analysing her influence to theirs. 
While the Temple of Isis in Pompeii and the Goddess’ worship through the Ancient world have both been of a great interest to many scholars, in my research I haven’t found much that directly talks about just how influential she was within the city itself other than in passing, therefore my aim with this work is to evaluate this in slightly more detail.


Section 1: The Establishment of the cult of Isis in Pompeii

First of all, we will be discussing just how the Egyptian Goddess became an important figure in a Roman city in the first place. It is pointed out that Pompeii is in close proximity to the trade port of Puteoli which had a primary trade route to the city of Alexandria[endnoteRef:1], which itself shows that Pompeii would have had a strong connection to Egyptian culture as a result of Egyptian traders being present in the region and therefore bringing their culture and religion with them. The first temples of Isis in the region were dated as far back as the early 2nd century BCE[endnoteRef:2] which we know was long before Rome conquered Egypt in the late 1st Century BCE. [1:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [2:  Meyers C (2016) p. 7] 

For a long time, the Romans themselves viewed the cult of Isis, along with Egyptian culture in general with a certain amount of suspicion, which caused them to ‘question the respectability of the worship of the goddess Isis’[endnoteRef:3], which would have caused many of the elites to want to distance themselves from the cult, (this will be discussed more later in the devotees section). However, this suspicion and apprehension gradually began to wane as after the Romans annexed Egypt in the year 30BC[endnoteRef:4]. Egyptian culture in general became quite popular in the city of Rome also, as it is described by David Balch as ‘Egyptomania’ which is said to have begun with Augustus [endnoteRef:5], Balch likened this fascination with Egyptian culture to the way 18th and 19th century Europeans liked to decorate their homes in Chinese styled furniture[endnoteRef:6], he uses examples to prove this such as mentioning that Egyptian symbology such as lotus’ and obelisks began to appear in Roman art[endnoteRef:7]. In Pompeii, Isis had temples as early as the 2nd Century BC, before the city even became a colony of Rome[endnoteRef:8]. In Rome itself, a temple dedicated to Isis existed after 38AD[endnoteRef:9], which shows just how prevalent the worship of Isis had become, at least in Italy. The cult of Isis in the Roman empire was particularly popular with the coming of the Flavian Dynasty as the Emperor Domitian was said to have been particularly fond of the Goddess[endnoteRef:10]. What we see in this, is that the cult of Isis was firmly entrenched in Pompeii from an early period, and if the sources are to be believed, she was present even prior to the Romans arrived with their own Imperial cult. It may be able important to note, that Plutarch spoke about both Isis and Osiris in great detail in his own book ‘Isis on Osiris’ in which he discusses the Egyptian gods, their myths and their relationship to the Greek gods and myths, showing just how intertwined they were with Greek an Roman religion at the time of his writings. [3:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [4:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [5:  Balch D (2003) p.30]  [6:  Balch D (2003) p. 41]  [7:  Balch D (2003) p.41]  [8:  Meyers C (2016) p. 8]  [9:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [10:  Grant M (1971) p.98] 

While all of the sources here are indeed secondary, this is I believe necessary for establishing a rough timeline of the foundations and establishment of Isis worship in Pompeii, and while I have spoken also about the wider worship of her in Rome, I believe this too to be necessary in order to gain a greater understanding of her presence in the Roman world an therefore unavoidable. Also, Balch’s work does cite many images that I can’t put here as examples. 

Section 2: Site report

The focal point of the cult of Isis in Pompeii is very easily the Temple itself. As aforementioned the original temple was built in the second century BC and is located just north of the larger theatre in Pompeii[endnoteRef:11]. This first temple however suffered an extensive amount of damage during a large earthquake during 62AD[endnoteRef:12]. The current temple was constructed on the same site as the original, D’Ambrosio stating that the temple was one of the first sites to have been restored after the earthquake, indicating its importance to the people of Pompeii[endnoteRef:13]. This is then backed up as during the excavation, many of the other civic buildings were said to be still in a state of disrepair, whereas Isis’ temple was fully restored[endnoteRef:14]. We also do know that the temple was restored privately by a freedman by the name of Numerius Popidus Ampliatus in the name of his son Numerius Popidus Celsinus thanks to an inscription within the temple[endnoteRef:15]. This does indicate that there was a vested interest in keeping the temple going if someone was so willing to pay for its repair and also that the cult of Isis was popular among the city’s elites[endnoteRef:16]. [11:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43]  [12:  D’Ambrosio A (1998) p.80]  [13:  D’Ambrosio A (1998) p.80]  [14:  Meyers C (2016) p. 8]  [15:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43]  [16:  Etienne R (1992) p.118] 

The site was first excavated between the years 1764 and 1766 by Francesco la Vega[endnoteRef:17],  the temple itself is surrounded by ‘a high wall with a colonnaded quadriporticus inside’[endnoteRef:18], it is in the centre of this that the Temple itself is situated. Within the temple grounds there were rooms dedicated to rituals and for ceremonies between the arches of the portico[endnoteRef:19]. The cella, which is the actual body of the temple, is described as being ‘unique’ by Giuntoli, as the temple is ‘wider than it is deep’[endnoteRef:20]. The temple is also situated on what is described as a raised dais by Ambrosio[endnoteRef:21] or a podium by Giuntoli[endnoteRef:22], with stairs going up towards the centre of the cella[endnoteRef:23]. On the outside of the Cella, at the front were two niches which are believed to have been places for the statues of both Anubis and Harpocrates, who were connected to the worship of the goddess Isis[endnoteRef:24]. On the back wall was another niche dedicated to the god Dionysus[endnoteRef:25]. [17:  Lazer E (2009) p.15]  [18:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43]  [19:  D’Ambrosio A (1998) p.80]  [20:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43]  [21:  D’Ambrosio (1998) p.80]  [22:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43]  [23:  D’Ambrosio A (1998) p.80]  [24:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43]  [25:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43] 

The temples interior is described as being remarkable, due to the style of its architecture and decoration that was able to survive the eruption. D’Ambrosio describes its architecture as ‘inventive’[endnoteRef:26]. The temple contained stucco style decoration, and numerous frescos, some of which were removed during the excavation[endnoteRef:27]. Some of the paintings found within the temple include Egyptian landscapes, scenes from both Greek and Egyptian mythology, as well as paintings of the priests of Isis themselves[endnoteRef:28]. This extensive decoration further indicates that this temple would have been a fairly wealthy one within the city that was well cared for and looked after if they were able to patron artists for their work.  [26:  D’Ambrosio A (1998) p.80]  [27:  D’Ambrosio A (1998) p.80]  [28:  D’Ambrosio A (1998) p.80] 

Other artifacts found within the temple’s interior include, a marble hand, two human skulls and ritual objects.[endnoteRef:29] These two skulls in particular were believed to have been temple priests who had remained in the temple after the other priests began to flee with some of its treasures once the eruption had started, this is due to the fact that the remains of food had been found in one of the rooms behind the temple itself[endnoteRef:30]. Those that remained became trapped within the temple and died there[endnoteRef:31] This ofc ourse is pointed out as being a piece of fiction designed to try to explain what could have happened there, and may not be entirely accurate as pointed out by Lazer herself[endnoteRef:32]. [29:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.80]  [30:  Lazer E (2009) p.15]  [31:  Lazer E (2009) p.15]  [32:  Lazer E (2009) p.15] 

Other findings also include a statue of Venus, a goddess who was said to look after the interest of the city[endnoteRef:33], the bronze herm of an actor, and a statuette of Isis dedicated by a freedman[endnoteRef:34] A room in south east corner of the temple was believed to be where purification rites had taken place called the ‘Purgatorium’[endnoteRef:35]. Giuntoli says that the alters of the greatest significance were actually set up in the courtyard between the temple and the Purgatorium, in between the columns[endnoteRef:36]. The south wall of the temple was where the living quarters for the priests were, while the west wing was where the temple met with the ekklesiaterion, and where the initiates of the cult met[endnoteRef:37]. [33:  Van Andringa W p.110]  [34:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43]  [35:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43]  [36:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43]  [37:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43] 

We do know that the temple was an extremely active one, having been open every day and always holding what is described as ‘impressive services’[endnoteRef:38]. In answering our question, how influential was the goddess within the city? I believe that this in itself is a strong indicator for her popularity and influence.  [38:  Grant M (1971) p.98] 


Section 3: The rites and practices of the Cult within Pompeii

By analysing rites and practices of her cult we may able to gain a greater understanding of how the Goddess was treated in the eyes of the people of Pompeii. As previously mentioned briefly, the Temple was open every day and hosted elaborate services for the people. There were numerous rituals performed at the temple daily, which include, the celebration of the resurrection of Osiris which took place at dawn[endnoteRef:39] and the offering of water in the afternoon which represented the giving of life[endnoteRef:40] during which the people would also play music, chant and burn incense[endnoteRef:41]. Both of these rituals are both representing Isis as a give of life and energy and celebrating her power and mastery over death. Etienne however states that before dawn, the people would gather and the image of Isis would be presented to the people, they would then remain in prayer until the run rise and then proceed to take part in an invocation to the sun[endnoteRef:42], it is possible that both of the rituals described in the morning could have taken place, or that the rising of the sun was intended to represent the resurrection of Osiris.  [39:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [40:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [41:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [42:  Etienne R (1992) p. 119] 

Alongside the daily rituals, there were also annual festivities that took place within the city, this again indicates to us that the goddess was highly popular with the people of Pompeii as her influence was strong enough to warrant a public celebration. The two that I am aware of are the ‘Navigium Isidis’ which took place on the 5th of March and was dedicated to the protection of sailors, and the second which was ‘the Isia’ which celebrated the goddess finding the body of Osiris[endnoteRef:43]. It was during the Isia, that members of the cult would participate in secretive rites during which they renounced their previous life in a form of ‘rebirth’[endnoteRef:44].  [43:  Etienne R (1992) p.119]  [44:  Etienne R (1992) p.119] 

[image: ]There is also a painting that was found in the small town of Herculaneum which is situated near to Pompeii, which depicts the daily, ceremony of water which was previously mentioned. The painting shows priests with shaved heads dressed in what I assume to be a white linen, the one in the background stood at the entrance of the temple holding what is possibly the jug of water, The one in the middle, who has his arm outstretched, perhaps gesturing to the crowds, which appear on both sides of the temple in rows. And the one in the foreground who appears to be attending to a pire. It is also important to mention that in the door of the temple, flanked either side are both two figures. One with dark skin and the other with light skin and a colourful sash. These could possibly be Anubis and Harpocrates who we previously discussed would have had their images in the two niches in the front of the temple[endnoteRef:45]. Despite this painting not having been found in Pompeii, I still believe its relevant as It is clearly describing the temple that is in Pompeii and is clearly showing the ritual.  [45:  Giuntoli S (1991) p.43] 

Figure 1: Painting from Herculaneum, showing a ritual at the Temple of Isis at the Naples Museum
We see then that due to the extensive nature of the rituals and how regularly they were carried out, that there was most certainly a high demand for the worship of Isis in and around the city, that the priests would have been working around the clock in her dedication and also that people would have taken time to worship her, aside from the gods of the Imperial Roman cult.

Section 4: The Devotees of Isis

Another question we must ask ourselves is, who in Pompeii would be attracted to the worship of Isis and why? We will start with why would people be attracted to what is essentially a very foreign goddess becoming a major figure within the society of Pompeii.
Michael Grant, discusses this by looking at how the worship of Isis had the status of a ‘mystery religion’[endnoteRef:46], by this we are automatically given the image of an alluring, foreign visage, which most likely only added to the goddess’ appeal to the people of Pompeii. Grant goes onto talk about how the worship of Isis and the interaction with her cult would have given their otherwise boring menial lives meaning[endnoteRef:47]. The cult was able to achieve this by acting as ‘a divine saviour’[endnoteRef:48], and that once life was over, the goddess would provide them with a good afterlife[endnoteRef:49], thus succeeding in both making their mortal lives and immortal lives better through her worship. It is also mentioned that the ‘saviour cults’ as they are described, like that of Isis, had their own fulltime priest in comparison to the Imperial cult, which did not[endnoteRef:50]. This would have meant that there would have always been priests present to take care of the needs of the worshipers and to tend to the temple, thus making it an attractive option for someone seeking solace in the divine. This as mentioned by Grant, meant that the cult was also tending to the emotional needs of the people of Pompeii, in the form of the rituals that they would have performed, which were described as ‘long drawn out series of progressive initiation, accompanied by purifying rituals and sacramental feasts’[endnoteRef:51], which again would have only added to the allure of her worship as people would have been attracted to viewing the elaborate displays held in the goddesses honour.  [46:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [47:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [48:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [49:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [50:  Grant M (1971) p.98]  [51:  Grant M (1971) p.98] 

The people who are described as being been the initial patrons of the goddess were in fact the lower classes of society, the slaves, the freemen and the servants[endnoteRef:52] This making sense as these would have been the people who perhaps needed to seek solace in the divine the most, specifically wanting to add meaning to their own lives and to look for hope of a better afterlife. However, the cults popularity did eventually spread into the upper classes as well, and is described by Etienne as being ‘the city’s semi-official religion’[endnoteRef:53] which again speaks to the extent of her popularity though the extent of this could possibly be personal bias towards the cult of Isis on Etienne’s part. Possible reasons for the spread of her worship into the upper classes could have been due to actions of both Julius Caesar and Mark Anthony, in their relations to Cleopatra which itself would have been more than enough to draw the attention of the Romans to Egyptian culture and by extension to Isis[endnoteRef:54].  [52:  Etienne R (1992) p.118]  [53:  Etienne R (1992) p.118]  [54:  Meyers C (2016) p.9] 


Section 4: Further evidence of her worship outside of her temple

It is not only at the temple do we see the influence of the cult of Isis and her popularity. But also, through the city in the artworks left behind by the people. The image of Isis herself, along with other Egyptian imagery began to appear on coinage by 80 BC[endnoteRef:55], I did find evidence of this myself, as shown below, however I was unable to verify whether the coin itself had come from Pompeii, regardless this does appear to be Isis as a result of the sistrum she is holding, which she also appears to hold in another painting which was found in the House of the Golden Cupids. The coin showing Isis, regardless of if it came from Pompeii or not is evidence of what Meyers is talking about.  [55:  Meyers C (2016) p.8] 

[image: ]
Figure 2:A coin showing Isis holding a sistrum
There is also a fresco in the House of the Golden Cupids in Pompeii, in which we see the goddess Isis, beside the god Anubis, who is said to have been assimilated into the god Mercury[endnoteRef:56], this painting is evidence that the members of the household had been greatly influenced by the Egyptian religion, as the fresco is said to be littered with imagery from the cult of Isis, not only with the sistrum, but also the cobra[endnoteRef:57].  [56:  D’Ambrosio A (1998) p.147]  [57:  D’Ambrosio A (1998) p.147] 

Meyers mentions however, that the fact that many houses might have had artworks that are related to the cult of Isis, may not have meant that they themselves were devotees of the goddess, but were in fact only following trends[endnoteRef:58]. Regardless of this however I believe this still supports the fact that Isis held great influence in the city, if Egyptian religion was able to become ‘fashionable’.  [58:  Meyers C (2016) p.9] 



Section 5: Conclusion

We know that without a doubt, Isis held a very firm place within the society of Pompeii, and it is clear that she was a popular goddess within the city. However, I don’t believe that she was, the most influential, or the most popular goddess and the reason for that is due to the presence of the Roman Goddess Venus within her temple. Venus was depicted under the portico of the temples of both Isis, and Apollo[endnoteRef:59], and according to Van Andringa, this symbolised that Venus herself was in a way, approving of their presence in the city, as the Goddess acted as the city’s patron. However, this alone does not necessarily indicate that Venus had a greater influence over the people of Pompeii than Isis did. However, I do think it is important that she is present in Isis’ temple. It is almost as if the people of Pompeii would have needed the permission of a ‘local goddess’ In order to respectfully worship her.  [59:  Van Andringa W p.110
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Regardless the influence of Isis in Pompeii is not something that we can overlook and I do think her cult did possess a great amount of influence as we have seen in their elaborate rituals and the way in which her popularity permeated throughout all classes of society. The way in which her Temple took precedence in the repair efforts after the earthquake only supports this hypothesis for me. She was a highly influential goddess not only in Pompeii, but in the entire surrounding region.
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