The perception of Egyptian religion in the Roman Empire: a study on the goddess Isis in the Imperial period.



This thesis aims to study Egyptian religion and its perception in the Roman Empire. More specifically, it will research and analyse the Imperial period’s perception of the Egyptian goddess Isis. The cult of Isis was popular in Rome during the 1st and 2nd centuries AD. The perception of Isis shown in the Roman Empire by the likes of Ovid, Plutarch, Apuleius and other less prominent mentions are greatly Hellenized depictions as the cult arrived in Rome by way of Greece[footnoteRef:2]. The thesis will analyse two early Imperial period sources that each show a perception of the Egyptian goddess Isis in their depictions and descriptions, of both the goddess’ physical appearance and descriptions of the cult of which she was worshiped. The first source, both chronologically and in this essay is that of the Greek born Roman citizen and Middle Platonic philosopher Plutarch in his later work de Iside (on Isis and Osiris). The second main source analysed in this essay is that of another, slightly later Middle Platonic philosopher, Apuleius and his satirical prose narrative Metamorphoses (commonly known as The Golden Ass). Daniel Richter is one scholar that will be used to analyse Plutarch’s on Isis and Osiris, with mentions of other scholars views on the source and the perceptions given of Isis therein. For the analysis of Apuleius’ The Golden Ass, the primary scholar consulted is Brigitte B. Libby. Other scholars consulted for a comparison of both Plutarch and Apuleius’ works include S Heyob and Luc Van der Stockt.  [2:  Bommas, Martin (2012) “Isis, Crisis and Serapis”. In Riggs, Christina (ed.). The Oxford Handbook of Roman Egypt. Oxford University Press. pp.419-435] 



Plutarch was a Greek philosopher in the Roman Empire during the 1st and the beginning of the 2nd century AD. The scholar Richter states that on Isis and Osiris (de Iside) was written late in Plutarch’s life[footnoteRef:3], making the likely date in the AD 110s. According to Richter, Plutarch remarked “that the Egyptian myths of Isis, Osiris, and Horus expound in myth and enigma metaphysical truths that Plato had formulated”[footnoteRef:4]. Put more plainly, I take this to mean that Plutarch attempted to use the example of Isis (and of Osiris, and Egyptian religion more broadly) as a tool to try and prove a metaphysical truth presented by Pluto. While this could be seen as in keeping with Plutarch’s being a Middle Plutonian philosopher, it seems to be Hellenizing Isis and Egyptian religion for the sake of a moral, philosophical allegory. [3:  Richter, D. (2001) ‘Plutarch on Isis and Osiris: Text, Cult, and Cultural Appropriation’, p. 191]  [4:  Richter, D. (2001) ‘Plutarch on Isis and Osiris: Text, Cult, and Cultural Appropriation’, p. 192] 


As a philosophical text it seems to attempt to use Egyptian religion as a way to show Roman ideals as well as Platonic philosophical ideas. 


Apuleius was a Roman Platonic philosopher from the 2nd century AD and is most well known as being the author of the prose narrative known as Metamorphoses[footnoteRef:5]. Metamorphoses is more commonly known as ‘The Golden Ass’ (Asinus aureus), having been called such by Augustine of Hippo[footnoteRef:6]. Metamorphoses is comprised of eleven books with Isis only being present in the last book and has thus become known as the ‘Isis Book’. The Golden Ass is a philosophical text written in a satirical  [5:  Van der Stockt, Luc (2012). “Plutarch and Apuleius: laborious routes to Isis”. In Keulen, Wytse Hette & Egelhaaf-Gaiser, Ulrike (ed.). Aspects of Apuleius’  Golden ass. 3, The Isis book: a collection of original papers. pp. 168-182]  [6:  St. Augustine, The City of God 18.18.2] 

In the Isis Book, the goddess self-identifies with each of the goddesses listed by the character Lucius[footnoteRef:7], “at another time you are heavenly Venus, … at another time you are Proserpina, … “ along with the goddess that “you now are venerated at the wave-lapped shine of Paphos” (perhaps alluding to Aphrodite), and “at another time you are Phoebus’ sister; … worshiped in the famed shrines of Ephesus” (likely alluding you the Temple of Artemis, located in Ephesus)[footnoteRef:8]. These various names of goddesses from an array of places in the Roman Empire at the time of the 2nd century AD being attributed by Apuleius as being one and the same is intriguing and could be perceived as Apuleius validating the cult of Isis when it had been a point of contention. Apuleius’ description of the goddess Isis similar to those of Greek and Roman goddesses, highlighting the Hellenization of the Egyptian goddess. [7:  Apul. Met. 11.5; Glover, T. R. (1919) 8th ed. ‘The Conflicts of Religion in the Early Roman Empire’. p.23]  [8:  Apul. Met. 11.5] 


Some scholars question the sudden religious awakening of Metemorphoses’ leading character after the satirical nature of the previous ten books, which Libby accurately summarises as being “a whirlwind of sexual, magical, and violent escapades – the topics covered include witchcraft, necromancy, banditry, con-artistry, Devine comedy, murder, incest, adultery, man-eating monsters, and, of course, bestiality”[footnoteRef:9]. Libby states that she supports the belief that Book 11 can been read as a satire as much as the preceding ten books, stating that the Isis Book actually saw “Apuleius subtly but systematically undermines Isis and her chief priest, Mithras” by, as the article title suggests, analysing moons, smoke and mirrors which she believes to be sub-textual evidence of this argument[footnoteRef:10].  [9:  Libby, B. B. (2011) ‘Moons, smoke, and mirrors in Apuleius’ portrayal of Isis’, p.301]  [10:  Libby, B. B. (2011) ‘Moons, smoke, and mirrors in Apuleius’ portrayal of Isis’, p.302] 


Book 11 of Apuleius’ Metamorphoses sees Isis restore Lucius from his donkey form to his human state[footnoteRef:11]. This transformation of a human is portrayed in another Roman piece of literature, in Ovid’s Metamorphosis book 9, in which Isis transforms Iphis in the guise of a man into a real man in the story of Iphis and Ianthe[footnoteRef:12]. It is possible that Apuleius took inspiration for this magical ability possessed by both iterations of Isis from Ovid’s Metemorphosis for his own Metemorphoses as Ovid’s is believed to be dated from 8 AD. It is possible that this perceived similarity is purely coincidental, however this hypothesis seems unlikely.  [11:  Apul. Met. 11. ]  [12:  Ov. Met. 9.666-797] 



There are a number of similarities and comparisons to be mate between Plutarch’s on Isis and Osiris and Apuleius’ The Golden Ass, with the most obvious similarity being the resounding topic of the Egyptian goddess Isis. 

It is possible, as Van der Stockt said, that Apuleius in his Metamorphoses took inspiration from his near-contemporary’s work, Plutarch’s on Isis and Osiris[footnoteRef:13]. It is commonly reported that Plutarch died circa AD 125 whereas Apuleius is thought to have been born circa AD 125[footnoteRef:14], making it possible for Apuleius to have read it. However, Plutarch’s de Iside is known to have been written in Greek and it can not be known without an explicit statement of such by Apuleius himself weather he was able to read Greek as a Latin writing Roman. Alternatively, Apuleius does have his main character Lucius claim to be a descendant of Plutarch’s, as mention by Van der Stockt[footnoteRef:15], perhaps as a supple or not so subtle nod to Plutarch and his previous work on the same topic of Isis. [13:  Van der Stockt, Luc (2012). Plutarch and Apuleius: laborious routes to Isis. In Keulen, Wytse Hette & Egelhaaf-Gaiser, Ulrike (Eds.), Aspects of Apuleius’ ‘Golden ass’ 3, The Isis book : a collection of original papers. pp. 168-182]  [14:  Van der Stockt, Luc (2012). “Plutarch and Apuleius: laborious routes to Isis”. In Keulen, Wytse Hette & Egelhaaf-Gaiser, Ulrike (ed.). Aspects of Apuleius’  Golden ass. 3, The Isis book: a collection of original papers. p.168]  [15:  Van der Stockt, Luc (2012). “Plutarch and Apuleius: laborious routes to Isis”. In Keulen, Wytse Hette & Egelhaaf-Gaiser, Ulrike (ed.). Aspects of Apuleius’  Golden ass. 3, The Isis book: a collection of original papers. p.169] 


Heyob mentions in a chapter titled ‘Isis as perceived by women in the Graeco-Roman world’, as I myself had noted, that both Plutarch and Apuleius highlight the presence of women and their involvement in rites, stating, “Plutarch, however, addresses his treatise on Isis and Osiris to a certain Clea who was concercrated in the Osirian rites by her father and mother. Apuleius, too, makes a case for women initiates before the third century by mentioning women among the throng of initiates at the navigium Isidis at Cenchreae”[footnoteRef:16]. [16:  Heyob, S. (1975) The cult of Isis among women in the Graeco-Roman world (Études préliminaires aux religions orientales dans l’Empire romain; 51). p.58; Plu. DIO 35; Apul. Met. 11.10] 



It would seem that as most scholars believe that Plutarch’s on Isis and Osiris is the philosopher’s attempt to prove a metaphysical truth stated by Plato. While this hypothesis may sell be true, I personally believe that Plutarch’s on Isis and Osiris is instead, or even also, meant as a way for the philosopher to eliminate his knowledge of Roman Egyptian culture, especially that of the cult of Isis, as well as a vessel for Roman and Platonic ideals and ideas in a perhaps more abstract setting. It can rightly be construed that Apuleius’ The Golden Ass is a satirical depiction of Middle Platonic morals and philosophy, without a doubt in books 1-10. The question of whether Book 11 is a satire on Isis is an interesting hypothesis, however I believe that Book 11 is as many scholars state it to be, a juxtaposition from the previous books in its morality and redemption of a debauched man and a forgiving goddess. I admit, this view may seem narrow minded, the question of the perception of Roman religion in the Imperial period, namely that of Isis has lead me to this conclusion. With further research and a greater scope of source material I would likely reassess this conclusion. The perception of Egyptian religion in the Roman Empire, and that of the goddess Isis in the 1st and 2nd centuries AD Hellenized and shown, understandably, through a Graeco-Roman perspective, making Isis seem like prevelant goddesses of Greece and Rome at this time.
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