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 When ancient people entered a temple or other sacred space, how did the art and 

architecture of the site work upon their senses as mediators of divine presence? This 

thesis demonstrates that the ancient perception of the deity’s actual presence in visual 

images created a tension that was intensified by the spatial environment and the 

theatricality of ritual performance. Visual representations acted in concert with cultic 

ritual to manipulate the visitor through a revelatory experience and create the 

phenomenon of epiphany. Epiphany, from the Greek word epiphaneia, is the visible 

manifestation of the deity.  Epiphany in the ancient world could manifest as miracles, 

signs and natural phenomena; however, my thesis will focus primarily on visual epiphany 

of deity. My aim is to describe how the elements of the built environment and 

performative ritual combined to create not only the expectation but the actualization of an 
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epiphanic experience for the beholder. The phenomenon of visual epiphany has been 

largely overlooked until relatively recently. Scholarly examination of temples and other 

ritual spaces has focused more on archaeological description, formal analysis, mythic 

narrative, and social and political structures. There has been very little exploration of the 

actual ritual and neuro-phenomenological experience of religious participants as it relates 

to the visual environment. With this work my aim is to contribute to the scholarly 

knowledge of the ancient viewer’s experience of epiphany as it was shaped by sacred 

space and mediated by religious ritual in the ancient world.    
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CHAPTER O(E: A THEORY OF EPIPHA(Y 

Introduction 

In his philosophical treatise, “On the Nature of the Gods” Cicero states that “the 

gods often make visible their power through their presence.” How was this perception of 

the deity’s actual presence experienced? When ancient people entered a temple or other 

sacred space, how did the art and architecture of the site work upon their senses as 

mediators of divine presence? This thesis will demonstrate that ancient perceptions of a 

deity’s actual presence in visual images created a tension that was intensified by the 

spatial environment and the theatricality of ritual performance. Visual representations 

acted in concert with cultic ritual to manipulate a visitor through a revelatory experience 

and create the phenomenon of epiphany. My aim is to describe how elements of the built 

environment and performative ritual combined to create not only an expectation but an 

actual experience of epiphany for the beholder.    

This is an interdisciplinary work that incorporates theories from the fields of 

linguistics, anthropology, phenomenology, neuroscience, classics, religion, and, of 

course, art history. When I began the research for this project, I was struck by the lack of 

a cohesive theory that might explain the phenomenon of epiphany. Various scholars have 

approached specific aspects of the topic (see below), but none of them have adequately 

addressed the question of how, exactly, an experience of epiphany could be possible for 

an ancient viewer. Therefore I have attempted to create a comprehensive theory of 

epiphany that begins with the work of art or architecture and proceeds from there to the 

mind of the individual who perceives it.  

In the process of creating a theory of visual epiphany, I will explore several 

methodologies to develop an approach that will prove most fruitful for understanding an 
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ancient viewer’s religious experience. I will then analyze two sites at Pompeii and apply 

these methodologies. With this work my aim is to contribute to the scholarly knowledge 

of the ancient viewer’s experience of epiphany as it was shaped by sacred space and 

mediated by religious art and ritual.          
 

Previous Scholarship on Epiphany 

 Scholars have largely overlooked the phenomenon of visual epiphany in ancient 

Greece and Rome until relatively recently. Examination of temples and other ritual 

spaces has focused more on archaeological description, formal analysis, mythic narrative, 

and social and political structures. While all these factors are important, there has been 

very little exploration of the actual ritual experience of a religious participant as it relates 

to the visual environment.   

 David Freedberg was one of the first writers to investigate the importance of 

viewer reception of images of deity, but his enormous scope was cross-cultural, leading 

other scholars to decry his lack of cultural context and to emphasize the need for 

“detailed fully contextualized studies of individual cases.”1 Scholars such as Jaś Elsner 

and John Clarke increasingly began to focus on the viewer’s subjective perception of 

works of art.2  A 2004 volume published disparate essays by a dozen scholars on the 

                                                 
 1 David Freedberg, The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response, 

Paperback ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991); Rupert Shepherd and Robert Maniura, eds., 

Presence: The Inherence of the Prototype Within Images and Other Objects (Aldershot, England: Ashgate, 

2006), 6. 

 

 2 Jaś Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); John R 

Clarke, Art in the Lives of Ordinary Romans: Visual Representation and 7on-Elite Viewers in Italy, 100 

B.C.-A.D. 315 (Berkeley, Calif: University of California Press, 2003). 
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topic of epiphany3 and Jaś Elsner and Ian Rutherford edited a 2005 volume in which the 

essays discuss aspects of the ancient pilgrim’s experience of sacred sites.4 A 2006 

graduate symposium at Cornell University resulted in a publication which includes essays 

on topics related to the ancient participant’s experience of architectural and ritual 

components such as labyrinths, altars, and ecstatic dance.5 In another collection of essays 

published in 2010 scholars address various aspects of the perception of divine presence in 

Greece and Rome.6 Several other studies of epiphany are currently in progress.7 This 

topic is a timely one and gaining momentum within the fields of art history and classical 

studies.     

Epiphany and Ritual 

 Epiphany, from the Greek word epiphaneia, is the manifestation or appearance of 

a deity to mortals.8 Ancient people believed that epiphany could occur through a 

                                                 
 3 Danuta Shanzer and Nanno Marinatos, eds., Divine Epiphanies in the Ancient World, vol. XXIX, 

Illinois Classical Studies (Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 2004). 

 

 4 Jaś Elsner and Ian Rutherford, eds., Pilgrimage in Graeco-Roman & Early Christian Antiquity: 

Seeing the Gods (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). 

 

 5 Julia Kim Werts, Visualizing Rituals: Critical Analysis of Art and Ritual Practice (Cambridge 

Scholars Press, 2006). 

 

 6 Images of Gods--Images for Gods, Divine Images and Human Imaginations in Ancient Greece 

andRome (Leiden: Brill, 2010). 

 

 7 John R Clarke, “Constructing the Spaces of Epiphany in Ancient Greek and Roman Visual 

Culture,” in Text, Image and Christians in a Graeco-Roman World:  A Festschrift in Honor of David Lee 

Balch, ed. Aliou C. Niang and Carolyn Osiek (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, Forthcoming); Georgia 

Petridou and Verity Platt, Theoi Epiphaneis Confronting the Divine in Greco-Roman Culture (Leiden: 

Brill, Forthcoming); Verity Platt, Facing The Gods: Epiphany And Representation in Graeco-Roman Art, 

Literature and Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, Forthcoming). 
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powerful display of nature, in dream visions, or by the visible anthropomorphic image of 

the god. Starting with Homer, ancient literature is replete with tales of the gods appearing 

to mortals. In addition to Cicero’s mention of divine epiphanies, Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus argues against the atheistic philosophers who ridicule such appearances by 

the gods, saying that by contrast those who “do not absolve the gods from the care of 

human affairs…will not regard even these manifestations as incredible.”9 As Robin Lane 

Fox writes, the ancient squares and colonnades were “stalked by the gods, bringing close 

encounters into the life of every man, woman and child.”10  

 Outside of dreams, epiphany would be most likely to occur during religious ritual, 

since images of the gods were often invoked and involved in the ritual process. Ritual 

creates a bridge between the inner metaphysical world and outer reality. Images of god 

help to cross this bridge, to create a realization of the sacred presence of the deity. 

Sacrificial ritual is a reciprocal structuring of unequal social relations, wherein the 

expectation of the worshipper leads to a receptive awareness on his or her part that the 

deity may manifest itself through intervention in the natural world. This manifestation 

could be in the form of physical appearance by the god, which may occur through cult  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
 8 August Friedrich von Pauly, “Epiphanie,” Paulys Real-Encyclopädie Der Classischen 

Altertumswissenschaft. Supplement (Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler, 1903), 277. 

 

 9 Dionysius, The Roman Antiquities of Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 

University Press, 1937), 2.68. 

 

 10 Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians (New York: Knopf, 1989), 102. 
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images. In this way, “Religious art becomes itself a generative source of evocation.”11 

This is in distinct opposition to the opinion of Kenneth Gross that the religious image, 

“block[s] real access to divine presence even as it offers a delusive assurance of 

presence.”12 Gross’s position is clearly contradicted by the experience of religious 

adherents and mystics throughout history. Walter Otto argues in his study of the myth 

and cult of Dionysus that, “At the center of all religion stands the appearance of God.”13  

Otto argues that the creation of all religious cult and myth depends first of all upon the 

immanent experience of deity.14         

 As Fritz Graf explains, often the deity’s presence is not manifested as their actual 

physical and anthropomorphic being, but through phenomena that indicate divine 

intervention.15 These occurrences may then become embellished later with stories of the 

god’s appearance, stories which demonstrate that for people in the ancient world such an 

epiphany was, indeed, possible. Although there were skeptics, on the whole individual  

                                                 
  

 11 R. L Gordon, Image and Value in the Graeco-Roman World: Studies in Mithraism and 

Religious Art (Aldershot, Hampshire, Great Britain: Variorum, 1996), 21. 

 

 12 Kenneth Gross, The Dream of the Moving Statue (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 1992), 

16. 

 

 13 Walter Friedrich Otto, Dionysus, Myth and Cult (Dallas, Tex: Spring Publications, 1981), 27. 

 

 14 Ibid., 30. 

 

 15 Fritz Graf, “Trick or Treat? On Collective Epiphanies in Antiquity,” in Divine Epiphanies in the 

Ancient World, vol. XXIX, Illinois Classical Studies (Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 2004), 

122. 
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accounts of epiphany were readily believed.16  In rituals that involve the use of statues, 

there are many accounts of the images speaking, moving, sweating and other examples of 

epiphany.17 In the case of paintings that were fixed in place, staring at the face of the god 

could activate the divine presence. Perhaps someone in the crowd was taken in a 

theolepsy or seizure by the god, as the Maenads of Dionysus became possessed with 

divine frenzy.18  

Prolegomena to a Theory of Visual Epiphany 

 Ritual has been described as “the furnace within which the image of God is 

forged.”19  It is clear that religious ritual and epiphany are sometimes connected in the 

ancient world, but what is unclear is exactly how this connection is actualized. My 

undertaking is to investigate possible structures for understanding the mechanism of 

epiphany and then to apply them to works of art, or to what John Clarke has labeled more 

inclusively as “visual representations” that consider the entire setting within which the 

ancient viewer encountered religious art, such as rituals, theater, processions, etc.20  

 Why did ancient people believe it was possible to have visions of gods? Unless 

we agree that they were either dishonest or unbalanced, we must assume that they 

                                                 
 

 16 Graf, “Trick or Treat?" 118. 

 

 17 H.S. Versnel, “What did Ancient Man see when He saw a God? Some Reflections on Greco-

Roman Epiphany,” in Effigies Dei: Essays on the History of Religions (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1987), 46. 

 

 18 Walter Burkert, Greek Religion: Archaic and Classical (Oxford: Blackwell, 1985), 162-165. 

 

 19 Roy A Rappaport, Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity (Cambridge, U.K: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999), 399. 

 

 20 Clarke, “Constructing the Spaces of Epiphany in Ancient Greek and Roman Visual Culture,” 1. 
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believed that this phenomenon actually took place.  As Freedberg writes, we really 

cannot assume that people simply misspoke when they referred to living images and that 

they actually meant to say that the images “look as if they were alive.”21 So what is the 

cognitive basis for this visual experience? To answer these and other questions I am 

attempting to create a theory of visual epiphany by exploring three approaches:  agency, 

performativity, and neuroscience. I will briefly review each theory and look at the ways 

that previous art historians have applied them. It is my contention that a combination of 

these three theoretical approaches will provide the cause, the mechanism, and the means 

by which epiphany could occur. In the model that I propose, the agency of a work of art 

is activated by the performativity of the ritual setting. This creates an arousal state in the 

brain that may enable the viewer to experience euphoria and visions, including, possibly, 

visual epiphany.   

ART AS AGE(T 

What inherent quality in works of art and architecture may cause a viewer to 

experience them in a way that goes beyond symbolism or aesthetics? Alfred Gell 

examines objects as social agents and describes art as a “system of action, intended to 

change the world, rather than encode symbolic propositions about it.”22 Gell constructed 

his theory in opposition to aesthetic and semiotic views of art.  He argues that it is only in 

post-Enlightenment Western society that a distinction has been made between religious 

and aesthetic experience.23 He calls for a universal theory with “an emphasis on agency, 

                                                 
 21 Freedberg, The Power of Images, 293. 

 

 22 Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 6. 
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intention, causation, result, and transformation.”24 Gell creates the Art Nexus consisting 

of entities which he names artist, index, prototype and recipient. These entities fill the 

roles of patient and agent, and they interact in a system where the actions of the agent 

causally affect the patient through the abduction of agency, a sort of cognitive process 

that infers social action from material objects (Figure 1).  

At the risk of grossly oversimplifying Gell’s complex theory, we can describe the 

Art Nexus as a system wherein an artist creates an index, or material item, that is based 

upon a prototype and which then exerts agency upon a recipient. For our purpose in 

studying how an ancient viewer might experience epiphany when viewing a cult image 

(either plastic or painted), consider the hierarchical Gellian formula:  

  [[[Prototype-A] → Artist-A] → Index-A] →→ Recipient-P  

In this interaction the agency is abducted by the recipient through the medium of the 

artist who creates the index according to a prototype.  

In addition to the Art Nexus, Gell develops the useful concept of the distributed 

person, wherein representational imagery exerts agency because it actually captures a part 

of the entity represented, also called its distributed self. He assigns the agency of iconic 

idols to the formula [[Prototype-A → [Artist-A]] → Index-P where the prototype of the 

index is the god, whose likeness or simulacrum is mediated by the artist. However, Gell 

argues that an idol is not a mere portrait or depiction; it is the body of the god in 

artefactual form, a representational index that exerts agency through the intentions of 

both the artist and the religious participant. Gell states that “Magic is possible because  

                                                                                                                                                 
 23  Gell, Art and Agency, 97. 

 

 24 Ibid., 6. 
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intentions cause events to happen in the vicinity of agents.”25  

Gell then discusses volt sorcery, or the attempt to harm someone from afar by 

damaging a representation of them. He cites it as an example of the agency that intentions 

can exert because making a representation involves a binding of the prototype within the 

index. Volt sorcery often occurs through exuviae of the individual such as hair and nail 

clippings which are detached fragments of the distributed person beyond the boundary of 

the body.26 Gell compares this with Lucretius’s theory of the existence of the simulacra 

of things which peel off the surface of objects and fly through the air to enter the eyes as 

vision. Conversely, Platonists held that the eye sends out beams that touch objects, 

similar to the Hindu concept of darshan in which the eyes of both the worshipper and the 

idol are associated with touch. In either case, vision is the crucial component of these 

exchanges. Specifically, the act of looking or the gaze, of seeing and being seen, sets up a 

reciprocity of vision that Gell describes as, “a kind of optical oscillation in which idol’s 

and devotee’s perspectives shift back and forth with such rapidity that interpersonal 

boundaries are effaced and ‘union’ is achieved.”27  

Peter Stewart discusses Gell’s theory of agency in relation to Roman sculpture 

and he points out that ontological belief about images have little relevance to the way 

they were viewed by Romans.28 The ancient viewer knew that a statue was not alive, but 

believed that in certain instances it could act as if it was. This may make it seem as if 

Roman views verge on what Freedberg called “the problem of inherence,” or confusing 

                                                 
 25 Gell, Art and Agency, 101. 

 

 26 Ibid., 104. 

 

 27 Ibid., 120. 

 

 28 Peter Stewart, “Gell’s Idols and Roman Cult,” in Art’s Agency and Art History, ed. Jeremy 

Tanner and Robin Osborne (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub, 2007), 158-178. 
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the image with the prototype it is meant to represent.29 However, Stewart argues that the 

many reproductions of an image that a Roman viewer would see negate this danger and 

make them “collectivities…of omnipresent, multifaceted deities.”30 Instead, he thinks that 

we need to consider the extent of the abduction of agency in the interactions between 

image and viewer. Perhaps the anthropomorphism of cult images made their agency more 

believable. Gell dismisses iconography but Stewart argues that, “Iconography has social 

reality.”31  Although perfect mimesis was not necessarily required, the image did need to 

conform to certain iconographical principles for the particular deity which could then be 

reproduced throughout the Roman Empire. Indeed, Artemidorus tells us that the gods 

have characteristic attributes by which they can be recognized.32   

Although Stewart disagrees with Gell about the value of iconography, he sees 

Gell’s concept of distributed personhood to be particularly applicable to Roman cult 

statues. An ancient viewer would abduct the agency of the god from its iconic form, 

which was an extension of its being or personhood. Stewart compares this to the portraits 

of the emperors that were distributed throughout the empire. These images embodied the 

ruler’s presence and were treated as his proxy and even worshipped in the imperial cult.33  

Caroline van Eck emphasizes the fact that while Gell’s theory maps out the ways 

that objects have agency, they do not consider the viewer’s experience of living presence 

                                                 
 29 Susan C Scott, ed., “Holy Images and Other Images,” in The Art of Interpreting (University 

Park, Penn: Dept. of Art History, the Pennsylvania State University, 1995), 73; Freedberg, The Power of 

Images, 406. 

 

 30 Stewart, “Gell’s Idols and Roman Cult,” 170. 

 

 31 Ibid., 168. 

 

 32 Artemidorus, The Interpretation of Dreams = Oneirocritica (Park Ridge, N.J: Noyes Press, 

1975), 2.44. 

 

 33 Stewart, “Gell’s Idols and Roman Cult,” 169. 
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response to a work of art.34 She points to the uneasiness which this response engenders in 

the viewer and argues that Gell’s theory needs to be extended to differentiate the 

recipient’s experience. She writes that Gell’s notion of agency should be considered in 

conjunction with the ancient rhetorical concept of the sublime in order to understand 

viewer response to images as living presence.35 Although Gell refused to consider 

aesthetics in his Art Nexus, van Eck believes that the aesthetic aspect is critical to 

understanding the experience of living presence response. She argues that emotional 

response is tied into the aesthetic relationship between the index and its prototype. Like 

some other scholars who have explored the subject of epiphany,36 she turns to classical 

rhetoric for parallels and cites discussions of enargeia or vividness in oratorical 

persuasion. The act of bringing a visual image into the mind of the listener through such 

vivid description is not persuasion through the force of rational argument, but rather, 

through fascination or the sublime.37 Van Eck then transfers this aesthetic idea from 

rhetoric to visual art and writes that through the power of vivid figures, “one could say 

that statues can achieve such a degree of vivid liveliness or enargeia that the 

representation dissolves in the living being who is represented.”38 She also comments that 

the Burkean sublime can dissolve the boundaries between the self and the object of 

perception.   

                                                 
 34 Caroline van Eck, “Living statues: Alfred Gell’s art and agency, living presence response and 

the sublime,” Art History 33, no. 4 (2010): 642-659. 

 

 35 Ibid. 

 

 36 See, for instance, Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer. 

 

 37 van Eck, “Living statues,” 11. 

 

 38 Ibid., 15. 
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From the work of Stewart and van Eck, we can see that Gell’s ideas about art and 

agency can be fruitfully applied by art historians and may be a good starting point from 

which to explore the connection between art, ritual and epiphany. Ancient representations 

of gods, whether in painting or sculpture, were created as the image of a prototype and 

had social agency.  However, van Eck’s perception that Gell’s theory lacks the 

component of viewer response is a valid one, since, after all, epiphany is centered on 

response. Similarly, Stewart’s comment that there is a need to closely investigate the 

abduction of agency is also stating a desire to consider the action from the side of viewer 

response. However, van Eck’s view of the aesthetic use of the sublime would negate the 

effectiveness of some images, such as aniconic cult figures and non-elite images that may 

lack aesthetic effect. Indeed, Gell’s Art Nexus was created to treat this exact issue. If we 

do not agree that an aesthetic response to the sublime is the mechanism that motivates 

abduction, how does a viewer’s perception of the depiction of a deity become engaged to 

such an extent that they perceive a god to be actually present? I maintain that such 

perceptual involvement could be achieved by the performativity of art and ritual.    

 

PERFORMATIVITY 

Performance study is an interdisciplinary field which began in the 1950s with 

theorists in sociology, anthropology and linguistics utilizing it as a way to explore social 

processes.39 In the field of linguistics, J.L. Austin describes performative speech by 

stating that “the issuing of the utterance is the performance of an action.”40 Some 

examples he gives are the phrases used to christen a ship or a baby, to consent to 

                                                 
 39 The Johns Hopkins Guide to Literary Theory & Criticism, 2nd ed. (Baltimore, Md: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 2005), 726. 

 

 40 J. L Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962), 6. 
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marriage (‘I do’), and to will one’s property (‘I bequeath…’). These are all performative 

utterances which act to make real the intention which they state.  

In anthropology, theories of performance have been applied to investigations of 

ritual in order to shift the focus to ritual’s effects rather than its meaning.41 This is similar 

to Gell’s focus on social agency rather than semiotics or aesthetics. A primary function of 

all cultural performance such as ritual is the "dramatization or embodiment of symbolic 

forms" in order to effect "transformation of both individuals and society."42  

Stanley Tambiah writes that performative ritual conveys a meta-language to 

participants, as for instance in the mystery religions where initiates learn secret 

knowledge and gain new identity through ritual initiation.43 Tambiah cites repetition as a 

crucial component of ritual which creates a sense of attentive expectation.44 Repeated 

phrases can be intensified through the use of tactile motions such as blowing kisses or 

with gestures such as waving. Ritual dance and movement act to both engage the outer 

senses and work upon the psychological state of the participant. Sequencing rules create a 

sense of structure which allows the participant to relax and engage more fully and this, in 

turn, can produce a “heightened sense of the numinous or altered states of 

consciousness.”45   

Catherine Bell points out that performative ritual is set within an interpretive 

framework, such as archaic speech. Framing helps the participant understand that the 

                                                 
 41 Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 73. 

 

 42 The Johns Hopkins Guide to Literary Theory & Criticism, 727. 

 

 43 Stanley Tambiah, A Performative Approach to Ritual. (Oxford University Press, 1981), 133. 

 

 44 Ibid., 134. 

 

 45 Ibid., 141. 
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experience is set apart from everyday life.46 Performative ritual effects transformation 

through an overwhelming sensory experience facilitated by an intense feeling of flow or 

concentration.47  

Performance has also been utilized by art historians and contemporary architects. 

In a recent book Branko Kolarevic writes that performative architecture can respond to 

“changing social, cultural and technological conditions by perpetually reformatting itself 

as an index, as well as a mediator of (or an interface to) emerging cultural patterns.”48 

Kolarevic also specifies that it is the movement of people though a building that activates 

its performativity.49 Each structure can be designed as a performance-related meta-

narrative, whereby the architect imagines the performances and the indeterminate 

patterns that will take place within and around it. 

Art historians who have fruitfully applied the concept of performativity in their 

work include Zainab Bahrani and Bissera Pentcheva. Bahrani uses it to explore the ways 

in which the Uruk Vase communicated meaning to its viewers in ancient Mesopotamia. 

She contends that the performative component was critical to Mesopotamian religion and 

cites the Sacred Marriage ritual as a “reiterative performance” that depended on 

representation to affect its transformative potential.50 The repetitiveness and doubling of 

forms in the registers of the Uruk Vase create an “infinite circular movement” that blurs 

                                                 
 46 Bell, Ritual, 160. 

 

 47 Ibid., 74. 

 

 48 Branko Kolarevic and Ali Malkawi, eds., Performative Architecture: Beyond Instrumentality 

(New York: Spon Press, 2005), 205. 

 

 49 Ibid., 207. 

 

 50 Zainab Bahrani, “Performativity and the Image: Narrative, Representation, and the Uruk Vase,” 

in Leaving 7o Stones Unturned: Essays on the Ancient 7ear East and Egypt in Honor of Donald P. 

Hansen, ed. Erica Ehrenberg (Winona Lake, Ind: Eisenbrauns, 2002), 20. 
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the distinction between the divine marriage in the mythological realm depicted on the 

vase and the “mimetic performative enactment” by the king and priestess.51  

Pentcheva proposes that Byzantine relief icons performed through their 

materiality to become an experience of divine presence.52 As the candles and lanterns cast 

glittering reflections on the surface of the icon, the smells of wax and incense combined 

with music and prayer to create sensations that led to a phenomenological experience 

which made the icon appear to be alive.53  

Both Bahrani and Pentcheva have applied the concept of performativity to works 

of art, albeit in different ways. These scholars have shown that performance can be used 

as an effective critical approach in order to understand the ways in which an object can 

act upon a viewer. It is my contention that performativity may be viewed as the 

theoretical mechanism whereby art and architecture combined with ritual act upon the 

viewer’s consciousness to create the manifestation of divine presence.  But how does this 

phenomenon occur? Once the viewer carries away the agency of the cult figure through 

participation in performative ritual, what happens to transform the experience into an 

epiphany?  In the final component of this process I will consider what happens in the 

brain to create a state of religious arousal that may lead to an experience of epiphany. For 

this aspect of the theory of visual epiphany I will explore some of the latest findings in 

neuroscience.  

                                                 
 51 Bahrani, “Performativity and the Image,” 20. 

 

 52 Bissera V. Pentcheva, “The Performative Icon,” The Art Bulletin 88, no. 4 (December 1, 2006): 

631. 

 

 53 Ibid., 632. 
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(EUROSCIE(CE 

Can a work of art create an effect in the brain of the individual? Is there an actual 

physiological response to certain stimuli that can be interpreted as an experience of the 

holy? According to modern neuroscience, the answer to both these questions is 

affirmative. Scientists are making huge strides in our knowledge of the brain through the 

aid of modern imaging technologies. This new information is being applied by both 

scientists and humanities scholars to help deepen our understanding of the 

phenomenological aspects of experience. While appreciating how neuroscience can 

explain the mechanism of epiphany within the brain, I am cognizant of the dangers of 

biological reductionism. I believe, though, that we can utilize neurological information to 

give an extra dimension to our interpretations of the art and experience of the past 

without reducing human experience to a mere blip on a computerized scan. I also hasten 

to confirm that I am not a neuroscientist and this paper will not go into lengthy 

descriptions of neurological activity. However, I am interested in exploring the 

application of some basic neuroscience to viewer reception of art and religion in order to 

create a theory of visual epiphany.  

Neurobiology has recently been making huge inroads into the humanities, leading 

to what one conference prospectus dubbed “neuromania.”54 There are now fields of 

neuroarthistory, neuroaesthetics, neurotheology, neurophilosophy, and even cultural 

neurophenomenology, to name a few. There are research centers, cross-disciplinary 

conferences, and collaborative workshops where scientists and scholars exchange 

                                                 
 54 “Neuro-Reality Check. Scrutinizing the ‘neuro-turn’ in the humanities and natural sciences”, 

Accessed March 15, 2011, http://www.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de/workshops/en/Neuro-Reality-Check.html. 



 17 

information and ideas, as well as websites, books and articles attempting to create bridges 

between the disciplines of the sciences and the humanities.55      

E.H. Gombrich was the first art historian to begin exploring the interactions of art 

and the brain and he even stated that he believed style is “rooted in man’s biological 

inheritance.”56 His work was followed in 1972 by Michael Baxandall’s concept of the 

period eye which states that each individual processes the data from the eye differently 

and their interpretation will depend upon the visual skills they have developed within 

their particular society.57 John Onians explains that scientists are gaining a fresh 

understanding of the links between mind and body and are learning about the areas in the 

brain that are stimulated by the senses, especially by vision.58 Onians briefly describes 

the findings of neuroscientists and the application of this knowledge in the fields of 

consciousness studies and neuroaesthetics. The discovery of parts of the brain, such as 

feature detectors that react to specific line orientations, functional areas that respond to 

color, form and motion, and mirror neurons that help us mimic motion, have implications 

for the study of art history. Onians discusses the need for art historians to utilize the new 

                                                 
 55 To list only a very few examples: Kelly Bulkeley, Soul, Psyche, Brain: 7ew Directions in the 

Study of Religion and Brain-Mind Science, 1st ed. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); A Chatterjee, 
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Andrew Newberg, Principles of neurotheology (Farnham  Surrey  England; Burlington  VT: Ashgate Pub, 
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[Conn.]: Yale University Press, 2007); Martin Skov, 7euroaesthetics (Amityville  N.Y.: Baywood Pub., 

2009); “The Italian Academy - Art and Neuro - About”, Accessed March 15, 2011, 

http://www.italianacademy.columbia.edu/artandneuro_about.html; “Artbrain.org”, Accessed March 15, 

2011, http://www.artbrain.org/; “Journal Of Neuro-Aesthetic Theory | Artbrain”, Accessed March 15, 2011, 

http://www.artbrain.org/category/journal-neuro-aesthetic-theory/; “Center for Advanced Study in the 

Behavioral Sciences at Stanford University”, Accessed March 15, 2011, 

http://www.casbs.org/index.php?act=page&id=283. 
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findings of neuroscience to develop the field of neuroarthistory, as opposed to 

neuroaesthetics.59  

The field of neuroaesthetics was created as, “the scientific study of the neural 

bases for the contemplation and creation of a work of art.”60 One of the pioneers was 

Semir Zeki, a neuroscientist whose work is profiled by Onians.61 Zeki describes artists as 

similar to neuroscientists in that they explore “the potentials and capabilities of the brain” 

through experimentation in visual art.62 In his book, Inner Vision, Zeki draws on 

examples from the works and writings of artists such as Michelangelo and Malevich to 

show the similarities between vision neuroscience and the creation and reception of art.63 

He discusses the multiple functional areas of vision that process the information received 

about color, form, and motion. He explains that vision is an active process, not a passive 

one as formerly believed. It is also temporally asynchronous and hierarchical because the 

brain processes information sequentially by first registering color, then form, then 

motion.64 This knowledge can obviously have profound implications for historians of art. 

Nevertheless, most of the writing on neuroaesthetics thus far is by scientists, with 

only a few art historians, such as Onians and David Freedberg, having crossed the 

                                                 
 59  Onians, 7euroarthistory, 7. 
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disciplinary divide. Freedberg’s webpage at Columbia actually emphasizes that his work 

is now focused on collaborative work with neuroscientists.65  

Neuroscience is also contributing to the exploration of religion. Although these 

two fields seem to be separated by a vast chasm, in recent years several centers and 

journals for the interdisciplinary study of science and religion have been founded and the 

number of books and articles is exploding each year.66 Some of the research has also been 

featured in the media and has captured the popular imagination.67 However, much of the 

research into the neurobiology of religion has been sharply criticized by scientists for 

methodological flaws and also by religion scholars for problems of definition.68 For 

instance, how do we define religious practice or a religious experience? Can the Eastern 

practice of meditation be equated with the Western practice of prayer? Is religious 
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experience a cognitive or emotive response? Scientists may also disagree on fundamental 

interpretations of the same results, for instance whether they reflect precognitive sensory 

mechanisms or cultural aspects of religious experience.69  

When delving into this field it is a challenge for one who is not well-versed in 

neurology to sort the wheat from the chaff. As one researcher puts it, “…neuroscience 

has unwittingly become an effective tool for myth creation and wild speculations about 

religious brain processes and God modules.”70 However, careful reading of the scientific 

literature along with critical analysis of some of the conclusions presented can 

undoubtedly contribute to cautious optimism regarding the application of these findings 

for scholars of ancient art and religion. Rather than clinging to theories of a universal 

religious neural substrate, we can probe specific aspects of the neuroscience of religion in 

conjunction with the neurology of vision. Perhaps by exploring the correlates as well as 

the differences between the two as they relate to the experience of art and ritual, we can 

gain a greater understanding of the nuances of viewer reception. How does the ancient 

cultural experience of art and ritual affect the cognitive processes of the brain?  

  

Towards a Theory of Visual Epiphany 

   I have reviewed three separate approaches that may be useful to formulate a 

theory of visual epiphany: agency, performativity, and neurology. These are the 

methodological tools that I will employ in my examination of epiphany in addition to the 

usual tools of the art historian such as literary sources, formal analysis and cultural 

contextualization. Following Gell, I agree that art has social agency. However, I diverge 
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with Gell in thinking, like van Eck, that aesthetics plays a role in the reception of visual 

representations. Gell objected to aesthetic theories because he saw them as incompatible 

with anthropological studies of social interactions.71 But a study of epiphany is about 

more than how art affects social networks; it is necessarily also about the effect of visual 

representations on the senses and, consequently, on the brain of the individual.  This is 

aesthetics in its original Greek meaning of “things perceptible to the senses,” leaving 

aside notions of beauty. 72 The god’s statue or painted depiction need not be one that 

would be considered exquisite workmanship or be crafted from costly materials. All that 

is required is the activation of the senses of the viewer, and this can be affected through 

performativity.  In the case of an ancient depiction of a god, an individual would abduct 

the agency of the work of art through the performativity of the ritual and the architectural 

environment. The entire ambient setting performed to act upon the viewer.   The specific 

features of the art and ritual are then received and processed by several regions of the 

brain. In certain instances this process may then create a sense of the real presence of the 

god in the depicted deity, thus generating an experience of epiphany.  

Now that I have laid out my theory of visual epiphany, I will apply it to two 

Pompeian sites, one the place of secret mystery cult initiations and the other the location 

of rituals of a more public nature. First I will look at the mural of the Twelve Gods 

painted on a building exterior along the busy Via dell’Abbondanza, and then turn to the 

Temple of Isis in the Triangular Forum.  
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CHAPTER TWO: THE MURAL OF THE TWELVE GODS 

The discoveries along Pompeii’s Via dell’ Abbondanza in 1911 led the 7ew York 

Times to describe a “new city…brighter and more joyous” than the one already familiar 

to the public, filled with the hollow cavities left by the incinerated dead (Figure 2).73 The 

charming and brilliantly colored frescoes on the facades of the shops and houses lining 

the street were part of the reason for this journalistic hyperbole (Figure 3). One of those 

facades was the Mural of the Twelve Gods, a large fresco that shows the group of deities 

in colorful costume alongside a representation of an offering ritual (Figures 4-5). Vittorio 

Spinazzola described it in his report of the excavation, and since that time it has been 

included in a few catalogs and lexica.74 Surprisingly, however, no scholars have as yet 

explored the questions of patronage and, especially, of viewing that are raised by its 

iconography.       

The mural is located next to a crossroads on the house at IX.11.1 and a fountain is 

located in the street in front of it.75 The large image on the façade of the building has four 

distinct but unequal sections. On the left side, twelve figures of Roman deities are 

arranged like statuettes in a row on a shelf at the top of an aedicula, or shrine.76 At the 

time of the discovery, the quadrant below these deities was covered with a layer of plaster 
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that bore electioneering slogans, but the subsequent removal of this layer revealed a 

Genius figure flanked by two Lares.77 On the right side of the mural, four vicomagistri 

are grouped around an altar with two more flanking Lares while a serpent, below, moves 

toward an altar of offerings. Beneath this painted altar, in the lower right hand corner an 

actual masonry altar is built into the wall. Upon this altar the excavators found the 

charred remains of the final sacrifice made there before the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius on 

the 24
th

 of August in A.D. 79.78 Although the separate sections of the façade are mostly 

stock scenes from Roman civic and religious art, the combination of all of them in a 

single mural is wholly unique.  

According to the modern numbering system in Pompeii, this mural is located at 

Regio IX, Insula 11, Door No. 1.79 Only the facades of the buildings were excavated in 

this section of the city, but the doorway next to the mural appears to be that of a dignified 

house or mansion (una casa signorile), according to Spinazzola (Figure 6).80 It is located 

next door to the Thermopolium of Asellina on the same block, a place where food and 

beverages were sold. Across the intersection, also on the north side of the Via 

dell’Abbondanza at IX.7.1 is a shop with murals of the eastern goddess Cybele and of 

Venus Pompeiiana, as well as four paintings over the doorway of Sol, Jupiter, Mercury 

and Luna.81 The road between these two insulae was barred with a wooden door and tufa  
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stone blocks to prevent wagon entry.82 

Beginning at the upper left section of the wall is a painted shrine which measures 

2.05 x 2.10 meters. Boyce points out that an “aedicule façade marks the niche as a shrine 

of the gods more clearly than any other feature except the images of the gods 

themselves.”83 Although this aedicula has no pediment, there is no question that a shrine 

is intended here. It includes a white coffered ceiling with rosettes supported by narrow, 

white Corinthian columns.84 An inaccurate attempt at perspective by the artist can be seen 

in the lines of the shrine’s ceiling and the darker color of the back pillar which is intended 

to indicate shading. Each of the gods is standing in a Praxitelean contrapposto pose 

accompanied by their customary attributes and all are fully clothed with the exception of 

Hercules.  The leftmost figures of Jupiter and Juno were faint in 1911 and are now nearly 

obliterated. 

THE TWELVE GODS  

Starting from the left we see the king of the gods, Jupiter, crowned with an oak 

leaf wreath, holding a long scepter in his right hand and a lightning bolt in the right. He 

wears a red cloak which folds over his left arm (Figure 7). Next to Jupiter stands his 

spouse, Juno, who wears a diadem with veil and a long tunic. She has a white mantle 

draped on her left side where she holds the scepter close to her body while holding out a 

patera in her right hand. Mars, the god of war, follows. He is beardless and wears tall 
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boots with a short red tunic and armor. On his head is an Oscan-type winged helmet that 

he wears in other depictions during the Augustan era, thus making him a distinctly Italic 

form of the war god.85 He holds the scepter in his right hand and a small round shield on 

his left side. Next to him is Minerva, wearing a Corinthian helmet with red feather crest, 

a long green tunic with a reddish mantle, and the aegis on her breast. Her large shield 

rests against her right leg as she holds a patera in her outstretched right hand and the 

scepter on her left.  

Hercules is the only figure shown nude except for the lion skin draped over his 

left shoulder. His flesh is a darker brown than the other figures and he is bearded with 

curly hair. He holds a skyphos in his right hand and his club in the left. Next to him, 

Venus wears a long purple short-sleeved tunic and a diadem with a white veil that falls 

over her left shoulder and drapes around her right hip. A small Cupid peeks out over her 

right shoulder. Spinazzola sees her as Venus Pompeiiana; however, she is not holding the 

rudder that is normally associated with this type, and she lacks the turreted crown also 

often seen on this tutelary goddess. Instead, the type seen here is Venus Genetrix, based 

on the lost sculpture by Arkesilaos which Julius Caesar commissioned for the temple in 

his forum.86 Augustus used this same type in the temple of Mars Ultor in his forum. 

Although the sculptures themselves do not survive, other evidence for the Augustan 

Forum shows both a cult statue, seen in the Algiers relief from Carthage, and the figure of 

Venus in the pediment, depicted in the background of the Ara Pietatis Augustae (Figure 
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8-9).87 This Venus is also present on one of the Boscoreale Cups, where she is handing a 

winged Victoria to Augustus (Figure 10).88  

Next in the grouping, Mercury is youthful with curly hair, half-draped and 

holding a caduceus and a moneybag (Figure 11). To his left, Proserpina wears a long, 

enveloping purplish tunic with a white mantle and the basket-shaped headdress known as 

a kalathos (Greek) or modius (Roman) which was often an attribute of deities who were 

associated with fertility of the land and particularly the grain harvest.89 Proserpina seems 

to inherit this headdress as the daughter of Ceres. Vulcan carries his hammer and wears a 

workman’s white exomis with a purple stripe. On his blond hair he wears the pileus, a 

conical, felt hat. Vulcan is a cripple in myth, but here he appears slender and 

proportionate. Ceres wears a crown with radiating stalks of wheat known as the corona 

spicea and holds a flaming torch in her right hand. These associate her with fertility and 

the Eleusinian Mysteries, respectively.90 She wears a long white gown with red vertical 

stripes down the center. Apollo, depicted as citharode or lyre player, wears a long brown 

tunic with a red mantle and a quiver. His mouth is open and his head, topped with the 

krobylos knot, turns to the right while his body faces left in a Skopasian pose.91 The last 

deity on the right is Diana, shown in her customary short tunic and high boots with the 
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bow and quiver on her back. She wears a radiate crown and holds a scepter in her left 

hand with the patera in her right.  

Several features of this portrayal of the Di Consentes are unusual. First, the order 

of the gods is somewhat odd. The other example of a Twelve Gods mural at Pompeii 

from the House of the Graces shows Jupiter in the center as the head of the gods (now 

lost, drawing in Figure 12).92 On the Via dell’Abbondanza mural the Capitoline triad of 

Jupiter, Juno and Minerva is shown on the left end. In the center instead we see Venus 

and Mercury who are both important deities in Pompeii, although, as discussed, the artist 

has depicted Venus Genetrix rather than Venus Pompeiiana. Mercury, as the god of 

commerce, is critical to Pompeian businessmen and is thus depicted in several storefronts 

along the Via dell’Abbondanza.93  

The inclusion of Hercules and Proserpina in place of Neptune and Vesta is rather 

unusual. However, Hercules has a well known association with Pompeii. According to 

legend, Hercules named Pompeii after the Greek and Roman words for procession 

(pompe/pompa), and he then founded Herculaneum which was named for him.94 

Although the goddess Vesta had a temple in Pompeii, perhaps the artist included the 

figure of Proserpina instead because of her liminal associations as a chthonic deity tied to 

the Eleusinian Mysteries, since her mother Ceres is depicted with the torch that also 

emphasizes her Eleusinian connection. Ceres as the goddess of grain was also a deity of 
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the plebeians dating back to the Aventine Hill dedication of the temple of Ceres, Liber 

and Libera in Rome in 494/3 B.C.95   

The origin of the assemblage of twelve divinities is obscured by time and 

insufficient evidence. The Hittites of Anatolia are known from rock carvings and 

cuneiform inscriptions to have used a group of twelve deities, but they differ from the 

Greek and Roman twelve in that they are anonymous and armed.96 According to 

Herodotus, the Egyptians had a group of twelve gods, but this claim is not borne out by 

the evidence from Egypt where sets of three, eight or nine gods were preferred rather than 

twelve.97 However, the Egyptians and Mesopotamians did have twelve deities of the 

months or of the zodiac, although there seems to be no connection between these and the 

Greco-Roman deities.98 Weinreich considered Ionia to be the true home of the Twelve 

Gods because of the Ionian proclivity for political organizations based on the number 

twelve.99 Many of the foundation tales of the various Twelve Gods altars in Greece are 

associated with heroes such as Hercules and Jason.100  By the fifth century B.C. there 

were altars to the Twelve Gods at the panhellenic sanctuary of Olympia in the form of six 

pairs of double altars to specific deities, though which deities is still debated.101  
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Based on the writings of Thucydides and Herodotus and on archaeological 

evidence, Peisistratos established the first securely attested Greek altar to the Twelve 

Gods, or Dodeka Theoi in Greek, in the sixth century B.C. in the Agora of Athens.102 It 

was an important point for reckoning distances and was also a place of asylum.103 The 

Greek cult of the Dodeka Theoi had the welfare of the city of Athens as its primary 

concern.104 Paintings of the Twelve Gods by the fourth century painter, Euphranor, could 

still be seen in Pausanias’ time in the Agora’s Stoa of Zeus Eleutherios, adjacent to the 

Altar of the Twelve Gods.105 It is uncertain if Euphranor painted them individually or as a 

group since Pausanias uses the plural when referring to them. If these paintings were 

located on the back wall of the Stoa, they would have faced out onto the altar established 

by Peisistratos to witness the sacrifices made before them.106 Subsequent early Roman 

period restorations were made to the Stoa, when elements of the Imperial cult, possibly 

including statues of Augustus and the imperial family, were incorporated into the newly 

constructed Annex.107 It is also of note that the design of the Ara Pacis Augustae on the 

Campus Martius in Rome may have been modeled on that of the Athenian Altar of the 
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Twelve Gods.108 It is evident that Augustus, that brilliant manipulator of images as an 

instrument of power, believed that his association with the twelve would be beneficial.  

The Twelve Gods were first introduced to Rome in the late third century B.C. 

after the Romans’ devastating defeat at Lake Trasimene by Hannibal. At that time, the 

Sibylline Books advised that a lectisternium should be held to honor the gods and to bid 

them to protect the city.109 This event, which literally means the strewing of couches, 

included a sacred banquet at which participants placed the images of the gods, known in 

Rome as the Di Consentes, on couches to partake of the meal. These images may at first 

have been simply heads or egg-shaped forms, but by the first century B.C. they were fully 

anthropomorphized.110 Statues of the Twelve Gods also formed part of the Pompa 

circensis, a procession that wound its way from the Capitolium to the Circus Maximus, 

with the gods, possibly on fercula, carried by men.111 By the first century B.C., some 

form of a shrine to the Di Consentes existed in the Roman Forum. It contained gilded 

bronze statues of the gods, probably placed within the intercolumniations of the shrine.112 

Charlotte Long points out that the shrine’s location near the Temple of Saturn and the 

Tabularium indicates the importance of the Di Consentes to the Roman state. Over time 

the shrine lost space to the surrounding temples, although it was rebuilt in the Flavian  

 

                                                 
 108 Paul Zanker, The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus, 1st ed. (Ann Arbor: University of 

Michigan Press, 1990), 160. 

 

 109 Long, The Twelve Gods of Greece and Rome, 236. 

 

 110 Ibid. 

 

 111 Long, The Twelve Gods of Greece and Rome, 240-2. 

 

 112 Lawrence Richardson, A 7ew Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome (Baltimore: John 

Hopkins University Press, 1992), 313. 



 31 

period and the current columns are from a restoration in A.D. 367.113 The mural of the 

Twelve Gods on the Via dell’Abbondanza is thus part of a long tradition of depicting a 

group of twelve deities who are invoked as protectors of the city or state.  

THE GE(IUS A(D LARES 

The scene below the Di Consentes on the mural depicts a Genius flanked by two 

Lares. The Genius holds a cornucopia aloft in his left hand while a snake rises up to lick 

the patera in his right. The Genius is a divine protective being associated with every 

living thing and he can also be associated with a place or a group, such as the Genius loci 

or the Genius populi Romani.114 A serpent is found depicted with the Genius in over fifty 

Pompeiian household Lares shrines.115 The Lares that flank the Genius each hold a rhyton 

and a situla. Lares are protective male deities, particularly of houses and crossroads, who 

occur in pairs. Crossroad shrines to the Lares, called compita, were sites of celebration 

for the festival of the Compitalia held after the New Year. According to Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus, the Compitalia was one of the oldest Roman festivals, instituted during the 

Regal period by Servius Tullius to offer sacrifices to dead heroes.116 These shrines of the 

compita were popular religious, social and political gathering places for freedmen and 

slaves, and attempts were sometimes made to suppress them.117 Both the Lares and the 

Genius became associated with Augustus and the imperial cult, particularly after 7 B.C. 
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when he instituted an administrative reorganization of the city of Rome (more on this 

below).118   

According to Spinazzola, the combination of both the Twelve Gods and the 

Genius with Lares gives this mural a “special meaning.”119 However, scholars disagree as 

to whether the mural depicts the Genius Augusti or Genius Loci.120 Fröhlich believes it to 

be the Genius Loci, while Long refers to it as a Genius Augusti.121 Instead of assigning it 

to a particular emperor, Spinazzola views this Genius as representing the “divine 

Augusti” in a “universal form” which includes the supreme auctoritas of every 

Augustus.122 The serpent, or Agathos Daimon approaching the patera, represents the 

Genius Loci, in this case the protective spirit of the crossroad.123 So on the left side of the 

mural we have the combined protection of the Di Consentes, including deities who are 

special protectors of the plebeians and merchants, the Genius Augusti representing the 

authority of the emperor, the Lares Compita and the Genius Loci who protect the liminal 

crossroad space.   
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THE VICOMAGISTRI A(D AGATHOS DAIMO( 

The position of vicomagister, or neighborhood official, was created by Augustus 

in 7 B.C. when he reorganized Rome into 265 vici or districts.124 A similar reorganization 

most likely occurred in Pompeii, where the altars of the Lares Compitales may have 

indicated the boundaries between two vici.125 On the right side of the mural under a green 

wreath with fluttering ribbons, the top section shows a scene of four vicomagistri 

sacrificing at an altar. They are flanked by two Lares and shrubs. Behind and to the right 

of the vicomagistri are two faint figures which are barely visible and come from a 

previous mural. Apparently, the scene was repainted as new vicomagistri were selected 

each year and on this mural section at least five layers have been detected. Four names of 

magistri can be read in the second layer: Sucuussus, Axclepiades, Victor and Cosstas.126 

There are also tiny figures protruding from three sides of the altar that may represent the 

wool dolls that were hung on doorways for each household member during the 

Compitalia festival and were then counted as a sort of informal neighborhood census.127 

Below the vicomagistri is an image of a serpent, the Agathos Daimon or good 

spirit, who is the Genius loci of the crossroad.128 He is slithering toward an altar that has 

offerings upon it. This painted altar is mirrored by the actual masonry altar below it 

which still had the burnt sacrificial remains on it when excavated. This shows that 

offerings were made at this altar for more than just the Compitalia festival, although it is 
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impossible to ascertain how often or by whom it was used. Lara Anniboletti has recently 

suggested that the Lares of the altars at house doors protect not only the home and the 

neighborhood, but also the road and the wayfarer upon it as well, who would perform a 

sacrifice of thanks at the altar upon his safe arrival.129 Perhaps the ashes found on this 

altar when it was excavated were from the offering of a grateful traveler returning home.  

Dating of the Twelve Gods mural is somewhat uncertain, although it has an 

obvious terminus ante quem of A.D. 79. Pompei: Pitture e mosaici gives the left side an 

approximate date of 20 B.C. with which Fröhlich agrees, but Spinazzola argues for a 

Neronian (A.D. 54-69) composition based on the fact that it was later covered over, 

possibly as part of Nero’s damnatio memoriae.130 This helps to explain the appearance of 

the Lares in two separate sections of the mural. Long also lists the left side as Neronian 

and she consider the later replastering and addition of election graffiti to be Flavian era 

alterations (A.D. 70-79).131 The election graffiti solicits votes for C. Gavius Rufus as 

Duovir, and he is known from other graffiti to have run for election in the Flavian era, 

probably at the time of the eruption since several of his posters had not yet been 

repainted.132 The upper portion of the right side was painted over several times as a 

change in magistrates occurred. The topmost layer is painted in the Pompeian Fourth 
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Style, and was added after the Genius Augustus at the bottom left had already been 

covered with electioneering graffiti.133    

The Compitalia Ritual 

This façade seems to contain an extraordinary amount of protection: the Di 

Consentes, the Genius Augusti with Lares, the Vicomagistri sacrificing on the altar with 

more Lares, and the Agathos Daimon. These combined elements offered powerful 

assurance against harmful spirits. Who is the patron of the mural? What is its function? 

What took place at the rituals that occurred here? How might the Pompeian citizen have 

experienced this street altar and its accompanying facade?   

An examination of the meaning of the mural should first include some 

consideration of the patron. Who ordered the image of the Di Consentes to be painted at 

this crossroads?  Did the same individual order the subsequent re-paintings in the bottom 

left and top right sections? Unfortunately, with few exceptions, such as the 

Thermopolium of Asellina next door, this block is unexcavated beyond the facades so 

evidence that might identify the owner of IX.11.1 is lacking. As Spinazzola pointed out, 

the door seems to be that of a mansion. There are several steps leading into a doorway 

that is approximately twice as large as the others in this block (Figure 13). Perhaps a 

comparison with nearby facades can give us clues as to the type of structure the mural is 

painted upon.    

This area of the city contains a mix of commercial and domestic properties. We 

can see evidence of this on the opposite side of the Via del’Abbondanza, where two 

affluent residences share the block with offices and shops. The House of Paquius 

Proculus is located at I.7.1, directly opposite the Twelve Gods façade (Figure 14). This 
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house occupies a substantial portion of the block and contains impressive black and white 

floor mosaics and the remains of painted wall decoration including third and fourth style 

frescoes. The presumed owner, Paquius Proculus, ran for the office of duovir in A.D. 

74.134 A comparison of the size of the façade of the House of Paquius Proculus with the 

facade at IX.11.1 shows that the latter is a building of fairly substantial size (Figure 15). 

If it is, in fact, a residence as Spinazzola thought, its size indicates an owner of some 

affluence. Perhaps this owner had seen a similar arrangement of deities elsewhere. In 

fact, there was another depiction of the Dei Consentes in Pompeii on the House of the 

Graces at VIII.3.9-10 that was barely visible in the 1860s when Helbig described it and 

has since disappeared. It was also combined with a compitum painting of two Agathos 

Daimon and other figures beneath the row of twelve gods and apparently dated from 

sometime during the Augustan era (27 B.C.-14 A.D.). If this dating is correct, it could 

have provided the idea for the mural at IX.11.1, but there are important differences 

between the two: the gods are placed in a different order with Jupiter and Juno at the 

center, several of the male gods are nude, Vesta and Neptune take the places of Hercules 

and Proserpina, Venus Pompeiana is shown instead of Venus Victrix, and there is a large 

laurel branch painted at each end.  So, while this may have been the basic prototype for 

our mural, the owner and artist at IX.11.1 felt no need to slavishly imitate the other 

compitum. 

A key consideration with regard to the altar is the nature of crossroads in the 

Roman mind. Stek writes that Romans, “believed every crossroad to be charged with 

spiritual energy.”135 They were the haunts of ghosts and evil spirits.136 A crossroad where 
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two or more roads meet frequently denotes a boundary between two areas, a threshold or 

liminal space that is neither “betwixt nor between,” to use Victor Turner’s famous 

phrase.137 As such it is fraught with danger but also a source of structure. To ensure the 

safety of the inhabitants of liminal space, authorities institute social organizations 

accompanied by rituals which provide individuals with a sense of community and 

security. Hence, in this case, during the regal period Romans instituted the festival of the 

Compitalia, a moveable feast that occurred at important crossroads between December 

17
th

 and January 5
th

.138  Nine days before the festival was to take place, the praetor 

announced, “On the ninth day the Roman people, the Quirites, will celebrate the 

Compitalia; when they have begun business ceases.”139 

The ritual itself took place at the altars of the Lares Compita located at crossroads 

and was combined with the ritual to the Genius Augusti after 7 B.C. Who would have 

attended this ritual? For people of the upper classes the Compitalia may have been a 

private family affair.140 However, Dionysius of Halicarnassus states that every member of 

the community had to be present.141 But the evidence of both domestic lararia and 

curbside compita in Pompeii suggests a combination of public and private ritual.142 We 
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know that collegia of compitalia magistri were formed whose political agitations led to 

the suppression of the Compitalia in 64 B.C.143 The fact that collegia were formed and 

were politically active indicates the social nature of the cult. John Fine states that the 

compita were “natural gathering places for the slaves and freedmen and other lowly men 

to whom this worship particularly appealed.”144 Festivals were days free of work for 

everyone, slaves included.145 When we also consider the Twelve Gods shrine’s close 

proximity to the Thermopolium of Asellina, a venue where people mostly from the lower 

classes go to eat, drink wine and also perhaps to gamble and engage in prostitution, we 

start to gain a clearer picture of the gathering of working class people who would have 

been present (Figure 16).146 So, for the ritual of the Compitalia we can expect there 

would be a moderate crowd of freedmen, slaves, and women who would fill the 

sidewalks adjacent to the crossroads and probably flow out into the street without 

blocking it to the traffic moving through the area. As one scholar writes, the festivities 

were a time of “feasting and goodwill…that spilled out into each group of streets, with 

jollity, dancing and games.”147 An image found recently near Pompeii in Moregine 

probably depicts a Compitalia procession and gives us some idea of the festival’s 

appearance (Figure 17).148  
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Presiding over the Compitalia were four magistri wearing the toga praetexta.149 

The collegia would often set regulations concerning the type of behavior expected when 

performing ritual and would probably specify the required texts of prayers and 

invocations.150 The vicomagistri must cover their heads with their togas and 

ceremoniously wash their hands clean of any impurity. This could easily be done at the 

fountain or well that was adjacent to the compita on the Via dell’Abbondanza. As shown 

on many compiti, a tibia player accompanied the magistri with a tune. Perhaps the 

magistri and the onlookers would sing a hymn created for the occasion.151 The presence 

on the wall of the dancing Lares may have invited those present to dance along, with 

inhibitions no doubt loosened by wine from the bar next door. There may even have been 

travelling entertainers present, known as circulatores, who danced at Compitalia 

celebrations for pay.152 Ritual lustration would take place. Prayers were recited as 

directed by the collegium. Perhaps the special nature of this shrine required a prayer to 

each one of the Twelve Gods depicted, as well as to the Genius, the Lares, and the 

Agathos Daimon. There may have been food offered and then shared among the 

participants. Altars dedicated by Rome’s vicomagistri show sacrificial animals led to the 

altar by victimarii (Figure 18).153 The small size of the altar at this location would seem 
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to preclude an elaborate blood sacrifice of large animals. However, if such ritual 

slaughter did take place at the crossroads the water provided by the adjacent fountain 

would be useful for cleansing the area of blood afterward. Dionysius of Halicarnassus 

tells us that each family had to contribute a honeycake and that the occasion was 

celebrated in the “most solemn and sumptuous manner.”154 Plutarch, in his Moralia 

reminds us that, “ It’s not the abundance of wine or the roasting of meat that makes the 

joy of festivals, but the good hope and the belief that the god is present in his kindness 

and graciously accepts what is offered.”155 So we can imagine that the ritual included 

invocations, music, dance, possibly blood sacrifice, offerings of food and drink, and 

feasting with some combination of both solemnity and merriment. Now that we have 

envisioned the reality of the Compitalia ritual, we can attempt to reconstruct the 

Pompeian understanding of the images that were painted on the façade located at this 

compitum.  

Expecting Epiphany 

The shrine of the Di Consentes as a focus of cultic art cannot be compared in 

quality to the Phidian statue of Zeus at Olympia, for instance. If the artist was attempting 

to copy the painting of the Twelve Gods by the artist Euphranor, then by modern 

standards this mural would likely be considered a failure. However, for the cult image to 

be effective perfect mimesis is not required as much as a work that activates the 

imagination so that the viewer abducts the agency of the figure. To the Pompeian viewer, 
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the deities were clearly manifested in the Di Consentes mural and also perhaps through a 

flock of birds overhead, an earth tremor or some other timely phenomenon.    

What did the ordinary Pompeian see when he or she viewed the Twelve Gods 

mural during the celebration of the Compitalia? The participant in the ritual would have 

been mindful of the actual presence of the deities depicted in the mural. As Elsner points 

out, images that are the objects of ritual gain a “theological resonance” that exceeds the 

qualities of the images themselves.156 This resonance is the quality that Gell describes 

when he refers to art’s agency, which is then activated by religious ritual. As van Eck 

points out, the experience of living presence response is a reaction to the perception of 

the supernatural or sublime agency of the object.157 This supernatural agency or 

theological resonance is then stimulated by the sensory input of repetitive ritual. 

The performative aspect of the ritual would serve to activate the image in the 

viewer’s imagination and mind. He or she would recognize that the gestures performed 

by the vicomagistri are echoes of those in the mural, embodiments of motion that would 

then trigger the mirror neurons in the brain. Several of the deities hold the patera in their 

outstretched hand, perpetually awaiting the libations that will be offered. Gombrich 

points out that gesture is pre-formed in ritual, evidence that, “art and ritual cannot easily 

be separated.”158 Corbeill’s study of ancient Roman gesture describes worshippers 

spinning in a clockwise circle after completion of a prayer in a ritual similar to the 

circumambulation of tombs, thus creating a protected sacred space.159 In the gesture 
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known as adoratio Romans would throw kisses at the deity.160 As we attempt to 

reconstruct this Pompeian rite we should consider that, “…the position which the 

worshipper assumes, his physical acts, are unquestionably older than his words and more 

primal expressions of his feeling that the god is present.”161 This is similar to modern 

evangelical Christian worshippers, whose belief in the presence of God leads them to 

raise their hands as if to capture the flow of the divine presence. We see this same gesture 

being performed in the Compitalia fresco from Moregine and literature confirms this 

posture as a common prayer stance by ancient worshippers.162  

As the participants in the Compitalia perform the specified rituals and partake of 

the festivities they are thus rousing a sacred awareness of the agency or presence of the 

gods. They are engaged in “ekphrastic performance,” contextualizing the images on the 

mural into a conceptual framework that allows for contemplation.163 However, the 

audience at this particular Compitalia was most likely not engaged in the same type of 

sophisticated ekphrasis as Elsner’s elite viewer who reads Philostratus and debates Stoic 

philosophy.164 Nor is this ritual the same as the intense revelation of the mysteries of Isis 

that leads to a transcendent mystical vision and union with the goddess. We have seen 

that the attendees here would likely be the ordinary workers, freedmen and slaves who 

could also be the patrons of the thermopolium next door.  Nevertheless, I would argue 
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that the mural of the Di Consentes, accompanied by the Compitalia ritual, could be the 

vehicle to assist in giving these non-elite participants direct access to epiphany of the 

divine. Through the action of repetitive ritual that thoroughly engages the sensory areas 

of the brain, the religious participants experience an overabundance of input to the 

hippocampus which then “puts the brakes on” further input in an effort to achieve a state 

of equilibrium.165 This leaves the orientation area in the parietal lobe with insufficient 

input, resulting in a softening of the boundaries of self that can lead to a kind of unitary 

state where the participant feels a sense of internal harmony and a heightened connection 

to those around him.166 If the rhythm of the ritual is maintained for a prolonged period, 

this may lead to a more heightened hippocampal state that is associated with visions and 

a sense of exaltation. This could create the experience of epiphany for these non-elites 

celebrating the Compitalia ritual in the presence of the deities on the Twelve Gods mural.       

Eventually, the remaining unexcavated portions of the city of Pompeii will be 

freed from their volcanic confines and a future generation of scholars may have the 

evidence necessary to determine the owner of the house at IX.11.1 at the time of the 

eruption of Mt. Vesuvius. Perhaps that will advance the knowledge of the patron and 

further refine the purpose of this unique mural with its extraordinary amount of 

protection. Even without that knowledge the mural of the Dei Consentes offers us an 

extraordinary glimpse into the festival celebrations and religious rituals in the lives of 

ordinary Pompeians.  
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CHAPTER THREE: THE TEMPLE OF ISIS  

Nestled against the convex back of Pompeii’s large theater, the Temple of Isis is 

located at VIII.7.28 in a busy area near the Triangular Forum and the Stabian Gate 

(Figure 19).167 The temple was originally established during the pre-Roman period in 

about 100 BCE and possibly remodeled in the Augustan age (Figure 20).168 It was later 

one of the first structures to be extensively rebuilt after the destructive earthquake of A.D. 

62 and was subsequently engulfed in ash and pumice during the cataclysmic eruption of 

Mount Vesuvius in A.D. 79. The discovery and excavation of the temple in 1764-66 

helped to feed the Egyptomania that was seizing Europe at the time, and as Molly 

Swetnam-Burland has demonstrated, the fascination with all things Egyptian was a 

sentiment also shared by the ancient Romans.169 The Pompeian temple was only one of 

many cult sites in the Roman Empire dedicated to the Egyptian goddess and her 

Hellenistic consort, Sarapis.170 Due to its entombment during the eruption of Vesuvius, 

                                                 
 167 V. Tam Tinh Tran, Essai sur le culte d’Isis à Pompéi (Paris: E. de Boccard, 1964); Mariette De 

Vos, L’egittomania in pitture e mosaici romano-campani della prima età imperiale (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 

1980); August Mau, Pompeii; Its Life and Art, New ed., rev. and corrected. (New Rochelle, N. Y: Caratzas 

Brothers, 1982), 168-182; Pompei: pitture e mosaici (Roma: Istituto della enciclopedia italiana, 1990), Vol. 

8, 732-849; Stefano De Caro and Museo archeologico nazionale di Napoli., Alla ricerca di Iside : analisi, 

studi e restauri dell’Iseo pompeiano nel Museo di 7apoli., 1st ed. (Roma: ARTI, 1992); R. E Witt, Isis in 

the Ancient World (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997); Maria Swetnam-Burland, Egypt in 

the Roman Imagination : a Study of Aegytpiaca from Pompeii., 2002; Lauren Hackworth Petersen, The 

Freedman in Roman Art and Art History (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 22-56; 

Egittomania: Iside e il mistero (Milano: Electa, 2006). 

 

 168 Eric M. Moormann, “The Temple of Isis at Pompeii,” in 7ile into Tiber: Egypt in the Roman 

World: Proceedings of the IIIrd International Conference of Isis Studies, Faculty of Archaeology, Leiden 

University, May 11-14, 2005, ed. Laurent Bricault, M. J Versluys, and P. G. P Meyboom, vol. 159, 

Religions of the Graeco-Roman World (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 137. 

 

 169 Swetnam-Burland, Egypt in the Roman Imagination; Molly Swetnam-Burland, “Egyptian 

Objects, Roman Contexts: A Taste for Aegyptiaca in Italy,” in 7ile into Tiber: Egypt in the Roman World: 

Proceedings of the IIIrd International Conference of Isis Studies, Faculty of Archaeology, Leiden 

University, May 11-14, 2005, ed. Laurent Bricault, M. J Versluys, and P. G. P Meyboom, vol. 159, 

Religions of the Graeco-Roman World (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 113-136. 

 



 45 

the Temple of Isis in Pompeii is the best preserved example of a mystery cult site that is 

available to us. The overall state of preservation of its architecture and frescoes, in 

addition to other Aegyptiaca171 including sculpture and sundry items from the environs of 

Mt. Vesuvius, makes it an outstanding example with which to apply my theory of visual 

epiphany.   

The Cult of Isis 

In Egyptian mythology, Isis and her husband/brother Osiris are part of the Ennead 

of Heliopolis, a cosmogony of nine original deities.172 Isis, daughter of the sun god Re, 

represents compassion since her love for Osiris leads her to mourn him and search for his 

body parts when his wicked brother Seth kills and dismembers him. She reassembles 

Osiris and breathes life back into him with the air from her beating wings. Isis is thus 

associated with resurrection. It was Isis who bore the Pharaoh, the young Horus whom 

she is shown suckling in her guise as Isis Lactans, and her hieroglyph is the throne. She 

often wears the uraeus of divine majesty with the rearing serpent on her brow, and is 

sometimes shown with the solar disk or lunar crescent flanked by the horns of Hathor or 

Apis. The sistrum, or rattle, is the ever present symbol of her worship (Figure 21).173 

Anubis, the jackal-headed god of embalming is her companion and messenger. Isis is 

associated with both the moon and Sothis or Sirius, the dogstar that rises at the time of 

the annual Nile inundation, which also equates her with fertility and the fructifying of the 
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earth.174 This association with Sothis is why she is shown riding a dog on the pediment of 

her temple in Rome.175   

Her association with the moon led the Greeks to associate her with Artemis and 

her motherhood and mourning equated her with Demeter. In fact, the many-faceted 

goddess of myriad names (myrionomous) was also associated with Athena, Aphrodite and 

Hera.176 The Romans later combined her with the goddess of Fortune, as evidenced by 

the Nilotic mosaic discovered in the Temple of Fortuna Primigenia at Praeneste as well as 

by statues, murals and pendants of this conflated goddess found at Pompeii.177  In her 

country of origin she was equated with Hathor, the cow goddess and mother of the Apis 

Bull, as well as with the cat goddess, Bastet who is represented on many of the sistra 

found at Pompeii.178 For Greeks and Romans she was also Isis Pelagia, protectress of 

seafarers and goddess of navigation, and a festival known as the Isidis 7avigium was 

celebrated to her on March 5
th 

to coincide with the opening of the sailing season.179 Her 

association with boats and the sea may be traced to her frequent presence in Osirian 

funerary barques in Egyptian art, which again link her to resurrection.180  
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The cult of Isis celebrated in the Pompeian temple was modeled on the Greek 

mystery religions of Demeter and Dionysus and was brought to Campania via Sicily from 

the Greek island of Delos by Italian merchants.181 Mystery religions were generally a 

group of cults, some of which came from the east, which included secret initiation rites 

for their members and became widespread during the Hellenistic era and the Roman 

Empire.182 The secretive nature of these cults has made them fairly opaque to modern 

scholarship; however we are fortunate to have a primary source that provides us with a 

good deal of information regarding the cult of Isis. In the tale Metamorphoses or The 

Golden Ass by Apuleius of Madauros, the main character, Lucius, after being 

accidentally turned into an ass through the misuse of magic and undergoing many trials 

and tribulations, has an epiphany of the goddess Isis, who subsequently transforms him 

back into a man. He then becomes an initiate in her cult and describes just enough of the 

goddess’s rites to leave the modern scholar longing for more.183 The book was written 

primarily as a work of fiction which makes it somewhat problematic as a source. 

Although scholars have long detected an element of autobiography within the tale, it 

comes with its own set of problems for the modern scholar seeking to reconstruct the 

experience of the ancient initiate.184 Despite the problems, however, judicious application 

of some of the information provided by this ancient source can tell us a great deal about 

the cult of Isis as it may have been practiced at the temple in Pompeii.   
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The Sanctuary 

The sanctuary of Isis at Pompeii is diminutive and was hidden from the street by a 

high wall, yet its importance to the citizens of Pompeii is indicated by its location within 

a busy civic area and its rapid rebuilding following the earthquake of A.D. 62, which was 

financed by the Popidius family in the name of their six-year-old son, Numerius Popidius 

Celsinus.185 The enclosing wall effectively isolated the temple from the rest of the town. 

Turcan comments that this isolation of Isiac sanctuaries “immediately conditioned the 

sensibility of the worshippers,” and it would certainly be conducive to the secretive 

nature of the cult’s initiation ceremonies. 186 

Molly Swetnam-Burland has demonstrated convincingly that the temple is 

decorated to “cultivate an ‘Egyptian’ atmosphere.” 187 She sees the decorative program as 

having multivalent symbolism that works on several levels for different audiences, from 

the uninitiated viewer who would be reminded of the exotic wonders of Egypt as part of 

the Roman Empire, to the initiate who would perceive multiple layers of meaning that 

would help them feel a connection to the rites of the goddess. While I agree with her 

conclusion, I do not think she goes far enough with it. While caution must be used in 

attributing intention to the architects and designers of the enclosure, the nilotic narrative 

in the Temple of Isis was meant to produce a transformational experience for the mystai 

who were initiated here.  
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Who was the initiate in the cult of Isis? In Metamorphoses, the priest addresses 

Lucius as one of high birth and social status who is rich in learning.188 Yet there has been 

a persistent misconception that the cult attracted non-elites including slaves, women and 

foreigners.189  In fact, evidence shows that the patrons and initiates of the temple were 

from a wide range of groups in Pompeii, a town where social mobility was the norm.190 It 

appears that by the first century A.D. women may have served as priestesses in the cult in 

conjunction with male priests; however, the earlier belief that a majority of initiates were 

women has no validity. 191 So there is no typical initiate in the cult of Isis. The members 

come from a variety of social levels, including freedmen and free born, as well as 

wealthy citizens, both male and female. Additionally, the sanctuary was most likely open 

to non-initiate visitors at times when secret ceremonies were not taking place.192 Since 

Roman temples were generally used for a variety of functions, scholars have suggested 

that the temple of Isis would also have been used for civic and business gatherings, 

particularly since the main gathering places of the Pompeii Forum were still being 

reconstructed.193 This means that certain areas of the temple would have been seen by a 
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wide range of visitors, while other areas would have been accessible only to a select 

group, much as Roman domestic space was divided into public and private zones.   

In my description of the temple I will propose a viewing path that I believe a 

priest could have taken leading an acolyte through the enclosure in order to initiate them 

into the mysteries of the cult (Figure 22). I recognize that this is a highly speculative 

venture, but through it I hope to understand how the agency of the Aegyptiaca and nilotic 

narratives could have performed upon the mind of the viewer to stimulate an epiphany of 

the goddess.  

E(TERI(G THE E(CLOSURE 

Upon entering the sanctuary through the doorway in the north corner of the wall, 

the visitor has an oblique view of the white stuccoed temple through the columns of the 

surrounding portico and a glimpse of the ekklesiasterion with its large scale paintings 

beyond the columned arcade that wraps behind the temple (Figures 23-24). How would a 

first-time visitor to the temple initially perceive the visual elements of the sanctuary? The 

brain tends to process the most basic information first and then proceeds to more complex 

input. The primary visual cortex, located in the occipital area of the brain, contains 

millions of neurons that respond to specific stimuli. So, at the simplest level neurons will 

respond to a particular orientation first and some will fire when they receive input from 

vertical lines, while other neurons respond to horizontal lines.194 As we look at the view 

from the entrance to the Temple of Isis, we can see the strong verticals of the columns of 

the portico as well as the elevated vertical of the temple itself on its high podium. 

Arnheim writes that due to the constant pull of gravity against which we must continually 
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strive, “being is experienced essentially as verticality.”195 Taller objects seem less subject 

to gravity. Upward thrust is thus associated with loftiness both physically and 

metaphorically; to climb up is to ascend heavenward, to become enlightened.196 This may 

be the reason Roman temples were usually built upon a high podium, following the 

Etruscan model, with a frontal staircase.   

The dominant vertical shapes of the temple and columns are modulated by the 

horizontal line of the portico roof, effectively grounding the eye within the enclosure. 

However, the angle of the temple from the viewer’s point of entry adds a complexity to 

the view that would disorient a Roman who would be accustomed to entering a temple 

enclosure directly facing the door of the temple. Encountering the structure from an 

oblique angle makes the observer feel “out of step with the spatial framework of the 

place.”197 The angles of the building’s edges point upwards and the view of the roof is cut 

off so the temple looks much larger than it actually is. This in turn makes the visitor feel 

small and insignificant. In addition to the odd angle of the temple, the ancient viewer 

would have seen the enormous convex shape of Pompeii’s Large Theater looming just 

beyond the enclosure. All these visual cues would leave the initiate slightly off balance.  

As the neurons in the brain orient the individual to the unusual spatial 

arrangements, they will also respond to color in the field of vision. The portico has eight 

columns along the north and south sides with seven on the west, and six on the east, all 

covered in fluted stucco and painted red on the bottom third with the remainder in white. 

In contrast with the white stuccoed temple that is reminiscent of costly marble, the walls 
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of the colonnade are brightly painted in the Fourth Style Tapestry Manner,198 with panels 

of red containing floating figures surrounded by delicate architectonic shapes and 

bordered by a yellow dado at the bottom, a black frieze with a spiraling garland design, 

and a white upper section with painted aediculae (Figure 25). The arrangement of colors 

would undoubtedly remind the viewer of the luxurious décor in elite homes of the 

period.199 This could make the initiate feel they are a guest in the home of the goddess. 

Along the wall to the left of the door, facing the temple, a niche in the wall holds 

a fresco with a portrayal of a statue of Harpocrates, the Hellenized son of Isis and Osiris, 

standing on a pedestal in a niche as a priest approaches him holding two large candelabra 

(Figure 26). In the background is a temple within a portico much like the sanctuary here. 

This image of Harpocrates is directly opposite the naos of the temple with its cult statues 

of Isis and Osiris or Sarapis. Harpocrates was born as a result of the magic of Isis. In her 

search for the parts of Osiris that Seth had scattered, she found all of them but his phallus, 

so she magically created one with which she then became impregnated. The burnt 

remains of a wooden bench were found in front of Harpocrates’ shrine, where a visitor 

could evidently sit in prayer and contemplation.200     

THE TEMPLE 

The tetrastyle temple of Isis includes some interesting features, such as statue 

niches on either side of the front entrance and an additional stairway with a side entrance  
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along the left wall (Figure 27).201 The niches were empty at the time of the excavations, 

but Mau suggests they held statues of Harpocrates and Anubis.202 Although Anubis 

seems a likely candidate here, due to his presence in the opposite wall niche I find it 

unlikely that Harpocrates would be represented again on the temple front. Perhaps more 

likely suggestions would be the cat-headed goddess Bubastis (Egyptian Bast) or 

crocodile-headed Sobek, both deities associated with Isis, or even the Greco-Roman 

goddesses Demeter or Tyche, who are both frequently conflated with the Egyptian 

goddess.203  

The temple front was covered with stucco scrollwork and the niches were flanked 

by pilasters with stucco fluting and Corinthian capitals. The temple interior contained 

mosaics on the floors, while the walls showed evidence of some First Style imitation 

marble slabs combined with undecorated white walls. In the cella of the temple a long 

masonry structure about six feet high held two tufa bases that would have supported the 

statues of Isis and Sarapis, though they have never been found and their appearance is 

unknown. The structure beneath the statues held a storage area where ritual implements 

were kept. Lucius tells us that the priest “brought out from the hidden quarters of the 

shrine certain books in which the writing was in undecipherable letters” to instruct him in 

the required initiation preparations.204 This was undoubtedly a hieroglyphic text treated as 

sacred scripture which only the priests and a select few could read. A carved hieroglyphic 
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inscription from the early Ptolemaic period was actually found in the pronaos of the 

temple attached to the wall of the cella where it could be seen by all.205 

According to Apuleius, Lucius resided temporarily in accommodations within the 

precinct of the temple at Corinth. The sanctuary at Pompeii contains a small dwelling 

area on the south side of the enclosure, where a triclinium, cubiculum, kitchen and two 

other small rooms could have provided lodging for the priest and perhaps one or two 

initiates. While Lucius stayed there, he fasted and maintained a period of silence and was 

able to attend the daily round of sacrifices to the goddess. These would include the 

opening of the temple in the early morning, when the priest would enter the temple 

through the side stairs and draw back the curtain concealing the “adored image of the 

goddess” while the devotees prayed and lifted their voices in song and libations and 

sacrifices were made at the altars around the temple.206  

Apuleius describes the sense of awe that Lucius felt towards the cult statue of Isis 

before his initiation, saying that “my mind did not allow me to budge an inch from the 

spot; I was wrapt in my gaze on the image of the goddess.”207 This sensation can be 

defined as a lesser religious state, also called the numinous, which results when an 

intense focus on images causes the free flow of the visual association area of the brain in 

conjunction with stimulation of the limbic system which regulates emotions.208 The 

limbic discharges generate moderate stimulation of certain neuronal circuits that can 
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cause feelings of fear and exaltation, which can then be experienced as religious awe.209 

So the awe of Lucius or of any devotee could be an actual neurological event brought on 

by their perception of the agency of the image of Isis.  

THE (ILOMETER 

In the southeast corner of the courtyard in front of the temple, adjacent to the 

main altar stands a small structure known as the purgatorium210 or nilometer (Figure 

28).211 This building, measuring approximately 3.2 x 2.8 meters, is roofless although 

topped with gabled ends and terracotta edging to appear as if it is roofed.212  It contains 

an underground crypt which held water, an important element in the rituals of the Isis 

cult. Stairs lead down to a small undecorated chamber with a low vaulted ceiling, 

containing a low wall and a basin measuring 0.85 x 1.5m that could hold about 0.83 cubic 

meters, or a little over 200 gallons, of water.213 Wild dates this crypt to the original 

founding of the temple in the Hellenistic era, since no other crypts of this type were built 

outside of Egypt after that period. There were subterranean pipes which fed rainwater 

into the basin from channels in the stylobate of the portico and a flood would have 

occurred during heavy rains, which in Pompeii, with an average of 88cm annually, would 

be mainly from October through December.214 This flood would be understood 
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symbolically as the Nile flood that brought life and fertility back to the land. The water in 

the nilometer would then be considered holy Nile water. In the land of Egypt the 

nilometers functioned to measure the level of the flood each year, which would indicate a 

year of abundance when the floods rose above a certain level or a year of privation if the 

flood level fell too low. Nile water, therefore, represented life. 

On the nilometer in the sanctuary at Pompeii, Corinthian pilasters of stucco at 

each corner and faux ashlar masonry simulate monumental architecture. The doorway to 

the nilometer is on the north side and the exterior sides are decorated with white stucco 

reliefs. On each side adjacent to the door are figures of Isis while the frieze and 

tympanum above depict, in white stucco on a blue background, flying female figures, a 

large pitcher, Anubis, devotees, cupids, dolphins, and various Isiac symbols such as 

sistra, uraeus serpents, and situlas.215 The side walls contain stucco reliefs of Perseus and 

Andromeda on the east side and Venus and Mars on the west, with both scenes 

accompanied by cupids (Figure 29). Wild sees this Greek imagery as representing the 

victory of forces of life and love over the forces of strife and war. Venus’s power as the 

goddess of love to subdue the god of war is a fairly obvious motif, but what about 

Perseus and Andromeda? Wild associates Perseus with the Egyptian Horus since each has 

a contest with an evil power, Medusa and Seth, respectively.216 Seth can also represent 

the sea, and the struggle of Perseus to free Andromeda is thus a struggle with the sea. 

Horus is associated with the fresh water of the Nile flood and defeats Seth, thus bringing 

fertility to the land. The nilometer’s renewal with fresh rainwater would therefore 

represent the victory of Horus over Seth, and the imagery of Perseus and  
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Andromeda would bring this to mind for the cult initiate, according to Wild.217 Perseus is 

a savior figure who, like Dionysus and Isis, loosens the metaphorical bonds of the 

faithful, who would see themselves in Andromeda. 

Was the purpose of this structure to simulate the Nile flood during rainy seasons, 

as many think? Or might it also have served as a baptismal chamber? Wild dismisses the 

last notion at Pompeii for practical reasons. Although the chamber is large enough to hold 

two people standing up, they would have to climb a wall 0.65 meters high to enter the 

basin. This is considerably higher than a modern bathtub and there are no steps to offer 

assistance. Wild also notes the presence of a metal basin in the courtyard to the right of 

the temple, which is where he believes ablutions would have occurred rather than in the 

Nilometer.218 This is likely where the priest would bring the initiate to be purified with 

Nile water from the crypt. The priest would draw water into a sacred pitcher like the one 

depicted over the door. He might then pour it over the initiate’s hands and perhaps his 

head while reciting some form of purificatory incantation. This ablution would act to 

ritually cleanse the initiate of any impurities so that he may participate in the upcoming 

rites. He may experience a feeling of relief or elation at the knowledge that he is now 

ritually pure and prepared to proceed with this transformative event.   

THE PORTICO 

Proceeding to the right around the portico in a counterclockwise direction, since 

to the Romans circumambulation in that direction forms a magically protective barrier,219 
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the priest might point out and explain some of the scenes depicted there, perhaps by 

intoning a verse, as in Apuleius who writes that the verses sung in procession “contained 

musical preludes to the solemn vows to come.”220 The three sides of the portico contain a 

multitude of small painted decorations that include Isiac priests and attendants, a priest 

dressed as the dog-headed figure of Anubis, sacral-idyllic landscapes, sphinxes, theatrical 

masks, sea monsters, pygmies, and scenes of sea battles known as naumachia. All of 

these scenes help to create an Egyptian atmosphere and set the scene for devotions to Isis.  

The repetitive nature of the portico panels is particularly noteworthy. Rather than 

distinctly different large-scale mythological paintings, we see small floating vignettes of 

sacred landscapes alternating with generic portraits of Isiac devotees in the red zone of 

the walls and repetitive variations of ships and naumachiae in other sections (Figure 30). 

The landscapes appear to evoke Egypt, and although M.J. Versluys only categorizes two 

of the portico scenes as nilotic according to his strict definition,221 this thematic 

recurrence has a purpose. As noted earlier, one of the primary components of 

performative art and ritual is repetitiveness. I suggest that the performative iteration of 

these scenes materializes their Egyptianizing agency to the viewer and reinforces it over 

and over as the initiate proceeds around the portico. The choice of sacred nilotic 

landscape in this context is highly significant. Alexia Petsalis-Diomidis has shown that 

representations of imperial and cosmic landscapes in a religious context could evoke 

transformative encounters with the divine.222 Although the locales depicted are not 
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specific sites as far as we know, they are nonetheless obviously intended to evoke ideas 

of Egypt, which was part of the imperial landscape of Rome. Their representation thus 

exhibits what Petsalis-Diomedes describes as, “the expert merging of the everyday 

(including real geographical and architectural features) with the conceptual into a unified 

discourse” in which “religion was experienced as part of the physical landscape” where 

one could expect to have “encounters with the divine.”223 In other words, the portico 

scenes depict the performative landscape of epiphany. 

The alternating portraits of devotees are also performative in that they model for 

the initiate the correct ritual demeanor and attire. The priests have shaven heads and wear 

the characteristic white linen skirt, some with a white mantle around their shoulders, 

while the priestess wears a white tunic and mantle. Most of the figures appear to be 

walking the same direction as my proposed route through the enclosure and each carries 

some ritual or processional implement: a palm branch, a sacred scroll, a crown of roses 

with a snake, a sistrum and patera, a breast-shaped situla, and a lamp, some of which are 

described in the procession in Apuleius.224  

The somewhat sketchy or impressionistic style in which all these floating scenes 

on red panels are painted creates a certain ambiguity in the brain of the beholder that 

gives the images far more psychological force than they might otherwise convey. In the 

case of the nilotic scenes, which depict vaguely sacred structures with indefinable people, 

the mind of the viewer constructs the particulars of the scenes. They must draw on their 

brain’s stored memories to discover parallels, perhaps seen in a domestic context or even 

from a prior trip to Egypt that will allow them to resolve the ambiguities presented to 
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them. This will intensify their imprinting on the brain and help to stir the emotions. 

Additional details in the walls will aid them in contextualization, such as the frieze with 

its exotic hippopotami, baboons, cobras, crocodiles and lionesses, and the amorini/erotes 

and pygmies holding the sacred sistra and situla, which acts as a frame for the repetitive 

scenes below.  

The portico decoration would thus serve two different modes of viewing: for the 

casual, non-initiate visitor the scenes would appear as exotic reminders of the vast Roman 

Empire; for the initiate (or the properly instructed acolyte), the frescoes prepare them for 

the rites to come. By engaging the tertiary association areas of the brain where sensory 

input combines with information from the memory centers and the limbic system, the 

paintings generate an emotional response in the viewer.225 As Swetnam-Burland points 

out, the atmosphere created by these paintings was necessary for the rituals performed in 

the temple.226 More than that, though, the content and style of the portico frescoes 

perform to prepare the brain of the initiate for the Isiac rites. The repetitive refrain plays 

the motifs of sacred sites and ritual performance over and over, creating a “virtual 

polyphony of themes.”227 As if to stress the performative nature of the frescoes, we see 

theatrical masks interspersed among them, testimony to the relationship of Isis with 

Dionysus, who is seen in the niche at the back of the temple. As the viewer moves 

through the portico the repetition and framing of the images enhance their performativity, 

allowing the beholder to abduct or understand the Egyptianizing agency of the sanctuary, 

alerting his brain to a state of sacred awareness. 
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THE EKKLESIASTERIO( 

Proceeding now to the west end of the sanctuary, the visitor sees beyond the 

dividing arcade to the ekklesiasterion which may have been used for civic gatherings as 

well as ritual feasts. In the northwest corner of the portico outside the ekklesiasterion 

stands a half life sized archaizing statue of Isis who holds a sistrum in her left hand and at 

one time held an ankh in her right (Figure 31).228 Over in the southwest corner is a 

sculpture of Venus, patron goddess of Pompeii, in her Anodyomene form, a type that also 

appears in domestic contexts in Pompeii alongside Egyptian deities. Petersen points out 

that the hair-wringing action of this form is especially appropriate to the Isis cult with its 

focus on the importance of water.229 The back wall of the temple, opposite the 

ekklesiasterion, holds a niche with a statue of Bacchus/Dionysus who was also associated 

with Isis. Alongside his statue on the wall of the niche is a plaster relief depicting two 

ears, showing that the gods listen to their worshippers. Both the rear exterior temple niche 

and the hearing ear are features also seen on temples in Egypt in order for commoners to 

pray to the deities since they were not permitted within the temple precincts.230  

Stepping through the arcade into the ekklesiasterion, the insides of the arches hold 

paintings of ornate candelabra topped by figures of priestesses of Isis carrying cult 

implements, and on the west side of the piers facing into the room are faux pilasters. The 

remains of an acrolithic statue were discovered here, whose oversized marble head and 

hands with a bronze sistrum and feet were part of a portrayal of Isis that once stood in 
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this room (Figure 32).231 The walls of the ekklesiasterion hold panel paintings in sets of 

three on each wall, with a central mythological painting flanked by two sacred landscapes 

and bordered by ornate faux architecture and socles with mythical beings such as 

hippogryphs and winged sphinxes (Figure 33). 

The central painting on the west wall is unfortunately missing, as is most of the 

landscape on the west end of the south wall although it can be seen in sketches done at 

the time of excavations. The two surviving central paintings depict scenes from the myth 

of Io, known in various forms from multiple Greek and Roman literary sources.232 Io was 

a nymph and priestess of Hera whom either Zeus or Hera changed into a cow due to the 

amorous attentions of Zeus. Hera sets many-eyed Argos as a guard over Io, who is 

chained to tree in a Mycenaean grove. Zeus then dispatches Hermes to kill Argos and 

steal Io, which Hermes succeeds in doing by means of the music of a syrinx that causes 

Argos to sleep, whereupon Hermes cuts off his head. Hera inserts the many eyes of Argos 

in the tail of the peacock, examples of which are also illustrated in the sanctuary. Hera 

then drives Io mad with a gadfly, from which she flees through the Ionian Sea and the 

straits of the Bosphoros, both named for her. Io finally arrives at Egypt, where Zeus frees 

her of her cow shape. Because of Io’s cow form and her salvation in Egypt, she was 

associated with Isis, whose occasional cow attributes were a result of her conflation with 

Hathor. The surviving ekklesiasterion paintings depict two moments from the Io myth. In 

one we see Io, Hermes and Argos in the moment before Hermes slays Argos. The other 

shows Io, carried by a personification of water that may be the Nile, arriving at Canopus 
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in Egypt where Isis awaits her. Isis sits with the uraeus snake coiled around her arm and 

she is attended by Harpocrates and a priest and priestess of her cult (Figure 34).  

Like many other Roman paintings, these depict the moment before the narrative 

denouement known as the pregnant moment.233 We see Argos before he is lulled to sleep, 

when Hermes decapitates him, and Hermes is shown holding the syrinx that he will play. 

In the other painting Io has just begun to alight from the shoulder of her bearer into the 

land of Egypt and the hand of Isis. The latter moment is not known from literary sources 

and may have derived from an Alexandrian painting designed to legitimate the Ptolemaic 

dynasty.234 Educated Pompeian viewers would likely associate it with the tale in Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses, in which Io actually becomes Isis after her arrival in Egypt: “She is a 

goddess now, famous divine, and linen-robed adorers throng her shrine.”235  

The vital feature in the painting for the initiate is the motif which is given a 

prominent place in the center of the painting, the right hand of Io being grasped by the 

right hand of the goddess. This gesture was known to Romans as the dextrarum iunctio 

and was used in contracts and marriage ceremonies and was commonly represented on 

the funerary monuments and sarcophagi of married couples as well as on imperial state  
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monuments.236 It was used in various legends to denote moral fidelity and so is quite 

appropriate as a reference for an initiate.237 Apuleius tells us that a hand was carried in 

Isiac processions and that Isis stretches out “the right hand of deliverance.”238 It is 

obviously a metaphorical image of the devotee placing his or her life in the hand of the 

goddess, but more than that, the central action of the figures in the painting would 

stimulate the mirror neurons in the brain of the beholder. These mirror neurons respond 

to the actions of others by activating neurons in the premotor cortex that generate a felt 

imitation of the same movement in ourselves, as if we are performing the action.239 This 

“as if body loop,” in turn, generates an emotional response, which is why we respond to 

pictures of the suffering of others.240 So the initiate’s perception of the receptive gesture 

of Io is more than a simple metaphorical construct. It becomes the felt embodiment of the 

religious experience of the devotee.    

The painting of Io, Hermes, and Argos is known from other examples, but the 

figures are arranged differently. The Roman viewer would still recognize the scene, 
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though, regardless of changes. Brain researcher Semir Zeki posits what he calls “narrative 

constancy”,241 for instance, being able to recognize a scene such as ‘Descent from the 

Cross’ regardless of variations in style or details. The brain is able to extract the 

necessary details to identify and categorize them, just as it does for colors.   

The landscapes in the room depict Egyptian sanctuaries surrounded by water.242 

The ancient Egyptians believed that the tears which Isis shed as she lamented and 

searched for Osiris were responsible for the Nile flood, so these watery flood scenes are 

appropriate to her sanctuary.243 The bluish lighting in them lends an ambience that is 

intended to denote Upper Egypt where the source of the Nile is located.244 Interesting 

details of these various landscapes include Egyptianizing elements such as the ibis 

associated with Thoth, the presence of cows which link to Hathor and Io, a sarcophagus 

with a phoenix atop it representing rebirth, priests sacrificing on altars, statues of deities, 

and trees that twist through the temple architecture indicating a sacred wood and the life-

giving power of Osiris.245   

As mentioned, this room would likely have been used for both civic gatherings 

and ritual feasts. Like the paintings in the portico, the scenes here are multivalent. The 
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casual viewer would be reminded of the mythological programs in elite homes, where the 

educated viewer would view such paintings as expressive of Roman values. For our 

acolyte, these paintings would likely be part of his/her indoctrination into the mysteries of 

Isis as well as a place to celebrate with a banquet after the initiation. The overarching 

themes of the extant paintings in the ekklesiasterion are salvation through the powers of 

Isis and the life-giving properties of the waters of the Nile. The acolyte would probably 

have the sarcophagus of Osiris pointed out to him, with its phoenix symbolizing the 

rebirth to come as a result of initiation (Figure 35). Just as Isis rescues the body of Osiris 

and brings it back to life, so the initiate will experience the saving grace of the goddess in 

this life and go on to celebrate eternal life as well. The discourse revealed by the 

paintings here enlarges upon the repetitive motifs in the portico, helping the initiate to 

understand the salvation that awaits them.  

At this point the mind of the initiate may engage with these themes at a deepening 

cognitive level which is intensified through the activation of the parts of the brain dealing 

with emotions. Most of the great myths of the world help humans to reconcile the 

paradox of opposites, especially life versus death. The myth of the resurrection of Osiris 

through the actions of Isis is certainly one of those myths. Scientists have speculated that 

myths are successful when they result in left brain and right brain agreement.246 For our 

acolyte, this resolution, facilitated by the myth and images of Isis, creates an emotional 

                                                 
 246 Andrew Newberg, Why God Won’t Go Away : Brain Science and the Biology of Belief, 1st ed. 

(New York: Ballantine Books, 2001), 72-74. 



 67 

response that might be called hope. He or she now understands that there is hope for 

eternal life offered through imminent initiation into the mysteries of Isis.   

THE SACRARIUM 

On the west end of the sanctuary, next to the ekklesiasterion a doorway leads into 

a small irregularly shaped room which scholars have named the sacrarium. Due to its 

unusual nature some surmise that this is the room where secret rituals, possibly including 

initiations, occurred.247 The frescoes here are of a completely different nature than the 

paintings elsewhere in the sanctuary. The rough white walls offer a stark contrast to the 

lively hues of the portico and the paintings are not of the same quality as the 

ekklesiasterion. These paintings most resemble those of the lararia in Pompeian homes. If 

we liken the portico and ekklesiasterion to the public entertainment areas of a house such 

as the atrium, tablinum, and triclinium, then the sacrarium would be akin to a family 

shrine, although a more secluded one than those normally seen in homes. Access here 

would indicate that the initiate is the special guest of the goddess.248  

As the acolyte enters the room, the wall on the right has a niche near the left end, 

as seen in the engraving done from a watercolor at the time of excavation (Figure 36). To 

the left of the niche is a painting of the Egyptian god Bes, while the larger right side has a 

more complex array of figures. There we see Isis at the top left depicted in a 

representation of the founding myth for the 7avigium Isidis (Figure 37). She is in a boat 

on the Nile towing another boat that carries the square casket within which the body of 
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Osiris was trapped by his wicked brother Seth (the Greek Typhon).249 Flanking this scene 

are two busts usually described by scholars as Sarapis.250 However, in this context it is 

possible these are personifications of the Nile River since they are missing the usual 

modius headgear of Sarapis and are instead wearing wreaths topped with a lotus.251  

Beneath this is a scene of two bearded and crested snakes flanking a small altar 

that holds a cista mystica decorated with a crescent. The flanking snakes are often seen in 

domestic lararia. According to Boyce, the serpents are the Genii loci, guardians of the 

sacred space where they are represented.252 In this case they are protecting the sacrarium 

as well as the cista mystica over which they hover. The cista mystica is “a box holding 

secret things and concealing within it the hidden attributes of the sublime faith.”253 

According to Plutarch it held a golden casket into which Nile water was poured during 

fertility festivals in Egypt.254 The people shouted “Osiris has been found!” They then 

mixed in earth, spices and incense with the water and formed it into a crescent-shaped 

figure. The cista mystica is thus a symbol of the Isiac devotee’s hope of resurrection. 
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Combined with the scene of Isis retrieving the body of Osiris, this section of the mural 

depicts the cult’s promise of, and the initiate’s hopes for eternal life. 

The west wall contains a scene of Isis and Sarapis enthroned between additional 

depictions of serpents (Figure 38). On the left side a lioness lies next to Isis, as two 

snakes twist around poles and reach for a wreath under angled poles that form a sort of 

gable or aedicule. To the right of Sarapis, a serpent climbs a tree, while two cobras rear 

up on each side of the god. The repetition of snakes must surely be significant here. They 

allude to both Egyptian religion and Pompeian domestic shrines and represent rebirth 

because of the shedding of their skins. They may also allude to the conflated deities, Isis-

Thermouthis, the latter a corn and fertility goddess, and Sarapis-Agathodaimon, whose 

snake images are known from other contexts.255    

Also seen on the sacrarium walls are images of animals, including a lion, a coiled 

cobra, an ibis and a vulture, a bull, and a baboon, which Sampaolo refers to as chthonic 

animals.256 Swetnam-Burland contextualizes them as similar to those in painted 

paradeisoi in domestic garden and peristyle settings where lararia were often located, but 

the sacrarium includes only animals from Egypt.257 The figures are thus multivalent 

evocations of both the land of Isis and domestic religious settings. Remnants of several 

statues and figures were also discovered in this room, including an Egyptian faience 

figure found near the wall niche and a terracotta sphinx.258  
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Another feature of the room is a cistern or tank to the left inside the door in the 

southeast corner, which seems to have been overlooked by Wild in his study of water in 

Isis worship.259 A storeroom at the southwest corner of the sacrarium contained marble 

female heads, fragments of statues, and the bearded head, feet and phallus of a male 

statue. Another find that may be significant for the rituals that took place here is no fewer 

than fifty-eight lamps and some iron rods that the excavators surmised could be used to 

hang the lamps.260 Perhaps these lamps could have been used during the ritual to 

illuminate the sacrarium or another room with a “great light” such as that shown by 

Kevin Clinton to be a central element in the rituals at Eleusis and at Samothrace.261 

The experience of the initiate in the sacrarium may begin with additional 

cleansings and ritual ablutions performed with water from the cistern. There would 

probably be fragrant incense burning to heighten the sensory experience. The initiate may 

be sequestered in the room for a time with small lamps flickering on the images portrayed 

there as he absorbs all he has seen and learned and prays to the goddess. Then the priests 

and priestesses would enter and begin the ritual, which could include a recitation of the 

tale of Isis and Osiris, perhaps in song accompanied by the sounds of sistra as the 

significance of the frescoes is further elucidated by myth. The cista mystica would be 

brought in and ritual dance and motions would be performed around it. Then, perhaps in 

conjunction with the sudden illumination of many lamps, the contents of the cista mystica 
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are revealed with a flourish. The participants would all loudly chant something such as 

the refrain, “Osiris has been found!”         

All of these actions would serve to heighten the sensory awareness and emotions 

of the participants. Having fasted for the ten days as prescribed, this multisensory 

experience could result in an altered mental state as the autonomic nervous system 

responds.262 But sensory arousal alone is not enough to create an advanced state of ritual 

ecstasy; there needs to be a cognitive response as well.263 The initiate would recall the 

images he has seen and the mythic resolution proposed by the Osirian resurrection. His 

brain and emotions would both be activated. As Newberg writes, “The synthesis of these 

two elements—the sheer neurological function and the meaningful cultural content—is 

the true source of the ritual’s power.”264 The initiate is now primed for an experience of 

epiphany.  

Epiphany of Isis  

Isis as the goddess of magic who performs miraculous healings and 

transformations is at the heart of the tale by Apuleius. At the start of Book XI, Lucius, 

trapped in the body of an ass, wakes from his slumber in fear. He goes to the sea and 

ritually cleanses himself: “Seven times I plunged my head under the waves, since the 

divine Pythagoras pronounce that number to be very specially suitable in sacred rites.” 

He then prays with “pitiable wailings” to Isis.265 He ritually and repetitively recites many 

of the names by which the goddess is known and begins to fall asleep. It is then that 
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Lucius is granted a vision of the goddess, an epiphany of her “radiant image” rising like 

the moon, which addresses him “with divine voice.”266 His rapid rhythmic actions of 

performative ritual as he washes and prays, accompanied by his overwrought emotions, 

lead to maximum arousal of the limbic system, creating what scientists call quiescent 

breakthrough which generates a powerful unitary experience that may lead to mystical 

visions.267 Perhaps by utilizing the clues provided by Lucius, we can reconstruct the 

epiphanic vision of the Isiac devotee. 

Isis tells Lucius that his “day of salvation” has arrived if he follows her 

instructions and then dedicates his life to her “to the limit of your last breath,” after which 

he will dwell in the Elysian Fields.268 The following day he does as the deity commanded 

him, eating from the wreath of roses carried by the Isiac priest in the procession. His 

animal form is immediately transformed back into a man, to the wonder and amazement 

of the throng who naturally take it as a “manifest token of the deity’s highest power.”269 

Thereafter Lucius rents quarters within the temple of Isis and begins the process of 

initiation into her service, all the while “being blessed by the vision and counsel of the 

goddess” in the nights.270 These continuous dream experiences of Lucius may be similar 

to the lesser mystical state described earlier. Finally the time of his initiation into the 

mysteries arrives and as evening approaches Lucius is led by the priest into the shrine of 

the goddess. At this point in his lively and detailed narrative Apuleius disappoints us by 
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saying that to reveal what was said and done next would not be lawful, yet he offers a 

tantalizing glimpse of the experience of the initiate: 

 I approached the boundary of death and treading on Proserpine’s   

  threshold, I was carried through all the elements, after which I returned. At 

  dead of night I saw the sun flashing with bright effulgence. I approached  

  close to the gods above and the gods below and worshipped them face to  

  face.271 

The initiatory experience of Lucius/Apuleius was a transformative one that may 

have contained elements of trance or mystical union such as that described by mystics 

throughout history. As we have seen, it is possible that our initiate could have been led 

through a similar experience in the sacrarium of the Temple of Isis at Pompeii. Upon 

completion of the revelatory initiation in the sacrarium, the procession could continue 

along the south portico of the sanctuary and gather in front of the temple where the 

initiate could gaze upon the cult statues.  

Plutarch tells us that Isis infused the experiences of wisdom and bravery from her 

contests and struggles with Seth into her sacred rites with “images, suggestions and 

representations” to give encouragement to men and hope for immortality.272 A papyrus 

dating to the second century A.D. lists the many names of Isis and declares, “Those who 

invoke thee in their trust in thee see thee.”273 Griffiths emphasizes the mystical union 

with the goddess as the fulcrum of Lucius’s spiritual rebirth, and Apuleius writes that his 
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adoration of Isis leads to “the ineffable pleasure of the image of the goddess.”274 These 

sources all point to the vital importance of vision for the initiate in the cult of Isis.  

The repetitive visual images seen in the sanctuary at Pompeii, accompanied by the 

priest’s explanations and the performativity of the art itself and of the initiation ritual 

would enable the initiate to abduct or comprehend the agency of the art and architecture 

of the sanctuary. Combined with the performative ritual, they work on the brain of the 

beholder to affect a neurological experience of emotional arousal and cognitive 

understanding. The brain then enters a hyperquiescent state that is experienced as 

religious awe and unity which can generate visions and the sense of the presence of the 

god.275 The attention association area in the frontal lobe of the brain shuts off any input to 

the right orientation association area in the parietal lobe other than the image of the 

goddess, which causes the image to enlarge in the mind. The left orientation area then 

shuts down as well, causing the mind to experience a softening of the boundaries of self, 

leading to the mystical union of the beholder with the object of the gaze. This is the 

epiphany of Isis, stimulated by the art and architecture of the sanctuary.  

Nock describes the experience of Lucius in the Metamorphoses as “the high-water 

mark of the piety which grew out of the mystery religions.”276 Apuleius tells us that Isis 

has power over the gates of hell and the guarantee of life and that initiation into her cult 

“was performed in the manner of a voluntary death and of a life obtained by grace.”277  
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The author refers to Lucius twice as renatus, born again, and we can indeed see that his 

life is transformed by this experience from one who behaved like an ass to a devoted and 

pious follower of Isis.278  Griffiths points out that the religious experience of Lucius, and 

hence of Apuleius if the work is autobiographical, has the stamp of authenticity to it.279  

The Temple of Isis at Pompeii, like other Isiac sanctuaries, was designed with the 

experience of the initiate in mind. Bianchi writes that at Isiac shrines “form reinforced 

their function…a theatrically-staged epiphany of the divine.”280 Turcan states that “The 

decorative context disoriented people’s senses” and “intrigued his [the worshipper’s] 

curiosity.”281 Swetnam-Burland considers that the temple’s decorations function to 

“provide a stage for the ritual.”282 We have seen how this staged theatricality of the 

sanctuary and the performativity of the art and ritual combined to create a total sensory 

arousal that led to a neurological experience of epiphany for the worshipper of Isis at 

Pompeii. 
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CO(CLUSIO(S  

Two disparate sites have been investigated in order to create an understanding of 

the nature of religious images in ancient Pompeii. Through close contextualization and 

the application of a theory of visual epiphany to the Temple of Isis and the Compitum 

with the Mural of the Twelve Gods, we have seen that each of these locations could 

generate a very different experience for the religious participant who engages with its 

visual images. The complexity of the mythic structure and ritual in the Isis cult is 

matched by the extensive visual program of the enclosed sanctuary, designed to lead to a 

sensory and cognitive experience of mystical union and epiphany so profound that the 

initiate was forbidden to reveal its nature. On the other hand, the very public Compitalia 

held at the street side Mural of the Twelve Gods, with its multiple deities depicted on one 

wall, could lead the participant to an epiphany grounded more in a shared sensory 

experience of ritual. Both sites used performative ritual which activated the agency of the 

art and architecture to create sensory and cognitive arousal in the mind of the participant. 

This arousal could lead to the neurological experience of the holy and the perception of 

divine epiphany in the viewer.      
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APPE(DIX 

 
Figure 1-Gell’s Art Nexus. After Gell, 29. 
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Figure 2-After New York Times, 1911 

 

 

Figure 3-Photo of Via dell’ Abbondanza during excavations. After Pompei: Pitture e 

mosaici, 1990, Vol. IX, 162. 
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Figure 4-Shrine of the Twelve Gods, Photograph from 1911. After Pompei: Pitture e 

mosaici, 1990, Vol. IX, p.163. 

 
Figure 5-Shrine of the Twelve Gods. Artist’s watercolor in 1911. After Spinazzola. 

Pompei alla luce degli scavi nuovi di Via dell'Abbondanza  

(anni 1910-1923), 1953. 
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Figure 6-Modern View of IX.11.1. After 

Pompeii in Pictures 

http://pompeiiinpictures.com 

 
Figure 7-Jupiter, Juno, Mars, Minerva, 

Hercules, Venus. After Pompei: Pitture e 

mosaici, 1990, Vol. IX, p.164.  

Figure 8-Algiers Relief. After Kuttner, 

1995, Figure 6.  

 

Figure 9- Ara Pietatas Augustus. After 

Zanker, 1990, Figure 86. 
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Figure 10-Boscoreale Cup. After 

Kuttner, 1995, Figure 2. 

 
Figure 11-Mercury, Proserpine, Vulcan, 

Ceres, Apollo, Diana. After Pompei: Pitture e 

mosaici, 1990, Vol. IX, p.164. 

Figure 12-Twelve Gods mural from the House of the Graces, Pompeii. After  Lexicon 

Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae: (LIMC), “Dei Consentes”. 

Figure 13-Elevation of IX.11. After Spinnazola, Pompei alla luce degli scavi nuovi di Via 

dell'Abbondanza (anni 1910-1923), 1953. 
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Figure 14-Plan of I.7.1. After Pompei: 

Pitture e mosaici, 1990, Vol. I. 

 

 
Figure 15-Plan of IX.11. After Pompei: 

Pitture e mosaici, 1990. 

Figure 16-Thermopolium of Asellina. 

After DASE Figure 17-Moregene fresco. After McManus, 

VRoma.org 

 

Figure 18-Altar of the Vicomagistri. 

After DASE 
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Figure 19-Map of Pompeii. Renfrew, Colin and Paul Bahn. Archaeology: Theories, 

Methods, and Practice. 2nd ed. Thames and Hudson, New York, 1996. After Digital 

Archive Services-DASE. 
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Figure 20-Plan of the Temple of Isis, Pompeii. After Alla ricerca di Iside. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 21-Sistra and cymbals used in ceremonies at Temple of Isis. National 

Archaeological Museum of Naples. Photo Credit: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, N.Y. After 

ARTstor. 
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Figure 22-Proposed initiate route through enclosure 

 

 
 

Figure 23-Temple of Isis, Pompeii, view from sanctuary entrance. After Pompeii: Pitture 

e mosaici, 1990, Vol. VIII, 736. 
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Figure 24-Virtual reconstruction. After “Virtual Theater District,” 

http://artscool.cfa.cmu.edu/~hemef/pompeii/downloads.html 
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Figure 25-Portico Fourth style decoration examples. National Archaeological Museum of 

Naples. After Pompeii: pitture e mosaici and Alla ricerca di Iside. 
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Figure 26-Harpocrates painting from niche in east portico. National Archaeological 

Museum of Naples. After Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, 1990, Vol. VIII, 758. 

 

 
Figure 27-Temple elevation and plan showing decoration. Engraving of C. Nolli from 

drawing of F. La Vega, 1764. National Archaeological Museum of Naples. After Pompei: 

Pitture e mosaici, 1990, Vol. VIII, 785. 
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Figure 28-Nilometer with main altar. After Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, 1990, Vol. VIII, 

798. 
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Figure 29- Nilometer scenes with Venus/Mars and Perseus/Andromeda. Engraving of C. 

Nolli from drawing of F. La Vega, 1764. National Archaeological Museum of Naples. 

After Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, 1990, Vol. VIII, 802. 
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Figure 30-Various scenes of sacred landscape and Isiac devotees. National 

Archaeological Museum of Naples. After Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, 1990, Vol. VIII. 
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Figure 31-Marble statue of Isis from northwest corner of portico. National 

Archaeological Museum of Naples. Photo Credit: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, N.Y. After 

ARTstor. 

 

 
 

Figure 32-Marble Isis head from acrolithic statue in ekklesiasterion. National 

Archaeological Museum of Naples. Photo Credit: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, N.Y. After 

ARTstor. 
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Figure 33-South wall of ekklesiasterion. Engraving of F. Imperato from the design of 

Chiantarelli. National Archaeological Museum of Naples. After Alla ricerca di Iside, 

1992, Tav. XVI. 
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Figure 34-Isis receiving Io at Canopus. National Archaeological Museum of Naples. 

After Alla ricerca di Iside, 1992, Tav.X. 
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Figure 35-Nilotic scene from ekklesiasterion with sarcophagus of Osiris. National 

Archaeological Museum of Naples. After Alla ricerca di Iside, 1992, Tav. XIII. 
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Figure 36-North wall of sacrarium, Engraving of N. Billy from drawing of G. Casanova. 

National Archaeological Museum of Naples. After Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, Vol. VIII, 

1990, 813. 

 
 

Figure 37-Painting from north wall of sacrarium. National Archaeological Museum of 

Naples. After Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, Vol. VIII, 1990, 815. 
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Figure 38-West wall of sacrarium. Engraving of Fiorillo from the drawing of D. 

Casanova. National Archaeological Museum of Naples. After Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, 

Vol. VIII, 1990, 820. 
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