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Chapter 16

Total Sensory Experience in Isiac Cults: Mimesis, 
Alterity, and Identity

Antón Alvar Nuño, Jaime Alvar Ezquerra, and Clelia Martínez Maza

1 Introduction

Since becoming a central topic of research in the humanities, the role of sen-
sory perceptions as identity markers has proven to be an especially productive 
field of analysis. As Trnka, Dureau, and Park stress,

[…] the work of differentiation is not only expressed through discursive 
and juridical demarcations of rights, boundaries, and conflicting person-
hoods: indeed, the viscerality of feelings of cultural distance conjoins 
corporeality, sentiment, practice, and the senses, intensifying deeply 
embodied ideas. This, in turn, lends a sense of moral weight to claims of 
right and inclusion.1

It is indisputable that the activation of the senses in specific contexts enhances 
the fixing of memories which, in turn, promote the configuration of collective 
identities of belonging or social exclusion, whether through the collective rec-
ognition of a social status differentiated on the basis of established sensory 
stimuli,2 or through the association of certain sensory stimuli with particular 
religious or ethnic values.3 Yet the participation of the senses in identity build-
ing is not restricted to noting general binary oppositions like “the poor smell 
badly and the rich good”.

With this in mind, our intention here is to analyse how the senses par-
ticipated in the identity-configuration processes of the Isiac cult at the end 
of the Republic and during the Principate. The post-Said paradigm has cast 
doubt on the suitability of the category of “oriental religions” for identifying a 

1 Trnka, Dureau, and Park 2013, 4–5.
2 See, for example, Classen 1992, 133–166; 2005, 70–84; Classen, Howes, and Synnott 1994.
3 See, for example, the contributions in Harvey and Hughes (eds.) 2018; McGuire 2016, 152–162; 

Taussig 2009; the compilation of papers in Religion through the Senses, Numen 54.4 (2007); 
Stoller 1997; Sullivan 1986, 1–33.
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range of cults, including that of Isis, so we do not intend to use this aspect of 
identity formation to confront or interrogate the vague notions of “Western” 
and “Oriental” in their sensory dimensions.4 In other words, it does not seem 
appropriate to try to establish and systematise the sensory markers proper to 
the generic category of “oriental cults” as opposed to those pertaining to an 
alleged Roman tradition. In other chapters in this volume, the authors suggest 
that each one of the new cults for which a roughly oriental background can be 
detected has a distinct sensory output.5 Our approach here is different. The 
archaeological evidence does not reveal radical differences between the aro-
mata or food offerings in the temples of the gens isiaca compared to those of 
any other cult. Of course, visualism is a clear differentiating marker, but even 
the architecture of temples and the aesthetics of statues generally undergo 
modifications that strip off the pre-Hellenistic Egyptian character of the cult, 
due to different artistical, technical or infrastructural reasons. On the other 
hand, there are sensory outputs that are without doubt exclusive to the cult of 
the gens isiaca. First, the priests are systematically described as being dressed 
in exotic clothing, even if we have to consider that such descriptions seem to 
be a topos.6 In addition, the sonority of the cult leaves no room for doubt about 
its character: the chants and the use of the sistrum were recognisable as exclu-
sive of the cult of the gens isiaca.7 It is the double game of, on the one hand, 
mimesis – the adaptation of the cult to the political, social, and cultural varia-
tions of Roman imperialism – and, on the other, alterity – the preservation of a 
“genuine” exotic identity – engaged in by the cult of Isis and her paredroi that 
will be the subject of our analysis here.8

Although, as will be seen, there was a dialectical determination among 
some intellectual sectors of Roman society to highlight the religious alterity of 
the cults devoted to the gens isiaca, there was also an effort to stress the formal 
opposition – part of which was manifested in sensory terms – between foreign 
cults and Roman cults. The discourse aimed at exacerbating the differences 

4 It is not for us to enter the discussion on the deconstruction of Franz Cumont’s category 
of “Oriental Religions”. Today, the notions of Oriental Religions or “Mysteric Cults” are 
untenable in the way they were conceived (See Bonnet, Rüpke, Scarpi 2006, and Bonnet, 
Pirenne-Delforge, Praet 2009). Nevertheless, the presence of deities coming from “Orient” in 
the Roman Empire has given rise to a new perspective based on the swinging between exoti-
cism and cultural adaptation in a process of “romanisation” (Alvar, 2008 and 2017), as well as 
the “orientalisation” of Roman gods (Versluys 2013).

5 Cf. the contributions of Rebeca Rubio and Rosa Sierra-Israel Campos in this volume.
6 Beaurin 2018; Bricault 2018, conclusion nº 8.
7 Bricault and Veymiers 2018.
8 This is what Alvar (2008) and Versluys (2013) have confronted from the different perspectives 

of Romanising Oriental Gods and Orientalising Roman Gods.
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between the one and the other was not entirely successful. It did affect some 
socio-cultural milieus, especially the conservative circles represented in the 
literary tradition, but most of the population nevertheless accepted without 
complaint the cohabitation of the new gods with the old. At the same time, the 
progressive acceptance of “Egyptian” cults incited a clear intentionality of con-
trol by the authorities. Their followers or, more precisely, the officials of their 
cults, promoted an insertion of their rituals into actions and behaviours that 
were considered positively in cultural terms. It is here that we find the cults 
attempting to manage a difficult balancing act between keeping their attrac-
tively foreign image and successfully integrating into the established order. 
The central location of the temples of the gens isiaca in the cities of the Empire 
are proof of their integration into the urban structures. By the same token, 
their gods were also integrated within the religious pantheons of the cities. But 
there seems to have been no consistent approach: some temples stress their 
exoticism by investing heavily in Egyptianising aesthetics while others seem 
to be more discreet.9 We are, then, able to recognise and take note of cases in 
which worshippers clearly chose to identify their cult as something different 
from the other cults of the city, as well as, by contrast, other cases in which this 
does not seem to have been a goal that was pursued. It might well be the case 
that local variants respond to local circumstances, and we may, thus, be able 
to historicise them in the way expressed by Versluys as “making meaning with 
Egypt”.10 The reception of the cult of the gens isiaca in the Roman world gave 
rise to a myriad of interpretations that depended on the social condition of 
the devotees, the place of the cult praxis, and/or the historical contexts within 
which the cult was introduced.11 But there are also cases for which we simply 
do not have sufficient information to allow us to know whether a stress on the 
Egyptian character of the cult was voluntary or not; the elements of religious 
identity differentiation may have been clear enough for the worshippers and 
their urban community, even if we can no longer recognise them from our his-
torically constrained vantage point.

9  Mol and Versluys 2015.
10  Versluys 2012.
11  Cf. the recent publication, both monumental and uneven, of Nagel 2019. The reception 

processes during the Roman Empire are only partially dealt with in this volume, despite 
the title of the book. In relation to the Iberian Peninsula, the author only pays attention 
to pre-Roman sources, the validity of which as religious testimonies has been questioned. 
There is not a single word in the whole book related to the interesting introductory action 
to the cult of Isis in Emporion or Carthago Nova during the Republican period. On this 
latter topic, see Alvar 2012 and https://www.uc3m.es › gens-isiaca.
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2 Focusing on the Cult of Isis

The different forms of appropriation of the cult nurtured diverse cultural mem-
ories to the extent of creating varied sets of information in which their exotic 
and distant character could coexist with another character that was more 
familiar and closer to home. This process depended on two essential factors, 
the first relating to the foundational agenda that established an architectural 
and decorative programme prone to transformation over time, and the sec-
ond pertaining to the attitude of the cult followers, namely their willingness 
to evoke some or other aspect of the cult at a given time. The senses evidently 
formed part of the complex of elements that shaped the cultural memory of 
the cult and were, therefore, resorted to in a range of different ways.

Before moving on to consider the details of the ways in which the senses 
were used, it will be useful first to clarify a number of issues concerning the 
concepts of identity and cultural memory on which we draw in this chapter. 
One of the most important aspects of both personal and collective or insti-
tutional identity-building processes is the way in which these processes are 
reformulated whenever they are activated in a new context or come into con-
tact with other identities.12 By means of an analogy with language functions, 
it has been acknowledged in the scholarly literature that the building of a spe-
cific identity is grounded in the relationships that the relevant individual or 
collective establishes with others, on the basis of which meanings are defined 
and attributed. In this connection, identity emerges in fields of action that 
require the creation of narratives, of explanations, in order to give meaning 
to the social context in which it develops. Insofar as each identity is defined in 
accordance with, or by reference to, others in each one of the social spheres in 
which it intervenes, the relational position occupied by each identity involves 
establishing a number of boundaries between other identities on the line. This 
implies the influence of regimes of control in the set of interactions between 
some identities and others, or the production and distribution of cultural 
devices the combination of which establishes the semantic codes that define 
each identity in each context.13

12  Baumann and Gingrich 2004; White 2008, 1–19. In this aspect it is very interesting the 
approach by Florence Dupont and her concept of “alterité incluse”: phénomène d’appro-
priation de l’autre en conservant ou exaspérant son altérité afin de construire sa propre iden-
tité (Dupont 2005, 257).

13  As shown by Woolf (1998) and more recently in the collective volume edited by Hales 
and Hodos (2009), specifically the theoretical frameworks of part I and the afterword by 
David Mattingly.
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The creation of narratives that define identity, together with the cultural 
devices employed to sustain it, fosters a cultural memory that forms part of the 
encyclopaedia of collective knowledge. No individual is capable of embrac-
ing all the cultural knowledge generated by the infinite casuistry that pro-
vokes social interaction, so recourse is made to mental models or patterns that 
organise action and thought in stereotyped sequences.14 The reliance on such 
models leads to the creation of identity descriptors which, while appearing 
to be functionally homogeneous and coherent, are, in reality, so complex and 
ambiguous15 that, depending on the social context, some anthropologists have 
preferred to redefine the whole concept of culture as a repertoire of representa-
tions linked together in an imprecise manner.16 By the same token, the asym-
metric capacity of the actors to access and manage cultural memory in order 
to establish differentiated identities means that the same signifier may have 
different meanings at the same time, or that these may be manipulated to set-
tle circumstantial or local concerns, or to satisfy specific ideological interests.17

Cultural historians and anthropologists have assumed that the senses are 
not exclusively physiological. They are an active part of communication pro-
cesses to the extent that they themselves become fields of action through 
which individuals position themselves as subjects in the world. Given their 
position as part of the communication system, it is justifiable to include the 
senses in the analysis of the narratives created in the construction of iden-
tity discourses.18 In this regard, the sensorium of the Isiac cults in the Roman 
Empire was an integral system of communication. Part of this system was con-
stituted by the different identity-building processes that allowed a variety of 
levels of perception of the cult depending, for instance, on the degree of the 
spatial involvement of the individual who entered a temple.19

In this chapter, we have opted to employ the concept of “total sensory expe-
rience” because we take it that, in line with the claims of Renaud Barbaras and 

14  Cf. Bartlett 1995 (1932), who analysed how Westerners reconstructed traditional Native 
American tales by adapting the structures and attributions in contrast to the expectations 
of their Western worldview.

15  Castells 1997; Tilly 1998.
16  Swidler 1986, 273–86; Hannerz 1996.
17  In the way of the debate concerning the ‘collective/communicative memory’ and ‘cultural 

identity’ (Assmann 1995, 125–133; Assmann 2011) and its development (i.e. Donald, 2017).
18  On the semiotics of the body in general, see Landowski 2005; Fusaroli, Demuru, and 

Borghi (eds.) 2009. Regarding the study of the body and the senses in cognitive linguis-
tics, see Rohrer 2007, 25–47. In relation to the “mindful body”, see Çsordas 1994 and 2008, 
110–121.

19  We follow here the definition of sensorium offered in the introduction to this volume,  
cf. pp. 1–3.
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others, there is a “principle of association” of the senses, which is to say that the 
senses are activated in conjunction with others and interact with each other.20 
By choosing to engage in an inclusive analysis here, we avoid having to enter 
into the debates surrounding the taxonomic consideration of the senses. The 
discussion revolving around what can be regarded as senses, in addition to the 
establishment of hierarchies between some senses and others, are issues that 
have no bearing on our object of study. By the same token, we are aware of 
the significance of the study of interoceptors and proprioceptors – the chan-
nels through which individuals become aware of their own bodies – for such 
topics as the perception of pain in relation to the healing aspect of Isiac cult. 
However, in the present chapter we have focused on the study of the receptors 
that connect the body with the outside world, i.e. the so-called “exterocep-
tors”, which term groups together the five classical senses of sight, touch, taste, 
smell, and hearing.21

As will be seen, the elements of the Isiac cults devoted to stimulating the 
senses are, to a significant extent, identifiable. They have also been the subject 
of interpretive speculation by observers, both ancient commentators and mod-
ern scholars, who have included them in discussions of particular approaches 
to the cult, mediated by a whole series of ideological, identity, experiential, 
and phenomenological components. The attention paid to the description 
of the colours of the goddess’ vestments provides a fine example of the vari-
ety of different attitudes that ancient observers might have towards the same 
sensory output.22 In contrast to the defining element of the cosmic nature of 
Isis, who is all light,23 the chromatic formalisation of her divine radiance var-
ies. Plutarch, for example, merely points rather laconically to the fact that the 
inclusive nature of the goddess, who embodies both light and darkness, day 
and night, fire and water, life and death, alpha and omega, is represented by 
her wearing different coloured vestments,24 without going into further detail 
regarding the colours. Apuleius, by contrast, specifies how the colours of her 
tunic range from white through saffron to a vivid crimson, encompassed by 

20  Barbaras 2009; Le Breton 2006, 19–28. A helpful state-of-the-art in Porcello, Meintjes, 
Ochoa, and Samuels 2010, 51–66 at 56–59.

21  In a way, we understand that references to the interoceptors are more closely related to 
the individual experience, even though its forms of expression are subject to collective 
sanctioning, while the exteroceptors contribute more to the construction and formalisa-
tion of a shared reality of the cult through its dynamic processes of alterity and mimesis.

22  Apul. Met. 11.3.4; cf. Alvar and de la Vega 2000, 49–60, on the Isis garment colours specifi-
cally 54; on the Isiac palette, see Grand-Clément 2018, 340–365.

23  Apul. Met. 11.1.2; see Philae Hymns V and VI; cf. Žabkar 1983, 115–126, and 1988.
24  Plut. De Is. et Os. 382C.
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the black of the cloak covering the tunic.25 The fact that the external cloak is 
specifically black has an inherent logic in the hierarchy of chromatism; the 
colour black, as the accumulation or combination of all other colours, serves as 
an ideal signifier for the epithet myrionyma, which qualifies the henotheistic 
character of the goddess.

For the informed observer, the chromatic palette that makes it possible to 
identify the goddess also evokes accounts that describe the cult’s belief system. 
In this respect, the palette constitutes a differential marker in comparison to 
the mythical tenets of other deities. That said, the highlighting of some colours 
to the detriment of others implies the existence of connotations that enable 
their comparison with the symbolic meaning of those same colours in the 
hegemonic cultural system.26

So, then, and as will be stressed below, the identification and description 
of the Isiac sensorium simultaneously combines different interpretive levels 
that engender the dynamic, variable, and situational condition of its identity, 
bringing together apparently contradictory opposites. In the present chapter, 
our goal is to highlight two of these levels: the alterity and mimetic capacity of 
the sensorium.

Depending on the intentionality of the observer-participant in the rituals 
devoted to the gens isiaca, the perception of sensory stimuli makes it pos-
sible to stress the foreign, exotic, and oriental character of the sensations 
or, alternatively, to emphasise that this sensory ecosystem is adapted to the 
religious realities of the Empire. A number of descriptors form part of what 
might be called the “cultural memory” of the Isiac cults, or, following Versluys’ 
view, its ‘mnemohistory’.27 The selective recourse to some aspects of the 
poly-sensoriality of the cult as opposed to others can be explained by refer-
ence to the socio-cultural context in which they are highlighted. At the same 
time, just as the recipients of stimuli make a biased selection among these 
aspects, which they then reinterpret in accordance with their own existential 
experience, so too are the messages conveyed by the regimes of control rein-
terpreted by cult followers who are educated in the framework of their local 
environments, into which Isiac sensoriality was integrated. These modes of 
interpretation and reinterpretation all form part of the complex process of 
the marginalisation and integration of the cult at Rome and elsewhere in its 

25  Apul. Met. 11.3.20–4.7: Tunica multicolor, bysso tenui pertexta, nunc albo candore lucida, 
nunc croceo flore lutea, nunc roseo rubore flammida et, quae longe longeque etiam meum 
confutabat optutum, palla nigerrima splendescens atro nitore […].

26  Alvar and de la Vega 2000, 49–60.
27  Versluys 2017, 274–293.
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empire. This dialectical and non-linear process is affected by a multiplicity 
of factors, such as individual action, gender and dependency relations, social 
pressure, social networks, political power, and the historical contingencies of 
different cities and territories.28 As a consequence, the intentionality of the 
religious agent is determined by the relational action of their context, which 
has an impact on the individual’s preferred choices or their perception of 
reality.29 There is no incongruity in the variability; the phenomenon of local-
isms has to be analysed in a way that goes beyond the limits of their specific 
geographical situations. What is required is a more totalising perspective.30

3 Sensory Experience and Alterity

One of the defining elements of Roman morality, deeply rooted in the collec-
tive memory since the Republican era, was the virtue of austerity ( frugalitas). 
For Roman historiography, moral decline with regard to frugalitas began with 
the expansion of Roman political control in the Mediterranean and, above all, 
in the East. For Livy, “the seed of foreign luxury was introduced into Rome 
by the Asian army”31 on the occasion of the celebration of Gnaeus Manlius 
Vulso’s triumph on March 5 186 BCE. However, he goes on to add that “those 
details that began to stand out at the time were merely the seeds of the luxury 
to come”.32

The Roman propaganda campaign against fatuous and dissolute Hellenistic 
luxury stretched out from the capital to reach Egypt. This took place with par-
ticular force from the moment the land of the Nile became embroiled in the 
confrontation between Mark Anthony and Octavian in 41 BCE, but the process 
may have begun as early as the time of Pompey the Great.33 With the goal of 
shaping public opinion at Rome so as to undermine support for his political 
rival, Octavian famously launched a campaign aimed at the exaltation of tra-
ditional Roman values while simultaneously decrying the seduction of Mark 
Anthony by the charms of an “Egyptian” queen who had driven him to vice 
and perversion. Ovid’s sentence linking illicit sex with Isis is paradigmatic of 

28  Alvar 1991, 71–90; 1994a, pp. 73–84; Alvar 1994b, 275–293.
29  Alvar 2018, 221–247.
30  This has been the aim of the Isis conferences organised by Bricault and Versluys (Bricault, 

Versluys, Meyboom 2007; Bricault and Versluys 2010 and 2014) and, more rencetly, by 
Gasparini and Veymiers (2019).

31  Liv. 39.6.7: luxuriae enim peregrinae origo ab exercitu Asiatico invecta in urbem est.
32  Liv. 39.6.9: Vix tamen illa quae tum conspiciebantur, semina erant futurae luxuriae.
33  As suggested by Gasparini 2018, 79–98.
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Octavian’s programme: nec fuge linigerae Memphitica templa iuvencae: multa 
illa facit, quod fuit ipsa Iovi (Ars am. 1.78).34 Anti-Egyptian propaganda takes 
shape in the image of the gluttony of the priests of Isis and her followers, the 
exact opposite of Roman frugalitas, an image that becomes a repeated object 
of mockery.35 The insatiability of Isis’ followers is still present nearly 400 years 
later in the writings of Jerome (CVII, 10), who depicts them as devouring pheas-
ants and doves while avoiding the pollution of Ceres’ fruit.36

During the military clash between Rome and the Hellenistic monarchies, 
and the parallel identification of a romanitas that was contrasted with oriental 
values, the senses played a role in shaping the differentiation between religio 
romana and aliena superstitio. Despite the fact that there is no precise doc-
trinal apparatus of Roman religion, its most conservative representatives pre-
sented a polarised picture of the cultural complexity of the Roman world in 
order to stress values such as austerity, discipline, self-control, and gravitas.37 
The ideal Roman citizen was supposed to be sparing in “the use of ointments, 
the dressing of food, and the refinement of the body”,38 and had to conduct his 
interactions with the gods in a like manner. The heavy aromata coming from 
overseas, the excess of wine in rituals, noise, dancing and shouting at night, 
showy and exuberant offerings, or excessive physical contact with the divine 
images – which could lead to incestuous or promiscuous relationships in the 
form of an epiphany – were also the archetypical sensory descriptors of foreign 
religions and moral exempla of what lay beyond the bounds of acceptable reli-
gious behaviour.39 Ultimately, the overburdened apparatus of sensory stimu-
lation that foreign cults were said to exploit could be held up as representative 

34  Hekster 2017, 47–60 against the term ‘propaganda’.
35  Alvar 1993, 129–140.
36  By Jerome’s time, this image was just a topos. We do not have contemporary 

self-representations of Isis followers, who certainly would not depict themselves in such 
terms. In relation to the Isiac ethic and its perception by Roman intellectuals, see Alvar 
2008, 177–192; Orlin 2008, 231–253; Malaise 2011, 185–199. Malaise established the founda-
tions of the relationship between the cult of Isis and political power during the Principate 
of Augustus.

37  Skidmore 1996, 53–84.
38  Cic. Nat. D. 2.146: ad quos sensus capiendos et perfruendos plures etiam quam vellem artes 

repertae sunt; perspicuum est enim quo conpositiones unguentorum, quo ciborum condi-
tiones, quo corporum lenocinia processerint. An overview of the Roman system of values 
can be found in Alvar 2008, 149–154.

39  Verg. Buc. 404; Ov. Fast. 1.337–347 and Arn. Adv. nat. 7.26 recreate an ancient Roman reli-
gion in which only local herbs are burned. De Romanis 1997, 221–230 shows through a 
semantic study of the term tus how the use of incense coming from the Arabian Peninsula 
was already commonplace in archaic Rome. Pers. Sat. 2 is a clear example of what was to 
be expected of an upright Roman citizen.
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of the moral laxity that had spread through the Vrbs.40 For the advocates of 
the mos maiorum, it was embarrassing that a magistrate of the Roman peo-
ple donned the vestments of the gens isiaca,41 or that a Roman matron broke 
her marital vows of chastity and obedience because of the fraud of an alleged 
epiphany of the god Anubis,42 or that she might bring her husband to financial 
ruin in order to travel to Egypt, collect water from the Nile, and carry it back 
to Rome.43

Nonetheless, the accounts that make an effort to present an austere, clean 
image of a Roman religion with a distinct and differentiated sensory ecosystem 
of its own constitute only one of multiple competing and overlapping identity 
narratives based on religious alterity. Thus, at the same time as a canonical dis-
course of religio romana was being created, an attraction to the so-called “for-
eign cults” spread its way throughout society. In the specific case of the cult of 
Isis at Rome, there may have been private chapels in the city from the middle 
of the 2nd century BCE, although the first archaeological record of Isis worship 
in a temple is dated around 71–64 BCE.44 However, the real proof of the Roman 
attraction to the cult of Egyptian deities was the foundation of the Temple of 
Isis and Serapis, built on the Capitoline Hill in the time of Sulla. This temple 
was not granted the status of a public sanctuary but it already had a formally 
constituted collegium of priests as far back as the time of its foundation.45 The 
Iseum Capitolinum and, more generally, the Egyptian cults at Rome, suffered 
several episodes of repression before the definite destruction of the Capitoline 
Temple of Isis in 48 BCE.46 Nevertheless, the popularity of the cults made them 
resilient to every attempt at eradication and, ultimately, a new public Iseum 
was founded in the Field of Mars, outside the bounds of the city, five years later 

40  Ovid’s (Ars Am. 1.78) invectives against Isis and her followers are overwhelming. See Alvar 
2008, 183–184.

41  Val. Max. 7.3.8. The story is also included in App. B.C. 4.47. For an analysis of this episode, 
see: Bricault and Gasparini 2018, 39–50. Another analogous episode is related to Domitian 
disguised as an Isiac priest, as attested by Tac. Hist. III 74 and Suet. Dom. I 2. Cf. Bricault 
and Gasparini 2018, 46–48.

42  Joseph. AJ 18.65–80. Cf. Gasparini 2016, 385–416.
43  Juv. Sat. 6.513–541.
44  This was the Iseum Metellinum, probably built by Quintus Caecilius Metellus. Its 

Republican chronology was established by Coarelli 1982, 33–66. His proposal has been 
largely accepted, see Kleibl 2009, 265–266. On the propagation of the cult of Isis in Italy, 
cf. Gasparini 2007, 65–87.

45  RICIS 501/0109–0110.
46  Tert. Ad nat. 1.10.17; Tert. Apol. 6.8; Dio Cass. 40.47-3-4; Val. Max. 1.3.4.
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in 43 BCE. This is the moment at which Isis truly becomes part of the Roman 
pantheon.47

The desire among a part of the Roman oligarchies to create a conserva-
tive image of religio romana was accompanied by a full-blown campaign of 
“Egyptomania”, especially during the time of the Flavian dynasty.48 This not 
only involved the adoption of Egyptian cults in the Vrbs but also a change in 
the cityscape as Rome was adorned with obelisks and the use of Egyptianising 
elements in the decorative arts became fashionable.49 The spectator had 
recourse to a comprehensive panoply of visual, olfactory, and sonorous devices 
linked to the circulation of Egyptian news, which gave him an informed idea 
about the country of the Nile. These developments also enabled spectators to 
construct their own images of Egypt by contrasting what they knew of this for-
eign land with their own personal worldview, influenced in one way or another 
by the narrative elements deployed by other regimes of power, such as that 
which exalted traditional Roman religion over and in contrast to the so called 
“oriental cults”.50

We can imagine the visual impact that the Egyptian cults might have caused 
out of the Nile valley. The material culture produced for the temples dedicated 
to Isis in the Late Republic and High Imperial era have survived to enable us to 
recognise in them a programme that aimed to synthesise in the cramped space 
of the sanctuary the most iconic elements of what the Roman mind identified 
with Egypt. Sculptures of Isis, Osiris, Anubis, Apis, Horus, or Harpocrates, just 
as any other aegyptiaca, doubtless summoned up an idea of Egypt in those 
who saw them, despite their reinterpretation in accordance with the canons of 
Hellenistic art. But the infiltration of this foreign land extended beyond immo-
bile images. In some extreme cases, Ethiopian dancers were also included in 

47  Dio Cass. 47.16.1.1; Arn. Adv. nat. 11.73. There is an on-going debate on this issue. The date 
we follow is Coarelli’s proposal, based on the literary data. Even so, a majority of research-
ers prefer the flavian chronology (Scheid 2004, 308–311; Scheid 2009, 173–186; Versluys 
2004, 421–448; Versluys 2018, 15–28). It is an interesting matter, but only secondary regard-
ing our argument.

48  On the specificities of the Flavian appropriation, cf. Versluys, Bülow-Clausen, and 
Capriotti Vittozzi 2018.

49  Curl 1994. On the Egyptianising monuments of Rome, see the still-classic work of Roullet 
1972 and the renewed vision by Capriotti Vittozzi 2013; see also Gasparini and Gordon 
2018, 571–606, especially point number 5, 584–586. Needless to say, the Egyptianising 
fashion extended beyond the limits of Rome. Cf., for example, MacDonald and Pinto 1995, 
109–111, and Barrett 2019. We recognise that the term ‘fashion’ is not the most appropriate 
term to refer to a more complex process of identity marks. Cf. Swetnam-Burland 2015 and 
Versluys 2015, 127–158.

50  See now Barrett 2019.
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the cult personnel, as represented in the famous fresco from Herculaneum.51 
More specifically, the ceremonies known as Isia, which took place between 
October 26 and November 3,52 consisted of dramatic representations of the 
Isiac myth, and were sufficiently familiar to be referred to in Suetonius’ account 
of Caligula’s murder. According to this source, the night before Caligula’s assas-
sination, the city was preparing a performance “in which issues of the nether-
world were to be represented by Egyptians and Ethiopians”.53

More often than not, a conventional architectural space was altered by 
including Egyptian or Egyptianising decoration. Some sacred spaces related to 
Isiac cults have revealed pollen residues from tropical plants, such as the palm 
tree, lotus, or papyrus, which can be interpreted as the result of Egyptianising 
gardening.54 The presence of ponds and nilometers contributed to a sensation 
of displacement in the devotee, who was symbolically transported to the birth-
place of the goddess.

The same effect was also obtained through depictions of Nilotic landscapes, 
even if they may not be directly related to the cult of Egyptian gods. Surviving 
examples include the telling paintings of Herculaneum (e.g. Fig. 16.1); a frequent 
range of pictorial works, such as the small painting fragment of unknown prov-
enance (although a Campanian origin is plausible) preserved at the J. Paul Getty 
Museum (Fig. 16.2);55 and mosaics depicting extravagant Nilotic scenes, with 
plenty of dwarfs, crocodiles, ibis, palm trees, and so on (e.g. Figs. 16.3, 16.4, and 
16.5).56 Reliefs such as the so-called “Nilotic Campana Reliefs” (Fig. 16.6), in 
fashion in central Italy between the mid-1st century BCE and the 2nd century 
CE, also provide clear examples of visual forms that sought to evoke Egypt.57 A 
good example of this kind of relief in the Altes Museum, Berlin, shows a genu-
inely Roman arcade opening up onto a Nilotic scene as a meta-representation 
of the experience of cult followers entering the Egyptianising sacred space  

51  Tran tam Tinh 1971, 39–49, Fig. 41; Moormann 2018.
52  There are doubts about the establishment of these celebrations. Luc. 8.831–3 is the oldest 

literary document related to the Isaeum Campensis. On the creation process of Isiac fes-
tivals, cf. Wissowa 1902, 292 ff. (351 ff. in the 2nd ed. 1912, with slight modifications). See 
also Lembke 1994, 67. This sanctuary would have been the remodelled version of the one 
demolished under Tiberius. It seems to have been destroyed by a fire in the year 80 (Dio 
Cass. 56.24.1), hence Lembke’s study focuses on this phase (69). Cf. Takács 1995, 90.

53  Suet. Calig. 57.10. Joseph. AJ 19.24 and 106 seem to insist on the same idea. As for Isia and 
dramatic performances, see now Gasparini 2018, 714–746.

54  Cf. Barrett 2019.
55  Delson 1999.
56  The famous Palestrina mosaic merits a special mention. Cf. Meyboom 1995.
57  Borbein 1968; Perry 1997; Rauch 1999.
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from their strictly Roman reality (Fig. 16.7). Another procedure that aimed at 
stimulating the observer’s visual translation involved the use of objects, such 
as canopic jars adorned with the head of Osiris, Anubis, or Isis; lamps deco-
rated with deities belonging to the gens isiaca;58 or antiquarian items imported 

58  Podvin 2018, 609–627, who, nevertheless, does not analyse the extraordinary document 
of Pratum Novum (Igabrum, Córdoba, Baetica) preserved at the Museo Arqueológico 
de Córdoba (nº inv 7170). This is a representation of a reclining water deity with an 

Figure 16.1 Isiac ritual in an egyptianising atmosphere
Source: What Life Was Like When Rome Ruled the World, Time-Life 
Books, 1997. Unknown author / Public domain {{PD-anon-70-EU}}
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from Egypt, such as ancient pharaonic relics, which were deemed to confer 
prestige, authenticity, and legitimacy on the sanctuaries that housed them.59

A modern viewer of a “Campana” relief has an experience not unlike that 
of an inhabitant of the Empire as he or she entered a temple of the gens isi-
aca. It does not matter how accurate the representations of Egypt were in each 
Isiac sanctuary; what was at stake was the association of the temple’s cult with  

inscription on its base: T(itus) Flauius Victor colleg[io] / illychiniariorum Patri Novi d(ono) 
d(at). See Alvar 2012, nº 117.

59  Cf. Versluys 2002.

Figure 16.2 Nilotic landscape (c. 70 CE), fresco, 45.7 × 38 cm, Getty Villa, Los Angeles
Getty Villa / Public domain {{PD-anon-70-EU}}
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an appropriate, exotic, imagined space that differed from the ordinary urban 
landscape of any Roman city. The sensory transition from street to temple 
was not limited to a purely visual impact. On the contrary, it affected religious 
experience, the perception of the gods and their apparent alterity, and, con-
sequently, the way in which individuals communicated with the gens isiaca. 
The Nilotic scene of the “Campana” reliefs attests a dialogue between roman-
itas and exoticism, a dialogue that is only evident from the standpoint of the 
observer, for whom both registers were part of a coherent language in its pro-
cess of invention, appropriation and integration, up to the point of becoming 
par of the observer’s discourse of cultural identity.60 The audience would have 

60  Mol 2013, 117–132.

Figure 16.3 Mosaic of the House of Neptune, Italica, with nilotic scene in the border. The image 
shows various hunting activities and the escape of a pygmy who climbs a palm tree while 
defecating in fear. 2nd century CE. Archaeological site of Italica
© 2018 Junta de Andalucía http://www.museosdeandalucia.es/web/
conjuntoarqueologicodeitalica/elementos-muebles
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found itself undergoing not so much a physical change but, rather, a mental 
dislocation directed towards the achieving of a total, all-encompassing, reli-
gious experience. The body, via the senses and cognitive processes, stands as 
the intermediary in the dialogue between reality and religious experience.61

To put the experience in more analytical terms, these types of visual rep-
resentations could manage to transport worshippers to a heterotopia embod-
ied by the original setting of the goddess Isis.62 The places of worship that were 
decorated in this way achieved a dual displacement. First, when worshippers 
physically entered the sanctuary, a real transition from the Roman world to 
an Egyptianising simulacrum took place, a spatial journey completed in a few 

61  It is not necessary to assume that the “Campana” reliefs were originally located in an 
Iseum, but they do allow us to imagine what kind of decoration might have been found in 
these sacred spaces, as is the case with the paintings and mosaics.

62  Of course we do not think that this kind of religious experience was systematically 
achieved by all the cultores approaching the goddess. See: Versluys 2016, 57–61.

Figure 16.4 Nilotic mosaic with men and women on river boats fighting animals, making music, and 
having sex. Museo Nazionale Romano – Palazzo Massimo alle Terme.
Amphipolis / CC BY-SA (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0)
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steps. Then, once inside the sanctuary, the decorative motifs made them expe-
rience a new mental journey from their local sensory ecosystem to another 
environment that reproduced the goddess’ dwelling place in an idealised 
fashion.

The play on sensory representations with which the spectator was con-
fronted included olfactory and aural devices that also greatly contributed to 
the development of the identity markers that comprised the Isiac cult.63 While 
the sistrum was the object most frequently used by initiates, and was the most 
ubiquitous instrument in the Iseums of the Late Republic and High Imperial 
era, sound language could vary enormously. The column from the Iseum of 
the Field of Mars represents several musicians whose instruments are indic-
ative of the goal of creating an acoustic setting that differed from that of the 
rituals performed in other temples. The imaginary reference to Egypt is illus-
trated by some of the instruments represented, like the harpist playing an 
angular harp – typically Egyptian and depicted in the Italic territory on this 
column and in the Nile mosaic of Palestrina. Other instruments, like drums 

63  Cf. Vendries 2005, 383–398; Bricault and Veymiers 2018, 690–713.

Figure 16.5 Detail of the Nile mosaic at the National Archaeological Museum of Palestrina
Photo: Camelia.boban / CC BY-SA (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4059789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   405 14/04/2021   6:46:17 PM14/04/2021   6:46:17 PM

17



4 Nuño, Alvar Ezquerra, and Martínez Maza

or flutes, frequent in Isiac representations, were also common in other cults.64 
Nevertheless, the kind of music played with them created a soundscape that 
was clearly identifiable and different from that of other cults.65 Moreover, the 
sources distinguish types of personnel that were exclusive to Egyptian cults, 
such as the tibicines magno Serapi mentioned by Apuleius,66 or the chorus that 
might be identified with the college of Peanistae Serapidis.67 Of course, the 
abundance of musicians depicted on the columns of the Iseum of the Field 
of Mars and in the detailed description of Apuleius are an idealisation – not 

64  For drummers represented on Egyptian terracottas, see, for example, Museo Egizio, Turin, 
Inv. Number 7246. Cf. Gasparini and Veymiers (eds.) 2018, vol. II, 1126, Fig. 25.6.

65  Concerning the sound of the sistrum, see Saura-Ziegelmeyer 2015, 215–235.
66  Apul. Met. 11.9. See Alvar 2008, 295, n. 350.
67  Cf. Apul. Met. 11.9 and Bricault and Veymiers 2018, 710–712.

Figure 16.6 “Campana” relief with Roman Nilotic landscape. 1st Century CE. H. 48.3 cm; 
W. 51.3 cm; Th. 4.1 cm. Gift of Edward Sampson, Class of 1914, for the Alden 
Sampson Collection (y1962-143). Princeton University Art Museum.
https://artmuseum.princeton.edu/collections/objects/28899
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all Iseums could afford the same personnel as the grand temple at Rome. Yet 
that idealised acoustic image nurtured and, at the same time, contributed to 
the establishment of the perceptual referents that distinguished Isiac perfor-
mances from those of other cults in the Roman cultural memory. A good exam-
ple of this distinct character can be found on a cameo that has recently been 
studied by Bricault and Veymiers. Here we find a hybrid scene of musicians 
and dancers depicted in a typical Roman iconographic language but comple-
mented by the addition of instruments and people with physical traits that are 
authentically Egyptian.68

68  Bricault and Veymiers 2018, 690–691, Fig. 25.1.

Figure 16.7 “Campana” relief with Roman Nilotic landscape. Altes Museum Berlin
Photo: Angoria. Altes Museum / CC BY (https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/3.0)
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A related issue is the question of how the sense of smell was articulated 
in the Isiac sensorium. We lack archaeological evidence that proves that the 
ingredients used to prepare perfumes for Isis were specific to her worship and 
different to those used in any other cult. Far from there having been a homo-
geneous smell, defined and ubiquitous throughout the cult, it is sensible to 
assume that the Isiac aromata depended on the local perfume supply. The 
mixture of different ingredients might create specific perfumes, as is the case 
with the kŷphi,69 a compound of fragrant resins, spices, and aromatic herbs, 
but we cannot be certain how generalised its use was or to what degree it made 
for a unique and recognisable olfactory atmosphere. However, literary sources 
tended to stress the existence of olfactory experiences specific to Egyptian 
cults. In his Metamorphoses, Apuleius narrates the encounter between Isis and 
his protagonist. As the goddess is about to address Lucius, she exhales aromas 
of Arabia Felix,70 creating associations which mentally place her in an impre-
cisely drawn Orient by creating a contrast with the supposedly more local fra-
grances of the Roman pantheon as described by traditionalist authors such as 
Virgil, Ovid, and Perseus.71 The stimulation of the spectator’s sense of smell in 
Isiac rituals, to the extent of saturating and overwhelming the olfactory capac-
ity, does indeed appear to have been a literary topos. In Apuleius’ description 
of the Navigium Isidis, he depicts the way in which certain women perfumed 
the goddess drop by drop with balm and other fragrant products that ended 
up impregnating the surrounding streets.72 Similarly, in the Third Hymn to Isis 
of Philae, an allusion is made to an Isis who is the “fragrance of the palace” 
and “whose face enjoys the trickling of fresh myrrh”.73 It is not, then, difficult 
to imagine the effigies of Isis being permeated with penetrating perfumes, a 
procedure that seems to be reflected in a text of Plutarch in which he describes 
the image of the Egyptian goddess drenching her servants with the fragrance 
emanating from her body.74

69  Cf. infra n. 64.
70  Apul. Met. 11.4.3.
71  E.g. Ov. Fast. 1.337–53; Pers. Sat. 2; Ath. 6.274F.
72  Apul. Met. 11.9.3.
73  Žabkar 1983, 115–137, and 1988, 42.
74  Isis’ skin breathed ambrosia and wonderful fragrance emanated from her, says Plut. De Is. 

et Os. 357 a–b. It is interesting to note that recent studies have assumed that divine stat-
ues and reliefs in Pharaonic Egypt were painted with scented varnish in order to give off 
fragrances that would allow for the identification of individual deities, cf. A. Den Doncker 
and H. Tavier, “Peindre l’odeur, purifier l’image. Usages des vernis picturaux dans les 
chapelles privées de la nécropole thébaine”, presentation at the Journée d’Étude organ-
ised by D. Elwart & N. Belayche at the EPHE (Paris) 5 June 2019, text unpublished (https://
calenda.org/622637).
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This brief look at the sensory inventory of the Isiac cults enables us to appre-
ciate how the senses, together with other types of descriptors that have already 
received greater scholarly attention – such as literature, epigraphy, or material 
culture – also participated in the clash between representations of cultural 
practices devoted to the gens isiaca and those of other Roman religious cults. 
The success of the poly-sensory stimulation of Isiac cult resided in its capacity 
to evoke, in the confined space of the sanctuary, the allure of what Roman 
cultural memory regarded as Egyptian.75 And this regardless of whether the 
visual scenes, sounds, and aromas inhaled in Roman sacred spaces were gen-
uine Egyptian imports or, on the contrary, constituted an imaginary recon-
struction, an Egyptianising miniaturisation of what the country of the Nile 
signified for the average Roman mind.76 Since the emulation of Egypt could be 
achieved through a variety of means, ranging from the more basic and simple 
to the sophisticated and extravagant, the difference and variety in the sacred 
spaces of the gens isiaca throughout the Empire must have been great. The 
economic capacity of each community was a critical determining factor in 
resolving potential conflicts concerning the degree of “Egyptianisation” of the 
Isiac space. As a result, on some occasions and in some spaces there was a nec-
essary recourse to more metaphoric representations, which could seem rather 
odd or feeble to observers who were used to spaces with ornamental resources 
that were more genuinely Egyptian. Nevertheless, we have to recognise that a 
mimetic emulation was not always needed. Examples of sacred spaces devoted 
to the gens isiaca but without an Egyptian or Egyptianising character are so 
frequent that we have to admit that on many occasions there was no mimetic 
action at all.77 There are a number of different reasons that might explain the 
absence of mimesis, including simple matters of economics. There were, no 
doubt, sanctuaries with economic resources available to invest in the creation 
of an Egyptian atmosphere (furniture, Egyptian sculptures, architecture, etc.), 
but this mimetic process did not necessarily have to do with the search for the 
reproduction of a real Egypt. Rather, what was at stake was the reproduction 

75  Concerning the concept ‘cultural memory’ see above note 18. For the construction of the 
‘cultural memory’ around Egypt in Rome, see in addition to the already quoted literature: 
Leemreize 2016; Merrills 2017; van Aerde 2020.

76  See Müskens 2017.
77  In this regard, it seems odd that a recently published infographic recreation of the sanc-

tuary of “el Molinete” at Carthago Nova proposes a group of pillars in the façade of the 
entrance, despite the lack of any archaeological evidence at all for such features. None of 
the material findings suggests any Egyptianising intention in either the iconographical or 
the architectural lay-out. Cf. Noguera et al. 2019, 89, Fig. 32.
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of the cultural concept of Egypt produced in the Roman Empire.78 Another 
reason that might explain the absence of mimesis, regardless of economic lim-
itations, was the desire to create an inverse mimesis, that is, a desire to inte-
grate the cult of Egyptian deities into the Roman cultural ecosystem, with the 
purpose of facilitating its acceptance in its new cultural environments. As a 
consequence, direct references to Egypt were avoided for the sake of prioritis-
ing a sort of alterité incluse in a new Roman identity. In what follows, we will 
delve into this kind of inverted mimesis.

In a way, it would be appealing to follow the path indicated by Taussig in his 
famous work Mimesis and Alterity, and to elaborate an explanatory discourse 
that underscores the Roman capacity “to create second nature, the faculty to 
copy, imitate, make models, explore difference, yield into and become other”.79 
This would involve developing an account according to which, as has been 
proposed by a number of scholars in the last decades, the cult of Isis, after 
leaving its original ecosystem, underwent a variety of transformations in order 
to adapt to the preconceived idea of Egypt that existed in the Roman world.80 
However, as with the concepts of identity and alterity, the notion of mimesis 
is situational and dependent on its formulation of the stance that the observer 
decides to take, which is to say that it is fundamentally relational.81 For this 
reason, we have chosen to use the concept of mimesis to refer instead to the 
capacity of the Isiac cults to reshape and adapt themselves not only in relation 
to the cultural memory of the Roman world, but also to its micro-structural, 
locative dimension.

4 Sensory Experience and Mimesis

There is no doubt that the followers of the gens isiaca were capable of creat-
ing an identity of their own that contrasted with the identities of other cults.82 
Moreover, the self-proclaimed alterity of the gens isiaca served in some cases 

78  The presence of nilometers in the sanctuaries of the gens isiaca in the Roman West is 
proof of the construction of an imaginary Egyptian space (Wild 1981, 25–40; Meyboom 
1995, 51–53). Nonetheless, there were occasions on which the sacred water was purposely 
brought over from Egypt (Juv. Sat. 6. 512–41), showing a desire for authenticity in the con-
nection of the cult to the country of the Nile (cf. Alvar 2008, 314).

79  Taussig 1993, xiii.
80  See Alvar, 2008; Versluys 2010, 7–36.
81  Hollway 2010, 216–232. This is an appropriate way to understand local or regional peculi-

arities or their absence. See Alvar 2012; Bricault, Müskens, and Versluys 2015, 427–435.
82  See now, Sfameni Gasparro 2018, 74–107.
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to establish the limits of a religio romana that was becoming increasingly dif-
fuse in an imperialist political space that required the integration of the huge 
cultural diversity existing within its frontiers. Yet the reception process of 
the cults of the gens isiaca, and their redefinition based on the expectations 
raised by the idealised image of “the Egyptian” in Roman cultural memory, also 
produced a process of mimesis, of imitation and adaptation to local sensory 
ecosystems, as a result of the daily praxis of their followers. The adaptation 
of the institutional structure of the cult, which offered a number of different 
sensory stimulation devices for the creation of a self-identity in the cramped 
religious marketplace, to individual experience, which was shaped in turn by 
local material and cultural resources, evinces the multidimensional and kalei-
doscopic character of religious identities.

Despite the universalistic characteristics of the goddess, the nature of the 
Isiac cults was exotic and foreign yet, in turn, familiar and local. The sensory 
perception of the goddess was also multiple: she was Egyptian but Roman; she 
was Roman but Egyptian. We have already mentioned how the heady aroma 
of oriental perfumes enveloped her in Apuleius’ account of the procession 
of Isis in Cenchrea. The aroma that Plutarch, for his part, associated with the 
Egyptian goddess and her servants on their arrival at Byblos was not a marker 
that identified her Alexandrian origin but, rather, a product that stressed her 
adscription to the Greek pantheon: ambrosia.83 However, when describing the 
use of aromatic products in the Egyptian temples of Isis and Osiris, he speci-
fies precisely which types of incense were burned at different times during the 
day and explains why each was used at that particular time: in the morning, a 
stimulating resin is burned which cleans and purifies the air, and revitalises 
the body that has been dulled by slumber; at midday, they burn myrrh in order 
to dissipate pestilent diseases that might be caused by the strength of the sun; 
and at sunset, they burn a mixture of sixteen ingredients called kŷphi, which 
has a calming effect and helps the body to release the tensions of the day.84 
Therewith, in addition to underscoring the local specificity of the cult of Isis, 
Plutarch intended to confirm the old topos that held that the Egyptians were 

83  Plut. De Is. et Os. 357B. In this passage, Plutarch probably intended to emphasise its divine 
nature, since ambrosios can also mean “divine”. Cf. Levin 1971, 31–50.

84  Plut. De Is. et Os. 372D and 383A–384B. In all likelihood, Plutarch witnessed this cus-
tom when visiting Alexandria. Cf. Mor. 678C, although he took the recipe for kŷphi from 
Manetho (Jacoby, FGH, 609 F 16).
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the healthiest people on earth.85 This is just one of the multiple examples that 
allows us understand the tension between local and global.86

Beyond the desire of certain authors to indexicalise the Egyptian or Greek 
or even Roman character of the goddess through her association with specific 
smells, her identification with particular aromas depended on other factors. 
These included the access that both the temple and the individual had to the 
transoceanic market in aromatic resins and other types of offerings relating to 
the senses of taste, sight, and smell. In the absence of individual experiences 
like those of Apuleius and Plutarch, archaeobotanical analyses have been able 
to provide revealing insights into the sensescape of Isiac cult practice.

The charred remains of seeds and fruit recovered from the Temples of Isis 
in Mainz, Baelo Claudia, and Pompeii include offerings that can be linked 
to the landscape of the Nile Valley – dates (phoenix dactylifera) – alongside 
other types of products. Depending on their place of discovery, these other 
products can be considered autochthonous or as coming from exotic areas of 
production like Egypt. Prominent among them are cereals cultivated in many 
geographical areas, such as different types of wheat (triticum aestivum, durum, 
and turgidum); fruit of a markedly local character, including cherries (prunus 
avium) found at the Temple of Isis at Mainz; hazelnuts (corylus avellana), as 
discovered at Mainz and Pompeii; or products supplied through long-distance 
trade networks, such as the pine nuts (pinus pinea) and olive oil (olea euro-
paea) at Mainz.87

Based on these results, the question has been raised as to whether or not 
there were institutionalised preferences guiding the type of offerings made to 
the deities of the “oriental” cults during the Principate.88 What can be seen is 
a transfer of sophisticated human tastes, owing to the consumption of a large 
variety of imported products, to temple altars, regardless of whether these were 
dedicated to Isis or to another divinity. In this context, we can note that while 
the remains of dates may have been discovered in the Temples of Isis at Mainz, 
Baelo, and Pompeii, they have also been documented in the Temple of Fortune 

85  This appreciation is already to be found in Hdt. 2.77, who claims that, after the Libyans, 
the people most concerned with their health are the Egyptians. For his part, Diod. 
Sic. 1.21.2 and 1.82.1 stresses the medical character of the cult of Isis, something well 
attested elsewhere.

86  See Bricault and Versluys 2012.
87  Zach 2002, 101–106.
88  Note, for instance, that some of the offerings that could be considered “exotic”, such as the 

phoenix dactylifera, are also relatively common in other contexts, such as funerary offer-
ings. Cf. Preiss, Matterne, and Latron 2005, 362–372 at 365–366; Bouby, Marinval 2004, 
77–86 at 81–84.
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and Mercury at Nijmegen (Holland). Examining the issue from the other direc-
tion, we can note that despite the stress in the literary testimonies on Isis’ 
unusual preference for the sacrifice of geese,89 the west roman archaeologi-
cal record nevertheless stubbornly insists on the fact that the most frequent 
offering was chicken, readily available anywhere and relatively cheap.90 Local 
supply predominated, making some products more accessible than others, as 
did the desire of individuals to flaunt their status by offering exotic products 
that called for a deep purse, regardless of which god was receiving the sacrifice.

The same is true of the visual markers that tend to stand out in the identi-
fication of the worshippers of Isis. According to Apuleius’ account of the Isiac 
procession, the physical appearance of the initiates made them easily recog-
nisable: the women wear veils and perfume their hair, while the men parade 
in white linen tunics and with shaved heads.91 This depiction coincides with 
Juvenal’s captious critique of oriental cults, which includes the description of 
a linigero et caluo herd of worshippers of Anubis.92 However, it is quite unlikely 
that all the worshippers of the gens isiaca adopted such a striking change in 
apparel in their day-to-day lives. As with the adoption of certain Southeast 
Asian religions in contemporary Europe (such as Buddhism, in any of its 
forms, or the Krishna movements), only the most fervent believers would have 
opted to express their commitment in such an openly unconventional way as 
changing their dress so as to stand out against local uses and customs. Such 
ostentatious displays were not a necessity; as Plutarch states, an individual is 
no more Isiac for dressing in linen and shaving his head.93 Tolerance directed 
at the integration of traditional, local aesthetics within a cult is a mechanism 
of cultural adaptation the purpose of which is to facilitate the recruitment of 
new blood. The words of Plutarch, beyond their paramount religious dimen-
sion, have the didactic value of reducing the relevance of the identity marker 
of clothing for those of the faithful who prefer to maintain a more comfortable 
appearance in their social space.

89  Cf. e.g. Ov. Fast. 1.453–454. Juv. Sat. 6.539–541; Anth. Pal. 6.231.
90  In the Iseum of Baelo Claudia (Baetica), only four of the three hundred bones discovered 

came from geese. The rest came, for the most part, from chickens. Cf. Lignereux, Peters 
2008, 231–234. Similarly, in Mainz most of the bones were also from chickens (up to 90%). 
Cf. Hochmuth, Benecke, and Witteyer 2005, 319–327.

91  Apul. Met. 11.10. Tib. 1.3.27–30 also mentions how his beloved Delia dresses in linen as a 
sign of sexual abstinence in order to venerate Isis on special occasions. On this question, 
see Egelhaaf-Gaiser 2012, 149–162.

92  Juv. Sat. 6.533.
93  Plut. De Is. et Os. 352C.
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Lastly, stress should be placed on a still unexplored but highly significant 
point concerning the sensory mimesis in the context of its local deployment, 
i.e. its integration into both family and civic pantheons associated with other 
divinities that are easily identifiable with traditional Roman religion.94 The 
unification of the Isiac cults with the civic religious panorama can be seen in 
devotional acts in which adepts manifested their willingness to include sev-
eral divinities in the same offering. The case of the anonymous dedication of 
Nîmes illustrates this point. In it, the evergetist simultaneously offers statues 
of Isis, Serapis, Vesta, Diana, and Somnus, although the inclusion of a temple 
for Isis and Serapis shows his preference for the gens isiaca.95 Just as significant 
is the inscription in which a worshipper named Privata, in the Baetic colony 
of Italica, offers Isis a marble plaque of the plantae pedis type by order of Juno 
(imperio Iunonis).96 Another equally illustrative Italican example is that of 
the flaminica Vibia Modesta, who makes an offering in the city’s ‘Trajaneum’, 
an Imperial cult temple, of a silver image of Victoria Augusta and three small 
golden busts of Isis, Ceres, and Juno Regina.97 It can be presumed that, as the 
archaeological record suggests, if, in these examples, devotion took the shape 
of rich material offerings through which a visual landscape of the city could be 
configured, then the gods of the local pantheons also shared in other sensory 
indicators of religious veneration, such as sacrifices and aromatic offerings, 
especially in those cases in which Isis shared her temple with other divinities 
(synnaoi theoi).

These examples not only demonstrate the mimetic capacity of the cult of 
Isis to adapt to local pantheons, in order to become as familiar and local as any 
other god, but also the capacity of the devotee to navigate through different 
structures of meaning – consisting of the idiosyncrasies of each one of the 
city’s cults – and to interconnect them according to their personal interests. It 
is here that we can see how the concept of identity is relational98 and how it 
depends on the way in which the information packets comprising the cultural 
memory of the cults of the gens Isiaca are employed.

The type of analysis undertaken here is useful that it can help us to under-
stand not only that the milieu constitutes a founding element in the cultural 
complex or that the social agency is decisive in the construction of the ecocul-
tural niche in which the life of the individual unfolds, but also that the codes 

94  See Gasparini 2014.
95  CIL XII, 3058 = SIRIS 728 = RICIS 605/0101.
96  RICIS 602/0205 = HEp 5, 1995, 717 = Alvar 2012, nº73. For a state of the art and a new inter-

pretation of the plantae pedis offerings, cf. Gasparini’s chapter in this volume.
97  AE 1982, 521 = AE 1984, 530 = HEp 4, 1994, 724 = RICIS 602/0201 = Alvar 2012, nº 83.
98  Hollway 2010.
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of recognition, belonging, or alienity are mutable. This mutability finds expres-
sion both in social transformation, which provokes new discourses and refer-
ences, and also in individual action.99

Ultimately, the phagocytising of the methodology of the linguistic turn by 
corpus studies has led to the acknowledgement that the formulation of cul-
tural meanings is not only discursive or reflexive, but also experiential and per-
ceptive. Sensory stimuli suffer the mediation of the provenance of the cult and 
its reception in a new community. In this regard, it is essential to understand 
the mechanisms of mimesis/anti-mimesis (Egyptianism/Romanism) from an 
inclusive viewpoint in which a series of elements intervene: on the one hand, 
the elements of representation of the cult of the gens isiaca – including sen-
sory stimuli – which generate variations caused by the interests of the agents 
of the cult in the different processes of its transmission; on the other hand, 
the expectations of every new community that receives the cult also have to 
be considered. The interaction of all these elements causes a tension between 
homogeneity and particularity in the perception of the cult, and this tension 
is also present in its sensory order. If we, as modern scholars, tend to stress 
the particularities of the cult, in doing so we neglect the other half of the pic-
ture, its homogeneity. We should not forget that any inhabitant of the Roman 
Empire could identify (also, or especially, in sensory terms) the cult of the gens 
isiaca anywhere in the Empire. Our purpose here has been to show how a Total 
Sensory Experience approach can open up the different manifestations of the 
tension produced by the transmission, reception, and observation of religious 
phenomena generally and, as we have seen here, the cults of the gens isiaca  
in particular.

A noteworthy difference of the sensorium of the cult of the gens isiaca 
in relation to other cults of the Roman pantheon is the dialectic between 
mimesis and alterity that we have emphasised in these pages, which is not 
essential in all the other cults that base their authority and legitimacy in the 
Graeco-Roman cultural tradition. We do not have the wherewithal to quantify 
the importance that sensory stimuli had in fixing the multi-faceted image of 
Isis, and the gens isiaca, in Roman society, but we can state that they played an 
active and unique role, and that there was an awareness among devotees that 
sensory stimuli formed part of the set of communication devices that contrib-
uted to the goddess’ identity in each context.

99  Albrecth, Degelmann, Gasparini, et al. 2018, 568–593.

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4159789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   415 14/04/2021   6:46:21 PM14/04/2021   6:46:21 PM

27



Alvar Nuño, Alvar Ezquerra, and Martínez Maza

 Acknowledgements

This article has experienced a long journey. A first draft entitled “The Empire 
of the Senses” was presented in the workshop Roman Religion. Questions, 
Tendencies, New Perspectives, organised by Carlos III University of Madrid and 
Potsdam Universität in Madrid, during March 7–8, 2013. The final version has 
been written in the frame of the coordinated research projet “Vías de acceso a 
lo divino. Apelar a los dioses, ofrecer los cuerpos, entregar la vida” (HAR2017-
84789-C2-1-P and 2-P). We wish express our gratitude to Prof. M. J. Versluys, 
whose commentaries and criticism have improved the consistency of our 
arguments. The remaining errors are of our responsibility.

Bibliography

Aerde, Marike E. J. J. van. 2015. Egypt and the Augustan Cultural Revolution: an  
Interpretative Archaeological Overview. Doctoral Thesis. Leiden. http://hdl.handle 
.net/1887/32818.

Albrecht, Janico, Christopher Degelmann, Valentino Gasparini, Richard Gordon, 
Maik Patzelt, Georgia Petridou, Rubina Raja, Anna-Katharina Rieger, Jörg Rüpke, 
Benjamin Sippel, Emiliano Rubens Urciuoli, and Lara Weiss. 2018. “Religion in the 
Making: The Lived Ancient Religion Approach.” Religion 48: 568–593.

Alvar, Jaime. 1991. “Marginalidad e integración en los cultos mistéricos.” In Heterodoxos, 
reformadores y marginados en la Antigüedad Clásica, edited by Fernando Gascó and 
Jaime Alvar, 71–90. Sevilla: Universidad de Sevilla.

Alvar, Jaime. 1993. “De la ensoñación iniciática a la vida cotidiana.” In Modelos ideales 
y prácticas de vida, edited by Emma Falque and Fernando Gascó, 129–140. Sevilla: 
Universidad Internacional Menéndez Pelayo.

Alvar, Jaime. 1994a. “La mujer y los cultos mistéricos: marginación e integración.” In Jor-
nadas sobre roles sexuales: La mujer en la historia y la cultura, Madrid, 16–22 mayo 1990, 
edited by María José Rodríguez, Esther Hidalgo, and Carlos G.  Wagner, 73–84. 
Madrid: Ediciones Clásicas.

Alvar, Jaime. 1994b. “Integración social de esclavos y dependientes en la Península 
Ibérica a través de los cultos mistéricos.” Religion et anthropologie de l’esclavage et des 
formes de dépendence. Actes du XXème Colloque du GIREA. Besançon, 4–6 nov. 1993, 
275–293. Paris: Belles Lettres.

Alvar, Jaime. 2008. Romanising Oriental Gods. Myth, Salvation and Ethics in the Cults of 
Cybele, Isis and Mithras, RGRW 165. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Alvar, Jaime. 2012. Los cultos egipcios en Hispania. Besançon: Presses Universitaires de 
Franche-Comté.

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4169789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   416 14/04/2021   6:46:21 PM14/04/2021   6:46:21 PM

28



Total Sensory Experience in Isiac Cults

Alvar, Jaime. 2017. “The ‘Romanization’ of ‘Oriental Cults’.” In Entangled Worlds: 
Religious Confluences between East and West in the Roman Empire. The Cults of Isis, 
Mithras, and Jupiter Dolichenus, edited by Svenja Nagel, Joachim Friedrich Quack, 
and Christian Witschel, 23–46. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck.

Alvar, Jaime. 2018. “Social Agentivity in the Eastern Mediterranean Cult of Isis.” In 
Individuals and Materials in the Greco-Roman Cults of Isis. Agents, Images and 
Practices. Proceedings of the VIth International Conference of Isis Studies (Erfurt, 
May 6–8 – Liège, September 23–24 2013), vol. 1, RGRW 187, edited by Valentino 
Gasparini and Richard Veymiers, 221–247. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Alvar, Jaime, and Teresa de la Vega. 2000. “La ambigüedad cromática en los miste-
rios.” In Mujer, ideología y población. II Jornadas de roles sexuales y de género, Serie 
ARYS 11, edited by Pilar Ortega, María José Rodríguez, and Carlos G. Wagner, 49–60. 
Madrid: Ediciones Clásicas.

Assmann, Jan. 1995. “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity.” New German Critique, 
65: 125–133.

Assmann, Jan. 2011. “Communicative and Cultural Memory.” In Cultural Memories. 
Knowledge and Space (Klaus Tschira Symposia), vol. 4., edited by Peter Meusburger, 
Michael Heffernan, and Edgar Wunder. 36–43. Dordrecht: Springer. https://doi 
.org/10.1007/978-90-481-8945-8_2.

Barbaras, Renaud. 2009. La perception. Essai sur le sensible. Paris: Editions Vrin.
Barrett, Caitlín E. 2019. Domesticating Empire: Egyptian Landscapes in Pompeian 

Gardens. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Bartlett, Frederic C. 1995 (1932). Remembering. A Study in Experimental and Social 

Psychology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Baumann, Gerd, and Gingrich, Andre (eds.). 2004. Grammars of Identity/Alterity. A 

Structural Approach. New York: Berghahn Books.
Beaurin, Ludivine. 2018. “L’apparence des isiaques : la réalité des stéréotypes lit-

téraires.” In Individuals and Materials in the Greco-Roman Cults of Isis. Agents, 
Images and Practices. Proceedings of the VIth International Conference of Isis Studies 
(Erfurt, May 6–8 – Liège, September 23–24 2013), vol. 1, RGRW 187, edited by Valentino 
Gasparini and Richard Veymiers, 283–321. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Bonnet, Corinne, Rüpke, Jörg, and Scarpi, Paolo, eds. 2006. Religions orientales – Culti 
misterici – Neue Perspektiven – Nouvelles perspectives – Prospettive nuove, Stuttgart 
(PAwB 16).

Bonnet, Corinne, Pirenne-Delforge, Vinciane, and Praet, Danny eds. 2009. Les religions 
orientales dans le monde grec et romain : cent ans après Cumont (1906–2006). Bilan 
historique et historiographique, Bruxelles-Rome: Institut historique belge de Rome.

Borbein, Adolf H. 1968. Campanareliefs: typologische und stilkritische Untersuchun gen. 
Heidelberg: Kerle.

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4179789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   417 14/04/2021   6:46:21 PM14/04/2021   6:46:21 PM

29



Alvar Nuño, Alvar Ezquerra, and Martínez Maza

Bouby, Laurent, and Philippe Marinval. 2004. “Fruits and Seeds from Roman Cremations 
in Limagne (Massif Central) and the Spatial Variability of Plant Offerings in France.” 
Journal of Archaeological Science 32: 77–86.

Le Breton, David. 2006. “La conjugaison des senses: essai.” La culture sensible, 
Anthropologie et sociétés 30.3: 19–28.

Bricault, Laurent. 2018. “Les prêtres isiaques du monde romain.” In Individuals 
and Materials in the Graeco-Roman Cult of Isis. Agents, Images, and Practices. 
Proceedings of the VIth International Conference of Isis Studies (Erfurt, May 6–8 – 
Liège, September 23–24 2013), vol. II, edited by Valentino Gasparini and Richard 
Veymiers, 155–197, RGRW 187. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Bricault, Laurent, Versluys, Miguel J., and Meyboom, Paul G. P. (eds.). 2007. Nile into 
Tiber. Egypt in the Roman World, RGRW 150. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Bricault, Laurent, and Versluys, Miguel J. (eds.). 2010. Isis on the Nile. Egyptian Gods in 
Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, RGRW 171. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Bricault, Laurent, and Versluys, Miguel J. (eds.). 2012. Egyptian Gods in the Hellenistic 
and Roman Mediterranean: Image and Reality between Local and Global. Caltanisetta: 
Salvatore Sciascia Editore.

Bricault, Laurent, and Versluys, Miguel J. (eds.). 2014. Power, Politics and the Cults of Isis, 
RGRW 180. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Bricault, Laurent, Müskens, Sander W. G., and Versluys, Miguel J. 2015. “Epilogue: 
Eastern Provinces with Oriental Gods?” In Romanising Oriental Gods? Religious 
transformations in the Balkan provinces in the Roman period. New finds and novel 
perspectives, edited by Nikoloska, Aleksandra, and Müskens, Sander W. G., 427–435. 
Skopje: Macedonian Academy of Sciences and Arts.

Bricault, Laurent, and Valentino Gasparini. 2018. “Marco Volusio: un magistrato in fuga 
mascherato da Anubis.” In Roma, città degli dei. La capitale dell’impero come labo-
ratorio cultuale, edited by Corinne Bonnet, and Ennio Sanzi, 39–50. Roma: Studi 
Superiori.

Bricault, Laurent, and Richard Veymiers. 2018. “Jouer, chanter et danser pour Isis.” 
In Individuals and Materials in the Graeco-Roman Cult of Isis. Agents, Images, and 
Practices. Proceedings of the VIth International Conference of Isis Studies (Erfurt, 
May 6–8 – Liège, September 23–24 2013), RGRW 187, vol. II, edited by Valentino 
Gasparini and Richard Veymiers, 670–713. Leiden/Boston: Brill.

Capriotti Vittozzi, Giuseppina. 2013. La terra del Nilo sulle sponde del Tevere, Collana di 
studi di egittologia e civiltà copta I. Roma: Aracne.

Castells, Manuel. 1997. The Power of Identity. The Information Age: Economy, Society, 
Culture, vol. 2. New York: Blackwell.

Classen, Constance. 1992. “The Odor of the Other: Olfactory Symbolism and Cultural 
Categories.” Ethos 20: 133–166.

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4189789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   418 14/04/2021   6:46:21 PM14/04/2021   6:46:21 PM

30



Total Sensory Experience in Isiac Cults

Classen, Constance. 2005. “The Witch’s Senses. Sensory Ideologies and Transgressive 
Femininities from the Renaissance to Modernity.” In Empire of the Senses. The 
Sensual Culture Reader, edited by David Howes, 70–84. Oxford/New York: Berg.

Classen, Constance, David Howes, and Anthony Synnott. 1994. Aroma: The Cultural 
History of Smell. London-New York: Routledge.

Coarelli, Filippo. 1982. “I monumenti dei culti orientali in Roma. Questioni topogra-
fiche e cronologiche.” In La soteriologia dei culti orientali nell’impero romano. Atti del 
Colloquio internazionale, (Roma 24–28 settembre 1979), edited by Ugo Bianchi and 
Maarten J. Vermaseren, 33–66. Leiden: Brill.

Çsordas, Thomas J. 1994. Embodiment and Experience: The Existential Ground of Culture 
and Self. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Çsordas, Thomas J. 2008. “Intersubjectivity and Intercorporeality.” Subjectivity 22: 
110–121.

Curl, James. S. 1994. Egyptomania: The Egyptian Revival, a Recurring Theme in the 
History of Taste. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Delson, Cheryl Ann. 1999. “A Nilotic Landscape Painting from the J. Paul Getty Museum: 
A Visual Connection to the Cult of Isis.” PhD diss., California State University, UMI 
Microform 1397039.

Donald, Merlin. 2017. “The Evolutionary Origins of Human Cultural Memory.” In 
Handbook of Culture and Memory, edited by Brady Wagoner, 19–40. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Dupont, Florence. 2005. “L’altérité incluse. L’identité romaine dans sa relation avec la 
Grèce.” In Façons de parler grec à Rome, edited by Florence Dupont and Emmanuelle 
Valette-Cagnac. 255–278. Paris: Belin, coll. « L’Antiquité au présent ».

Egelhaaf-Gaiser, Ulrike. 2012. “Des Mysten neue Kleider: Gewande(l)te Identität 
im Isisbuch des Apuleius.” In Kleidung und Identität in religiösen Kontexten der 
Kaiserzeit, edited by Sabine Schrenk and Konrad Vössing, 149–162. Regensburg: 
Schnell and Steiner.

Fusaroli, Riccardo, Paolo Demuru, and Anna M. Borghi, eds. 2009. The Intersubjectivity 
of Embodiment. Journal of Cognitive Semiotics 4.

Gasparini, Valentino. 2007. “Santuari isiaci in Italia: criteri e contesti di diffusione.” In 
Religioni in contatto nel Mediterraneo antico. Modalità di diffusione e processi d’in-
terferenza. Atti del 3° colloquio su “le religioni orientali nel mondo greco e romano”, 
Loveno di Menaggio (Como) 26–28 Maggio 2006. Mediterranea IV, edited by Corinne 
Bonnet, Sergio Ribichini, and Dirk Steuernagel, 65–87. Pisa-Rome: Fabrizio Serra.

Gasparini, Valentino. 2014. “Les cultes isiaques et les pouvoirs locaux en Italie.” In 
Power, Politics and the Cults of Isis Proceedings of the Vth International Conference 
of Isis Studies, Boulogne-sur-Mer, October 13–15, 2011, RGRW 180, edited by Laurent 
Bricault and Miguel J. Versluys, 260–299. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4199789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   419 14/04/2021   6:46:21 PM14/04/2021   6:46:21 PM

31



Alvar Nuño, Alvar Ezquerra, and Martínez Maza

Gasparini, Valentino. 2016. “Negotiating the Body: Between Religious Investment 
and Narratological Strategies. Paulina, Decius Mundus and the Priests of Anubis.” 
In Beyond Priesthood. Religious Entrepreneurs and Innovators in the Imperial Era 
(RGVV 66), edited by Richard Gordon, Georgia Petridou, and Jorg Rüpke, 385–416. 
Berlin-Boston: De Gruyter.

Gasparini, Valentino. 2018. “Bringing the East Home to Rome. Pompey the Great and 
the Euripus of the Campus Martius.” In The Iseum Campense from the Roman Empire 
to the Modern Age. Temple, monument, lieu de mémoire, edited by Miguel J. Versluys, 
Kristine Bülow Clausen, and Guiseppina Capriotti Vittozzi, 79–98. Rome: Quasar.

Gasparini, Valentino. 2018. “Les acteurs sur scène. Théâtres et théâtralisation dans les 
cultes isiaques.” In Individuals and Materials in the Greco-Roman Cults of Isis. Agents, 
Images and Practices. Proceedings of the VIth International Conference of Isis Studies 
(Erfurt, May 6–8 – Liège, September 23–24 2013), vol. 1, RGRW 187, edited by Valentino 
Gasparini and Richard Veymiers, 714–746. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Gasparini, Valentino. 2020. “Renewing the Past. Rufinus’ Appropriation of the Sacred 
Site of Panóias (Vila Real, Portugal).” In Lived Religion in the Ancient Mediterranean 
World. Approaching Religious Transformations from Archaeology, History and 
Classics, edited by Valentino Gasparini, Maik Patzelt, Rubina Raja, Anna-Katharina 
Rieger, Jorg Rüpke, and Emiliano Urciuoli, 319–349. Berlin-Boston: De Gruyter.

Gasparini, Valentino. 2021. “Religious Agency and Time Regimes in the Roman Empire: 
The Cult of Anubis as a Case Study.” Numen, 68, 39–76.

Gasparini, Valentino, and Richard Gordon. 2018. “Egyptianism. Appropriating ‘Egypt’ in 
the ‘Isiac Cults’ of the Graeco-Roman World.” Acta Antiqua Academiae Scientiarum 
Hungaricae 58: 571–606.

Gasparini, Valentino, and Richard Veymiers, eds. 2018. Individuals and Materials in 
the Graeco-Roman Cult of Isis. Agents, Images, and Practices. Proceedings of the VIth 
International Conference of Isis Studies (Erfurt, May 6–8 – Liège, September 23–24 
2013), RGRW 187, 2 vols. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Grand-Clément, Adeline. 2018. “Du blanc, du noir et de la bigarrure.” In Individuals 
and Materials in the Greco-Roman Cults of Isis. Agents, Images and Practices. 
Proceedings of the VIth International Conference of Isis Studies (Erfurt, May 6–8 – 
Liège, September 23–24 2013), vol. 1, RGRW 187, edited by Valentino Gasparini and 
Richard Veymiers, 340–365. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Hales, Shelley, and Hodos, Tamar (eds.). 2009. Material Culture and Social Identities in 
the Ancient World. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hannerz, Ulf. 1996. Transnational Connections: Culture, People, Places. New York: 
Routledge.

Harvey, Graham, and Jessica Hughes, eds. 2018. Sensual Religion. Religion and the Five 
Senses. Sheffield: Equinox.

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4209789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   420 14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM

32



Total Sensory Experience in Isiac Cults

Hekster, Olivier. 2017. “Identifying Tradition. Augustus and the Constraints of 
Formulating Sole Rule.” Politica Antica, 7, 47–60.

Hochmuth, Michael, Norbert Benecke, and Marion Witteyer. 2005. “Cocks and Song 
Birds for Isis Panthea and Mater Magna: the Bird Remains from a Sanctuary in 
Mogontiacum/Mainz.” In Feathers, Grit and Symbolism. Birds and Humans in the 
Ancient Old and New Worlds. Proceedings of the 5th Meeting of the ICAZ Bird Working 
Group in Munich (26.7–28.7.2004), edited by Gisela Grupe, and Joris Peters, 319–327. 
Rahden: Leidorf.

Hollway, Wendy. 2010. “Relationality: The Intersubjective Foundations of Identity.” 
In The SAGE Handbook of Identities, edited by Margaret Wetherell and 
Chandra T. Mohanty, 216–232. Los Angeles-London-New Delhi: SAGE.

Kleibl, Kathrin. 2009. Iseion. Raumgestaltung und Kultpraxis in den Heiligtümern gräco- 
ägyptischer Götter im Mittelmeerraum. Worms: Wernersche Verlagsgesellschaft.

Landowski, Eric. 2005. Les interactions risquées. Limoges: Université de Limoges.
Leemreize, M. E. C. 2016. Framing Egypt: Roman Literary Perceptions of Egypt from 

Cicero to Juvenal. Doctoral Thesis. Leiden. http://hdl.handle.net/1887/44023.
Lembke, Katje. 1994. Das Iseum Campense in Rom. Studie über den Isiskult unter 

Domitian. Heidelberg: Verlag Archäologie und Geschichte.
Levin, Saul. 1971. “The Etymology of Nectar.” Studi Micenei ed Egeo-anatolici 13: 31–50.
Lignereux, Yves, and Joris Peters. 2008. “Les ossements d’oiseaux recueillis dans le foyer 

du sanctuaire d’Isis.” In Belo VIII. Le sanctuaire d’Isis, edited by Sylvie Dardaine, 
Myriam Fincker, Janine Lancha, and Pierre Sillières, 231–234. Collection de la Casa 
de Velázquez 107. Madrid: Casa de Velázquez.

MacDonald, William, and John A. Pinto. 1995. Hadrian’s Villa and Its Legacy. New 
Haven-London: Yale University Press.

Malaise, Michel. 2011. “Octavien et les cultes isiaques a Rome en 28.” In Bibliotheca 
Isiaca II, edited by Laurent Bricault, and Richard Veymiers, 185–99. Bordeaux: 
Ausonius.

McGuire, Meredith B. 2016. “Individual Sensory Experiences, Socialized Senses, and 
Everyday Lived Religion in Practice.” Social Compass 63.2, 152–162.

Merrills, Andy. 2017. Roman Geographies of the Nile. From the Late Republic to the Early 
Empire. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Meyboom, Paul G. P. 1995. The Nile Mosaic of Palestrina: Early Evidence of Egyptian 
Religion in Italy. RGRW 121. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Mol, Eva M. 2013. “The Perception of Egypt in Networks of Being and Becoming, A Thing 
Theory Approach to Egyptianising Objects in Roman Domestic Contexts.” In TRAC  
2012: Proceedings of the Twenty-Second Annual Theoretical Roman Archaeology  
Conference, Goethe University in Frankfurt 29 March 1 April, edited by Bokern, 
Annabel, Bolder-Boos, Marion, Krmnicek, Stefan, Maschek, Dominik, and Page, 
Sven, 117–132. Oxford: Oxbow Books.

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4219789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   421 14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM

33



Alvar Nuño, Alvar Ezquerra, and Martínez Maza

Mol, Eva M., and Versluys, Miguel J. 2015. “Material Culture and Imagined Communities 
in the Roman World.” In A Companion to the Archaeology of Religion in the Ancient 
World, edited by Rubina Raja, and Jörg Rüpke, 451–461. Oxford: Blackwell.

Müskens, Sander W. G. 2017. Egypt beyond Representation. Materials and Materiality 
of Aegyptiaca Romana. Leiden: Leiden University Repository. http://hdl.handle 
.net/1887/46693.

Nagel, Svenja. 2019. Isis im Römischen Reich, Teil 2.: Adaption(en) des Kultes im 
Westen. PHILIPPIKA Altertumswissenschaftliche Abhandlungen 109. Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz Verlag.

Noguera, José Miguel, Andrés Cánovas, María José Madrid, and Izaskun Martínez. 2019. 
Santuario de Isis y Serapis. Barrio del foro romano (Insula II). Molinete/Cartagena. 
Proyecto integral de recuperación y conservación. Cartagena-Murcia: Universidad de 
Murcia.

Orlin, Eric M. 2008. “Octavian and Egyptian Cults. Redrawing the Boundaries of 
Romanness.” American Journal of Philology 129: 231–253.

Perry, Rita. 1997. Die Campanareliefs. Mainz: Zabern.
Podvin, Jean-Louis. 2018. “Les préposés au luminaire dans les cultes isiaques.” In 

Individuals and Materials in the Greco-Roman Cults of Isis. Agents, Images and 
Practices. Proceedings of the VIth International Conference of Isis Studies (Erfurt, 
May 6–8 – Liège, September 23–24 2013), vol. 1, RGRW 187, edited by Valentino 
Gasparini, and Richard Veymiers, 609–627. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Porcello, Thomas, Louise Meintjes, Ana Maria Ochoa, and David W. Samuels. 2010. “The 
Reorganization of the Sensory World.” Annual Review of Anthropology 39: 51–66.

Preiss, Sidonie, Matterne, Véronique, and Latron, Frederic. 2005. “An Approach to 
Funerary Rituals in Roman Provinces: Plant Remains from a Gallo-Roman Cemetery 
at Faulquemont (Moselle, France).” Vegetation History and Archaeobotany 14: 
362–372.

Rauch, Marion. 1999. Bacchische Themen und Nilbilder auf Campanareliefs. Rahden 
(Westf.): Leidorf.

Rohrer, Tim. 2007. “Embodiment and Experientalism.” In The Oxford Handbook of 
Cognitive Linguistics, edited by Dirk Geeraerts and Hubert Cuyckens, 25–47. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Romanis, Federico de. 1997. “Tus e murra: aromi sudarabici nella Roma arcaica.” In 
Profumi d’Arabia, edited by Alessandra Avanzini, 221–230. Rome: “L’Erma” di 
Bretschneider.

Roullet, Anne. 1972. The Egyptian and Egyptianizing Monuments of Imperial Rome. 
Leiden: Brill.

Saura-Ziegelmeyer, Arnaud. 2015. “Agiter le sistre pour la déesse. Reconstituer la 
production sonore d’un idiophone.” Pallas 98 (Sons et auditions dans l’Antiquité): 
215–235.

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4229789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   422 14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM

34



Total Sensory Experience in Isiac Cults

Scheid, John. 2004. “Quand fut construit l’Iseum Campense?” In Orbis Antiquus. 
Studia in honorem Ioannis Pisonis, edited by L. Ruscu et al., 308–311. Cluj-Napoca: 
Bibliotheca Musei Napocensis.

Scheid, John. 2009. “Le statut du culte d’Isis à Rome sous le Haut-Empire.” In Les reli-
gions orientales dans le monde grec et romain : cent ans après Cumont (1906–2006). 
Bilan historique et historiographique. Actes du Colloque (Rome, 16–18 Novembre 2006), 
edited by C. Bonnet, V. Pirenne-Delforge and D. Praet, 173–186. Bruxelles-Rome: 
Institut historique belge de Rome.

Sfameni Gasparro, Giulia. 2018. “Identités religieuses isiaques: pour la définition d’une 
catégorie historico-religieuse.” In Individuals and Materials in the Greco-Roman Cults 
of Isis. Agents, Images and Practices. Proceedings of the VIth International Conference 
of Isis Studies (Erfurt, May 6–8 – Liège, September 23–24 2013), vol. 1, RGRW 187, edited 
by Valentino Gasparini and Richard Veymiers, 74–107. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Skidmore, Clive. 1996. Practical Ethics for Roman Gentlemen. The Work of Valerius 
Maximus. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press.

Stoller, Paul. 1997. Sensuous Scholarship. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press.

Sullivan, Lawrence E. 1986. “Sound and the Senses: Toward a Hermeneutic of Perfor-
mance.” History of Religions 26: 1–33.

Swetnam-Burland, Molly. 2015. Egypt in Italy: Visions of Egypt in Roman Imperial 
Culture. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Swidler, Ann. 1986. “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies.” American Sociological 
Review 51: 273–86.

Takács, Sarolta A. 1995. Isis and Sarapis in the Roman World. RGRW 124. Leiden: Brill.
Tam Tinh, V. Tran. 1971. Le culte des divinités orientales à Herculanum. EPROER 17. 

Leiden: Brill.
Taussig, Michael. 2009. What Color is the Sacred? Chicago: Chicago University Press.
Taussig, Michael. 1993. Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses. New 

York: Routledge.
Tilly, Charles. 1998. Durable Inequality. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Trnka, Susanna, Christine Dureau, and Julie Park. 2013. “Introduction.” In Senses and 

Citizenships. Embodying Political life, edited by Susanna Trnka, Christine Dureau, 
and Julie Park, 1–32. New York-London: Routledge.

Vendries, C. 2005. “Les musiciens figurés sur les colonnes de l’iseum de champ de Mars. 
Une image fidèle de la musique égyptienne?” In L’Égypte à Rome. Actes du Colloque 
de Caen, 28–30 septembre 2002, Cahiers de la MRSH, 41, edited by Francois Lecocq, 
383–398. Caen: Maison de la recherche en sciences humaines de Caen.

Versluys, Miguel J. 2002. Aegyptiaca Romana: Nilotic Scenes and the Roman Views of 
Egypt. RGRW 144. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4239789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   423 14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM

35



424 Alvar Nuño, Alvar Ezquerra, and Martínez Maza

Versluys, Miguel J. 2004. “Isis Capitolina and the Egyptian Cults in Late Republican 
Rome.” In Isis en Occident, (RGRW 151), edited by Laurent Bricault, 421–448. 
Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Versluys, Miguel J. 2010. “Understanding Egypt in Egypt and Beyond”, in Isis on the Nile. 
Egyptian Gods in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, RGRW 171, edited by Laurent Bricault 
and Miguel J. Versluys, 7–36. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Versluys, Miguel J. 2012. “Making Meaning with Egypt: Hadrian, Antinous and Rome’s 
Cultural Renaissance.” In Egyptian Gods in the Hellenistic and Roman Mediterranean: 
Image and Reality between Local and Global, edited by Laurent Bricault and 
Miguel J. Versluys, 25–39. Caltanissetta: Salvatore Sciascia Editore.

Versluys, Miguel J. 2013. “Orientalising Roman Gods.” In Panthee. Religious Transforma-
tions in the Graeco-Roman Empire, RGRW 177, edited by Laurent Bricault & Corinne 
Bonnet, 235–259. Leiden-Boston: Brill.

Versluys, Miguel J. 2015. “Haunting Traditions. The (Material) Presence of Egypt in the 
Roman World.” In Reinventing The Invention of Tradition? Indigenous Pasts and the 
Roman Present, edited by Boschung, Dietrich, Busch, Alexandra W., and Versluys, 
Miguel J., 127–158. Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink Verlag.

Versluys, Miguel J. 2016. “Un biglietto di solo andata dall’Egitto a Roma?” In Il Nilo a 
Pompei. Visioni d’Egitto nel mondo romano, 57–61. Torino: Museo Egizio.

Versluys, Miguel J. 2017. “Egypt as Part of the Roman Koine: Mnemohistory and the 
Iseum Campense in Rome.” In Entangled Worlds. Religious Confluences between East 
and West in the Roman Empire. The Cults of Isis, Mithras, and Jupiter Dolichenus, 
edited by Svenja Nagel, Joachim Friedrich Quack, and Christian Witschel, 274–293. 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck.

Versluys, Miguel J. 2018. “Temple – Monument – lieu de mémoire. Rethinking the 
Iseum Campense.” In The Iseum Campense from the Roman Empire to the Modern 
Age. Temple – monument – lieu de mémoire, Papers of the Royal Netherlands Insti-
tute in Rome 66, edited by Versluys, Miguel J., Bülow Clausen, Kristine, and Capri-
otti Vittozzi, Giuseppina, 15–28. Rome: Quasar.

Versluys, Miguel J., Bülow Clausen, Kristine, and Capriotti Vittozzi, Giuseppina (eds.). 
2018. The Iseum Campense from the Roman Empire to the Modern Age. Temple – 
 monument – lieu de mémoire, Papers of the Royal Netherlands Institute in Rome 66, 
Rome: Quasar.

White, Harrison C. 2008. Identity and Control: How Social Formations Emerge. 
Princeton-Oxford: Princeton University Press.

Wild, Robert A. 1981. Water in the Cultic Worship of Isis and Sarapis, EPROER 87. Leiden: 
Brill.

Wissowa, Georg. 1902. Religion und Kultus der Römer. Munich: Oskar Beck.
Woolf, Greg. 1998. Becoming Roman: the Origins of Provincial Civilization in Gaul. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4249789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   424 14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM

36



Total Sensory Experience in Isiac Cults

Žabkar, Louis V. 1983. “Six Hymns to Isis in the Sanctuary of her Temple at Philae and 
their Theological Significance.” Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 69: 115–126.

Žabkar, Louis V. 1988. Hymns to Isis in her Temple at Philae. Brandeis-Hanover-London: 
Brandeis University Press.

Zach, Barbara. 2002. “Vegetable Offerings on the Roman Sacrificial Site in Mainz, 
Germany – Short Report on the First Results.” Vegetation History and Archaeobotany 
11: 101–106.

9789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   4259789004459731_Alvar Nuño et al_text_proof-02.indb   425 14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM14/04/2021   6:46:22 PM

37




