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Abstract 

This article aims to present the link between the Graeco-Egyptian deity Isis and the Mediterranean culture 
of Naples. Starting from the story of the cult and its movement to the Parthenopean city, Cardone 
discusses esoterically the topic, by referring to scholars of the matter for the most part, without disdaining 
also less authoritative sources. This gives empirical pieces of evidence about the conceptualization of Isis, 
its links with Roman domination, and the historical background, highlighting the changes that the cult 
(or better, cults) of Isis went through by moving from the Orient. The article closes with a gender 
perspective of the deity and how its feminine aspects helped to shape the modern conception of Naples. 

 

 
1 Thanks to Portale Città Vulcano - Associazione culturale LUX in FABULA to have made Buonconto’s text available for my 
research. 
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Different places in the world are imbued with myths that leave no mind unaltered or at least moved. Such 
narratives are embedded within the cultural contexts in which they belong and they contribute to imagine 
a different perspective on history – a hidden one. One such place is the South of Italy, a conglomerate 
of regions that, throughout the centuries, has witnessed several sharp minds visit their warm lands. In 
particular, the city of Naples possesses plenty of legends to intrigue a curious tourist. Renowned tales 
such as the magical egg of Castel dell’Ovo, the story of the Prince of Sansvero, and the myth of the 
mermaid Parthenope originated in Naples. 

However, this paper does not aim to discuss these stories of fantastic Neapolitan lore; rather this study 
examines an ancient cult hidden in plain sight, embedded in the history of Naples. First, the Alexandrine 
mysteries, and their esoteric influences on the southern Italian city, are investigated. Secondly, the role 
and impact of the Egyptian deity Isis, and the ways in which her cult became a fixture within Neapolitan 
culture over time, is discussed. Specifically, attestations of Isiac cults in Delos and evidence supporting 
the existence of Isiac cults in the surroundings of Naples are examined. Lastly, the theoretical lens of 
gender studies is utilized to take a closer look at the character of Isis, further surveying her feminine 
personae and dissecting why her presence was influential to the city of Naples. 

To begin this journey, it is necessary to start from its Egyptian roots: Alexandria. Founded by Alexander 
the Great in 332 BCE, Alexandria soon became the center of the Hellenistic world. There subsisted also 
different religious beliefs, due to a huge variety of cultures. Apart from the Egyptian deities, there were 
Greek gods, Neoplatonic notions, and Judaism. In Alexandria “myths and cults co-existed, influencing 
each other and becoming interwoven. This contact between different cultures was not limited to the less 
educated classes but reached up to the learned elites of the Museion and the library.” (Hanegraaff et al. 
23). Professor of History of Hermetic Philosophy Wouter Hanegraaff also mentions how the myth of 
Isis and Osiris was only one example of a much larger Greco-Egyptian syncretism developing at the time, 
out of which the result that resonated the most was the figure of Hermes Trismegistus2: Additionally, 
religious studies scholar Kocku von Stuckrad states: 

The union of the Egyptian Thoth and Greek Hermes has had an enduring impact on the history of esotericism. This connection 

was made at the time because both gods were concerned with the priestly art of writing and the revelation of hidden truths. From 

the third century BCE onwards, Thoth-Hermes came to be known as Hermes Trismegistus, the ‘thrice-greatest Hermes’ (see 

Koch 1993: 610-22). Hermes Trismegistus was regarded as the god who revealed all magical and occult traditions to his 

initiated priests. These included teachings of science, writing and especially astronomy and astrology. (18) 

The cult of Isis-Osiris was what can be conceived as a religion of salvation, which sought the purification 
of the worldly to reach a higher status and be reborn. This cult, along with the others, spread from Egypt 
due to migrating believers sailing across the sea. From these movements, it was particularly the cult of 
Isis that became widely popular within the Roman Empire, leading to various temples being built to 

 
2 Here I simply mentioned Hermes Trismegistus to explain the correlation between Greco-Egyptian cultures. For a more 
careful study on the matter, see Von Stuckrad’s Western Esotericism. 
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honor the goddess, as mentioned by the esoteric author Sigfrido Höbel in Il Dio del silenzio. One well-
known example of such temples is the one in Pompei (cfr. Pirelli’s “Il monumento di Samtawy Tefnakhte”). 

While the cult of Isis-Osiris was open to the public and the lower classes, its mysteries and initiation rites 
were deeply secret. Even so, Latin sources can bear witness to these ceremonies; on the topic Höbel 
considers Apuleius’ Metamorphoses 3 and Plutarco’s De Iside et Osiride. Apuleius’ text will be further studied 
in the following paragraphs. The journalist and philologist Mauro Ruggiero gives a swift sketch on the 
matter of esoteric Egyptian studies: 

Quando si parla di “scienze esoteriche egizie”, non si fa riferimento a un patrimonio di conoscenza arrivato immutato fino a 

noi dalla terra delle piramidi e risalente, quindi, al periodo della tarda antichità, ma di un sapere incentrato sulla spiritualità 

della tradizione egizia così come storicamente è stata recepita e fatta propria dalla cultura egizio-alessandrina che si fece interprete 

di questa antica conoscenza. [When discussing “esoteric Egyptian sciences”, one does not have to consider this science as 

unaltered, as if it originated in ancient times from the land of pyramids, but as a knowledge that hinges on Egyptian traditions 

and spirituality, whose have been received from the Egyptian-Alexandrine culture, which became its messenger.] (1) 

According to Alle sorgenti della massoneria by Ruggiero Di Castiglione, who is involved in Western 
symbolism, since the creation of the neapolis there were groups that celebrated Orfic-Dyonisiac rites. The 
cult of Isis came to Naples due to merchants who sought to trade goods (especially in prefectures like 
Pozzuoli), congregating in Regio Nilensis, today called Piazzetta Nilo. The name derives from “Nilesi” 
(People from the Nile), which was the way Neapolitan dwellers used to refer to the Egyptian community 
of seamen and merchants that came from Alexandria up to Naples (3). 

Professor Serenella Ensoli offers a more complete narration of the events, stating that the arrival of the 
Isiac cult in Campania is mostly due to Delos, which in 166 BCE it was used as a trading post with the 
Cyclades islands, even though the city was under Athens’ control (31). It is thanks to Delos that 
merchants arrived in Pozzuoli, where they constructed another commercial hub on the same model. 
Around 120 BCE this led to the construction of “the Italian Agora”, which was mostly a slave-trading 
market. This followed an economic boom in Pozzuoli that lasted from 120 until 88 BCE. 

Ensoli mentions as well how the prominent reasons for the propagation of Egyptian-based cults in 
Campania at the time was the lack of any persecution of its acolytes (on the contrary, such punishments 
were enacted in Rome). Nonetheless, this meant that authorities had strict control over the Isiac cult 
since they were monitoring it to avoid interferences with politics. This absence of a political influence 
probably did not concern Isis’ acolytes in Naples, since their roots were mostly Greek, but it is 
nonetheless crucial to pinpoint that the Egyptian roots of the cult sent another type of message. 
According to doctor Renata Tatomir when considering the Ennead (a group of nine deities), Osiris, Isis, 
Seth, and Nephthys “corresponded to the political order” (13). These four deities were juxtaposed with 

 
3 In particular, the journey of Lucio and the return to his human form, a process of death and rebirth that happens thanks to 
the deity of Isis. 
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a precedent group of five gods and goddesses4,  considered as “the divine animating forces of the most 
vital elements of the natural order” (ibid.). 

Returning within the city, in Piazzetta Nilo, where previously stood a temple dedicated to the deity, in 
the present days there is a statue; this sculpture has received the peculiar name of “Corpo di Napoli” 
(The Body of Naples). This marmorean statue was built between the second and third centuries CE. 
Initially, it was thought to represent a female entity (due to the cherubs climbing to the chest, interpreted 
as attempting to feed on the breast), even though it was acephalous and without the right arm. The 
missing parts led the statue to be modified in seventeenth century by Bartolomeo Mori. Mori interpreted 
it as a sculpture in honor of the god of the Nile, giving to the composition a male head, the addition of 
a cornucopia, a right arm, and a sphinx’s head under its left arm. In this case, the feminine original shifted 
toward a masculine representation of Egypt, which is a synecdoche.  

An argument within the cult of the dead – that will only be discussed in relation to its link with the 
Egyptian tradition – establishes three main connections. First, in present-day Naples, the practice of 
laying personal items on gravestones is diffused (or more commonly in family chapels, especially in the 
graveyard of Poggioreale), which mirrors avowed Egyptian traditions. On the other hand, a burial system 
that shares similarities with mummification was utilized in the Cimitero delle Fontanelle up to the XVIII 
Century (Ruggiero, 6). In this case, the body of the deceased was placed on a recess, which had the shape 
of a chair, while holding a pharaonic-like pose, only to be drained of bodily fluids and dried subsequently. 
Other clear signs of Egyptian influences can be found within the city, in particular in the names of two 
churches also mentioned by Ruggiero (Santa Maria Egiziaca a Forcella and Santa Maria Egiziaca a 
Pizzofalcone) which have been built in honor of a saint, Santa Maria Egiziaca (“Egyptian Holy Mary”), a 
mysterious monk born in Alexandria in the 344 and died in 421 CE. 

Ruggiero further discusses the ways in which the figure of Isis has influenced Neapolitan culture. For 
instance, the horseshoe that often comes with the typical Neapolitan red horn (phallic symbol of 
fecundity) represents the headgear of Isis. In the typical symbology of Isis, these horns embed the sun 
and represent the maternal womb. Moreover, Ruggiero mentions that some rites linked to Isis are still 
celebrated in areas close to Naples. Such an example is the Marian parades (Navigium Isidis).  This annual 
event would have occurred during the first full moon after the spring equinox. It consisted of a 
masquerade procession in which a small wooden vessel would have been filled by offers (particularly 
floral ones) and brought on the shore. There, paired with a statue of Isis, the ship would have set sail. 
Nowadays, a similar celebration (called “Madonna delle Grazie”) takes place on the 2nd of July in 
Campania, in Pollica (next to Salerno). In this event, only women are allowed to bear on their head a 
small wooden boat, filled with flowers and candles, up to the shore, walking barefoot along the way. 
Catholicism is full of reappropriated Isiac symbols and rituals.  

As a quick digression, it is necessary to mention how Isis, in her Graeco-Roman reception, is often 
interpreted by a variety of names, so much that it is referred to as myrionymos (roughly “from the ten 

 
4 Namely Atum, Shu, Tefnut, Geb, and Nut. 
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thousand names”). This facet of the deity is later acquired by the Catholic figure of Holy Mary that 
replaced Isis. On the matter, Ensoli comments: 

La polinomia della dea rappresenta uno stadio evolutivo del culto isiaco, attestato almeno a partire dal I secolo a.C., che v a 

molto oltre la semplice identificazione biunivoca. Essa rinvia alla totalità indifferenziata di funzioni, potenzialmente illimitate, 

attribuite a Iside. [The polynomy of the goddess represents an evolutionary stage of the Isiac cult, attested at least starting from 

the I century BC, which goes far beyond simple one-to-one identification. It refers to the undifferentiated totality of potentially 

unlimited functions attributed to Isis]. (24) 

The rite of Navigium Isidis was already diffused from the Ptolemies in the third century BCE up to the 
Roman Empire. Apuleius in his Metamorphoses (170 CE5) mentions this ritual as well (in Book XI, pages 
IX -XVII). I agree with professor Paraskevi Martzavou when he claims: “the text of Apuleius’ 
Metamorphoses, [is] one of the major sources for the Isiac cult due to its autobiographical character” (271). 
Martzavou focuses on aretalogies6 inscribed on stone, texts whose function were to initiate people into the 
cult of Isis. These texts were used also in the initiatory rites of new acolytes, describing the powers of the 
goddess or hymns to praise her. By reading Apuleius’ text, one can observe some of the rituals typical of 
the Isiac cult. First, in book IX, there is “an epiphaneia (apparition) of Isis” (Martzavou, 272), where Isis 
reveals herself to Lucius after his invocation; additionally, in Book XI, Lucius prays to Isis during a secret 
ritual, and becomes deeply moved. Martzavou mentions how these two instances correspond with the 
two main types of aretalogies on Isis, the “I-am-Isis” type and the “You-are-Isis” type (270). In the first 
type, the deity is presented to the initiate; in the second, it is the initiate that recognizes the deity and 
acknowledges it. Martzavou (together with Merkelbach’s Isis Regina) shows evidence that in these rites of 
initiation were behaviors of “some sort of spectacles, pantomime or other, were forming parts of the 
rites of the Isiac cults.” (275).  The emboddied sections of the ritual precede aspects of the initiation, the 
“You-are-Isis” part of the text. Höbel talks of a “psychodrama” (2) when a priestess of Isis who 
represented the deity and recited the “I-am-Isis” type of text, while the initiate was to remain passive. 
Later in the ritual, the positions were switched, with the initiate presenting to a representation of the 
goddess (together with other acolytes). This link with Apuleius is scrutinized in the epiphanic staging of 
the first type of text and the heartfelt prayer of the second section of the ritual. 

Up until this point I have considered the cult of Isis within the framework of its beliefs and its influence 
on cultural practices in Naples, even so clarification is needed. One can talk also of “cults of Isis”, since 
this cult took different forms on other cities, it is unclear if they employed different practices. These cults 
influenced each other, which is why it is plausible to examine their effects on Naples. 

Thus, from an external point of view, what can be said about the cults of Isis in themselves? How were 
their members organized, how were they formed? To address this inquiry, it is necessary to look into the 
Greek ascendancy on Isiac cults, and how they were formed. Σαραπιασταὶ [Sarapiastaí] was a type of 
association that was common for most of the Isiac-like-cults in Greece during the second century BCE, 

 
5 As suggested by professor Stephen Harrison (9-10) 
6 Here I mention only the aretalogies that concern Isis. The discussion on aretalogies is complex: only some aretalogies refer to Isis, 
and scholars are still debating over their origin (cfr. Martzavou 268).  
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out of which we have a great amount of evidence. The research director for the Centre of Greek Law in 
Athens Ilias Arnaoutoglou acknowledges “Isis devotees may have been organized in various groups of 
individuals with distinctive cultic functions such as μελανηφόροι, ὑπόστολοι, etc. … and not as 
associations of worshippers.” (254). In Delos, besides μελανηφόροι [Melanifóroi] (which were auxiliaries, 
probably a slightly organized priestly staff), there was also a large number of ἐνατισταὶ [Enatistaí] and 
δεκαδισταὶ [Dekadistaí], with θεραπευταὶ [Therapeftaí] being “a loosely organized group of devotees” 
(Arnaoutoglou 259). All these groups almost lacked the common features of associations (having a basic 
ethos, a sanctuary, and being in a commercially flourishing place), and appeared publicly in dedications or 
in cooperation with other groups similar to them (263). It is worth mentioning how, in the notes, 
Arnaoutoglou affirms that Graeco-Roman associations were explicit in proclaiming their belonging to an 
Isiac cult. Within these cults, there was a “high degree of social conformism” (267), and also foreigners 
were included. In addition, these cults were considerably flexible in their structures: this could explain 
their quick adaptation in Naples and their loose organization. “Isiac cults exhibit the unique … feature 
of cult personnel organized in groups – a blend, perhaps, of two cultural traditions: that of Greek κοινὰ 
and of Egyptian devotion” (269). 

In terms of gender, members of these cults were predominantly males (given their Graeco-Roman 
context). This did not mean that females were not allowed to enter these cults, rather their presence was 
low.  Even so, Arnaoutoglou claims that “the level of women’s participation in Isiac associations 
fluctuated from place to place” (266). This means that in Naples the situation could have been moderately 
different regarding cult influences. 

 

This first section of the study will close by presenting some corroborations of the spreading of the Isiac 
cult in Campania and in zones in close connection with Naples. Francesco Sirano, director of the 
Archaeological Park of Herculaneum, shows that there are shreds of evidence from the Roman Mid-
Imperial age of the participation of the local elite in the Isiac cult, similar to Acerra with Gneo Stennio 
Egnazio Primo Heuresio (152). Another confirmation comes from Carinola, where there is a monument 
built in honor of Isis Augusta by the will of Caio Novo Prisco (the inscription of the monument is 
nowadays stored in Naples’ Archeological Museum) (ibidem). Moreover, one can witness the ruins of a 
Iseion7 in Teano, or even in Naples, the keystone of the Amphitheatre represents Isis. There is also proof 
of Isiac influence in Cuma, where it lies a site with a construction that could be linked to a villa, implying 
a connection with the Iseion of Erode Attico in Greece. 

La capitale del Regno delle due Sicilie sarebbe quindi la culla della tradizione esoterica occidentale derivante dall’Egitto, e di 

quella parte della Massoneria che si rifà ad essa. Questo centro iniziatico egizio, depositario di una conoscenza occulta, 

legherebbe insieme figure di grandi esoteristi quali Giordano Bruno, il principe Raimondo di Sangro, il Conte di Cagliostro e 

altri. (Ruggiero, 8)8 

 
7 The Greek denotation refers to ancient temples dedicated to Isis. 
8 The capital of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies would therefore be the cradle of the Western esoteric tradition deriving from 
Egypt, and of that part of Freemasonry that refers to it. This Egyptian initiatory hub acted as a repository of occult knowledge, 
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Shifting toward the second section of this article, it is necessary to discuss the character of Isis from a 
gender theory perspective. I will first discuss the ways in which Isis’ femininity can be conceptualized by 
giving examples of her powers as a deity and her role as a woman. Later, I will embed this femininity 
within the city of Naples, to show how Isis represents an often-forgotten cultural influence for the city. 
Going beyond popular belief, Isis was not only conceived as a “universal mother” (Ensoli, 36), with her 
womb that receives and gives life, but she also represents movement and knowledge. She breaks free 
from the motherly role, partaking also in the creative one: she not only receives but gives. Höbel for 
instance, states that Isis has a “powerful voice” and represents the act of speech, the word in itself.  The 
sociologist Camille Paglia mentions the power relation typical of Egyptian deities: 

Virtually all cosmologies but ours are overtly sexual… In Egypt there never was so stringent a purification of sacred texts, and 

primitive motifs lingered on to the end. Isis and Osiris are distinctly sister and brother as well as wife and husband. Egypt ian 

gods are tangled in family romance. (41) 

Paglia’s claim is supported by several sources, one of which is the scholar Ashley Dawson, part of the 
Oglethorpe journal of undergraduate research. Dawson states that it is this blending between masculine 
and feminine that creates life in Egyptian mythology (1). Dawson goes further by asserting that every 
relationship between Egyptian deities presupposes an androgyne aspect. The feminine is the stimuli that 
leads to masculine regeneration. Therefore, it is possible to create connections with Apuleius: how Isis is 
the vessel, and the reason for Lucius’ transformation. In the Plutarchian myth’s tradition, after a long 
quest, Isis magically revives Osiris in the underworld, who has been killed, castrated, and shred to pieces 
by the brother Seth. Due to the lack of male genitalia, Isis fashioned a penis for the husband and 
conceived a son with him9. This is meaningful, showing “the necessity of the reversal of gender roles in 
rebirth” (Dawson 3). Isis first used the masculine creative power to revive, and then the feminine power 
to conceive. This duality affects not only the themes of fertility and rebirth, but it is a recurring theme in 
the whole Hermopolitan myth cycle10 and the Egyptian myth in general. The differentiation between 
genders impacts the deities in several ways like the endings of their names, the iconography, or specific 
gender traits (Ostine 2). 

Returning to Plutarch, he uses Isis in his myth to tell something more. The historian Susanna Elm 
supports that Isis’ role is active and central (110), in comparison to the one of her brother-husband Osiris, 
who is passive for the whole story. Isis is the one that moves the plot, Osiris is shattered and needs the 
intervention of the female deity to be saved after the defeat with Typhon (Seth). She is presented by 
Plutarch both as a perfect spouse and a source of great wisdom. 

This is even more highlighted when Elm takes in comparison the original text of Plutarch and Synesius’ 
Egyptian Tales. In Synesius’ text the character of Isis is completely absent, and the focus is laid on the 

 
it would link together figures of great esotericists such as Giordano Bruno, Prince Raimondo di Sangro, the Count of 
Cagliostro and others. 
9 As mentioned by Ostine, the full version of the myth is traceable back to Plutarch de Iside et Osiride in the I century CE (9).  
In that text, Seth is the embodiment of the Greek demon Typhon. 
10 “in Egyptological books, the references to the Eight forces existing before creation are often called the Hermopolitan 
Theology” (Tatomir, 2015:15) 
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rivalry between the brothers. According to Elm, this emphasizes the Isiac character since the prominent 
woman in the story then becomes Thypon’s wife, a luscious and unregulated figure. In this regard, Isis 
does not pose herself on the same level as Typhon’s wife, since she is superior. She is the symbol of the 
faithful and respectful bride, the exact opposite. 

In talking about Isis and Naples, the Neapolitan painter Mario Buonconto writes “Isis was identified in 
the Moon, and it is interesting to point how a ‘solar’ civilization like the Neapolitan one…present this 
predilection for this nightly and mysterious star”11(11). Buonconto considers Isis as a goddess of the night 
instead of associating her with the Sun due to the influence of the Greek reception. The Isis experienced 
by Neapolitans has always been the product of Egyptian and Greek syncretism, and the Greeks 
considered goddesses to be associated with the Moon, not with the Sun. What does this change in relation 
to what has been discussed up to now and her relation to the city? Actually, a significant bit. 

Isiac cults in Naples changed not only its public sphere, but it obtained also an even more secretive 
private sphere, with its mystery rites and initiation rituals. This meant that Isis was now split in two, like 
the light side and the dark side of the moon. Through a more symbolic view, I think this encapsulates 
Isis’ character on a deeper level. Within Naples, she represents the other side of Parthenope, the two 
figures are two sides of the same coin. Parthenope is the siren that spawned Naples from her body12, 
giving the renowned wealthy soil and the open sea, while Isis is a creative mother that embodies hidden 
knowledge and ancient influences in a city always turned toward enrichment and growth. Parthenope is 
a tragic character, driven by passions, who caught in the deep grief of failing to seduce Ulysses, threw 
herself into the sea. On the other hand, Isis is rational and wise, her love is cautious and precise, it 
possesses a greater intent.  

Furthermore, Neapolitans wanted to revoke Isis’ strength without changing her status back to a solar 
being. I think this happened both because Neapolitans were probably unaware of the solar roots of the 
deity since they became acquainted with her from a Greek reception, and because of the hidden, esoteric 
nature of Isiac rituals (the “You-are-Isis” aretalogies are quite telling on the matter). Isis only revealed the 
true nature of life to her adepts.  

 

Before closing, another consideration is due, a scrutiny touched on by associate professor of Egyptology 
Rosanna Pirelli as well: how the symbol of water in both Osiris’ and Isis’ rites (respectively the Inuentio 
Osiridis and the aforementioned Navigium Isidis), serves as a mean of purification (642-643). Nile’s waters 
are the emanation of the two deities, in relation to this it can be highlighted the bond between the symbol 
of the river and the female womb. On the matter Paglia comments:  

 
11 My translation from Italian. 
12 The myth comes from the XII Chant of Homer’s Odyssey, in which Ulysses, tied to the mast under Circe’s suggestion, resists 
to the chant of three sirens. Deluded from the failure, the tree sirens all fall into the sea, dying thereafter. From Parthenope’s 
body Naples took shape, and popular legends insists that her body still lies in the foundations of Castell dell’Ovo.  
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Mythology’s identification of woman with nature is correct…Apollo’s great opponent Dionysus is the ruler of chthonian whose 

law is procreative femaleness…the Dionysian is liquid nature, a miasmic swamp whose prototype is the pond of the womb (12).  

Thus, the chthonian nature of Isis is betokened both by her rites and her femininity. These aspects 
strengthen the bond between the goddess and Naples, a city that even nowadays in Italy is regarded as 
feral, passionate and wild like its dwellers, who are close to the natural roots of Italian tradition. Besides, 
Naples is historically a maritime city, one in which Isis’ femininity developed at ease.  

Isis can be interpreted as a modern and conscious woman, one that is cultured but placid, empowered 
and respected but painstaking and feminine at the same time. Her relationship with Naples shows her 
most noble aspect, the absence from chaotic and daily struggles (personified in Parthenope but also in 
Neapolitans’ attitude, typically defined as warm but noisy and “out there”). Isis could be described mostly 
by what she is not, since as I have outlined in the first section her powers cover almost every aspect of 
creation, from communication to generation. As mentioned above, her political appearance is affected 
by her relegation in the night, thus she became the goddess of the concealed and intimate, while still 
regarding her powers of rebirth and knowledge. She is mysterious, occasionally showing herself to a vast 
public, and only during celebrations. Her cult in Naples mirrors the attitude of a cautious queen. Overall, 
Isis is symbolically significant, especially in terms of the ever-shifting womanhood of modernity: rising 
above is a divine and difficult goal, although not impossible.   
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Cristiano Cardone’s investigation into the presence of Isiac cults in Naples, the historic context of these 
cults and the understanding of these cults through an esoteric and gender lens produces an original and 
fruitful piece of research into a pervasive element of culture that appears to have been largely disregarded 
amongst critical circles.  

The research of this essay is set within the context of mythology and stories that are influential over wider 
culture in Naples. The focus of the essay, however is not this culture of literary mythology, but a hidden 
cult that seems to have been largely disregarded but permeates the very culture of Naples.  

Cardone clearly divides the essay into three investigations that culminate in his research and this structure 
is explicitly stated in his introduction. The essay widely follows this established structure as follows: the 
esoteric influences in Naples, the impact of Egyptian dieties and finally the significance of gendered 
perceptions. The first section of the essay explored the esoteric influence on Naples of the so-called 
Alexandrine mysteries, focusing on the combination of deities ranging from Greek and Egyptian to the 
influences of Neoplatonic and Judaism. Cardone evaluates the overall societal impact this had and 
evaluates one of the influences being the converging between upper and lower classes rather than being 
characterised by elitist exclusivity. By establishing the tendency of fusion between these cultures, Cardone 
can analyse the cult of Isis-Orisis in relation to society and how impactful the influence of it was, 
establishing that it focused on rebirth and purification. The elements of fusion are explained by Cardone 
as being partially as a result of the way it spread from Egypt into Naples, explaining that the cult of Isis 
was one of the most widely popular. Cardone offers possible explanation for the existence of the cult, 
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one being the movement of merchants and their activity from Alexandria to Naples, another that being 
the use of the Delos in the Cyclades islands as a trading post and constructing a commercial hub based 
on this model in Pozzuoli. Cardone evaluates both of these possible influencing emphasising it was likely 
a combination of the two rather than one being solely responsible. Despite the cult being known 
throughout the society, Cardone reinforces the tendency for the rites and initiations for the cult to be 
characterised by secrecy and the way in which it was monitored by authorities to ensure it was removed 
from politics. 

A crucial distinction made by Cardone that should be highlighted for its significance is that the essay 
traces the history and development of one particular strain of the cults of Isis, that existing specifically in 
Naples, and that the same cult in other geographical locations likely had different influences on the cult 
itself. Acknowledging this distinction simultaneously clarifies Cardone’s subject and reinforces the 
possibility of advanced research into other geographical strains of the cult.  

Cardone, at this early stage in the essay begins to establish the gendered nature of the deity describing a 
statue – ‘Corpo di Napoli’ and the fluidity with which the statue simultaneously represents femininity and 
masculinity. This is expanded upon in a later stage of the essay.  

The essay continues by exploring the impact of the Egyptian deity Isis and the influence of Egyptian 
culture over the cult that is established in Naples. This repeatedly takes the form of representative 
symbols particularly regarding the treatment of the dead, namely laying personal items on gravestones 
and shared techniques of mummification and the use of the Neapolitan red horn simultaneously 
representing phallus and the maternal womb. Symbolism and naming systems are repeatedly significant 
in esoteric practise and in terms of gender when particular symbols become representative of femininity 
and masculinity so Cardone represents the links between these elements cohesively.  

Whilst Cardone acknowledges the tendency for multiple cultures to suffuse in their representations of 
deities, it is crucial that the essay iterates that Catholicism appropriates these symbols and rituals. This 
identifies that appropriation of symbols holds a much different cultural significance to the synthesis of 
particular cultural symbolisms. It would be interesting to see this linguistic difference explored to a greater 
detail, namely if it is considered a positive or negative.  

Cardone goes on to investigate the importance of literature in the cults, particularly what they reveal 
about the secret rituals involved as well as the general framework surrounding worship. This literature is 
a central source in the essay and is effective as a contemporary reflection of culture.  

After this, Cardone clearly establishes a new section of the essay by evaluating the extent to which cult 
practices describes thus far are unique to the Naples strain of Isaic cults. The essay addresses this by 
comparing similar cults in Greece. One of the key differences identified is the lack of having a basic 
ethos, a sanctuary, and being in a commercially flourishing place. Another key element Cardone explores 
is the gender proportion of cult members, evaluating that they were predominantly males and 
participation from women as fluctuating geographically.  
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There is a definite shift after this section of the article that turns towards a more gendered understanding 
of the goddess Isis, which although mentioned previously was not afforded a full analysis until this 
section. Gender is considered two-fold: the characteristics of Isis as a feminine deity; the characteristics 
of the city of Naples and the wider cultural influence of Isis. Cardone acknowledges Isis’ cultural position 
as having a womb that receives and gives life, distinctly feminine attributes but also a representative of 
movement and knowledge. Rather than being blurred, Cardone implies this is as a result of the fusion 
between the two.  

One vital shift in the Naples iteration of the cult identified by Cardone is the increasing secretive nature 
of the rituals and rites and the essay identifies that this splitting of public and secret reflected Isis’ 
character. I believe this is a key identification for the relationship between Isis and Naples itself. An 
interesting parallel drawn by Cardone is the likening of Isis to the phases of sun and moon particularly in 
the fusion between Egyptian and Greek. Although not explicitly described by Cardone, this tendency 
towards the fusion of dualities permeates the pairings of feminine and masculine, Greek and Egyptian 
and moon and sun. Following this, Cardone explores the symbolic position of water as a means of 
purification, sighting the Nile as representative of Isis. Cardone’s tendency to liken physical and 
geographical elements to characteristics represents an interesting fusion.  

The sources used are a combination of literary and historical, as well as considering other contemporary 
researching peers to evaluate and drive forward Cardone’s thesis. A large number of these sources are 
Latin and Cardone should be commended on the translation of Mario Buonconto from Italian to English. 
Cardone also explores archaeological evidence tracing the geographical threads of other cults beyond 
Naples. This situates Naples as an epicentre of this particular cult. This archaeological evidence is centred 
around buildings holding particular functions and monuments as symbolic proof. Cardone also evaluates 
the importance of sources such as Plutarchan myth tradition to investigate notions of gender. Using a 
combination of sources strengthens the argument presented. 

Cardone concludes the essay by stating Isis’ femininity can be likened more to the modern-day woman 
than the contemporary. This conclusion is interested but doesn’t seem to be explored in any depth which 
is disappointing. The essay seems to theorise the importance of fluidity between feminine and masculine, 
so this assertion was unexpected. It would be interesting to see it explored.  

Overall, this essay is enjoyable to read and presents an innovative study of the presence of the Isiac cult 
in Naples that should be commended. 


