Isis and the Elegists


Within Roman elegy, scholars have long noticed a rather strange topos running through the genre: the cult of Isis.  In Tibullus, Propertius and Ovid, the Egyptian goddess Isis makes brief appearances at different points in their works, and her appearance there has created a scholarly debate as to her function in elegy.  For most of the twentieth century, scholars viewed the role of the cult in elegy as indicative of the immoral nature of its female followers, particularly the ‘courtesan-lovers’ of the Latin elegists. Pierre Grimal even has gone so far as to say that “Isis had no more fervent and meticulous devotees than ‘loose women’”. Many other leading scholars on the Isis cult have also followed suit, including Franz Cumont, A.D. Nock and R.E. Witt. Witt at one point states, “But for baser folk in the Italian capital the same temple could mean little else than a brothel”. However, more recent scholarship has begun to question the accusations of immorality within the followers of Isis.  Ilse Becher (1970) attempted to test the validity of these reproaches by turning to handbooks of antiquity and works on ancient religion that claim the charges of immorality as true circumstances. Likewise, S.K. Heyob (1975), in her important study of the Isis cult among women, examined allusions to Isis throughout the Principate and Empire and argued such discussions about morality in the cult have overshadowed the “deeper, philosophical content of the Isiac religion and the contribution that it made to the development of ethical thought”.


This paper hopes to further the work started by Becher, Heyob, et al. and will attempt to analyze the functions of Isiac allusion within the three major extant elegists - Propertius, Tibullus and Ovid.  In particular, our review of these elegists will focus on the poems in which Isis takes center stage: Tibullus 1.3, Propertius 2.33a, and Ovid, Amores 2.13. Before turning to the elegiac texts, however, this paper will first set the foundations of the Isis cult in Augustan Rome.  Then, our examination will turn to Amores 2.13, in particular, and will attempt to situate Isiac allusion in that poem within the elegiac genre as represented by Tibullus 1.3 and Propertius 2.33a.  Finally, conclusions will be drawn that will further contextualize this topos within the socio-historical situation of Augustan Rome. Through a close reading of these texts and an examination of the literary context in which the works were created, it will be become clear that Isis does not represent corruption and a negative view of the ‘foreign’ in Augustan elegy.  Quite the contrary, the aspects of the Isis cult emphasized in elegiac poems are the opposite themes of chastity and fidelity.
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