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ABSTRACT

The cult of Isis and Serapis, very popular outside Egypt during Greek and Roman era, bad a deep widespread in Italy and certainly in Rome

and its neighborhood. The area around the modern city of Mentana, where rose the ancient Nomentum, bas given back some interesting finds

which afford to suppose a worship of Isis and Serapis, recently supported by the recovery of a little granite head portraying a priest and imported

from Egypt during Roman dominion. Furthermore, inscriptions and Isiac symbols carved on some altars also coming from Nomentum,

corroborate the hypothesis. Even though no evidence for a temple or shrine consecrated to Isis and Serapis have been discovered yet, the great

fame of Egyptian religion and its inclination to syncretism make possible the presence of a priesthood or, at least, a domestic cult in the area

under investigation.

EPIGRAPHIC DOCUMENTS

Nomentum was an ancient Latin town located in the so-called
Latium Vetus, central Italy, specifically in the Ager Romanus, the
rural area that surrounded the city of Rome on the North-East of
Rome, and included in the Regio IV Sabina et Samnium' under
August rule (Figure 1). Currently is the modern city of Mentana
which rises in the area. Recent studies confirmed the
frequentation of the site during the Bronze Age and at least since
VIII century BCE? Latin sources refer to a conquest of the city by
Tarquinius Priscus®, then definitely ruled by Rome in 338 BCE
becoming a Roman municipinm with its own dictator”, Important
Roman personalities like Titus Pomponius Atticus, Seneca and
Martial® had their own villae in the neighborhood.

The massive urbanization of the district of Mentana
obliterated traces of the ancient settlement but thanks to a large
number of finds®, above all a portion of tuff walls in opus
quadyatum dated to IV BCF/, it has been possible to identify the
exact arca occupied by the ancient town in Montedoro-
Romitorio®, near Casali di Mentana, 1,5 km S from Mentana’, at
the 21,5 km of Via Nomentana, originally leading from Rome to

19 and only later prolonged to Nomentum. The ancient

Ficulea
road, still visible thanks to some traces of Roman paving stones'’,
crossed the city up to the Forum, indeed identified in Romitorio,
where a great part of epigraphic and archacological documents

have been found.

The presence of the Egyptian culture in Italy goes back at least
to VIII century BCE, thanks to Phoenician traders mediation and,
at a later stage, to Hellenistic culture, but it was only with the
Roman conquest of Egypt that Pharaoh’s culture leaked directly in
the Italian peninsula reaching every class level and exercising a
deep influence till IV century CE. Despite of an carly rejection by
Roman authority, proofs of Isis cult are copious, in some cases even
monumental, having found a rich soil especially in the private
sphere. The Ager Romanus gave back scarce evidence of devotion
to Egyptian deities (contrary to what is observed in the rest of the
area around Rome and Lazio). For this reason all finds from
Nomentum are proved to be of great interest.

Eatly data proving the cult of Isis and Serapis in Nomentum
were found during the first half of XIX century thanks to
Borghese’s excavation'? around the territory of the current city of
Mentana, specifically in Casali di Mentana-Romitorio. According
to an old document, in June 1829 it was recovered as:

a monument of small size with a Latin inscription and two

little figures believed to be Isis and Serapis®

This statement, together with more significant finds, allowed
to put forward an hypothesis of a place consecrated to an Egyptian
cult in Nomentum.

The area of Vigna Santucci, (km 22 of Via Nomentana) not
so far from Casali, also gave back an abundant documentation
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which lead one to think about a cult place of remarkable size rising
exactly in the point where, in 1823, was found a little votive altar,
or arula, made of white marble, dated to I century BCE, (H 21,5
cm; 19,5 x 18,5 cm) and previously part of the Borghese’s
Collection'. At the end of the XIX century the American sculptor
W.W. Story came into possession of the altar whereas today is
preserved by the American Academy in Rome®. This little altar
has sloping faces surrounded by a frame with a garland of olive
leaves. On the front face there is a Latin inscription which refers
on a donation for Isis and Serapis made by Valerius Proculus,
magister of Nomentum (Figure 2):

D(ecimus)Valerius D(ecimi) f{ilius) Cor(nelia)/Proculus
aedil(is),  dictator/quaest(or)  alimentorum/hydracum
cemmis  ex/ornatum et auvatum/una cum Valeria
Fortu/nata et Valeria Procula/Isidi et Serapi/D(ono)
D(edit)'®

The word “bydracum” reveals the altar to be an important

object of Isis cult as reported by various classic authors': an hydria

was a water jar very close in meaning to the situla, a kind of vase

employed for libation rituals or funerary cult and considered to be
the dwelling of god in form of water and for this reason object of

Figure 2: Little altar from Vigna Santucci (Mentana,

Rome) with Latin inscription of Valerius
devotion. The situla was brought in procession by priests bearing Proculus. White marble (I century BCE).

the vessel to their breast with veiled hands to respect its sacred Courtesy of the American Academy in Rome.
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meaning'®. The water element, in particular the Sacred Nile water,
was central in Isiac rituals, as demonstrated by cisterns found
inside various sanctuaries, even outside Egypt."” The shape of such
vessels could vary but during Greco-Roman period they usually
had the form of a female breast with a nipple represented on the
curved base. Formerly in Egypt, during Dynasty 18, libations
provided for similar vases full of milk to recall Isis as mother
nursing (Isés lactans). Greco-Roman statues often represent Isis
and her priestesses bringing this symbolic object with one hand.
Exemplars of sizla made of bronze or silver, carved with religious
scenes and inscriptions were also habitual. The hydria mentioned
in the little arula inscription above-cited, was certainly a precious
gift, made of gold and adorned with precious stones, to be put on
the top of the little altar. This seems to be proved by the
hemispheric hollow and four little holes at the four corners of the
top of the altar employed to hold iron supports to seat the precious
donarium.

Each lateral face of the little arula present two priests in relief,
both half-face, dressed in a typical Egyptian skirt and headgear
nemes with an uraeus on the forchead. Both figures are oriented
towards the inscription on the front face, striding with one leg
forward. The priest on the left face grasps a tall trunk with long
bowed leaves with his left hand (Figure 3), while the other one, on

Figure 3: Little altar from Vigna Santucci (Mentana, Rome)

with Latin inscription of Valerius Proculus. Detail
with Egyptian priest grasping a tall trunk with
long bowed leaves. White marble (I century BCE).
Courtesy of the American Academy in Rome.

the right face, holds a sistrum with his right hand (Figure. 4). As
well-known, the sistrum was a sacred musical percussion
instrument, employed during religious ceremonies, which
produced a gloomy sound recalling Isis’ lament at Osiris’ death
when its small metal rings or loops were shaken. Some exemplars
in bronze, dated to I century BCE-I century CE, have been caught
in Rome into the Tiber where they secem to have been thrown
under Tiberius, in 32 CE, along with the sacred furniture possibly
belonged to the Iseum Campense™.

The Vatican Museums keep another altar from Mentana?,
almost certainly thanks to Borghese’s excavation near Vigna
Santucci®®. This spot is distant approximately 850 m from
Romitorio and probably hosted a sacred area, according to all finds
gathered during last decades. The Vatican altar can be dated to I-
IT century CE and presents an inscription on the front face
mentioning a priest of Magna Mater (“The Great Mother”) who

officiated in Nomentum (Figure 5):

Front side: [V]erulano/Phaedro sacerdoti/ [N ]Joment-
anorum Matris D (eum) M (agnae)/[vixit] annis XXXV
et sanitate/|... Jomodo wvolui Hilaris annis LXX/
curios(a)e quit at te//

Figure 4: Little altar from Vigna Santucci (Mentana, Rome)

with Latin inscription of Valerius Proculus. Detail
with Egyptian priest holding a sistrum. White
marble (I century BCE). Courtesy of the

American Academy in Rome.

Journal of Ancient Egyptian Interconnections | htep://jacilibrary.arizona.edu | Vol. 6:2,2014 | 1-9 3



Alessandra Colazilli | The Worship of Isis and Serapis in Nomentum (Rome) ...

Figure 5: Altar mentioning a priest of Magna Mater coming from Vigna Santucci (Mentana, Rome).
White marble (I-II century BCE). Courtesy of the Vatican Museums.
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Figure 6: Altar mentioning a priest of Magna Mater coming from Vigna Santucci (Mentana, Rome).
Detail with a situla. White marble (I-1I century BCE). Courtesy of the Vatican Museums.
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Figure 7: Altar mentioning a priest of Magna Mater coming from Vigna Santucci (Mentana, Rome). Detail with a sistrum.
White marble (I-II century BCE). Courtesy of the Vatican Museums.

Rightsside : Er Melizusae vernae suafe]/vixit annis XVIII
posita bic a(nnos) XXX*

Reliefs on both sides of the altar represent a sizzla on the right
(with the typical bowed form, a bump at the base and handles on
the top) with an inscription of two lines (Figure 6), while on the
left there is a sistrum (Figure. 7). The well-known association of
the goddess Isis with Magna Mater can explain the relief
decoration: Isis was said “The Goddess with Thousand Names”,
an epithet with universal value, as well as that of “The Mother of
all Gods” also reserved to Magna Mater. This is the reason why
sistrum and situla as ateributes are absolutely relevant.

From the district of the ancient Ficulea®, not far from
Mentana, comes an altar in white marble. According to the
owner’s assertion, it was discovered at the beginning of 70s, on the
castern side of Via Nomentana (km 15.500-15.600). This a4 is
dated to I century CE ca. (H 45 cm, 32 x 22 ¢cm) and presents an
inscription (Figure 8):

Locus consacr/atus Reginae Isid (i )sacris redditis/Fuficiae
Onom/aste fecit Clains)/ Iulius Eumo/lpus®

The two lateral faces are decorated with an urceus (a kind of
vessel with handle and a hook on the lip) and a patera (a shallow
libation bowl). The epithet of “Regina” is not infrequent
ateributed to Isis, while the onomastics reflects those social classes
where the goddess cult was deeply widespread®.

In the neighborhood of Vigna Santucci were also recovered a
number of cappuccina tombs on a tuff reef, although unfortunately
lost. It seems like if there was some relation berween these burials
and the “locus consacratus” above-mentioned, according to the

affinity of Isis religion to resurrection beliefs”.
SCULPTURE EVIDENCE

Fragments of a marble sculpture representing Isis and coming
from Ficulea®, near Casaletti and Casale Capobianco (400 m
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Figure 8: Altar mentioning Isis coming from Ficulea. In
Lorenzo Quilici and Stefania Quilici Gigli,
Ficulea, (Roma: CNR, 1993), site 231.

NNO from km 14 of Via Nomentana), are mentioned
byGiuseppe Guattani in 1806, reporting a letter of Ulisse Pentini
who asserts to have found the statuette during a dig”. Ficulea gave
back also a statue representing Harpocrates and found, in 1917,
among the remains of a vi/a in Sant’Eusebio estate, 400 m N from
Torre S. Eusebio®. The statue, acephalous and dated to the first
half of II century CE (reign of Antoninus)®, is made of white
marble (H 87 ¢m) and now at The Museum delle Terme di
Diocleziano in Rome®. Harpocrates is represented as a naked
child with chlamys holding a cornucopia of plenty with his left
arm. The right arm, although not intact, provided the key
identification of the character, based on iconographic comparison:
in fact it bends toward the lacking head suggesting a finger on the
mouth. In Greco-Roman era this kind of gesture was read as an
invitation to be silent™ but it was a misjudgment of the ancient
Egyptian iconography employed to represent children, in
particular Horus the Child, whereof Harpocrates was the
Hellenistic adaptation. As son of Isis and Osiris/Serapis and
personifying a deity with solar and agricultural peculiarities, he
had a great spread inside Greco-Roman culture. Hence, the statue

Figure 9: Ancient Egyptian head probably portraying an
Isis priest. Dark granite. (IV century BCE).
Courtesy of The Carabinieri Command for
Cultural Heritage Preservation.

mentioned above is a further proof for an Egyptian cult in the area
overlooking ancient Nomentum.

In addition to all these notables documents concerning
Nomentum as a probable location for a cult of Isis and Serapis, it
must be noticed a recent discovery. In May 2009 the Carabinieri
Command for Cultural Heritage Preservation®® presented the
results of the operation called “Iside”: they succeeded in recover an
ancient Egyptian head, probably portraying an Isis priest due to its
total shaving. Prof. Loredana Sist, (chair of Egyptology, Sapienza
University of Rome), dated this relevant find to IV century BCE
thanks to some stylistic comparison with the coeval statuary. The
little head, made of black granite, belonged to a male character in
a standing position, probably a naophor, as reflected by Egyptian
late period statuary. The head has almond eyes, lengthened
cyebrow, a small smiling mouth and is stretched on the back and
show bloating on both sides, all elements which recall to mind the
early Ptolemaic statuary (Figure 9 and Figure 10). Unfortunately
the head is damaged in several points and broken at the neck.
Traces of the anepigraphic little pillar are still visible on the back
of the head (Figure 11). According to the previous holder, the head
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Figure 10: Ancient Egyptian head probably portrayingan
Isis priest. Dark granite. (IV century BCE).
Courtesy of The Carabinieri Command for
Cultural Heritage Preservation.

Figure 11: Ancient Egyptian head probably portraying an

Isis priest. Dark granite. (IV century BCE).
Courtesy of The Carabinieri Command for
Cultural Heritage Preservation.

would have been found in the area of Romitorio, near Casali di
Mentana. This would confirm evidence for a worship of Isis and
Serapis in that area along with the very widespread custom, typical

during Roman dominion, to import a great number of
masterpicces from Egyptian sacred places. It is interesting to
compare this little head with that now at the Roman National
Museum of Palazzo Altemps in Rome, dated to the same period,
IV century BCE (Dynasty 29-30) and representing an Egyptian
priest too”. Stylistic analogies are well evident in spite of
differences in dimension. The head in Palazzo Altemps, found in
Rome and coming from the Iseumn Campense, presents the similar
stretching on the back, bloating sides and part of the little
anepigraphic pillar but is larger in size, measuring H 27 cm®’, while
the smaller head from Romitorio is just 14 cm ca. The attribution
of the little head to a statue portraying a naophor is corroborated
by the strict connection of the latter with Isiac cults outside Egypt.
A naophor represents a kneeling or standing figure holding up a
little 72a0s with the picture of a god inside. Various exemplars of
this kind of statues have been found in Italy and they all fall within
the number of artworks willfully imported from Egypt to adorn
Roman temples and, above all, those consecrated to Isis and
Serapis. These naophors were intended as protectors of the god
inside the little shrine they bring, generally a deity associated with
Isis. Their primeval meaning was lost once they arrived in Italy
were these statues started to be interpreted on the basis of the new
ritual background and considered as portrayals of the divine herald
during Isiac processions, as reported by Apuleius®.

The lucky recovery of the Ptolemaic head is an emblematic
token of how ancient Egyptian culture was spread in Rome as well
as of the influence exercised in Urbe’s bordering areas.

Therefore the new important find from Nomentum could
turther confirm the hypothesis of a place where a local priesthood
probably exercised a worship of Isis and Serapis, as the inscription
of the altar in the Vatican Museums underlines: the mention of a
Magna Mater’s priest and the presence of a sistrum and a situla,
both Isiac symbols, confirm a capillary diffusion of the Egyptian
cult in the Ager Romanus, as well as a religious syncretism whereof
Isis had the leading role as Universal Mother and proved one more
time by several finds. Tomassetti mentioned a statue of the Mater
Deum, acephalous and seated on a throne flanked by two winged
lions®, now at the National Roman Museum in Rome. A bronze
statuette dated to Imperial era, probably I century CE,
unfortunately lost, was pointed out by Pala and identified with the
Goddess Fortuna. It was found in Fonte Nuova, not so far from
Romitorio, in Quarto della Conca®. The goddess was represented
with a cornucopia, a diadem and a modius on her head. All these
features are common in Isis iconography too. So the statuette
could be another proof for Isis devotion around Nomentum. An
inscribed marble sheet from Montedoro, once again not far from
Romitorio, was recovered by the Carabinieri Command in 1997.
It is dated to Hadrian age (136 CE) and its inscription refers to the
restoration of some temples or shrines in Nomentum for want of

. A shrine consacrated to Isis and Serapis is not

the emperor
mentioned but the expression “Bonae Deae” could be referred to
Isis, thanks to her proven assimilation with the main female

gOddCSSCS.
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In conclusion, all the epigraphic and archacological finds  precious as well as symbolic object to Isis and Serapis. Even

coming from Romitorio, the area where the Forum has been thought never officialized by Roman authority, Isis and Serapis
identified, could support the important inscription of Valerius cult must have had a great following also in a peripheral area like

Proculus, a public personality of the Roman world who donated a that of the current city of Mentana.

NOTES
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