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  What People are saying about




  Isis




  The Egyptian goddess Ma’at was the Goddess of Truth and Balance but her name also refers to achieving balance in the universe (as opposed to chaos). To my mind this book serves Ma’at as much as Isis, aiming for a welcome balance between scholarly sources and contemporary Pagan perspectives. It informs the readers that the original Egyptian name of Isis was Aset but also provides suggestions for performing contemporary rituals dedicated to Isis. Isis is both ancient and timeless. Olivia Church writes with the mind of a scholar and the heart of devotee!




  Imelda Almqvist, international teacher and author of Natural Born Shamans: A Spiritual Toolkit for Life and Sacred Art: A Hollow Bone for Spirit




  Olivia’s knowledge on ancient Egypt and its mythology comes in second only to her passion for the subject, which the reader can almost taste as they digest her words. Intellectual, educational and exquisitely presented.




  Mandi See, author of Eclectic Wicca, A Guide for the Modern Witch




  Olivia Church’s outstanding book is the perfect introduction to the history and worship of Isis. Church writes authoritatively about the goddess, giving readers a thorough yet accessible grounding in Egyptian documentation and archaeology before exploring how Isis changed over time. The academic content of the work is presented with rigour and clarity, showing Church’s deep understanding of her topic. Each chapter finishes with the content being refocused through a contemporary Pagan perspective, making the work come alive in our modern spiritual context. The final section, where Church explores how Isis could be worshipped today, gives the piece a very practical feel and encourages the reader to explore Isis through their own practice.




  Andrew Anderson, author of The Ritual of Writing




  

     

  Pagan Portals




  Isis




  Great of Magic, She of 10,000 Names


  







  



  Pagan Portals




  Isis




  Great of Magic, She of 10,000 Names




  Olivia Church




 [image: image]




  Winchester, UK




  Washington, USA







 



    
[image: image]





  First published by Moon Books, 2021




  Moon Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., No. 3 East Street, Alresford Hampshire SO24 9EE, UK




  office@jhpbooks.net




  www.johnhuntpublishing.com




  www.moon-books.net




  For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.




  © Olivia Church 2020




  ISBN: 978 1 78904 298 6




  978 1 78904 299 3 (ebook)




  Library of Congress Control Number: 2020934413




  All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.




  The rights of Olivia Church as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.




  Design: Stuart Davies




  UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  Printed in North America by CPI GPS partners









   

  We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.




  




  



  This book is dedicated to my dear friend Ronnie, a wise woman, a source of inspiration, and the compass which always leads me back to Egypt.





  




  



  
Foreword and Acknowledgements





  As a child I was in awe of the ancient Egyptians and anything to do with the ancient world. This blossomed into love during my adolescence where I discovered that the stories and beliefs of the ancients spoke to me far more than those of the Anglican Church that I grew up with (although my family were not particularly religious). As I discovered Paganism it seemed natural for me to begin my journey with the Egyptian Gods and Goddesses I had loved learning about, with Isis being first among them. It is this personal piety that prompted me to ask more questions about Egyptian religion and the ancient Egyptians themselves. I went on to study this at University for my Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees. My doctoral research into contemporary Pagan (or ‘neo-Pagan’) interactions with archaeology is a development from this passion. With this background, my approach to ancient Egypt is two-fold, from a modern Pagan perspective, to a scholarly Egyptological one. I always endeavour to keep the distinction between the two clear. When writing about personal gnosis or contemporary Pagan ideas relating to Egypt I specify as such.




  As a part of the Pagan Portals series, I aim for this book to be accessible for Pagan readers called to worship Isis, as well as those generally interested in her ancient and modern worship. I will approach this by combining and distinguishing between scholarly sources and contemporary Pagan perspectives. In this way, I hope that you as the reader can appreciate both ancient and modern views of how Isis manifests in the world.




  I owe my thanks to Jenny, who recommended me for this work, and to the Egyptology staff in Swansea University, and the Egypt Centre, who taught me to read hieroglyphs and made ancient Egypt tangible. I thank my dear friend Ronnie, who has encouraged me in my studies of the Goddesses and Gods of Egypt, both with academic tenacity and spiritual ardour. And I thank my mam, who bought my first published poem and has believed in my writing throughout my life.




  Ankh, Wuja, Seneb




  Life, Prosperity, Health







   



   
Abbreviations





  PT – Pyramid Texts




  CT – Coffin Texts




  BD – Book of the Dead




  PCB – Papyrus Chester Beatty




  BRP – Bremner-Rhind Papyrus




  Met – Metamorphoses (by Apuleius)







   

	 

  
Timeline





  Dates provided from Shaw, 2003:




  Early Dynasty Period




  Comprising Dynasties 1 & 2, 3000-2686 BCE




  Old Kingdom




  Comprising Dynasties 3-8, 2686-2160 BCE




  First Intermediate Period




  Comprising Dynasties 9 & 10, 2160-2055 BCE




  Middle Kingdom




  Comprising Dynasties 11-14, 2055-1650 BCE




  Second Intermediate Period




  Comprising Dynasties 15-17, 1650-1550 BCE




  New Kingdom – (Including Ramesside Period)




  Comprising Dynasties 18-20, 1550-1069 BCE




  Third Intermediate Period




  Comprising Dynasties 21-25, 1069-664 BCE




  Late Period




  Comprising Dynasties 26-30 & 2nd Persian Period, 664-332 BCE




  Graeco-Roman Period




  Comprising Macedonian & Ptolemaic Dynasties, 332-30 BCE; Roman Period, 30 BCE – 395 CE
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  Introduction




  Setting the Scene




  The name ‘Isis’ is one that is recognised by most people in the Western world. Without much effort, many can conjure up ideas associated with this name, whether it be images of a golden winged Goddess, the story of a God’s murder, or descriptions of ancient Egyptian temples. This is partly down to her popularity in the ancient Mediterranean, which has had an enduring influence on Western cultures to this day. Another explanation for her survival is that she is incredibly relatable and approachable to all kinds of people, from the past and the present. There is a reason why her cult extended far beyond Egypt and was still remembered during the Middle Ages, when other Pagan cults had been lost to antiquity (Clauss, 2000).




  The image we have of Isis is one which has been coloured heavily by ancient Graeco-Roman perceptions. The Goddess known as Aset, wove her magic through Egyptian culture for millennia, before the Greeks and Romans adopted her into their own religious systems, reinterpreting and re-naming her “Isis”. This Graeco-Roman form is the common image that we have inherited of Aset today, in part because this period of time (332 BCE – 395 CE) was when her cults were at their most widespread both within and beyond Egypt. On the other hand, however, such reinterpretations have perpetuated a Mediterranean portrait of Aset, following the antiquarian trend of claiming Egyptian heritage for Eurocentric narratives of history. It is therefore essential that we collectively reclaim Aset’s North African Egyptian origins, understanding that her development into Isis is a testament of North African influences on ancient Mediterranean religions, and giving credit to this cultural heritage.




  The name ‘Isis’ itself is of Graeco-Roman origin. Her original Egyptian name was Aset. The Egyptian form of Aset was quite different from her latter manifestations, though she always retained her core essence. This Goddess went through a considerable transformation and shapeshifted to such an extent that she became known as Isis of 10,000 names, identified with countless other Goddesses. In Apuleius’ ‘Metamorphoses’, (abbreviated hereafter, Met) better known as, ‘The Golden Ass’, Isis expresses this herself:




  

     

  “I, the mother of the universe, mistress of all the elements, and first offspring of the ages; mightiest of deities, queen of the dead, and foremost of heavenly beings; my one person manifests the aspect of all gods and goddesses.” (Apuleius, Met 11:5-6)




  




  If Isis is a shapeshifting universal Goddess, what makes Her unique, what powers does she possess, and what is Isis a Goddess of? Firstly, Isis is a Goddess of magic par excellence. Her magic weaves its way through each of her stories, through acts of trickery, healing, regeneration, and transformation. She is also a Goddess of grief, of divine love, motherhood, protection, and sovereignty. Isis flies between life and death, and warring gods. Her empathy reaches royal families, priests, and common people, who are all united in their shared human experiences: of love gained and lost, families built and torn apart, the quest for knowledge, and the dignity of personal autonomy.




  The Ancient Egyptian Context




  Despite overlaying Mediterranean concepts upon Isis’ character and iconography, she never lost touch with her Egyptian roots. Isis and her cult remained exotic and foreign outside of Egypt, perhaps adding to her appeal as well as her condemnation.




  Ancient Egyptian ideology and religious ideas were born from how the occupants of the Nile Valley interpreted the natural and societal world around them. Isis’ origins are firmly planted in the soil and sands of the Egyptian landscape. The context of her homeland is important to understand if one is to appreciate her genesis fully. Located in the northeast corner of Africa, Egypt was surrounded by influencing cultures, such as the people of Sudan to the south, Libya in the west, the Mediterranean in the north and the multitude of near eastern cultures to the east. The Nile River with its rich flood plain lies at the heart of Egypt, which is otherwise surrounded by arid desert. As a result of Neolithic climate change, Egypt’s savannah landscape dried out, leading communities of people closer to the Nile as the primary source of life (Craig Patch, 2011).




  Egypt’s ancient river cuts through the centre of the valley, flowing from the south (Upper Egypt) to the north (Lower Egypt). The river expands out into a flood plain, cradled on either side by sandy hills; beyond these lie the Saharan desert to the west, and ancient wadis leading east to the Red Sea. The sun would rise over the top of the eastern mountains, peaking above the Nile, and setting behind the mountains in the west; this created an image of the sun rising and setting from within the earth itself. In the months of August through to December, the season of Akhet, the Nile would flood, covering the agricultural lands in water. The water brought dark silt to the floodplain, re-fertilising the land. This was the inspiration for the Egyptians’ calling their country Kemet, the black land (Craig Patch, 2011). Once the water receded from January to April, the Egyptians planted new crops, during a season aptly named, Peret, ‘emerging’ or ‘coming forth’. Finally came the season of Shomu, where these crops would be harvested (Brewer & Teeter, 2007).




  The Egyptian summer would have then been too hot and dry for life to thrive and so the next flood was highly anticipated for agricultural renewal. This perpetual cycle taught the Egyptians that as the plants grew, died, and grew again, so too would they live, die, and live again. The hot summer brought endings, dried fields, and diseases, whilst the cool winter heralded growth, water, and prosperity.




  In addition to understanding Egypt’s landscape, one should be aware that ancient Egyptian history spans from around 3000 BCE to 30 CE. We oftentimes like to maintain an unchanging romanticised image of ancient Egypt; however, 3000 years is an incredible amount of time for a human society. The people of Cleopatra VII’s Egypt would be further away in time from the people of the Old Kingdom, than we are today from the ancient Romans! Naturally the cult of Isis would have gone through considerable changes from her first attestation in the Old Kingdom, to her influence in the Roman world.




  * * *




  In this book I will predominantly refer to the Goddess in question under the name of Isis, rather than the original Egyptian, Aset. This is in to be consistent with the book’s title, which I hope will attract readers interested in Aset-Isis’s historical journey, and in doing so, present the opportunity to teach readers about her distinctively Egyptian origins, as well as her later Graeco-Roman developments. Her mythology and cult will be introduced, as well as festivals and rituals that may be relevant to her followers today. I hope that within these pages Isis speaks to you as an intrigued reader and inspires you to reflect on why this 4500-year-old Goddess, continues to be relevant to people across the globe today.


  




  



  Chapter 1




  Mythology: Creation & Great of Magic




  To fully understand the character of Isis one must read her mythology to see how she interacts with other deities and how she faces the many challenges that are thrown her way. Her story must begin with creation, setting the scene for how her divine family came to be. Following on from her birth, it doesn’t take Isis long to build a reputation as one of great cleverness. How she came to be known as Isis, Great of Magic, is essential to her whole being, and to every chapter of her mythology thereafter.




  The Sources of Isis & Osiris’ Mythology




  The key chapters of Isis and Osiris’ story are scattered throughout multiple Egyptian and Greek sources. The most complete telling of the story from native Egyptian literature is from a New Kingdom hymn (1550-1225 BCE) from the stela of an elite man named, Amenmose (Lichtheim, 1976). Much later, Greek historians such as Diodorus Siculus and Plutarch expand upon this narrative in more detail, inevitably adding their own Greek flare to the stories (Swetnam-Burland, 2015). It is therefore to be expected that the story changed through the centuries and the different authors retelling it. Today we hear the myth through our own culture’s filters of understanding, adding depth and relevance to the story for each person who hears it. The myth of Isis and Osiris is a famous one, for good reason.




  The Heliopolitan Creation Myth




  Heliopolis was a town known as Iunu to the ancient Egyptians and was located to the northwest of modern-day Cairo (Wilkinson, 2000). This was the cult centre for the Heliopolitan Ennead, a group of nine deities whose mythology forms the backdrop of the Isis-Osiris story. Recorded as early as the Old Kingdom Pyramid Texts (abbreviated hereafter, PT) is the myth of how the God Atum-Ra formed new life from a self-creative act, either through masturbation or spitting (PT 527 and 600). This resulted in the birth of his two children, Shu and Tefnut, the divine personifications of air and moisture. The pair wandered away from their father, causing him such distress that he sent his Eye (the embodied sun disk, named the Eye of Ra) to go in search of them. Upon their return, the Eye discovered that her father had replaced her with another; to placate her anger at this betrayal, Atum-Ra placed her upon his head as the first Uraeus serpent (Pinch, 2002).




  Following on from this interlude, Shu and Tefnut came together and from their union sprung another pairing, Nut the Sky Goddess and Geb the earth God. This is an interesting example of how the Egyptians thought in a different way to cultures such as the Greeks and Romans, who traditionally viewed the earth as feminine and sky as masculine (Barthell, 1971). In early afterlife ideology the king was believed to be reborn by the sky Goddess Nut and ascended to join the imperishable stars of her body (Pinch, 2002). This may be why the sky was considered a mother, instead of the earth.




  Nut and Geb held one another in such a close embrace that no life could exist between them. Their father, Shu decided to intervene, lifting Nut’s body high above the earth. This great cosmological event is illustrated repeatedly in Egyptian religious art. Once the two were separated, Nut could finally give birth to the offspring that they had conceived. In a later development of the PT known as the Coffin Texts, (abbreviated hereafter, CT and dated to the Middle Kingdom) Nut had been forbidden by Ra to give birth on any day of the 360-day year. Fortunately, the wise God Thoth came to her aid. Through a board game with the moon God, Thoth was able to win Nut five more days of the year to give birth to her offspring, bringing the year up to total 365 days (Pinch, 2002).




  It is on these five epagomenal days that Isis and her siblings were brought into existence. First born was Osiris who would inherit the throne of the earth from his father Geb; second came Horus the Elder (later named the uncle of Horus son of Isis); third came Set, who burst forth violently from his mother (Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 12); fourth was Isis and finally Nephthys came on the fifth and final day (Pinch, 2002). Thus, were the Heliopolitan Ennead brought forth into creation and the stories of Isis began to unravel.




  Isis learns Ra’s Secret Name




  The non-linear style of Egyptian mythology presents a period where the Ennead co-existed during Ra’s reign on earth. Shu had not yet taken the throne, nor had his son Geb or grandson Osiris. Despite being the supreme God and possessing great creative magic, Ra had three generations of deities beneath him and his age had begun to show. Isis was already renowned for knowing everything “in the sky and on the earth” (CT 411; Faulkner, 2007); that is, everything except the true, secret name of Ra.
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