
Isiac Refuge: A Ptolemaic Aetion in Pompeii’s Temple of Isis 

Paintings from the ekklesiasterion in Pompeii’s Temple of Isis (VIII. 7.28) 
illustrate scenes from the myth of Io. On the north wall, Io appears in both human and 
bovine forms, and looks on as Hermes arrives to free her from Argos (Fig. 1). On the 
opposite wall, Io reaches the Canopus in Egypt as a refugee from both her Jovian 
metamorphosis and Hera’s torments (Fig. 2). At the touch of Isis, Io regains human form, 
and finds sanctuary amidst the goddess and her priests. 

Focusing on the latter painting, my paper interrogates its representation of Io as 
refugee, and Egypt as a place of sanctuary for the Argive heroine. Building upon 
scholarly consensus, which holds that the Io and Isis panel reflects a lost Ptolemaic 
prototype,1 I seek to locate the original painting more precisely in its own historical 
moment. Callimachean elegy suggests that the Ptolemaic court was propagating Io’s story 
as a mythic etiology for their rule of Egypt already in the mid-third century BCE.2 Based 
on the painting’s iconography of specifically Isiac asylum, I propose a later date for its 
conception. Ptolemaic queens’ identification with Isis intensified in the second and first 
centuries BCE,3 suggesting a royal context in which new emphasis on the Egyptian 
goddess and her cult serviced dynastic claims and operated within broader Hellenistic 
discourses of territorial conquest and dislocation.
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Figure 1. Fresco wall painting of Io, Hermes, and Argos, from the north wall of the 
ekklesiasterion, Temple of Isis, Pompeii (VIII.7.28). Now in the Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale di Napoli.



Figure 2. Fresco wall painting of Io and Isis at the Canopus, from the south wall of the 
ekklesiasterion, Temple of Isis, Pompeii (VIII.7.28). Now in the Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale di Napoli.


