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Is is  An d Osiris
The Goddess and the Dismembered

Savior  God
By Mary Longenecker Frorer

Is is  an d Osiris  – Th e  Myth
In  t h e begin n in g t h er e wa s on ly Nu n , t h e
pr im a l ocea n  of ch a os, wh ich  con t a in ed t h e
seeds  of ever yt h in g t o com e. Ou t  of t h ese
waters by an  exer t ion  of will a rose the Sun  God
Ra . In  t ime he was moved to give bir th  to Shu
en d Tefn u t , t h e god a n d goddess of Air  a n d
Moistu re. Tefnu t , a s t he goddess of Moistu re,
con sor t ed wit h  h er  spou se, Sh u , a n d t h ey in
tu rn  gave bir th  to Geb and Nut , the Ear th  god
a n d Sk y goddess . An d t h u s  t h e ph ys ica l
universe came in to being.

 Against  the orders of Ra , Nut  and Geb
likewise consor t ed, and Nut , t he Sky goddess,
beca m e pr egn a n t . Ra  wa s a n ger ed by t h is
d isobedien ce of h is  r oya l decr ee, a n d  h e
announced tha t  Nut  could not  give bir th  in  any
mon th  of any yea r . Now in  t hose t imes t here
was a  per fect  yea r  of 360 days. So, Thoth , the
god of Tru th , con t r ived a  plan . He was fond of
Nut , and to r esolve her  pligh t , he wen t  to the
Moon  goddess. In  gambling with  her , he won
one-seven t ieth  of her  yea r ly illumina t ions, or
t h e equ iva len t  of five da ys .  Th en  Th ot h
provided Nut  with  the five ext ra  days on  which
her  ch ildren  could be born .

Th e five ch ildr en  of Nu t  a n d Geb wer e
Os ir is , H or u s  t h e  E lder , Set , I s is , en d
Nephthys.  0f these, Osir is, the eldest , became
t h e ben eficen t  k in g a n d r u ler  of pr eh ist or ic
Egypt , and husband of Isis. Horus t he E lder ,
wh om  som e r efer  t o a s Apollo, wa s la t er  t o
become Horus, the ch ild of Isis and Osir is, bu t
he was conceived while both  of them were st ill
in  the womb of Nut . Set , born  on  the th ird day,

is the god of da rkness, dea th  end evil. He was
born , not  by normal means, bu t  burst  th rough
h is mother 's side. According to an  a lt erna t ive
t r a dit ion , h e a n d Neph t h ys wer e bor n  fr om
Geb, n ot  Nu t . Set  a lso goes  by t h e n a m e,
Typh o, a n d like t h e Gr eek  m on st er -ser pen t ,
Typh on , Set  is  som et im es r epr esen t ed a s a
ser pen t . At  ot h er  t im es h e is  descr ibed a s
having red ha ir , and is sa id to be the god who
ru les t he ba r r en  dry lands of Egypt . Isis, t he
four th  ch ild, is the wife of Osir is and mother  of
Horus. She, t oo, according to other  sources, is
sa id to have been  born  not  of Nut , bu t  of Thoth ,
the god of t ru th . Neph thys, t he fift h  and la st
ch ild of Nu t , becom es t h e com pa n ion  of Isis
and the wife of Set . Bu t  in  un ion  with  Osir is,
sh e gives bir t h  t o Anubis, t he J acka l-headed
god wh o gu ides decea sed sou ls  t h r ou gh  t h e
Underwor ld.

Isis a n d Osir is a r e t h e fir st  m yt h ologica l
r oya l fa m ily of a n cien t  E gypt . Toget h er  t h ey
were en ligh tened ru ler s, in t roducing the a r t  of
cu lt iva t ion .  Th ey t a u gh t  t h e pla n t in g a n d
h a r vest in g of cr ops in  a ccor da n ce wit h  t h e
annua l ir r iga t ion  of the land by the Nile r iver .
I s is  a n d  Osir is  in t r odu ced  la n gu a ge, a n d
est a blish ed la ws for  t h eir  people. Th ey a lso
pr om ot ed com m er ce a n d t r a de, a n d ot h er
civilizin g a r t s , en d t a u gh t  t h eir  su bject s  t o
worsh ip the gods. All went  well, un t il one year
when  Osir is was off visit ing neighbor ing lands.
In  h is a bsen ce, h is evil br ot h er , Set , plot t ed
aga inst  h im, unbeknownst  to Isis. Set  secret ly
obt a in ed t h e m ea su r em en t  of Osir is 's  body,
a n d wit h  t h e h elp  of t h e da r k  Qu een  of
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Ethiopia  end seventy-two conspira tors, Set  had
a  lea d-lin ed coffin  bu ilt  t o exa ct ly fit  t h e
dim en sion s of Osir is . On  Osir is 's  r et u r n  a
specia l banquet  was held, and Set  announced
a ft er  t h e  fes t ivit ies , t h a t  wh om ever  fit
per fect ly in t o t h is  m a gn ificen t  ch est  wou ld
become it s owner . Osir is wa s t he la st  t o t r y,
and, a s he st epped in to the chest , Set  and h is
conspira tors na iled down the lid and th rew the
chest  in to t he Nile. Some say t ha t  t h is even t
t ook  pla ce in  t h e t wen t y-eigh t h  yea r  of h is
r eign , wh ile ot h er s cla im  it  wa s du r in g t h e
t wen t y-eigh t h  yea r  of h is  life. I t  is  a lso
r epor t ed  t h a t  t h is  even t  occu r r ed  on  t h e
seven teen th  day of t he mon th  of Athyr , when
t h e su n  wa s pa ssin g t h r ou gh  t h e sign  of t h e
Scorpion . The coffin , a s it  is a lso r efer r ed t o,
t hen  floa t ed downst r ea m a nd wa s ca r r ied by
t h e wa ves of t h e sea  t o t h e coa st  of Byblos.2

There it  lodged aga inst  the bank of a  r iver , and
a  t a m a r isk  t r ee gr ew u p a r ou n d it , en ca sin g
the coffin  completely with in  the t ree. When Isis
r ea lized wha t  ha d befa llen  her  husba nd, she
t r a veled t he length  of t he Nile in  deep gr ief,
search ing for  the chest  conta in ing Osir is.

Is is  dr essed in  m ou r n in g a ppa r el, a n d
lea r n in g t h e wh er ea bou t s of t h e ch est  fr om
some ch ildren , t raveled to Byblos to ret r ieve it .
Upon  a r r iva l, she rested beside a  founta in , end
ch a n ced u pon  t h e m a idser va n t s  of Oueen
Asta r t e. Speaking kindly to them, she bra ided
their  ha ir , a ll the while t ransmit t ing to them a
marvelous per fume from her  own  body. When
the Queen  lea rned of her , she sen t  for  Isis and
en ga ged h er  a s a  n u r se t o h er  n ewbor n  son .
Isis  soon  fou n d t h a t  t h e t r ee con t a in in g t h e
chest  had been  cu t  down, and was in  the King's
pa lace, serving a s a  pilla r  t o suppor t  t he roof.
Isis nu r sed the in fan t , offer ing h im her  finger
in  place of her  breast  Every n igh t  she secret ly
per formed a  ma gic r it ua l t o ma ke t he in fa n t
immor ta l, placing h im in  the fir eplace in  order
to bu rn  away h is mor t a l pa r t s. Bu t  one n igh t
t h e Qu een  in t er r u pt ed t h e cer em on y, cr yin g
ou t  t o save her  son 's life. Ala s, t he spell was
br oken , en d t h e ch ild wa s den ied t h e gift  of
immor ta lity. At  th is poin t  Isis r evea led herself

a s the Goddess, and requested the t r ee t runk,
or  pilla r , con t a in ing t he chest . Removing t he
coffin  from the t r ee, she wrapped the shell of
the t r ee in  fine linen  and per fumed it  with  oil.
Then  she pr esen t ed it  t o t he k ing and queen
who placed it  in  the t emple of Isis. They say it
is worsh ipped there to th is day by the people of
Byblos.

Is is  r et u r n ed wit h  t h e ch est  t o E gypt .
Aided by Neph t h ys, Isis t em por a r ily r evived
Osir is t h rough  magic, and conceived a  son  by
h im. Rumor  of th is news, however , got  back to
Set , and Isis had to flee in to the swamps of the
Nile Delta  to escape h is evil in ten t . She h id the
chest  con ta in ing the body of Osir is, and ra ised
her  son , Horus, in  seclusion , un t il such  t ime as
h e wou ld be m a t u r e en ou gh  t o win  ba ck  h is
r igh t  to the th rone of Egypt .

Despit e Isis's precau t ions, Set  came across
the body of Osir is one n igh t  wh ile he was ou t
hunt ing under  the ligh t  of a  fu ll moon . He took
the corpse and, cu t t ing it  in to four t een  pieces,
sca t t ered the por t ions abou t  the en t ir e length
of t h e k in gdom . On ce Isis r ea lized wh a t  Set
h a d don e, sh e pa t ien t ly t r a veled t h r ou gh ou t
the land ga ther ing up th ir t een  of the four t een
segments of the body. The sexua l member  she
wa s  n ot  a ble t o r et r ieve a s  it  h a d  been
consumed by an  Oxyrynchus fish . She restored
t h e body a n d m a de a  m odel of t h e m issin g
pha llus.

H or u s, m ea n wh ile, con t in u ed t o gr ow t o
manhood, hoping to r edeem h is fa ther 's dea th
and secu re h is r igh t fu l cla im  to the kingdom.
In  a n  effor t  t o h elp  h im , Osir is  m a de a n
a ppea r a n ce fr om  t h e ot h er  wor ld, a n d a sked
H or u s  t wo qu es t ion s : “Wh a t  is  t h e m os t
glor ious a ct ion  a  ma n  ca n  per form?" To t h is,
H or u s r espon ded: “To r even ge t h e in ju r ies
in flict ed u pon  a  pa r en t ." Th en  Osir is a sked,
“An d wh a t  a n im a l is  m ost  ser vicea ble t o
soldier ?" H or u s r eplied, “A h or se, for  it  ca n
over t a ke a n d cu t  off a  fleein g a dver sa r y.”
These r eplies gave Osir is cause t o r ejoice, for
h e kn ew h is son  wa s pr epa r ed t o defen d h is
cause.

S h or t ly t h e r ea ft e r ,  S e t 's  con cu b in e ,
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Th u er is , deser t ed  h is  r a n k s . As  sh e wa s
a ppr oa ch in g H or u s 's  a r m y, a  ser pen t  wh ich
wa s  pu r su in g h er  wa s  k illed  by H or os 's
soldier s. In  a  ba t t le t ha t  followed soon  a ft er ,
Set  wa s t a ken  pr ison er . H or u s t u r n ed t h e
capt ive over  to h is mother , Isis, and went  off to
fin ish  t he war . Bu t  wily Set  managed to t a lk
t h e for givin g Is is  in t o r elea sin g h im . Th is
act ion  so incensed Horus t ha t  he t or e off t he
r oya l in sign ia  fr om  h is  m ot h er 's  h ea ddr ess.
Grea t  Thoth  replaced it  with  one from the cow
goddess, H a t h or : Set  t h en  pu blicly a ccu sed
Horus of illegit imacy, bu t  a  council of the Gods
decided in  Horus's favor .

The st ruggle between  the two wen t  on  for
yea r s. Th er e wer e a  n u m ber  of a t t em pt s a t
cosm ic ju dgm en t , m os t ly t o n o a va il, for
neither  pa r ty had a  clea r  major ity of deit ies on
it s side. At  one poin t , Set  tore ou t  Horus's left
eye and th rew it  away. Isis r et r ieved it . Horus
r ipped off on e of Set 's  t est icles. F in a lly t h e
Grea t  Quar rel came to a  head when  Thoth  and
Ra  made clea r  the issues on  both  sides, for , a s
Thoth  decla red, “Shou ld one give the office to
t h e m ot h er 's  br ot h er , wh ile t h e dir ect  son  of
Osir is is a t  hand?"  And speaking for  Ra , t he
Ra m  of Men des cr ied ou t , “On  t h e con t r a r y,
shou ld the office be given  to a  mere lad wh ile
Set , h is elder  rela t ive (and mother 's brother , is
a t  h a n d?" In  t h e en d, Set  did con cede t h e
th rone to Horus. Horus's eye was r estored by
Thoth  a s t he Wedja t  eye. The luna r  eye t hus
became the eye of wisdom and illumina t ion . In
fact , Horus gave the r estored eye to Osir is, so
t h a t  h e m igh t  be h ea led a s well. Osir is  wa s
en th roned as Lord of the Underwor ld, and the
land of Egypt  was a t  peace once more.

Is is  an d Osiris  – Th e  Com m e n tary

Most  ancien t  cu ltu res had myths tha t  were
cosmologica l, such  as th is one, where the myth
a t tempts to descr ibe the or igin  and st ructure of
the cosmos, offer ing a  metaphor ica l accoun t  of
h ow it  ca m e in t o bein g. In  t h ese m yt h s, t h e
gods a n d goddesses  a r e per son ifica t ion s  of
a rchetypa l and un iver sa l pr inciples. The older

or  or igina l deit ies a lways r epresen t  t he more
a bs t r a ct  fu n ct ion s  or  p r oces ses . I n  t h e
Egypt ian  pantheon , for  instance, Ra  represen ts
the spir it ua l a nd cr ea t ive energy of t he Sun ,
the God who each  day r ises by an  exer t ion  of
will ou t  of the cosmic ocean  of Nun. In  the next
gen er a t ion , t h e god Sh u  a n d t h e goddess
Tefnu t  a re the substances of a ir  and moistu re.
T h e i r  offs p r in g ,  G e b  a n d  N u t ,  a r e
per son ifica t ions of the physica l ea r th  and sky.
Thus a re crea ted the four  elements: fir e a s Ra ;
a ir  a s Shu ; wa ter  a s Tefnu t ; and ea r th  as Geb,
with  Nut  funct ion ing a s the sky, or  the space,
with in  which  these deit ies exist . Geb and Nut
then  give bir th  to the five gods and goddesses
who a re the cen t ra l characters in  th is Egypt ian
myth .

Th e  Egyptian  P an th e on

Nun
•
•

Thoth  Ra

Tefnut ------------Shu

  Nut ---------------------------------Geb

   Osir is   E lder Set Isis    Nephthys
  Horus

Thoth , the God of t ru th , st ands apar t  from
the scheme of crea t ion , for  he is an  un-crea ted
and et erna l pr inciple, coexist en t  with  Ra . By
gambling with  the Moon , Thoth  wins the five
ext ra  days dur ing which  Nut 's ch ildren  can  be
born . Th is even t  accoun ted for  our  sola r -luna r
yea r  of 360 + 5 da ys. Mor eover , five a s  a
number  ha s perenn ia lly been  a ssocia t ed with



Isis and  Osiris:  T he Goddess and  the Dism em bered  S avior God
J ournal of Esoteric Psychology • Volum e 6 • N o. 2 • 1990

4

"ma n ," for  huma ns ha ve five finger s on  ea ch
hand, five physica l senses, and st and upr igh t
in  t h e for m  of a  five poin t ed st a r . F ou r , in
cont rast , has a lways been  the number  symbolic
of Nature, the Ear th , and the unconscious. It  is
a lso t h e n u m ber  a ssocia t ed  wit h  t h e fou r
elements, the four  direct ions, and the mater ia l
wor ld . F ive, a s  t h e n u m ber  of h u m a n it y,
b e com e s  t h e  n u m b e r  of ch oice  a n d
con sciou sn ess , a  pot en t ia lit y for  m ovin g
beyond inst inct ive mat ter .

Thus it  is not  acciden ta l t ha t  t he Goddess
Nut  gives bir th  to five ch ildren . Tha t  they a re
bor n  ou t side t h e sola r  yea r  of Ra  a n d t h u s
com bin e sola r  a n d lu n a r  in flu en ces is  a lso
sign ifican t . It  implies tha t  these five gods and
goddesses pa r t ake of a  dua l na tu re, sola r  and
lunar . And as the sun  represen t s the pr inciple
of con sciou sn ess  (ligh t ) a n d t h e m oon , t h e
unconscious (da rkness), so these five ch ildren
of Nut  and Geb will exper ience in  a  myth ic way
the same st ruggle between  consciousness and
t h e u n con sciou s t h a t  h u m a n s do. In  effect ,
t h ese five deit ies  of H ea ven  a n d E a r t h  a r e
symbolic project ions of the human self. Each  of
them is a  sepa ra te a rchetypa l divin ity who, a t
t h e sa m e t im e, r epr esen t s  a  fu n da m en t a l
pr inciple opera t ing with in  every human being.

Of t he five, Isis is t he st rongest  figu re in
the myth , for  she is t he Mother  Goddess who
comes from the pre-pa t r ia rcha l per iod in  which
t h e fem in in e en er gy em bodied in  t h e E a r t h
and Na tu re was worsh ipped and honored a s a
divin it y. Sh e is  a lm ost  a lwa ys t h e posit ive
a spect  of Na t u r e, t h e ben eficen t , n u r t u r in g,
a n d  edu ca t in g for ce t h a t  a s s is t s  h u m a n
progress. Her  sist er , Neph thys, is t he shadow
side of Is is , sym bolic of a  da r ker  a n d less
con sciou s  fem in in e. Sh e is  closer  t o t h e
in st in ct ive self, a n d t h e gu a r dia n  of t h in gs
h idden  and concea led. Thus she a ssist s Isis in
the process of r esu r rect ing Osir is a ft er  he has
been  sla in  by Set . Osir is is the consor t  of Isis,
t h e br ot h er , h u sba n d-lover  of t h e goddess .
Horus, the ch ild who is born  to Isis and Osir is,
wa s pr eexist en t  in  t h e wom b of Nu t  a s t h e
E lder  H or u s. H e r epr esen t s , a s  Ch r is t  d id

m u ch  la t er , t h e logos pr in ciple of ligh t  a n d
rea son , exist ing from a ll t ime. Thus P lu ta rch
com pa r es H or u s t o Apollo, t h e god of ligh t .
Horus is born  a ft er  Osir is 's dea th , conceived,
a s it  wer e, t h r ou gh  t h e m a gic of t h e Mot h er
Goddess. Set , t hen , brother  of Isis and Osir is,
and uncle of Horus, is the adversa ry, a  symbol
of darkness and evil-tha t  which  the hero figure
m u st  figh t  a ga in st . Du r in g t h e cou r se of t h e
m yt h , H or u s  a n d Set  en ga ge in  a  len gt h y
ba t t le for  ru lersh ip of the kingdom of Egypt .

Th is ba t t le for  ru ler sh ip of Egypt , which  is
basica lly the theme of the myth , is an  excellen t
exa m ple of t h e wa y in  wh ich  t h e m yt h s of
a n t iqu it y wer e  a lwa ys  in t en d ed  t o be
in terpreted on  mult iple levels simult aneously.
Th is  m yt h , t h en , is  n ot  a  s im ple lin ea r
na r ra t ive, bu t , a s one au thor  has pu t  it , more
like a  "polyph on ic fu gu e”.4 F or  in st a n ce, t h e
h istor ica l level t he ba t t le between  Horus and
Set  ca n  be seen  a s a  m yt h ic a ccou n t  of a n
ancien t  ba t t le which  did indeed unify what  had
been  the two sepa ra te kingdoms of Upper  and
Lower  E gypt . Th e fir s t  k in g of t h is  u n it ed
k in gdom  of E gypt  wa s kn own  by t h e n a m e
Menes, and he wore a  crown  tha t  symbolized
the un ion  of the two lands.

But  viewed from an  eth ica l level, the myth
ca n  a lso be seen  a s r eflect in g t h e t r a n sit ion
from the un ified wor ld of t he Goddess toward
the wor ld of dua lity crea ted by the Gods, with
Set , t h e u su r per , r epr esen t in g t h e for ces of
darkness, and Horus as the hero who figh ts for
t ru th  and ligh t . This ba t t le between  Horus and
Set  set s t h e st a ge for  wh a t  la t er  cr ea t es t h e
dua l wor ld of opposit es. Bu t  a s long a s myths
or igina t ed with in  t he age of t he Goddess, t he
ba t t le between  the forces of ligh t  and the forces
of da rkness does not  completely pola r ize it self.
F or  t h e Mot h er  Goddesses, like Isis h er e, do
not  consisten t ly a lign  themselves with  one side
aga inst  t he other . The Mother  Goddess in  her
grea t  wisdom recognizes tha t  the ligh t  and the
da rk a re inheren t ly One, ju st  a s dayt ime and
night t ime a re two ha lves of a  la rger  cycle.

A t h ir d in t er pr et a t ion  of t h e m yt h  is  t o
r ecogn ize t h a t  it  r a ises m a n y of t h e Issu es



Isis and  Osiris:  T he Goddess and  the Dism em bered  S avior God
J ournal of Esoteric Psychology • Volum e 6 • N o. 2 • 1990

5

involved in  t he h ist or ica l t r ansit ion  from the
m a t r ia r ch a l t im e of t h e Goddess  t o t h e
pa t r ia r ch a l a ge of t h e Gods. In  pa r t , t h is
r epresen t s two syst ems of inher it ance. Is t he
th rone to descend th rough  the mother 's line or
the fa ther 's? In  a  ma t r ilinea l society, such  a s
wa s  lik ely du r in g t h e N eolit h ic a ge, t h e
mother 's brother  a s an  adu lt  has a  legit ima te
cla im to the th rone as long as her  son  is st ill a
ch ild . Set 's  cla im  com es ou t  of t h is  older
t radit ion . Horus, as Osir is's son , represen ts the
r ising ambit ions of the pa t r ia rchy. Th is is t he
rea son  beh ind Osir is 's r eappea rance, and the
two quest ions he poses t o Horus, pa r t icu la r ly
the one concern ing a  soldier 's choice of an imal.
In  t h e N eolit h ic a ge of t h e Goddess , t h e
an ima ls of worsh ip were the bu ll, t he serpen t
and t he lion , for  t hey r epresen t  t he power  of
t h e fem in in e u n con sciou s . H or u s, h owever ,
a ppr opr ia t ely ch ooses t h e h or se, t h e a n im a l
pr ized by the pa t r ia r chy, for  with  it  t he r ider
ca n  over t a k e a n d  wipe ou t  t h e  flee in g
a dver sa r y. Th is a n swer  clea r ly a lign s H or u s
with  the pa t r ia rcha l posit ion . And in  a  myth ic
sen se, t h en , h e is  on e of t h e ea r liest  of t h e
pa t r ia rcha l hero figures.

This helps to expla in  why Set  is a lso ca lled
Typh o, a n d wh y h e is  oft en  pict u r ed in  t h e
form of a  serpen t . Set  r epresen t s t he serpen t
en er gy of t h e Mot h er  Goddess, Is is , ju st  a s
Mother  Ga ia  had the serpen t  Python , and the
Indian  Goddess, Danu , had the serpen t  Vr it ra .
The serpen t  embodies the force it self, which  is
la t er  r ecogn ized a s  t h e power fu l kunda lin i
energy, tha t  which  energizes a ll life forms. The
hero son  of the Fa ther  in  myth  a lways ba t t les
t h e ser pen t , a s  t h e sym bol of power  of t h e
femin ine unconscious. It  is a  ba t t le in it ia ted by
the conscious self in  an  a t t empt  to master  the
much  more power fu l unconscious self. Apollo
a n d H er a k les  defea t  t h e P yt h on  in  Gr eek
m yt h ology, ju st  a s  in  t h e E a st , In dr a  sla ys
Vr it r a . Th is myth  with  Isis and Horus comes
from an  ea r lier  age, however , and so Set , t he
ser pen t  (a n d br ot h er ) of Mot h er  Isis , is  n ot
t ot a lly defea t ed. Horus ga in s t he t h rone, bu t
Set  does not  lose face, even  though  the ba t t le

cen ter s a round th is cen t ra l issue of the son  of
t h e  pa t r ia r ch y ba t t lin g t h e  m a t r ia r ch a l
emblem of power . In  fact , even  in  th is myth  a
ser pen t  is  s la in , for  wh en  Set 's  con cu bin e
deser t ed h is r anks, a  serpen t  pu r su ing her  is
sla in  by Horus's a rmy. Thus the symbolism is
here even  though  it  is not  yet  Set  who is sla in .
And, aga in , given  t he an t iqu ity of t h is myth ,
Isis does not  t ake sides in  the long drawn  ou t
ba t t le between  the cla ims of Horus and Set .

F in a lly, t h e t r a d it ion  of t h e An cien t
Myster ies presen t s yet  another  level a t  wh ich
t h is  m yt h  wa s  in t en ded  t o be r ea d  a n d
in t er pr et ed. In  t h e An cien t  Myst er y Sch ools,
su ch  a s t h a t  of P yt h a gor a s a t  Cr ot on a , t h e
disciples and in it ia t es r ead cer t a in  myths, of
which  th is was one, and applied their  meaning
t o t h e life of t h e in dividu a l disciple. F or  t h e
m yst er y t r a dit ion  r est ed on  t h e belief t h a t
cycles, pr ocesses a n d t r u t h s a t  t h e u n iver sa l
level will h a ve cor r espon den ces  t h a t  a r e
equa lly va lid and r elevan t  for  t he individua l,
s in ce, in va r ia bly, t h ese t wo r ea lm s a r e a
r eflect ion  of on e a n ot h er . Th e m icr ocosm
a lwa ys  oper a t es  a ccor d in g t o t h e  s a m e
pa t t ern s a nd pr inciples a s t he ma crocosm. A
da y, for  in s t a n ce, goes  t h r ou gh  a  cyclica l
progression  from bir th  (da rk) to fu llness (ligh t )
a n d ba ck  t o da r k  a ga in . A yea r  follows a
sim ila r  pa t t er n  a s it  pr ogr esses t h r ou gh  t h e
four  seasons, from win ter  (da rk), to spr ing and
su m m er  (ligh t ), a n d ba ck  t o fa ll a n d win t er
aga in . Thus, a t  the level of the "myster ies" (a s
t h ese m yt h s  wh ich  expr essed fu n da m en t a l
t ru ths were ca lled), everyth ing in  a  myth -the
character s, the places and even t s-was believed
to have cor responding r elevance a t  individua l
and universa l levels.

In  th is t radit ion  of the Mystery Schools, for
in st a n ce, t h e la n d of E gypt  wa s pict u r ed a s
ana logous to the human body, with  the Nile as
the spine, and t he t emples a long t he Nile a s
the major  chakras, or  energy cen ters. Even  the
h is t or ica l exper ien ce t h a t  E gypt  h a d gon e
t h r ou gh , of u n ifyin g t wo k in gdom s a n d t wo
peoples, of da rker  and ligh ter  skin , was viewed
as a  fundamenta l t ru ths, one of many esoter ic
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keys with in  the mystery t r adit ion . For  it  was
symbolic of a  process which  is r epea ted with in
the life of t he individua l in it ia t e a s well. For
in st a nce, following t he geogra ph ica l un ion  of
oppos it es  wit h in  t h e la n d  of E gypt , t h e
Pharaohs crea ted a  monumenta l cu ltu re with  a
spir it ua l t r adit ion  and works of a r t  for  wh ich
Egypt  has forever  been  famous. Th is example
of t h e flower in g of E gypt  wa s seen  a s  a n
a n a logy for  t h e sa m e pr ocess of fu lfillm en t
open  to the disciple of the Mystery School. For ,
in  like m a n n er , t h e a lch em ica l m a r r ia ge or
un ion  of opposites with in  the disciple produces
per son a l in t egr a t ion , a n d it  is  t h is  pr ocess
wh ich , in  t u r n , lea ds  t o t h e en ligh t en ed
in it ia te.

 Isis, par t icu la r ly, of a ll the Goddesses, has
a lwa ys  been  a ssocia t ed  wit h  t h e m yst er y
t r adit ion . As Na tu re, she is "veiled" Isis, and
yet  she is a lways willing to r evea l her  secret s
to t hose who a re per sist en t  in  t heir  effor t s t o
penet ra te her  depths. There a re many legends
con cer n in g Is is  t h a t  r eflect  h er  power  a n d
per sona lit y. As a  Mother  Goddess, Isis t a kes
grea t  ca re in  ra ising her  son , Horus, protect ing
h im from the wiles of Set . Isis was a lso a  grea t
hea ler . At  one t ime, she had managed to st ea l
from Ra  h is secret  name, which  held with in  it
t h e kn owledge a n d power  t o per for m  m a gic,
and to hea l t he sick and r a ise the dead. Th is,
in  it self, was sufficien t  reason  for  her  to be the
m ot h er  of t h e m yst er ies. Th u s it  is  Isis  a n d
Neph t h ys wh o r esu r r ect  Osir is  a ft er  h e h a s
been  sla in  by Set .

Th r ou gh ou t  t h is m yt h , Isis 's  son , H or u s,
a ct s  for  t h e m ost  pa r t  in  con cer t  wit h  h is
m ot h er , u n t il h e becom es  im pa t ien t  a n d
a n ger ed by h er  t oler a n ce t owa r d Set . H is
r obbin g h er  of h er  in sign ia  is a n  a ct ion  t h a t
clea r ly sign ifies t he demise of t he Goddess in
gen er a l, eviden t  pa r t icu la r ly in  t h e fa ct  t h a t
Isis 's headdress is r eplaced by tha t  of the cow
goddess, Ha thor . It  is likely tha t  th is inciden t
in  the myth , represen t ing the r ise of mascu line
independence, was an  addit ion  tha t  developed
in  t im e a s t h e m yt h  wa s r et old over  m a n y
centur ies.

As the consor t  of t he Goddess, Osir is is a
st ronger  ma le figure than  Dumuzl and Kingu ,
h is myth ic predecessors elsewhere in  the Near
East . His accomplishments a s descr ibed in  the
myth  would lead us to believe he and Isis work
t oget h er  a s  pa r t n er s . I t  is  im por t a n t  t o
remember , however , t ha t  t h is myth , a s it  ha s
survived, was recorded by P lu ta rch  a round 100
A.D. Thus wha t  th is Greek biographer  had in
hand was a  myth  a s it  had been  r etold over  a
per iod of perhaps 3000 yea r s! It  is impossible
t o kn ow wh a t  delet ion s a n d a ccr et ion s h a d
occur red pr ior  to P lu ta rch , and, t hus, t o wha t
exten t  we can  accura tely theor ize abou t  these
myth ic figures. It  seems qu it e likely, however ,
t ha t , given  Osir is 's dismembermen t , he is yet
another  example of the consor t  of the Goddess
wh o becom es  t h e  sa cr ificia l figu r e , lik e
Du m u zi, t h e con sor t  of In a n n a  of Ur u k, a n d
like Kin gu , t h e con sor t  of Mot h er  Tia m a t  in
the myth  of Marduk. None of these th ree males
has t he per sona l cha ract er iza t ion  t ha t  comes
wit h  la t er  sa vior  figu r es su ch  a s  Dion ysos,
Herakles, and Quetza lcoa t l. They cer t a in ly do
not  exh ibit  the h igh ly evolved sense of mission
t h a t  Bu ddh a  a n d Ch r ist  did la t er . Osir is  is
perhaps closer  t o them in  the sense of having
established mora l and eth ica l standards for  h is
people. Bu t , even  so, Osir is  is  st ill a n  ea r ly
exa m ple of t h is  com plex a r ch et ype of t h e
sacr ificia l figure, which  over  t ime evolved in to
a  h igh ly exemplary role model for  humanity. In
it s  in it ia l for m , a s it  is  h er e, wh er e t h e god
remains essen t ia lly the consor t  of the Goddess,
h is dismembermen t  is not  yet  a  conscious act
of self-sacr ifice. Ra ther , it  is st ill equa ted with
the vegeta t ive cycle, the seasona l round of the
fer t ile and fa llow cycles of life a ssocia t ed with
the crops.

Dism em ber m en t  is  a n ot h er  of t h ose
concepts with in  the myth  tha t  has sign ificance
on  m a n y levels . Th e on -goin g r ou n d of life,
dea th , and r ebir th  was most  r eadily observed
in  t h e sea son s-in  t h e a n n u a l pla n t in g a n d
harvest ing of the crops. In  the myth  of lnanna
of Ur u k , wh ich  in  it s  or igin a l for m  m a y be
nea r ly con t empora ry t o t h is myth  of Isis, we
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see Dumuzi and Gesh t inanna , h is sist er , both
sh a r in g t h is  sea son a l cycle of life in  t h e
"u pper wor ld" a n d  t h e "u n der wor ld" in  a
ma nner  t ha t  suggest s ongoing r einca rna t ion .
Wh a t  h a d been  exper ien ced a s ba sic t o t h e
cycle of vegeta t ion  was t ransfer red in  Inanna 's
myth  to human  exist ence. To move repea tedly
bet ween  t h e wor lds  of life a n d dea t h  wa s
synonymous to “dismembermen t ." All life, a ll
N a t u r e  e x p e r i e n ce s  t h i s  cy cl e  of
dismemberment , and Dumuzi and Osir is as the
consor t s of the Goddess of Na ture a re the ones
chosen  t o symbolize and sanct ify her  cyclica l
pr ocess . Bu t  t h ey did  n ot  ch oose t o do so
con sciou sly. Th ey a r e ch osen , a n d t h u s wit h
these ea r ly examples of the dismembered god,
t h eir  sa cr ifice is  st ill a n  u n con sciou s a ct  on
their  par t .

I n  la t e r  m yt h s , h owever , t h e  ba s ic
a rchetype of the dismembered god evolves in to
tha t  of t he crucified god, for  t he symbolism  -
hanging on  the cross of ma t t er -is t he same in
bot h  in s t a n ces . Bu t  wh a t  is  s ign ifica n t ly
differen t  with  the la ter  sacr ificia l savior  gods is
t h a t  t h ey a r e a wa r e of t h eir  dism em ber ed
st a t e, and their  a ct  of sacr ifice is a  conscious
act . They a re aware tha t  the human exper ience
is  a  dism em ber ed st a t e of bein g, a n  a ct  of
sa cr ifice for  t h e sa ke of sou l gr owt h . Th ey
choose to embody th is awareness, a s an  act  of
fa it h , t h a t  ot h er s m igh t  com e in t o t h e sa m e
consciousness. We see examples of t h is in  the
myths of Dionysos, Quetza lcoa t l and Chr ist .

Osir is, a s an  example of the dismembered
god, is not  the on ly character  in  the myth  tha t
t a k es  on  su ch  m u lt i--d im en s ion a l r oles .
Look in g fu r t h er  a t  N eph t h ys  a n d Is is , it
becom es a ppa r en t  t h a t  t h ey r epr esen t  t wo
separa te dimensions of the femin ine pr inciple -
Isis , t h e h igh er  con sciou s fem in in e, a n d h er
s is t er , t h e da r ker  fem in in e, r ela t ed t o t h e
wisdom of the unconscious. They con t inue the
t r a d it ion  of I n a n n a  a n d  E r es h k iga l in
Su m er ia n  m yt h ology, except  t h a t  t h ey wor k
together  fa r  more closely. Somet imes they a re
actua lly pictu red a s two in  one. Isis is by fa r
t h e m or e a ct ive a n d  ben evolen t  Mot h er

Goddess, act ing on  beha lf of her  ch ild, Horus.
Nephthys is her  a ssist an t , the inner  and more
unconscious pr inciple of in st inct . Neph thys is
pa ir ed wit h  Set , a s h is spou se/sist er , ju st  a s
Isis is with  Osir is. However , Neph thys ha s a
ch ild ou t  of wedlock, fa thered by Osir is. Th is
offspr in g is  t r u ly "in st in ct u a l," for  h e is  t h e
d og, An u bis . N eph t h ys  a n d  An u bis  a r e
gu a r dia n s of secr et s  of t h e Un der wor ld. In
modern  t erminology, we wou ld iden t ify t hem
a s  t h e voice of t h e per son a l u n con sciou s ,
gu iding us on  t he inner  wor ld jou rney. Thus,
I s i s ,  N e p h t h ys  a n d  H or u s  a r e  e a ch
in depen den t  m yt h ic figu r es  of con sider a ble
sta tu re, and yet  together  they can  a lso be seen
as r epresen t ing a  t r in it a r ian  pr inciple with in
each  individua l self. The mascu line ego, or  the
in dividu a t in g self, is  seen  in  t h e figu r e of
Horus. He figh t s for  h is r igh t s, moves forward
in  consciousness, a nd t hus st a nds ou t  a s t he
archetypa l hero on  the journey. Isis is symbolic
of t h e h igh er  fem in in e, t h e m or e con sciou s
fem in in e, or  sou l pr in ciple wit h in  t h e self.
Neph thys is the shadow side of self, t he lower
femin ine, or  per sona l unconscious with in  each
of us. The ego self, like Horus, cannot  direct ly
con n ect  wit h  t h e h igh er  self, for  ego divides
a n d  s ep a r a t es ,  a s  i t  s eek s  t o a t t a in
individua lit y. The h igher  self, like Isis, seeks
un ion  and oneness with  life, wh ich  is a s t rue
funct ion . Consequen t ly, t he two a re best  able
t o m a ke con t a ct  a n d m ove t owa r d u n ion  a s
t h ey wor k  t h r ou gh  t h e  m ed iu m  of t h e
u n con sciou s self, t h r ou gh  t h e wisdom  of t h e
in s t in ct ive a n im a l n a t u r e r epr esen t ed  by
Neph t h ys  a n d An u bis . Th is  t r in it y of t h e
con sciou s  m a le ego, t h e fem in in e h igh er
conscious and persona l unconscious appears in
a ll myth ic t radit ions.

Set , a s t h e a dver sa r y, or  t h e pr in ciple of
da r kn ess  a ga in st  wh ich  H or u s does ba t t le,
pla ys  a n  ext r em ely im por t a n t  r ole. In  t h e
or din a r y sen se, h is fu n ct ion  a ppea r s t o be a
nega t ive one, bu t  it  is not  a t  a ll nega t ive in  a
deeper  sen se. F ir st  of a ll, h e is ver y m u ch  a
pa r t  of t he family, t he t h ird ch ild of Nu t  and
Geb. Th is, in  it self, indica tes h is legit imacy. In



Isis and  Osiris:  T he Goddess and  the Dism em bered  S avior God
J ournal of Esoteric Psychology • Volum e 6 • N o. 2 • 1990

8

actua lit y, he serves a  qu it e posit ive funct ion .
Wit h ou t  Set  t o con sciou sly st r u ggle a ga in st ,
the human  sou l would have no oppor tun ity for
e volu t ion a r y  gr ow t h ,  n o in cr e a s e  in
con sciou sn ess. Set  em bodies t h e pr in ciple of
dua lit y so tha t  a t  t he physica l level opposit es
m igh t  s t r u ggle a ga in st  ea ch  ot h er . Wit h ou t
oppos it ion , t h er e ca n  be n o pr ogr ess , n o
r eflect ion , a n d t h u s n o self-kn owledge. Set ,
then , is an  essen t ia l par t  of the family.

He bu ilds a  “coffin " for  Osir is, lined with
lea d. On ce Osir is  is  lu r ed in t o it , t h e coffin
"floa t s" downst ream to Byblos. Th is pa r t  of the
st or y r eflect s wh a t  is  r ea lly t h e h ea r t  of t h e
Ancien t  Myster ies-for  most  of the myths in  the
myst ery t r adit ion  a r e essen t ia lly a  metaphor
for  t h e pr ocess of em bodim en t . Th ese m yt h s
indica te by ana logy how it  is tha t  a  sou l t akes
on  a  physica l body, in  order  to exper ience life
in  the mater ia l wor ld. Thus these embodiment
myths a t t empt  t o offer  mean ing and pu rpose
for  huma n  exist ence. Osir is pla ys t he role of
t h e in dividu a l sou l becom in g en t r a pped in  a
coffin , t h e coffin  r epr esen t in g t h e ph ysica l
body. Th e coffin  a ppr opr ia t ely sym bolizes a
kind of dea th , for , as the spir itua l sou l t akes on
a  physica l body, it  forget s it self and it s or igin .
The coffin  floa t s down the Nile, or , by ana logy,
down st r ea m  t h r ou gh  t h e fin er  vibr a t ion s of
sp ir it  in t o t h e coa r ser  vibr a t ion s  of t h e
physica l wor ld. It  lodges it self in  a  t a ma r isk
t r ee n ea r  Byblos . An d t h e t a m a r isk  t r ee,
symbol of the t r ee of life, anchors the coffin  on
the physica l plane as it s branches grow up and
around it .

A ma jor  clue to in t erpret ing the myth  lies
in  the fact  tha t  the coffin  is lined with  lead. In
t h e  a n cien t  m ys t er ies , t h is  m et a l  wa s
t r a d it ion a lly a s socia t ed  wit h  t h e p la n et ,
Sa t u r n , a n d Sa t u r n  is  con sider ed t o be t h e
pla n et  t h a t  gover n s for m  a n d em bodim en t .
Th is  cor r espon den ce bet ween  Sa t u r n  a n d
em bodim en t  is  fu r t h er  em ph a sized by t h e
ment ion  of the number  twen ty-eigh t , a s either
Osir is's age, or  the yea rs of h is r eign . For  both
the Moon and Sa turn  have cycles based on  th is
number , t he Moon  cir cling t he ea r t h  in  28 +

days, and Sa tu rn  in  28 + yea r s. Thus, aga in ,
the even t  is being connected with  the process
of mater ia lizing a  body.

Th er e a r e seven t y-t wo con spir a t or s. Now
seven t y-t wo degr ees a r e on e-fift h  of a  cir cle,
a n d  five , l ik e  t h e  five-poin t ed  s t a r , in
numerology is a ssocia t ed with  huma n ity a nd
with  consciousness. Bu t  th is number , seven ty-
two, has cosmic connect ions as well, for  it  t akes
seven t y-t wo yea r s  for  t h e  su n  t o m ove
backward one degree in  the 360 degrees of the
zodia ca l cycle. Th u s  seven t y-t wo seem s t o
represen t  the most  basic t ime unit  in  the grand
round of t he sun  th rough  the twelve zodiaca l
constella t ions, and in  coming in to embodiment ,
Osir is is en ter ing the wor ld of t ime.

Note tha t  the coffin  lodges in  a  “t amar isk"
t r ee. In  Sanskr it , t amas means “ma t t er ." The
coffin  in  t he t amar isk  t r ee is symbolic of t he
sou l h a vin g a ssu m ed a  ph ysica l body a n d
h a vin g descen ded a t  la st  t o t h e level of t h e
m a t er ia l wor ld . So Osir is  h a s  en t er ed t h e
wor ld of both  t ime and space.

Th e da t e for  t h is  even t  a ccor din g t o t h e
E gypt ia n  ca len da r  wou ld be t h e seven t een t h
da y of H a t h or , or  ou r  m on t h  of Novem ber ,
"when  the sun  was in  the sign  of Scorpio." This
is  ver y s im ila r  t o t h e sa m e da t e given  in
Gen esis  for  t h e gr ea t  flood, for  t h e biblica l
story of Noah 's Ark is another  metaphor  for  the
process of embodimen t . The a rk floa ted for  40
days and n ights, comparable to Osir is's journey
down  t h e  N ile . Wh a t  a ll  t h is  n u m er ic
sym bolism  in dica t es is  t h a t  Osir is 's  jou r n ey
downst r eam coincided with  t he a r r iva l of t he
win t er  solst ice, a nd concluded a pproxima tely
on  the da t e a ssocia t ed with  the r ebir th  of t he
sun , December  25th , t h ree days following the
win t er  sols t ice. In  a ll m yt h s , t h is  da t e is
chosen  as the appropr ia te da te for  the bir th  of
the son  of t he Sun  God, t he bir t h  da t e of t he
t r a dit ion a l sa vior  figu r e - wh o u lt im a t ely
stands for  a ll of us.

Th e episode t h a t  follows in  wh ich  Is is
sea r ch es for  t h e body of h er  lost  h u sba n d is
very simila r  to the story of Demeter  sea rch ing
for  h er  lost  ch ild, P er seph on e. An d in  bot h
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myths t he in t en t  is t he sa me. Like Demeter ,
Isis a ssumes the role of nu r se for  t he Queen ,
and t r ies to immor ta lize the roya l ch ild by h im
in  the a lchemica l fir e. Th is in fan t  is symbolic
of t h e fin a l s t a ge of Osir is 's  jou r n ey down
through  the ether s. The roya l ch ild is the sou l
t h a t  h a s a t  la st  been  bor n  a s a n  in fa n t , like
every human  being. Bu t , aga in , J u st  a s with
the myth  of Demeter , the Goddess, Isis, cannot
per for m  t h e a lch em ica l m a gic for  t h e r oya l
in fan t , a s much  a s she migh t  like t o. In  t ha t
process he must  consciously par t icipa te, and so
her  a t tempt  to immor ta lize h im fa ils.

Th en  sh e r equ est s  t h e coffin  con t a in in g
Osir is, wh ich  is st ill em bedded in  on e of t h e
pilla r s of the pa lace. This complex image of the
sou l lying in  a  coffin  encased in  a  t r ee r eflect s
the concept  tha t  a ll mat ter  is a  "veil" for  spir it ,
and tha t  t he et erna l is a lways h idden  with in
the ephemera l phenomena  of na tu r e. And a s
t h e pilla r  u ph olds t h e r oof, so it  is  a lso a
st a t em en t  t o t h e effect  t h a t  it  is  a lwa ys t h e
inner  or  h idden  spir it ua l sou rce tha t  sust a ins
the ou ter  physica l st ructure.

When  Isis is given  the t r ee t runk or  pilla r
con ta in ing her  husband's body, she per forms a
most  cu r ious r itua l. She wraps the hollow t ree
in  fine linen  and anoin t s it  with  per fumed oil.
I t  even t u a lly en ds  u p  in  on e of h er  own
t em ples wh er e it  is  for ever  ven er a t ed. Th is
seems to be an  iron ic commenta ry on  r eligion
and the venera t ion  of object s of wor sh ip. The
life spir it  t h a t  t h e t r ee h a d con t a in ed is  n o
lon ger  t h er e , bu t  t h e  p eop le  of Byblos
nonetheless worsh ip the empty shell, believing
it  t o be t h a t  wh ich  is  of va lu e. Too oft en
religion  in  the t emple, or  church , becomes the
m in d less  ven er a t ion  of a n  em pt y coffin ,
mistaking the form for  the essence.
Isis is given  t he chest  con t a in ing t he body of
Osir is. She r etu rns to Egypt  and th rough  her
specia l m a gic con ceives  a  ch ild  by Osir is.
Actua lly th is ch ild, according to the myth , had
been  conceived as the "E lder  Horus" while Isis
and Osir is were st ill in  the womb of Nu t . The
in ten t ion  here is probably simila r  to tha t  in  the
la t er  Chr ist ian  t ext  of the Gospel of J ohn : “In

the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
with  God, and the Word was God.”5 To cr edit
H or u s a n d J esu s wit h  su ch  gr ea t  a n t iqu it y
gives them and their  act ions au then t icity and
legit im a cy.  F u r t h er m or e, t h e fa ct  t h a t  Isis
con ceives fr om  h er  h u sba n d's “dea d" body is
comparable in  some ways to the t radit ion  of an
"im m a cu la t e con cept ion ." Isis  t h en  ca r efu lly
h ides the body of her  husband and goes off t o
the swa mps of t he Delt a  t o give bir t h  t o her
ch ild Horus.

P lu ta rch  says very lit t le abou t  the bir th  of
H or u s , bu t  in  1828 a  s t ele wa s  fou n d in
Alexa n dr ia  wit h  t ext s givin g fu r t h er  det a ils
su r rounding the cir cumstances of h is bir th .6 I t
seems Set  was con ten t  with  murder ing Osir is,
bu t  sough t  a s well t o con fine h is widow who
was with  ch ild. While Isis was thus con fined,
t h e gr ea t  Th ot h  a ppea r ed  t o h er  sa yin g,
"Come, O thou  goddess, Isis ... and follow the
a dvice of a nother . H ide t hou  t hy son , Horus,
and th is is wha t  sha ll happen . His limbs sha ll
grow, and he will become endowed with  grea t
st rength , and he sha ll be made to sit  upon  the
th rone of h is fa ther , and he sha ll avenge h im,
a n d (becom e) t h e pr in ce of t h e Two La n ds."
Hear ing these words, Isis depa r t ed secret ly in
t h e even in g wit h  h er  seven  scor p ion s  a s
prot ect ion , and upon  a r r iving a t  t he papyrus
swamps, she came to the house of the over lord
of the dist r ict . The woman of the house refused
her  en t r ance, bu t  a  poor  fen  woman  close by
opened her  door  to Isis. Shor t ly therea fter , Isis
gave bir th  to Horus in  a  nest  of papyrus plan ts.

Th er e a r e sever a l r ecogn iza ble m yt h ic
t h em es h er e t h a t  a r e oft en  a ssocia t ed wit h
sa vior  figu r es . F ir s t  on e r ecogn izes  t h e
a n n u n cia t ion  of t h e bir t h  of a  sa vior  figu r e,
and the need for  discret ion  and secrecy. Then
there is the familia r  theme of the lowly bir th  in
a  m a n ger , a ft er  bein g r efu sed  h ospit a lit y
elsewhere. Horus in  a  nest  of papyrus plan t s is
a lso r em in iscen t  of Moses in  t h e bu lr u sh es.
Th er e is  a lso t h e fa m ilia r  t r in it y of F a t h er ,
Mother  and Son , with  Horus a s t he newborn
son  of t he dying Sun  God, Osir is. F ina lly, we
see the un iversa l theme of mother  and ch ild in
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the image of Isis, the Mother  Goddess, suckling
h er  ch ild , H or u s , wh ich  la t er  a ppea r s  so
fr equ en t ly a s  a  Ch r is t ia n  m ot if. A deeper
pr inciple connected to the manger  scene is tha t
a  bein g of gr ea t  ligh t  oft en  com es fr om  t h e
m ost  h u m ble of cir cu m st a n ces . Du r in g h is
in cept ion  a n d ea r ly yea r s, t h e in fa n t  god or
hero must  a lso be h idden  away and protect ed
from the forces of darkness tha t  will invar iably
r ise up to oppose h im. Thus Zeus is born  in  a
ca ve, fa r  wa y fr om  Mt . Olym pu s; J esu s wa s
born  in  a  manger , and then  secret ed away to
Egypt ; Kr ishna  was t aken  off in to t he forest ;
Ar thur  was placed in  the custody of a  humble
and fa ith fu l family; Moses was left  in  a  basket
in  t h e bu lr u sh es, a n d so on . Bu t  a  secon d
pr in ciple a lso follows fr om  t h e fir s t . Th ese
sa vior  figu r es  gr ow u p n ot  kn owin g t h eir
ea r th ly fa ther . As a  resu lt , they a re led to look
more inwardly in  search  of the spir itua l fa ther .
Th is  t h em e of t h e fa t h er less  figu r e on  t h e
quest  is found not  on ly in  savior  myths bu t  a lso
in  m a n y of t h e m yt h s  of t h e h er o on  t h e
spir itua l journey.

While Isis is secret ly t ending to her  new-
born  son , h idden  away in  a  swampy a rea  of the
Nile, Set , like H er od, is  pu r su in g h is  own
course of evil in ten t . Despite Isis's precau t ions,
Set  finds the body of Osir is under  the ligh t  of a
fu ll m oon . H e pr oceeds t o dism em ber  it  in t o
fou r t een  p ieces , a n d  t h en  t o sca t t er  t h e
por t ion s t h r ou gh ou t  t h e la n d of E gypt . Th e
theme of dismembermen t  ha s been  discussed
ea r lier , bu t  let  u s a lso consider  it s symbolism
in  connect ion  with  the cycles of the moon . The
m oon  wa s t h ou gh t  t o gover n  t h e cycles  of
ger m in a t ion  a n d gr owt h , ju st  a s it  wa s a lso
a ssocia t ed wit h  wom en 's fer t ilit y cycles. Th e
cr escen t  m oon  in  it s  wa xin g ph a se wa s
believed t o be t he ma jor  for ce in fluencing a ll
veget a t ive gr owt h . Likewise, t h e m oon  in  it s
wa n in g ph a se wa s  sym bolic of deca y a n d
dea t h . Con sequ en t ly, a s  t h e m oon  m oves
th rough  it s cyclica l st ages of new moon  to fu ll
m oon  a n d  ba ck  a ga in , it  a ppea r ed  t o go
th rough  the same processes of life and dea th
tha t  a re cha racter ist ic of a ll na tu re. Thus the

moon , like Osir is, and like a ll life, was seen  as
g oi n g  t h r ou g h  p e r i od i c  cy cl e s  of
dismemberment .

Th er e wer e ot h er  r ea son s , a s  well, for
Osir is t o be a ssocia t ed with  t he moon . In  t he
p r e -p a t r ia r ch a l  p e r iod ,  t h e  m oon  wa s
em ph a sized even  m or e t h a n  t h e su n  a s  a
celest ia l companion  of the ea r th  and the ea r th
Goddess . Th u s, a s  t h e con sor t  of a n  ea r t h
Goddess, Osir is  wa s closely con n ect ed wit h
these fer t ile and fa llow cycles of the moon. And
just  a s the fu ll moon  is dismembered four t een
t im es a s  it  m oves t owa r d becom in g a  n ew
moon, so the god Osir is is dismembered on  the
night  of a  fu ll moon in to four teen  pieces.

Isis then  takes up the t ask of remember ing
Osir is . Sh e t r a vels  t h e la n d ga t h er in g u p
th ir t een  of the dismembered pa r t s of h is body,
a ll excep t in g t h e ph a llu s  t h a t  h a d  been
consumed by a  fish . Here aga in , Mother  Isis is
t ru ly represen ta t ive of the h igher  feminine, the
conscious femin ine, or  even  soul self, helping to
r est or e h er  br ot h er  a n d spou se t o u n it y a n d
wholeness once more. It  is not  acciden ta l t ha t
the restored Osir is is lacking a  pha llic member .
Th e r esu r r ect ed Osir is  h a s been  h ea led a n d
made whole; it  has no need of a  pha llus, which ,
a ft er  a ll, is  a ppr opr ia t e on ly in  t h e ph ysica l
wor ld of dua lity.

Th e con flict  bet ween  H or u s a n d Set  a lso
r eflect s t h ese issu es of u n it y ver su s du a lit y,
especia lly given  t h e  sym bolism  t h a t  is
employed in  their  ba t t le. Each  of them loses a
pa r t  of t h e self t h a t  r epr esen t s du a lit y. Set
loses  a  t est icle, a  sym bol of sexu a lit y, a n d
Horus loses h is left , or  luna r , eye. The left  eye
is sym bolic of t h e u n con sciou s fem in in e; t h e
r igh t  eye, t he mascu line eye of t he conscious
self. When  these dua l eyes merge they produce
an  inner  spir itua l eye. Thus Horus's left  eye is
r eplaced by t he Wedja t  eye, t he single eye of
wisdom  a n d en ligh t en m en t . H e offer s  t h is
sa m e eye of wisdom  a n d wh olen ess  t o h is
fa t h er  a s well. In  t h is m yt h  n eit h er  Set  n or
Horus completely win  or  lose the ba t t le. Th is,
of cour se, r eflect s t he wisdom of the Goddess,
t h a t  t h e da r k  a n d t h e ligh t  m u st  bot h  be
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honored and, u lt ima tely, brough t  t ogether . In
th is myth , then , we see the vision  of the hero's
jou r n ey, em bodied in  t h e figu r e of Horus,
making wha t  may be it s fir st  appea rance. Bu t
here it  appea r s pr imar ily a s an  idea l, for  it  is
s t ill  wit h in  t h e r ea lm  of t h e  gods  a n d
goddesses. I t  t a kes a  la t er  h er o t o br in g t h e
vision  down to the rea lm of the human.

En d Note s
1. Th is accoun t  of the myth  is condensed from
P lu t a r ch , a s  qu ot ed  in  Th e God s of  th e
E gy p t i a n s  by E .A. Wa llis  Bu dge, v.2, New
York, Dover , 1969, p. 186-194.
2. P lu ta rch  indica tes he is not  cer ta in  whether
Byblos r efer s to an  Egypt ian  city in  the Delt a
a rea , or  a  cit y on  the Phoen ician  coast . Since
t h e qu een  t h er e is  n a m ed Ast a r t e, a n ot h er
form of the name Ish ta r , it  seems h igh ly likely
tha t  it  was the Phoenician  city of Byblos.
3. Ru n dle Cla r k , R. T. M yth  an d  S ym bol in
Ancien t Egypt , New York, Grove P ress, 1959,
p.200.
4. Thompson , William Irwin . T he T im e Falling
Bod ies T ake to L igh t , New York, St . Mar t in 's
Press, 1981, p. 213.
5. The Holy Bible (Scofield). Gospel of J ohn , I.1
6. See E . A. Wa llis  Bu dge. T h e God s of th e
Egyptians, New York, Dover , 1969, p. 206-208.
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