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Preface 

In A . D . 495 ( o r t h e r e a b o u t s ) the Bishop of Rome sent a Stern l e t t e r t o some 
of his fellow Christians in the city, denouncing those who continued to cel-
ebrate the ancient ritual of the Lupercalia.1 Almost two hundred years after 
the emperor Constantine had started the process of making Christianity 
the 'official' religion of the Roman State, in a city that must in some ways 
have seemed a securely Christian environment (with its great churches -
old St Peters, St John Lateran - rivalling in size and splendour the most 
famous buildings of the pagan2 past), Bishop Gelasius was faced with the 
problem of an old pagan ritual that would not die. Many members of his 
flock watched eagerly, it seems, as every 15 February a group of youths, very 
scantily clad, rushed around the city (as similar groups had done for more 
than a thousand years), lashing with a thong anyone who came across their 
path. But these Christians were not just eager, interested or curious specta-
tors. It was even worse than this from Gelasius' point of view; for they 
claimed that it was vital to the safety and prosperity of Rome that this 
ancient ritual should continue to be performed - a claim that had always 
been one of the most powerful, and most commonly repeated, justifica-
tions of the traditional (pagan) gods and their cult. Proper worship of the 
Roman gods ensured the success of Rome: that was an axiom not easily 
overthrown, even by Christians in the late fifth Century A . D . 

In mounting his attack, Gelasius looked back over more than a millen-
nium of Roman history to the very origins of the Lupercalia - and to the 
prehistoric inhabitants of the seven hills, who invented the ritual (so 
Roman myths claimed) generations before Romulus arrived on the scene to 
found Rome itself. Gelasius may have publicly set himself against the tradi-
tions and mythologies of his pagan predecessors; but he knew his enemy 
and confidently appealed to the history of the Institution he was attacking, 
spanning the centuries between Christian Rome and the earliest years of 

1 Gelasius, Letter against the Lupercalia; extract (ch.16) = Religions of Rome 2, 5 .2e ; 
Hopkins (1991); and below, p. 388. 

2 Throughout this book we have used the word 'pagan' or 'paganism' to refer to traditional 
Roman religion. We do this fully aware that it has been derided by some historians as a 
loaded term, in origin a specifically Christian way of describing its enemy (below, 
p. 312). No doubt an ideologically neutral term would be preferable; but we have found 
'traditional civic polytheism' (and similar alternatives suggested) more cumbersome and 
no less - i f differently - loaded. 
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traditional Roman paganism. These are precisely the centuries that we 
explore in this book: the millennium or more that takes Rome from a prim
itive village to world empire and fmally to Christian capital. 

The history of Roman religion (our history, Gelasius' history...) is a his
tory of extraordinary change; it is nothing less than the story of the origin 
and development o f those attitudes and assumptions that still underlie 
most forms of contemporary religious life in the West and most contem-
porary religions. This is not just a question of the growth of Christianity. In 
fact, as we shall emphasize at many points in what follows, early 
Christianity was a very different religion from its modem descendant — 
much less familiär in its doctrines, morality or Organisation than we might 
prefer to imagine. Nonetheless in the religious debates and conflicts of the 
fourth and fifth centuries A . D . we are in a world that is broadly recognisable 
to us: we can see, for example, issues of religious beliefbemg discussed by 
both pagans and Christians; we can observe religious communities, wi th 
their own hierarchy and officials, representing a focus of loyalty and com-
mitment quite separate from the political institutions of the State; we can 
see the range of religious choices available (between different communities 
or different beliefs), and how those choices might have an impact on an 
individual's sense of identity, on their ambitions, and their view of their 
place in the world. 

So far as we can teli, the religious world of the earliest periods of Roman 
history was quite different, and much less recognisable in our own con
temporary terms. O f course, a lot hangs on 'so far as we can telT. Before the 
third Century B . c . (already centuries after the origins of some of the city's 
most important religious institutions) no Roman literature of any sort sur-
vives - let alone any direct comments on the gods or the city's rituals. We 
have to reconstruct early Roman religion from discussions in much later 
authors and from a variety of archaeological traces: temple remains, offer-
ings made to the gods, occasionally texts inscribed on bronze or stone 
recording such dedications. I t is a tantalizing, tricky and often inconclusive 
procedure. But one thing does seem clear enough: that many of our famil
iär categories for thinking about religion and religious experience simply 
cannot be usefully applied here; we shall see, for example, how even the 
idea of 'personal belief (to us, a self-evident part of religious experience) 
provides a strikingly iwappropriate model for understanding the religious 
experience of early Rome. Part of the fascination of these early phases of 
Roman religion is their sheer difference from our own world and its 
assumptions. 

The importance of this difference is one thing that lies behind our deci-
sion not to provide any formal definition of 'religion' at this (or any) point 
in the book: what we have written is the product of a necessary compromise 
between our own preconceptions, our readings in cross-cultural theory and 
the impact of the Romans' own (changing) representations of religion and 
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religious life, their own debates about what religion was and how it oper-
ated. We have not worked with a single definition of religion in mind; we 
have worked rather to understand what might count as 'religion' in Rome 
and how that might make a difference to our own understanding of our 
own religious world. 3 

The book focusses on the changes in religious life at Rome over the mi l -
lennium that separates the origins of the Lupercalia from Gelasius' spirited 
(and learned) attack. I t is not a matter of tracing a linear development, from 
primitive religious simplicity in the early city to something approaching 
modern sophistication a thousand years later. In fact our reconstructions 
wil l suggest that, as far back as we can trače it, traditional Roman paganism 
was strikingly complex —in its priestly Organisation, in its ränge ofdivinities 
and in its relations with the religious Systems of its neighbours. It is a ques-
tion much more of exploring how religious change could be generated in 
Rome. How was religion affected by the political revolutions that defined 
Roman history? Could religion be untouched by the transition from 
monarchy to (quasi-democratic) 'republic' around the beginning of the 
sixth Century B.C.? Or untouched again by the civil wars that brought 
autocracy back, first under Julius Caesar, finally under his adopted son, the 
first emperor Augustus? How again was it affected by the enormous expan-
sion of Rome's empire? What happens to the religious institutions of a small 
city State, when that city state grows (as Rome did) to control most of the 
known world? And what happens to the religion of the conquered territo-
ries under the impact of Roman imperialism? How far did the cultural rev-
olution of the first centuries B . C . and A . D . prompt specifically religious 
changes? When philosophy, science, history, poetry and visual imagery 
were ali offering radically new ways of conceptualizing the individual's 
place in the cosmos, was religion to be left behind telling the same old story? 

But these questions inevitably raise the bigger question of what constitutes 
religious change and how we can recognise it. When Gelasius reprimands 
his fellow Christians for continuing to support the Lupercalia, in what 
sense should we understand the festival of the late fifth Century A . D . as the 
same as the Lupercalia that was being celebrated back when Rome was a 
primitive village? To judge from Gelasius' description, many of the ritual 
details were pretty much identical to those we can attest at least five hun-
dred years before: the whipping, for example, and the running about the 
town. But what of the significance, the 'meaning'? As we wil l discover, the 
Lupercalia was and is one of the most disputed fesüvals in the Roman calen-
dar: Roman writers argued about its aims (a ritual of purification? of fertil
ity?); they disagreed even about the exact course taken by the runners (was 
it up and down, or round andround'the city?).4 But one thing is certain: no 

3 For this Open textured' approach, Poole (1986). 
4 A number of different ancient accounts are collected at Religions ofRomel, 5 .2 . 
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ritual could mean the same when it was performed in a Christian capital, 
under a Christian emperor and the shadow of disapproval o f a Christian 
bishop, as it had five hundred or a thousand years before - whether in the 
great imperial capital of the Roman empire or in the (as yet) small hamlet by 
the Tiber. And the claim to which Gelasius particularly objected - that the 
safety of Rome depended on the gods' rituals being properly performed -
was inevitably different, even more loaded perhaps, when uttered in a world 
in which there was a choice of god(s) in which to believe. The paradox is that 
some of the biggest changes in Roman religion lurk behind the most strik-
ing examples of outward continuity, behind exactly the same phrases 
repeated in wildly different contexts. Throughout this book we shall be 
alive to just this kind of problem: how to write a history of Roman religion 
that is not merely a history of outward form. 

This book Starts with Romulus, the legendary founder of Rome, in chap
ter 1 and ends with Bishop Gelasius himself in chapter 8; the chapters in 
between teli the story of religious change through the growth of the city of 
Rome and the expansion of its empire; through the political changes from 
monarchy to democracy and back to monarchy (for that is effectively what 
the rule of the Roman emperors, the so-called 'principate', was). I t is a his
tory written in dialogue with ancient writers, most of whom were as parti-
san as Gelasius in his Letter against the Lupercalia ( if less openly so): no one, 
after ali, writes objectively about religion; and no literature is written sim-
ply to be a 'source' for later historians. Some of these writers were even 
engaged in a project similar in certain respects to our own: the reconstruc-
tion of the earliest phases of Roman religion and the history of its develop-
ment. As we shall see in Chapter 1, our own understanding of the religious 
changes that coincided wi th the expulsion of the early kings of Rome is 
inextricably bound up with the analysis of Livy - who (five hundred years 
after the events) was posing exactly the same question as we shall pose: what 
difference did the fali of the monarchy make to the religious institutions of 
Rome? Writ ing the history of Roman religion, in other words, is to join a 
tradition that Stretches back to the ancient world itself. 

The history we have written in this volume depends on the ancient texts 
that are signalled in its footnotes. Though they are rarely quoted here at 
length, a large number of the passages we refer to are to be found in our 
companion volume, Religions of Rome 2: A sourcebook (from here on, ali 
cross-references to Volume 2 are given by number in bold type, e.g. 4.3a). 
This sourcebook is concerned with the same thousand years of Roman his
tory, but it focusses specifically on ancient documents (extracts from liter-
ary texts, inscriptions, coins, sculpture and painting); and these are 
arranged not to teli a chronological story (as in this volume), but themati-
cally across the centuries - to highlight some of the ideas and institutions 
that serve to unify Roman religion through its long history. It also includes 

Xll 
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some reference material (a glossary of Roman religious terms, a list of epi-
thets given to Roman deities) that is directly relevant to this book also. 

Each of these volumes can be used independently. But we hope that the 
reader wi l l explore them together. Some of the many voices of the Religions 
ofRomezxz to be heard best in the dialogue between the two. 

XUl 



Conventions and abbreviations 

Conventions 

Italics have been used for Greek or Latin words, which are either 
explained where they occur or in the glossary at the end of Vol. 2. 
Figures in bold type (e.g. 1.4b) refer to texts in Vol. 2. 

Abbreviations 

W i t h the exception of the following works, we have used a fairly füll form 
of abbreviation; any doubts about the complete Version of periodical 
titles wi l l be solved with reference to L'annêephilologique. 

AE L'année épigraphique (Paris, 1888-) 
ANRW Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt, edd. H . Temporini & W. 

Haase (Berlin, 1972-) 
BCACR Bullettino della Commissione Archeologica Comunale di Roma 
BEFAR Bibliothèque des Ecoles frangaises d'Athènes et de Rome 

Β. Μ. Coins Coins ofthe Roman Empire in the British Museum, Η . M . Mattingly et al. 
(London, 1923-) 

CAH Cambridge Ancient History 
CIL Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum (Berlin, 1863— ) 

CIMRM Corpus Inscriptionum et Monumentorum Religionis Mithrae, ed. M . J. 
Vermaseren (Leiden, 1956) 

CSEL Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum 
CTh Codex Theodosiamts (Berlin, 1905) 

EPRO Etudes préliminaires sur les religions orientales dans l'empire romain 
(Leiden, 1961-) 

FGH Die Fragmente der griechischen Historiker, F. Jacoby (Berlin and Leiden, 
1923-58) 

FIRA Fragmenta Iuris Romani Anteiustiniani, edd. S. Riccobono et al., 2nd edn 
(Florence, 1968) 

IG Inscriptiones Graecae (Berlin, 1895-) 
IGR Inscriptiones Graecae ad res Romanaspertinentes, ed. R. Cagnat (Paris, 

1906-27) 
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IGUR Inscriptiones Graecae Urbis Romae, ed. L. Moretti (Rome, 1968-) 
ILAfr Inscriptions latines d'Afiique, edd. R. Cagnat et al. (Paris, 1923) 
ILCV Inscriptiones Latinae Christianae Veteres, ed. E. Diehl (Berlin, 1925—31) 

ILLRP Inscriptiones Latinae Liberae Reipublicae, ed. A. Degrassi (Florence, 
1957-63) 

LLS Inscriptiones Latinae Selectae, ed. H . Dessau (Berlin, 1892-1916) 
JRS Journal of Roman Studies 

MEFR(A) Mélanges de l'Ecole francaise de Rome (: Antiquité) 
MRR The Magistrates ofthe Roman Republic, T. R. S. Broughton, 4 vols (New 

York, 1951-86) 
PdP Parola del Passato 

RE Paulys Real-Encyclopädie der classischen Altertumswissenschafi, edd. G. 
Wissowa, E. Kroll et al. (Berlin & Stuttgart, 1893-78) 

RIB The Roman Inscriptions ofBritain I , edd. R. G. Collingwood and R. P. 
Wright (Oxford 1965, repr. Stroud, Glos. 1995) 

RIC The Roman Imperial Coinage, edd. H . Mattingly et al. (London, 1926—) 
ROL Remains ofOld Latin, ed. Ε. H . Warmington (Loeb Classical Library, 

Cambridge M A and London, 1935-46) 
SIG^ Sylloge Inscriptionum Graecarum, 3rd edn, ed. W. Dittenberger (Leipzig, 

1915-24) 
ZPE Zeitschrifi für Papyrologie und Epigraphik 
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Map 1 

Map 1. Rome: major official temples and other 
monuments and areas of the city; for more detail on the 
Forum Romanum see 4 . 7 . We include only those 
names mentioned in our two voiumes. Some official 
temples appear on maps 2 and 4. The numbers 
run roughly from east to west. 

1 Temple of Fortuna Publica 
2 Temple of Quirinus 
3 Temple of Divus Claudius 
4 Temple of Honos and Virtus 
5 Colosseum 
6 Temple of Venus and Rome 
7 Subura 

Forum of Trajan and Temple of divus Traianus 
9 Forum of Augustus and Temple of Mars Ultor Cf. 4 . 2 
10 Forum of Caesar and Temple of Venus Genetrix 
11 Forum Romanum Cf. 4 . 7 
1 2 Palatine Hill 
13 Temple of Magna Mater (= Map 2 no.3) 
14 House of Augustus and Temple of Apol lo 
15 Circus Maximus 
1 ό Aventine Hill 
17 Temple of Mercury 
18 Temple of Ceres, über and Libera 
19 Temple of Diana 
20 Forum Boarium 
21 Ara Maxi ma 
22 Temple of Portunus Cf. 4 . 1 
23 Temples of Fortuna and Mater Matuta 

24 Forum Holitorium, including Temples of Janus, 
Spes and Juno Sospita 

25 Capitoline Hill, including Capitolium and Temples 
of Venus Erucina, Fortuna Primigenia and Fides 

26 Trastevere 
27 Temple of Aesculapius 
28 Temples of Faunus and Vediovis 
29 Campus Martius 
30 Ara Pacis Cf. 4 . 3 
31 Pantheon 
32 Sacred Area of Largo Argentina 
33 Temple of Apol lo Sosianus 
34 Theatre of Marcellus 
35 Theatre of Pompey and Temple of Venus Victrix 
36 Temple of Neptune 
37 Terentum 
38 Janiculum Hill 
39 Vatican Hill 
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Map 2 

Map 2. Sanctuaries of Magna Mater, Syrian-Phoenician 
gods, and Egyptian gods in Rome. The Sites are 
numbered From east to west in three main groupings. 

Magna Mater 

1 'Basilica' Hilariana 

2 Shrine of Magna Mater in Via Sacra 

3 Temple of Magna Mater on Palatine (= Map 1 no 1 3.) 

4 Image of Magna Mater in Circus Maximus (cf. no.27) 

5 Cult of Magna Mater and Navisalvia 'Ship Saver1 

6 Phrygianum in Vatican (cf. Map 3 no.40) 

Syrian-Phoenician Cults 

7 Jupiter Dolichenus in Cavalry Camp (cf.Map 3 no. 10) 

8 Jupiter Dolichenus on Esquiline 

9 Temple of Sol built by Aurelian 

10 Cult of Caelestis and Jupiter Africanus on Capitoline 

11 Temple of Elagabalus 

12 Jupiter Dolichenus on Aventine (cf. M a p 3 no.35) 

3 Syrian cults near Wholesale Market 

14 Palmyrene sanctuary in Trastevere 

15 Syrian cults of Trastevere 

16 Syrian sanctuary on Janiculum 

in Praetorian Camp (cf. Map 3 no.21) 

and Serapis 

19 Isium Metellinum 

20 Isis Athenodoria 

21 Shrine near S Martino ai Monti (in same house as 
Map 3 no.5] 

22 Isis Patricia 

23 Sanctuary in Sallustian Gardens 

24 Serapis on Quirinal (cf. Map 3 no. 12) 

25 Isis on Capitolium 

26 Isis and Serapis in Campus Martius 

27 Isis in Circus Maximus (cf. no.4) 

28 Isis below Santa Sabina 

29 Isis in Trastevere 

30 Isis in Vatican 

31 Underground Basilica 
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Map 3 

Mop 3. Mithraic sanctuaries and monuments in Rome 

1 Piazza della Navicella, in Base of Fifth Cohort of Watch 
2 S. Stefano Rotondo, in Camp of Troops on Detachment 
3 S. demente, in public complex? 
4 Baths of Titus 
5 Near S. Mart ino ai Monti , in same private house as 

Map 2 no.21 
6 Palazzo del Gril 
7 Between S. Eusebio and S. Vito 
8 Piazza Dante, on imperial property 
9 SS. Pietro and Marcellino 
10 Scala Santa, inside Cavalry Camp (cf. Map 2 no.7) 
11 Hospital of S. Giovanni 
12 Temple of Serapis, cf. Map 2 no.24 
13 Via Mazzarino, in or near Baths of Constantine 
14 S. Vitale 
15 Via Nazionale 
16 Via Rasella 
17 Palazzo Barberini, in public building? 
1 8 Via XX Septembre, in private house 
1 9 S. Susanna, perhaps connected with Baths of Diocletian 

20 Via Sicilia, on imperial property 
21 Praetorian Camp, cf. Map 2 no. 17 
22 Piazza S. Silvestro, probably inside Temple of Sol 

(Map 2 no.9) perhaps when porticoes were wine Stores. 
23 Arx Capitolina 
24 Via Sacra, an inscription probably not in its 

original location 
25 Forum of Nerva, a fourth-century shrine, perhaps in 

Temple of Minerva 

26 S. Maria in Monticelli 
27 S. Lorenzo in Damaso, perhaps connected with 

circus teams 
28 Palazzo Primoli, if Mithraic 
29 Palazzo Montecitorio 
30 Roots of Palatine 
31 Circus Maximus, in public building? 

32 Baths of Caracalla 
33 S. Saba, Base of Fourth Cohort of Watch 
34 S. Balbina, in private house 
35 Jupiter Doliclenus on Aventine, cf. Map 2 no. l 2 
36 Arch of S. Lazzaro, related to harbour and 

Wholesale Market 
37 S. Prisca, in private house 

38 Ponte Emilio 
39 Via della Conciliazione 
40 S. Peter's, related to Phrygianum Map 2 no.6 
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0 1000 2000 metres 

• Communal catacomb 
O Communal catacomb with pre-Constantinian nucleus 
() Burial vault of private status 
• Catacomb known only through documents 
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E > Church 
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Map 4. Jewish and Christian catacombs round Rorr 
St John Lateran (24], St Paul's Basilica (49] and two 
along each road clockwise from the north. 

Christian catacombs 

1 S. Valentino 

2 Pamphilus 

3 Bassilla 

4 A d clivum cucumeris 'Cucumber Siope' 

5 Anonymous 

ό Maximus (Feliciiy] 

7 Thrason 

8 Jordani 

9 Anonymous 

10 Priscilla 

11 Burial vault of Nicomedes 

12 Nicomedes 

13 Agnes 

14 Nomentana Maius ('Greater'] 

15 Nomentana Minus ('Lesser') 

16 Novation 

17 Cyriaca (S. Lawrence) 

18 Hippolytus 

19 Burial vault of the Aurelii 

20 Castulus 

21 A d duas lauros 'At the Two Laureis' 

(SS Pietro & Marcellino) 

22 Villa Celere 

23 Zoticus 

24 Basilica Constantiniana (S.John Lateran) 

25 Gordian & Epimachus 

26 Burial vault of the Old Man 

27 Trebius Justus 

28 Apronianus 

29 Tertullinus 

30 Via Dino Campagni (Via Latina) 

31 Cava della Rossa 

32 ad Decimum 'At Tenth Milestone' 

33 G.P.Campana 

34 Hunters 

35 Vibia 

36 S. Croce 

le (early fourth Century A.D.), with St Peter's (61), 
'pagan' sanctuaries. The Sites are numbered 

37 Burial vault Schneider 

38 Praetextatus 

39 A d Catacumbas 'At the Catacombs' 

(S. Sebastiano). Memorial of Peter and 

40 Basileus 

41 Balbina 

42 Anonymous 

43 Damasus 

44 Callistus 

45 Domitilla 

46 Nunziatella 

47 Comodilla 

48 Timothy 

49 S. Paul 

50 Thecla 

51 Burial vault of Unknown Martyr 

52 S. Feiice (= A d Insalsatos?) 

53 Pontian 

54 Generosa 

55 Ortavilla 

56 Processus & Martinian 

57 Anonymous Villa Pamphiii 

58 Duo Felices 'Two Happy Ones' 

59 Calepodius 

60 Anonymous S. Onofrio 

61 S. Peter's 

Jewish catacombs 

61 Villa Torlonia a 

63 Villa Torlonia b 

64 Via Labicana 

65 Appia Pignatelli 

66 Vigna Randanini 

67 Vigna Cimarra 

68 Monteverde 

Pagan sanctuaries 

69 Temple of Fortuna Muliebris 

70 Sanctuary of Dea Dia 
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1 Early Rome 

1. Finding the religion of the early Romans 

The origins of Roman religion lay in the earliest days of the city of Rome 
itself. That, at least, was the view held by the Romans - who would have 
been very puzzled that we should now have any doubt about where, when 
or how most of their priesthoods, their festivals, their distinctive rituals 
were established. Roman writers, from poets to philosophers, gave detailed 
accounts of the founding of Rome by the first king Romulus (the date they 
čame to agree was - on our Sys tem o f reckoning — 753 B . C . ) : he consulted 
the gods for divine approval of the new foundation, carefully laying out the 
sacred boundary (thepomerium) around the city; he built the very first tem
ple in the city (to Jupiter Feretrius, where he dedicated the spoils of his mi l -
itary victories); and he established some of the major festivals that were still 
being celebrated a thousand years later (it was at his new ritual of the 
Consualia, for example, wi th its characteristic horse races and other festiv-
ities, that the first Romans carried off the women of the neighbouring 
Sabine tribes who had come to watch - the so-called 'Rape of the 
Sabines').1 

But it was in the reign of the second king Numa that they found even 
more religious material. For it was Numa, they said, who established most 
of the priesthoods and the other familiär religious institutions of the city: 
he was credited with the invention of, among others, the priests of the 
gods Jupiter, Mars and Quirinus (the three flamines), of the pontifices, the 
Vestal Virgins and the Salii (the priests who danced through the city twice 
a year carrying their special sacred shields - one of which had fallen from 
the sky as a gift from Jupiter); and he instituted yet more new festivals, 
which he organized into the first systematic Roman ritual calendar. 
Henceforth some days of the year were marked down as religious, others as 
days for public business. Appropriately enough, this peaceable character 
founded the temple of Janus, whose doors were to be shut whenever the 
city was not at war. Numa was the first to close its doors; 700 years later 

1 Roman accounts of early Roman history: Miles (1995); Fox (1996). Among many 
ancient versions of the stories, note, for example, Plutarch, Romulus 11.1—4 = 4.8a 
(pomerium); Livy 1.9 (Sabines); 1.10. 5-7 (the first temple). Connections also between 
Jupiter Feretrius, Numa and the dedication of spoils: Festus p.204L = 1.3. 
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I . E A R L Y R O M E 

Fig. 1.1 Terracotta 
statuette of Aeneas 
carrying his father 
Anchises, one of several 
found in a votive deposit 
in Veii, fourth century 
B.C. Aeneas' escape from 
burning Troy symbolizes 
the birth of a new Troy in 
Italy, a myth widely 
known in archaic Latium 
and Etruria - and not at 
that time restricted to 
Rome. (Height 0.21m.) 

the emperor Augustus proudly followed suit — but it was a rare event in 
Rome's history.2 

Roman writers recognized that their religion was based on traditions 
that went back earlier than the foundation of the city itself. Long before 
Romulus came on the scene, the site of Rome had been occupied by an 
exile from Arcadia in Greece, King Evander, who had brought to Italy a 
variety of Greek religious customs: he had established, for example, rites in 
honour of Hercules at what was called the 'Greatest Altar' (Ara Maxima) 
and it was because of this, so Romans explained, that rites at the Ara 
Maxima were always carried out in a recognizably Greek style {Graeco 
ritti)? Evander was also believed to have entertained the Trojan hero 

2 Note, for example, Livy 1.19.6-20.7 = 1.2 (Numa's reforms); Plutarch, Numa 10 = 8.4a 
(Vestal Virgins); Macrobius, Saturnalia 1.16.2-6 = 3.1 (calendar). Augustus's closure of 
the temple of Janus: Augustus, Achievements 13. 

3 Ara Maxima and Evander: below, pp. 173-4. Other religious foundations of Evander: 
Plutarch, Romulus 21.3-8 =5.2a (Lupercalia). The Greek style of ritual was most clearly 
marked by the dress of the officiant at sacrifice: in Roman style the toga was drawn over 
the head; in Greek style the head was left bare. Scheid (1996) emphasizes the 'Roman-
ness' of even this so-called 'Greek style'. 

2 



1.1 Finding the religion ofthe early Romans 

Aeneas, who had fled the destruction of his own city and sought safety (and 
a new site to re-establish the Trojan race) in Italy. (Fig 1.1) This story found 
its d e f i n i t i v e V e r s i o n in Virgils great n a t i o n a l epic, the Aeneid- which 
includes a memorable account of the guided tour that Evander gave Aeneas 
around the site of the city that was to become Rome. Aeneas himself had a 
major part to play in the foundation of the Roman race, bringing with h im 
the household gods (Penates) of his native land to a new home and renewed 
worship among the Romans. But he did not found the city itself; he and his 
son established 'proto-Romes' at Lavinium and Alba Longa. Only later was 
the statue of the goddess Pallas Athena that Aeneas had rescued from Troy 
(the Palladium) moved to the temple of Vesta in the Roman Forum, to be 
tended by the Vestal Virgins throughout Roman time. 4 

The kings that followed Numa also contributed - though in a less dra-
matic way - to the religious traditions of Rome. The rituals of the fetial 
priests, for example, which accompanied the making of treaties and the 
declaration of war (part of these involved a priest going to the boundaries 
of enemy territory and hurling a sacred spear across) were devised under the 
third and fourth rulers, Tullus Hostilius and Ancus Marcius; the fifth king, 
Tarquin the Eider, an Immigrant to Rome from the Etruscan city of 
Tarquinii, laid the foundations of the temple of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva 
on the Capitoline hi l l (a temple that became a symbol of Roman religion, 
and hundreds of years later was widely imitated across the whole of the 
Roman empire); the sixth, Servius Tullius, marked the new city's growing 
dominance over its Latin neighbours by establishing the great 'federal' 
sanctuary of Diana on the Aventine hi l l , for all the members of the 'Latin 
League'. By the time the last king, Tarquin the Proud, was deposed (tradi-
tionally in 510 B .c . ) , and the new republican regime wi th its succession of 
annually elected magistrates established, the structure of Roman religion 
was essentially in place. O f course, all kinds of particular changes were to 
follow - new rituals, new priesthoods, new temples, new gods; but (in the 
view of the Romans themselves) the basic religious framework was pretty 
well fixed by the end of the sixth Century B . C . 5 

4 Guided tour of Rome: Aeneid VIII.306-58 (with pp. 171-4 below, for the religious 
importance of the site of Rome). Alba and Lavinium: 1.5; Map 5. Images of Aeneas' 
flight and arrival in Italy: 9.2b(i) (coin of47/6 B . c . , showing Aeneas with the Palladium); 
4.3c (sculptured panel from Augustus' Ara Pacis, showing his landing in Italy). 
Palladium in the temple of Vesta: Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 
II.66.5-6 (though Dionysius admits to some uncertainty about the precise Contents of 
the temple). 

5 The fetiales: Livy 1.24 and 1.32.6-14 = 1.4a. The Capitolium: Livy 1.55.1 = 1.9b; for 
Capitolia outside Rome (from Cosa in Italy and Sufetula in N . Africa), see 10.2c Servius 
Tullius and the sanctuary of Diana: Livy 1.45 = 1.5d; Map 1 no. 19. Cornell (1995) 
156-9 and 165-8 discusses how far ancient writers saw the Tarquins as a specifically 
Etruscan dynasty. 
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There is, then, no shortage of'evidence' about the earliest phases of Roman 
religion; the Greek historian of Rome, Dionysius of Halicarnassus, for 
example, devotes four whole books of his history (much of it concerned 
with religious institutions) to the period before the Republic was estab
lished, the first two covering only to the end of Numa's reign.6 The prob
lem is not lack of written material, but how we should interpret and make 
sense of that material. For ali the accounts we have of Rome's earliest his
tory are found in writers (Dionysius amongst them) who lived in the first 
Century B . C . or later - more than 600 years after the dates usually given to 
the reigns of Romulus and Numa. None of our sources is contemporary 
with the events they describe. Nor could their authors have read any such 
contemporary accounts on which to base theit own: so far as we know, 
there were no writers in earliest, regal Rome; there was no account left by 
Numa, say, of his religious foundations. Even for the earliest phases of the 
Republic (in the fifth and fourth centuries B . C . ) , i t is very hard to know 
what kind of I n f o r m a t i o n (or how reliable) was available to historians writ-
ing three or four centuries later.7 

Judged by our own S tandards of historical 'accuracy', these ancient 
accounts of early Rome and its religion are inadequate and misleading; they 
construct an image of a relatively sophisticated society, more like the city of 
the first Century B . C . than the hamlet of the eighth Century. Projections of 
the contemporary world back into the distant past, they are more myth 
than history. It is certain that primitive Rome was under the control of men 
the Romans called reges (which we translate as 'kings', though 'chieftains' 
might be a better term). But many modern historians would now be very 
doubtful whether at least the two earliest of them — Romulus and Numa — 
existed at ali, let alone whether they carried out the reforms ascribed to 
them. That, of course, is precisely the point. The writers we are referring to 
(historians such as Dionysius or Livy; poets such as Virgil or Ovid) set l i t -
tle störe by 'accuracy' in our narrow sense. For them, the stories of early 
Rome, which they told, retold and (sometimes no doubt) invented, were 
'true' in quite a different way or, better, were doing a different kind of job: 
they were using the theme of the city's origins as a way of discussing Roman 
culture and religion much more generally, of defining and classifying it, of 
debating its problems and peculiarities. These stories were a way in which 
the Romans (or, in the case of Dionysius and others, the Greek inhabitants 
of the Roman empire) explained their own religious System to themselves; 
and as such they were inevitably embedded in the religious concerns and 
debates of their writers' own times. As we shall see, for example, stories of 
the apotheosis of Romulus (into the god Quirinus) were told with particu-
lar emphasis, elaborated (some might say invented), aro und the time of 
Julius Caesars deification in the 40s B . C . Romulus' ascent to heaven 

6 Gabba(1991). 7 Cornell(1995) 1-30. 
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offered, in other words, a way of understanding, justifying or attacking the 
recent (and contested) elevation of the dead dictator.8 

These images of early Rome are central to the way the Romans made 
sense of their own religion; and so too they are central to our understand
ing and discussion of Roman religion. It would be nonsense to ignore the 
figure of 'Nuraa, the father of the Roman priesthood and founder of the 
calendar, just because we decided that King Numa (715-672 B . C . ) was a 
figment of the Roman mythic Imagination. We shall return to this early 
history at many points through this book — using (for example) Ovid's 
explanations of the origins of particular festivals as a way of rethinking their 
significance in the Rome of Ovid's own day, or exploring the way the myths 
of Aeneas and Romulus were used to define the position of the first 
emperor Augustus (and were themselves re-told in the process). But this 
earliest period wil l not bulk particularly large in this first chapter on the 
religion of early Rome.9 

This chapter is concerned with what we can know about the religion of 
Rome before the second Century B . C . , when for the first time contemporary 
writing survives in some quantity. This was the period in which the dis-
tinctive institutions of later periods must have taken shape. But how can we 
construct an (in our t e r m s ) 'historical' account o f that religious world, 
when there are no contemporary written records beyond a few b r i e f , and 
o f t e n e n i g m a t i c , i n s c r i p t i o n s o n Stone, m e t a l o r po t? This first s e c t i o n c o n -

centrates on that question o f method: r e v i e w i n g particular documents and 
literary traditions which have been claimed to give a privileged access to 
accurate Information on the earliest phases of Rome's religion; exploring 
some of the recent archaeological discoveries from Rome and elsewhere 
which have changed the way we can talk of particular aspects of that reli
gion; and discussing various theories that have been used to reconstruct its 
fundamental character. 

One group of documents that has often been given a special place in 
reconstructions of early Roman religion is a group known (collectively) as 
'the calendar'. More than 40 copies (some of them, admittedly, very frag-
mentary) of a ritual calendar of Roman festivals, inscribed or painted on 
walls, survive from Rome and the surrounding areas of Italy, mostly dating 
to the age of Augustus (31 B . C . to A . D . 14) or soon after.10 No two of these cal-
endars are exactly the same: the lists of festivals are slightly different in each 

8 One version of the story is given in Livy 1.16 = 2.8a. Earlier roots of the cult of Romulus 
and other 'founders': Liou-Gille (1980); Capdeville (1995). 

9 Below, pp. 171-6 and ch. 4 passirn. 
10 The inscriptions are collected in Degrassi (1963), who also gives (388-546) a selection 

of other importantsources for each festival, with bibliography and notes. Discussion and 
additional fragments in Rüpke (1995) 39-188. The most accessible account in English 
is Scullard (1981). The calendar itself is discussed, with a selection of extracts at 3.1-3. 
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case; and the additional Information on the festivals that is regularly 
included ranges from terse notes on the god or temple involved to more 
extended entries of several lines, apparently drawn from antiquarian com-
mentators, describing or explaining the rituals. None the less the calendars 
are ali recognizably variations on the same theme, selecting from the same 
broad group of festivals. We shall be referring to these calendars in many 
contexts through the chapters that follow. For the moment, we want to stress 
one small but significant feature in their layout that they all have in com
mon: some of the festival entries are inscribed in capital letters while others 
are in small letters. The capital-letter festivals are essentially the same group 
from calendar to calendar, roughly 40 in all — and including, for example, 
the Lupercalia, the Parilia, the Consualia, the Saturnalia. I t seems virtually 
certain that they form an ancient list of festivals, preserved within the later 
documents.1 1 

But how ancient? We do not know when the characteristic form or time-
keeping that underlies these calendars was introduced at Rome - maybe in 
the course of the republican period, maybe earlier; nor do we know 
whether its introduction coincided with the fixing of this particular group 
of capital-letter festivals, or not. It is hard to forget completely the mythic 
'Calendar of Numa': certainly some of these festivals contain strange-
seeming rituals and have often been interpreted as reflecting archaic social 
conditions; besides, though some o f these festivals (such as those we men-
tioned above) were still very prominent in the first Century B . C . , some were 
totally obscure at the time the calendars were being inscribed; and in no 
case can it be proved that a capital-letter festival was introduced later than 
the regal period. 1 2 On the other hand the idea of the 'Calendar of Numa' 
(that is, of a very early canonical group of festivals) could be misleading. 
Even accepting, as is likely, that the capital-letter festivals do represent some 
ancient list, the purpose of that list remains quite uncertain: not necessar-
ily the oldest festivals of ali; perhaps, the most important at some specific 
date; perhaps even the most important to some individual on some specific 
occasion, that has somehow become embedded in the tradition. 1 3 We cer
tainly cannot assume that any festival not in capitals must be a 'later' intro
duction into the calendar. 

A list of the names of early festivals on its own, however, teils us little -
without some idea of their content and significance. Here we must turn to 
a variety of later sources which offer details of the rituals of these festivals and 
of the stories, traditions and explanations associated with them. By far the 
richest source of ali is Ovid's Fasti, a witty verse account of the first six 
months of the Roman calendar and its rituals. 1 4 Ovid, however, was writing 

11 Mommsen in CILU, 2nd edn. (1893), 283-304. 
12 Michels (1967) 93-144. 
13 Michels (1967) 13-44; radical scepticism in Rüpke (1995) 245-88, esp. 283-6. 
14 Below, pp. 174-6; 207-8. 
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in the reign of Augustus and much of what he has to offer does not consist 
of traditional Roman stories at ali, but of imported Greek ones. So, for 
example, explaining the odd rituals of the festival of the goddess Vesta (one 
of our capital-letter group), which involved hanging loaves of bread around 
asses' necks, he brings in a farcical tale of the Greek god Priapus: once upon 
a time, he says, at a picnic of the gods, this grotesque and crude rapist crept 
up on Vesta as she sprawled, unsuspecting, on the grass; but an ass's bray 
alerted her to his approach - and ever after, on her festal day, asses take a hol-
iday and wear 'necklaces of loaves in memory of his Services'.15 Some of these 
stories were no doubt introduced by Ovid himself, in the interests of variety 
or for fun; some may already have been, before his day, incorporated into 
educated Roman speculation (or joking) about the rituals. But either way it 
is certain that Ovid's stories do not all date back into the early history of 
Rome, even i f some elements may do. As a source of the religious ideas of his 
own time Ovid is invaluable; as a source for the remote past, he is hard to 
trust. 

It is not just a question, though, of Ovid being peculiarly unreliable; and 
the answer does not lie simply in looking for other ancient commentators 
on the calendar who have not 'polluted' their accounts with anachronistic 
explanations. The fact is that the rituals prescribed by the calendar of festi
vals were not handed down with their own original 'official' myth or expla-
nation permanently attached to them. They were constantly re-interpreted 
and re-explained by their participants. This process of re-interpretation, 
found in almost every culture, including our own (the annual British ritual 
of 'Bonfire Night' means something quite different today from three hun-
dred years ago),1 6 is precisely the strength of any ritual System: it enables rit
uals that claim to be unchanging to adopt different social meanings as 
society evolves new needs and new ideas over the course of time; and it 
means, for example, that a festival originating within a small Community 
whose main interests were farming can still be relevant maybe 600 years 
later to a cosmopolitan urban culture, as it is gradually (and often imper-
ceptibly to its participants) refocussed onto new concerns and circum-
stances.17 But at the same time it means that the Interpretation of the 
'original' significance of a festival, especially in a society that has left no 
written documents, is not just difficult, but close to impossible. The fact 
that we can trače the same names (Lupercalia, Vinalia etc.) over hundreds 
of years, or even the fact that the ceremonies may have been carried out in 

15 Ä W Ö V I . 3 19-48 = 2.5 (cf. 1.337-53 = 6.4a). 
16 Of course, the conspiracy to blow up the Houses of Parliament, whose detection is cel-

ebrated on 5 November, construes in many ways: from a dastardly plot against the 
crown by Catholic traitors to a populär uprising against the ruling class. Compare the 
varied significances of Christmas, discussed in Miller (1993). 

17 We examine the Roman festival of the Parilia in this light below, pp. 174-6; see also 
5.1. 
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a similar fashion throughout that time, does not allow us to trače back the 
same significance from the first Century B . C . to the seventh. 

The calendar is a prime example of how tantalizing much of the evidence 
for the religion of early Rome is. Again, it is not that there is no evidence at 
ali. Here we have a remarkable survival: fossilized within later traditions of 
calendar design, traces of a list of festivals whose origins lie centuries earlier; 
traces, in other words, of an early Roman document itself, not a first-century 
B . C . reconstruction of early Roman society. The problem is how to interpret 
such traces, fragmentary and entirely isolated from their original context. 

Other documents and direct evidence from the early Republic, and even 
the regal period, are almost certainly preserved in the scholarly and anti-
quarian tradition of historical writing at Rome in the late Republic and early 
empire. For the Romans, the greatest of their antiquarians was the first-cen
tury Varro, who compiled a vast encyclopaedia of Roman religion with the 
express purpose, he said, of preserving the ancient religious traditions that 
were being forgotten or neglected by his contemporaries. This extraordinary 
polymath would certainly have been able to consult many documents 
(inscriptions recording temple foundations, for example, religious regula-
tions, dedications) no longer available to us and he would no doubt have 
quoted many in his work. I t is hard not to regret the loss of Varro and the fact 
that his religious encyclopaedia survives only in fragments, quoted as brief 
dictionary entries or in the accounts of later Christian writers who plun-
dered his work and that of other antiquarians solely in order to show how 
absurd, valueless and obscene was the religion of the classical world that they 
were seeking to destroy and replace. On the other hand, some of these quo-
tations are quite extensive, and the substance of Varro's work may also be 
preserved in many other authors who do not refer to h im directly by name. 
The loss may not, after ali, be as great as we imagine. 1 8 

Thirty-five books of Livy's History άο, however, survive — out of the orig
inal 142, which covered the history of Rome from its origins to the reign of 
the emperor Augustus. Livy's History is in many respects preoccupied (as we 
have already seen) with the issues and concerns of first-century B . C . Rome; 
and more generally the picture we derive from his writing may be very 
much an artificial historiographic construction, expressing an 'official 

18 The fragments of Varro's Divine Antiquities are collected (with a commentary) in 
Cardauns (1976); see also Cardauns (1978). Many are drawn from the Christian writ
ers Augustine (particularly from The City ofGod) and Arnobius (Against the Gentiles). It 
is clear that both authors exploit Varro's material without any concern (or maybe 
capacity) to be fair to the pagan author - the last thing on their minds; for examples of 
Augustine's use of Varro, see The City of GodW.3l = 1.1a; V I . 5 = 13.9. Other works 
of Varro do survive more fully: 6 books out of an original 25 On the Latin Language, a 
complete work On Agriculture, in 3 books. Among other antiquarian writers, the dic
tionary of Festus (ed. Lindsay, 1913) preserves some of the Augustan antiquarian 
Verrius Flaccus (on whom Dihle (1958); Frier (1979) 35-7), whose work underlies the 
notes in the calendar from Praeneste (Degrassi (1963) 107-45; extract = 3.3b). 
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religion' which reflected little of the religious life of the Community, or per
haps only that of the elite. O n the other hand, Livy does claim to know 
many individual 'facts' about religious history going back at least to the early 
Republic, sometimes even quoting ancient documents or formulae. How 
accurate can this Information have been? 

Some of the documents (for example, his quotation of the particular 
religious formulae used in the declaration of war) are almost certainly fic-
tional reconstructions or inventions, which may have little in common 
with the formulae actually used in early Rome. 1 9 But many of the other 
brief records (of vows, special games, the introduction of new cults, inno-
vations in religious procedure, the consultation of religious advisers and so 
on) are not likely to be inventions. The pieces of Information they contain 
are not obviously part of an ideological story of early religion; and many of 
them appear (from the form in which they are recorded, or the precise 
details they record) to preserve material from the early Republic, i f not ear-
lier. Perhaps the clearest example of this comes not from Livy himself, but 
from the eider Pliny. In his Natural History (written in the middle of the 
first Century A . D . ) , Pliny notes the precise year in which the standard pro
cedure for examining the entrails of sacrificial animals ('extispicy') was 
amended to take account of the heart in addition to other vital organs.20 

This Information almost certainly comes from some early source: not only 
does there seem to be no reason for such an odd piece of 'Information' to 
have been invented, but it is also dated in a unique way - which it is very 
unlikely that Pliny would have made up. The date of the change is given by 
the year of the reign of the rex sacrorum, that is the 'king of rites' or the 
priest who carried on the king's religious duties when kingship itself was 
abolished; this makes no sense unless this System of dating continued in 
use in priestly records even though it was abandoned for every other pur-
pose when the Republic was founded; i f so Pliny (or his source) must have 
found this 'nugget' in some priestly context. 

This gives us one hint on how Information of this type might have been 
preserved and transmitted from the earliest period of Rome's history to the 
time when the literary tradition of history writing started. Priests in Rome 
had traditionally kept records to which they could refer to establish points 
of law; and (as we shall discuss later in this chapter) the pontifices, in partic
ular, were said to have kept an annual record of events, including, but not 
confined to, the sphere of religion. Writ ing down and recording was a sig-
nificant part of the function of priests.21 I t is certainly possible that Livy, 

19 The formula of the fetiales at the beginning of war: Livy 1.32.6-14 = 1.4a; see Ogilvie 
(1965) 127-9, for strong suspicions that it is based on later antiquarian reconstruc
tions. 

20 Natural HistoryXl. 186. 
21 Moatti (forthcoming). The various records of the pontifices in particular: Wissowa 

(1912) 513; Rohde (1936); Frier (1979); below, pp. 25-6. 
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Pliny and other writers (or the sources on which they drew; there was after 
ali a two-hundred year tradition of history writing at Rome before Livy, 
mostly lost to us) had access to priestly records with Information stretching 
back centuries. I f so (and many modern historians have hoped or assumed 
that this was the case) then many of their points of fact about religious 
changes, decisions or developments in early Rome may be more authentic 
than we would otherwise imagine. 

On the other hand, priestly record keeping had (for our purposes) its 
own limitations. Only changes, not continuities, would have been 
recorded; and then, presumably, only changes of a particular kind, the ones 
the priestly authorities noticed and chose to record in their collegiate 
books. Many other changes wil l have happened over the course of years 
without record - through mistakes, neglect, forgetfulness, unobserved 
social evolution, the unconscious re-building of outmoded conceptions; 
many of these would never even have been noticed, let alone written down. 
So even i f we could gather together these occasional recorded facts (the 
foundation of a new temple, the introduction of a new god) and arrange 
them into some sort of chronological account, it would make a very stränge 
sort of 'history. A history of religion is, after ali, more than a series of reli
gious decisions or changes. Once again, it is not a question of having no 
'authentic' I n f o r m a t i o n stretching back to the early period; it is a question 
of having very little context and background against which to interpret the 
pieces of I n f o r m a t i o n that we have.22 

If evidence of this kind offers only glimpses of the earliest religious his
tory of Rome, modern scholars have tried to construct a broader view by 
setting the evidence against different theories (or sometimes just different a 
priori assumptions) about the character of early religions in general and 
early Roman religion in particular, and about how such religions develop.23 

These theories vary considerably in detail, but they have over ali a similar 
structure and deploy similar methods. First, the earliest Roman religion is 
uncovered by S t r i p p i n g away ali the 'foreign', non-Roman elements that are 
clearly visible in the religion of (say) the late Republic. Even in that period, 
some characteristics of Roman religion must strike us as quite distinct from 
the traditions of the Greeks, Etruscans and even of other Italic peoples that 
we know of. The Roman gods, for example, even the greatest of them, seem 

22 So, for example, without such a context we can make little sense of the change in the rit
ual of extispicy noted by Pliny: it could be an indication of a major shift in Roman con
ceptions of the internal organs of the body; equally a sign of some technical and long 
running priestly dispute; or both. For further discussion of early documents preserved 
by later writers, see below, pp. 32-4. 

23 Among the most influential versions are Warde Fowler (1911); Rose (1926); Latte 
(1960a); for criticisms ofvarious of these, Dumézil (1970); for their place in the history 
of the study of Roman religion, Scheid (1987); Durand and Scheid (1994). A quite dif
ferent approach to the character of the religion and its history is taken by Scheid 
(1985a) 17-57. 
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not to have had a marked personal development and character; while a 
whole range of'lesser' gods are attested who were essentially a divine aspect 
of some natural, social or agricultural process (such as Vervactor, the god of 
'turning over fallow land', or Imporcitor, the god of'ploughing with wide 
furrows' 2 4); there were few 'native' myths attaching even to the most promi
nent rituals; the system offered no eschatology, no explanation of creation 
or man's relation to it; there was no tradition of prophets or holy men; a 
surviving fragment of Varro's encyclopaedia of religion even reports that 
the earliest Romans, for 170 years after the foundation of their city, had no 
representations of their gods.25 These characteristics have been interpreted 
in all kinds of different ways. Some modern scholars have seen them as sim
ple primitive piety - which seems, in fact, to have been the line taken by 
Varro (who claimed that the worship of the gods would have been more 
reverently performed, i f the Romans had continued to avoid divine 
images). But at the same time, the temptation is seldom resisted to sum-
marize all this by saying that the Romans were artless, unimaginative and 
supremely practical lolk, and hence that everything involving art, literary 
Imagination, philosophic awareness or spirituality had to be borrowed 
from outside - whether from Greeks, Etruscans or other Italians.2 6 

The second Strand of the argument treats the 'development' of Roman 
religion as effectively a 'deterioration': the 'healthy' period of 'true' Roman 
religion is retrojected into the remote past; the late Republic is treated as a 
period when religion was virtually dead; the early Republic then provides a 
transitional period in which the forces of deterioration gathered strength, 
while the simplicities of the early native religious experience were progres-
sively lost. Among the mechanisms o f this deterioration that have been pro-
posed are: (a) the contamination of the native tradition by foreign, 
especially Greek, influences; (b) the sterilization of true religiosity by the 
growth of excessive priestly ritualism; (c) the alienation of an increasingly 
sophisticated urban population from a religious tradition that had once 
been a religion of the farm and countryside and failed to evolve. In the case 
of (c), i t is hard to believe that any ancient city lost its involvement with, and 
dependence on, the seasonal cycle of the agricultural year, let alone the rela-
tively small-town Rome of the third Century B . C . The other two suggestions 
are harder to refute, but no less arbitrary. A different approach wil l be taken 
in what follows, but we can point out at once that neither foreign influences 
nor priestly ritualism necessarily cause the deterioration of a religious 

24 Note the list of such deities in Servius, On Virgils Georgics 1.21; cf, Augustine, The City 
of GodVl.9 = 2.2c. We cannot be certain that these 'godlets' represent a survival of the 
most primitive Roman conception or divinity; they could equally well be a much later 
priestly (or antiquarian) construction. For different views, Bayet (1950); Dumézil 
(1970) 35-8. 

25 Vatro in Augustine, The City ofGodlV.3l = 1.1a; in Tettullian, Apology 25Λ2 = fr. 38 
(Cardauns). 

26 For instance, in relation to extispicy, Schilling (1962) 
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System; and we wi l l argue too (especially in chapter 3) that it is much harder 
than many modern writers have assumed to decide what is to count as the 
'decline' o f a religion. 2 7 

But there is an even more fundamental challenge to this simple scheme 
of development. Recent work, particularly in archaeology, has čast doubt on 
the idea of an early, uncontaminated, native S t r a n d o f genuine Roman reli
gion; and it has suggested that, rather rhan seeing pure Roman traditions 
gradually polluted from outside, Roman religion was an amalgam of differ
ent traditions from at least as far back as we can hope to go. Leaving aside its 
mythical prehistory, Roman religion was always already multicultural. 

Archaeological evidence from the sixth C e n t u r y B . C . , for example, has 
shown that (whatever the political relations of Rome and Etruria may have 
been)2 8 in cultural and religious terms Rome was part of a civilization dom-
inated by Etruscans and receptive to the influence of Greeks and possibly 
of Carthaginians too. A dedication to the divine twins Castor and Pollux 
found at Lavinium, which uses a version of their Greek title 'Dioskouroi', 
shows unmistakably that we have to reckon with Greek contacts;29 some of 
these contacts may have been mediated through the Etruscans, others C o m 
ing directly from Greece itself — while it is perfectly possible that there were 
connections too with Greek Se t t l ements in South Italy. Even more striking 
Greek elements have been revealed by a recent study of the earliest levels of 
the Roman forum. From this it has become possible to identify almost cer-
tainly the early sanctuary of the god Vulcan (the Volcanal); and in the 
votive deposit from this sanctuary, dating from the second quarter of the 
sixth C e n t u r y B . C . , was an Athenian black-figure vase with a representation 
of the Greek god Hephaestus. In other words, there was already in the early 
sixth Century some identification of Roman Vulcan and the Greek 
Hephaestus, and the Greek image of the god had already penetrated to his 
holy place in the centre of Rome. 3 0 In a different way, the discovery of a 
religious phenomenon widespread throughout central Italy has similar dis-
turbing implications for the conventional image of early Roman religion. 
Several sites have now produced substantial deposits of votive offerings dat
ing back to at least the fourth Century B . C . , which consist primarily of small 
terracotta models of parts of the human body (Fig 1.2);31 this suggests that 
there were a number of sanctuaries soon after the beginning of the 

27 Discussion of Innovation and foreign influence in religion: North (1976). 
28 Whether or not, that is, Rome was ever under the direct political ascendancy of Etruria. 

Some scholars have seen such direct Etruscan control lying behind (among other 
things) the stories of the Etruscan origin ofTarquin the Eider. Cornell (1995) 151-72 
reviews the question. 

29 Inscription: ILLRP 1271a = 1.7b. Discussion: Weinstock (1960) 112-14; Castagnoli 
(1983); Holloway (1994) 130-4. 

30 Coarelli (1977b); for a reconstruction of the shrine and the fragment of pottery, 1.7c; 
for the Volcanal, Capdeville (1995). 

31 Maule and Smith (1959); Fenelli (1975); Cornelia (1981); and below, n. 221. 
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Fig. 1.2 Vot ive 
tetracottas f rom 
Ponte di Nona , 
15km to the east o f 
Rome. They were 
made i n the t h i r d 
or second centuries 
B .C. for a sanctuary 
on the site 
abandoned in the 
late Republic, but 
were buried 
together du r ing 
bui ld ing Operations 
i n the fifth Century 
A.D. This particular 
deposit included a 
maj or i ty o f feet and 
eyes, pethaps 
reflecting the 
sanctuary's curative 
specialiries. (Foot, 
length 0.3m.; eyes, 
w i d t h 0.05m.) 

Republic to which individuals went when seeking eures for their diseases: 
at these sanctuaries they presumably dedicated terracottas of the afflicted 
part. This implies not only a cult not mentioned in any surviving ancient 
account, but also a type of religiosity which the accepted model of early 
Roman religion seems to exclude: for it implies that individuals turned to 
the gods directly in search of support wi th their everyday problems of 
health and disease. On the accepted model, they would have looked for and 
expected no such help, practical or spiritual. Another study has suggested 
that inscriptions diseovered at Tor Tignosa near to Lavinium come from a 
cult in which ineubation was practised: that is to say, people čame to sleep 
in the sanctuary in the hope of receiving advice or revelation from the deity 
in a dream. 3 2 In this case both Virgil and Ovid describe the use of such a 
technique in early — or rather mythical — Italy; 3 3 but their evidence was 
always thought suspect on the grounds that divine communication 
through dreams was a characteristically Greek practice, not compatible 
with the religious life of the early Romans and found in Italy only later 
when specifically Greek ineubation-cults were introduced. 3 4 

This much more complex picture of early Roman religion undermines 
some of those narrative accounts of Roman religious history that have been 
most influential over the last hundred years. So, for example, i t is hard to 
sustain the once populär and powerful idea - influenced by early twentieth 
Century anthropology — that Roman religion gradually evolved from a 
primitive phase of 'animism' (where divine power was spread widely 
through all kinds of natural phenomena) to a stage where it had developed 

32 Palmer (1974) 79 -171 ; Map 5. 
33 Vi rg i l , AeneidVll. 81-106 = 4.11; Ov id , FastilV.649-72. 
34 I t is worth noting how the Roman myths (with which we started this chapter) them-

selves stressed the 'foreign' elements that made up 'Roman' traditions - the Greek 
Evander, the Trojan Aeneas etc.; see below, pp. 171—4. 
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'proper gods and goddesses;35 i f we abandon the idea of an original ćore of 
essential Romanness, then we must abandon also any attempt to discover a 
Single linear progression in the history of Roman religion. In this spirit, 
rather than trying to extract a small kernel of primitive 'Roman' character-
istics from the varied evidence of the first Century B . C . , a different strategy 
has been to define the central characteristics of early Roman religion com-
paratively - that is by comparison with societies wi th a similar history. In 
the rest of this section, we shall look in greater detail at the most influential 
of these comparative approaches, its main claims and its problems. 

The lifetime's project of the historian Georges Dumézil (1898-1986) 
was to combine evidence from many different Indo-European societies and 
traditions in order to discover the internal structure of the Systems of 
mythology that were, he claimed, the common inheritance of all these peo-
ples. His theories were based on the much broader and older idea that the 
societies which speak languages belonging to the 'Indo-European' family 
(including Greek, Latin, most of the languages of modern Europe, as well 
as Sanskrit, the old language of North India, and Old Persian) shared more 
than language; that they had, albeit in the far distant past, a common social 
and cultural origin. 

Dumézil believed that the mythological structure of the Romans and of 
other Indo-Europeans was derived ultimately from the social divisions of 
the original Indo-European people themselves, and that these divisions 
gave rise to a 'tri-functional ideology' - which caused all deities, myths and 
related human activities to fall into three distinct categories: 1. Religion 
and Law; 2. War; 3. Production, especially agricultural production. This 
was an enormously ambitious claim, and at first Dumézil's theories drew 
very little acceptance. But in time he convinced some other scholars that 
this tri-partite structure could be detected both in the most archaic Roman 
religious institutions and in the mythology of the kings, especially in that 
of the first four. 3 6 On his view, Romulus and Numa were the symbols of the 
first function (one a ruler, one a priest); Tullus Hostilius, the third king, 
and Ancus Marcius, his successor, represented the second and third func-
tions respectively (the inventors of war and of peaceful production). 3 7 

In Dumézil's perspective, the earliest gods also reflected these three func-
tions - as gods of law and authority, gods of war, gods of production and 

35 Waide Fowler (1911); Rose (1926); further discussion at 1.1. 
36 Dumézil himself wrote copiously on Rome from the 1930s onwards and provoked 

more discussion as time went on - some hostile, some supportive. Dumézil (1941-5) is 
an early statement; (1974) his füllest account of Roman religion - (1970) is the English 
translation of the first edition; (1968-73) gives the latest version of the mythology of 
the Roman kings. Discussion: Momigliano (1983); Scheid (1983); (1985a) 74-94; 
Belier (1991). 

37 Tullus as a great warrior: for example, Livy 1.23-9; Ancus, at least by inclination, as a 
more peaceful ruler: for example, Livy 1.30 (though see, 1.32.6-14 = 1.4a). Above, pp. 
1-4. 
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agriculture. The familiär deities of the Capitoline triad (Jupiter, Juno and 
Minerva) failed to fit the model; but he found his three functions in the 
gods of the Old triad' - Jupiter, Mars, Quirinus. Although this group was 
of no particular prominence through most of the history of Roman reli
gion, they were the gods to whom the three important priests of early 
Rome (the flamen Dialis (of Jupiter), flamen Martialis and flamen 
Quirinalis) were dedicated — and Dumézil found other traces of evidence to 
suggest that these three had preceded the Capitoline deities as the central 
gods of rhe Roman pantheon. They appeared to fit his three functions per-
fectly: Jupiter as the king of the gods; Mars the war-god; Quirinus the god 
of the ordinary Citizens, the farmers.38 

DuméziPs work has prompted much useful discussion about individual 
festivals or areas of worship at Rome. 3 9 There are, however, several major 
problems with his Indo-European scheme overall. I f Dumézil were right, 
that would mean (quite implausibly) that early Roman religion and myth 
encoded a social Organization divided between kings, warriors and produc-
ers fundamentally opposed to the 'actual' social Organization of republican 
Rome (even probably regal Rome) itself. For everything we know about 
early Roman society specifically excludes a division of functions according 
to Dumézil's model. It was, in fact, one of the defining characteristics of 
republican Rome (and a principle on which many of its political institu
tions were based) that the warriors were the peasants, and that the voters 
were 'warrior-peasants'; not that the warriors and the peasant agricultural-
ists were separate groups with a separate position in society and separate 
interests as Dumézil 's mythic scheme demands. I n order to follow 
Dumézil, one would need to accept not only that the religious and mythic 
life of a primitive community could be organized differently from its social 
life, but that the two could be glaringly incompatible. 

This point is teinforced by the character of the gods in the old triad. Even 
supposing Dumézil were right about their very earliest significance, ali 
three soon developed into the supposed domains of at least one and possi-
bly both of the others. Jupiter, the god of the highest city authority, also 
received the war-vows of the departing general and provided the centre of 
the triumphal procession on his return; but he also presided over the harvest 
in the vineyards.40 Mars, the god of war, protected the crops and was hence 
very prominent in the prayers and rituals of the farmer.41 Quirinus, who was 
anyway far less prominent in republican times, was certainly connected 

38 Further discussion at 1.3. 
39 Dumézil (1975) is itself a notable attempt to investigate some of the least understood 

Roman festivals. 
40 Jupiter and the triumph: Versnel (1970) 56-93; Jupiter and the vines: Montanari 

(1988) 137-62; below, p. 45. 
41 It is essential to Dumézil's whole position to interpret Mars as the War God, the God 

of the second function: Dumézil (1970) 205-45. But a good deal of evidence will not 
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with the mass of the population and with production, but also appears as a 
war god like Mars; while his appearance as the divine aspect of Romulus puts 
him also into the first (kingly) function. 4 2 Outside this triad even apparently 
ancient deities do not readily fali into one of Dumézil's three categories. 
Juno, for example, who is sometimes very much a political goddess in Rome 
and the surrounding area, is also a warrior goddess and the goddess of 
women and childbirth. It is well established in studies of Greek polytheism 
that the spheres of interest of individual deities within the pantheon were 
more complicated than a one to one correlation (Venus/Aphrodite = god
dess of love) would suggest; and that the spheres of deities were shifting, 
multiple and often defined not in Isolation, but in a series of relationships 
with other gods and goddesses, It may well be, in other words, that 
Dumézil's attempt to pin down particular divine functions so precisely was 
itself misconceived.43 But, even i f that were not the case, it is hard to find any 
of the main deities at Rome that does not cross some or ali of Dumézil's most 
important boundaries. 

Dumézil's theorizing shows us once more how powerful in accounts of 
early Roman religion is the mystique of origins and Schemata. But in the 
end we are c o n f r o n t e d with an imaginary Roman tradition o f the history o f 

their early religion; wi th individual pieces of Information preserved in later 
writ ing either r a n d o m l y o r (in the case of priestly r e c o r d keeping) by a 
process of selection we can hardly guess at; wi th glimpses of different kinds 
of Information and different kinds of religious experience; and with a vari-
ety o f theories that attempt to explain the I n f o r m a t i o n we have. This is 
both too little and too much. Probably most important for our under-
standing of Roman religion is the mythic tradition, wi th its tales of 
Romulus and Numa, the origins of customs and rituals, that was one of the 
most powerful ways of thinking about religion that the Romans devised. 
But, as we have seen, it was not a 'history' of religion in our terms. 

We have adopted a quite different approach for exploring the history of 
Roman religion. We have not followed the method, so often tried before, 
of seeking the ' r ea l ' religion of Rome by Stripping away the allegedly later 
accretions, but rather have used precisely the opposite method. The next 
three sections (2-5) of this chapter analyse the central structural character-
istics of Roman republican religion, very largely based on evidence that 
refers to the last three centuries of that period. In doing so we have not 

fit this view: for example, Cato, On Agrkulture 141 = 6.3a, where Mars is clearly pro-
tecting farmers; See also on the October Horse, below, pp. 47-8. Different interpreta-
tions: Warde Fowler (1911) 131-4; De Sanctis (1907-64) IV.2.149-52; Latte (1960a) 
114-16; Scholz (1970); Rüpke (1990) 22-8. 

42 Latte (1960a) 113-14; Koch (1960) 17-39; (1963); Breiich (1960); Gagé (1966); 
Dumézil (1970) 246-72; Liou-Gille (1980) 135-207. 

43 For an introduction to studies of Greek polytheism, R. L. Gordon (1981) 1-42; note 
also the classic study of the relationship of Hestia and Hermes, Vernant (1983) 
127-75. 
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restricted ourselves to the contemporary first-century B . C . material of 
Cicero and Varro, but have drawn on the account of Livy (writing after the 
end of the Republic) for the third and second centuries B . C . We do this on 
the principle that the structural features of any religion change only slowly, 
and that the third-century system as described by Livy is recognizably sim
ilar to the first-century world we know from contemporary sources. In 
other words we claim that (for ali the early imperial interpretation he čast 
on his material) Livy understood well enough the functioning of the repub
lican religious system to represent it in its broad outlines. 

We also accept, however, that the further back in time we attempt to 
project this picture, the more risk there is that it wil l be seriously mislead-
ing. It is virtually certain that some of the features of republican religion 
that we identify (for example, some of the priesthoods and priestly Colleges) 

stretched back, in some form, into the earliest period of Rome s history; 
and that more could be traced back at least to the very earliest period of the 
Republic itself. On the other hand it is also certain that an overall picture 
valid for the third century B . C . would be quite invalid for the period of the 
kings, and in some respects for the early Republic too. There were major 
breaks in the history of Rome not only at the time of the 'fali of the kings' 
(traditionally put in the late sixth century B . C . ) but also in the last decades 
of the fourth century, when we can detect radical changes in the nature of 
the Roman State. I t may well be, in fact, that the developed institutions of 
the Republic (which we and the Romans tend to push back to the years 
immediately following the end of the monarchy) largely took their distinc-
t i v e shape at that time. 

The risks of assuming too much continuity (religious and political) 
from the very beginning of the Republic can be well illustrated by consid-
ering the tradition about patricians and plebeians. In the late Republic the 
patricians were a closed časte of ancient clans, while the plebeians were ali 
the other Romans. At that date the patricians had v e r y few political Privi
leges, but some particular priesthoods were restricted to them alone; and in 
chapter two we shall see how the division applied in the main priestly Col
leges where places had to be held in certain numbers by patricians and ple
beians. I t is certainly the case that conflict between patricians and plebeians 
(and the plebeians' claim to a share in the privileges of patricians) was a 
major feature of the late fifth and early fourth centuries B . C . And both 
ancient and modern historians have tended to assume that the distinction 
applied in an even stronger form in earlier periods: that in the first years of 
the Republic and even under the monarchy, all the rieh, noble, office-hold-
ing families were patrician; ali the others plebeian. In fact this assumption 
is very flimsy: it is very possible that there were more than two status groups 
in the fifth century B . C . ; and quite certain that power was not limited to 
patricians - for example the recorded names of some of the early magis-
trates are not patrician; and in fact the kings all have non-patrician names. 
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I t seems f a i r l y clear that there were radical changes in Roman society 
between 500 and 300 B . C . , marked in part by the increasing rigidity of the 
patrician/plebeian distinction; we must reckon with the possibility that 
religious authority changed radically in its character too. 4 4 

Our argument is that by starting with the developed republican struc
ture we are providing an introduction to the ideas and institutions that wi l l 
recur throughout this book. At the same time, we are defining a framework 
within (and against) which to interpret the evidence about earlier Rome, b y 
beginning to assess how similar or different the earliest conditions may 
have been. Accordingly sections 5 and 6 of this chapter wi l l return to con-
sider the transition from monarchy to Republic, and the character of reli
gious change in the early republican years. 

The priests and religious authority 

In the late Republic, one of the most distinctive features of the Roman reli
gious Sys tem was its priestly O r g a n i z a t i o n , consisting of a number of Colleges' 

and other small groups of priests, each with a particular area of religious duty 
or expertise. Two underlying principles stand out: first, the sharp differenti-
ation of priestly tasks (priests were specialists, carrying out the particular 
responsibilities assigned to their College or group); second, collegiality 
(priests did not operate as individuals, but as a part or as a representative of 
the group - there was no specific ritual programme for any individual, while 
any member of the College could properly perform the rituals). This is the 
basic structure that Roman writers ascribed (mythically) to Numa; and they 
assumed that it operated in the early republican period too - where, we are 
told, there were three major Colleges of priests: the pontiffs {pontifices) the 
augurs (augures) and the 'two men for sacred actions' (duoviri, later increased 
to the 'ten men' decemviri sacris faciundis);45 a fourth College, the fetials 
(fetiales), was perhaps of comparable importance. These four Colleges, whose 
members normally held office for life, were consulted as experts by the sen
ate within their own area of responsibility, and on those issues the senate 
would defer to their authority. Other groups of priests had ritual duties, on 
particular occasions or in relation to particular cults, but were not, so far as 
we know, officially consulted on points of religious law. 4 6 

44 Historical development in general: Cornell (1995) 242-71. 
45 The changing number and title of this priesthood causes problems of terminology: 

technically they were duoviri until they became decemviri in 367 B . c . (below, p. 64); 
they were increased to fifteen {quindecimviri) by 51 B . c . - and they retained that title 
thereafter, even when theit numbers were further increased. Broadly following this 
chronology, we normally call them duoviri in chapter 1, decemviri in chapter 2 and 
quindecimviri in the rest of the book. 

46 Roman priesthood in general: Scheid (1984); (1985a) 36-51; Beard (1990); Scheid 
(1993). 



1.2 The priests and religious authority 

pig. 1.3 Heads o f 
two flamines, f rom 
the south frieze o f 
the Ara Pacis, 
Rome (4.3); their 
religious 
importance is 
marked by their 
leading the 
procession o f 
priests (behind 
Augustus as 
pontifex maximus, 
but ahead o f ali the 
other priests) and 
they are 

distinguished by 
their head-geat, a 
bonnet w i t h a 
projecting baton o f 
ol ive-wood (apex). 
(Height , c. 0.2m.) 

This general view of the Colleges needs some qualification in particular 
cases. First, the College of pontifices had a far more complex structure than 
the others. They had a recognized leader (thepontifex maximus), w h o , from 
the third Century B . C . onwards, was elected publicly from the existingpon
tifices, not , as before, chosen by his colleagues. The College also contained a 
number of other priestly officials: as füll members, the rex sacrorum and the 
flamines of the gods Jupiter, Mars and Quirinus; and in some sense associ-
ated with the College, even i f no t 'members', the Vestal Virgins, the scribes 
of the pontifices, and the twelve lesser flamines.47 The fifteen flamines, 
through the very nature of their priesthood, suggest a different principle of 
religious Organization: each had his o w n god to whom he was devoted; he 
had his ritual programme which he himself, individually, had to fulfil; and 
he was to a greater or lesser degree restricted in his movements and behav-
iour. It is a reasonable guess that this represents a very old system of priestly 
office holding; that the flamines had once been independent of the Colleges, 
but were later subordinated to the pontifices.48 

The haruspices (diviners) were a second set of priests whose activity 
diverged from the standard collegiate pattern. One of their main areas of 
expertise was the Interpretation of prodigies. Prodigies were events, 
reported from Rome or in its territories, which the Romans regarded as 
'unnatural' and took as dangerous signs or warnings — monstrous births, 
rains of blood, even strokes of lightning. These had to be considered by the 

47 The structure ofthe pontifical College: "Wissowa (1912) 501-23; DeSanctis (1907-64) 
IV .2 .353 -61 ; Latte (1960a) 195-212, 401-2 . 

48 The flamines: Vanggard (1988); the flamen Dialis: Simon (1996); below, pp. 28-9. 
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senate, who took priestly advice and recommended action to avert the dan-
ger.49 The history of this priestly group is complicated by the fact that 
ancient writers refer to 'haruspices' fulfilling a wide variety of functions 
quite a p a r t from the I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of prodigies; and it is far from clear 
whether we are dealing wi th a variety of religious officials (all going under 
the same name) or a single category.50 It is clear, however, that there was no 
such thing as a haruspical College until the end of the Republic 5 1 - al though 
this did not prevent their being consulted by the senate much earlier. In fact, 
some of the reports of such consultations in the early Republic describe 
them as being specifically summoned to Rome from Etruria to give advice 
on prodigies.5 2 I f those reports imply that the haruspices were literally for-
eigners, outside experts in a particularly Etruscan variety of religious I n t e r 

pretation, that would of course explain their lack of a Roman-style 
collegiate O r g a n i z a t i o n . But so also would the possibility (as may well have 
been the case later) that these officials were not literally foreign themselves, 
but were seen as 'foreign' in the sense that they were the representatives of a 
foreign religious skill. For even i f modern archaeology has increasingly 
come to argue that Etruria and Rome were part of a shared common culture 
in the sixth Century B . C . and even later, Roman I m a g i n a t i o n in the centuries 
that followed did not see it that way: for them Etruscan religious traditions 
were different and alien, and sometimes powerful for that very reason. In 
this case, a different priestly O r g a n i z a t i o n might have been one way of defin-
ing and marking as different the religious traditions those priests repre-
sented. The 'Etruscan-ness' of the haruspices might, in other words, count as 
the first of several instances we shall discuss in this book where Roman reli
gion constructively used the idea of foreignness as a way of differentiating 
various sorts of religious power, skill and authority; the first instance of'for
eignness' as a religious metaphor, reflected here in priestly O r g a n i z a t i o n . 5 3 

These various priestly groups at Rome were not ranked in a strict hier-
archy of religious authority. The basic rule, even for those that we think of 
as the more 'important' Colleges, was that each group had their own area of 
concern and of expertise, within which sphere the others never interfered. 

49 Bloch (1963) 77-86, 112-57; 7.3; and below, pp. 37-9. 
50 Haruspices in general: Thulin (1910); Wissowa (1912) 543-9; Bloch (1960) 43-76; 

Latte (1960a) 157-60; MacBain (1982) 43-59. Several haruspical activities are illus-
trated at 7.4 (including the examination of entrails of sacrificial victims; 7.4a is a recon-
struction of the text of a haruspical response); for apparently low-level, 'street-corner' 
haruspices, see (for example) Plautus, Little Carthaginian 449-66 = 6.3b. 

51 Torelli (1975) 119-21 argues for a middle republican date for the creation of the ordo 
of haruspices-, but see MacBain (1982) 47-50; North (1990) 67. Second-century devel-
opments, below, p. 113. 

52 For example, Livy XXVIL37.6. 
53 Below, pp. 245-7 (for foreignness as a metaphor in so-called 'Oriental cults' in the 

Roman empire). A Roman attack on haruspical skill as foreign and therefore barbarom. 
Cicero, On the Nature of the GWrII.10-12 = 7.2 (but the point of this anecdote is, in 
the end, to confirm the power of haruspicy). 
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Fig. 1.4 Bronze .-_·. * ' " V ^ , y~i 
mirror from Vulci, try_ - I A . X J P î')r 
late fourth B . C . , with 
the name Kalchas t 

inscribed next to the 
figure. Kalchas is the 
Greek prophet of , > < 
the Iliad, but is here ^ ^ 
shown as an . . " 
Etruscan diviner - _ ' '. 
and - surprisingly - ,' / -
wineed: he examines ' * ·' ~Ύ<' 

/ 

- / -

a liver (see 7.4b); , , y '' • / ' / < ' y 'I, 
other entrails are on ι S^ f J"' ~-% y'"''/ j 1 Ẁ - \ 
the altar. The 7 . ^ — y " / ^ . , ,· \ 
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foreignness to define . ·' - - - . ' /· 
their own religious ~ > · > - ' */ 
traditions. (Height, " 
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1 Λ S i 

The pontifex maximus had some limited disciplinary powers, but mostly in 
relation to the priests and priestesses of his own College — the Vestals, the rex 
and the flamźnes; in the Republic he had no authority over the whole of the 
priestly structure of the city, let alone control more generally over the rela-
tions between the Romans and their gods.54 But this raises the question of 
where such authority did lie, and how priestly power was defined and exer-
cised. In the rest of this section we wi l l show that the capacity for religious 
action and for religious decision-making was widely diffused among differ
ent Roman authorities (not only priests); that there was no Single central 
power that controlled (or even claimed to control) Roman relations with 
their gods; and that the position of the priests can only be understood in 
the context of the rest of the constitutional and political system of the city. 
The first step wi l l be to examine the work of the major Colleges. 

The augures were the experts in a variety of techniques used to establish 
the wi l l of the gods, known as 'taking of the auspices' (auspicźa) . 5 5 The best-
known and probably the earliest of these techniques involved observing the 

54 Wissowa (1912) 509-11; Bleicken (1957a); Guizzi (1968) 141-58. 
55 Augures in general: Warde Fowler (1911) 292-313; Wissowa (1912) 523-34; Dumézil 

(1970) 594-610; Catalano (1960); (1978); Linderski (1986). 
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flight and activity of particular species of birds, but the augurs also dealt 
with the Interpretation of thunder and lightning, the behaviour of certain 
animals and so on (one way of discovering divine wi l l was by feeding some 
special sacred chickens and seeing i f they would eat).5 6 They were not, how-
ever, concerned with every kind of communication wirh rhe gods: the 
augurs were not consulted about the interpretation of prodigies; and seem 
to have had nothing at ali to do with the reading of entrails at sacrifices, 
which was the business of officials known (again) as haruspices. The augures 
did not themselves normally take the auspices. It was usually the city mag-
istrates who carried out the ceremonies and the observations required in 
their roles as war-leaders or as political or legal officials; and they passed on 
the right to take the auspices year by year to their successors.57 In normal 
cases, an augur would be present as adviser, perhaps as witness; and after 
the event, the augural College would be the source of judgement on the 
legality of what had been done or not done. 

These procedures were integrally bound up with the definition of reli
gious boundaries and religious space — one of the most technical and com-
plex areas of Roman religious 'science'. Occasionally signs from the gods 
might come unasked, in any place and on any occasion;58 but normally the 
human magistrate would initiate the communication, specifically seeking 
the view of the gods on a particular course of action or a particular ques
tion. O n these occasions the place of consultation and the direction from 
which the sign came were crucially important. The taker of the auspices 
defined a templum in the heavens, a rectangle in which he specified left, 
right, front and back; the meaning of the sign depended on its spatial rela-
tionship to these defined points. These celestial rectangles had a series of 
equivalents on earth to which the same term was applied. Confusingly, a 
'temple' in our sense of the word might or might not be a templum in this 
sense: the 'temple' of Vesta, for instance, was strictly speaking an aedes (a 
'building', a house for the deity) not a templum; while some places that we 
would never think to call 'temples' were templa in this technical sense — 
such as the senate-house, the comitium (the open assembly area in the 
forum in front of the senate house), and the augurs' own centre for taking 
auspices, the auguraculum.53 A l l these earthly temples were 'inaugurated' 
by the augurs, after which they were said (obscurely to us and probably to 
many Romans too) to have been 'defined and freed' (effatum et liberatum). 

56 Wissowa (1912) 231-2; Linderski (1986) 2226-41; for examples of conflicts over the 
sacred chickens, Livy X.40-1; Cicero, On Divination 1.29. 

57 I f for any reason there was a gap in the succession of magistrates, the auspices were said 
to have 'returned to the patres', that is to the patrician members of the senate, who held 
them in turn until the proper succession was restored. Magdelain (1964). 

58 These are now offen referted to as signa oblativa (though the term is not attested in sur-
viving Latin sources before the fourth Century A.D.). 

59 Weinstock (1934); Linderski (1986) 2256-96; the form of words used by the augures 
in creating a templum is recorded by Varro, On the Latin LanguageVll.8-10 = 4.4. 
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Augural expertise, therefore, concerned not j u s t the I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of 
signs but the demarcation of religious space and its boundaries. They oper-
ated as a system of categorizing space both within the city and between the 
outside world and Rome itself; this categorization in turn corresponded to 
the different types of auspices. One of their most important lines of divi-
sion was the pomerium, the sacred and augural boundary of the city; it was 
only within this boundary that the 'urban auspices' (auspicia urbana) were 
valid; and magistrates had to be careful to take the auspices again i f they 
crossed the pomerium in order to re-establish correct relations with the 
gods.60 

The realm of the augures provides one of the clearest examples of the 
convergence of the sacred and the political. A l l public action in Rome took 
place within space and according to rituals falling within the province of 
the augurs. The passing of laws, the holding of elections, discussion in the 
senate - ali took place within spaces defined by the application of augural 
ritual (the senate, for example, could only meet in a templum); each indi-
vidual meeting was preceded by the taking of the auspices by the magis
trates responsible. It followed that the validity of public decisions was seen 
as dependent on the correct performance of the rituals and on the applica
tion of a network of religious rules, whose maintenance was the augurs' 
concern; and in the constitutional crises of the late republican period, their 
right to examine whether a religious fault (vitium) had occurred in any pro-
ceeding of the assemblies gave them a critical role in public controversies. 
A l l these augural processes were central to the relations between the city 
and the gods, and to the legitimacy of public transactions. This is why the 
augurs were so important politically. 

We get a glimpse, however, of a strikingly different image of the augurs in 
one of the stories told about Rome's earliest history. I f the records of augural 
activity through the Republic stress the technical, sometimes legalistic, skill 
of the augurs, embedded at the heart of the political process, a story told by 
Livy of the early augur Attus Navius and his conflict wi th King Tarquin pre-
sents the priest as a miracle worker in conflict with the political power of the 
State (here represented by the monarch). 6 1 Challenging the power of the 
king, so the story goes, Navius claimed that he would carry out whatever 
Tarquin had in his mind; Tarquin triumphantly retorted that he was think-
ing of cutting a whetstone in half wi th a razor - which Navius promptly and 
miraculously did. A commemorative statue of Navius apparently stood in 
the forum (in the centre of Roman political and religious space) through 
most of the Republic. 6 2 There are many ways to interpret this story and the 

60 The pomerium: belowpp. 177-81, with evidence collected at 4.8. The consequences of 
failing to re-take the auspices on crossing the pomerium are illustrated by Cicero, On the 
Nature ofthe Gods 11.10-12 = 7.2. 

61 Livy 1.36.2-6 = 7.1a; Beard (1989). 
62 Livy 1.36.3 (with Ogilvie (1965) 151). 
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vested interests that may have lain behind its telling (that it is, f o r example, 
a reflection of later conflicts between augurs and a dominant political 
group; or that it is a surviving hint of a very different type of early priestly 
activity; and so on); but on almost any Interpretation, it is a strong 
reminder that recorded details of priestly action do not account for the 
whole of the priestly story; that the historical tradition (in our sense) has its 
limitations. Priests had a role in Roman myth and imagination, which also 
determined the way they were seen and operated in the city. In this case, it 
is not just a question of stories told, or read in Livy. When the republican 
augur went about his priestly business in the Forum, he did so under the 
shadow of a statue of his mythical, miracle-working predecessor. 

The pontifices had a wider range of functions and responsibilities than 
the augurs, less easily defined in simple terms. As a starting point, we might 
say that their religious duties covered everything that did not fall specifi-
cally within the activities of the augures, the fetiales and the duoviri. Like 
these other Colleges, they were treated as experts on problems of sacred law 
and procedure within their province — such matters as the games, sacrifices 
and vows, the sacra connected wi th Vesta and the Vestals, tombs and burial 
law, the inheritance of sacred obligations. Their powers of adjudication do 
not seem at first sight to lie in areas as politically charged as those dealt wi th 
by the augurs; but these issues were, as we shall see, of central importance 
to public and private life at Rome and the pontifices continued throughout 
the Republic to be as distinguished as the augures in membership.6 3 

The pontifices were unlike other priestly Colleges in several respects. We 
have already seen that their collegiate structure was rather different from 
the others; they also differed in having functions that took them right out-
side the limits of religious action - 'religious', that is, in our sense. At its 
grandest, the role envisaged for them by Roman writers is as the repository 
of all law, human or divine; Livy suggests that, down to 304 B . C . , the for-
mulae, the precise form of words without which no legal action could 
begin, were secrets known only to the pontifices.^ The significance and his
tory of their legal role is a difficult problem. I t is certainly possible that 
there was a specific 'religious' origin here; that pontifices were the earliest 
source of legal advice for the C i t i zen , essentially on matters of religious pro
cedure, such as the rules of burial — but that, since religious and non-reli-
gious law overlapped extensively, the range of advice they offered and the 
area of their expertise gradually widened. 6 5 More certainly, the pontifices 

63 See the lists in Szemler (1972) 101-78. 
64 LivyIX.46.5. 
65 Livy 1.20.6-7 leaves no doubt that thepontifexwzs expected to be available to advise the 

individual Citizen; see also Pomponius in Justinian, Digest 1.2.2.6, which suggests that 
one in particular was nominated each year for this purpose, at least in the fourth cen
tury B.c.; see Watson (1992). Their role in regulating burial at a later period: Pliny, 
LettersX.68 & 69 = 10.4d(iii) & (iv); ÄS8380 = 8.3. 
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were responsible for the calendar; for the supervision of adoptions and 
some other matters of family law; and for the keeping of an annual record 
of events. 

Their control of the calendar goes beyond interest merely in the annual 
festivals, al though that would have been part of their task; the calendar also 
determined the character of individual days — whether the courts could sit, 
whether the senate or the comitia (assemblies) could meet. The priests were 
responsible, amongst other things, for 'intercalation'. Al l Systems of time-
keeping face the problem of keeping their yearly cycle in step with the 365 
days 5 hours 48 minutes 46.43 seconds (more or less) that it actually takes 
for the earth to circle the sun. Modern Western calendars solve this prob
lem by adding an extra day to their 365 day calendar once every four years 
(in a leap year). 6 6 The Roman republican calendar of 355 days needed to 
add ('intercalate') a whole month at intervals that were determined by the 
pontifices. The College also fixed the celebration of some of the important 
festivals which had no set date; and the sacred king {rex sacrorum), a mem-
ber of the College, had the task of announcing the beginning of each month 
(perhaps a survival from an earlier form of the calendar when months 
began when the new moon was observed). The everyday Organization of 
public time was pontifical business.67 

The pontifices'concem wi th adoptions, wills and inheritances inevitably 
involved some elements of strictly religious interest — since each of these 
areas affected a family s religious obligations (sacra familiaria) and raised 
problems about who would maintain them into the next generation. The 
Colleges duties in this area would very likely have drawn them into wider 
issues of the continuity of family traditions and the control of property, 
where conflicts would have demanded adjudication between families or 
between clans (gentes).68 The most (to us) unexpected of pontifical duties 
was, perhaps, the recording of events. A fragment preserved from the his
tory of Cato the Eider (written in the first half of the second Century B . C . ) 
states that they were responsible at that time for 'publishing' the great 
events of the day on a whitened board, displayed in public; 6 9 these public 
reports, according to other writers, formed the basis of a permanent annual 
record, known to Cicero and, at least allegedly, going back to the earliest 
times. 7 0 We do not know exactly what this record contained, or when it was 

66 This leap-year System derives from the calendar reforms of Julius Caesar at the very end 
of the Republic; Bickerman (1980) 47-51. 

67 Degrassi (1963) 314-16; Michels (1967) 3-89; Scullard (1981) 41-8; R. L. Gordon 
(1990a) 184-9; a surviving copy of a republican calendar, from Antium: 3.2. 

68 Cicero discusses at length in On the Laws 11.47-53 the conflict that could arise for a 
pontifical lawyer between the rules over the inheritance of sacra in pontifical law and the 
ordinary rules of civil law. 

69 Originsfr. 77 (Peter) = fr. IV. 1 (Chassignet) = Aulus Gellius, Attic NightsII.28.6. 
70 Cicero, Orator 11.52; Servius Danielis, On Virgils Aeneid 1.373. Discussion, Frier 

(1979); Cornell (1995) 13-15. 
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first kept. Roman writers seem to refer to it, however, as one of the Colleges 
traditional duties. 

We are faced then with a range of what we should call 'secular' functions, 
as well as the 'religious' ones. One possibility is that the pontiffs were not 
an exclusively religious body in early Rome; but, rather than imagine that 
the 'priests' were not wholly 'religious', it is more helpful to think that what 
counted as 'religion' was differently defined. In almost ali cultures the 
boundary between what is sacred and what is secular is contested and 
unstable. One of the themes underlying the chapters of this book wi l l , pre-
cisely, be the gradual differentiation of these two spheres and the develop-
ment, for example, of a religious professionalism at Rome that tried to 
distinguish itself sharply from other areas of human activity. But for the 
pontiffs of the very early period, there is no reason to assume that some of 
their tasks seemed more or less 'religious' than others, more or less 'priestly 
business'. 

What, however, of the apparently wide diffusion of their responsibili-
ties, from burial to record-keeping, and beyond? Is there any possible 
coherence in these different tasks? A central focus of interesi? O f course, 
coherence very much depends on who is searching for it. Different pontif
ices, different Romans, at different periods may have made sense of their 
combined responsibilities in quite different ways. But one guess is that 
there was a closer connection than we have so far stressed between their 
interest in family continuity and their practice of record-keeping; and that 
many of their functions shared a concern wi th the preservation, from past 
time to future, of status and rights within families, within gentes and within 
the Community as a whole - and so also with the transmission of ancestral 
rites into the future. This gave the calendar too a central role, wi th its Orga

nization of the year's time into its destined functions, and its emphasis on 
past ritual practice as the model for the future. The pontifices, in short, 
linked the past wi th the future by law, remembrance and recording. 

Two other Colleges have duties which bring them close to the central work-
ings of the city. The fetials {fetiales) controlled and performed the rituals 
through which alone a war could be started properly; to ensure that the war 
should both be, and be seen to be, a 'just war' {bellum iustum).71 The most 
detailed accounts of their activities date from a period when much of their 
ritual must have been modified or discontinued; but, i f Livy is to be 
believed at a l l , 7 2 they were in early times responsible both for ritual action 
and for what we should call diplomatic action - conveying messages and 

71 The fetiales: Samter (1909) 2259; Wissowa (1912) 550-4; Bayet (1935); Latte (1960a) 
121-4; Rüpke (1990) 97-117. Their mythical origins, above pp. 3; 9, drawingon Livy 
1.24 and 1.32.6-14 = 1.4a. Later changes: below. pp. 132-3, with Servius, On Virgils 
AeneidlX.52 = 5.5d, 194 n. 98. 

72 Above, pp. 8-9. 
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demanding reparations. Later o n , they could still be called upon by the sen
ate, to give their view on the correct procedures for the declaration of hos-
tilities.7-5 The duoviri sacris faciundis were the guardians of the Sibylline 
Books. 7 4 The Books themselves wi l l be discussed i n a later section,7 5 but it 
is clear enough that the prophetic verses which they contained, and which 
the College kept and consulted o n the Senates Instructions, were believed to 
be of great antiquity. When prodigies were reported, one of the options 
before the senate, instead of Consulting the haruspices, was to seek recom-
mendations from the Books. These recommendations repeatedly led t o the 
foundation o r introduction o f foreign cults, normally Greek and celebrated 
according to the so-called 'Greek rite' (Graeco ritu).76 In these cases the 
priests may have had some continuing responsibility for the new cult; but 
there is no evidence that the duoviri exercised any general supervision over 
Greek cults — to match the supervision that the pontifices čame to exercise 
over Roman ones. Both fetiales and duoviri kept within closely defined 
areas of action. 

A l i the priests we have looked at exercised their authority within a set of 
procedures that involved non-priests as well as priests, the 'political' as well 
as the 'religious' institutions of the city. Priests themselves were not part of 
a n independent or self-sufficient religious structure; nor do they seem ever 
t o have formed a separate časte, o r t o have acted as a group of specialist Pro
fessionals, defined by their priestly role. From the third Century onwards, 
the historical record preserves the names of a good proportion of augures 
and pontifices; from this it is clear that priests were drawn from among the 
leading Senators - that is, they were the same men who dominated politics 
and the law, fought the battles, celebrated triumphs and made great for-
tunes on overseas commands. 7 7 A l though they were in principle the 
guardians of religious, even of secret, lore, they were not specially trained o r 
selected o n any criterion other than family or political status. The holders 
o f the less prominent priesthoods (such as the Salii or Arval Brothers) are 
less well known to us; but there is little, i f any, sign that they were chosen as 
religious specialists. That is not t o say that priests, o r some of them, did not 
become experts in the traditions and records o f their Colleges; some o f them 
vaunted the technicalities of their discipline and by the late Republic (as we 
shall see in Chapter 3) proclaimed themselves expert in the history, proce
dures and religious law of their Colleges. But they were always (and arguably 
by definition) men with a bigger stake in Rome than narrowly 'religious' 

73 For example, Livy XXXI.8.3. 
74 The general role of this priesthood: Wissowa (1912) 524-43; Gagé (1955) 121-9, 

146-54, 199-204, 442-4, 465-7; Radke (1963); Parke (1988) 136-51. 
75 Below, pp. 62—3. 
76 Above, n. 3. 
77 The most famous examples are such men as Caesar, Pompey and Antony, but the lists 

in Szemler (1972) show how widespread was rhe practice of combining major political 
and religious office. 
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expertise. Cicero regarded this Situation as one of the characteristic and 
important features of the tradition of Rome and as a source of special 
strength: that (as he put it) 'worship of the gods and the highest interests of 
the State were in the hands of the same men.' 7 8 

There is no doubt that by the middle Republic, the priest-politician was 
an established figure; whether this Situation goes right back to the begin-
nings of the Republic must be more open to debate - though it is usually 
assumed that it does. The names of some very early priests of the Republic 
are handed down in the historical tradition; but we cannot be certain that 
these names are accurately recorded, let alone whether the men concerned 
were consuls, or other leading magistrates, as well. (It is only later that we 
can make such confident identifications of individuals.) In some particular 
respects, the early republican Situation must have been different from the 
later one: the number of priests in the major Colleges was far smaller - two 
or three, as compared to eight or nine after 300 B . C . ; and again, they were 
almost certainly ali members of patrician families - plebeians seem to have 
become members of the duoviri when they were increased to ten in 367 
B . C . , and of the pontifices zna augures only in 300 B . c . 7 9 

But might there have been an entirely different model of priesthood in 
the earliest Republic (and so also in the regal period)? Might there have 
been an earlier pattern of office-holding which sharply divided religious 
from political duties? Even in the later period, some priests were prevented 
by traditional rules from entering other areas of public life. The sacred king 
(rex sacrorum) was prevented from holding any office; but - insofar as he 
was thought to have taken over the religious functions of the deposed king 
— he is a very special case (to which we shall return in Section 5 of this chap
ter). The maj OÎ flamines were sometimes prevented by their duties or by the 
regulations of their priesthoods from holding or exercising a l i the duties of 
magistrates; the flamen Dialis, for example, was forbidden by these rules to 
be absent from his own bed for more than two consecutive nights - so obvi-
ously could not command an army on campaign.8 0 Such restrictions were, 
step by step, relaxed in the later Republic, until the flamines čame to play 
the normal role of an aristocrat in public life. One speculation is that a l i the 
other priests too had originally been excluded from public life and from 
warfare; but that they had followed the same route as the flamines (towards 
a mixed, religious-political career) at a much earlier date. O n this view, the 
very early Colleges would have represented much more specialized religious 
institutions; but as time went on the priestly offices (which unlike the 
short-term elected magistracies gave their holder a public position for life) 
might have become tempting prizes for the aristocratic leaders of the day -
who gradually brought priesthoods within the sphere of a political career. 

78 Cicero, On his House 1 = 8.2a; below, pp. 114-15. 
79 Below, pp. 68-9. 
80 Below, pp. 105-8. 
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I t would be difficult to disprove this theory; but on balance the view that 
the priestly Colleges had always been part of political life seems more likely 
to be right. The fundamental difference between the Colleges of priests and 
the flamines might not, in any case, be best defined by their political activ-
ity. The crucial distinction lies rather in their numbers. The flamines, as we 
have seen, essentially acted as individuals: the flamen Dialis, especially, had 
a ritual programme that only he could perform — so rules to keep him in the 
city had a particular point (quite apart from preventing a military or polit
ical career). I t is a central characteristic of the augures and the pontifices, on 
the other hand, that they were füll colleagues - one could always act instead 
of another, so that limitations on their movements as individuals would 
never have been so necessary. I f the flamines represent (as they most likely 
do) some very early pattern of priestly office-holding, that model is distin-
guished from the later one by its non-collegiality; and the political differ-
ences follow from that. 8 1 

The authority exercised by the priestly Colleges can only be understood 
in relation to the authority of magistrates and senate. In general, the initia
tive in religious action lay with the magistrates: i t was they who consulted 
the gods by taking the auspices before meetings or battles; i t was they who 
performed the dedication of temples to the gods; it was they who con-
ducted censuses and the associated ceremonies; it was they who made pub
lic vows and held the games or sacrifices needed to fulfil the vows. The 
priests role was to dictate or prescribe the prayers and formulae, 8 2 to offer 
advice on the procedures or simply to attend. Again, when it čame to reli
gious decision-making, it was not wi th the priests, but wi th the senate that 
the effective power of decision lay. To take one example: when a piece of 
legislation had been passed by the assemblies, but by some questionable 
procedure, the priests might be asked by the senate to comment on 
whether a fault (vitium) had taken place; but, subject to the ruling the 
priests offered, it would be the senate not the priests who would declare the 
law invalid on religious grounds. 8 3 The procedure for dealing with the 
annual prodigy-reports suggests much the same relationship; the senate 
heard the reports and decided to which groups of priests, i f any, they should 
be referred; the priests replied to the senate; the senate ordered the appro-
priate actions to take place; it was often the magistrates who carried out the 
ceremonials on the city's behalf.84 

To the modern observer, this procedure makes the priests look rather 

81 Relations between pontifices and other priests: Wissowa (1912) 505-8; Rohde (1936) 
112-13. Changes in the latest phase of the Republic (and a striking example of the 
interchangeability of flamen and pontifices): below, pp. 130-2. 

82 For example, Livy VIII.9.1-10 = 6.6a. 
83 For example, Asconius, Commentary on Cicero 's On Behalfof Cornelius f. 68C; the char

acter of these incidents is discussed further below, pp. 105-8. 
84 For example, Livy XXXI. 12.8-9, where the final action is clearly the magistrate's 

responsibility; procedures in handling prodigies are discussed below, pp. 37-9. 

29 



like a constitutional sub-committee o f the senate, but this may be a mis-
leading analogy. It is true that the priests lacked power of action, but on the 
other hand they were aeeepted as supreme authorities on the sacred law in 
their area. Once the senate had consulted them, it seems inconceivable that 
their advice would have been ignored. And when smaller issues were at 
stake - such matters as the precise drafting of vows, the right procedure for 
the consecration of buildings, the control of the calendar — the priests 
themselves must in practice have had freedom of decision. This follows the 
pattern we have already seen at sevetal points in this chapter of the close 
convergence of religion and politics: religious authority in the general sense 
has to be located in the interaction (aceording to particular rules and Con
ventions) of magistrates, senate and priests, each College in its own sphere. 
This implies that, even i f they were not sole arbiters, the priests must from 
a very early period have oceupied a critical position in Roman political life, 
and they must often have been at the centre of controversy over points of 
ritual and religious procedure with ali the political consequences that were 
entailed. So too, priests must always have been liable to the eharge that they 
were prejudiced in favour of friends and against enemies, that personal or 
'political' interests were determining their 'religious' decisions. The idea 
that Roman priests had once been quite innocent of politics is only a 
romanticizing fiction about an arehaic society. 

Gods and goddesses in the life of Rome 

The first characteristic of Roman gods and goddesses to strike us must be the 
wide range of different types, all aeeepted and worshipped. At one extreme, 
there were the great gods - Mars, Jupiter, Juno and others - each having a 
variety of major functions, traditions, stories and myths; some of these sto
ries originated in the Greek world, but when told, re-told and adapted in a 
Roman context they became a central part of a specifically Roman view of 
their gods. At the other extreme were deities who performed one narrowly 
defined funetion or who appeared only in one narrowly defined ritual con
text. As we have seen, even parts of a natural or agricultural process (such as 
ploughing) could have their own presiding deity; 8 5 and the possibility of still 
further unnamed or unknown gods and goddesses was sometimes admitted 
and allowed for in ritual formulae: for example, an inscription on a republi
can altar found on the Palatine hi l l in Rome runs, 'To whichever god or god-
dess sacred, Gaius Sextius Calvinus, praetor, restored it by decree of the 
senate.'86 The time-honoured way of dealing wi th this variety in the 
Romans' conception of their gods has been to claim that the gods had 
become 'frozen at different points in their evolution: the funetional deities 

85 Above, p. 11. 
86 ÄS4015 = ILLRP23Ì. The formula: Appel (1909) 80-2. 



1.3 Gods andgoddesses in the life o/Rome 

represent an early stage of development, when primitive man worshipped 
powers residing in the natural world, but did not yet see those powers as 'per-
sonalities';87 i t was only later that the fully-blown, characterful gods and 
goddesses emerged as well. But whether or not that evolutionary scheme 
helps to explain the varieties of divine powers we find at Rome, the impor
tant fact is that throughout the republican period, all the types seem to have 
co-existed with no sign of uneasiness — any more than there seems to be any 
uneasiness about adding to the pantheon by introducing new deities from 
outside Rome or recognizing new divine powers at home. I t may be that the 
priests did attempt to list and classify the gods; but, i f so, this does not seem 
to have produced any general convergence of the different types or to have 
produced (as was sometimes the case in the Greek theological tradition) 
elaborate genealogies of the different generations' of gods to explain the dif-
ferences between them. 

There are only a few traces of intermediate categories (like 'heroes' in 
Greece) that lay between gods and men. It may be that the dead should be 
seen as such a category, since they did (as we shall see) receive cult at the fes
tivals of the Parentalia and Lemuria - not as individuals but as a generalized 
group, under the title of the di Manes or divi parentes (literally, 'the gods 
Manes' or 'the deified ancestors').88 And, wi th the exception of the founders 
— Aeneas, Romulus and perhaps Latinus (the mythical king of the Latins) 
- men did not become gods, either when alive or after death;8 9 even these 
three exceptions are equivocal, because it is not clear how far they them
selves became gods, or how far they became identified with gods which 
already existed (Aeneas with Indiges, Romulus with Quirinus, Latinus with 
Jupiter Latiaris). 9 0 Dramatic interaction, however, between humans and 
gods did occasionally take place: Mars had sexual intercourse with the vir-
gin Rhea Silvia and so begot Romulus; Numa negotiated banteringly with 
Jupiter and slept with the nymph Egeria; Faunus or Inuus seized and raped 
women in the wild woods; Castor and Pollux appeared in moments of 
peril. 9 1 But these mythical or exceptional transactions apart, Roman writ-
ers represent communication between men and gods primarily through the 
medium of ritualized exchange and the I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of signs - not 

87 This early phase of religion is sometimes termed 'animism'; the divine 'powers' have 
been given the title numen (pl. numina) - as in Ovid's description of Terminus, the god 
of boundary stones, which has been thought, by many scholars, to be a classic case of 
the survival of such a divine power: Fasti 11.639-46 = 1.1b; see Piccaluga (1974). For a 
critique of these views: 1.1. 

88 Wissowa (1912) 238-40; De Sanctis (1907-64) IV.2.2.43-5; Latte (1960a) 98; 
Weinstock (1971) 291-6; J. M . C. Toynbee (1971) 34-9; and below, p. 50. 

89 Though see below, pp. 44-5; 143, for the 'impersonation' of Jupiter by the Roman 
general in the ceremony of triumph. 

90 Liou-Gille(1980). 
91 Rhea Silvia: Dionysius of Halicamassus, Roman Antiquities1.7'6-9; Livy 1.3-4. Egeria: 

Livy 1.21.3. Inuus: Livy 1.5.2. Castor and Pollux: Livy 11.20.10-13; Dionysius of 
Halicamassus, Roman Antiquities• V I . l 3. 
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through I n t e r v e n t i o n , I n s p i r a t i o n o r incubation. We have already seen that 
evidence from archaeology can suggest a rather wider picture; 9 2 but for 
most of this section we shall be concentrating on written material (prayers, 
vows and formulae), and on the distinctive characteristics of communica-
tion between Romans and their gods. 

The Roman historical record preserves a considerable body of texts 
which claim to be direct quotations of words spoken on particular religious 
occasions. Though very little survives from the earliest period of the 
Republic (and what does may largely be later antiquarian invention), there 
is enough from the third century B . C . on to give us some grasp of the con-
ceptions of divinity and divine behaviour that they embody. O f course, 
some of these quotations too may be historical fictions or forgeries. But 
there are nevertheless strong reasons to believe that from this period the 
accurate formulae of prayers and vows could and sometimes did enter his
torical accounts. Roman religion placed a great deal of emphasis on the 
most meticulous repetition of the correct formulae; supposedly, the slight-
est error in Performance, even a single wrong word, l e d to the repetition of 
the whole ri tual. 9 3 I t also emphasized (as we have seen) the keeping of 
priestly records and the preservation of ancient writings and traditions. I f 
the spoken word was important, it was presumably also written down with 
care and accuracy. In what follows we have assumed that the quotations 
and formulae that we find (mostly) in Livy do derive ultimately from this 
form of priestly record keeping; and that even i f they are not exactly what 
they claim to be (not, that is, the exact words spoken on the particular occa-
sion described) they are at least a more or less accurate version of words 
used on occasions of that kind. But there are difficulties too. We discussed 
in the first section of this chapter the problem of using such 'nuggets' of 
I n f o r m a t i o n o r texts f r o m early Rome out of context. In this case, the pre
served texts were originally part of a complex of ritual action, which we can 
only sketchily recreate and which would almost certainly have modified the 
meaning of the words in use. Imagine trying to reconstruct the action, 
atmosphere and significance of any contemporary religious ritual simply 
on the basis of a text of the words spoken. 

Some of these quotations preserve public vows, which make very precise 
undertakings to named gods, explaining the help or benefit asked of the 
god, laying down the conditions under which the vow wi l l be counted as 
fulfilled and specifying the gift or ritual action with which the help of the 
god wi l l be rewarded; these rewards take the form of offerings, sacrifices, 
special games, the building of temples and so on. Vows could be made in 
special circumstances or crises (asking for help in war, for example); but 
there were also regulär annual vows for the well-being of the State {res 

92 Above pp. 12-14. 
93 For example, Pliny, Natural History XXVIII . 10-11 = 5.5a; Köves-Zulauf (1972) 

21-34; North (1976). 
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Fig. 1.5 A selection 
of coins of the third 
Century B . C . , 
showing some of the 
earliest surviving 
representations of 
Roman deities: 
(a) Mars (didrachm, 
280-276 B . c . ) ; 
(b) Minerva (litra, c. 
269 B . c . ) ; 
(c) Apollo (as, 
275-270 B . C . ) ; 

(d) Jupiter, in a four-
horse chariot driven 
by Victory 
(didrachm, 225-214 
B . C . ) (e) Janus (as, 
225-217 B . C . ) ; 

(f) Sol (uncia, 
217-215 B . C . ) . 
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publica), taken by the year's consul. The most elaborate example we have 
dates from the early years of the Hannibalic War (217 B . C . ) , though its 
wording reflects far earlier traditions. 9 4 It is highly unusual in the reward it 
promises to the gods, but it nevertheless illustrates very clearly one of the 
characteristic ways the Romans conceptualized the relationship of the 

94 The text is from Livy XXII.10 = 6.5. Discussion: Eisenhut (1955); Heurgon (1957) 
36-51; North (1976) 5-6; below, p. 80. 
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divine to their human worshippers. The vow promises the celebration o f a 
so-called 'Sacred Spring' (versacrum), that is the sacrifice to the gods, in this 
case Jupiter, of the whole product of a single spring - all the pigs, sheep, 
goats and cattle that were born. This extraordinary offer (which we other-
wise know only from mythical accounts of early Italy) was made subject to 
a series of reservations: the people were to lay down the dates which would 
constitute the 'spring'; i f there were to be any error or irregularity in the sac-
rificial procedure the sacrifice would nevertheless count as properly con-
ducted; i f any intended victim were to be stolen, the blame should fali on 
others than the Roman people or the owner. There is to be no doubt about 
what wi l l , or wi l l not, count as fulfilment of the vow. The formula also 
specifies exactly what is asked of the gods: that the Roman people should be 
kept safe for five years in their war both wi th the Carthaginians and with 
the Gauls of North Italy, who had joined Hannibal. 

The precise and apparently legalistic formulae of this and other vows has 
often given the impression that Roman vows were 'contractual' in the sense 
that the gods were seen as laid under an O b l i g a t i o n by the mere fact of the 
taking of the vow. Whatever the individual worshipper may have hoped, in 
this case (and in general) that is not what the words State or imply. The 
Romans offered honour and worship in return for divine benevolence; the 
gods were free to be b e n e v o l e n t or not; i f they were not, no O b l i g a t i o n arose 
on either side; no rewards were given. There was, of course, a reciprocity, as 
in many other religious transactions. I f all went well, the humans received 
the worldly benefits they desired. The gods too benefited in the way that 
was carefully defined in the original formula: they were bound only in one 
sense, that is that they would accept as sufficient exactly what they were 
offered - no more, no less. There are clear analogies here with Roman 
behaviour outside religion: the Greek historian Polybius, for example, writ
ing in the second century B.c. states that a Roman expected to be paid his 
debt on the agreed day, not a day later - but not a day earlier either.95 

Roman gods, whether or not anthropomorphic in form, were given men-
tality and behaviour that mirrored those of their worshippers on a larger 
scale. There is no sense in which the gods should be seen as all-powerful or 
irresponsible, with humans as their helpless slaves. But nor could they be 
r e l i a b l y c o n t r o l l e d o r predicted. They c o u l d , on the other hand, be negoti-
ated with; they were indeed b o u n d to the human C o m m u n i t y b y a network 
of obligations, traditions, rules, within which the skill of the priests, mag
istrates and senate could keep them on the side of the city. 

Various forms of vow were used in a wide range of transactions.96 In the 
case of war, the gods of the enemy could be seduced by evocatio, a vow 
offering them continuance of cult or possibly even a temple in Rome, i f 
they withdrew their protection from their native city. The first known 

95 XXXI.27, especially 10-11. 
96 Vows in a variety of private contexts: (for example) /153411 & 3513 = 9.5a & b. 
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example of this was the evocation of Juno of the Etruscan city of Veii in 396 
B . C . , who was installed in a temple on the Aventine hi l l in Rome under the 
title Juno Regina.97 In the course of the war the general might also pray for 
aid to any god or goddess and vow a temple, not necessarily a warlike one, 
in return for the deity's help. In the most extreme case, in face of a disaster 
in battle, the general even could dedicate himself and the legions or the 
enemy to the gods of the dead and to the Earth, in a ceremony known as 
devotio. In effect, he made himself sacred, the property of the gods {sacer), 
rather like a sacrificial vict im; 9 8 he then had to mount a horse and rush pre-
cipitately to his death on the enemies' spears. This is first reported as hav
ing happened in 340 B . C . , when the consul Decius Mus offered his own 
life; some accounts have his son and grandson follow his example a gener-
ation and two generations later.9 9 Here the consul's death obviously 
counted as the fulfüment of the vow, though in that respect the sequence of 
events was different from usual - since the vow had to be fulfilled before the 
gods had had the opportunity to do their part. I f the consul failed to die, 
according to Livy, an over-life-size image was buried in the earth, evidently 
as an attempt to fulfil the unsatisfied vow. 1 0 0 

Vows and prayers were regularly recorded in Roman historical writing, 
manageable to the historian, precisely because they were verbal and hence 
transmittable. But there were other ways in which important communica-
tion took place between men and gods. Livy's story of Decius in 340, in 
fact, contains two direct messages from gods to men. The first is almost 
unique in Livy's narrative, in that i t consists of a dream, warning Decius of 
what is to come; the second is a type of communication that is reported 
much more frequently in the literary tradition: 

Before leading rheir men into battle, rhe Roman consuls offered sacrifice. It is 
said that the haruspex pointed out to Decius that the lobe of the liver was 
damaged where it referred to his own fortunes, but that in other respects die 
victim was acceptable to the gods; Manlius' sacrifice, though, had been perfecrly 
successful (egregie litasse). 'Al l is well, ' replied Decius ' i f my colleague has 
obtained favourable omens.' 1 0 1 

97 Juno of Veii: Livy V.21.1— 7 = 2.6a; a Version of the formula is preserved by 
Macrobius, Satiirnalia III.9.7-8 (see below, pp. 111 and 132-4, with 10.3b - a late 
republican inscription, probably documenting a new form of the ritual in the first Cen
tury B . C . ) . General discussion: Wissowa (1912) 383-4; Dumézil (1970) 424-31; Le 
Call (1976). 

98 We say "like a sacrificial victim' advisedly; the general was not literally immolated and 
made part of a ritual sacrificial meal (see below, pp. 36-7). The ceremony of devotio 
was reminiscent of animal sacrifice, but not an identical ritual. 

99 Livy VIII.9-11.1, part = 6.6a (the füllest aecount, 340 B . c . ) ; X.28.12-29.7 (295 B . c . ) ; 
Cicero, On the Ends ofGoods andEvils 11.61; Tusculan Disputations 1.89; Cassius Dio 
X in Zonaras VIII.5 (279 B.c.); füll analysis of the major text: Versnel (1981b). 

100 Livy V I I I . 10.12. 
101 Livy VIII.9.1 = 6.6a. 
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The crucial word here is 'litare'(as a noun 'litatio'); it can be used simply to 
mean sacrifice', but it normally involves the successful completion and 
acceptance of the victim by the gods. In this case, Decius already knew that 
he was destined to die for the legions and hence that it did not matter that it 
should be only his colleague who achieved litatio; in other circumstances, his 
own failure to do so would have been a disastrously bad sign. 

Animal sacrifice was the central ritual of many religious occasions; we 
know enough about it from both literary and archaeological evidence to 
understand its main stages.102 In structure, though not in detail, the ritual 
was closely related to the Greek ritual of sacrifice. The victim was tested and 
checked to make sure it was suitable; precise rules controlled the choice of 
sex, age, colour and type of victim, in relation to the deity and the occasion. 
After a procession to the altar and preparatory rites, a prayer was said in 
which the divine recipient was named; then the victim was made 'sacred' by 
the placing ofwine and meal on its head and i t was at this moment (so it was 
believed) that the signs (if any) appeared in the entrails that would imply the 
gods' rejection of the offering. 1 0 3 The victim had to be killed by a single blow; 
its exta (entrails) were examined by the haruspices;m assuming that they 
were acceptable, the animal was then butchered, cooked and eventually 
eaten by the worshippers. I f the exta showed unacceptable signs, further vic-
tims could be sacrificed unti l one was aeeepted and litatio achieved. The 
whole process was evidently bound by rules and by traditional lore; any error 
or misfortune — the victim escaping or struggling, the exta slipping when 
offered up at the altar - would have been very inauspicious.1 0 5 Even the 
butchering seems to have involved special knowledge, wi th a technical 
sacred vocabulary for the many different kinds of cuts (and sausages) that 
were offered to the god. 1 0 6 The clear Separation of the meat between those 
parts of the animal offered to the worshippers on the one hand and those 

102 See die images collected at 6.1; for various records of animal sacrifice (including some 
republican examples), 6.2 & 3. Further images from sculptured reliefs (mostly of 
imperial date) are collected in Ryberg (1955); Torelli (1982). The literary evidence for 
sacrifice is plentiful, but extremely scattered; the only coherent accounts are the attack 
on sacrifice by the Christian Arnobius, in Against the Gentiles V I I (see, for example, 
VII.9 = 6.8a) and the comparison of Greek and Roman practices in Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus, Roman AntiquitiesVIL72.15-18. Modern discussion: Warde Fowler 
(1911) 176-85; Wissowa (1912) 409-32; Dumézil (1970) 557-9; Scholz (1981); 
Scheid (1990b) 421-676. 

103 Cicero, On Divination 11.37 = 13.2b. 
104 For a model liver, presumably a guide to the Interpretation of the victim's organ, see 

7.4b (the 'Piacenza Liver'); for a sculptured relief, showing the examination of entrails, 
7.4d. Also above, fig. 1.4. Among many literary references, note Livy XLI.14.7 and 
15.1-4 = 7.4c; Plautus, Little Carthaginian 449-66 = 6.3b. 

105 Servius, On Virgils Aeneidll.104; Festus (epitome) p. 351L; Suetonius, Julius Caesar 
59 (where Caesar ignores the omen). 

106 We have to rely on a very hostile (and hilarious) aecount by Arnobius, Against the 
GentilesVil.24. 
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offered to gods on the other is reminiscent of Greek sacrificial ritual; it 
implies (to draw on conceptions that have been elaborately developed in the 
study of Greek religion) 1 0 7 that one of the functions of the ritual was to rep-
resent the division between gods and men by means of the rules and codes 
of eating and consumption - men being prohibited from consuming the 
parts designated for the gods. But the ritual offered opportunities for the 
exchange of messages — prayers from men to gods, warnings and messages of 
acceptance from gods to men encoded in the entrails. 

Warnings also čame uninvited, from outside the ritual process. These 
warnings were in the form of prodigies, whose Interpretation by the harus
pices we have already noticed. They were for the most part what we would 
call natural events and there are relatively few that seem miraculous or 
supernatural in our terms; mostly they appear to have been events which 
defied Roman conceptions of normality — in modern anthropological 
terms, 'objects out of place', transgressing cultural boundaries, mixing the 
categories that nature was supposed to hold apart (such as wi ld animals 
penetrating the city's space).108 The lists of these prodigies that Livy pre-
serves in the middle years of his history provides us with one of our best 
indications of the style of Roman religious activity. 1 0 9 

Roman writers do not generally regard such prodigies as the result of a 
direct Intervention by the gods (it was not self-evidently the case that a god, 
for example, directly caused the monstrous birth); rather they see them as an 
implication that something relating to the gods had gone seriously wrong. 
Here, then, more than anywhere eise, we find a divine irruption into 
human lives, demanding a response. That response, for the observer of such 
an event, was to report the prodigy to the senate in Rome; the senate either 
accepted the prodigy (that is, formally accepted that the event indicated 
some kind of rupture in the proper relationship of Rome to its gods and 
hence called for religious action), or it could rule that it had no public sig-
nificance.1 1 0 Once accepted, it could bereferred to the duoviri or (aswehave 
seen) to the haruspices for advice, and the appropriate actions (remedia) to be 
taken by priests, magistrates or even the people as a whole, were deter
mined. The effect of this action was neutralization of the warning. The signs 
were not taken to indicate fated or irreversible processes; nor were they taken 
as the opportunity for formal divination of the gods' wi l l , since traditionally 
all prodigies were implicitly bad signs — with large numbers, according to 

107 For example, Detienne and Vernant (1989). 
108 This type of boundary crossing is the major theme of Douglas (1966). 
109 Bloch (1963) 77-86, 112-57; MacBain (1982). An example of a list of prodigies and 

theit handling (217 B . C . ) : Livy XXII . 1. 8-20 = 7.3a. 
110 The senate ruled in 169 B . C . that certain of the prodigies reported to it that year were 

not acceptable for public purposes, according to Livy XLIII.13; this is the only time 
that such a decision is mentioned in our sources, but presumably represents the regu
lär procedure (discussed in MacBain (1982) 25-33). For a Roman officer persuading 
his soldiers not to see an eclipse as a prodigy, Livy XLIV.37.5-9 = 7.3c. 
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Livy, being reported at times of grave danger to the city. 1 1 1 The crucial thing 
was that the resources of senatorial and priestly skill and wisdom were used 
to avert the dangers, even though there was no absolute guarantee of success. 
From a functional and political point of view, the system has been inter-
preted as a means of coping with crises, by focussing fears into an area 
within which the ruling class could claim special inherited expertise; while 
the remedia might offer an opportunity for holding elaborate ceremonies, 
sometimes including new festivals or new entertainments, so boosting pub
lic morale by civic display.1 1 2 

The overwhelming bulk of the evidence for this system of dealing with 
the prodigies comes from the later republican period, so the problem once 
again is whether we are justified in assuming that these practices date back 
at least to the early period of the Republic. There obviously must have been 
developments and modifications over the period; i f nothing eise, as Roman 
power expanded over Italy, prodigies were recognized throughout the 
whole peninsula, not just in the immediate area of Rome itself - and this 
geographica! extension alone must have affected the way prodigies were 
reported, investigated and handled. On the other hand, there is some evi
dence that has been used to suggest a drastic change in procedures in the 
mid third century B . c . The evidence comes from the lists of prodigies 
included by Livy. The first ten books of his history mention occasional 
prodigies but have none of the regulär lists that become common later. The 
second ten books no longer survive; but Julius Obsequens, who made a col-
lection of Livy's prodigy-lists in the fourth century A . D . , began with the list 
for the year 249 B . C . , from Livy's nineteenth book. 1 1 3 Obsequens' chosen 
starting point may well indicate that Livy provided no regulär lists until 
that point. But what kind of change would that imply? It could have been 
a m a j o r change in procedure, that resulted in the lists being publicly avail-
able for the first time; but it could have been a change in practices of record-
ing (or even just the chance preservation of a set of documents) that 
enabled Livy to include that kind of I n f o r m a t i o n . Certainly there is no 

111 Livy's attitudes and principles of selection: Levene (1993) 17-37. He argues that Livy 
was using prodigies in particular as a literary device, placing his accounts of these 
events at dramatic moments, when he wanted to heighten the tension or evoke a mys-
terious dangerous atmosphere. Against this view we might note that Livy's lists are 
generally spare and factual in style, and strikingly not elaborated into the horror stories 
that they could have been. It certainly remains possible that Livy incorporated mater
ial from ancient records relatively unchanged, even if, as Levene proves, the placingin 
his account is manipulated. The origin of Livy's material on prodigies: Rawson 
(1971); for a different view, North (1986) 255. 

112 This function of prodigies and divination is stressed by Liebeschuetz (1979) 7-29 -
though it is probably much less specific an argument than it appears. After ali almost 
anythingthzt a Community does together at a time of crisis can have the effect of boost
ing morale. 

113 The date comes from the title in the first printed edition; a translation of Obsequens 
is available in the Loeb Classical Library, Livy vol. XIV. 
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S t a t e m e n t in any of our historical accounts that prodigies played a funda-
mentally different role in the early Republic. 

We have concentrated so far, unavoidably, on particular transactions 
between humans and gods which have left a mark in the historical record; 
but the gods, or at least reminders of them in the form of statues and other 
images, were a constant presence in Roman public and private space. It is not 
easy to have any very precise idea of the impact of such a presence on a soci
ety whose physical environment and experience are known to us only so 
fragmentarily, but some features still stand out. The early republican city 
must have been dominated by the great temple of the Capitoline triad, 
Jupiter, Juno and Minerva, which (as we can judge even from its few surviv-
ing traces) seems to have been built on a far greater scale than any of the sub-
sequent republican sacred buildings (Fig. 1.6).1 1 4 Other temples throughout 
the Republic were much smaller; and many of the buildings that later 
became great temples wi l l have been in the early period simply altars or holy 
places. None the less, the city's public centre, the forum, was first laid out 
and paved as a civic centre before the end of the monarchy and quickfy 
developed so that by the early Republic a series of sacred buildings bounded 
its southern side - the temples of Saturn, Castor, Vesta and also the Regia, 
the religious centre of the rexsacrorum and the pontifices.115 

114 Dionysius o f Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities I V . 6 1 ; Livy 1.55.1 = 1.9b; Grande 
Roma(\990) 7-9; Cornell (1995) 96 and n. 48, contraCastagnoli (1979) 7-9; Map 1 
no. 25; and above, p. 3. 

115 Coarelli (1983-5) I ; Cornell (1995) 108-9, 239-41 ; Steinby (1993- ) I I . 313-36, 
4.7, for the Roman forum. 
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We can assume that, by this time, where there were temples there were 
also cult images;116 we have no way of telling how far these images would 
have been disseminated, whether there would have been terracotta repro-
ductions, whether private houses would then, as they did later, have con-
tained their own images of the household gods. 1 1 7 By the end of the 
Republic these images of the gods were omnipresent and had their own cer-
emonial: they appeared before the temples on special couches {pulvinaria) 
so that offerings could be given them; 1 1 8 they were carried in procession on 
special litters and their Symbols in carriages (tensae); at the games (ludi) 
they had their own places from which they watched the racing in the cir
cus; and at the heart of the oldest sets of ludi (the Roman and the Plebeian 
Games), there was also a ceremony called the epulum loviš, 'the feast of 
Jupiter', which was presumably the offering or sharing of a meal in the pres-
ence of the image of Jupiter from the Capitol . 1 1 9 There is clear evidence to 
suggest that ali this must have been happening by the third century B . C . ; 
although it is much harder to be sure how much of it goes back to the fifth 
century, or earlier. 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus, writing at the beginning of the empire, 
gives what he claims to be a description of a fifth-century procession from 
the Capitoline temple to the Circus Maximus which took place before the 
ludi Romani (Roman Games). 1 2 0 Dionysius states that he found this 
account in the history of Fabius Pictor, a Roman senator who was writing 
in Greek around 200 B . C . 1 2 1 I f Dionysius is reliably reporting his source, it 
seems that Fabius himself either claimed or really believed that he was using 
a fifth-century document or record as the basis of his description. There are 
good reasons now to doubt that that could have been the case; however, i t 
certainly implies that the ceremonial was well established by Fabius' own 
time in the late third Century.122 In Dionysius' words: 

Ar the very end of the procession čame rhe sratues of ali the gods, carried on 
men's Shoulders — wirh much the same appearance as statues made by the 
Greeks, with the same costume, the same symbols and the same gifts, which 
according to tradition each of rhem invented and bestowed on humankind.1 2 3 

116 Even Varro in Augustine, The City of God IV.31 (fr. 18 (Cardauns)) = 1.1a only 
claims that the gods went without images for the first one hundred and seventy years 
of the city's history. Images from the third century, see above, fig. 1.5. 

117 (Later) images of the Lares: see 2.2a. 
118 A pair of goddesses on a pulvinarare illustrated, 5.5c. 
119 The ritual of the ludi: below, pp. 66-7. The epulum loviš: p.63; Warde Fowler (1899) 

216-34; Wissowa (1912) 127, 423, 453-4; Degrassi (1963) 509, 530; Scullard 
(1981) 186-7. 

120 Roman AntiquitiesVll.70—2, part = 5.7a. 
121 Fabius Pictor: Frier (1979) 255-84; Momigliano (1990) 80-108. 
122 Piganiol (1923) 15-31, 81. 
123 Roman AntiquitiesVll.72.l3 = 5.7a. Part of Dionysius' aim here, and throughout his 

work, is to show that Rome was in origin a Greek city. 

40 



1.3 Gods and goddesses in the life ofRome 

Fig. 1.7 B o w l 
made i n Rome or 
La t ium, w i t h the 
inscript ion: 'Belolai 
pocolom' = 
'Bellona's dish'. T h e 
figure on the bowl 
could be Bellona 
herself, bu t it is 
quite different from 
later representations 
(where the goddess 
is normal ly 
portrayed i n 
armour, not - as 
here - w i t h 
dishevelled hair) . 
This is one o f a 
series o f bowls 
bearing the name o f 
deities p rominen t i n 
Rome in the t h i r d 
Century B .C . (other 
deities named 
include Aesculapius, 
Minerva, Venus 
etc.). T o judge f rom 
their find-spots, 
they were not 
dedications (which 
w o u l d have been 
found i n the 
patticular temple o f 
the deiry), bu t may 
have functioned as 
temple souvenits 
(taken away from 
the temple, and so 
found widely 
dispetsed). The 
exact find-spot o f 
this patticular b o w l 
is not k n o w n . 

The history of the ludi is itself a marter of great controversy; we can do little 
more than guess which parts ( i f any) of the ceremonial go back to the early 
Republic, and so whether this procession of the images was amongst the 
original elements. We can however say that already by the third Century B . C . 
i t was treated as a traditional part of the ritual; that such images of gods were 
believed to have had a long history of appearance in Roman public ritual. 

Much of the evidence for the early history of the Roman gods remains 
tantalizing. But it is possible to offer a rough outline of their place in the life 
of Rome: closely involved in the political and military activity o f the city, 
they are seen as forces outside the human Communi ty wi th whom the man 
of learning and skill, knowing the rules, traditions and rituals, can negoti-
ate and communicate (and i f necessary assuage); the activities of the city's 
leaders on the city's behalf could hardly be conceived except in the context 
of such a procedure of negotiation and Joint action; divine benevolence 
(secured by human effott) was essential to the success of the State; Rome's 
history in other words was determined by the actions of men and gods 
together. 
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Much of the vocabulary used by the Romans in discussing their own reli
gion seems to translate into words comfortably similar to those used in reli
gious contexts today - 'prayer', 'sacrifice', 'vows', 'sacred'; in fact some of 
our own religious words derive directly from Latin. But translation is 
always elusive; and this apparent familiarity may be deceptive. It is in con-
sidering the relationship between religion and the social Organization of 
republican Rome that the differences become most obvious. The sharpest 
difference of ali is that, at least until the middle Republic, there is no sign 
in Rome of any specifically religious groups: groups, that is, of men or 
women who had decided to join together principally on grounds of reli
gious choice. O f course, there were ali kinds of groups in which religion 
played a part: from an early republican date, for example, various associa-
tions (collegid), such as burial or dining clubs, associated themselves with a 
divine patron, and were even called after the deity. 1 2 4 So too individual Cit
izens might act together wi th others in carrying out religious duties and rit
ual - their family, their gens, their fellow craftsmen or Senators; but these 
wete communities formed on the basis of birth, occupation, domicile or 
rank, not through any specifically religious conviction. In fact, to put it the 
other way round, it is hard to know what religious conviction might mean 
in a world where no religious affiliation resulted from it. 

This difference has important implications for the character of religious 
life at both the social and the individual level. At the social level, i t means 
that there were no autonomous religious groups, with their own special 
value-systems, ideas or beliefs to defend or advocate; hence there was little 
chance that religion in itself would ever represent a force for advocating 
change or reform. At the individual level, i t means that men and women 
were not faced with the need to make (or even the opportunity of making) 
acts of religious commitment; that in turn implies that they had no reli
gious biographies, no moments of profound new experience or revelation 
such as to determine the course of their future lives. That, of course, is a 
much stronger claim. We do not want to suggest that religion was not 
important to any individual in republican Rome: there must have been 
many who were profoundly grateful to the gods for recovery from illness, 
others who were deeply impressed by a divine vision; conversely, at every 
period in Rome's history, there must have been some who professed them
selves thoroughly sceptical about the gods and their supposed activities. In 
some ways, that is just like today. The crucial difference is that these expe-
riences, beliefs and disbeliefs had no particularly privileged role in defining 
an individuals actions, behaviour or sense of identity. We have the notion, 

124 The inscribed regulations for a later burial club, the 'society of Diana and Antinous', 1LS 
7212 = 12.2 and below, 272; 287. In general, see Kloppenborg and Wilson (1996). 
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which they did not, of an individual having a 'religious identity' that can be 
distinguished from his or her identity as a Citizen or as a family member. I f 
asked what we are, we can say a Catholic, 'a Moslem', 'an atheist'. It is only 
in a religious context where beliefs determine choices, that believing as 
such becomes a central element in the system. Religious 'experiences', 'feel-
ings' or 'beliefs' must ali have had quite different significances and reso-
nances in early republican Rome. 

When we look, therefore, at the way in which religion and society inter-
acted, we do not find special institutions and activities, set aside from 
everyday life and designed to pursue religious objectives; but rather a Situ
ation in which religion and its associated rituals were embedded in all insti
tutions and activities. As we have already seen, the whole of the political 
and constitutional system was conducted within an elaborate network of 
religious ceremonial and regulation which had the effect of bringing the 
time, Space and hence the validity of political action into the divine sphere. 
It may be true that this area of decision-taking, of elections and of legisla-
tion was the one in which (as our historical sources would have us believe) 
the gods were most interested; but in fact, all important areas of life, pub
lic or private, had some religious correlates. In this section we shall explore 
some of those other areas: notably warfare, agriculture and family life. 

Warfare was already sanctified by the rituals of the old calendar of festi
vals. In March - which had originally been the first month of the year - there 
was an interconnected set of festivals, mostly directed towards the god Mars 
(after whom the month was, and still is, named); and there was a corre-
sponding set in October, somewhat less elaborate.125 On both occasions a 
central role was played by the priesthood of Salii, founded according to 
Roman myth by Numa to guard the sacred shields - the ancilia. The priests 
were all patricians, formed into two groups, of Mars and Quirinus respec-
tively; on their festal days they danced through the streets, dressed in the dis-
tinctive armour of archaic foot-soldiers.1 2 6 Whatever these ceremonies 
originally meant (and on this there is considerable argument), there can be 
little doubt that, at least by the fifth Century B . C . , they represented a cele-
bration of the annual rhythm of war-making: marking the preparation for a 
new season of war in March; and in October marking the end of the season, 
and the putting aside of arms for the winter. In early Rome (when Rome's 
enemies were still conveniently close at hand) warfare was the summertime 
activity of a part-time Citizen army, fighting under their annual magistrates. 

The actual conduct of warfare was also set within a religious context. 

125 Warde Fowler (1911) 96-7; Wissowa (1912) 144-6; Degrassi (1963) 417-19; 
Scullard(1981) 85-7, 193-5. 

126 Wissowa (1912) 555-9; Latte (1960a) 114-19; Ogilvie (1965) 98-9; Rüpke (1990) 
23-7. The rituals and costume of the Salii: Dionysius of Halicamassus, Roman 
Antiquities\\.70A—5 = 5.4a. Their hymn: Quintilian, Education ofan Orator\.GA0-\ 
= 5.4c; the ancilia are illustrated on a gemstone, 5.4b. 
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Fighting was always preceded by consultation of the gods and by sacrifices, 
whose rejection by the gods would imply a warning not to join battle. 1 2 7  

Essentially, the participants in the warfare would seek advantage by estab-
lishing a better relationship with the gods and greater claims to divine 
favour. Sacrifices were held, even in expectation of war, in order to obtain 
confirmation of the divine attitude; at the opening of the campaign, the rit
ual of the fetial priests was (as we have seen) intended to ensure that the war 
was acceptable to the gods as a 'just war'; even in the midst of battle, vows 
were taken to induce the gods to look favourably or to desert the enemy.1 2 8 

By the end of the third century, the religious part of the whole process had 
become sufficiently familiär to be parodied by the playwright Plautus: 

The generale of both sides, ours and rheirs, 
Take vows to Jupiter and exhort the troops.129 

But i f religion and religious ritual penetrated the area of warfare, warfare 
and its consequences could penetrate the religious sphere of the city. The 
vows taken by generals could lead to spectacular war-memorials in the form 
of temples in the city; and the spoils of war might either find their way into 
the temples by way of dedications, or finance the building of monuments 
commemorating the generals' achievements.130 Less permanent, though 
perhaps even more spectacular, was the triumph, the ancient processional 
ritual, in which the victorious, returning war-leader paraded through the 
city's streets at the head of his troops presenting his spoils and his prisoners 
to the cheering Roman people. 1 3 1 He entered the city by a special gateway, 
the Triumphal Gate, splendidly dressed and riding in a chariot drawn by 
four horses; his procession made its way to the heart of the city by a special 
route leading eventually to the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus, where he laid 
wreaths of laurel in the statue's lap. 1 3 2 He himself was dressed in red and his 
face painted red, exactly like the statue of Jupiter (though in fact Jupiters 
dress was itself believed to be that of the ancient Roman kings). The name 
of the triumphator was then added to the special triumphal fasti; the 
supreme ambition of a Roman noble was achieved. In some sense, the tr i -
umphing general had been deified for the day and hence (true or not) we 
have the story of the slave, who stood at his Shoulder and whispered: 

127 There was a special type of military auspices taken by the consuls as generals on cam
paign. 

128 A vivid account of various religious proceedings taken in expectation of war (in 191 
B . C . ) : Livy X X X V L l - 3 . 

129 Amphitryo 231-2. 
130 Harris (1979) 20-1, 261-2; Pietilä-Castren (1987). 
131 The triumph in general, see Ehlers (1948); Versnel (1970); Weinstock (1971) 60-79; 

Sculiard(198l) 213-18; Künzl (1988); Rüpke (1990) 225-34. A description of a lavr 

ish triumph: Plutarch, Aemilius Paullus 32-4 = 5.8a. Images of a triumphal procession 
on a silver cup: 5.8b. 

132 The route: Coarelli (1983-5) 1.11-118, (1988) 363-437. 
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'Remember you are a man. ' 1 3 3 In any case, much of the ceremonial involved 
the temporary reversal of the usual forms; the general and his army were 
never otherwise allowed inside the city and the troops were licensed for this 
one day to shout abuse and obscenities at their general. Dressed as the god, 
no doubt in the symbolic terms of the ritual he was the god. But at the 
grand sacrifice of white oxen, wi th which the procession ended, it was the 
triumphator who sacrificed, Jupiter who received the victims. 

Agriculture, unlike warfare, was not the direct responsibility of the state. 
Nonetheless, the religious institutions of Rome were much concerned with 
agricultural success — on which, inevitably, the security and prosperity of the 
city rested. The calendar of festivals contains rituals connected with grain-
crops, with wine-production and with animal husbandry.1 3 4 Some of these 
festivals have a clear focus. Thus, for instance, the central element of the 
Robigalia of 25 Apri l was a sacrifice to protect the growing crops from 
blight. 1 3 5 Most of the other rituals connected with grain seem clear enough 
too: festivals marking the sowing of the seed (Sementivae) at the end of Jan-
uary- though sowing would have been taking place from autumn onwards; 
a cluster of festivals in Apri l (in addition to the Robigalia) accompanying the 
period of the growing crops — the Fordicidia, which involved the sacrifice of 
a pregnant cow to Earth (Tellus), and a festival of Ceres, the goddess of 
corn; 1 3 6 festivals of high summer celebrating the harvesting, storing and pro-
tecting of the crops against various dangers.137 Others are much less easy to 
explain; and in some cases their fixed timing in the calendar is hard to relate 
directly to agricultural activity. The two vine festivals (Vinalia), for example, 
held on 23 Apri l and 19 August - originally, i t was said, in honour of 
Jupiter 1 3 8 - do not coincide with any likely date for harvesting the grapes; the 
first was probably connected instead with the tasting of the previous year's 
vintage. 1 3 9 The Parilia (21 April) , the feast of shepherds, the clearest occasion 
on which the care of animals was the objective, raises another issue: by the 
end of the Republic this same festival was also interpreted as the celebration 

133 Epictetus, Discourseslll.24.85; Tertullian, Apology 33.4. 
134 Olive growing (which was introduced from Greece to Italy i n the sixth Century B.c.) 

did not find any place in the calendar of festivals. This may be an indication that the 
central series of rituals was fixed before that time; but it still remains puzzling (given 
the general flexibility of the calendar) why nothing on this theme was added later. 

135 Latte (1960a) 67-8; Degrassi (1963) 448-9; Scullard (1981) 108-9; for calendar 
entries, see 3.3a & b; with Ovid, rw/TV.905-32 = 2.2b. 

136 Sementivae (late January, but not fixed): Wissowa (1912) 193; Bayet (1950); Scullard 
(1981) 68. Fordicidia (15 April): Latte (1960a) 68-9; Degrassi (1963) 440-2; 
Dumezil (1970) 371-4; Scullard (1981) 102. Cerealia (19 April): Le Bonniec (1958) 
108-40; Latte (1960a) 68; Dumezil (1970) 374-7; Scullard (1981) 102. Calendar 
entries referring to April festivals: 3.3a &C b. 

137 Dumezil (1975) 59-107. 
138 Varro, On the Latin LanguageVl. 16; above, p. 15. 
139 Wissowa (1912) 115-16, 289-90; Schilling (1954) 98-155; Latte (1960a) 75-6, 

184; Degrassi (1963) 446-7, 497-9; Scullard (1981) 106-8, 177; 3.3a & b. 
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of the birthday of the city of Rome. 1 4 0 Festivals did not have just a single 
meaning. 

Much modern discussion of this cycle of festivals has been under-pinned 
by the assumption that by the third century B . C . at the latest ali these festi
vals were well on their way to becoming antiquarian survivals having no 
significance for contemporary, urban-dwelling Romans. I t is no doubt true 
that in Roman religious practice, as in many others, rituals were main-
tained from year to year out of a general sense of scrupulousness, even 
where their original significance was long forgotten; it is also true that by 
the last years of the Republic, antiquarian writers occasionally note ele-
ments in these festivals that they cannot explain. By their time, it might be 
argued, Rome had grown so much and its largely immigrant population 
become so urbanized and so attached to imported religions, that there 
would have been little meaning left in the old agricultural rituals. This 
would be a controversial claim even under the empire; for there was prob-
ably never a time when the city of Rome ceased to think of agricultural con-
cerns as central to its way of life. For the third century B . C . , however, i t is 
clearly misleading. Rome then was still very much open to the countryside; 
many of its residents would have owned farms or at least worked on them 
intermittently, others would have had relations who did; and they would ali 
have been totally dependent on the produce of the local agricultural econ-
omy for their food-supply.1 4 1 

It is probably equally misleading to suggest that the simple fact that the 
festivals had fixed dates in a calendar made those festivals, or at least some 
of them, meaningless: for a festival intended to celebrate, say, the harvest 
would sometimes be late, sometimes early, only occasionally coincide 
exactly This argument is often reinforced by reference to the Roman prac
tice of intercalation. The Insertion of a whole month every few years would 
have made the fit between the festival and the natural seasons fairly loose in 
any case. But when the pontifices neglected (as we know they sometimes 
did) the proper cycle of intercalation, the festival calendar would have been 
grotesquely out of step wi th the agricultural year; so grotesquely that the 
festival of the harvest could have been taking place before the seed had even 
sprouted. A l i this argument rests on misunderstandings. So far as we know, 
the early Roman calendar worked accurately enough; there is certainly no 
evidence that anything went seriously wrong with the cycle of intercala-
tions before some mysterious aberrations at the end of the third century 
B . C . (presumably caused somehow by the troubles of the period of the 

140 Wissowa (1912) 199; Latte (1960a) 87-8; Degrassi (1963) 443-5; Dumézil (1975) 
188-203; Scullard (1981) 103-5; Beard (1987); below, pp. 174-6. Different ancient 
interpretations: Ovid, Fasti IV.721-806 = 5.1a; Plutarch, Romulus 12.1 = 5.1b; 
Athenaeus, Tabl.e-talkVlU.36l e-f = 5.1c; note also Propertius IV.4.73-80; Tibullus 
II.5.87-90. 

141 North (1995). 
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Hannibalic War) . 1 4 2 Meanwhile, che whole case depends on the assump-
tion that the Romans were very simple-minded in their conception of the 
relation between religious act and agricultural process; that, for example, a 
festival designed to ensure divine protection against mildew would be 
meaningless, unless at that very moment the crop was being damaged. In 
fact, it is partly the point of a communal, ritual calendar that it should tran-
scend such particular, individual moments, offering a ritual structure that 
can represent and protect (say) the processes of the agricultural year with-
out being constantly tied to the varied and unpredictable conditions of 
real-life farming. The Romans would have expected that the gods would 
stay favourable provided the ritual was properly performed at the time pre-
scribed by the priests, following tradition and rule. 

A more fundamental question, however, concerns those festivals whose 
meaning appears to have been disputed even by the Romans themselves. 
We have already seen, in relation to Ovid's Fasti, how interpretations of 
individual festivals inevitably changed over time. Nevertheless it has 
remained a convenient modern assumption that, at least at any one 
moment, each festival had an unambiguous meaning and a single point of 
reference; or that (to use the categories we have so far used in the section) a 
festival can be classified as agricultural' or 'military'. The Robigalia pro-
vides the model here, for our sources connect it with mildew on the corn 
and with nothing eise. In fact, even this case is questionable: it may well be 
that the Robigalia appears a simple ritual wi th a unitary meaning largely 
because we have so few sources that discuss it, and those we have happen to 
agree. But in many other festivals we are confronted with a profusion of dif
ferent interpretations, or clearly perceived ambiguities in the ritual and its 
meaning. In the case of the Lupercalia, for example, at which a group of 
near naked youths ran round the city, striking those they met with a goat 
thong, some sources imply that it was a fertility ritual, others that it was a 
ritual of purification; 1 4 3 for the ritual of the October Horse (equus October), 
which involved the sacrifice of a horse to Mars, we read in one ancient 
writer that it was intended to make the crops prosper, in another that it was 
a war-ritual, connected with other October ceremonies concemed with the 
return of the army from its year's campaigning. 1 4 4 How are we to deal with 
these discrepancies? 

142 Michels (1967) 145-72; on the state calendar in the middle republican period, Briscoe 
(1981) 17-26. 

143 Modern interpretations of the Lupercalia; Harmon (1978) 1441-6; Scholz (1981); 
Ulf (1982) (with survey of earlier views, 83-9); Hopkins (1991); Wiseman (1995) 
77-88. Ancient interpretations: Plutarch, Romulus 21.3-8 = 5.2a; Varro, On the Latin 
LanguageYl.34 = 5.2c; Augustine, The City of God XVIII.12 = 5.2d; for Julius Caesar 
and his supporters, it could evidently be re-perceived as a coronation ritual, Plutarch, 
Julius Caesar6l.3-4 = 5.2b (with Dumezil (1970) 349-50). 

144 The problem of the October Horse: Warde Fowler (1899) 241-50; Latte (1960a) 
119-20; Degrassi (1963) 521; Bayct (1969) 82-3; Scholz (1970); Dumézil (1975) 
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One answer would stress that it is characteristic of rituals not only that 
their meanings change over time, but also that they are always liable to be 
interpreted in different ways by different people, or, for that matter, by the 
same people on different occasions. Rituals gather significance; though 
there wi l l always be dominant interpretations, there is no such thing as a 
single ritual meaning. I f only we knew more about the simple Robigalia, we 
would be bound to find a whole range of different, perhaps idiosyncratic, 
interpretations clustering around the idea of divine protection for the corn. 
We should, in fact, expect - rather than be surprised - that different writ
ers explain the same festival in slightly (or significantly) different ways. This 
plurality of ritual meaning is a feature of almost any ritual system. 

There are, however, other specifically Roman issues at štake - as we can 
see clearly in the (contested) division between military and agricultural fes
tivals. Our own system of Classification rigidly separates those two areas of 
activity. But, as we have seen, in early Rome agriculture and military activ-
ity were closely bound up, in the sense that the Roman farmer was also a 
soldier (and a voter as well); and many of the most important Roman gods 
and goddesses reflected the life of the h u m a n C o m m u n i t y , wi th functions 
that cross these simple categories. It would then seem particularly unlikely 
that the festivals and their significance s h o u l d have remained fixed within 
categories that applied neither to the gods nor to the worshippers. In the 
case of the October Horse, for example, we s h o u l d not be trying to decide 
whether it is either a military, or an agricultural festival; but see it rather as 
one of the ways in which the convergence of farming and warfare (or more 
accurately of farmers and fighters) might be expressed. 

Our final topic in this section concerns the role of the individual citizen 
in these rituals, and the relationship of public, State religion to private and 
domestic life. For the most part, the festivals were conducted on their city's 
behalf by dignitaries - priests, occasionally priestesses, and magistrates. 
The only O b l i g a t i o n which was generally supposed to fali on the individual 
citizen was simply to abstain from work while the ceremonies were going 
on. How far this was obeyed in practice, we do not know. There was cer
tainly some debate, reminiscent of rabbinical debate about the Sabbath, as 
to what exactly would count as work and what not for this purpose.1 4 5 But 
on no Interpretation does the extent of the C i t i zens necessary involvement 
in public ritual go any further. This might in turn imply that these public 
Performances were something quite apart from the individuals life, offer-
ing no personal involvement or satisfaction, only the remote awareness that 
somebody somewhere was protecting the city's relationship with the gods. 
And from that argument it would be a short next step to say that the reli
gion of individuals did not lie in the state cults at ali, but in the cults of the 

145-56; Scullard (1981) 193-4. Ancient discussions: Polybius, History XII.41.1; 
Festus p.l90L; Plutarch, Roman Questions 97. 

145 Scullard (1981) 39^40. 
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family, house or farm to which they did attend personally. The paterfamil-
ias was responsible for maintaining the traditional rites of his family, the 
worship of the Lares and Penates and the other sacra inherited from his 
ancestors and destined to be passed on to his descendants (the sacra famil-
iae);i46 while on the country estate, as we learn from the agricultural hand-
book of Cato the Elder, the whole household {familia) including the slaves, 
would gather together for ceremonies to purify the fields and to pray to the 
gods for protection and for the fertility of crops and herds.1 4 7 Wi th in the 
family also the stages of life were marked by religious rituals {rites depas-
sage): the acceptance of the baby into the family, the admission of the child 
into adulthood, marriage, death and burial all feil within the sphere of fam
ily religious responsibility, even i f (as we have seen) the pontifices were 
responsible for some legal aspects of family life and relationships.1 4 5 

It is possible that for some Romans these private cults would have 
afforded a separate religious world within which they might have found the 
personal experience of superhuman beings, the sense of community and of 
their place in it, which the remoteness of the official cult denied them. 
Certainly a good deal of poetry of the first centuries B . C . and A . D . celebrates 
the depth of commitment that must sometimes have been felt towards the 
religion of the home. 1 4 9 And, as we saw earlier, the terracotta votives dedi-
cated in healing cults may give us cause to doubt whether the individuals 
religious experience was in fact as narrowly bounded as some literary 
sources have been thought to imply. 1 5 0 O n the other hand, it is clear that 
historians have tended to project into this area, about which we really know 
so little, the elements that they postulate as essential to any religion — per
sonal prayer and contact wi th the divine, deep feelings and beliefs about 
man's relation to universal forces - that seem to be missing from the reli
gious life of the Romans. The argument in its simplest terms goes some-
thing like this: Roman religion must have involved some forms of deep 
personal commitment; there is little or no sign of that in public cult; there-
fore it must have been found in the 'private' religion of home and family. 
O f course, that is possible. But the argument as it Stands rests on the 
assumption that we challenged at the very beginning of this section: that 
Roman religion is a relatively familiär set of institutions, obeying roughly 
the same rules and fulfilling the same human needs as our own. I f we accept 
that the Romans' religious experience might be profoundly different from 
our own, then we do not necessarily have to search out a context for the 
personal expression of individual piety; we do not, in other words, have to 

146 Statuettes of the Lares, see 2.2a; a household shrine from Pompeiiis illustratedat4.12. 
147 On Agriculture\W = 6.3a. 
148 Above, pp. 24-6. For a general discussion of the role of private religion, Dorcey 

(1992) esp. 2-6. 
149 For example, Horace, OdeslU.8; IV. 11; Tibullus II.2. 
150 Above, pp. 12-13. 
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find a context in which to imagine the Romans being 'religious' according 
to our own preconceptions of religiosity. But there are other reasons too for 
questioning the centrality of private as against public cults. 

The Separa t ion between city cult and family or farm cult should not be 
exaggerated. In some festivals, a central ceremony performed in the city 
was accompanied by rites conducted in families or in the countryside; in 
others, the only acts reported took place in the family, though it is likely 
that there was also some corresponding public ritual; other festivals again 
were celebrated by particular groups of the Roman people — such as the 
curiae, the 30 divisions of Roman Cit izens that probably stretched back well 
into regal times. 1 5 1 The festivals for the dead (the Parentalia in February 
and the Lemuria in May) were, for example, essentially domestic festivals 
focussed on family ancestors, though there was also a public element when, 
on the first day of the Parentalia, a Vestal Virgin performed the rituals for 
the dead; 1 5 2 at the Parilia in Apri l , our descriptions of what took place 
clearly refer to individual farms, with the shepherd and even the sheep leap-
ing over bonfires;1 5 3 at the Saturnalia in December, there were sacrifices at 
the temple of Saturn to open the festivities, but the feasting, exchanging of 
roles between masters and slaves, merrymaking and present-giving evi-
dently ali took place in the households.154 There were also quite specifically 
rural festivals, outside the civic structure of the city — the Ambarvalia (lus-
tration of the fields), the Sementivae (festival o f sowing) and the 
Compitalia (celebration at the crossroads both in Rome and in the coun
tryside); these do not have fixed dates in the calendars, though they were a 
regulär part of the ritual year.155 On still other occasions, a public festival 
provided the context and occasion for a family event: so at the Liberalia (17 
March) boys who had reached the age of puberty took their toga virilis, the 
mark of their admission to the adult community. 1 5 6 Sometimes the rela-
tionship of public and private elements is particularly complicated: at the 
Matralia (11 June) the public ceremonial took place at the temple of Mater 
Matuta in the Forum Boarium; at this festival, we are told, the matrons 

151 The role of the curiae at (for example) the Fornacalia: Ovid, Fasti 11.527-32; 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquitiesll.li; with Latte (1960a) 143; Scullard 
(1981) 73. 

152 Parentalia (13-21 February ): Latte (1960a) 98; Degrassi (1963) 408-9; Scullard 
(1981) 74-5. Lemuria (9, 11 and 13 May): Latte (1960a) 99; Degrassi (1963) 454-5; 
Scullard (1981) 118-19. 

153 Above, pp. 45-6 with pp. 174-6, below. 
154 Lane (1960a) 255; Degrassi (1963) 539; Scullard (1981) 205-7; Versnel (1993) 

136-227. Private aspects of the festival: Macrobius, Saturnalia 1.24.22-3 = 5.3a; 
Pliny, LettersII. 17.23-4 = 5.3c; and the Illustration from a fourth-century A . D . calen
dar, 5.3b. For the public rituals, see Livy XXII . 1.20 = 7.3a. 

155 Sementivae: above, p. 45. Compitalia (December/January): Latte (1960a) 90-3; 
Scullard (1981) 58-60; see also below, pp. 184-6. Ambarvalia (May): Latte (1960a) 
41-2; Scullard (1981) 124-5. 

156 Ovid, FastilU.771-90. 
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prayed f o r their nephews and nieces first, not their own children - a prayer, 
it seems likely, that was repeated by women throughout the city, not just 
those present at the temple. 1 5 7 This range of festivals that bring together rit
ual in the public and private sphere, shows more than the simple fact that a 
good deal of private ritual accompanied public events; it suggests that one 
of the functions of the festival calendar was precisely to link public ritual 
wi th private domestic worship - to calibrate the concerns of the C o m m u 

nity as a whole onto those of the family, and vice versa. 
The ritual activities of the Vestal Virgins, the only major female priest-

hood at Rome, illustrate another aspect of the connections between public 
and private religion. The Vestals were clearly set apart from the other 
priestly groups.1''8 Six priestesses, chosen in childhood, they lived in a spe
cial house next to the temple of Vesta. They had ali kinds of privileges, 
including (unlike other women) the right of making a wi l l without the 
compliance of a guardian (tutor). They also had unique religious responsi-
bilities and were subject to unique penalties i f they failed, either by letting 
the sacred fire go out or by losing theif virginity: unchaste Vestals were 
buried a]ive. i w We know a good deal more about their ritual programme 
than about that of any other priestly group in Rome; and that is probably 
not a mere accident in the transmission of Information, but refiects the 
high importance of (and ancient interesi in) what they did for Rome. There 
is also good reason for thinking that they were one of the most ancient reli
gious organizations of the city, embedded in the religious structure of the 
earliest Latin communities of central Italy; certainly, similar priesthoods 
under the same name were found in the ancient towns nearby, suggesting 
that they go back to the very earliest history of this whole group of com
munities. 1 6 0 

The Vestals' activities included a good deal of what might be called 
household work: they were responsible for tending the sacred fire, on the 
sacred hearth of their temple; they guarded their storehouse (penus) and 
they ritually cleaned it out and expelled the dirt; they gathered the first ears 

157 Warde Fowler (1899) 154-7; Latte (1960a) 97; Degrassi (1963) 468-9; Dumézil 
(1970) 50-5 (introducing parallels from Vedic India). The sixth-centuiy B.c. temples 
of Mater Matuta and Fortuna: Castagnoli (1979); Cornell (1995) 147-8; Steinby 
(1993-) 11.281—5; Map 1 no. 23 (with statues surviving from the temple of Fortuna, 
1.7a(ii)). The temple of Mater Matuta at Satricum: 1.6b. 

158 In general, Wissowa (1912) 507-12; Koch (1958) 1732-53; (1960) 1-16; Latte 
(1960a) 108-11; Ampolo (1971); Pomeroy (1976) 210-14; Radke (1981b); Scheid 
(1992b) 381-4. The myth of the origin of the Vestals: Plutarch, Numa 10 = 8.4a. 
Inscriptions in honour of leading Vestals: 8.4b. 

159 Plutarch, Numa 10 = 8.4a emphasizes the punishment of Vestals; see also Plutarch, 
Roman Questions 96; Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities II.67.4; with 
Koch (1960) 1-16; Guizzi (1968) 141-58; Cornell (1981). 

160 Vestal priestesses at Alba Longa and Lavinium: Wissowa (1912) 520-1; Weinstock 
(1937b) 428-40; Alföldi (1965) 250-65; Dury-Moyaers (1981) 220-6; Radke 
(1981b); below, pp. 57-9, 323. 
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of corn from the harvest, ground and baked them to provide the sacred 
salted meal {mola salsa) that was used to sanctify the victim at sacrifices.161 

There is an obvious parallel between Vesta, the hearth of the city, and the 
hearths of the houses of individual families - the priestesses of the State 

apparently representing the women of the household. But which women 
exactly? 

The simplest hypothesis that has been used to explain their activity takes 
us right back to regal Rome, wi th the Suggestion that the life of the Vestals 
was the life of the ancient regal household and that they themselves origi-
nated from (and later symbolically represented) the women of the king's 
family. The problem is that they do not, in fact, fit the role of either the 
wives or the daughters of the early kings at all well. The insistence on their 
virginity makes them very unlikely candidates as wives; while daughters 
provide an equally unlikely model for a group of priestesses whose legal 
Privileges were utterly different from those of a dependent child (and who 
in any case wore, as their priestly costume, some of the distinctive clothes 
of the bride or married woman). 1 6 2 Even the links with the king's house
hold are doubtful: for in terms of ritual, their connections are with the pon-
tifex maximus, not wi th the rex sacrorum (the priestly successor, as we shall 
see, of the early kings). 1 6 3 

It may be that the key to the Vestals' sacred status lies precisely in its 
ambiguity: they are paraded as sharing the characteristics of both matrons 
and virgins, wi th even some characteristics (such as specific legal rights in 
the making of wills) of men too. 1 6 4 It is a pattern observed in many societies 
that people and animals deemed 'interstitial', those who fall between the 
categories into which the world is usually divided, are often also regarded 
as sacred, powerful or holy. 1 6 5 Here it seems plausible that the intermediate 
sexual status assigned to the priestesses served to mark their separateness 
and their sacredness. But they were ambiguous or marginal in other ways 
too: they mediated the realms of public and private, by carrying on private 
duties in the public sphere; and their ritual programme involved them in all 
major aspects of Roman life, so linking parts of life often regarded as sepa
rate. The Vestals represented a peculiarly extreme version of the connection 
between the religious life of the home and of the Community: i f anything 
went wrong in their house, the threat was to the whole salus (safety) of the 
Roman people - not just of the city, but including the health and fertility 
of the whole Community, its animals and its farms. 1 6 6 So too their 

161 Latte (1960a) 108-10. 
162 The Vestals' legal condition and privileges are the subject of Guizzi (1968). 
163 The different suggestions and their problems are reviewed by Beard (1980). For the 

relations between Vestals and pontifex maximus, below, pp. 57-8. 
164 Beard (1980) - with critique in Beard (1995). 
165 See Douglas (1966); this is another aspect of the 'boundary crossing' we discussed in 

the context of prodigies, above, p. 37. 
166 Koch (1960) 11-16. 
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unchastity was not just a domestic offence, it occasioned public prodigies 
requiring extraordinary measures of expiation. 1 6 7 

The rituals in which the Vestals were involved emphasize these links. At 
the Fordicidia, after the pregnant cow had been sacrificed to Tellus (Earth), 
the unborn calf was taken and burned by the senior Vestal: the calf too was 
an ambiguous being - living but not born, sacrificed but not capable of 
being a proper victim; its ashes were then preserved by the Vestals and used, 
mixed with the dried blood of the previous October's October horse', to 
sprinkle on the bonfires of the Parilia, for the purification of the shepherd 
and the sheep.168 The precise implications of this cycle of symbolic acts may 
not be recoverable; but it does make clear the importance of the Vestals in 
connecting the fertility of the earth, the health and safety of the flocks, and 
the city's security in the military sense; it reminds us too of the links under-
lying the different rituals of the calendar, symbolized by the recycling, from 
one ritual to another, of the sacrificial ashes. Human fertility was also 
involved in the Vestals' sphere; and here, for once, we have the help of 
myths which fit with and clarify a set of rituals. The story is told of various 
founders or heroes of towns in the region of Latium, around Rome, that 
they were born of a virgin impregnated either by a spark from the hearth or 
by a phallus which sprang from the hearth. 1 6 9 The Roman Vestals were not 
only responsible for guarding the hearth, the undying flame, but also for 
keeping a phallus in their temple. The significance of the flame on their 
hearth must therefore, in at least one of its aspects, lie in its l ink with the 
foundation, generation and continuation of the race. The goddess Vesta 
herseif encapsulated all the elements; she was the flame itself, she was the 
virgin, she was Vesta the Mother. 1 7 0 

The Vestal Virgins were themselves withdrawn from ali the ordinary 
activities of life - living together as priestesses, separately from their fami-
lies, in one of the most public spots of the whole city (at the east end of the 
forum); but at the same time they linked, at a ritual level, ali the different 
areas of that life. That connection makes it easier to see why there was so 
powerful an association between them and the survival of Rome as a whole. 
And it is no coincidence that they provided the home for the various talis-
mans of that survival — as ancient, i t was said, as the sacred objects brought 
by Aeneas from Troy. 1 7 1 In a real crisis, i t was these talismans in their care 
that had to be saved at any cost, even the cost of one's own family - a truth 

167 Cornell (1981) 31-3. 
168 For example, Ovid, Fasti IV.731-4 = 5.1a (for the purificatory material used at the 

Parilia). 
169 Romulus: Plutarch, Romulus 2.3-5. Caeculus of Praeneste: Servius, On Virgils Aeneid 

VII.678. Servius Tullius: Dionysius of Halicamassus, Roman AntiquitiesIV.2; Pliny, 
Natural History XXXVI. 204; Ovid, FastiVl.627-36; Plutarch, Fortune of the Romans 
10; on ali these traditions, Capdeville (1995) 1-154. 

170 Ovid's Interpretation of the goddess: /vwízVI.249-348, part = 2.5. 
171 Above, pp. 2-3. 
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vividly captured by Livy in his story of a plebeian who (when Rome was 
facing attack by the Gauls in 390 B . C . ) made his own wife and children get 
out of the wagon that was taking them to safety so that he could rescue the 
Vestals and their sacred objects.1 7 2 Throughout the history of pagan Rome, 
any Suggestion of an irregularity involving the Vestals or their rituals 
implied a threat to the city itself 1 7 3 — even more profoundly than interrup-
tions to any of the other rituals we have discussed in this section. 

Adjusting to the new Republic 

The three preceding sections of this chapter have given a synoptic analysis 
of the religion of the Romans as we believe it to have been under the devel-
oped republican system. We have already expressed our doubts about the 
value of narrative accounts which have traditionally been based on a com-
bination of guesswork and a priori assumptions. We do, however, think 
that it is possible to identify some moments of change and to make some 
progress towards establishing the stages by which religion čame to be as we 
have described it. The first of these stages is the replacement of the kingship 
by the republican regime, dated in our sources to the end of the sixth cen
tury B . C . , after the expulsion of the last king, Tarquin the Proud. The story 
of the expulsion is complicated by the fact that Tarquin appears not just as 
a villain but as an alien villain, of a family originating in the Etruscan city 
of Tarquinii and later receiving from his Etruscan kinsmen support against 
the regime that had expelled him. 

Our argument throughout this chapter has been that the religion of later 
republican Rome reflected closely the ideas and institutions characteristic 
of the whole republican order. That implies that, despite the Romans' own 
belief that the origin of most of their central religious institutions lay with 
the kings, and despite an undoubted continuity in many particular priest
hoods, rituals and sacred sites, there must have been a great deal of change 
to create the developed republican system after the fali of the monarchy. It 
is tempting to make the periods of religious history fit neatly with the con-
ventional periods of political change; i f so, there should have been radical 
changes when the kings were overthrown and the Republic began. I t is, 
however, very controversial whether or not this was so. As we stressed ear
lier in this chapter, it is not at ali clear whether the institutions of Rome in 
the fifth and fourth centuries were yet recognizably 'republican'; but even 
on the assumption that they were, there may have been a considerable delay 
before religion began to reflect the new political order. 

The first problem the founders of the Republic must have had to face 
was the replacement of the kingship itself. Abolishing kings and replacing 

172 Livy V.40.7-10; with Ogilvie (1965) 723-5. 
173 For example, Cicero, On Behalf ofFonteius46-8. 
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t h e m b y e l ec t ed o f f i c ia l s was a r e v o l u t i o n a r y s tep i n its r e l i g i o u s i m p l i c a -

tions as w e l l as its p o l i t i c a l ones , because k i n g s m u s t have t a k e n a l e a d i n g (if 

not the l e a d i n g ) r o l e i n t h e r e l i g i o n of t h e State. Who was t o p e r f o r m t h e i r 

d u t i e s , i f t he re was n o k i n g a n y m o r e ? a n d h o w w o u l d t h e gods react to t h e 

n e w S i tua t ion? Later Romans, a n d m o s t m o d e r n w r i t e r s as w e l l , have seen 

t h e Solution in s i m p l e t e r m s . There had still t o be o n e i n d i v i d u a l w h o was 

c a l l e d t h e rex (king) a n d w o u l d carry o u t the r e l i g i o u s tole. But he w o u l d 

n o w be q u i t e separate from a n y o n e w h o held the k i n g s o t h e r p o w e r s . So 

the n e w king was n a m e d the ' k i n g of r i tes ' {rex sacrorum); he had t o be a 

patrician, h e b e c a m e a m e m b e t of the College of pontifices a n d he was 

e x c l u d e d f r o m those w h o c o u l d be e l ec t ed to p o s i t i o n s of p o w e r . 1 7 4 Clearly 

i t w o u l d have b e e n a d i f f i c u l t a n d de l i ca t e task to d e h n e the p o s i t i o n o f t h e 

n e w ' k i n g ' i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e o l d pr ies ts , a n d especially w i t h i n the College o f 

w h i c h he w o u l d n o w be a m e m b e r . 

Here as so o f t e n , the o n l y a c c o u n t s of this S i t u a t i o n c o m e f r o m the l a t e 

r e p u b l i c a n period a n d la ter . By that t i m e , the rex had b e c o m e a n o b s c u r e 

m e m b e r o f t h e College, w i t h a l a r g e l y f o r g o t t e n range of r i t u a l d u t i e s ; 

m e a n w h i l e t h e pontifex maximus, t h e elected leader of t h e pontifices, h a d 

b e c o m e t h e m o s t p o w e r f u l o f the grea t p o l i t i c a l pr ies ts . The i m p l i c a t i o n i n 

Livy's account o f the f o u n d a t i o n of the Republic in Book I I o f his History 

is t h a t the Subordination of the rex t o the pontifex maximus dates b a c k t o a 

d e l i b e r a t e d e c i s i o n t a k e n b y the f o u n d e r s . 1 7 5 This, t h e n , w o u l d be the So lu 

t i o n t o the p r o b l e m : the k ing ' s p o t e n t i a l t h r e a t was n e u t r a l i z e d b y m a k i n g 

h i m a p r i e s t s u b o r d i n a t e to the pontifex. But h o w a n a c h r o n i s t i c w e r e s u c h 

accounts? It has b e e n a r g u e d that, like the f o u n d i n g m y t h s o f regal Rome 

itself, t h i s s t o r y is a n o t h e r r e t r o j e c t i o n into the f i f t h C e n t u r y B . C . of r e a l i t y 

as i t was k n o w n to h i s t o r i a n s w r i t i n g i n t h e f i r s t C e n t u r y B . C . On this v i e w , 

the king w o u l d o r i g i n a l l y have k e p t h i s a u t h o r i t y as h e a d of r e l i g i o n a n d 

o n l y slowly in t h e c e n t u r i e s t h a t f o l l o w e d w o u l d the pontifex maximushzve 

e m e r g e d as t h e m o r e p o w e r f u l f i g u r e . 1 7 6 There c a n be no c e r t a i n answer to 

t h i s question, a n d the issues t a k e us i n t o t h e t e c h n i c a l de ta i l s o f the Colleges 

O r g a n i z a t i o n . But t h e e f f o r t is W o r t h m a k i n g f o r t w o reasons: first, i t takes 

us into t h e p r e h i s t o r y of t h e o f f ice of t h e pontifex maximus, w h o was to 

b e c o m e , as we shall see in l a t e r chap te r s , m o r e a n d m o r e i m p o r t a n t over the 

c e n t u r i e s , until he was e f f e c t i v e l y the ' h i g h priest' of Rome; s e c o n d , t h e 

174 Wissowa (1912) 504-8; De Sanctis (1907-64) IV.2.355-7; Latte (1960a) 195-6; 
Dumézil (1970) 576-93; Momigliano (1971); cf. Ampolo (1971) and, for a different 
view, Cornell (1995) 232-8. The known regeszre listed by Szemler (1972) 68, 174-5. 
None of them is known to have achieved any political distinction; below, pp. 106-7. 

175 II.2.1. 
176 The argument is most fully developed by Latte (1960a) 195-212. The most interest-

ing piece of evidence is a list of the order of priests preserved by Festus p.299L: first the 
rex, then - in second to fourth place — the three flamines, fifth the pontifex maximus. 
This order must reflect some archaic 'reality'; but what kind of reality and whether it 
is early republican rather than regal is quite obscure. 

55 



I . E A R L Y R O M E 

debate about the original power of these two offices provides a good exam
ple of how scholars have tried to deploy tiny scraps of evidence to throw 
some light on the development of Roman religion in this early period. 

The rex sacrorum was subject to two sets of limitations, which are always 
assumed to go back to the beginning of the Republic and which give the best 
indication of the intentions of the founders. First, he was absolutely 
excluded from playing any part in political life - he could not hold political 
office of any kind and he did not sit in the senate.177 This puts him in a dif
ferent category from the major flamines, who seem not to have been specif-
ically excluded from political life, but only limited in what they were 
allowed to do without violation of their sacred duties and taboos.1 7 8 Evi-
dently, the rex was quite deliberately barred from this sphere. The second 
limitation was that of collegiality: whatever the king's previous relations with 
the priests had been, he had almost certainly been set apart from them, per
haps using the different groups of priests as advisers in his active role; now 
as rex sacrorum, he was to become a member of one College and not of the 
others, having a share in religious decision-making, but only in the pontifi
cal sphere and only as one member among others, like the flamines and the 
pontifices themselves.179 He did, however, retain his own ritual programme 
of action on certain fixed days: he held a sacrifice on the Kalends (the first 
day) of each month, announced the dates of the festivals of the month on 
each Nones (the fifth or seventh day), appeared in the Comitium on certain 
fixed dates (24 March and 24 May) and sacrificed there. 1 8 0 

One way of understanding this whole reform is to see the Romans as mak-
ing a deliberate Separation between religious and political areas of the king's 
duties. At the very least, they were taking a step towards having a religious 
sphere distinct from political power. But, i f this is what they were trying to do, 
they were doing it very partially. The sacred king was stripped of his power to 
act in everyday life, but he was far from taking over a l i the religious tasks of 
the old king. He had, for instance, no part in taking the auspices before polit
ical or military action; these were performed by the new elected magistrates 
(while oversight of them lay with the College o f auguresoî which the rexsacro-

177 This emerges quite clearly ftom Livy XL.42.8-10, reporting a conflict in the second 
centuiy B . c . between a potential rex sacrorum and the pontifex maximus o f the time, 
who wanted him to abdicate a junior magistracy that he was then holding. The out-
come was that he kept his magistracy and did not become rex. 

178 See, fot example, Livy XXXI.50.7; the point was established by C. Valerius Flaccus 
who had become flamen against his will (Livy XXVII.8.4 = 8.2d); he later rose to be 
praetor in 183 B . C . See also below, p. 106. 

179 Cicero, On the Response ofthe Haruspices 12 gives a list of the members of the College 
of pontifices present at a patticular meeting of the College; the rex sacrorum of the time 
is listed like the others, that is, in Order of co-optation into the College. 

180 His ritual programme: Degrassi (1963) 327-30 (Kalends and Nones); 415-16 (24 
February); 430 (24 March); also 538 (15 December); Weinstock (1937a); 
Momigliano (1971). 
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rum was not a member). Yet on almost any view, the taking o f the auspices 
must have been one of the old king's key functions. Again, i t must be reason-
ably certain that the original king would have had some general authority ovet 
religion as over other aspects of life; but i f so, that authority was not passed to 
the new rex at ali, but to the various priests and other officials. 

A possible view here (and one that has been argued) is that the simple 
account of the relatively restricted religious powers of the sacred king (an 
account based largely on Livy) is after ali quite wrong: that the new rex was 
originally set up to be the religious head of Rome, carrying on ali the religious 
responsibility and authority of the real king; but that he later lost that posi
tion of dominance to the pontifices and especially the pontifex maximus. In 
which case out later sources, in giving the rexa subordinate tole from the very 
beginning, are reading back into the remote past a S i t u a t i o n with which they 
were familiär in their own time, for lack of any real understanding of fifth-
century B.c. conditions. On this argument, i t is a lesser issue whether the rex 
or the pontifex maximus was originally the designated head of the pontifical 
College or how exactly the transition from rex to pontifex maximus was 
made. The more centtal point is that the seniority of the rex would 
inevitably have been eroded; that the senior pontifex would sooner or later 
have emerged as the more important figure, irrespective of anyone's plans or 
intentions, simply because he had access to more of the areas into which reli
gious authority was disseminated, especially to the senate. So even i f the rex 
was the senior figure at the start of the Republic, i t is inconceivable that he 
should have maintained that authority, given the disadvantages of his exclu-
sion from the political sphere. On the other hand, i f (as this argument sup-
poses) the religious system was quite different in the very earliest phases of the 
Republic, it would be possible to imagine the original rex sacrorum as a pow
erful religious leader, quite isolated from political life. This view, then, puts 
at the minimum the amount of religious authority that was removed from the 
new king compared to the real king on his first appointment. 

There is, however, one particular area which has been claimed to prove 
that the religious power of the rex was restricted from the very moment the 
monarchy feil; this concerns the relationship of the rex and pontifex max
imus to the Vestals and their cult. I t was, in all the evidence that we have, 
the pontifex who performed the ceremony of the induction of a new Vestal, 
using an ancient form of words; he alone, apart from the Vestals them-
selves, had the right of access to their holiest places of cult; he had the right 
to whip them when they failed in their obligations and conducted the trial 
with the College i f they were accused of losing their virginity; h e also acted 
ritually together with them on certain occasions.181 In doing ali this, the 
pontifex was exercising power in the most sensitive of ali areas of ritual 

181 Appointment of new Vestals (and flamines): Guizzi (1968) 100-5; Dumézil (1970) 
582-3, 587-8. Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights 1.12.10-14. 
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communication between men and gods . What is more, this is the only area 
in which the pontifex does have special religious authority o f his own. In 
general he acts on behalf of, or as agent of, or simply as one member of the 
College of pontifices; he had no elaborate programme of rituals that he 
alone could carry out, as for instance did the flamines. I f the pontifices 
replaced the rex in any area at ali from the very beginning of the Republic, 
then their relation with (and control over) the Vestals seems the promising 
one: for i f the Vestals were really the daughters of the royal household, 
then they must surely have been within the authority of the king in the 
regal period and it is hard to imagine any occasion on which the authority 
could have been transferred other than when the monarchy feil. 

This whole construction is, however, extremely flimsy. As we have seen, 
there is little or no reason for regarding the Vestals as in any sense the 
daughters of the king and his special connexion with them is no more than 
a guess based on a guess.182 More importantly still for the present argu
ment, the idea of a transfer from rex to pontifex in this respect seems to 
make nonsense of the whole tradition of the origins of the rex sacrorum. 
The theory of the reform is supposed to be that some of the king's ritual 
Performances were so specific to that role and so holy that the gods would 
only accept them from a rex, the name and position of the king had there-
fore to be preserved; but i f the king had immemorial links with the Vestals, 
as his sometime daughters, and yet his association with them could be 
instantly handed over to the pontifex maximus, even though the rex sacro
rum was available, the supposed reason for preserving that position col-
lapses completely. The simplest view is that the pontifex had his special 
connexion with the Vestals because he had always had such a connexion, 

s even in the days when the kings were really kings. 
In the face of the complex and shifting arguments and counter argu-

ments, it is possible to take a still more radical view: that there was no trans
fer of authority or any remarkable change at this stage: the rex sacrorum, it 
can be argued, was not a new invention of the Republic at ali, but simply 
the continuation of a priesthood that had already existed in the regal 
period. So there had originally been two kings, one concerned with the 
world of action and war, one with matters of religion and cult. According 
to this atgument, at the end of the monarchy, the rex sacrorum simply con-
tinued to do what he had always done. 1 8 5 

There are two conclusions to this discussion. The first is to stress how 
tantalizing, but elusive, the evidence for this period of Roman history is; i t 

182 The only evidence that gives colour to a special family/religious relationship between 
the Vestals and the rex is the formula quoted by Servius, On Virgils Aeneid X.228: 
'vigilasne, rex? vigila.' ('Are you on the watch, King? Be on the watch.') But this shows 
the Vestals in their role as the defenders of the safety of Rome; it is not necessary to 
explain it as a survival of their primitive family life. 

183 Cornell (1995) 235-6. 
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is clear, for example, that within the regulations for the Vestals and their 
relations with other members of the pontifical College, there are preserved 
some hints of the earliest powers of the different priests in Rome - but it is 
extremely controversial how we should extract from those hints any clear 
story of those early conditions or their change and development. Secondly, 
Livy's version, though the subject of much criticism, does seem as plausible 
as any of the alternatives on offer. This is perhaps not as paradoxical as it 
might seem. For, after all, Livy was engaged in exactly the same arguments 
as we are today, knowing no more than we do — or not much — and seeking, 
just as we do, to find an explanation that makes sense both of the few secure 
bits of Information and of the later institutions still in existence in his own 
day. 

On any of these views, the purpose underlying the detailed arrange-
ments was that whoever bore the title rex should never again be in a posi
tion to threaten the city with tyranny. There was also a religious penalty 
established in the early law code against any aspirant to tyranny: he could 
be declared sacer, that is to say dedicated to the gods, meaning that he could 
be killed without the killer incurring retribution. 1 8 4 In many other respects 
though, the continuities between regal and republican Rome seem more 
surprising than the immediate changes. The most striking continuity of all 
concerns Jupiter Capitolinus and his grandiose new temple. The tradition 
is that the temple was built by the last Tarquin, finished by the time of his 
fall, dedicated by the very first College of magistrates of the Republic. 1 8 5 

However unlikely this story may seem to us now, it does at least encapsu-
late the ambivalent Standing of the cult between monarchy and Republic. 
The position of Jupiter within the triad, the dominant position and scale of 
the building, the nature of the cult-practice, all suggest that the king had 
designed the temple as a grandiose expression of his power and that of his 
regime. It would perhaps have been going too far to expect that the temple 
would have been razed to the ground when the Tarquins feil; but it is still 
surprising that what happened was the precise opposite — the cult became 
central to the new republican era. It was the focus of the religious activity 
of the annual magistrates; the god was aeeepted as the fount of the auspices 
upon which the relationship of the city with the gods rested; the victorious 
generals of Rome returned to Rome to lay their laureis at the feet of Jupiter 
Capitolinus. The ceremonial of the triumph and the related ceremonial of 
the procession before the games (pompa circensis) illustrate the point 
vividly; the celebrator in each case was actually dressed up - and made up 
- in the guise of the statue of Jupiter, as he appeared in the Capitoline tem
ple, which was (as we have seen) also the guise of the king. This can hardly 

184 LivyII.8.2. 
185 The tradition of dedication in republican times: Livy II.8 (cf. 1.55.1 = 1.9b); Cicero, 

On his House 139; Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities V.35.3; Tacitus, 
Histories III.72; above, p. 3. 

59 



I . E A R L Y R O M E 

be understood except as the retention of consciously regal ceremonial 
under the new regime. 

This is not the only example of the survival into the Republic of symbols 
of power belonging to ancient monarchic practice, though it is perhaps the 
most dramatic one. 1 8 6 I t seems comprehensible only on the assumption 
that what is now thought of as royal ceremonial was perceived by the 
Romans, first and foremost, as Roman, certainly not as an arbitrary impo-
sition upon them — whether monarchical or Etruscan. For another factor 
that might have played a part in the religious conflicts of this period is the 
apparently 'foreign' Etruscan origins of the last kings and the religious insti-
tutions associated with them. In fact it was probably as difficult then as it is 
now to define the boundaries between Etruscan and Roman elements in 
religion. Although some particular practices (such as haruspicy) would for-
ever remain linked to Etruscan roots, the 'Roman' religious world had 
become saturated with influences from their Etruscan neighbours which 
had merged with and transformed the Latin culture of their ancestors. 
Jupiter was, after all, an ancient Latin deity with an ancient Latin name -
and at the same time the focus of what we may choose to classify as (in part 
at least) Etruscan religious forms (such as the ceremonial of triumph or the 
Capitoline temple). Meanwhile, there was no alternative high culture, or 
vocabulary of ceremonial to which Romans could turn. It is unlikely that 
the early republicans ever conceived of isolating, let alone outlawing, the 
'Etruscan' religion in their midst. 1 8 7 

There is a different sense also in which the tradition about the 
changeover from monarchy to Republic is surprisingly muted. As we have 
seen, the tradition is that most of the major features of the Constitution and 
the religion of Rome were devised and put into effect by the kings, who are 
presented in our first-century sources as successive founders of the different 
areas of public l i fe . 1 8 8 Little credit is given to the leaders of the republican 
period. In the form in which we have this tradition, it is a literary con-
struction put together in the late republican period. It incorporates far ear-
lier myths, legends and conceptions about the deeds of the founders and 
the early kings, but it would be very hazardous to assume that its general 
message would have been recognizable to Romans of the fifth Century B . C . 
A l l the same, there does seem to be a shortage of Information and story-
telling of this kind that refers to the early Republic; and unless ali these tra
ditions about the contributions of the monarchs are to be written off as 
sheer invention of a later period, they must at least have been transmitted 
through the early Republic. I f the early republicans were themselves deeply 
hostile to any Suggestion of monarchy or of monarchic practice, i t is very 

186 Dionysius of Halicamassus, Roman Antiquities III.61-2; for a vigorous Statement of 
the case, Alföldi (1965) 200-2. 

187 The 'myth' of Etruscan Rome: Cornell (1995) 151-72; above, pp. 54-5. 
188 Above, pp. 2-3. 
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h a r d to see h o w that could have h a p p e n e d . Again, w e seem to have to 
r e c k o n w i t h s t r o n g c o n t i n u i t i e s as w e l l as a sha rp d i s r u p t i o n , i f sense is to 

be m a d e of t h e t r a d i t i o n w h i c h has c o m e d o w n to us. 

The o v e r a l l r e su l t of the events that w e h a v e c o n s i d e r e d in this s e c t i o n 

might be c a l l e d t h e ' r e p u b l i c a n r e l i g i o u s o r d e r ' . We have seen ear l ie r t h a t 

o n e o f t h e m o s t r e m a r k a b l e cha rac te r i s t i c s o f t h i s o r d e r was t h a t a u t h o r i t y 

over r e l i g i o u s m a t t e r s was w i d e l y d i f f u s e d . The r e su l t was t h a t n o i n d i v i d 

u a l o r f a m i l y c o u l d c o n s t r u c t a m o n o p o l y of r e l i g i o u s , a n y m o r e t h a n o f 

p o l i t i c a l , p o w e r . It can h a r d l y be a l t o g e t h e r a n a c c i d e n t that t h e r e l i g i o u s 

a n d p o l i t i c a l aspects of the s y s t e m should r e f lec t o n e a n o t h e r i n t h i s respect . 

But t h e S i t u a t i o n is n o t o n e of s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d I m i t a t i o n : pr ies ts w e t e n o t , 

l i k e mag i s t r a t e s , o f f i c ia l s e l ec t ed for o n e year o n l y ; they w e r e c h o s e n b y t h e 

s u r v i v i n g m e m b e r s of t h e College f o r l i f e ; besides, t h e d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n of t h e 

p r i e s t l y g r o u p s , w h i c h is o n e o f the m o s t r e m a r k a b l e features of Roman 
r e l i g i o u s O r g a n i z a t i o n , a l m o s t c e r t a i n l y (as t h e t r a d i t i o n implies) goes b a c k 

to t h e time of t h e kings - i t pre-dates, t h a t is, t h e r e p u b l i c a n Organization 
o f w h i c h i t b e c o m e s a p a r t . The s i m i l a r i t y b e t w e e n t h e p o l i t i c a l and the r e l i 

g i o u s i n s t i t u t i o n s of t h e State m u s t t h e n have r e s u l t e d , n o t f r o m t h e same 

dec i s i ons b e i n g taken at t h e same t i m e , b u t b y s i m i l a r o v e r a l l ob jec t ives 

b e i n g a i m e d at . I f i t is a s s u m e d t h a t the king in the rega l p e r i o d a c t e d as the 
c e n t r a l r e l i g i o u s a u t h o r i t y c o - o r d i n a t i n g the adv i ce of t h e d i f f e r e n t Co l 

leges, t h e n h i s S u b o r d i n a t i o n , w h e t h e r b y p l a n n i n g o r n o t , w o u l d have p r o -

d u c e d a d i f f u s i o n of a u t h o r i t y ; i f t h a t is the r i g h t w a y to l o o k at i t , t h e n the 

steps c o n s i d e r e d in this s e c t i o n - h a z y though they n o w are t o us - w e r e 

i n d e e d the f i r s t m o v e s t o w a r d s a republican type of r e l i g i o n . 

6. Innovation and change 

In the e a r ly c e n t u r i e s o f t h e r e p u b l i c a n p e r i o d ( f i f t h c e n t u r y t o third c e n 

t u r y B . C . ) t he r e w e r e many changes a n d i n n o v a t i o n s - new t e m p l e s and 
cults, n e w or r ev i sed c e r e m o n i e s , changes of p r o c e d u r e or dec i s ions a b o u t 

t h e ru les c o n c e r n i n g m e m b e r s h i p o f the p r i e s t l y Colleges; t he r e was a n o t h e r 

type of c h a n g e too that w e m i g h t i n f e r o r guess at , not spec ia l m o m e n t s o f 
d e c i s i o n , b u t l o n g - t e r m shif ts - f o r one of t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s of t h e s y s t e m w e 

have outlined was t h a t soc i a l , p o l i t i c a l o r economic changes , or changes in 
Rome's r e l a t i o n s wi th o t h e r states, w o u l d a l i have h a d r e l i g i o u s r epe rcus -

s ions . This s e c o n d type of change is l i k e l y to have h a d p r o f o u n d e r effects in 
the l o n g r u n , b u t i t is the first type that o u r sources t e l i us a b o u t , the ones 

that are noticed b y c o n t e m p o r a r y r eco rde r s . The most se r ious d i s t i n c t i o n 

( w h i c h m a y b u t does n o t necessar i ly correspond to t h e t w o types o f change ) 

is b e t w e e n changes that could be a s s i m i l a t e d t o the o v e r a l l s t r u c t u r e a n d 

those that t h r e a t e n e d to t r a n s f o r m i t . 

Innovation in o n e f o r m o r another is c e r t a i n l y a c e n t r a l feature of 
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Roman religion and the new gods , goddesses and rituals were f o r the most 
part assimilated without difficulty to the existing complex of old cults. 
Sometimes, they were definitely recognized as non-Roman, b u t accepted 
through evocatio, through the vows of generals or through the recommen-
dations found in the Sibylline Books. 1 8 9 More and more as time passed, and 
especially in the third C e n t u r y B . C . , new deities came in the form of per-
sonifications — for the most part personifications of desirable qualities or 
virtues, such as Concord, Victory, Hope, Faith, Honour and Vir tue . 1 9 0 In 
some cases, it may be that such an abstraction gradually took on a more 
specific personality; i t has even been suggested that the Roman goddess 
Venus started out as an abstraction and only later came to be identified 
with the Greek Aphrodite. 1 9 1 But whatever the detailed history of these 
developments, the third C e n t u r y saw an intensification of the process of 
I n n o v a t i o n , as Rome's frontiers and contacts widened and as her military 
successes brought in new resources to be invested in building projects. 

Many innovations were inspired by the Sibylline Books, the collections 
of oracles, kept and consulted by the duoviri sacris faciundis, which served 
both to initiate change and to provide legitimation for what might other-
wise have been seen as deviations from the ancestral tradition. The story of 
the purchase of these Books dates their arrival to the late regal period, when 
King Tarquin the Eider bought them from an old woman who offered him 
nine for a certain price; when he refused to buy, she destroyed three of them 
and offered him the remaining six for the same price; he refused again, so 
she destroyed three more and offered him the last three, still for the same 
price. Impressed at last, he paid the price and these three were the books 
kept by the College.192 In other accounts, and regularly in the later tradition, 
the books are called Sibylline and connected with the Sibyl of Cumae; they 
were believed to contain the destiny of the Romans. 1 9 3 The anecdote and 
the connection with the Sibyl of Cumae may all be late accretions to the 
tradition; but it is clear enough that the Romans did have a set of oracles in 
Greek verse, that they regarded as of early origin, though not so early as the 
foundation of the main institutions in the time of King Numa. The many 

189 Above, p. 35; note especially the evocatio of Juno of Veii, Livy V.21.1-7 = 2.6a. 
190 Axteil (1907); De Sanctis (1907-64) IV.2.295-303; Latte (1960a) 233-42; 

Weinstock (1971) 168-9 (Fides = 'Faith'); 260 (Concordia = 'Concord'); 230-3 
(Honos/Virtus = 'Honour'/'Virtue'); on these below pp. 88n.55; 105. The special case 
of Victoria (Victory): below, p. 69. Note also the coin illustrating Honos and Virtus, 
shown at 2.3b; and Cicero's explanation of these abstractions, On the Nature of the 
GWHI.60-2 = 2.3a. Map 1 no. 4 (Honos/Virtus); no. 25 (Fides). 

191 Schilling (1954) 87. 
192 The story of Tarquin: Dionysius of Halicamassus, Roman AntiquitiesW .62 = 1.8. The 

Books themselves: Diels (1890); Hoffmann (1933); Gagé (1955) 24-38, 196-204, 
432-61, 542-55, 677-82; Latte (1960a) 160-1; Radke (1963) 1115-28; Parke 
(1988) 190-215. An extract from the books is apparently preserved in Phlegon of 
Tralles, On Wonders 10 = 7.5a. 

193 The origins of the connection, Radke (1963) 1138-9. 
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consultations of the Books recorded in Roman writers suggest that they 
mainly contained sets of remedia, rituals through which the threatened 
harm implied by the prodigies might be averted. It was in this context that 
the Books suggested new cults and rituals, legitimating I n n o v a t i o n by their 
very antiquity — while suggesting too that the Romans saw the Gteeks as 
sources of I n s p i r a t i o n and wisdom. Our evidence does not suggest that they 
contained vety much that we should call 'prophetic; but the silence may be 
misleading, since this may very well be a case where the nature of our evi
dence and the preoccupations of the Roman writers on whom we depend 
are effectively censoring' our I n f o r m a t i o n and obscuring the variety of reli
gious life in the period. It is certain that a tradition of prophetic skill sur-
vived amongst the Etruscans and that they still possessed it in the late 
republican period. 

Al l kinds of agents were involved in the process of I n n o v a t i o n , in differ
ent relations to the senate. But whatever the particular role of the Senates 

various advisers, there is no doubt that the introduction of new deities and 
forms continued throughout the period. This is not just a phenomenon of 
religious life. At the same time, the Romans were establishing their practice 
of admitting new Citizens from the surrounding area into their Community 
as füll Citizens; these open boundaries at the human level are surely insepa-
rable from open boundaries to foreign gods. 1 9 4 

To say that Innovation was a normal model of the functioning of this 
religious system, and hence supportive of it, not threatening to it, is not to 
say that successive introductions did not bring with them new attitudes or 
ideas, enshrined in the new cults. The problem is to assess which were the 
new attitudes or ideas, given that we have such an inadequate grasp on 
what religious forms were available to the early Romans. Thus, the lectis-
ternium ritual celebrated for the first time in 399 B . C . has often been seen 
as a great turning-point: not only did this involve bringing out statues of 
deities and offering them a meal (an apparent step on the road to seeing the 
gods and goddesses as sharing human forms and appetites) but the gods 
and goddesses chosen for the ritual (including, for example, Apollo and his 
mother Latona) demonstrate clear Greek influence. However it is unclear 
how radically new this was. Greek influence, we now know, goes back to 
the sixth century B . C . ; and even the meal seems likely to have had a prece-
dent in the epulum Iovis, celebrated at the games in September and 
November, where Jupiter himself was offered a share in the feast.195 

The obvious direction to look for religious change of deep significance 
would be the area of social conflict, more particularly to the conflicts that 

194 North (1976) 11. 
195 The lectisternium of 399 B.c.: Livy V.13 = 5.5b (with the statues of goddesses as i f 

being btought out for a banquet or procession, 5.5c). See Warde Fowler (1911) 
261-5; Bayer (1926) 260-3; Gagé (1955) 168-79; Latte (1960a) 242-4; Ogilvie 
(1965) 655-7. The epulum. Iovis: above, p. 40; below, pp. 66-7. 
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produced the oligarchy o f the third century B . c . , composed of the domi
nant plebeian as well as the traditional patrician families. This compromise 
followed a long series of conflicts, reported by Livy and our other sources, 
in which the great clans of patricians sought to defend the inherited Privi
leges of their class. I t is implicit in the conception of religious life proposed 
in this chapter that any such long-standing division in society would even-
tually find some religious expression, since any kind of continuing, coher-
ent action would have had to be put into some relation with the gods and 
their involvement in Roman life. To a limited extent, i t may be possible to 
detect the lines along which this might have happened, both in the great 
struggle between the plebeians and the patricians and in the even more 
obscure struggle between the power and influence of the great clans {gentes) 
and the interest of the city as a whole. The recorded Information about ple
beian religion and the religion of the gentes is, however, very limited; and 
since, particularly in the early stages, we have only the haziest idea of events 
or their significance in the history of Rome, any reconstruction of the reli
gious effects of the conflict must be even more tentative. 

It seems to be beyond dispute that the patrician families claimed special 
authority in relation to the community's religious life. The strong form of 
that claim - that only patricians could communicate with the gods through 
the auspices196 - can never have been established, since there were appar-
ently non-patrician senior magistrates at least intermittently in every 
period and these men must have taken the auspices in order to fulfil their 
offices; but the patricians did control the priesthoods, or at least the most 
important ones, as they easily could through the system of collegiate co-
option. The tradition is that plebeians attained priesthoods only when spe-
cially reserved places were created for them in the Colleges: this is teported 
in 367 B . C . for the duoviri (at that point increased to ten), and in 300 B . C . 
for the augures and pontifices, increased to eight or nine. 1 9 7 Other priestly 
places, including reserved places in the major Colleges, continued to be a 
patrician preserve. To this extent, the religion of the city in the fifth century 
B . C . was controlled by the patricians. 

It is an important question how far the plebeians developed their own 
religion, distinct from state religion, in the fifth century B . C . They certainly 
adopted the temple of Ceres, Liber and Libera (founded in 496 B . C . ) as their 
religious centre and as the storehouse of their records. The plebeian aediles 
(aediles), who probably took their title from the temple (the aedes)i9S may 
possibly have acted as the priests of the plebeian Organization, though there 
is no clear evidence; certainly later on they, like the plebeian tribunes, 

196 LivyIV.2. 
197 367 B . C . : Livy VI.37.12; 42.2; Wissowa (1912) 534-5. 300 B . C . (Lex Ogulnia): Livy 

X.6-9; Wissowa (1912) 492; Hölkeskamp (1988). 
198 De Sanctis (1907-64) IV.2.194-5; Le Bonniec (1958) 348. 
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Fig. 1.8 Female 
terracotta figure 
seated on a rhrone, 
near life-size, f rom 
Aricia in L a t i u m ; 
almost certainly the 
goddess Ceres. 
Dated to c. 300 
B.C., the figure is 
reconstrucred f rom 
several fragmenrs. 
(Heighr, 0 .94m.) 

became established as magistrates of the Republic. 1 9 9 The plebeian associa-
tions of Ceres, Liber and Libera suggest also contacts between the Roman 
plebeians and the Greeks of South Italy, where the corresponding Greek cult 
(of Demeter, Dionysus and Kore) was streng. 2 0 0 It is also possible that other 

199 Sabbatucci (1954); J.-C. Richard (1978) 580-4. O f course, this uncertainty raises the 
question o f what would count as a 'priest' in early Roman society, particularly among 
a group o f plebeians outside the central structures o f the State. 

200 Ceres, Liber and Libera: Dionysius o f Halicarnassus, Roman AntiquitiesVl. 17 (who gives 
the tradition that the temple was founded on the recommendation o f the Sibylline 
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temples too show both the influence of Greeks and the effect of plebeian 
initiatives; for instance, Mercury, corresponding to Greek Hermes, was said 
to have had his temple dedicated by a plebeian and had strong associations 
with trade and traders.201 The temple of the Dioscuri (Castor and Pollux) is 
another, but more problematic, case: we know that the cult of the Dioscuri 
in thoroughly Greek form existed at Lavinium, which had such close links 
with Rome; but the Roman cult shows its own very characteristic forms, 
especially its emphasis on Castor to the exclusion of Pollux. 2 0 2 However we 
interpret this particular example, it is possible that there was (for whatever 
reason) a regulär connection between South Italian religious influence and 
a specifically plebeian religious life. We should remember, though, that for 
any knowledge of this we depend ultimately on Information preserved in 
the priestly, that is, patrician tradition. I f plebeian cults did begin as part of 
a political enterprise in O p p o s i t i o n to the patricians, it seems unlikely that we 
should hear about their existence earlier than their acceptance in the state 
religion. Perhaps most interesting of ali is the strong Suggestion that even in 
the fifth century B . C . , when Roman power was at a low ebb, 2 0 3 there was such 
a variety of religious influences at work. 

There are other areas in which it is at least a possibility that the plebeians 
made a distinctive contribution. One of the most famous and characteris
tic institutions of later Rome were the ludi, the Games, which were days, or 
series of days, of entertainments and competitions, held in honour of and 
in the presence of particular gods or goddesses, preceded by a great religious 
procession. They included racing in the circus from an early date and later 
animal fighting and dramatic Performances of various kinds. 2 0 4 The festi
vals of the early calendar do not include whole days of specially marked 
ludi, though various competitions and races do feature in other festivals. 
One of the very early sets of games was called the 'Plebeian Games' and 
indeed Cicero calls these the oldest of ali; they have at their heart one of the 
two celebrations of the epulum Iovis (feast of Jupiter), the other being at the 

Books). Discussion: Le Bonniec (1958) 236-42; Latte (1960a) 161-2; Steinby 
(1993-) 1.260-1. For the Suggestion of South Italian connections, see Momigliano 
(1967) 310-11; with discussion ofJ.-C. Richard (1978) 503-12. Map 1 no 18. 

201 Livy II.27.5-6. See Ogilvie (1965) 303-4; J.-C. Richard (1978) 513-19; Combet-
Farnoux (1980) 18-35; J.-C. Richard (1982). 

202 Livy 11.42.5 (location, 4.7). The problems of the origins of the cult: Latte (1960a) 
173-6; Ogilvie (1965) 288-9, 347; J.-C. Richard (1978) 510-11; the Roman charac
ter of the cult is discussed by Schilling (1960). In the Greek world the Dioscuri were 
traditionally patrons of the cavalry: at Rome the cavalry was not specially associated 
with the patricians - but it was not apparently specially plebeian either (J.-C. Richard 
(1978) 484-7). 

203 Cornell (1995) 293-313. 
204 The ritual of the ludi: Wissowa (1912) 449-67; Piganiol (1923); Piccaluga (1965); 

Versnel (1970) 258-70; Weinstock (1971) 282-6; above, pp. 40-1; below, pp. 
262-3. 
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'Roman' games (the other claimant as the oldest set). 2 0 5 It is a distinct pos-
sibility that days of Games were another plebeian element later adopted by 
the Roman S t a t e . 2 0 6 

Finally, on the view of the close connection between religion and poli-
tics argued in this chapter, i t is inevitable that there was a religious element 
to some of the political activities of the plebeians in this period: they were, 
for example, holding their own assemblies, passing their own laws 
{plebiscita) and electing their own magistrates on the model of the city's 
procedures — but excluding the patricians. It seems inconceivable that they 
should have done these things without involving the gods in their decision-
making. I f little reflection of this survives, this must mean their procedures 
were rejected as invalid by the rules of the patrician priests and never prop-
erly recorded. We know at least that later republican tribunes of the plebs 
claimed powers to report omens and to perform consecration and impose 
curses;207 there were also oaths that guaranteed the position of these t r i 
bunes as plebeian representatives.208 A l l these rights must once have been 
resisted and subsequently accepted by the priestly Colleges. 

In some ways, the religion of the great Roman gentes presents an even 
more acute problem of Interpretation. These were families or groups of 
families (clans), sharing a common name, whether patrician or plebeian, 
such as the Claudii, the Cornelii or the Caecilii. We do not hear of cults 
maintained in such gentes until the late Republic, most famously that of 
the Julii (from which Julius Caesar and, by adoption, Augustus were 
descended) who maintained a cult of the god Vediovis outside Rome. 2 0 9  

O f other such gentile cults, however, we hear little or nothing, though the 
clans in question remained powerful and in other ways preserved their tra
ditions and identities. Even the cult of the Julii we know of only through 
the chance find of a single inscription. One theory of the early history of 
republican Rome suggests that at first the central power of the State was 
very weak and that power in the Latin area lay with clans based on great 
families and their clients, wi th only a loose attachment to any particular 
city. A glimpse of this different social and religious Organization is perhaps 
offered by an inscription from Satricum in southern Latium, about 50 

205 Cicero, Against Verres Π.5.36; Le Bonniec (1958) 350-7; J.-C. Richard (1978) 
118-24. The epulum Iovis, above p. 63. 

206 The argument would be that, although we have no dated record of a Performance of 
the Plebeian Games earlier than the earliest known performance of the Roman Games, 
Cicero was in fact right to give priority to the Plebeian Games; we have no early dated 
record precisely because such plebeian rituals were not tecognized by the 'official' 
institutions of State religion and so did not enter the traditions of recording associated 
with the priestly Colleges. 

207 Bayet(1960). 
208 Festus p.422L. 
209 /152988 = 1LLRP270 = 1.6a; Weinstock (1971) 8-12 and below, p. 89. 
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kilometres south-east of Rome. 2 1 0 This text records a number of clients of 
a member of the elan Valeria (a man called, in arehaic Latin, Poplios Vale-
sios), making a dedication to the god Mars — though we do not know how 
clearly defined or permanent this group of clients was, or how eharacter-
istic this religious activity was. In some ways the lack of I n f o r m a t i o n about 
the cults of the gentes is surprising. Perhaps we should think that the 
growth of the power of the State between 500 and 300 B . C . involved the 
breaking down of the power of these great clans, and that the disappear-
ance of their own religious traditions was not aceidental but a deliberate 
policy of the priestly Co l l eges . 2 1 1 

Some of these issues might have been raised and resolved in the last few 
years of the fourth century, where our tradition offers at least hints of conflict. 
The censorship of Appius Claudius Caecus in 312 B . C . saw the control of a 
major cult - that of Hercules at the Ara Maxima — transferred from the gens 
Potitia to the State; this is the only record of the removal of gentile control of 
a cult, but it may not have been so isolated as it now seems.212The same period 
is said to have seen two separate conflicts between Appius' freedman Cn. Flav-
ius and the College of pontifices over the publication of some of their secrets 
and also over the correct procedure for dedication of temples. 2 1 3Then in 300 
B . C . , as we saw, the plebeians gained access to the two major Colleges under 
the Lex Ogulnia; finally it is probably in the early decades of the third century 
that the very important but unreported reform was carried which transferred 
the ehoice of the pontifex maximusimm the members of the College to a spe
cially devised form of populär eleetion. 2 1 4 There seems to be enough here to 
make it quite certain that major religious issues were under debate. It is not 
so easy to see the trend of events or their significance. One element is the attack 
on the patrician monopoly; another is the limitation of the power and inde-
pendence of the priestly Colleges; a third is the centralization of religious con
trol in the state institutions. This may ali help to explain the succession of 
authoritative priestly figures, several of them plebeians, which characterizes 
the third and second centuries B . C . I f there is any substance in the speculation 
that early priests might have been more isolated from public life, this would 
be the point where the priest-politician emerged as a characteristic fig
ure. Whether or not that view is right, we are certainly witnessing here a devel-
opmentaipriestly roles within the political sphere; which would suggest that 
in or around the late fourth century, social conflict was having a marked influ
ence on the character of the Roman religious tradition itself. 2 1 5 

210 AE(1979) 136 = 1.6b; Versnel in Stibbe rtđ/(1980); (1982). 
211 Momigliano (1967) 305-12; Versnel in Stibbe wđ/(1980) 112-21. 
212 Livy IX.29.9-11 = 1.6c. The cult: Bayet (1926); Latte (1960a) 213-21. A different 

view of the events of312is given by Palmer (1965). Map 1 no. 21. 
213 LivyIX.46. 
214 Below, pp. 135-6. 
215 Above, pp. 27-30 (where we expressed considerable doubt about any clear split 

between religious and other public roles, even in early Rome). The first influential 
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It may be that even more profound changes were being brought in by 
the stream of new cults so characteristic of the period. In at least one case 
we can plausibly trace the impact of events outside the Roman area, 
because the cult of Victoria, not an old Roman cult, was apparently derived 
from an awareness of Greek Victory cults in the late fourth Century and 
especially of the conquests and the far-famed invincibility of Alexander the 
Great. Victoria received a temple in 294 B . C . ; at the same period other 
Roman war gods began to attract the title Victor or Invictus. Before long, 
as the early Roman issues of coinage show, the new goddess was playing a 
prominent role in the Roman imagery of war. 2 1 6 

The C o m i n g of Aesculapius is the next example. Livy's story is that the 
god was introduced direct from Epidaurus in the Peloponnese, the most 
famous centre of the cult, after the Sibylline Books had been consulted in 
293 B . C . as the result of an epidemic. 2 1 7 Legates were sent to Greece and 
returned with a manifestation of the god in the form of a sacred snake 
which had willingly migrated and now willingly went to the new site of the 
cult on the island in the Tiber. 2 1 8 The epidemic promptly ceased and a new 
temple was duly dedicated in 291 B . C . The cult certainly acquired some of 
the features present in the Epidaurian cult, including the custom of incuba-
tion and the keeping of snakes and dogs by the priests;219 there is therefore no 
doubt that these events did represent the arrival of an avowedly Greek cult. 

I t is not so easy (here as in other contexts) to establish at all precisely 
what would have been new to the Romans about the cult. We have already 
seen that the resort to sanctuaries for help in illness was a long-established 
tradition in Central Italy; 2 2 0 sure enough, a very large deposit of such terra-
cottas of republican date was found in the bed of the Tiber, presumably 
associated with Aesculapius' temple-site.2 2 1 Again, there is good reason to 
think that the practice of incubation was not entirely new either. 2 2 2 Finally, 

pontifex maximusknown to uswasTi. Coruncanius (Münzer and Jörs (1901)), who was 
also the first plebeian to hold the office (Livy, SummariesXVIII), probably by the 250s 
B.c. It seems likely, but not certain, that election had been introduced earlier than this. 

216 Weinstock (1958) 2504-6; (1971) 91-3; above, p. 62. 
217 Livy X.47.6-7 = 2.6c; Valerius Maximus, Memorable Deeds and Sayings 1.8.2; 

<Aurelius Victor>, On Famous Men 22; Orosius III.22.5; Besnier (1902); E. Simon 
(1990) 19-26; Ziolkowski (1992) 17-18; Steinby (1993-) I . 21-2. 

218 Map 1 no 27. The snake: Ovid, MetamorphosesXV. 736-44; Pliny, Natural History 
XXIX.16; 72; Plutarch, Roman Questions94. 

219 Livy, Summaries'XI; Valerius Maximus, Memorable Deeds and Sayings 1.8.2; Ovid, 
Metamorphoses XV.622-744; Latte (1960a) 225-7. Incubation: Palmer (1974a) 
145-9. The Greek cult of Asklepios: Edelstein and Edelstein (1945); Latte (1960a) 
226-7; Nilsson (1961-7) 1.805-8; Zaidman and Schmitt Pantel (1992) 128-32. 

220 Above, pp. 12-13. 
221 Besnier (1902) 229-38; Pensabene et al. (1980). Other collections of republican 

votives: Mysteries of 'Diana (1983) 46-53; Gatti lo Guzzo (1978) with Häuber (1990) 
54-9; above, n.31. 

222 Above, p. 13. 
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the Latin f o r m of the gods name may well have b e e n established before the 
290s B.c., or at least i t derives from an older form of the Greek name; 2 2 3 

given the extent of Roman contacts with Greece in the archaic period, this 
may suggest that the god, as well as the rituals associated with him, was 
known to the Romans already. So the picture seems to be that the temple 
to Aesculapius was indeed a gesture of recognition towards the Hellenistic 
culture that the Romans were now meeting in the south of Italy (and it is 
interesting that it pre-dates the arrival of the first Greek doctor in Rome); 2 2 4 

but the I n n o v a t i o n is mediated not only by the Sibylline prophecy, but also 
by previous experience and the religious traditions in central Italy. 

Such mediation is frequently associated wi th Roman 'innovations'. 
Narrative accounts deriving from literary sources can easily suggest that 
some radical break in religious life has occurred, but in the ancient world 
ali religious changes had to be negotiated carefully; the idea of openly aban-
doning the practice of the ancestots or of changing what they had regarded 
as adequate was scarcely to be tolerated. In some cases that meant finding 
or emphasizing mythical connections, or situating the new cult amongst 
associated cults; perhaps sometimes it involves reconstructing the past or 
re-interpreting rituals. 

In some cases, however, the Innovation explicitly took the form of 
developing an ancient cult. At some time in the middle or the third century, 
the ancient Italian goddess Ceres, who had had a home in Rome at least 
since the fifth century and who had been specially associated with the plebs, 
was offered what seems to have been a separate cult, known to the Romans 
as the 'Greek rites' of Ceres.225 To make the Situation still more confusing, 
it is clear that the character of the older Ceres had in fact been influenced 
by knowledge of the Greek Demeter, as had Ceres in other parts of I taly 2 2 6 

but it is possible to distinguish some new elements that belong to the third-
century rites. A series of priestesses was regularly brought in from the south 
of Italy and there were rituals in which women played a particularly promi
nent part. So, we hear for the first time of groups of matrons and of girls 
taking part in processions and singing and bringing gifts in honour of 
Ceres and Proserpina, the mother and the maiden. 2 2 7 

223 Radke (1987) 38-41. 
224 219 B . C . : Cassius Hemina fr. 26P = Pliny, NaturalHistoryXXlX.12 (a doctor from the 

Peloponnese). 
225 Arnobius, Againstthe Gentiles 11.78, dates the introduction of the cult 'just before' that 

of Magna Mater in 205 B.c.; Le Bonniec (1958) 381-400; J.-C. Richard (1978) 
504-6; for the older form of the cult, above, pp. 64-6. 

226 Le Bonniec (1958) 248-53. 
227 Livy XXVII . 11.1-16; XXVII.37.4-15; Obsequens 34, 36, 43, 46, 53; Diels (1890) 

54-6; A. Boyce (1937); MacBain (1982) 127-32; Spaeth (1996) 103-13. The Greek 
cult is very clearly reflected in the Sibylline oracle of 125 B . C . : Phlegon of Tralles, On 
U W m l O = 7.5a. 
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In this case, what seems at first sight a development of o l d practices turns 
out to have been a real change in the religious life of Rome. Apart from the 
Vestals, who seem to have been an exception to most rules of Roman life, 
women of any class seem to have played only a limited role in the ancient 
Roman public cult. Al l the priests and religious officials, as well as all the 
magistrates who took part in rituals, were invariably men. The leading role 
in family religious action was always the paterfamilias. There were specific 
ancient festivals in which women played a central role, certain cults which 
focussed on childbirth, and of course women may have been present as 
members of families at almost any city, family and rural r i tual . 2 2 8 But the 
presence of separate g r o u p s o f women in festivals, normal practice in Greek 
civic festivals, seems not to have been the normal Roman way at any date. 
It is only in this period that we begin to find such processions and the fact 
that the Sibylline Books were so prominently connected with the I n n o v a 

tion strongly Suppor t s the idea that it was Greek influence that lay behind 
the change. 

Proserpina occurs again in what is perhaps a related development, since it 
involves Dis Pater who is the third member of the fatal mythic triangle: 
Proserpina is the Daughter; Dis Pater, the King of the Underworld who 
snatched her away to his Kingdom; Ceres, the Mother who searched for 
her.22' ; This was the introduction of a new set of games called - at least from 
the time of Augustus, when they were celebrated very elaborately - the 
'Saecular' Games.2 3 0 It is not certain what this name meant originally, but 
it came to imply that the games should be celebrated once every Century 
(the Latin word is saeculum) . 2 3 1 Later antiquarians made up sequences of 
hundred-years in order to justify holding these games in particular years in 
which the current emperor wished to have a celebration. There are, how-
ever, rather good reasons to think that only two of the reported republican 
games ever in fact happened — once in the 140s (as we shall see in the next 
chapter) and once in 249 B . C . , which on this view was the start of the series. 
Varro's notice of the games of249 B . C . connects them, by implication, with 
the First Punic War, then in its bitterest phase; the sacrifice was to the 
underworld powers (Dis Pater and Proserpina) as the black victims imply 
and was celebrated at an altar in the Campus Martius called the 
Terentum. 2 3 2 The games of the imperial period seem to retain some ele-
ments at least from the republican ones, including sacrifices to the ancient 
Italian fates - the Parcae - and perhaps also the choirs of boys and girls, 

228 Scheid (1992b); below, pp. 95-6, 296-7. 
229 The Roman explication of the myth: Le Bonniec (1958) 404-23. 
230 Below, pp. 201-6. 
231 Weinstock (1932). 
232 Varro in Censorinus 17.8. Map 1 no 37. Nilsson (1920) outlines the issues; cf. Taylor 

(1934) 108-10. 
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which are very likely to be connected with the groups of the Ceres cult dis-
cussed above; but the underworld characrer of the republican rituals seems 
to have been almost totally transformed. The ludi Saeculares of 17 B . C . that 
we shall discuss in chapter 4 are yet another example — on a massive scale — 
of the Augustan reinvention of early Roman religion. 2 3 3 

233 Below, pp. 201-6. 
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2 Imperial triumph and religious change 

1. The Interpretation of change 

The most profound transformation of relations between the Romans and 
the rest of the Mediterranean world took place between the middle of the 
third and the middle of the second Century B . C . - even though that was not 
the period in which the Roman Empire grew fastest in terms of conquest 
and territorial control. In 241 B . C . , at the end of the first Punic War wi th 
Carthage, Roman overseas expansion had only just begun, with the addi-
tion of Sicily to their established rule over southern Italy. As victors in the 
long sea-war against the Carthaginians, they had just established them
selves as the major force in the western Mediterranean; but they had shown 
little or no interest in the Hellenistic kingdoms that dominated the Eastern 
world of the time and had even found the greatest difficulty in the 270s B . C . 
in beating off the attacks of Pyrrhus, King of Epirus (in northern Greece), 
whose invading armies came very close to Rome itself. Meanwhile in the 
West, the north of what we today call Italy was under the independent con
trol of many different tribes, who had many years of independence and 
resistance before they too came under Roman control; and the Romans had 
not yet even established a foothold in Spain, Gaul or North Africa. 

A hundred years later the Situation had become radically different: the 
Romans had, whether through deliberate planning or through a series of 
opportunities and accidents, established extensive, i f informal, control over 
much of the Mediterranean world, though they had proved reluctant to 
acquire overseas territory under their direct control. The growth of Roman 
power cannot therefore be assessed by counting new provinces; even so the 
fact is that the military strength of Rome's major rivals was destroyed in a 
series of wars between 218 and 187 B . C . and that from those years onwards 
a steady flow of embassies from all the kingdoms and cities of the 
Mediterranean world brought their problems and conflicts to the senate at 
Rome for arbitration and resolution. The authority of the Romans was 
established: they had no need of permanent garrisons or administrative 
mechanisms; the fear of potential Roman armed Intervention was enough 
to sustain their influence and to make sure that no undesirable rival power-
structures had any chance to establish themselves. The result of these activ
ities was a steady flow of resources and influences from the East into Rome 
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and Roman Italy, despite the fact that the conquerors were curiously slow 
to establish any system of taxation over their new areas of influence. 
Successful warfare itself provided the most obvious opportunities for both 
public and private enrichment; but both Romans and Italians, in both 
peace and war, found many ways of bringing treasure, profus from trading 
slaves and works of art to their home towns, wi th profound effects on their 
societies and economies.1 

The result of these spec tacu la r successes was, of course , that Rome, in 
this period above all, became in ancient eyes the most famous example of a 
triumphant city. Enemy after enemy had failed before her military 
strength; the greatest of contemporary kings, the successors of Alexander 
the Great, had had to humble themselves before this Community without 
kings, as it acquired wealth, glory and manpower beyond the reach of any 
known rival. The senate, once a town C o u n c i l with limited advisory pow-
ers, had come to take decisions affecting the whole of the Mediterranean 
world. The historian Polybius, originally a Greek statesman, who lived in 
Rome as a hostage for many years, built his whole history around the prob
lem of this extraordinary transformation of the power balance between the 
East and the West.2 Given the assumptions of city-state life in the ancient 
world, such a succession of triumphs by a Single city had profound impli-
cations at a religious as well as at a political level: the gods and goddesses of 
an ancient city were, as we have seen, members of the city's Community in 
much the same sense as were the human Citizens.3 The city's activities 
required the involvement of h u m a n s and deities alike, the Performance of 
rituals playing a critical role in maintaining communication and good faith 
between them. I t follows that a great sequence of triumphs for the city 
implied both a triumph for the gods and goddesses and also a vindication 
of the religious s y s t e m operated by the h u m a n members of the C o m m u n i t y . 

Rome's success was the gods' success. In these particular years, therefore, 
it makes very little sense to think in terms of Roman religion or the Roman 
deities as Tading' or 'declining'; or of the Romans 'failing' their gods.4 And 
it would be an anachronistic misunderstanding to detach the gods from 
their involvement with the city's t r i u m p h s and hence to suggest that they 
might be failing the Romans on some deeper, moral level. A l l the same, the 
social and cultural developments of the C e n t u r y after 241 B . C . mean that this 
chapter wi l l be dealing with a society changing from decade to decade, and 
not only because of the increasing prosperity brought by military successes. 

1 For these developments, Gabba (1989). 
2 F.W.Walbank (1972); Derow (1979); Ferraiy (1988) 265-348. 
3 Above, pp. 30-41; Scheid (1985a) 51-7. 
4 This is the assumption that lies behind much modern work in this area; it is raised explic-

itly by Bayet (1957) 149-55; Dumézil (1970) 457-89 opposes the notion of religious 
crisis at this date. The problems associated with the 'decline' of Roman religion (at any 
period - and in the late Republic in particular) are discussed below, pp. 117-19 and ch. 
3 passim. 
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In the first place, the cultural influence of the Greeks on the Romans and 
their neighbours (going far beyond the traces of contact with the Greek 
world that we identified in the last chapter) was firmly established in the 
course of the third C e n t u r y - some time before Roman military Interven
tion in the East from the second Century B . C . , and so before Roman con-
querors brought many of the greatest cultural prizes of Greece back home 
as war booty. And it was not just influence from Greece itself: Romans of 
this period were finding Greek civilization also in the Western centres of 
Greek culture (such as Naples and Syracuse) that were now under their own 
influence. A l i this is quite clearly evidenced in the archaeological record of 
the period, in art and architecture;5 i t is also clear from the development of 
a Roman literary tradition explicitly based on Greek models, in both epic 
and drama, that Roman writers and artists were looking deliberately to the 
Greeks in their desire to develop their own cultural traditions.6 The surviv-
ing plays of Plautus (who died in the early second C e n t u r y B . C . ) are the only 
direct witnesses of this early literature to have been preserved more or less 
complete; but in fact these comedies, aimed at a populär audience, are the 
best possible evidence to show how Greek prototypes were borrowed and 
adapted for the new Roman audiences. It is not surprising that these influ
ences came, as we shall see, to have consequences and reflections in religion 
as well. 7 

Secondly, the nature of the Roman population changed dramatically in 
the course of this period, so that it becomes progressively more difficult to 
define what it meant to be a Roman, or to assess what the religious tradi
tions of Rome meant to the inhabitants of the city and of Roman Italy. Two 
long-term processes are involved here: first, throughout the third Century, 
the Romans pursued their long-established tradition of extending their 
own citizenship to other Italian communities, so that more and more of 
central Italy became formally incorporated in Rome; secondly, and again 
following established practice, slaves freed by Roman Citizens became 
Roman Citizens themselves.8 One of the functions of religion in this Si tua

tion may have been 'acculturation': its processions, festivals and celebra-
tions were one of the ways of educating these new Cit izens in the meaning 
of Roman life and history, providing a map of Roman-ness for those who 
had not inherited this knowledge.9 But at the same time the rate of incor-
poration of outsiders must have caused tensions and dangers and, as we 
seek to interpret the surviving record, it is essential to remember how rapid 
the pace of change and adaptation must have been. 

The rapidity of change both in Rome's external power and her internal 

5 Boèthius (1978) 136-215; Morel (1989). 
6 Gratwick(1982); Jocelyn (1990); Gruen (1993) 183-222. 
7 Below, pp. 79-87. 
8 Sherwin-White (1973); Beard and Crawford (1985) 78-82. 
9 Beard (1989). 
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soc ia l O r g a n i z a t i o n would present a formidable challenge for religious his
torians, even i f they had a far better understanding than is actually possible 
about the religious life of earlier periods. On the other hand, however, the 
nature of the historical record surviving from these years (and particularly 
the central years of the period) presents an important opportunity of 
understanding religious life at Rome. The years from 218 B . C . to 167 B . C . , 
including the second Punic War, against Hannibal, and Rome's great vic-
tories in the East, are known to us through twenty-five surviving books of 
Livy (Books X X I - X L V ) . We discussed Livy's evidence for the earliest 
period of Roman history in the last chapter, his retrospective construction 
of the primitive religious system and his preservation of occasional 
'nuggets' of very ancient material. The character of his religious record for 
this later period is very different. I t may strike the modern reader as in 
many ways odd and unappealing, consisting as it does mostly of short 
notices of vows, the consultations of priests, the consultation of the 
Sibylline Books and so on; but the value of these notices lies in their con-
sistency and the detail they offer on regulär religious procedures. This kind 
of Information is not available at any other period. The evidence we have 
for the late Republic and early empire is in many ways far richer, far closer 
to the events described and has much more chance of reflecting contempo
rary religious ideas and attitudes. But it does not include the regulär factual 
notices that we find only in Livy. As we shall see in the next chapter, the dif
ferent type of I n f o r m a t i o n surviving f r o m these different periods makes 
direct comparison between the two very difficult. It remains a problem to 
assess how far religious life had changed in a profound way between the sec
ond and first centuries B . C . and how far the apparent differences result f r o m 
disparities in the nature of I n f o r m a t i o n that has survived. 

The detailed religious I n f o r m a t i o n Livy preserves in this form probably 
derives from earlier historians, writ ing year-by-year ('annalistic') accounts 
of Roman history in the last third of the second Century B . C . or the earlier 
part of the first. Livy himself seems to have made l i t t l e effort to check the 
detail of his reports, so their reliability depends on the care with which 
these earlier lost writers set about their task and the value of the sources of 
I n f o r m a t i o n they had available to them. There is no possible way of check-
ing the details of particular notices, and there have been many challenges to 
Livy's credibility. 1 0 But on the whole there is good reason to think that, 
even i f there may be error and confusion quite frequently, the general pic
ture is solidly based. In one case — the Bacchanalia crisis which we shall dis-
cuss later - we have both an inscribed text of a senatorial decree and Livy's 
version of it: he survives this test creditably, though not impeccably: his 
summary of the decree shows that definite knowledge of the main lines has 
come through in the tradition, but on the details of a very difficult t e x t 

10 Most radically, Geizer (1935); (1936); Klotz (1940-1). Briscoe (1973) 1-12 and Luce 
(1977) especially 139-84 stress the variety, and value, of Livy's sources. 
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Livy's summary alone would be distinctly misleading.1 1 At the same time, 
he set the events in an elaborate framework, which may have been con-
structed on some knowledge of the historical Situation, but which is more 
of an indication of attitudes to the Bacchic cult in Livy's own time. 

Very much the same considerations apply to the great bulk of Livy's 
notices of religious matters: it would be far too sceptical to reject the lists 
of priests, the reports of senatorial action over prodigies, the details of the 
procedures adopted in the event of a war-vote and so on, in so far as they 
provide us with a general picture of the forms, procedures and preoccupa-
tions of Roman public religion in this period; but it would also be quite 
wrong to treat these second- or third-hand records as though they were 
completely reliable. Livy undoubtedly shapes and controls his material for 
the purposes of literary presentation; i t would be quite hazardous therefore 
to assume that his placing of the material or his concentration on particu
lar years necessarily respects the tradition he received, let alone the exact 
details of the original events and decisions.12 Livy was also writing his his
tory of the middle Republic with an underlying conception of Roman reli
gious history that was very much the product of the experiences of his own 
time and the political assumptions of the regime under which he lived. 1 3 

For him, as no doubt for many others, the piety and scrupulousness of the 
ancestors was a vital ingredient of their success in peace and war. Whether 
consciously as a propagandist or unconsciously as a contemporary witness, 
he was writing in the shadow of the 'revival' of religion under the emperor 
Augustus; and that was based on the assumption that the political failure 
of the late republicans was intimately connected with their failure (as it 
was perceived) to maintain their traditions of piety. Livy's whole concep
tion of the third/second Century B . C . was coloured by this assumption. 
Ideally we would like some control from the period itself, either to support 
or weaken Livy's version. The sections that follow wil l show how far this is 
possible in individual instances; but it has to be admitted that the control 
is limited. 

The best control at the moment is perhaps provided by coin-types: these 
are firmly dated in an unbroken sequence through the whole period 1 4 and 
they show us a whole ränge of images of deities, rituals and religious Sym
bols. They show dramatically how in early periods the State itself was the 
focus of coin designs; later, coins became the vehicles of self-advertisement 
by the great Roman families; finally we find the rapidly changing types 
(including numerous 'religious' references) of the first Century, reflecting 

11 Below, pp. 92-6. 
12 Above, pp. 8-10. 
13 Livy's views on religion: Stübler (1941); Kajanto (1957); Liebeschuetz (1967); (1979) 

4-11; Levene (1993) 16-33. 
14 Crawford (1974) established the dates of coin-issues almost always to an exact year, 

enabling the evolution of designs (or 'types') to be accurately followed. 
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che compecition between individuals and eventually the glorification of the 
great dynastic leaders.15 

By this period, and increasingly as we move into the second century B . C . , 
there are also contemporary literary texts that spasmodically throw light on 
individual issues or give us an indication of the religious possibilities open 
to Romans of this period. So, for example, fragments survive of Ennius, the 
first Roman epic poet (writing in the early second Century B . C . ) which give 
us a surprising picture of his own religious ideas; substantial fragmenrs also 
survive of his re-statement or translation of the work of Euhemerus, a 
Greek author of a Century or more earlier than his time, who wrote an 
account of the Greek gods treating them as human beings of ancient times 
who had only become the recipients of worship after their deaths.16 Cato 
the Eider, too, who wrote both on agriculture and a historical account of 
Rome and Italy down to his own time (the Origins), not only preserves evi
dence of a number of traditions and rituals that would otherwise have been 
lost, but also occasionally reveals his own assumptions about religious mat
ters.17 But perhaps most valuable of all are the surviving plays of Plautus 
and, a generation later, of Terence: largely translations of, or adaptations 
from, earlier Greek comedies, they still give us direct evidence of drama 
that would have been seen by Roman audiences at the t ime. 1 8 

A l l the same, for this period, just as for the period discussed in chapter 
1, the evidence that survives does not allow us the same kind of religious 
history that we can write for the first centuries B .c . and A . D . — not to men-
tion the fourth, or fourteenth or eighteenth centuries A . D . : we can scarcely 
know anything at all about the religious experience or thoughts of any Sin
gle individual of the period; even amongst the élite, our picture is oblique 
and inferential; about the religious perspective of the poor we can hardly 
even guess. Al l we know well are formal acts in the public arena, such as the 
taking or fulfilling of a vow by a private individual; or actions on behalf of 
the city taken by public officials as part of their State duties. I t is true that 
we know far more about the second than we do about the seventh centuty 
B . C . ; but what kind of analysis can we offer on the basis of this data and in 
the absence of any access to the religious experience of individuals? 

15 For example, die coinsof Sulla illustrated at 9.1b (ii) & (iii); and Julius Caesar, 9.2b (i). 
Discussion: Mattingly (1960) 71-86; Crawford (1974) 725-54. 

16 Translation of Ennius' epic on Roman history, the Annais: ROL I . 3-215; of his 
Euhemerus: ROL 1.415-31 (for Christian critique of'Euhemerism', see, for example, 
Lactantius, Divine Institutes 1.11.44 = 2.8d). Discussion: Gratwick (1982) 60-76, 
157-8; Skutsch (1985); Gruen (1990) 108-23. 

17 Cato's On Agriculture survives complete. Of the Origins, we have only fragments, best 
edited with a French translation by Chassignet (1986); one fragment (28, Chassignet) 
is cited at 1.5c(i). A particularly valuable passage of Cato is discussed by North (1990) 
58-60. 

18 Discussion: Chalmers (1965); Konstan (1983); Gruen (1990) 124-57. Note the cita-
tions from Plautus: Amphitryo 1-25 = 2.1c; Little Carthaginian 449-66 = 6.3b. 
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In o u r v i e w , i t is poss ib l e t o create a c o m p r e h e n s i b l e p i c t u r e of r e l i g i o u s 

l i f e i n t h i s p e r i o d . It is p e r f e c t l y t r u e t h a t t h e m a t e r i a l w e have sets l i m i t s to 
t h e kind o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t c a n be reached . But as w e i m p l i e d i n 

c h a p t e r 1, t h e cha rac t e r of t h e r e l i g i o u s r e c o r d w e have is to s o m e e x t e n t a 

f u n c t i o n o f the r e l i g i o u s life of t h e soc i e ty in q u e s t i o n . The absences in t h a t 

r e c o r d are n o t e n t i r e l y r a n d o m : t h e l ack , f o r e x a m p l e , o f p r i v a t e r e l i g i o u s 

b i o g r a p h i e s is p r o b a b l y n o t so m u c h a sad loss f o r t h e h i s t o r i a n t o l a m e n t , 

as a n i n d i c a t i o n o f a s o c i e t y in w h i c h t h i s p a r t i c u l a r f o r m o f r e l i g i o u s d i s -

course h a d n o ( o r o n l y a v e r y l i m i t e d ) p l a c e . 1 9 Meanwhile, w i t h t h e m a t e r 

ial w e have , m u c h progress c a n be m a d e t o w a r d s u n d e r s t a n d i n g the soc ia l 

i m p o r t a n c e o f r e l i g i o n a n d i ts p a r t i n p o l i t i c a l l i f e - w i t h o u t the w i t n e s s o f 

i n d i v i d u a l expe r i ence . Later chap t e r s of t h i s b o o k wi l l t race t h e d e v e l o p 

m e n t o f p e r s o n a l expe r i ence a n d i n d i v i d u a l self-expression in t h e r e l i g i o u s 

sphere . The p u r p o s e of this c h a p t e r is t o see w h a t r e l a t i o n s h i p c a n be estab

l i s h e d b e t w e e n r e l i g i o u s c h a n g e in Roman s o c i e t y a n d the w i d e r h i s t o r i c a l 

processes that w e r e t r a n s f o r m i n g t h a t soc i e ty itself i n t h i s p e r i o d . 

2. The later third Century B.C.: Innovation and tradition 

The third C e n t u r y emerges as the h i g h p o i n t of r e l i g i o u s I n n o v a t i o n f o r t h e 

Romans. The earlier years of the Cen tu ry , as w e have seen, give a s t r i k i n g 

p i c t u r e o f a C o m m u n i t y quite p r e p a r e d to accep t f o r e i g n c u l t s a n d prac t ices 

i n t h e i r m i d s t a n d s h o w i n g n o s i g n o f a n y fear t h a t t h e y might be d i l u t i n g 

the Roman-ness o f Roman r e l i g i o n . The f ü l l e s t r e c o r d exists , h o w e v e r , f o r 

the years of the Hannibalic t h r e a t t o Rome, 218—201 B . C . , w h e n t he r e 

seems t o have b e e n a d r a m a t i c increase in t h e ra te of these i n n o v a t i o n s , 

both i n ritual p r a c t i c e a n d i n the accep tance of ' n e w ' de i t i e s . This has o f t e n 

b e e n i n t e r p r e t e d as a p a n i c r e a c t i o n o r cr is is , i n the years that saw t h e grea t 

i n v a s i o n s o f Italy — b y the Gauls in the 220s B . C . a n d t h e n b y the 
Carthaginians af ter 218 B . C . 2 0 But t h e r e is n o n e e d to see this as a n excep-

t i o n a l S i t u a t i o n in w h i c h the Romans w e r e d r i v e n to e x t r e m e measures b y 

t h e i r t e r r o r o v e r t h e i r f a i l u r e t o c o n t r o l t h e Carthaginian i n v a s i o n s . 

Moments of p a n i c t he r e may have been ; but b y a n d la rge t h e pr ies t s , t h e 

senate a n d the mag i s t r a t e s w e r e c o n t i n u i n g t o react as t h e y h a d done 
t h r o u g h o u t the Century , even i f t h e d r a m a t i c m i l i t a r y disasters o f t h e 210s 

B . C . m u s t have p l a c e d t h e m u n d e r grea ter pressure t h a n they w e r e used to. 
On the o t h e r h a n d , i t c a n be a r g u e d t h a t t h e years af ter 200 B . c . saw a reac

t i o n aga ins t t h e t h i r d Century ' s t r a d i t i o n of e x p e r i m e n t a l i s m , w h e n at least 

s o m e of the r u l i n g élite became su sp i c ious of the i n f l u e n c e o f Greeks and 

19 Above, pp. 42-3. The evolution of religious autobiography: Baslez (1993), and espe
cially Quer (1993). 

20 The argument of, for example, Warde Fowler (1911)314-31; Latte (1960a) 251-8; A. 
Toynbee (1965) 11.374-415; for a different approach, Wardman (1982) 33-41. 
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Asiatics on their own customs.21 This in turn raises the question of how 
simple or unproblematic the whole process of Innovation was: the fact that 
a new' cult or a 'Greek' cult received a temple or festival does not show us 
how the Romans themselves understood this 'newness' or 'Greekness'; or 
answer the question of what exactly was new and how the newness was 
accommodated to previous practice. I f the last third of the century was a 
turning point in the religious life of the Romans, that must partly be con
nected with the rush of innovations which (even in the relatively open soci
ety of Rome) raised problems about the nature of the tradition and its 
relation to foreign religions. 

Once again Livy's narratives of most of these innovations are centred on 
a series of reports of prodigies and of the ways these prodigies were handled 
- new temples or cults (as we saw in chapter 1) being a regulär part of the 
Roman response to the upset in relations between humans and gods that 
such events were held to signal. In this period we can see fairly clearly that 
Livy's treatment often has a political bias: his narrative of prodigies repeat-
edly emphasizes the place of the senate at the centre of events and shows it 
as organizing the city's response to the reports that come in from all over 
Italy - Controlling religious and political response to such crises. This was 
almost certainly an over-simplified, not to say heavily loaded, account of 
events; and it may well give us a much more controlled and purposive 
impression of the action taken after prodigies than was really the case. 

The list of innovations is very impressive: i t includes new sets of games 
and the reform of the older festival of the Saturnalia;22 the revival (or per
haps introduction to Rome) of the very ancient Italian practice of vowing 
the ver sacrum, that is the dedicating of the whole year's increase of the 
flocks to Jupiter;2 3 the introduction of two foreign goddesses, Venus of 
Eryx (in Sicily) and Magna Mater (or Cybele), from Asia Minor, one at the 
beginning and the other towards the end of the war; 2 4 the introduction of 
a new sequence of rituals to deal wi th the evil prodigy of the birth of a her-
maphrodite; 2 5 the extension of 'Roman' ritual action outside Rome itself to 
other towns in central Italy. 2 6 

Perhaps the most startling Innovation of all was a form of human offer-
ing carried out by the Romans - so far as we know entirely new to their 
experience. These human offerings consisted of the burying alive of a pair 

21 Below, pp. 87-98. 
22 Livy XXII . 1.20 = 7.3a; Le Glay (1966) 467-78; Guittard (1976). 
23 Livy XXII . 10 = 6.5; XXXIII.44.1; XXXIV.44.1-3; 6; Heurgon (1957) 36-51; above, 

p. 34. Elsewhere in Italy, the dedication was often to Mars not to Jupiter; on the Italian 
ver sacrum, Dench (1995). 

24 Below, pp. 83; 96-8. 
25 Livy XXVII.27 (207 B . C . ) ; see Diels (1890); A.Boyce (1937). There are many recorded 

instances of the expiation of the birth of hermaphrodites in the late second and early 
first centuries B . C . listed in MacBain (1982) 127-35; below, p. 82; 7.5a. 

26 MacBain (1982) 25-33. 
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of Greeks and a pair of Gauls in the heart of Rome - in the forum Boarium 
('Cattle Market ') . 2 7 This was done in 228 B.c., in face of a Gallic invasion; 
after the battle of Cannae in 216 B.c., where the Romans were defeated by 
Gauls and Carthaginians; and again in 113 B.c., when a Gallic invasion was 
again being prepared.28 On two, and perhaps on three, of these occasions 
there was at the same time an accusation of unchastity against the Vestals 
and a Vestal tr ial . 2 9 The l ink between Vestal accusation and human offering 
could be seen in very general terms: both accusation and offering being 
reactions to the same threat to the safety of Rome by Gallic conquest, while 
the security of the city was assured above ali by the Vestals' preservation of 
their ritual purity. A much closer link, however, between the two events is 
suggested by the fact that both the Greeks and Gauls and also the con-
demned Vestals were buried alive — though in strikingly different locations: 
the Vestals were buried at the very l imit of the city in the campus sceleratus; 
the Greeks and Gauls in its market-place, the forum Boarium. 

The significance of this ritual has been much debated. In neither case are 
we dealing with sacrifice in terms of the normal Roman ritual; so far as we 
know there was no immolation of the victims, no act of killing, no return of 
exta to the gods. It was not therefore strictly inconsistent of the Romans to 
have forbidden human sacrifice, as they did later on; for according to the for
mal religious rules this killing was not a sacrifice.30 The pairs may have sym-
bolized the peoples from which they came; and so their occupation of a tomb, 
in a place where the dead were not normally buried, could have been 
intended to avert the possibility of a real occupation of the city by the 
enemy. On the other hand, the precise identity of the victims has been 
thought a problem, because there is no particular historical moment when 
both Gauls and Greeks simultaneously threatened the security of Rome; and 
there are equally plausible candidates for Rome's enemies at almost any 
point (Samnites or Etruscans, for example). Maybe the answer is that the cer-

27 Schwenn (1915) 148-54; Cichorius (1922); Bémont (1960); Latte (1960a) 256-8; 
Briquel (1981); Fraschetti (1981). 

28 228 B . c . : Cassius Dio fr. 47 (= Tzetzes on Lycophron, Alexandra 602); Plutarch, 
Marcelluse; Orosius IV. 13.3. 216 B . C : LivyXXII.57.4. 114/13 B . c . : Plutarch, Roman 
Questions 83 = 6.6b. 

29 Clearly in 216 B . C . (Livy XXII.57.1-6); and in 113 B . C . (Plutarch, Roman Questions83 
= 6.6b; Asconius, Commentary on Cicero's Speech On behalf of Milo 45-6C; Livy, 
Summaries LXIII); less so in 225 B . C . when the date of the Vestal trial is best attested as 
earlier (c. 228 B . C . ) than the interment, though the chronology is far from certain. Fot 
the incident, see Livy, Summaries XX; for the date, Münzer, RE 7A.768-70. On the 
incident of 113, see further below, p. 137. 

30 Though (whatever the formal rules) there was obviously an uncertain boundary 
between what did and what did not constitute a sacrifice; Plutarch, for example, Roman 
Questions 83 = 6.6b, puts the Roman action into the same category as human sacrifice. 
For Roman prohibition of human sacrifice, see Pliny, Natural HistoryXXX.1.2 = 11.3 
(referring to 97 B . c . ) ; but the context makes it clear that this was sacrifice by magicians 
not State priests. 
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emony was fixed by an old prophecy in the Sibylline collection, as o u t 
sources hint, and the Greeks and Gauls must have been generally the most 
fearsome peoples when the prophecy originated and symbolized Rome's 
most threatening enemies.31 Certainly the Gauls continued to be a real 
threat to Rome's s e c u r i t y even up to the first C e n t u r y B . C . ; and their killing at 
any rate makes some sort of sense in connection with the punishment of the 
Vestals, whose v i r g i n i t y (as we have seen) stood for the safety of the S ta te . 3 2 

Another reaction to the war, also perhaps an attempt to avert danger by 
ritual means, is suggested by the very heavy emphasis on Juno in the course 
of the Hannibalic War. This is repeatedly in evidence (for example, in the 
attention given to the Juno who was patron deity of Lanuvium), 3 3 but it 
becomes most spectacular in the procession of 207 B . C . to the temple of 
Juno Regina on the Aventine H i l l in Rome: 

From the temple of Apollo through rhe Carmenral Gare two white cows were 
led into rhe city; behind them were carried two cypress-wood statues of Juno 
Regina; then came twenty-seven maidens in long gowns who sang the hymn to 
Juno Regina. <Various other rituals rhen took place in the Forum.> Thence by 
way of rhe Vicus Tuscus and the Velabrum through the Forum Boarium, they 
climbed the street of Publicius and reached che remple of Juno Regina. The 
decemviri immolated the victims and the cypress wood sratues were carried into 
the remple.34 

This is one of the occasions on which women are found taking on their 
major ritual roles, in the way we have seen to be a distinctive new feature o f 
third-century B . C . Roman life. 3 5 This stress on Juno may also be connected 
wi th the fact that Astarte, the protective goddess of Rome's enemy 
Carthage, was seen as the equivalent of Roman Juno. Astarte was not, we 
are told, actually 'summoned out' (evocatd) of Carthage during the war; but 
she was apparently somehow 'placated' {exoratd).36 This special attention to 
Juno on the Aventine, who was herseif a 'foreign' Juno (having been 
'evoked' from V e i i ) , 3 7 may be a way of representing the supreme goddess o f 
Carthage in a ritual form short of offering a new cult to her. 

Whether this is true or not, two other foreign goddesses were explicitly 

31 This is implied by Cassius Dio (fr. 47), who quotes the prophecy as saying 'Greeks and 
Gauls shall occupy the city'. Discussion: R. Bloch (1963) 101-3; Fraschetti (1981) 
59-66. 

32 Greece did not however continue to be a military danger to Rome thtoughout this 
period. Most explanations tend to leave the presence of the Greek pair unexplained, 
except as a survival of the original oracular text and the time of its composition. For 
Vestals and the security of the State, above, pp. 52-4. 

33 LivyXXI.62.4 (218 B . C . ) ; XXIV. 10.6 (215 B . C . ) . Statue-head: Fig. 2.1. 
34 Livy XXVII.37. The 27 maidens reappear later in connection with Ceres and 

Proserpina, above p. 70 (see Phlegon of Tralles, On Wonders 10 = 7.5a). 
35 Above, pp. 70-1. 
36 This distinction is made by Servius, On Virgils Aeneid XII.841; he implies that Juno 

was not 'evoked' until 146 B.c. (see below, ρ. 111). See also Palmer (1974) 48-9. 
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Fig. 2.1 Marble 
head o f statue o f 
Juno Sospita, f rom 
Lanuv ium, possibly 
the cult image f rom 
the remple. T w o 
holes ο η eirher side 
of the head w o u l d 
have provided the 
fixings for the 
goddess's head-
dress; the back o f 
the head is 
unworked. I t was 
discovered in 
Lanuvium i n the 
1920s, but its 
current whereabouts 
are not k n o w n . 
The date must be 
middle-late 
republican, but i t is 
hatd to date mote 
closely u n t i l the 
head can be te-
examined. (Height , 
0.56m.) 

invited into Rome, one at the beginning and one at the end of this war. The 
remarkable thing is that both were brought right into the very centre of the 
city, not kept outside the sacred boundary {pomerium) as was commonly 
the case with foreign deities: Venus of Eryx in Sicily was given a temple on 
the Capitol in 217 B.c. after the Roman defeat at Trasimene;38 Cybele, the 
Magna Mater (to whom we shall return below), was vowed a temple in 205 
B.c. , in the last years of the war; the temple was built on the Palatine after 
the end of the war. 3 9 In both cases, the cults turned out to have aspects the 

37 Above, pp. 34-5 (for Juno and the whole ritual of evocatio). 
3cS Livy XXI I .9 .7 ; 10.10; XXII .30 .13; Schilling (1954) 233-54; Galinsky (1969) 174-6; 

Weinstock (1971) 15-17. Map 1 no. 25. 
39 Below, pp. 96-7 . Map 1 no. 13. 
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Romans perhaps had not expected (with Magna Mater, wild, Eastern, self-
castrated priests); but in both cases, one powerful reason for their intro
duction may have been the goddesses' mythic connection with the Trojans, 
the adventures of Aeneas and the foundation legends of the city. 4 0 So 
despite their apparent strangeness, these goddesses could also be seen as 
central parts of the Roman inheritance, not new at all, and so really at home 
in their new temples. As so often at Rome, the startling Innovat ion repre-
sented by these deities turns out to be perceived more as a return to the past 
than as a revolutionary change. On the other hand, even the emphasis on 
the Trojan tradition itself may have been something of a departure, for we 
have little evidence of serious attention to their Trojan inheritance in the 
Rome of the fourth or third centuries B . C . 4 1 

We are suggesting then that, while the third Century may be the high-
point of I n n o v a t i o n , there is no reason to think that the successive impor-
tations of cults would have been seen by the Romans themselves as 
necessarily leading to any radical disturbance of the old order. Still less do 
they seem to have been panic measures i n dangerous situations. It may be 
that beneath the surface of events, there were developments to cause con-
cern to the authorities: and perhaps some of the innovations may be inter-
preted as reactions by the senate to developments within society as a whole 
which caused them anxiety. The next section wi l l return to this important 
question. 

In the case of one very public man, however, the evidence we have sug
gests a rather different picture, and a clearer break with tradition. The vic-
tor of the war against Hannibal, Scipio Africanus (236-184/3 B . C . ) , seems 
to have left a religious image profoundly different from that of his contem-
poraries. The problem is to assess how far this image derived from his own 
activities, how far from the speculations of later historians. The most sur
prising evidence of all comes from writers under the early principate who 
may, of course, have been re-interpreting Scipio i n the light of late republi
can experience.42 They report stories that imply that Scipio was deliberately 
imitating Alexander the Great: a story, for instance, that his mother was vis-
ited by a snake at the time of his conception, just like Alexanders mother 
Olympias - implying (in both cases) that the child was begotten by a god, 
not a human father. They also report that he was so familiär a visitor to 
Jupiters temple on the Capitoline that the temple dogs knew him and did 
not bark. This close connection with the gods would be quite unlike any-
thing known about other leading Romans of the period. 

That at least part of this tradition goes back to the second century B . C . is 

40 Venus: Galinsky (1969); Aeneas legends and Magna Mater: below, pp. 197-8. 
41 Gruen (1993) 11-21 (arguing that it was familiär through much of the the third Cen

tury). 
42 For example, Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights V I . 1.1-6 = 9.1a; Livy XXVI. 19; F. W. 

Walbank (1967). 
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Fig. 2.2 Bronze 
statue of the early 
second Century B.C. 
I t was found i n 
Rome and 
presumably 
represents a leading 
figure o f the pet iod, 
shown i n Greek 
style, i n heroic 
nudi ty. I f i t is the 
portrait o f a 
Roman, i t reflects a 
surprising Roman 
acceptance o f Greek 
convenrions in 
portraying and 
symbolizing power 
(certainly not 
common later). I t 
may, however, be a 
portrait o f a 
Hellenistic prince 
brought ro Rome as 
booty f rom the 
Greek w o r l d . 
(Height , 2 .22m.) 

I 
supported by Polybius, who gives a long account, perhaps derived from Sci

pio family tradition. 4 3 Although what he says is different from the later writ

ers, he too suggests an individual religious stance quite unlike that of any 

other Roman leader before Marius and Sulla (whom we shall be considering 

43 Polybius X.2.20; for Polybius' association w i t h the Cornelii Scipiones, Astin (1967) 
12-34; F.W.Walbank (1972) 1-19. 
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in the next chapter).4 4 The notable thing about Polybius is that he was evi-
dently uncomfortable with the stories he round, because they implied that 
Scipio had actually been assisted in his successes by dreams and revelations 
from the gods. Polybius saw this as detracting from his successes and sought 
to defend him by showing that he had only pretended to receive divine guid-
ance, while his actions were all really determined by rational calculation. 
Greek and Roman ideas are in conflict here: Polybius interprets the evidence 
in the light of the familiär Greek assumption that luck detracts from merit; 
while the tradition he is criticizing was making the Roman assumption that 
help from the gods implied felicitas, 'divinely inspired good luck', 4 5 that itself 
demonstrated the merit of the general. This emphasis on felicitas (and the 
parade of a close relationship wi th the gods that it implied) is familiär to us 
from the age of Sulla and his successors; according to these later sources at 
least, Scipio was already playing the part of the felix more than a hundred 
years earlier.46 

That Scipio was indeed ahead of his time in both his methods and ambi-
tions (and in his claims to divine favour) would fit well enough with the 
stories of how he later became the victim of attacks from some of his 
peers.47 Notoriously, the facts about these disputes and the issues at stake in 
them are hopelessly confused in our sources; but there must have been rea-
sons for the unpopularity, and the stories of his particular familiarity with 
the divine would make it all the more understandable. There is also a wider 
pattern to which this would all conform. The tense years of the Hannibalic 
War gave opportunities of glory and exceptional careers to several of the 
leading Romans of the day; magistracies awarded before the regulär age, 
repeated consulships and triumphs, even the supreme emergency office the 
Romans called 'dictatorships' were part of the resorts of these years. A l l 
these were factors, as we shall see, in the last period of the Republic that 
went hand in hand with the special religious status that attached to indi
vidual politicians, exceptional political power being inextricably linked 
with the gods and their favour and protection. But, after Scipio, the next 
decade or two in the second Century B . C . saw a reaction against this kind of 
exceptional power, including legislation to enforce the regulär rules of the 
normal aristocratic career pattern; 4 8 hence too, pethaps, the reaction 
against Scipio's claims to religious pre-eminence. 

The next section wi l l consider the possibility that a similar reaction 
against experimentalism affected still more areas of Roman religious life. 
Whether the stories of Scipio should be seen as truth or as historical 

44 Below, pp. 143-4. 
45 For a definition of felicitas, Cicero, On the Command ofPompey 47 = 9.1c. 
46 Erkell (1952) 43-128; Fugier (1963) 31-44; J.-C. Richard (1965); Weinstock (1971) 

112-14; Champeaux (1982-7) 11.216-18. 
47 Scipio trials: Fraccaro (1911); Astin (1978) 60-2; Gruen (1990) 135-7. 
48 The Lex Viilia Annalis: LivyXL.44.1; MÄÄI.388; Astin (1958). 
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fiction, their tone of disapproval may well be connected in some way to 
the phase of re-imposed discipline that marks the beginning of the second 
Century. 

3. Reactions to change 

The central theme of this section wi l l be the reaction of the Romans 
towards religious activity outside their direct control, and especially 
towards cults that they saw as foreign. To give a context for this, however, 
we shall start by considering an area over which they did have control: the 
building of temples in the city of Rome itself. The history of temple build
ing not only gives some idea of religious trends and attitudes in these years; 
it also shows how we can begin to draw broad conclusions from apparently 
small and disconnected pieces of antiquarian Information. 

Roman temples were not independent centres of power, influence or 
riches in the republican period; they did not, wi th rare exceptions, have 
priestly personnel attached to them and they did not therefore provide a 
power base for the priests as opposed to other groups of society. Priests and 
priestesses operated independently from particular temples and the tem
ples did not represent a concentration of economic power; we do not know 
exactly how temples were funded, but there is no sign that they were regu-
larly thought of as major landowners.4 9 They were essentially houses for the 
cult-statues of the deities and the altars in front of them provided the loca-
tion where victims were offered.5 0 

As Rome grew in population, size and wealth, so the number of temples 
increased, either by the building of new temples for old deities, or for new 
deities that had been introduced or recognized for the first time. For the 
most part, each god or goddess had a single temple or perhaps two, though 
majot ones (Jupiter or Juno, for example) could appear with different 
defining names and functions; and we know that some cults had small 
shrines in many places through the city. 5 1 Our Information on the overall 
progress of temple-building is quite füll for the years for which Livy is 
extant, because he records temple foundations as a regulär part of his nar-
rative. For the following period, our Information is much patchier; and we 
shall see in the next chapter how difficult this makes it to draw any detailed 
comparisons of temple-building across the last centuries of the Republic. 

49 For some evidence on temple lands in Roman Italy, Frontinus (?) in Agennius Urbicus, 
Disputes over Land {ta. C. Thulin, Corpus Agrimensorum 48.3-25); Carlsen (1994); tor 
lands owned by priestly Colleges, see Hyginus, Statuses of Lands (ed. Thulin 80.7-13); 
we discuss in Chapter 7 (pp. 340-2) Roman reactions to quite different models of tem
ple Organization that they found in their imperial territories, 

50 The basic plan of a Roman temple: 4.1 (the temple of Portunus at Rome). 
51 There is a list of some of the most important divine epithets in Vol. 2. 369-70. 
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But even after the surviving books of Livy end, the record can be partly 
restored by casual reference in historians, by the mention of temples in the 
State Calendars or from the archaeological record, which enables us to 
establish the location of most though not all republican temples. So the 
development can in broad terms be traced through the whole Republic. 5 2 

Between the middle of the third and the middle of the second centuries 
B.C., temple-building was closely involved with successful warfare and 
(apart f r o m the cases where the Sibylline Books were involved) for the most 
part resulted f r o m vows made by C o m m a n d e r s in the field.53 The building 
costs were normally met by the booty and ptofits of the campaign. 
However, the teligious authorities could control or l imit the Commanders 
wishes i f they were seen as in conflict with the mies of the sacred law; the 
priests, the senate and the censors were all likely to be involved and the final 
public action of dedicating the temple to the god or goddess was carefully 
controlled by rules, including a requirement for a vote of the people autho-
rizing the act of dedication. 5 4 The objective of the vower was presumably to 
keep as much control of this as possible and sometimes one man, or one 
man and his immediate relations, would act successively as vower, builder 
and dedicator. In any case the family connection with a particular temple 
could carry on in subsequent generations, providing an abiding memorial 
of the victory. 5 5 So, from the generals point of view, this was a priceless 
opportunity to use the public space as a permanent memorial of his 
achievements; f r o m the city's point of view, it was a parade of its triumphs 
and its spoils over the centuries; from the gods' point of view, it was a 
demonstration of their continuous involvement in the progress of Roman 
expansion. 

It is clear that in these circumstances, while the choice of deities to 
receive temples must have responded in a general way to the ideas and tastes 
of the period, there can be no question of looking for any religious policy as 
such: neither senate nor priests can have been in a position to maintain any 
consistency, even i f they could exercise restraint by advice and non-co-oper-
ation. A l l the same, it is also extremely clear that the list of temples built in 
the second century has a distinctly less adventurous character than the list 

52 See below, pp. 88-91,122-4 and Map 1, for the major temples. At all periods there are 
of course still problems about the identification of particular sites; see, for example, the 
extended debates about the identity of temples in the Largo Argentina at Rome, 
Coatelli et al. (1981) 37-49. 

53 Above, pp. 34-5. 
54 Cicero, On his House 36. 
55 So, for example, the temple of Honos et Virtus (Honour and Virtue) at the Porta 

Capena was vowedby Marcus Claudius Marcellus (consul 222 B.c. etc), dedicated by his 
son (consul 194 B.c.) and embellished by his grandson (consul 166 B.c. etc). See Asco-
nius, Commentary on Cicero's Speech against Piso pl2C; Strabo, Geograpby III.4.13; 
Cicero, On the Nature ofthe Gods I I . 61 = 2.3a. For problems over the vow, below, p. 
105. 
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for those of the third. The only explicitly foreign temple built was the tem
ple to the Magna Mater that we have already mentioned; i f there were any 
more cults imported from overseas, they were thoroughly disguised behind 
an appearance of local tradition. 5 6 Meanwhile, the long sequence of 
divinized personifications is reduced to an erratic trickle. 

The very first decade of the C e n t u r y brings a sharp statement of the new 
attitude. The temples built are to Vediovis, to Faunus, to Fortuna Primige-
nia and to Juno Sospita;57 ali four of these are notably local Latin deities and 
the latter two the chief goddesses of leading Latin communities. Fortuna 
Primigenia is the goddess of the oracular temple at Praeneste, which was to 
be so lavishly rebuilt at the end of the C e n t u r y ; 5 8 Juno Sospita the great god
dess of Lanuvium, who had received marked attention in the previous 
war. 5 9 Vediovis raises more complicated problems, partly because of confu-
sion in the sources as to what was built and where, partly because there are 
few good clues as to his character, other than that he was in some way 'oppo-
site' to Jupiter ('Iovis' is formed from the root of'Jupiter'; and the 've-' pre-
fix implies either 'not-Jupiter' or 'little-Jupiter'). In one guise he was the 
patron god of the gens Julia, as we learn from an inscription from Bovillae, 
dedicated as it teils us by the 'law of Alba Longa';6 0 so a possible theory is that 
he was the young Jupiter, the divine form oflulus, son of Aeneas, founderof 
Alba Longa and ancestor of the Juli i . 6 1 In the case of his Roman cult, how-
ever, he received two temples and the general who took the vows on both 
occasions was a Furius Purpurio, not a Julius; and on both occasions he was 
fighting against Gauls.6 2 This has led to the Suggestion that Vediovis was 
chosen as the Latin version of a Gaulish power, making the vow similar to an 
evocation.6 3 However, the fact that the temple was built in such a central 
position in the city and under the name of a Latin deity makes i t certain that 
the cult was seen by Romans as basically their own. 

Later in the Century , there is little temple-building that conflicts with 
this trend; the list is basically a very conservative one, in the sense that it 

56 As we suggested above (p. 82), Astarte might be lurking behind the Roman Juno; see 
also some of the claims about Vediovis, below, n. 63. 

57 Vediovis and Faunus: Map 1 no. 28. Fottuna: Map 1 no. 25. Juno: Map 1 no. 24. 
58 Illustration of Praeneste: 4.9. Cult and temple: Champeaux (1982-7) 1.1-147 

(Praeneste); II.1-35 (Rome). The date of re-building: Fasolo and Gullini (1953) 
301-24; Degrassi (1969); Champeaux (1982-7) II.235-6. 

59 Juno Sospita (alternatively Sispes): A.E. Gordon (1938) 24-37; Palmer (1974e) 30-2; 
Chiarucci (1983) 56-79. Juno in rhe Hannibalic war: above, pp. 82-3. 

60 /152988 = ILLRP270 = 1.6a; above, p. 67. 
61 As suggested by Weinstock (1971) 8-12; also Liou-Gille (1980) especially 85-134, 

179-207, who argues that Latin founders after death became gods undet a different 
name (above, p. 31). 

62 One temple (dedicated in 193 B . C . ) was on the Tiber island (Livy XXI.21.12; 
XXXIV.53.7); the other (191 B.c.) on the Capitoline (Livy XXXV.41.8). There is a 
good deal of confusion in these notices; on which, Radke (1979) 306-10. 

63 Palmer (1974) 153-71. 
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limits itself to well-established local deities. The only real innovations are 
two new personifications: Pietas ('Piety'), next door to Juno Sospita, was 
vowed by Manius Acilius Glabrio before battle against King Antiochus in 
191 B . c . and dedicated by his son in 181 B . C . ; 6 4 Felicitas was built by 
Licinius Lucullus from the booty of his Spanish campaign in 151—150 
B . C . 6 5 In both cases it is interesting that these qualities receive divine status 
so late in the sequence of personifications, perhaps because they effectively 
deify the qualities of the general himself - and so represent something close 
to a claim to divine status.66 Apart from these cases, the list keeps to a 
remarkably traditional group — Juno, Diana, Fortuna, Jupiter, Mars. 6 7 

By this time, however, there appears to be a contrast between the con-
servative list of deities and the innovative appearance of the temples them-
selves. I t should be remembered that throughout the republican period, the 
development of Rome did not attempt to compete with the great contem
porary Hellenistic cities: there were no grandiose schemes of civic develop
ment and not before the first emperor Augustus did marble become the 
aeeepted guise of public buildings; 6 8 even plans for stone theatres were 
resisted until the time of Pompey, in the mid-first Century B . C . 6 9 A l l the 
same, there was clear development in the course of the second century. In 
particular the 140s and 130s B . C . saw a spate of building in the wake of the 
military successes of the period in Greece, Africa and Spain; the deities to 
whom they are dedicated are still very traditional — Jupiter, Mars, Hercules, 
Virtus - but the dedicators are notably sympathetic to Greek culture and 
the temples are strikingly more advanced in terms of art and architecture, 
employing leading Greek artists and techniques.70 Vellerns Paterculus, for 
example, in the early first century A . D . , writes of the statues by Lysippus, 
originally commissioned for Alexander the Great, that were the 'chief orna
ment' of the temple of Jupiter Stator; and it is this same temple, so Vellerns 
implies, that was the first marble temple in the city of Rome. 7 1 In some 

64 LivyXL.34.4. 
65 Strabo, GeographyVUl.3Sl; Cicero, Against VerresllAA; Cassius Dio, fr. 75.2. For the 

sense of Felicitas, above, p. 86. 
66 In this respect they follow the precedent of Honos and Virtus; above, p. 88 n. 55. 
67 Fortuna Equestris (Equestrian) vowed by Quintus Fabius Flaccus in 180 B . C . , dedi

cated in 179 B . C . (Livy XL.40.10; 44.9); Juno and Diana, both dedicated by Marcus 
Aemilius Lepidus in 179 B . C . (LivyXL.52). 

68 Zanker (1988) 18-25; below, pp. 196-201. 
69 North (1992). 
70 Jupiter Stator (c. 146 B . C . ) : Platner and Ashby (1929) 304-5; Vellerns Paterculus, 

History of Rome 1.11.3-5; Vitruvius, On Architecture Ul.2.5. Hercules (c. 146 B . c . ) : 
Platner and Ashby (1929) 256-7; ILLRP 122; Plutarch, Precepts 20. Mars in Campo 
(138-7 B.c.?): Platner and Ashby (1929) 328; Nepos, quoted by Priscian, Institutes 
V I I I . 17; Scholiast (p. 179 Stangl) on Cicero, On Behalf of Archias 27; Valerius 
Maximus, Memorable Deeds and SayingsYlU. 14.2; Pliny, Natural Η'istoiy1XXXVI. 26. 
Virtus (133 B . C . ) : Platner and Ashby (1929) 582; Plutarch, On the Fortune of'Rome 5. 
General developments: Boethius (1978) 156-78. 

71 Vellerns Paterculus, History ofRomel.ll.3-5. 

90 



2.3 Reactions to change 

Fig. 2.3 R o u n d 
marble temple i n 
the Forum 
Boar ium, Rome, 
probably dedicated 
to Hercules V i c t o r 
and k n o w n as 
'Olivarius ' . The 
temple is dated 
archaeologically to 
the last decade o f 
the second century 
B.C. St i l l more or 
less complete, i t is 
the eatliest surviving 
bui ld ing to reflect 
the Greek taste and 
architectural 
traditions that can 
be ttaced back to 
the temple 
foundations o f the 
l40s B . C . (Height 
18m.) 
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ways the technical innovations of their form make the conservatism of the 
Roman choice of deities for these temples ali the more striking. 

The causes of this apparent conservatism were not simple. But, i f we are 
right to identify a sharp change between the third and second centuries in 
the type of gods for whom new temples were built in Rome, then this may 
express growing reservations about 'non-Roman' religions; or at least it may 
illustrate the growing importance of the boundary (defined much more 
sharply than we can attest before) between what was Roman and what was 
not. In fact the late third and second centuries saw a series of incidents in 
which the Roman ruling class took restrictive action against certain forms 
of religious activity; and it is these that we must now explore further. 

The main incidents in the story of caution take us back to the last few 
years of the third century. Düring the Hannibalic War, Livy reports an 
action by a praetor against some form of 'undesirable' religious practice by 
the women of Rome. As we have seen, women do not figure prominently in 
accounts of republican religion, and that makes the report the more striking. 
Livy is frustratingly unspecific about the activities of which the praetor dis-
approved; but it seems highly likely that cult groups of the god Bacchus -
which were to be ruthlessly destroyed in 186 B . C . - were the targets in this 
case as well. 7 2 Then, towards the end of the war, as mentioned already, a vow 

72 Livy X X V . 1 . 6 - 1 2 ; MRR1.263; Warde Fowler (1911) 324-5 identifies totally w i t h the 
good sense o f the Roman authorities. Enquiries into various forms o f religion in the fol-
lowing year: Livy XXV.12.3 = 7.5c. 
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was taken which resulted in the bringing to Rome o f the cult of Cybele, 
whom the Romans called Magna Mater — the Great Mother. There is some 
reason to think of this, not just as an élite initiative, but as a tesponse to pop
ulär pressure. In any case, the cult when it arrived was subject to unprece-
dented conttols. Finally, in 186 B . C . the cult of Bacchus was ferociously 
suppressed in circumstances about which we know enough to establish t h e 
main lines of the Senates policy. These three actions may seem at first sight 
not to have very much in common. Certainly, the treatment of the Magna 
Mater could hardly be more different f r o m that of Bacchus: the one estab
lished as a city goddess in the very heart of Rome (albeit under certain 
restrictions), the other persecuted and expelled. But the principles deter-
mining action turn out to have more consistency than might appear. It is 
persecution of the Bacchus cult about which we have the best I n f o r m a t i o n 

and that wi l l provide the best starting point. 
Livy provides us with a long account of the events of 186 B . C . , but it has 

always been clear that the I n f o r m a t i o n he gives, while crucial evidence f o r 

the attitudes to the Bacchic cult of his own day, has a much more problem-
atic relationship to the events of the second Century B . C . 7 3 In the first place 
— though some elements are more sober - much of his account takes the 
form of a little drama about the son of a good family, his wicked step-father 
and his freed-woman mistress with a heart of gold, a plot reminiscent of the 
plays written in Greece in the Hellenistic period and imitated by Plautus. 
Here the y o u n g Aebutius is persuaded to join the Bacchists by his mother, 
who wishes to find a way to blackmail him into not revealing his step-
tather's misdeeds; but his mistress, Hispala, who had been initiated earlier 
wams him of the danger and his aunt takes the whole story to the consuls.74 

It seems likely that in Livy's narrative we are dealing with a major literary 
re-working of his source material. We do however have a check on Livy's 
account, because of the preservation of an inscribed copy of the senatorial 
decree which was the result of the scandal and laid down the regulations for 
rhe cult in the future. Comparison between this surviving text and Livy's 
version of it suggests that, for all the literary colour he imposed, he had 
good contemporary sources.75 

The aspect of Livy's story that requires the most fundamental revision 
lies deep in his dramatic narrative. The narrative point of this story is to 
explain how the consul, wi th detective work and persistence, uncovered the 
secret plot of the Bacchus worshippers. As soon as he knows the terrible 
truth, he goes sttaight to the senate and the people and launches a savage 

73 LivyXXXIX.8-19, part = 12.1a; cf29.8-10; 41.6-7;XL. 19.9-10; ILS18 = ILLRP5W 
= 12.1b. Discussion: Geizer (1936); Méautis (1940); Tierney (1947); Brühl (1953) 
82-116; Festugière (1954); Van Son (1960); Gallini (1970) 11-96; Turcan (1972); 
North (1979); Pailler (1988) (with füll bibliographical discussion); Montanari (1988) 
103-31; Gruen (1990) 34-78. 

74 Livy XXXIX. 9-14, part= 12.1a; 19. 3-6. 
75 The text is ILS 18 = ILLRP511 = 12.1b. See above, pp. 76-7. 
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investigation through Rome and its territory, soon to be extended to the 
whole of Italy. Only the courage of Aebutius and Hispala allows ali this to 
happen and the danger to be averted. Some of the details of this story come 
close to admitting its absurdity. Thus the consul is made to teli the people 
of Rome that they have long heard stränge music and stränge cries in the 
night and that matrons bearing torches have been seen racing through the 
city; but nobody realized what ali this meant until Hispala revealed the 
t ruth . 7 6 

In fact, i t has always been clear from Plautus' explicit references77 that 
the Bacchic cult itself was established years before 186 B . C . , since i t is 
treated in his plays as something exotic, but familiär. We now have the 
confirmation of archaeological discoveries in Etruria that a cult-grotto 
(including a ceremonial throne decorated with images of the cult - see Fig. 
2.4) was built in the third C e n t u r y in what was virtually a public part of the 
city of Volsinii and that this was destroyed at the time of the senate's action 
in 186 B . c . 7 8 This can leave little doubt that Livy's narrative of a sudden 
discovery is a fiction. The best guess is that the senate in 186 B . c . did not 
discover a new, unacceptable cult, but rather decided to repress a well-
established cult, whose development it had previously tolerated. The 
moment was convenient, because it was the first year of many in which 
there were no pressing military problems. Perhaps, too, the senate would 
have found it salutary to be parading the dangers of meddling with foreign 
religions, just after Rome's victorious armies had returned from the East. 
But even i f the details of the tale Livy teils may be fiction, it is not neces-
sarily a fiction created by historians. The Roman authorities in 186 B . C . 
were taking a dangerous course of action and they may well have felt the 
need to create a sense of emergency to justify what they were doing; some 
of the fiction may well go back to the second Century itself. 

The scale of the problem the senate faced can be assessed from the dif
ferent types of evidence we have. The Bacchic cult was evidently very wide-
spread in Italy, north and south as well as in the Roman area itself.79 It was 
to be found not just in Roman and Latin communities, but allied ones as 
wel l . 8 0 I t cut across ali the usual boundaries between social groups, for we 

76 Livy XXXIX. 15.6-7. 
77 Amphitryo7Q3-A; The Pot of Gold 408, 4 l l a ; The Braggart Warrior 854-8, 1016; The 

Two Bacchises 53, 371-2; Casina 978-82; the references are the more impressive 
because they are casual mentions which imply prior knowledge in the audience. 
Discussion: Pailler (1988) 229-38; Gruen (1990) 150-2. 

78 Pailler (1976); (1983); for a good general survey of the Italian evidence, Brühl (1953) 
58-81. 

79 Distribution: Pailler (1988) 275-303. 
80 The senatorial decree itself (ILS 18 = ILLRP511 = 12.1b) mentions both Roman and 

Latin individuals and is addressed to allied communities ('those who were bound <to 
Rome> by tteaty'); for a different view of this, Galsterer (1976) 169. Livy's account 
(XXXIX. 17-19) also makes it clear that Roman punitive action took place throughout 
Italy. 
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Fig. 2.4 Dionysiac 
terracotta throne, 
f rom Bolsena 
(Roman Vol s in i i ) , 
reconstrucred f rom 
small fragments 
found in an 
Underground 
Chamber, wh ich 
dares from the third 
Century B.C. and 
was deliberately 
destroyed early i n 
the second. The 
throne's decoration 
- crouching panther 
and ρuttο -
probably refer to the 
myrhs about 
Dionysus' eatly life 
and the chamber 
may well be a cult 
meeting place, 
(perhaps) destroyed 
i n rhe course of the 
persecution. 
(Heigh t 0.82m.) 
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know of devotees amongst slaves and free, among Romans, Latins and 
allies, men and women, country people and city-dwellers, rieh and poor.8 1 

The fact that the cult in this form had established itself so widely is itself 
remarkable; for Italy was still a very diverse area in languages, culture and 
traditions. Paradoxically enough, given its repression, it is the spread of the 
Bacchic movement that provides the clearest evidence that the process of 

81 Country/ town and rich/poor are both implied throughout Livy's account. A l l the other 
categories o f people are mentioned in the decree itself, which regulates differentially 
their access to the Bacchic groups and their roles w i t h i n them. 
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cultural unification in Italy was well advanced; the very presence of what 
seems to be a similar cult in so many places throughout Italy itself implies 
a degree of cultural convergence. On the other hand the suppression of the 
Bacchic groups by the senate throughout Italy must have set a precedent 
and tested the loyalty of the allies to the very limit, since Roman authority 
in allied Italy rested, at least formally, on treaties with the individual cities 
and tribes, treaties which gave the Romans no right to interfere in their 
internal affairs. 

Can we then explain why the senate felt compelled to make its attempt 
to destroy the Bacchic cult, despite what must have been formidable dan-
gers and the fact that they had no tradition of such action? The primary 
evidence, derived from the text of the decree the senate passed at the time, 
shows that their ruling was not that Bacchic practice as such should 
become illegal, but that apart from traditional practices, i t should be kept 
to a very small scale and, in particular, that the groups or cells of Bacchists 
should not be allowed to retain their internal Organization - no leadership, 
no fund-keeping, no oaths and so on: 'No man shall be a priest... None of 
them shall seek to have money in common. No one shall seek to appoint 
either man or woman as master or acting mästet, or seek henceforth to 
exchange mutual oaths, vows, pledges or promises.'82 This teils us two 
things: first that the cult had previously been based on a highly structured 
group basis — which would otherwise have been unknown to us; secondly, 
that this was the threat the senate wished above ali to destroy. However 
much the ritual activity of the groups may have seemed unacceptable in 
itself (the cults emphasis on drunkenness and violence - even if, in the 
Bacchists' own terms, a means of achieving ecstasy and union with the 
god 8 3 — cannot have appealed to the Roman authorities), it was the 
form and structure within which that ritual took place that they sought to 
control. 8 4 

It must have been the power over individuals obtained by the groups 
leaders that would have seemed so radically new and dangerous to the 
Roman elite. They had been accustomed to control religious life; now they 
faced a movement in some sense in Opposition to the traditions of state reli
gious life, generated by the personal commitment of individuals. 8 5 Worse 
still was the threat raised to the authority of the family, as emerges clearly 

82 Lines 10-14 (= 12.1b). The most acute discussion of the clauses of the decree is Tierney 
(1947). 

83 Méautis (1940) and Festugière (1954) show how Livy's account may be re-interpreted 
to produce the Bacchic version. 

84 Gruen (1990) 65-78 attempts, by contrast, to interpret the suppression of the cult as 
(among other things) a gesture against Hellenism. For further discussion of our view, 
that a growing cult whose structure was unfamiliar to the Roman authorities was gen-
uinely seen as threatening to the social order, see North (1979). 

85 We discussed above, pp. 42-3, the absence from traditional state cult of 'personal 
commitment' in modern terms. 
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from Livy's narrative, füll as it is of family tensions.86 The Roman family 
was firmly based on the authority of the father over all his descendants, who 
formed a religious as well as a worldly Community. It would have been dis-
turbing and quite unacceptable that a man, or still worse a woman or child, 
of this Community should take action that transferred their obedience to 
new and unauthorized groups, such as the Bacchists. This was a religious 
phenomenon of which Roman tradition, so far as we know, had no experi
ence at a l l . 8 7 The position of women within the cult may also have been a 
particularly sensitive issue at this time. "We certainly hear of the involve
ment of women in the groups, though the hostility of our sources seems to 
be directed more against the addition of men to what had been thought to 
be a female cult, than against the women as such; certainly the final regula-
tions allow the continuation of female priests while banning male ones, 
and attendance at the cult's meetings seems to be referred to as 'being pre-
sent among the <female> Bacchants', as though that is the primary form of 
the cult. 8 8 

The sources that happen to survive thus give us a brief flash of enlight-
enment about the religious Situation of Roman Italy at this one moment, 
but leave us with problems about both the past and the future of these very 
important developments. So far as the past is concerned, we have already 
suggested that the disciplinary action taken by the praetor during the 
Second Punic War was somehow connected with the activities at that time 
of the Bacchic groups; the senate presumably already knew what was hap-
pening, at least to some extent, but preferred to take careful and restrained 
action rather than to precipitate the conflict as they did eventually in 186 
B . C . I t is important too that the earlier action was specifically concerned 
with the position of women. As for the future, we hear no more about 
Bacchic groups, but are left to decide whether that means that the suppres-
sion succeeded, or that the authorities lost filterest after the 180s B . C . 

Meanwhile, the Senates treatment of the cult of Magna Mater when it 
duly arrived suggests the same kind of suspicion of independent religious 
activity This cult was originally brought over with every sign of Roman 
enthusiasm and commitment. I t was invited on the Suggestion of the 
Sibylline books; Delphi was consulted; the goddess's symbol, a black stone, 
was shipped over from Pergamum and greeted by an appropriate miracle; 
after the end of the war, a new temple was built in a prominent position on 
the Palatine hi l l in Rome and new games started to be celebrated once the 

86 Not only in the stoiy of Aebutius himself, but in the reference to possible divisions 
within families when the news reaches the senate, Livy XXXIX. 14.4 = 12.1a. 

87 Gallini (1970) 20-5; North (1979). 
88 Male membership of the cult was envisaged, i f duly sanctioned; the point is that (both 

in symbol and legislation) the cult could be presented as i f it was essentially female. 
Instead of'being present among the <female> Bacchants', we might translate: 'going to 
the Bacchic women'. 

96 



2.3 Reactions to change 

dedication had taken place, and possibly earlier.89 So far, we have the nor
mal pattern of an invitation to a new deity in a war-crisis, followed b y the 
offering of temple, worship and so on. 

It was during this second phase that various restraints and controls on 
the cult and various unusual characteristics become apparent. There seems 
to have been a specific law passed in relation to this cult, known to us from 
Dionysius of Halicamassus: that no native-born Roman walks through the 
city dressed in bright clothes, begging for alms or accompanied by flute-
players, nor worships the goddess with wi ld Phrygian ceremonies.'90 We do 
not know the date of this legislation, but it seems most likely that it was 
part o f the early regulations for the cult in the second C e n t u r y B . C . 

Certainly the cult was carefully controlled: the Phrygian priest and priest-
ess who came with the cult were segregated and inaccessible to the Romans, 
their cultic activities were confined to the temple and to a single procession 
from which Roman Ci t izens were excluded. Meanwhile amongst them
selves the noble Romans set up new 'companionships' {sodalitates) to dine 
in the goddess's honour; of these the only members were the leading nobles 
themselves.91 No Roman Ci t izens, and perhaps not even their slaves, were 
allowed to become priests.92 The new games associated with the cult (the 
Megalesian Games) also had special rules attached to them: slaves were 
excluded and, for the first time, Senators were separated from non-senators 
in the audience.93 

One possible explanation of these unusual regulations is that the 
Romans discovered the undesirable features of the cult o n l y when the black 
stone and its accompanying priests arrived. Unti l that point they had never 
heard of the self-castrated priests, the wi ld music and chanting, the danc-
ing to ecstasy, or the dying god Attis, all of which were characteristic of the 
cult in Asia Minor. The regulations followed as they discovered all these 
(undesirable) things about the cult; the delay between the arrival of the 
black stone in 204 B . C . and the real launching of temple and games in 194 

89 The main sources: Livy XXIX. 10.4-11.8; 14.5 = 2.7a; Ovid, Fasti IV.247-348. 
General discussion and the introduction of the cult: Graillot (1912); Lambrechts 
(1951); (1952); Börner (1964); Thomas (1984) 1525-8; Vermaseren (1977); Turcan 
(1989) 42-6; Beard (1994); Borgeaud (1996) 89-130. The introduction specifically: 
Bremmer in Bremmer and Horsfall (1987) 105-11; Gruen (1990) 5-33. Temple: Map 
1 no. 13. 

90 Roman AntiquitiesW. 19 = 8.7a. This regulation (banning native Romans from distinc-
tively Eastern aspects of the cult) is puzzling in some respects - not least in its reference 
to 'native-born Romans', not (in those terms at any rate) a recognised category in 
Roman legislation. 

91 Cicero, On Old Age A5; Aulus Gellius, AtticNigbts II.24.2; see also the entiy in the cal
endar of Praeneste (4 April) = 3.3b. Discussion: Versnel (1980) 108-11. 

92 Dionysius of Halicamassus, Roman Antiquities 11.19 = 8.7a; for the prohibition on 
slaves, Graillot (1912) 76 (an inference from a story at Obsequens 44a). 

93 The Megalesian Games: Wiseman (1974) 159-69. The later development of this ten-
dency towards the structured presenration of the Citizens: Rawson (1987). 
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B . C . could thus be explained by their hesitation as they round out the a w f u l 

truth of a cult that was wildly too foreign to fit into even the most expan
sive definition of what was Roman. 9 4 This may seem to imply too simple-
minded a picture of the Senates role; and of course we are well-informed 
neither about the Romans' expectations of the cult nor about the reality 
they found. In one respect, however, archaeological evidence from the tem
ple suggests that there is something in the view that the new cult brought 
with it elements the senate had not anticipated. Under the level of the orig
inal platform the excavators found a cache of simple terracottas of the 
Magna Mater's companion - or companion god - Att is . 9 5 This was a sur
prising find, because on the basis of the other evidence the importance of 
Attis in Rome originated in the first C e n t u r y A . D . and his presence under 
the Republic, let alone from the very beginning, would not otherwise have 
been known. 9 6 Secondly, the poor q u a l i t y of the terracottas suggests not an 
official offering but a group of poor devotees of the cult. Once again, we 
seem to find here the hint of a religious life in Rome far more various than 
the official record allows us to see. 

Whatever should be the I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of any of these events, i t is the 
aftermath of the Bacchanalia that sets the most difficult problems. O f the 
fate of the Bacchic groups after 180 B . C . , we have no In fo rmat ion at all; it 
seems impossible that the Romans should have unintentionally eliminated 
the cult, but it certainly ceased to be a problem for them. Perhaps, it went 
U n d e r g r o u n d for a time and then became less aggressive and more accept-
able within traditional structures; perhaps, in any case the religious author-
ities came to accept such forms of religion more readily. It seems to be 
characteristic of the worship of Bacchus to fluctuate between periods of 
enthusiastic renewal and periods of domestication. I t is certainly a tamed 
version of the cult that we meet again in the imperial period. But an impor
tant part of the a r g u m e n t we have presented suggests that, by the first 
decade of the second Cen tury , this form of g r o u p cult, at odds with ttadi-
tional modes of behaviour, was well established and widesptead in Italy. As 
we shall show, it was the group cult, depending on voluntary adherence, 
that was in the end to bring the most radical changes to Roman religious 
life. The Bacchic groups of Italy were the first example of the problems that 
could arise; later groups were to become more and more independent, to 
develop their own ideas and value-systems, to be more and more deeply in 
conflict wi th the established social and family structures. 

94 First games 194 B . C . : Livy XXXIV.54 (alternatively, following Livy XXXVL36, in 191 
B.c. ) ; for a sculptured relief depicting the arrival, 2.7b. 

95 Main publication: Romanelli (1963); some of the terracottas are illustrated, 2.7d. The 
correct chronology of the development of the temple: Coarelli (1977a) 11-13; (1982) 
39-41. 

96 Lambrechts (1962); Vermaseren (1977) 43. 
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4. Priests in politics 

By the last C e n t u r y of the Republic, the membership and activities of the 
priestly Colleges had unmistakeably become controversial political' issues, 
much more directly than the traditional connection between politics and 
religion in Roman public life would imply. The series of laws that regulated 
the System of selecting the priests would make that clear by itself. We shall 
discuss these in greater detail in the next chapter.97 But the proposal that 
new priests should be chosen by populär election (replacing the old System 
of co-optation by the College) first arose to our knowledge in 145 B . c . ; 9 8 

and we need to consider at this point whether the highly political character 
of the republican priesthoods was a radically new development in the late 
Republic, or a gradual development and exaggeration of mid-republican 
conditions, or whether it quite simply reflects the traditional conditions of 
Roman public religion, made apparent for the first time, through the bet
ter and more direct quality of the sources available for the lifetime and 
memory span of Cicero and his contemporaries. Were the priesthoods 
monopolized by members of the élite? I f so, how? Were the priests therefore 
entirely political in their activities and importance? In this section these 
questions wi l l be considered in relation to the Situation of the third and sec
ond centuries; the next section wi l l analyse the particular religious atmos-
phere o f the years before the radical changes in political life that date from 
the 130s B . C . , particularly associated with the attempted reforms of the two 
brothers Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus.99 

In the third C e n t u r y B . C . , the character and activities of the Roman 
priestly Colleges were still, in general, as they had been since the founda-
tion of the Republic; only their membership had been changed to admit 
the plebeians and expand the number of places in the Colleges (according 
to the terms of a law {lex Ogulnia) passed in 300 B . C . ) . 1 0 0 At some date, as 
we have seen, probably in the course of the third Century itself, a form of 
election was adopted as a means of selection of the pontifex maximus;101 we 
have no way of knowing exactly how the selection had been made before 
this reform was passed, whether by vote of the members of the College or 
just by seniority, as seems very likely for the early republican period, when 
the College had been so much smaller. In any case, it seems highly probable 
that the reform should be connected with the lex Ogulnia, since the choice 
between possible plebeian and patrician candidates wi l l automatically have 
arisen as a result of the new law and must have raised sensitive political 

97 Below, pp. 135-7. 
98 Cicero, On Friendship 96; cf. Brutus 83; On the Nature ofthe Gods I I I . 5; On the State 

VÌ.2.MRR 1.469, 470. 
99 For the period of change 133-79 B . C . , Brunt (] 971) 74-111. 

100 Above, pp. 64, 68. 
101 Above, p. 68. The first reported election is that in 212 B . c . (see n.104, below). 
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issues. The electoral System adopted was known as voting by the 'lesser 
part o f the people' {minorparspopuh): that is to say, only seventeen out of 
the t h i r t y - f i v e voting 'tribes', chosen by lot on each occasion, voted; 1 0 2 in 
explicitly not giving the power of decision to the people as a whole, this 
voting system suggests some compunction or perhaps some O p p o s i t i o n 

about the idea of populat election for a religious office. It is certain that the 
candidates had already to be pontifices before they could stand and that 
they had to be nominated by existing members; this ensured that any new 
pontifex maximus would be acceptable to the existing ones, but the reform 
also made it possible for the less senior members of the College to compete 
in an election. The result may well have been to make the pontifex max
imus a more important figure than he had been before: at least we hear of 
prominent plebeian pontifices maximi in the years that follow; 1 0 3 and 
before the end of the C e n t u r y we first meet the phenomenon of a y o u n g 

noble being elected over the heads of older competitors and so promoting 
his career in a way later associated wi th the rise of Julius Caesar, who was 
elected pontifex maximus in 63 B . C . immediately before his spectacular 
emergence as a political force in the following years.104 So whether or not 
the cause of this change was political, the eventual consequences certainly 
were; it is at least possible that this was an important step towards the 
politicization of the Colleges. 

In the early years of the second Century Livy reports very briefly another 
reform that may also reflect political issues, though once again our knowledge 
of it is very l imi ted . 1 0 5 We are dealing with a major political and religious 
event, in this case nothing less than the creation of a complete new College 

of priests, one of the four 'major Colleges' (along with the pontifices, augures 
and decemvirî) as they were later called. It was a reform that was presumably 
enacted by a vote of the people, though there is no way of knowing whether 
the senate or other priests in particular proposed or supported the bill . At first, 
this new priesthood consisted of only three members, later seven. Their duties 
were connected quite specifically with the rituals of the games and their title 
{triumviri epulones) with the feast of Jupiter {epulum Iovis- see Fig. 2.5) which 
was a feature of the Roman and the Plebeian Games, the oldest and most 
important. 1 0 6 The duties they took on had presumably been the responsibil-
ity of the pontifices themselves in earlier years;107 and the I n s t i t u t i o n must at 

102 This is clear from Cicero, On the Agrariern Law 11.16. Voting procedures: Taylor 
(1966) 59-83 (82 on election of pontifex maximus). 

103 The succession from Tiberius Coruncanius (mid-third Century) onwards: J.-C. 
Richard (1968); Szemler (1972) 78-9. 

104 The young noble was Publius Licinius Crassus, in the first reported election to the 
office in 212 B.c.: Livy XXV.5.2-4; MRR 1.271; Szemler (1972) 30, 105-7. Caesar: 
Taylor (1942). 

105 Livy ΧΧΧΙΠ.42.1; Mit« 1.336. 
106 Above, ρ. 40. 
107 That is the implication of Cicero (Orator I I I . 73). The fact that they became one of the 
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Fig. 2.5 Coin 
issued by Caius 
Coelius Caldus in 
51 B . C . , the year 
before he was 
quaestor to Cicero. 
The central element 
is a figure placing 
food on a table, 
which bears the 
inscription 'L . 
Caldus Vl lv i r 
epu(lo)'. This is 
presumably a 
representation of 
the moneyer's 
father, Lucius 
Coelius Caldus, 
who was a member 
of the epulones. It is 
the only known 
portrayal of the 
preparation of the 
epulum Iovis. 

1 I'-Jk. 

one level reflect the growth of the games in the third C e n t u r y and hence the 
complexity of the rituals connected with them. However, it was not priests, 
whether pontifices or epulones, but magistrates who actually administered the 
games. The priests wi l l have had a role in the rituals, but essentially provided 
a source of expert advice about ritual procedure and problems. The most 
tempting explanation is that the intended function of the College was to act 
as a check on the activities of the magistrates who actually held the games. A 
profitable career could be built at this period by using conspicuous expendi-
ture on the games as one of the first rungs (the aedileship) of the political 
ladder: this lavish display was supposed to ensure rapid election to the 
higher ranks (praetorship and consulship), at which serious warfare and 
serious profits would follow. In the years preceding this bill , the plebeian 
aediles in particulat had been very successful in being elected to the praetor
ship during the year of their aedileship, in fact within a short period of their 
holding these games.108 

It is possible that one other structural change was made to the priestly 
order in the second C e n t u r y B . C . The haruspices, as we saw in chapter 1, had 
originally been (in some sense) outside the Roman religious order — 'called 
in' from Etruria for advice about points of ritual, especially in the case of 
prodigies. 1 0 9 By the early Empire it seems quite clear that, while not becom-
ing a College in the proper sense, they had been formed into a unity for 
Roman purposes, with a fixed approved list of sixty members.1 1 0 Cicero 
reports that the senate once passed a decree to encourage the maintenance 
of the art of haruspicy within the leading families of the Etruscan cities. 1 1 1 

He gives no date, 1 1 2 but i f this decree was passed in the middle of the second 
Century , as seems most likely, then we might look for signs of revival of their 

four senior Colleges of Rome suggests that they could be consulted on points of law and 
authority; see Cicero, On the Response of the Haruspices 21. 

108 Scullard (1973) 24-5; on the games and politics, Morgan (1990). 
109 Above, pp. 19-20. 
110 Thulin (1906-09); above, p. 20. 
111 Cicero, On DivinationlSl; Valerius Maximus, Memorable Deeds andSayingslA .3; cf. 

Tacitus, AnnalsXlA5; below, p. 113. 
112 Or at least only the vaguest indication: 'at the time when the empire was flourishing' 

(Cicero, On Divination I . 92). 
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Fig. 2.6 Coins 
(silver denarii) 
issued by Marcus 
Volteius in 78 B . C . : 
(a) the Capitoline 
temple (on the 
reverse, Jupiter); 
(b) Erymanthian 
Boar, as one of 
Hercules' labours 
(rev. Hercules); 
(c) Ceres in chariot 
drawn by snakes, 
holding torches (rev. 
Liber); (d) Cybele 
(Magna Mater) in 
chariot drawn by 
lions (rev. ?Arris); 
(e) Tripod (rev. 
Apollo). Four of the 
five types refer to 
the deities 
connected with the 
main sets of annual 
games (the Roman 
Games (a); the 
Games of Ceres (c); 
of Magna Mater (d); 
of Apollo (e)). 
Herculesmust here 
represent the 
Plebeian Games, 
though these are 
usually connected 
rather with Jupiter. 

influence. For these years Livy's record gives the haruspices a major and 
growing role: not only d o reports o f theif responses become more regulär in 
the second C e n t u r y B . C . , but they seem increasingly W i l l i n g to depart from 
the Roman tradition in offering not just ritual recommendations, but also 
interpretations and prophecies.1 1 3 At the same time there are signs of a 
revival of interest in Etruscan records and traditions. 1 1 4 

The membership of the three most senior priestly Colleges is better 
known for the late third and early second centuries than for any other period 
of the Republic; the names of many priests are also known in the late repub
lican period, but only the surviving books of Livy provide us with methodi-
cal In fo rmat ion by reporting the deaths and successions in the different 
Colleges. Throughout this period new priests were always chosen (co-opted) 
by the existing members of the College. Livy's record means that we can in 
principle identify all, or almost all, the priests who would have been 

113 The response quoted by Cicero in On the Response ofthe Haruspices (= 7.4a) gives an 
idea of the kind of response Livy must be reporting from a Century earlier. 

114 Etruscan prophecy: Heurgon (1959); cf. Turcan (1976). 
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members o f a College at the time of a particular co-optation, and would have 
taken part in the selection of the new priest. Information of this quality comes 
only from the years covered by Livy's Books X X I - X L V ; that is the years 
218-167 B.c. For the augures and the pontifices, there are füll lists for much 
of the time (and it is these priesthoods that wi l l form the basis of our discus
sion); but the record preserved of the decemviri sacrisfaciundis seems for some 
reason to have omitted half the ten places in the College; for the epulones, we 
know the names of the very first members, but cannot know whether Livy 
reports ali the changes thereafter; for other less prominent priests, as we have 
noted before, we have no methodical record at ali; even for important 
groups such as the fetiales or the haruspices, we know no single name. Even 
given these limitations it is possible to reach some firm conclusions about 
Roman priestly Colleges and their methods of recruitment. 1 1 5 

It is quite clear that, at least in the Colleges for which füll lists survive, the 
priesthoods were virtually monopolized by members of the best estab
lished, elite families. Leading figures almost always held priesthoods, some
times when quite young; 1 1 6 and the priestly lists co-incide to a striking 
degree with lists of the most successful and powerful generals and politi-
cians of the day. 1 1 7 Just occasionally, a less predictable name turns up; and 
there are occasions when selection to a priesthood comes late in a man's 
career, even following his consulship - but this is usually the case only for 
those of less distinguished ancestry.118 From the point of view of the elite as 
a group, this is ali perfectly predictable and corresponds, as we mentioned 
in chapter 1, to Cicero's description of one of the striking characteristics of 
the Roman religious system, that the same men hold both priesthoods and 
political offices.119 

This monopoly has another characteristic, equally typical of the Roman 
republican order. Priesthoods were not just kept within a limited group of 
families but also shared amongst these families according to what seem to 
be aeeepted but unwritten principles; there were oceasional exceptions, but 
as a general rule: 
(a) no gens (elan) holds more than one place in any College at the same 

time; 
(b) no individual holds more than one priesthood, or at least not more 

than one in the Colleges to which our lists apply. 1 2 0 

This is a striking example of the sharing of power, honour and responsibility 

115 Szemler (1972) 157-62. 
116 North (1990) 533. 
117 The lists in Szemler (1972) 182-8 give a useful overview of career patterns, though not 

reliable in detail. 
11 8 Most o f the known cases fall in the 190s and 180s B.c.: Szemler (1972) 182-8. Most 

notable are the succession of pontifices nos. 15-19 (Szemler); this must imply that the 
College was deliberately co-opting more senior men at this period. 

119 On his House 1 = 8.2a. 
120 North (1990). 
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widely through the élite that characterized the republican System. And it is 
all the more striking because, at least in principle, the System of co-optation 
should have provided the opportunity for the concentration of continuing 
control of the College in the hands of some dominant group of political allies. 
Once any group had a voting maj ority in a College o f nine members, it should 
have been simplicity itself to establish permanent control and this would 
become detectable in the record. Yet so far as we can judge, all the leading fam
ilies maintain a share in the Colleges and none ever establishes an impressive 
concentration. Another striking feature is that families move from one Col
lege to another over the generations and do not seem to establish an inher-
ited preference for one College rather than another.1 2 1 This seems to fit the 
same pattern: i f a priests son was able to reach his own priesthood before his 
father's death that would have to mean seeking a place in a College other than 
his father's (because of the rule against two members of the same gens simuì-
taneously being members of the same priesthood). Sons do sometimes suc-
ceed fathers in the same priesthood after their death, but this is not a regulär 
pattern. 1 2 2 

The evidence of membership leaves no doubt that the senior priestly 
Colleges were an important perquisite of the members of the ruling class 
and that they took a great deal of trouble to make sure that the places were 
properly allocated, like other sources of honour and power, amongst them
selves. Precisely because the members were the great successful politicians 
of the period, it has been assumed that their motives for wanting religious 
office must also have been political not religious: hence the widespread 
assumption that the actions of the Colleges and their members were entirely 
motivated by politics. 

The reports we have about the priestly Colleges in this period do not in 
fact explicitly reveal the use, or abuse, of their authority for narrowly polit
ical purposes. No doubt, a l l kinds of interests were canvassed (or, at least, 
in the background) when decisions or co-optations were discussed in the 
meetings of the priestly Colleges - from the high-minded to the blatantly 
self-interested. But when Livy reports their actions, as he does on many 
occasions, he virtually never gives substantial grounds for thinking that 
their decisions were politically motivated or that conflict between rival 
groups found expression through religious interpretations or rulings. Here 
as so often, however, i t is possible that Livy, or the sources he was using, 
deliberately imposed a particular view on the evidence: because he saw reli
gious conflict for political reasons as part of the deterioration of behaviour 
associated with the very last years of the Republic, he therefore eliminated 
any trace of it in his accounts of earlier generations - or simply failed to 

121 North (1990) 532-4. 
122 For example, pontifices 16 and 20 (Szemler): decemviri sacris faciundis 4, 5 and 13 

(Szemler). For the puzzling case of the two Scipios (Scipio Nasica Corculum and 
Scipio Nasica Serapio), Norrh (1990) 533-4. 
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recognize it. Modern political historians have given themselves a generous 
licence to exploit this gap (as they see it) in Livy's account and have in con-
sequence sought to interpret all religious conflict in this earlier period as 
rooted in political Opposition. A l l the incidents discussed over the next f e w 
pages have been interpreted as attempts by one group to gain advantage 
against another through the completely cynical manipulation of the sacred 
law (ius divinum).113 

We are concerned with a series of incidents in which conflict arises 
between priests or between priests and magistrates. The style of these inci
dents itself repays attention. Characteristically, they turn on points of reli
gious law, with the ptiests (or one group of priests) resisting some practical 
or innovative proposal on the grounds that it is against custom and rule 
(ius). Thus, for instance the pontifices in 222 B . C . prevented Marcus 
Claudius Marcellus from adding the cult of Virtus to an existing temple of 
Honos, on the grounds that it was essential for each of the deities to have 
their own chapel (celld) — so that, it was argued, in the event of a lightning 
stroke it would be clear who was the offended deity to whom the appropri-
ate sacrifices should be made. 1 2 4 Or again, in 200 B . C . , the pontifex maximus 
protested against a proposal that a vow should not include the specification 
of a fund through which the gods would be repaid for their co-operation i f 
the terms of the vow were fulfilled. 1 2 5 Similarly, in 176 B . C . there was a 
debate involving the 'experts in the sacred law' (ius divinum) as to whether 
an irregularity had occurred in the religious proceedings of a defeated gen
eral. 1 2 6 A l l these incidents involve disputed points of law, on which differ
ent views could be, and no doubt were, taken. 

Obviously, these disputes did have a political aspect; the figures involved 
are either leading politicians and generals or have ambitions to become 
such. The conflict is about points of religious propriety, almost of etiquette, 
and perhaps it is helpful to think of the losers as losing public face rather 
than any specific political advantage. Marcellus, for instance, had to bow to 
the decision of the pontifices and build his temple to their plan not to his 
own; Honos and Virtus had their separate chapels. A l l the same, public face 
was very important in a politicians career, a substantial part in the con-
struction of his auctoritas ('authority'). Marcellus must have hoped that his 
friends in the College would support his case and that they would carry the 
vote. 

123 For example, Münzer (1920) 261-3; Scullard (1973) 87-8 (and n. 3); 166-7 (and 
n.3). 

124 Livy XXV.40.1-3; XXVH.25.7--9; cf. Cicero, Against Verres II.4.120-23; On the 
Nature of the Gods IIA; On the State 1.21; Asconius, Commentary on Cicero's Speech 
against Pisa 12C. 

125 LivyXXXI.9.5-10. 
126 Livy XLI. 15.1-4; 18.7-8; 18.14-16; Valeton (1895) 61-4; Linderski (1986) 2173-5, 

2184-6; Rosenstein (1990) 88-90. 
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But the strictly 'political' interpretation would have to go much further 
than this: i t would need to assume that it was only the political considera-
tions that were relevant, while the legal-religious issues mattered not at all. 
This hypothesis is about as improbable as could be. I t involves assuming, 
without any justification, that Romans of a C e n t u r y or more before Cicero's 
time were far more radically sceptical than he ever was (a man who repeat-
edly emphasized in public pronouncements and 'private' letters, as we shall 
see, the importance of maintaining forms and proprieties in public behav-
iour). In the absence of any clear evidence at all, the only way of defending 
this purely political analysis is to take it as referring not to public argument 
or parade, but to secret motives undisclosed at the time. O f course, we can 
always speculate about secret motives; but there is not much to distinguish 
such speculation from sheer fantasy. 

The issues of this debate are best considered in the context of a particu
lar sequence of conflicts between 242 B . C . and 131 B . C . in which successive 
pontifices maximi sought to prevent colleagues from taking actions w h i c h 

would allegedly have violated their sacred obligations. 1 2 7 The details of 
these incidents differ, but their background and structure is much the 
same. As we saw in chapter 1, within the College of pontifices both the rex 
sacrorum and the three major flamines were subject to limitations on their 
political activities. The rawas not allowed to hold any magistracy at all; he 
was bound by the very principle on which the Republic was founded — that 
the king should never hold political authority. The flamen Dialis had a 
whole battery of restrictions and taboos, in addition to his ritual duties, 
that would have made it impossible for h im to have carried out the duties 
of a magistrate in command of armies and provinces.1 2 8 Even the office o f 
a magistrate at Rome itself would raise the problem that the flamen could 
not bind himself by an oath (as magistrates might be required to do) and 
the flamen Dialis was for many years regarded as ineligible for any o f f i ce . It 
is not known how many of these regulations applied to the flamines of Mars 
and Quirinus; though we know that they had at least some rituals to be per-
formed a t specific times in Rome, requiring their presence in the city. 1 2 9 It 
is these restrictions on political action that the pontifex maximus repeatedly 
acted to maintain - in the face of priests who repeatedly wished t o assume 
another public office o r military command. 

The procedure w e are dealing with was quite consistent. The pontifex 
imposed his fine (multa) o n the priest he wished to restrain; the legal basis 
of this action is not known, but he could use a fine not only against priests 

127 A thorough summary and analysis of the evidence: Bleicken (1957a); (1957b). 
128 Above, pp. 28-9. 
129 The flamen Quirinalishad to be in Rome for the Robigalia (25 April), Scullard (1981) 

108; the Consualia (15 December), Scullard (1981) 177; and, no doubt, the 
Quirinalia (17 February) - since it was the festival of his own god. For the patchiness 
of our knowledge, Rohde (1936) 100-7. 
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o f his own College, but against magistrates who were not priests and even a 
private man whom he intended to inaugurate as a priest. The muka was, 
however, subject to appeal; and the pattern was for a hearing to take place, 
through the agency of a tribune of the plebs, before the Roman people who 
had the final powet of decision. Even on this issue, where the legal rules of 
the College of pontificeswere at issue, the decision was not left to the priests 
alone. On the other hand, the priestly viewpoint regularly won in the end: 
in every case we know where a decision was reached in this way, the flamen 
was instructed to obey the pontifex maximus, and only when he did so was 
the threat of the fine withdrawn. 1 3 0 

There is no reason to deny that factional and political issues wi l l have 
been at stake in some of these conflicts; in 131 B.c., the pontifex maximus 
was himself one of the rival candidates for the particular command which 
he forbade the flamen to undertake, so he can hardly be said to have had no 
interest.1 3 1 We also have one explicit reference in the historian Tacitus 
(writing in the early second century A . D . ) to these very incidents, in which 
he implies that it was hatred not principle that caused the trouble. 1 3 2 

However, this allegation is not Tacitus' own comment, but put in the 
mouth of a priest who wanted to discredit these ancient precedents of 
enforcing the rules and restrictions; the text confirms that personal or polit
ical rivalry was one possible ancient Interpretation of what happened, but 
not that it was the only possible Interpretat ion. Two issues have been 
neglected unduly in the discussion. First, there was a real and important 
religious issue at stake in the series of conflicts. The priests in question 
wished to pursue their ambitions, but the priesthoods they held consti-
tuted an impediment. As we saw in the last chapter, this arose partly 
because there was a difference between their position and that of other 
members of the various Colleges: in that the rex and the flamines were 
unique priests whose obligations could not properly be fulfilled by other 
members of the pontifical C o l l e g e . 1 3 3 In the view of successive pontifices 
maximi, there was no alternative to their being in Rome at the time of the 
rituals to which they were tied. 

The second point that has been neglected is the normal result of these con
flicts. The debates were very public, leading to a populär vote, which was held 
to settle the matter. In every case, the populär vote supported the pontifex 
maximus in his defence of the sacred law and forced the would-be general to 

130 Ali the evidence is collected by Bleichen (1957b). Examples: Livy XXViI.8.4-10 = 
8.2d;XL.42.8-ll . 

131 Cicero, PhilippicsYl. 18. The consul Licinius Crassus Mucianus, in his capacity as pon
tifex maximus, restrained his colleague in the consulship, Lucius Valerius Flaccus (who 
was also flamen Martialis); he then won the vote and the military command, against 
Scipio Aemilianus. Discussion: Astin (1967) 234-5. 

132 The case is that of Servius Maluginensis: Tacitus, Annals III.58; below, p. 193. 
133 Below, pp. 131-2, for the functions of the flamen Dialis carried out by the pontifices, 

while the flaminate remained unfilled. 
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moderate his ambitions. So, e v e n i f one part of t h e truth in these cases is that 
animosities were let loose, another part of t h e truth is that an important prin-
ciple of the sacred law was attacked, defended and publicly vindicated. So far 
as t h e period here discussed is concerned, t h e result was victory not defeat for 
t h e religious authorities of Rome and their traditional rules. 

5. The religious Situation of the mid-second Century 

For t he middle years of the C e n t u r y our Information is quite different in 
character: after the end of t h e surviving text of Livy, we have only brief 
summaries of h i s books made in late antiquity and there is a general gap in 
o u r literary record of Roman life until the 130s B . C . 1 3 4 O n the other hand, 
we have for t h e very first time an analysis of the religion of Rome by a con
temporary observer, t h e Greek Polybius. 1 3 5 He is no mean witness, since he 
was well-informed a n d well-placed to make his observations. The son of a 
leading Greek politician of the 160s B . C . , he was brought to Italy as a 
hostage and (as we saw) lived in Rome for many years and came to have 
close contacts wi th members of t h e Roman él i te . 1 3 6 His history aimed to 
explain Rome's rise to power and its victory over the Greeks to a Greek (or 
Greek-speaking) audience.137 Polybius' is n o t at all a casual discussion of 
Roman religion: it comes at a critical point in his analysis of Rome's 
strengths, which is itself central to h i s whole explanation of her success. He 
argues t h a t t h e strength of t h e Romans, as against t h a t of t h e Greeks, 
derived to a significant extent from their religious customs. It is clear that 
he h a d been impressed by t h e care and scrupulousness with which he saw 
these matters being handled in Rome. The theory he offers is that religion 
should be seen as a means by which t h e ruling élite manipulated and disci-
plined their people; t h e Greek weakness lay in t h e decline of populär belief, 
which had in turn l e d to a weakening of the social order. Characteristically, 
however, Polybius managed to contradict his own theories by h i s own 
observations. He implies that in Rome as in Greece there was a gap between 
élite and populär attitudes - and that it was by élite manipulation of those 
populär religious attitudes that social order was maintained. But the exam
ple he gives to illustrate Roman piety is the behaviour of the magistrates, 
not the common people: Roman magistrates, unlike Greek ones, can be 
relied upon to keep the sacred oaths that they take. In other words, by 
focussing on the religious scrupulosity of the élite, he immediately contra-
dicts the gap in attitudes implied by his own theory. 

134 There are no Lives of Plutarch for this period; Appian's narrative of the Civil Wars 
Starts with the Gracchi; the relevant books of Cassius Dio are lost. 

135 Polybius VL56= 13.1b. 
136 Roman friends of Polybius: Astin (1967) 14-20; F.W.Walbank (1972) 8-13. 
137 Above, p. 74. 
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What is m o s t interesting about Polybius' discussion is not so much his 
own ideas as the context i n which they must have arisen and the discussion 
they would have provoked. His remarks could hardly have arisen in Isola
tion and they therefore suggest that religion in Rome was becoming a mat
ter f o r discussion and debate, at least so far as Polybius' noble Roman 
friends were concerned. It is certainly worth considering whether there are 
other signs of increasing self-consciousness about their religious traditions. 
In fact, it is a striking feature of the mid-second century that, in a period 
for which ali the continuous narrative sources fail us, a quite surprising 
amount of what we do know concerns religious matters; and a good deal 
of it suggests an atmosphere of controversy and reflection, but not yet of 
bitter conflict. 

In the first place there are indications that political conflict was getting 
far more closely involved with religious institutions - as is most obvious in 
evidence of legislation or attempted legislation. In 145 B . C . there was an 
attempt by a tribune, Caius Licinius, to introduce some form of election 
for priests instead of the traditional co-optation within the Colleges them-
selves. The proposal was eventually rejected or abandoned and it is only 
known because of a famous speech attacking the proposal by the friend of 
Scipio Aemilianus, Caius Laelius. Only small fragments of the speech sur
vive, but they suggest that he defended the priests' control over their own 
membership by emphasizing the arcane vocabulary and traditions of the 
Colleges.138 That kind of defence was perhaps to be expected; but the rea-
sons for the proposal are not so easy to see. It would be natural to expect 
such a proposal at a time when the membership of the Colleges and their 
activities could be perceived as S t a n d i n g in the way of populär legislation. 
I f so, we should assume, though we do not know of, controversial decisions 
by the priests in the 150s or early l40s B . C . It certainly is true that the 
augural College o f the 130s B . C . , about which we know a good deal from 
Cicero, contained a formidable block of supporters and relations of 
Aemilianus (of whom Laelius was one) — the first time, in fact, that we can 
detect one dominant group within a priestly College. I f this was true already 
by the l40s B . C . , then it would be an economical hypothesis to suggest that 
Laelius was defending the position of a dominant priestly group, which 
would have been precisely Licinius' target. 1 3 9 The guess cannot be con-
firmed. 

A second law, the lexAelia Fufia, this time passed successfully, also seems 

138 Fragments of the speech: Malcovati (1955) 117-18, especially fr. 15 & 16 = Cicero, 
On the Nature ofthe Gods III.43; On the StateVl.2.2. 

139 North (1990) 536-7 and n. 31. The idea of Licinius' proposal as a challenge to the 
authority of the traditional elite is supported by another reform associated with his 
name: he was reported to have been the first to challenge senatorial authority by turn-
ing his back on the senate house when speaking on the rostra, facing the people in the 
open space of the forum (a more than symbolic gesture also attributed to Gaius 
Gracchus); Cicero, On Friendship 96. 
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to b e l o n g to s o m e time around the 140s B . c . Again we owe our I n f o r m a t i o n 

to Cicero, 1 4 0 b u t on this occasion not in a mood of refined antiquarianism, 
but of raw political hostility, the mood in which his evidence is least to be 
trusted. While attacking the legislation of his enemy Clodius, he implies that 
it had destroyed the provisions of the lex Aelia Fufia on the procedure for 
obnuntiatio, that is, the announcement of signs from the gods that would pre-
vent the conduct of assemblies or other business. He claims that this law was 
one of the great bastions of resistance to the revolutionary schemes of later t r i -
bunes: that it was, in other words, a law that provided the legal mechanism 
for the senatorial traditionalists (the ' optimates) when they sought to cancel 
populär laws, from the 130s B . c . onwards. 1 4 1 The problem is that, though 
Cicero mentions the law often enough, he never gives any explicit I n f o r m a 

tion about its provisions; nor does any other source.1 4 2 But unless we are to 
think that he was simply inventing this legislation, it has to be accepted that 
obnuntiatio in the first Century rested, or partly rested, on this legislation, not 
simply on the ius (the sacred law) of the augures; the law must therefore have 
been an Intervention into that ius. That such laws as those of Licinius and 
Aelius should have been proposed after the clashes between radical and con-
servative that particularly characterized the period after 133 B . C . would be 
unsurprising; as it is, there is a strong Sugges t ion here that priests and poli
tics were in the realm of controversy much earlier than we should otherwise 
have expected; that the kind of political-cum-religious battles started much 
earlier than our surviving sources teil us. 1 4 3 

This Suggestion of controversy applies not only to political aspects but 
to a series of unusual ritual actions in these same decades. I t is tempting to 
speak here of a tendency to revivalism: for, although that might be too sim
ple a term to describe what was happening, rites were repeatedly respected 
that might well have been neglected or forgotten; and it seems likely that 
this reflects the ideas of leading priests such as Aemilius Paullus and his nat
ural son, Cornelius Scipio Aemilianus, 1 4 4 both of whom were augures. 

First, there was probably a celebration in 160 B . C . of the very infrequent 
augury of safety' {augurium salutis),Ul5 in which Aemilius Paullus was 

140 Cicero mentions these laws in his Speeches Against Piso 9, 10; Against Vatinius 5, 18, 
23, 37; On Behalf of Sestius 33, 114; On the Response of the Haruspices 58; After his 
Return, in the Senate 11; On the Consular Provinces 46. The only clue to date is pro
vided by Against Piso 10, where he speaks of the laws being 'about 100 years' {'centum 
propeannos) before 58 B.c. 

141 Cicero, Against Vatinius 18: 'these laws frequently weakened and repressed the out-
rages of the tribunes.' 

142 Hence the many theories on the subject (and Clodius' reform): Weinstock (1937c); 
Baisdon (1957); Sumner (1963); Astin (1964); Weintib (1970); T. Mitchell (1986). 

143 Taylor (1962) offers other arguments for seeing rhe political conflicts associated with 
the Gracchi stretching further back into the second Century B.c. 

144 He had been adopted by Publius Scipio. 
145 Plutarch, Aemilius Paullus 39. The nature of the ceremony mentioned, but not iden-

tified, by Plutarch is very likely to have been the augurium saluÜY, the date is hard to fix 
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involved just before his death. Then, in 149 B .c . , on the eve of the major 
wars in Africa and Greece, the games for Dis and Proserpina at the 
Terentum were celebrated for the second time. The first tevival of these 
games is likely to be the time when they were recognized as regulär centen-
nial games, again suggesting conscious decisions, presumably this time on 
the initiative of the decemviri sacris faciundis.146 The war against Carthage 
(the Thi rd Punic War, 149-146 B . C . ) brings more evidence: Aemilianus 
seems to have performed two archaic ceremonies: the 'devotion' of 
Carthage to the gods of the underworld 1 4 7 and the 'evocation' of the Juno 
of Carthage.1 4 8 In both cases, the formulae used have come down to us in 
Macrobius' Saturnalia (written soon after A . D . 431), where they are said to 
have been recorded i n the work of a certain 'Furius', who is probably 
Aemilianus' friend Lucius Furius Philus, consul in 136 B . C . 1 4 9 The gen-
uineness of these two documents has been questioned,1 5 0 but there is no 
strong reason to doubt that these were the formulae used in the l40s B . C . ; 
i f so, it is very significant that the same group of nobles were reviving them, 
using them, and recording them in their writings. 

The 130s B . C . saw the sequence continue and it becomes easier to judge 
what was happening. Düring the Spanish wars of these years, several Com
manders found themselves in acute military difficulties and one of them, 
Hostilius Mancinus, the consul of 137 B . C . , made a treaty on his own 
authority with the Numantines after his army was trapped. The senate 
refused to endorse his treaty. Following ancient precedents the renunciation 
of the treaty was marked by handing over the Commander to the enemy. 
Mancinus was duly surrendered to the Numantines by the fetiales, naked 
and bound. 1 5 1 The Numantines refused to accept him, but the tteaty was 
still regarded by the Romans as nuli and void . 1 5 2 Both Furius and Aemilianus 
were involved in these events; but whether or not the religious device by 
which the treaty was renounced was their doing, there seems to be an 
inescapable connection between the actions of the 130s and the historical 

precisely but there were few occasions when the Romans were not involved in major 
warfare (a requirement for the fulfilment of the ritual). The significance of the 
augurium salutis: below, p. 188. Discussion: Liegle (1942). 

146 Saecular Games: above, pp. 71-2; below, pp. 201-6. 
147 This ceremony is clearly related to the devotiooîthe Roman general (above, pp. 35-6), 

but concerns the whole (enemy) town, not the individual Commander: Versnel 
(1976). 

148 Above, p. 82 (for the earlier 'placating' of the goddess). 
149 Macrobius, Saturnalialll.9.6-11. Furius' writings are not otherwise known. 
150 Wissowa (1907); Latte (1960a) 125 and n.2. Rawson (1973) 168-72 reviews the evi

dence. It has been thought decisive that there is no evidence for a temple of Juno of 
Carthage in Rome; but as we see below (pp. 132-4), some later forms of evocatio 
involved a new temple erected on provincial territory. 

151 Cicero, On Duties III.109. Other sources: MRRIAM-5. 
152 Discussion: Astin (1967) 132-3; Crawford (1973); Rosenstein (1990) 136-7, 

148-50. 
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precedent of the Battle ofthe Caudine Forks in the Samnite Wars (321 B . C . ) , 

after which the treaty was said to have been renounced in the same way 1 5 3 It 
is possible either that the Caudine Forks provided the example for the 
handing over of Mancinus or that the history of the battle was recon-
structed to reflect the second-century events. Either way the link between 
the two seems inescapable. We have a clear case of religious action and anti
quarian research re-inforcing one another. 

These individual incidents may not, on their own, prove very much. But 
i t seems hard not to see connections between these various conscious 
exploitations of the past as a model for present action: the speech of Laelius, 
the revival of the ludi at the Terentum, the rituals at Carthage, the handing 
over of Mancinus. A l l suggest that, at least within a group of aristocratic 
allies, there was a self-conscious awareness of the religious tradition of the 
past and the need to preserve it . I t is not therefore very surprising to find 
that the same years saw the first attempts to write about the teligious cus-
toms of Rome. These attempts are best attested by the works that deal 
directly with religious antiquities, such as the book ascribed to Fabius 
Pictor (probably not Fabius Pictor the Roman historian writing in Greek in 
the late third century B.C . , but an antiquarian ofthe mid-second century 
B . C . ) . The few surviving fragments show us at least one of the concerns of 
this work: that is the detailed recording of the regulations, dress and prac
tices of some of the oldest priesthoods.1 5 4 Most famous and extensive are 
the details of the taboos of the flamen Dialis, preserved for us by the later 
antiquarian Aulus Gellius, but taken from Fabius' work . 1 5 5 Much the same 
preoccupations are strongly suggested by the antiquarian elements in the 

153 Crawford(1973). 
154 Fragments: Peter (1906-14) 1.114-16 (with clxxiv-vi) . 
15 5 Ante Nights X. 15 = 8. I b . 
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Fig. 2.7 Altar f rom 
Rome, the so-called 
'Altar o f Domitius 
Ahenobarbus'. The 
side illustrated (now 
in Paris) originally 
formed one of four; 
the other three (now 
in Munich) show 
the marriage of 
Neptune, probably 
impiying that the 
altar derived from a 
temple of Neptune. 
In the centre, at an 
altar, a magistrate, 
with attendant, 
waits to sacrifice; the 
victims (ox, pig and 
sheep) approach 
from the right, in 
procession with 
soldiers; on the left, 
a group of Romans 
wearing togas (i.e. 
not in military dress) 
Surround a man 
with a writing tablet. 
The most likely 
Interpretation is that 
the scene depicts the 
duties of a censor: 
recording the census 
of Citizens (left); and 
performing the 
'lustral' sacrifice 
(suovetaurilid), 
which marked the 
period of the census. 
The sacrificer is 
possibly (though not 
certainly) Domitius 
Ahenobarbus, censor 
in 115 B . C . (Height, 
0.82m., length 
5.66m.) 

writing of the very first Latin-writing historians - Cato, Gellius and Piso, 
writing in the mid second century. 1 5 6 In all of them, religious notices of one 
kind or another are strikingly prominent. 

The best indication that there is some connection between a policy of 
defending and restoring 'native' practices and suspecting and rejecting 'for
eign' ones, comes from two senatorial decrees, one of which certainly 
belongs to this period, the other very probably. The first is datedto 139 B . C . 
and provided for the expulsion of astrologers amongst others from Rome 
because they were exploiting a bogus art for profit . 1 5 7 The second, as we 
have seen, provided for the encouragement of the discipline of the harus
pices among the aristocratic families of Etruria ' in case such a great art 
should through the weakness of men lose its true religious authority and be 
subordinated to trade and profit ' . 1 5 8 Nervousness about the paid diviner 
and the power he might generate is of course common to both actions and 
no doubt did provide a large part of the motivation. But the key difference 
is evidently that the art of the haruspices was now established as part of the 
senate's armoury for coping with problems and must therefore be revived 
and defended as part of the 'Roman' tradition. 1 5 9 

The rituals and festivals of Rome provided for Romans and non-
Romans at ali periods a demonstration of what was most traditional and 
typical about the history and life of Rome; a demonstration of what 
counted as Roman. Rome in the second century B . C . was a quite different 
city from the Rome that we explored in the first chapter. By this period 
Romans were (and knew themselves to be) a world power; the small city-
state on the Tiber was already well on the way to being the multicultural 
cosmopolis that wi l l form the subject of the rest of the book. The ancient 
religious traditions of the city - Rome's relations with its divine Cit izens -

explained Rome's rise to power, represented its success and ensured its con-
tinuance for the future. The constructive revival of old, half-forgotten ritu
als played a key role in the extension of Roman horizons. It was an assertion 
that the religious traditions of early Rome ordered the imperial universe. 
But in the next chapter we shall see how fragile that assertion could some
times seem in the political life of the late republican city - where the stakes 
were nothing less than world rule for the Roman people and (close to) 
absolute power for their political leaders. 

156 Latte (1960b); Rawson (1976). 
157 Valerius Maximus, Memorable Deeds andSayings 1.3.2. There is no doubt about the 

expulsion of Chaldaei (Chaldaeans), that is astrologers; the identity of a second group 
referred to, probably Jews, is less certain. Expulsions in general: below, pp. 231-2. 

158 Cicero, On Divinationl.92. 
159 Paraded revival of haruspicy under the emperor Claudius: Tacitus, Annais X I . 15; 

below, pp. 210; 228. 
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O n 29 September 57 B . C . the pontifical College met in Rome to decide the 
fate o f Cicero's house. Cicero's savage repression of the conspiracy of 
Catiline in 63 B . C . (a dastardly revolutionary plot, or a storm in a tea-cup, 
depending on your point of view) had rebounded on him. Publius Clodius 
Pulcher, his personal and political enemy, had taken advantage o f Cicero's 
illegal execution of Roman Cit izens among the conspirators without even 
the semblance of a trial; and in 58 B . C . — with his old enemy clearly in mind 
- had passed a law condemning to exile anyone who had failed to adopt the 
proper legal procedures in putting a C i t i zen to death. Cicero was forced t o 

leave the city, while Clodius promptly celebrated his victory with the 
destruction of Cicero's house and by consecrating on part of its site a shrine 
to the goddess Liberty, Liberias (a devastatingly loaded, or intentionally 
irritating, choice of deity, no doubt - for it was the principles of libertas that 
Cicero was charged with violating). But, in the switchback politics of the 
50s, the tables soon turned once more. By 57 Cicero had been recalled, and 
the senate, faced with the problem of his property, referred to the pontifices 
the question of whether or not the consecration of the site had been valid; 
whether or not, in other words, Cicero could have his land back. After 
hearing representatives from both sides, the College decided that, as the 
consecration had been carried out without the authorization of the Roman 
people (and so was invalid), the site could be returned to Cicero. The sen
ate confirmed the decision - and Cicero set about re-building.1 

What sets this incident apart from any of the religious events we have 
touched on in earlier chapters is the survival of the speech that Cicero deliv-
ered to the pontifices on the occasion of the hearing. We do not, in other 
words, come to this piece of priestly business through the formal record of 
problem and decision, in the few sentences (at most) that Livy would nor
mally choose to allot to such matters; we do not meet it as part of history, 
business done and decided. Cicero's speech (even though altered or embel-
lished, no doubt, after delivery for written circulation) takes us right into the 
uncertain process of religious decision making, into the heart of the contest. 
I t does not reflect or record the discourse of religion; it is that discourse. 

O f course, we know (as did ancient readers) that Cicero won the case. 

1 The background to this incident: Rawson (1975) 60-145; T. Mitchell (1991) 98-203. 
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And so his words inevitably enlist us as admiring witnesses to the winning 
arguments in priestly debate, the successful repartee of religious conflict, 
the clever flattery directed to the priests by this pleader in the pontifical 
court. For example, when Cicero opens with the impressive lines: 

Among the many things, gentlemen of the pontifical College, that our ancestors 
created and established under divine Inspiration, nothing is more renowned than 
their decision ro enrrust the worship of the gods and the highest interests of the 
srate to the same men - so that the most eminent and illustrious Citizens might 
ensure the maintenance o f religion by the proper adminisrration o f the State, and 
the maintenance o f the State by the prudent Interpretation o f religion, 2 

we should not forget that this is not only an astute analysis of the overlap of 
political and religious officials in the late Republic, the interplay of religion 
and politics. It is also an expert orator's estimation of how a group of 
Roman priests would wish to hear their roles defined; as well as, no doubt, 
a reflection of what a wider readership (of the 'published' Version of the 
speech) would be expected to think an appropriate opening in a speech 
given to the pontifices... A l l these issues are the subject of this chapter; the 
formal adjudication of the religious status of Cicero's property is only one 
aspect of the religion of the late Republic; equally important is how that 
adjudication is presented and discussed at every level. 

Cicero's speech On his House is not an isolated survival, a lucky 'one-
off' for the historian of late republican religion. A leading political figure 
of his day, the most famous Roman orator ever, and prolific author -
Cicero's writing takes the reader time and again into the immediacy of 
religious debate and the day-to-day Ope ra t ions of religious business. 
Another surviving speech, originally delivered to the senate in 56 B . C . , 
deals directly and at length with the response given by the haruspices to a 
sttange rumbling noise that had been heatd outside Rome, and attempts 
(once more in conflict wi th Clodius) to settle a 'correct' Interpretation on 
the enigmatic words of the diviners.3 And in many others, religious argu
ments (and arguments about religion) play a crucial part, even i f not as 
the main focus of the speech: Cicero's notorious Opponent Verres (one 
time Roman governor of Sicily, on trial for extortion) is, for example, stri-
dently attacked for fiddling the accounts during a restoration of the tem
ple of Castor in the Roman forum; 4 Pompey, on the other hand, gets 
Cicero's füll backing for a new military command on the grounds that he 
is particularly favoured by the gods.5 Outside the public arena of forum 
or senate-house, Cicero's surviving correspondence (particularly the hun-
dreds of letters to his friend Atticus) gives at some periods an almost daily 

2 Cicero, On his House 1 = 8.2a. 
3 Below, pp. 137-8. 
4 Against Verresll. 1.129-54; Steinby (1993-) 1.242-5. 
5 For example, On the Commana1 of Pompey 33 and 36 (Pompey's divina virtus, 'god-like or 

god-given virtue'); 47 (= 9.1c) and 48 (the benefits from the gods bestowed on Pompey). 
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commentary on all manner of'religious' news: from the discovery of a case 
of sacrilege and its upshots, to Cicero's despair at the death of his daugh-
ter Tullia and his elaborate plans to build her a 'shrine' {fanum) and to 
achieve her apotheosis.6 

We shall look in more detail in the following sections at many of these 
examples; but we shall look too at Cicero's theoretical analysis of the reli
gion of his own time. For he was not only a major actor on the political 
scene and a vivid reporter of day-to-day events (in religion, politics or 
whatever sphere); he was also the leading philosopher, theologian and the-
orist of his generation — which was itself the first generation at Rome to 
develop an analytical cririque of Roman customs and traditions. O f course, 
many Romans from as far back as the foundation of their city must have 
wondered about the existence or character of the gods, or the reasons for 
their worship; but it was the late Republic that saw the transformation of 
that speculation (partly through the influence of Greek philosophy) into 
written, intellectual analysis. Cicero himselfwrote carefully argued treatises 
On the Nature of the Gods and On Divination (where he put all kinds of 
Roman divinatory practice, from prodigies to dream I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , under 
a sceptical microscope); and in his book On the Laws (inspired by Plato's 
work of the same name) he even devised an elaborate code of religious rules 
for an ideal city - not so very different from an idealized Rome. This new 
tradition of explicit self-reflection is another factor that sets the history of 
late republican religion apart from earlier centuries.7 

Cicero's writing dominates the late Republic, and inevitably focusses our 
attention onto the years from the late 80s to the mid 40s, the period of his 
surviving speeches, letters and treatises. In most of his arguments (such as 
that over his house, or on the response of the haruspices) the view of 'the 
other side' is lost to us, except as it is represented (or mis-represented) by 
Cicero himself. There is, for example, no surviving trace of Clodius' speech 
to the pontifices in which he must have made his counter-claims in favour 
of the shrine of Liberty; and we have only Cicero's allusions to Clodius' 
rival I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the haruspical response. So, in what follows, we shall 
on occasion be prompted to wonder what these religious debates as a whole 
might have looked like, not just Cicero's side of the argument. 

But Cicero, though dominant, is not the only surviving witness of late 
republican religion; not the only surviving author of the period to define, 
debate and write late republican religion for us. Even without Cicero, the 
list of relevant contemporary material far outstrips anything we have found 
in earlier chapters of this book: from Lucretius' philosophical poem On the 
Nature of Things (which attempts to remove death's sting with a materialist 

6 Discovery of sacrilege: below, pp. 129-30; the death and shrine of Tullia: (for example) 
Letters to AtticusXll. 12, 18, 19, 20, 36, 41; with Shackleton Bailey (1965-70) Vol. V, 
404-13. 

7 Below, pp. 150-1. 
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theory of incessant flux) 8 to Catullus' poem on the self-castration of Attis, 
the mythical consort of the goddess Magna Mater (whose introduction to 
Rome was discussed in chapter 2); 9 from the surviving fragments, quoted 
in later writers, of Varro's great encyclopaedia of the gods and religious 
institutions of the city (the wotk of a polymath who outbid even Cicero in 
antiquarian learning) 1 0 to two long autobiographical accounts from the 
pen of the pontifex maximus himself (better known as Julius Caesars Gallic 
Warzna Civil War).11 I t is in all this writing that we can glimpse for the first 
(and arguably the only) time in Roman history something of the complex-
ity of religion and its representations, the different perspectives, interests, 
practices and discourses that constitute the religion of Rome. 

In the light of this apparent prominence of religious concerns in the 
writing of the first century B . C . , it may come as a surprise that the religion 
of this period has so often appeared to modern observers to be a classic case 
of religion ' in decline', neglected or manipulated for 'purely political' ends. 
I f (as we have already seen) intimations of decline have been an undercur-
rent in the modern accounts of almost every period of republican religious 
history, here in the first century B . C . those intimations are horribly fulfilled; 
here the scenario offered us is not merely that of a few sacred chickens 
unceremoniously dumped overboard, but of whole temples failing down, 
priesthoods left unfilled, omens and oracles cynically invented for political 
advantage...12 

Many factors have worked together to make this grim picture seem plau
sible. In part, religion has been conscripted into a narrative of political 
decline in the last Century of the Republic: over the hundred years of (more 
or less) civil war from the Gracchi to the assassination of Julius Caesar in 44 
B . C . , in which rival Roman generals battled it out for control of most of the 
known world, the traditions o f the (free) Republic sank into autocracy; and 
religion, predictably, sank wi th the best of them. 1 3 But there is more under-
lying the view of religious decline than simply a convenient model of the 
collapse of republican Rome. One of the reasons that decline has entered 

8 Clay(1983). 
9 Catullus 63; below, pp. 164-6. 

10 The survival of Varro's encyclopaedia is discussed above, p. 8; also below, pp. 151-2. 
11 Little of eithet of these accounts is concerned with specifically religious issues; but note 

the pontifex maximus'anaiysis of Gallic religion, Gallic WarYl.17 = 2.9a. 
12 Sacred chickens as a means of divination: above, p. 22 and n.56. They were the 

centre of a classic case of religious transgression in 249 B.c., when Publius Claudius 
Pulcher, exasperated that they would not produce favourable omens, cast them over
board his ship and engaged in a naval battle with the enemy; the moral of the story 
was, of course, that he lost the battle (Cicero, On Divination 1.29; On the Nature of 
the Gods II.7; Suetonius, Tiberius 2.2). Modern accounts stress the failure of late 
republican religion: for example, Nock (1934) 468-9; Taylor (1949) 76-97; Dumézil 
(1970) 526-50. 

13 Detailed coverage of the major personalities and events of this perio d: CAHIX2; more 
briefly, Brunt (1971) 74-147; more briefly still, Beard and Crawford (1985). 
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the analysis is precisely because several ancient writers themselves chose to 
characterize the religion of the period in this way. The poet Hotace, like 
other authors writing under the first emperor Augustus, looked back to the 
final decades of the Republic as an era of religious desolation — at the same 
time, urging the new generation to restore the temples and, by implication, 
the religious traditions: 

You wi l l expiate the sins of your ancestors, though you do not deserve to, Citizen 
of Rome, unti l you have rebuilt the temples and the ruined shrines o f the gods 
and the images fouled wi th black smoke. 1 4 

And this view of neglect is apparently borne out not only by Augustus' own 
claim (in his Achievements) that he had restored 82 temples in his sixth con-
sulship (28 B . C . ) alone, but also by various observations in late republican 
authors themselves. Varro, for example, explained his religious encyclopae-
dia as a necessary attempt to rescue from oblivion the most ancient Strands 
of Roman religious tradition - offering a baroque (and grossly self-flatter-
ing) cornparison of his project with Aeneas' rescue of his household gods 
from the burning ruins ofTroy. 1 5 

The first two sections of this chapter wi l l explore further the apparent 
contrast between these two images of Roman religion in the late Republic: 
on the one hand, its centrality within a wide ränge of ancient writing, its 
generation of new, explicitly religious forms of expression in Roman theol-
ogy and philosophy; on the other, its decline and neglect, as witnessed and 
lamented by Romans themselves. We wil l consider, in particular, what kind 
of cornparison is possible between the religious life of the late Republic and 
earlier (or later) periods; and how we can ever evaluate claims that this (or 

í any) religion is in decline, what it would mean, for example, to know that a 
religious System was demonstrably 'failing' — then or now. 

In the second part of the chapter, we wi l l turn to other aspects of the reli
gion of the period: from the involvement of religious practice and conflicts 
in the political battles of the end of the Republic, through the deification of 
Julius Caesar, to the changing relations of Roman religion with the grow
ing Roman empire. But through all these discussions we shall attempt to 
highlight the particular importance of contemporary religious discourse 
and debate, and the new ways of representing religion that were character-
istic of the Ciceronian generation. To be sure, we do not imagine the urban 
poor or the rural peasants (who made up the vast majority of the Roman 
Citizens at this, as at every, date) participating in the kind of theoretical dis
cussions staged for us by Cicero; those discussions were the pastime of a 
very few, even among the elite. But it was a pastime that was to change for-
ever the way Roman religion could be understood and discussed by 

14 Ο ^ Ι Π . 6 . 1 - 4 ; below, p. 181. 
15 Augustus, Achievements 20.4; Varro, Divine Antiquities, fr. 2a (Cardauns), from 

Augustine, City ofGod VI.2. 
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Romans themselves. For the revolution of the late Republic was as much 
intellectual as it was political, as much a revolution of the mind as of the 
sword; and religion was part of that revolution of the mind. 

1. Comparative history? 

The controversy around Cicero's house, wi th which we opened this chapter, 
reveals some of the problems that face anyone trying to compare the status and 
'strength' of religion between, say, the middle and late Republic (between, that 
is, the periods discussed in this and the last chapter). As we saw, Cicero's speech 
before the pontificestook. us right into the middle of religious conflict, into a 
world of religious rules that were not fixed (or at least were open to challenge), 
into the inextricable mixture of religious, political and personal enmity I t is 
a totally different kind of representation of religious business from the brief, 
ordered, retrospective account of a historian such as Livy, on whom we 
depend for almost all we think we know of religion in the middle Republic. 

The modern observer is faced with (at least) two quite separate possibil-
ities in comparing the Ciceronian-style account of the first C e n t u r y with 
the Livian style of the third or early second centuries. The first is that in 
religious terms these two periods r e a l l y were worlds apart; that by the late 
Republic the ordered rules of religious practice that typified the earlier 
years, and are reflected in Livy, had irrevocably broken down into the con
flict and dissent of which Cicero's speeches, on this and other occasions, are 
a significant part. The second is that the apparent difference between the 
two periods lies essentially in the mode of representation: the difference, in 
other words, is between the contribution of an engaged participant 
(Cicero) and the narrative of a distanced annalistic historian (Livy). On 
this model, i f we still had Livy's account of the argument over the conse-
cration of Cicero's house, it would be hard to distinguish from those earlier 
disputes (between pontifex maximus and flamen, for example), where Livy 
gives us just the bare bones of the conflict, the final decision and very little 
more. And so, conversely, i f we still had the words spoken by the different 
parties in the disputes so tersely related by Livy they would look just as 
charged, just as personally loaded, just as challenging to the idea of reli
gious consensus as anything spoken by Cicero. Livy himself hints as much 
when - in recounting the argument of 189 B.C. between the pontifex max
imus and the flamen Quirinalis (who wished to take command of a 
province, against the wi l l of the pontifex) — he briefly mentions the vigor-
ous quarreis' in the senate and assembly, appeals to the tribunes', the 
'anger' of the losing party.1 6 Scratch the surface of the Livian narrative, in 

16 189 B . C : Livy XXXVII. 51; cf. a similar dispute in 209 B . C . , LivyXXVlI.8.4-10 = 8.2d. 
The significance of such conflicts is discussed above, with further references: pp. 
106-8. 
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other words, and you would find a whole series of Speeches very like 
Cicero's. 

Neither of these views is particularly convincing, at least not in an 
extreme form. Although there clearly is a difference of reporting, and a 
wholly different purpose in the different accounts, we are not dealing sim
ply wi th a different rhetorical style. It is hard to believe that there was no 
difference in the character and importance of religious arguments in the 
two periods; hard to believe that while the Republic lurched to its collapse, 
it was business as usual in the religious department. I f nothing eise, the sim
ple fact of the circulation of such speeches as Cicero's, the fact that this kind 
of religious argument was available to be read outside the meeting at which 
it was originally delivered, speaks to some difference in religious atmos-
phere in the last years of the Republic. 1 7 The problem is, what difference? 
And how are we to characterize the complex of similarities and differences 
that mark the late republican changes? 

Some of the same issues are at stake when we come to explore the con-
trasts between the last decades of the Republic and the early imperial 
period; and to explore the repeated claims in Augustan literature that t h e 
new emperor brought a new religious deal, after the impious neglect t h a t 
had marked the previous era. It is obviously impottant to recognize that the 
Augustan regime was inevitably committed to that view of religious decline 
and restoration; that, i f the traditional axiom that proper piety towards the 
gods brought Roman success still meant anything, then the disasters of the 
civil wars that finally destroyed the Republic (and Rome too - almost) 
could only signify impiety and neglect of the gods; and that this predeter-
mined logic of decline says a lot about Augustan self-imaging, but little per
haps about the 'actual' conditions of the late Republic. It is also the case 
that many of the nostalgic remarks of Cicero and Varro, that appear to con-
firm the sad State of religion in their own day, may be just that - nostalgia; 
and nostalgia, as a State of mind, can flourish under the healthiest o f 

régimes. On the other hand, none of these considerations is sufficient to 
prove the republican decline of religion merely an Augustan fiction, or just 
intellectual nostalgia. Varro, for example, supplied a great deal of I n f o r m a 

tion about cults and practices that had lapsed by his own time, which he 
identified (nostalgically maybe) as evidence of decline. Besides, it may be 
that the nostalgia of the late Republic, the pervading sense (whatever the 
truth) that religion was somehow in better shape in the past, is one of the 
most important characteristics that we should be investigating. 

The problems in trying to judge this period of religious history against 
its neighbours, to calibrate its religious strengths and weaknesses, are 

17 The custom for leading public figures to preserve and circulate their speeches was estab
lished by the end of the second Century B.c. Aldtough the ancestor of this tradition was 
the eider Cato, writing in the early second Century B.c., it is a characteristically late 
republican phenomenon. 
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almost insurmountable. And it is probably not worth the effort; after all, 
what would it mean to say, of our own time, that the twentieth century was 
less or more pious, less or more religious, less or more concerned with theol-
ogy, than the nineteenth?18 There is, however, one area where we can test 
the difference in levels of piety that is proclaimed between the late Republic 
and what preceded and followed it: temple foundation and repair. We saw 
in chapter 2 how temple building could be a useful indicator of changing 
religious preferences among the Roman elite; we now take that discussion 
of the material setting of religion forward into the late second and first cen
turies B . C . , wi th some rather different questions in mind. At the same time, 
we shall be able to see one of the contributions that archaeology can make 
to our understanding of religious history even in a period that is so well 
documented by literary texts. 

The questions we wi l l be looking to answer are these: what happened to 
the religious buildings of the city during the late Republic? wete ancient 
temples duly tended and repaired? were new temples founded? how differ
ent was the late republican pattern from what had gone before? Once again 
comparison between Livy and Cicero is central to the issue. Livy records, as 
we have seen, an impressive series of temple buildings and dedications up 
to the mid second century B . C . (where his surviving text breaks of f ) . 1 9  

Cicero, from time to time, focusses on a particular crisis surrounding a 
temple: Verres' supposedly fraudulent restoration of the Temple of Castor, 
for example, or the accidental destruction of the temple of the Nymphs in 
street riots in 57 B . C . 2 0 Otherwise temples only feature prominently again 
in the Augustan literature that claims the restoration of the dilapidations of 
the previous generation and vaunts its own lavish temple building schemes 
(some of which still survive).2 1 It is clear from this bald summary how mod
ern observers have come to conclude that the late Republic was a particu
larly low point in care for the religious buildings of the city - which is itself 
seen as a significant index for respect for religion more generally It is also 
clear, from what we have already said, that there can be no simple compar
ison between Livy's text on the one hand (with its regulär inclusion of 
Information on major religious dedications) and Cicero's writing on the 
other (where temple matters intrude only when out of the ordinary or 

18 These problems have not, however, prevented scholars of many periods from attempt-
ing such comparisons; a 'classic' study of this kind is Vovelle (1973). But even some of 
the 'clearest' evidence for religious change allows wildly different interpretations. If, to 
take a modern example, church attendance falls dramatically over a hundred year 
period, that could indicate a 'decline' in religion; but it could equally well signal a grow-
ing emphasis on private spirituality (outside the formal institutional framework of the 
church). 

19 Above, pp. 69-70; 87-90. 
20 Castor: n.4; Nymphs: On behalf ofMilo 73; Stoic Paradoxes 31. 
21 Below, pp. 196-201. The remains of Augustus' temple ofMars Ukor and the AraPacis: 

4.2 and 3. 
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Fig. 3.1 Pompey's 
temple and theatre-
complex on the 
Campus Marti us in 
Rome (dedicated 55 
B . C . ) , according to 
one of the many 
possible 
reconstructions. 
The temple of 
Venus Victrix is on 
the far right, 
approached by the 
stepped auditorium 
of the theatre; 
beyond the stage, to 
the left, a garden 
surrounded by 
colonnacles. (Map 1 
no. 35) (Overall 
length of jhe theatre 
and garden, c. 
260m.) 

relevant to some oratorical purpose at hand); or between Cicero and the 
pietistic boasts found in some Augustan writers. 2 2 But can we go further 
than that, to show (for example) that the Augustan representation of late 
republican temple dilapidation - however crucial to Augustan selfrepre-
sentation — is, in late republican terms, a mis-representation? 

For once, we believe that we can - up to a point. A careful search 
through the casual references (often in later writers) to religious building 
projects of the period, combined with the surviving evidence of archaeol-
ogy, can produce a clear enough picture of the regulär founding of new 
temples and the continued maintenance of the old through the last years of 
the Republic. The great generals of the first C e n t u r y B . C . seem to have fol-
lowed the pattern of their predecessors in founding (presumably out of the 
spoils of their victories) new temples in the city. 

Pompey (to take just one of these generals) can be credited with at least 
three foundations: a temple of Hercules (briefly alluded to in Vitruvius' 
handbook On Architecture and Pliny's Natural History);23 a temple of 
Minerva (also known from a brief discussion by Pliny); 2 4 and a much more 
famous temple of Venus Victrix, 'Giver ofVictory' (Fig. 3.1).2 5 This temple 
of Venus has often been underrated as a religious building because it was 
part of a lavish scheme, closely associated with a theatre - as i f its real pur
pose was (or so many modern observers, and ancient Christian polemicists, 

22 We are not considering here that even more tricky period between the end of the sur
viving text of Livy (in 167 B . C . ) and the start of the period covered by Cicero's writing. 
This is well analysed by Coarelli (1977a); though Coarelli does not emphasize the cru
cial differences between the testimony of Livy and Cicero, and he treats the final period 
of the Republic as i f it were as methodically documented as the period covered by Livy. 

23 On Architecture III.3.5 (referring to the ornamentation of its pediment); Natural 
HistoryXXXW. 57 (on a statue of Hercules kept inside it). 

24 Natural History Yll. 97 (explicitly stated to be funded from rhe spoils of war). 
25 For example, Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights X. 1.6-7; Pliny, Natural History VIII.20. Map 

1 no. 35. 
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Fig. 3.2 Caesar's 
Forum (a possible 
reconstruction). 
The temple of 
Venus Genetrix 
Stands at one end of 
the open piazza. 
(Map 1 no. 10) 
(Overall length of 
temple and forum, 
c.l33m.) 

have thoughf) 2 6 merely to give respectability to a place of populär enter-
tainment. In fact, whatever Pompey's real motives, it fits into a long Italian 
tradition of just such 'theatre-temples' and is not a smart new invention at 
a l l . 2 7 Caesar too was involved in major religious building. His new forum 
was centred around a temple of Venus Genetrix ('the Ancestor' — both of 
the Romans and his own family, the Julii), dedicated in 46 B . C . (Fig. 3.2); 
and he planned (though did not live to complete) a huge new temple of 
Mars, which (according to Suetonius) was to be the biggest temple any-
where in the world . 2 8 

Even outside the circle of the most powerful figures of the petiod, other 
foundations by less prominent members of the élite can also be traced. 
There are, for example, three inscriptions surviving from Rome that mention 

26 The classic discussion here is Tertullian, On the Spectacles 10.5-6 (below, p. 262); fol-
lowed by many more recent writers - for example, Veyne (1976) 435. L. Richardson 
(1992) regards the temple dedication as 'playful' (p.411). 

27 See Hanson (1959) (Pompey's theatre: pp. 43-55). The scheme of this whole 
Pompeian development has been the subject of a number of (imaginative) studies: for 
example, Coarelli (1971-2); Sauron (1987). For a different reconstruction, L. 
Richardson (1987). For the temple-cum-theatre at Praeneste, 4.9. 

28 Venus Genetrix: Weinstock (1971) 80-7; Amici (1991); Steinby (1993- ) II.306-7; 
Map 1 no. 10. Mars: Suetonius, Julius Caesar 44; Weinstock (1971) 128-32 (dis-
cussing the relationship of these plans with Augustan dedications to Mars). 
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a 'caretaker' {aedituus) of the temple of Diana Planciana. It seems very likely 
that the name 'Planciana' refers to the founder of the temple, probably 
Cnaeus Plancius, who issued coins bearing Symbols of Diana in 55 B . C . Plan-
cius was not a leading figure in late-republican Rome; though he was impor
tant enough to be elected aedile in the mid-50s B . C . and was defended by 
Cicero (in his speech For Plancius) against a charge of electoral corruption. 2 9 

A very similar picture emerges i f we consider the restoration of existing 
temple buildings. The repair and upkeep of the Capitoline temple of 
Jupiter Optimus Maximus was clearly prestigious enough to be the object 
of competition between leading magistrates: for example, in 62 B . C . Julius 
Caesar as praetor tried to remove responsibility for the upkeep from 
Quintus Lutatius Catulus (and give it to Pompey) on the grounds that he 
was taking too long over restoration.3 0 But other, less illustrious, temples 
had facelifts too. Cicero, for example, refers in his letters to his own embel-
lishment of the temple of Tellus (Earth); 3 1 and one of the few thoroughly 
excavated temples in the city, the temple of Juturna (Temple A, in the site 
known as the Largo Argentina), appeats from the surviving remains to have 
been extensively refaced in the middle years of the first century B . C . 3 2 

We have more than enough material then to undermine any strident 
claims (whether made by ancient or modern authors) that the religious 
environment of the late Republic was in a State of complete neglect or col-
lapse. We can be confident, at the very least, that those claims are seriously 
exaggerated; they may even be quite 'wrong'. But this is not the end of our 
problem. Unless we are to convict the Augustan authors of wilful decep-
tion, we shall still be faced with wondering in what sense, for them, the 
claims of religious dilapidation were 'true'. One possibility is that they were 
(in a limited sense) literally true, but only at the very end of the Republic as 
a result of the sustained and vicious bout of civil war which followed 
Caesars assassination in 44 B . C . It is also possible, however, that they were 
true only in the sense of the traditional symbolic logic of Roman piety: the 
proper worship of the gods leads to Roman success; Roman failure stems 
from the neglect of the gods; the temples of the city must have been 

29 The inscriptions: CIL VI.2210 (=ILS 4999); AE (1971) 31-2; the coin: Crawford 
(1974) 455 no. 432 (though Crawford interprets the female head as Macedonia, not 
Diana, and the Symbols of the hunt as a reference to the hunting lands of Crete - both 
regions where Plancius had held office). For the association of the temple with Plancius 
(and possible archaeological traces), Panciera (1970-1); (1987) - against C. P. Jones 
(1976) who would associate it with an early imperial Plancius. Steinby (1993-) I I . 15. 

30 Suetonius, Julius Caesar 15. The temple had been destroyed by fire in 83 B.c. There is 
no reason to suppose (as has sometimes been done - for example, in Nock (1934) 468) 
that the repairs were seriously unfinished over twenty years later. The temple had, after 
all, been re-dedicated in 69 B.c. (Livy, SummariesXCVUl); and already in 76 B.c. it had 
apparently been used to house Sibylline Oracles (Lactantius, On Anger 22.6, quoting 
Fenestella) - implying, at the very least, four walls and a roof. 

31 Cicero, To his Brother QuintuslUA .14. 
32 Iacopi (1968-9); Coarelli et al. (1981) 16-18; Map 1 no. 32. 
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neglected during a period of Roman political failure. But even (or espe
cially) i f that is the case, those claims - false or not by other criteria -
remain religious claims that demand our attention, not dismissal. 

Besides, there may be a large gap between the fabric of the religious 
buildings of the city of Rome and the religious ideology, attitudes and 
devotion of its Cit izens. We are well aware from our own experience that 
there sometimes is, and sometimes is not, a connection between the 
upkeep of religious buildings and the upkeep of'faith'; and the connection 
is equally hazardous for Rome. We can never know what any Roman 'felt', 
at any period, when he decided to use his wealth to build a temple to a par
ticular god; still less how Romans might have feit when entering, W a l k i n g 

past or simply gazing at the religious monuments of their city. I f the con-
tinued upkeep of temple buildings is, in other words, an index of continu-
ity of expenditure on religious display, it is not necessarily an index of 
continuity of attitude, feeling or experience. As we move on through this 
chapter to look at different areas of the Roman religious world, we shall 
keep in mind what might countas an index ofthat experience. 

Disruption and neglect? 

Many of the contemporary, or near contemporary, accounts of religious 
conflict in the late Republic do suggest extraordinary disruptions in the 
religious life of the city. Irrespective of any model of development or 
decline; irrespective, that is, of any Sugges t ion that the Situation was worse 
then than in the periods that immediately preceded or followed it; irre
spective of the political turmoil that almost inevitably implicated the reli
gious institutions of the state... irrespective of all such considerations, 
religion in the last decades of the Republic was conspicuously failing, 
neglected, abused, manipulated, flouted. That at least (as we have already 
noted) has been the view of many modern commentators. 

This section examines two of the major incidents, the causes célèbres, of 
late republican religious 'abuse'. It reveals a set of religious rules, a religious 
'system', that is often disrupted during this period; sometimes unable to 
adapt to all the stränge and unprecedented circumstances that it faced; 
occasionally pushed to the limit of what political advantage might be 
extracted from i t ; 3 3 overloaded, certainly, by the enormous political stakes 
that were now entailed in almost every public conflict (it was, after ali, con
trol of the whole world that Caesar and Pompey fought out in the civil war 
of the 40s B . C . ) . But, crucially, neither of these incidents, nor any of the 
others we might have chosen to highlight, attest an atmosphere in which 
religious traditions were simply violated: we find, for example, no case 

33 This is North's formulation: North (1990) 528. 
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where the formal decision of a College of priests was blithely contravened; 
no clear case where the proper religious procedures (however problemati-
cally defined) were simply ignored. 

At the same time, this section wil l pose the question of what constitutes 
religious neglect, as it explores two particular cases of religious traditions 
that changed or died out during the period. Here we shall meet again the 
challenge of different points of view, different judgements passed on the 
same events. So, for example, some observers (ancient or modern) wil l 
interpret the disappearance of a particular priesthood, or the neglect of a 
particular tradition, as an indication of the strength of the religious system 
overall; i t is, after all, only a dead system, a religious fossil, that preserves all 
its traditions, no matter how far circumstances have changed; any living 
religion discards some of the old, while bringing on the new; in short, it 
adapts. But for other observers the same disappearance, of a ritual (say) car
ried out for centuries, or of a priesthood that (however quaintly old-fash-
ioned) evoked some of the most hallowed traditions of the city, wi l l mark a 
crucial stage in Rome's disregard for its gods, its collective amnesia about 
their worship. The point is, as we shall see, that 'neglect' is always a matter 
of I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ; and accusations of neglect almost inevitably appear hand 
in hand with boasts of adaptation and updating. Both sides of the coin have 
to be taken seriously. 

Bibulus watches the heavens 

As consul in 59 B . C . , Julius Caesar introduced into the assembly a notori-
ously controversial piece of legislation to redistribute land to veteran sol-
diers; the bill was implacably opposed by his colleague in the consulship, 
Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus. The precise details of the conflict are far from 
clear. But it seems that at the beginning of the year Bibulus offered objec-
tion to Caesars proposals in the traditional way: he appeared in the Forum 
and declared to the presiding magistrate that he had seen (or that he would 
be watching for) evil omens, preventing the progress of legislation.3 4 We, of 
course, do not know what exactly these omens were, or what it would have 
meant for Bibulus to claim to have seen them. But the logic of this kind of 
procedure (which has an established place in Roman voting and legisla
t ion) 3 5 is clear enough: i f the gods support and promote the Roman State 

34 This is the implication of a rather muddled passage of Suetonius: Julius Caesar 20; for 
the events of Caesar's consulship, see Meier (1995) 204-23. 

35 The procedure Bibulus used (or attempted to use), known as obnuntiatio, was regulated 
by the lex Aelia et Fufia. For the debate about the exact terms of these laws, and about 
their teform by Clodius in 58 B.c., above, pp. 109-10. The procedure itself is also 
obscure in a number of respects: in particular the uncertain boundary between, on the 
one hand, claiming that you had seen ill omens and, on the othet, announcing that you 
would be watching for them; both seem to have had the effect (in thcoiy, at least) of 
halting proceedings. 
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(as they do), then they wi l l make known their Opposition to legislation that 
is against the interests of the state, The snag, of course, is that there could 
be vastly different views on what legislation is in fact 'good for Rome'. 

As the year went on, however, there was more and more rioting and civil 
disturbance. And Bibulus himself became the object of such violent 
assaults from partisans of Caesar that he took refuge in his own house; too 
frightened to go out, perhaps, he simply issued messages that he was watch-
ing the sky for omens {de caelo spectare). The assemblies went ahead despite 
these objections and the land bili and other controversial legislation were 
passed.36 These laws were to prove vulnerable to ali kinds of challenge, on 
the grounds that their passing had violated religious rules. On one occasion 
in 58 B . C . , according to Cicero, Clodius himself arranged a public meeting 
{contio) wi th Bibulus and a group of augurs. This was not a formal session 
of the priestly College, followed by a formal priestly ruling on the problem, 
but a chance, it seems, for Clodius to put the hypothetical question to the 
priests: ifyou wereto be asked, as priests, i f i t was legal to conduct an assem-
bly while Bibulus was watching the heavens, what would you say? Cicero 
claims (but he would...) that the augurs replied that such an assembly 
would not be legal.3 7 In fact, however, no such question was ever formally 
put to them as a College; and Caesars legislation remained challenged, but 
in force.3 8 

One way of looking at this incident is as a flagrant example of the heed-
less flouting of religious rules in the last phase of the Republic: Bibulus had 
followed traditional procedures (validated by the augurs in their discussion 
with Clodius), but Caesar and his friends had simply ridden roughshod 
over them ali. Cicero presumably reasoned that way, as have many modern 
observers — who have seen in this incident a clear case of the absolute dom-
ination of religious concerns by factional politics; and blatant disregard for 
religious obligations where they conflicted with secular ambitions. But this 
is only one side of the story. Through ali the partisan ranting of Cicero in 
favour of Bibulus' objections, one thing is clear: that the status of Caesars 
legislation was, and remained, controversial. Caesar (thepontifex maximus) 
did not, in other words, simply get away with total disregard for religious 
propriety. We need to try to get closer to what might lie at the centre of the 
controversy. 

36 Cicero, Letters to Atticus II.16.2; 19.2; 20.4; 21.3-5; with a derailed chronology by 
Taylor (1951); Shackleton Bailey (1965-70) I . 406-8. 

37 On his House 39-41. Clodius was particularly implicated in this question, because he 
(born a patrician) had been adopted into a plebeian family in an assembly chaired by 
Caesar, while Bibulus was watching the heavens. His election to the tribunate of 58 
(and so also all the legislation that he had catried then, including the law that led to 
Cicero's banishment) would be invalid i f his adoption was invalid; for plebeian status 
was a prerequisite for holding the office of tribune. 

38 For other attacks, Cicero, On the Response of the Haruspices 48; On the Consular 
Provinces 45—6. 
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It seems very likely that a question mark hung over the effective status o f 
Bibulus' own actions. He claimed through much of his consulship to be 
'watching the heavens', but he did not - as was, we assume, the traditional 
practice — declare this in person to the presiding magistrate before the 
assembly took place; instead, he sent a series of runners carrying messages 
of what he was doing...! Such a procedure could have been seen in at least 
two completely different ways. On the one hand it must have been argued 
that, once Bibulus had incarcerated himself at home and started simply to 
send messages that he was 'watching the heavens', his objections had n o 
validity; for i l l omens only constituted proper obstruction to public busi-
ness i f announced in person, on the spot. 3 9 On the other, i t must also have 
been arguable that, since violence made it impossible for Bibulus to attend 
the assemblies and follow the standard procedures, the religious objections 
should stand, however procedurally incorrect. And even some of Caesars 
own supporters seem to have taken the line (or so, again, Cicero would 
have us believe) that the legislation should be re-submitted, this time with 
all the proper observances.40 

It is now (and almost certainly would have been then) hard to resolve 
those two opposing views. That is of course the point. We have no precise 
idea of the terms that governed the declaration of il l omens, but it seems 
very likely that, while they may have assume·ά'the presence of the objector 
at the assembly concerned, they did not directly stipulate i t . 4 1 For the Con
ventions of this religious practice had taken shape over a period when the 
effects of the prolonged urban violence of the last decades of the Republic 
could hardly have been foreseen; earlier generations, in other words, would 
not have thought to legislate for an objector who was too scared to go out. 

i I f so, i t would not have been the case in 59 of not foüowing the religious 
rules, but of not knowing what were the rules to follow. 

A l l kinds of factors come together to make Bibulus' objections to 
Caesars legislation in 59 such a cause célèbre. Beyond the accusations and 
counter-accusations over the uncettainty of the religious rules themselves, 
there was also the fact that an enormous amount was at stake in any deci
sion; i f Bibulus' objections were valid, then the whole legislative Pro
gramme of Caesars consulship would have to be annulled (as well as all the 
legislation passed by Clodius as tribune). 4 2 It may well have been the repub
lican tradition to improvise the religious rules as was necessary, but too 

39 Linderski (1965) 425-6; Lintott (1968) 144-5 (with criticisms of his detailed Inter
pretation, Linderski (1986) 2165). 

40 On the Consular Provinces 46. 
41 T. Mitchell (1986) suggests that Clodius' reform of the legislation governing obnunti

atio in 58 B . C . amounted to the introduction of a clear Statement that the presence of 
the objector was required at the assembly concerned. Most modern scholars have 
realised that, despite Cicero's claims, Clodius' legislation did not involve the wholesale 
abolition of obnuntiatio. 

42 Above, n. 37. 
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much was at stake here for that Improvisation to work smoothly: the leg
islative and constitutional chaos that would have followed the annulment 
of ali decisions made in the face of Bibulus' objection is unthinkable.The 
sheer scale of political business (and its implications) presumably was a dis-
tinctive feature of the political and religious world of the late Republic. 
Whether or not it amounts to a proof of a failing religious System depends 
on your point of view. 

T h e tr ial o f Clodius 

A slightly earlier incident of religious conflict provides a second example of 
these difficulties in applyingxht traditional rules. This was the controversy 
of 62-61 B . C . , after the invasion of ceremonies of the Bona Dea (tradition-
ally restricted to women only) by Cicero's adversary — so it was believed — 
Publius Clodius Pulchet. This incident was apparently followed immedi-
ately by faultlessly correct action: the Vestal Virgins repeated the ritual; the 
senate asked the Vestals and pontifices to investigate, and they judged it to 
count as sacrilege; the consuls were instructed to frame a bili to institute a 
formal trial; Julius Caesar (in whose house the ceremonies had taken place) 
even divorced his wife as a direct result of the scandal.43 So far, so good; but 
some of the quarrels and disagreements that were to Surround the trial itself 
again suggest uncertainty in how such a process should be handled, and in 
the eyes of some, no doubt, a breakdown in the city's abiliry to control reli
gious disorder. 

We should recognize straight away that the act of sacrilege on its own 
(however outrageous to contemporary observers) is not particularly impor
tant for ourview of late republican religion. It is hard to imagine that there 
had not always been this kind of isolated, high-spirited attack on the tradi
tional Conventions of ritual; for no religion anywhere has succeeded in get-
ting everyone to obey ali the rules ali the time, and most religions (we 
suspect) have not particularly sought to. 4 4 Nor is the fact that Clodius was 
eventually acquitted itself a strong signal of religious failure. For despite the 
fulminations of Cicero (who, predictably, attributed the acquittal to 

43 Especially, Cicero, Letten to Atticus 1.13.3 (= 8.2b); 14.1-5; 15.1-6. The famous line 
(quoted by Plutarch, Caesar 10.6) that Caesar divorced his wife on the grounds that she 
'must be above suspicion' refers to allegations that she had been having an affair with 
Clodius - hence the prank. Modern debates on the politics of this incident: Balsdon 
(1951); Tamm (1990). The ritual itself: Versnel (1993) 228-88. The cult of the god
dess in general: Btouwer (1989). Note JuvenaPs satiric tteatment of the women's rites 
of the Bona Dea: SatiresG. 314-41 = 13.4. 

44 In fact (as we implied in the case of the drowning of the sacred chickens, above p. 117, 
n. 12) telling the story of a few religious misdemeanours (and the dire consequences 
that normally followed) could be an important weapon in the armoury of religious tra-
ditionalism; religious traditions in other words needed to parade a few exemplary rule-
breakers and their punishment. 
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bribery o f the Jury), very few people could have known — and we and 
Cicero are certainly not among them — whether Clodius was guilty or not. 
The problems are much more to be located in the squabbles over whether 
there should be a formal trial at all, and how the jury was to be composed. 

Throughout his account of these events in his letters to Atticus, Cicero 
huffs and puffs - deriding (as he had to 4 5 ) almost every aspect of the proce
dure, from the mistaken tactics of his own allies to the failure at one stage 
in the voting proceedings to produce any ballot papers with the O p t i o n 'yes' 
on them. At the same time, though, he makes it absolutely clear that the 
handling of the sacrilege was high on the public agenda, a major focus of 
debate. Part of this debate may well have been prompted by all kinds of per
sonal enmities and loyalties, by the interests of factional politics; for a con-
viction on such a charge would certainly have put Clodius' whole career in 
jeopardy. But this is not at all to suggest that there was widespread accep-
tance of behaviour that appeared to flout traditional, religious rules; quite 
the reverse, in fact, if we imagine that Clodius' career really was in danger. 
The problems lie, rather, in formulating the details of the judicial action, in 
establishing a procedure for dealing with this particular religious crime — in 
the context of such ruinously high stakes. Cicero, we should remember, 
reports no claim that the disruption of the festival didn't matter, or that 
such religious business was the concern only of a few old grey-beards. 

T h e flamen Dialis 

For more than seventy years, from 87 or 86 B . C . to 11 B . C . , the office offla
men Dialis, the ancient priesthood of Jupiter, was left unfilled. 4 6 Not sur-
prisingly this has been seen as a classic example of religious neglect. Some 
ancient authors write in approval of Augustus' appointment of a new priest 
after the long gap, as one component of his 'revival' of traditional religion. 4 7 

For many modern writers, the lapse in the office has been one of the clearest 
signs of the Roman élite's lack of interest in religion at this period or, at least, 
of their shifting priorities: they were, in other words, no longer Willing to 
countenance the inconvenient taboos of this venerable office (particularly 
when those taboos, as we have seen, could obstruct a füll political and mi l i 
tary career). A l l this is true, so far as it goes. Augustus very likely did vaunt his 
re-appointment of a flamen Dialis, as a sign of a new religious deal after 
decades of neglect; and so it might well have appeared to many observers at 

45 His final letter to Atticus on the subject (1.16), written after the trial had taken place, 
and only in response to a query from Atticus himself (had Cicero shamefacedly kept 
murai), is particularly strongly defensive - in ascribing his own side's defeat in a case 
they should have won to the appalling bribeiy practised by the opponents. 

46 Tacitus, AnnalslU.58. Below, p. 193. 
47 For example, Suetonius, Augustus 31. As soon as Augustus had taken over the office of 

pontifex maximus, and so had the traditional authority to make a nomination to the 
post, he seems to have appointed a new flamen. For a different view, Bowersock (1990). 
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the time. No doubt also there were some members of the Roman aristocracy 
(as we know already from centuries earlier) who found the archaic restrictions 
on this particular priest more than irksome. 4 8 None the less, i f we examine 
the circumstances that lie behind the first vacancy in the priesthood in the 
80s, we shall find them to be rather more complicated than simple unwill-
ingness to undertake the office; and we shall find the degree of neglect of the 
rituals normally undertaken by the priest much less than is often assumed. 
In the case of the flamen Dialis we can glimpse some of the complex stories 
that might lie behind any instance of apparent neglect of traditional ritual. 

The story Starts in the civil wars in the 80s B . C . When Rome was under 
the control of Cinna and Marius, in 87 or in early 86, the young Julius 
Caesar was designated as flamen Dialis, in succession to Lucius Cornelius 
Merula, who had committed suicide after the Marian takeover of the city. 
But before Caesar had been formally inaugurated into the office, Rome had 
fallen once more to Sulla, who annulled all the enactments and appoint-
ments made by his enemies.49 It is impossible now to reconstruct how the 
Roman élite viewed the vacant flaminate, or Caesars status in relation to 
the priestly o f f i ce that arguably he already filled. It is impossible to know 
whether or not Caesar himself was privately relieved to find a convenient 
way out of a priesthood that would, in due course, almost certainly have 
conflicted with his political ambitions. But we can see that it was Sullas 
action in dismissing Caesar, in the confusion of civil war, that represented 
the first Step in the Suspension of the priesthood; not, that is, some general 
agreement that the office no longer mattered. 

The crucial decision, of course, was what should happen to the various 
rituals usually carried out by the flamen: the absence of a priest was one 
thing, the failure to fulfil the proper rituals of the State was quite another. We 
have already seen that the peculiar position of the flamines as individual 
priests of their deity could be seen to demand that the rituals assigned to 
them were carried out by them alone, outside the collegiate structure of the 
pontifical College (which would normally imply the interchangeability of 
one priest with another). On the other hand, i f you chose to think of the 
flamines as regulär members of the pontifical College, it would be clear 
enough that, in the absence of Ά flamen, his duties could fall to the other pon
tifices. This is, in fact, precisely what Tacitus states, when he puts into the 
mouth of the flamen Dialis of A . D . 22 the claim that, over the long years 
when the priesthood was unoccupied, the pontifices performed the rituals: 
'the ceremonies continued without Interruption' and even though the office 
was vacant 'there was no detriment to the rites'.5 0 O f course, this particular 

48 Above, pp. 106-8; the taboos and restrictions are collected by Aulus Gellius, Attic 
A%teX.15.1-25 = 8.1b. 

49 Taylor (1941) 113-16; Leone (1976). 
50 Annak 111.58. We may be dealing here with a historical development by which the 

independent status of the flamines within the pontifical College was gradually weakened; 
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priest has an axe to grind himself; for these are his arguments in support of 
his own claim to be allowed out of Italy to hold the governorship of the 
province of Asia. But, even so, he gives us a further clue as to how the long 
vacancy in the office might have developed. Suppose there was a brief period 
when there was widespread uncertainty about who was (or was not) the fla
men Dialis; suppose then (as we have seen was almost certainly the case) the 
pontifices took over the rituals of the vacant priesthood; and suppose this Sit
uation carried on, as a temporary measure, for a whole year, for the complete 
annual cycle of ceremonies normally performed by the flamen... Is that not 
already the makings of a new systemi Has it not already habituated the 
Roman elite to a change of roles amongst the priestly hierarchy? Has not the 
lapse in the tenure of the flaminate been effectively masked? 

Yes and no. For some Romans, the Performance of the rituals was prob
ably what really counted, the absence of an archaic priest, wi th a stränge 
pointed hat, much less. For others, the vacancy in an office which (as its 
odd taboos underlined) represented the most ancient traditions of Roman 
piety, stretching back as far as you could trace into the mythical origins of 
the city, must have seemed a clear sign that Rome was disastrously failing in 
its obligations to the gods. Still others (presumably the vast maj ori ty) 
would never even have noticed the absence.51 For us, however, the circum-
stances surrounding the lapse in this office (more than the simple fact of the 
lapse itself) highlight the close interrelationship between the disturbances 
of civil war and the apparent neglect' of religion; as well as the various tac-
tics of change and adaptation (in this case a growth in the ritual obligations 
of the pontifices) that might accompany such lapses. 

The changing ceremony of evocatio 

Our next example focusses even more strongly on these changes. The geo-
graphical expansion of Roman imperial power underlies several of the most 
striking losses and adaptations in the religious traditions of Rome during 
the late Republic. Various rituals of war, for example, that originated in the 
now distant days when Rome was fighting her Italian neighbours were no 
longer appropriate (and in some cases almost impossible to carry out) when 
Rome's expansion was far overseas. One of the clearest instances of this is 
the ritual of the fetial priests on the declaration of war. I t had been tradi
tional fetial practice to proceed to the border of Rome's territory and to 
hurl a ritual spear across into the enemy's land: a first symbolic mark of the 

so that they became (like the other pontifices) increasingly interchangeable in their 
priestly duties. 

51 We should more correctly say that all of these attitudes could be (and no doubt were) 
held by one and the same individual: sometimes they regretted the absence of a flamen 
Dialis, sometimes they entirely aeeepted the pontifical role in the ritual duties - but 
mostly they didn't give much thought to it. 
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Coming war. But when Rome's enemies were no longer her neighbours, but 
lived hundreds of miles away overseas, that particular ritual became practi-
cally impossible to carry out - short of packing the priests off on a boat, and 
waiting maybe months for them to make the journey. Instead the ritual was 
retained in a new form: a piece of land in Rome itself, near the temple of 
Bellona, was designated (by legal fiction) 'enemy ground' and it was into 
this that the priests threw their spears. Whether this was a case of lazy 
sophistry, conscientious adaptation to new circumstances or imaginative 
creativity, the ritual continued to be carried out - but in a new form. 5 2 

The ritual of evocatio undergoes a similar, but more complex, change. As 
we have seen, the tradition here was that the Roman Commander should 
press home his advantage in war by offering to the patron deity of the 
enemy a better temple and better worship in Rome, i f he or she were to 
desert their home city and come over onto the Roman side. The best 
recorded occasion of this practice was the evocatio of the goddess Juno, 
patron of Veii, who deserted the Veians for the Romans in 396 (thus ensur-
ing Rome's victory), and who was worshipped thereafter at Rome with a 
famous temple on the Aventine H i l l . 5 3 It has often been thought that this 
practice had entirely died out at Rome by the late Republic. For the temple 
of Vortumnus (founded in 264 B . C . ) is the last temple in the city clearly to 
owe its origin to this particular ritual; for whatever happened at the evoca-
tion of Juno from Carthage in 146 B . C . (even i f we do not bracket it off as 
an antiquarian fantasy), there is no evidence that it resulted in the building 
of a new temple for the goddess in Rome. 5 4 But an inscription discovered 
in Asia Minor suggests that the practice did not die out; rather, i t was per-
formed differently. 

This inscription was discovered, on a building block, at the site of the 
city of Isaura Vetus, taken by the Romans in 75 B . C . I t refers to the defeat 
of the city and to the fulfilment of a 'vow' of the Roman Commander, echo-
ing in its language some of the formulae used (as other, literary, accounts 
suggest) in the ceremony of evocatio. The most plausible explanation is that 
this inscribed stone comes from a temple dedicated by the Roman general 
to the patron deity of Isaura Vetus, who had been 'called out' of the town 
in the traditional way; but that on this occasion the temple offered to the 
deity was not in Rome itself, but on provincial territory. 5 5 

This is just one piece of evidence, fragmentary at that. But it may allow us 
to construct a different account of the late republican history of this ritual: not 

52 Servius, On Virgils AeneidTK.52 = 5.5d. The precise chronology of the changes, disuse 
and tevival of the fetial rituals is uncleat; Rieh (1976) 56-60, 104-7. For a more seep-
tical view, suggesting that this reform of the ritual was an invented piece of archaism on 
the part of Octavian (in the civil wars following the assassination of Julius Caesat), 
Rüpke (1990) 105-7, below, p. 194 n. 98. Early fetial rituals: above, pp. 26-7. 

53 Livy V.21.1-7 = 2.6a; above, pp. 34-5. 
54 Above, p. 111. 
55 ẃ£(1977) 816= 10.3b; seeA. Hall (1973); LeGall (1976). 

133 



3. R E L I G I O N I N T H E L A T E R E P U B L I C 

that it entirely died out, but that the location of the promised temple 
changed. I f this is the case, it could be seen as a relaxation, a 'watering down', 
of the traditional religious obligations of the ritual. But it could also be seen 
in the context of changing definitions of 'Roman-ness', of what counted as 
'Roman'. Whereas in the early Republic to offer a rival deity a Roman home 
meant precisely offering a temple in the city itself, at the end of the Republic 
by contrast, imperial expansion, and the changing Roman horizons that went 
with it, meant that provincial territory could now be deemed Roman enough 
to stand for Rome. We may be dealing then with one feature (of which we shall 
see more later) of Roman religious adaptation to a vastly expanded empire. 

The disruption of religion in the late Republic wi l l continue to baffle i t s 
modern observers, as (no doubt) it baffled ancient observers too. It is not 
difficult to spot all kinds of'impieties' and 'failures', or to be Struck by t h e 
outrage of Cicero at some of the events he witnessed, by the irresolvable 
conflicts that threatened those whose business it was to handle Roman rela-
tions with the gods smoothly. But, not surprisingly (and appropriately 
enough), i t is far less easy to evaluateor generalize. We have already empha-
sised, in discussing the four incidents that we have chosen in this section, 
how different interpretations follow from different points of view, and dif
ferent starting points; how the same incident can be seen as outright 
neglect and constructive adaptation, cynical self-seeking and uncertain 
fumbling after the proper religious course of action. The same would be 
ttue i f we were to look in any detail at any of the other particular causes 
célèbres we have not examined here: from accusations of forging oracles to 
priestly 'manipulation' of the calendar.56 

Paradoxically, though, one thing does seem to be clear t h r o u g h this 
extraordinary array of different views, interpretations and debates: namely 
that religion remained t h r o u g h o u t this period a central concern of the 
Roman governing class, even i f principally as a focus of their conflicts. 
There was, in other words, a consensus that religion belonged high up on 
the public agenda. In the next section we shall explore this consensus f u r 
ther, as we look more closely at the role of religion within public, political 
debate from the late second C e n t u r y onwards. 

3. The politics of religion 

As part of Roman public life, religion was (and always had been) a part of the 
political struggles and disagreements in the city. Disputes that were, in our 
terms, concerned with political power and control, were in Rome necessar-
ily associated with rival claims to religious expertise and with tival claims to 
privileged access to the gods. That was the view of Livy, for example, who -

56 Accusation of forgery: Cicero, Letters to FriendslÄ.2. Cicero's own attempt to influence 
the decision of the pontifices on intercalation: Letters to Atticus V.9.2. 
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f rom his early imperial standpoint — perceived the political struggles of the 
early Republic partly in terms of struggles against patrician monopoly of reli
gious knowledge and of access to the divine. In the final stages of his account 
of 'The Struggle of the Orders', he gives a vivid picture of the passing of the 
lex Ogulniam 300 B . C . , the lawwhich gave plebeians designated places in the 
pontifical and augural Colleges. The patricians, according to Livy, saw such 
a law as a contamination of religious rites, and so liable to bring disaster on 
the state; the plebeians regarded it as the necessary culmination of the 
inroads they had already made into magisterial and military office-holding.5 7 

It would have made no sense in Roman terms to have claimed rights to polit
ical power without also claiming rights to religious authority and expertise. 

The struggles of the late Republic and the ever intensifying political 
competition provide even clearer testimony of the inevitable religious 
dimension within political controversy at Rome. It was not just a question 
of arguments being framed (as we shall see clearly later) in terms of the wi l l 
of the gods, or of divine approval manifest for this or that course of action. 
As political debate came to focus, in part at least, on the Opposition 
between optimates and populäres — on the clash, that is, between those who 
voiced the interests of the traditional governing class and those who 
claimed to speak for, and were in turn backed by, the people at large - reli
gious debate too seems to have become increasingly concerned with issues 
of control between aristocracy and people: with attacks on the stranglehold 
of the optimates ovet priestly office-holding and with attempts to locate 
religious (along with political) authority more firmly in the hands of the 
people as a whole. The historian Sallust, for example, who intetprets the 
conflicts of the late Republic very much i n these terms, puts into the mouth 
of Caius Memmius (tribune 111 B . C . ) a virulent attack on the dominance 
of the nobles, who 

w a l k i n grandeur before the eyes < o f the people>, some flaundng their 

priesthoods and consulships, others the i r t r i u m p h s , jus t as i f these were honours 

and n o t stolen goods . 5 8 

The juxtaposition of'priesthoods' and 'consulships' here is not an accident. 
Those who resented what they saw as the illicit monopoly of power by a 
narrow group of nobles would necessarily assert the people's right of con
trol over both religious and political office, over dealings with the gods as 
well as with men. 

One of the clearest cases of the assertion (and rejection) of populär con
trol over religion is found in the series of laws governing the choice of 
priests for the four major priestly Colleges. As we have seen i n earlier chap-
ters, the traditional means o f recruiting priests to most of the Colleges was 

57 Livy X.6.1 - 9.2; above, pp. 64, 68, 99. Patrician monopoly had never been quite so 
clear cut as the later tradition tries to make it; above, pp. 63-7. 

58 Jugurthine War 31.10. 
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co-optation: on the death o f a serving priest, his colleagues in the College 

themselves selected his replacement (on what principles, we do not know). 
It was only in the case of the choice of the pontifex maximus from among 
the members of the pontifical College that a limited form of populär elec
tion had been practised, since the third Century B . C . 5 9 The process of co-
optation had been first formally challenged (so far as we know) in 145 B . C . , 
when Caius Licinius Crassus introduced a bili to replace the traditional Sys
tem wi th populär election.6 0 That bil l , as we saw in chapter 2, was defeated; 
but a similar proposal introduced in 104 B . C . by Cnaeus Domitius 
Ahenobarbus (consul 96) succeeded: the priests of the four major Colleges 
(pontifices, augures, decemviri and triumvirì) retained the right to nominate 
candidates for their priesthoods, but the choice between the candidates 
nominated was put in the hands of a special populär assembly, formed by 
17 out of the 35 Roman voting tribes - the method of election already u s e d 
for the pontifex maximus. The priests themselves no longer had complete 
control over the membership of their Colleges. 

Roman writers offer various interpretations of this measure. Suetonius, 
in particular, stresses the personal motives of Domitius: having himself 
failed to be co-opted into the pontifical College, he proceeded out of pique 
to reform the method of entry. 6 1 We cannot judge the truth of such allega-
tions; and, indeed, all kinds of personal or narrowly political motives may 
have lain behind Domitius' proposal. But the details of the law itself sug
gest that a delicate compromise between the interests of the people and the 
traditional priestly groups may have been at work here. O n the one hand, 
the electoral assembly was (as we have noted) already used in a priestly con
text; while the definition of that body as being just less than half of the nor
mal populär assembly (seventeen out of the thirty-five tribes) suggests that 
here, as wi th the election of the pontifex maximus, there might have been 
some compunction about asserting outright populär control over priestly 
business. I t was also the case that the College could exclude any candidate of 
whom they did not, for whatever reason, approve. O n the other hand, the 
requirement that each member of the College should make a nomination 
for election, and that no more than two priests could nominate the same 
candidate, looks like an attempt to ensure that the assembly had a real 
choice, that the College could not fix the election in advance. However 
guarded, this reform clearly represents a political and religious challenge to 
the dominance of the traditional élite, a claim for populär control over the 
füll range of State offices.62 

59 See above, p. 68, where we connect the introduction of this electoral process with the 
roughly contemporary lex Ogulnia. 

60 Above, p. 109. 
61 Nero 1.1; in a similar vein, Asconius, Commentary on Cicero 's On Behalf ofScaurus p.21 

(Clark), with Scheid (1981) 124-5, 168-71. 
62 For the challenge to élite dominance and füll background to the reforms, Rawson 

(1974); North (1990). 
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The regulations for priestly elections remained a live issue for years. 
Domitius' law was repealed by the dictator Sulla, as part of his re-assertion 
of traditional senatorial control; but i t was later re-enacted in 63 B . c . by the 
tribune Labienus - in the last of the series of laws which undid the various 
controversial aspects of Sullas reforms, after his retirement. Labienus was a 
well-known radical and at that time a friend of Julius Caesar; support for 
the 'populär cause' inevitably involved support for populär control of 
human relations with the gods.6 3 

Another challenge to traditional religious authority can be detected in 
the events of 114-113 B . C . , when a number of Vestal Virgins were declared 
guilty of unchastity and put to death (as was the rule) by burial alive in an 
U n d e r g r o u n d chamber. The story Starts in 114, when the daughter of a 
Roman equestrian had been S t r u c k dead by lightning, while riding on 
horseback; she was found with her tongue out and her dress pulied up to 
her waist. This was declared a prodigy and interpreted by the Etruscan 
haruspices as an indication of a scandal involving virgins and knights. As a 
result, in December 114, according to traditional practice, three Vestal 
Virgins were tried for unchastity before the pontifical College; one of them 
was found guilty and sentenced to death. In reaction to the acquittal of the 
other two Vestals, Sextus Peducaeus, tribune of 113 B .c . , carried a b i l i 
through the populär assembly to institute a new trial - this time with Jurors 
of equestrian rank and a specially appointed prosecutor, the ex-consul 
Lucius Cassius Longinus. This new trial resulted in a death sentence for the 
other two Vestals.64 The traditional competence of the pontifices to preserve 
correct relations with the gods had been called into question, while the 
power of the people to control the behaviour of public religious officials 
had been asserted. 

On other occasions rival claims by individual politicians to privileged 
access to the gods provided the focus of political debate: a man could 
demonstrate the correctness of his own political stance by showing that he, 
rather than his political O p p o n e n t , was acting in accordance with divine 
wi l l . This was clearly the case in 56 B .c . , when Cicero and Clodius engaged 
in public debate over the Interpretat ion of a prodigy - Cicero's speech On 
the Response ofithe Haruspices (as we have already mentioned) representing 
one side of the argument. The haruspical response to the stränge noise that 
had been heard on lands outside Rome had alluded to various causes of 
divine anger with the city: the pollution of games (ludi); the profanation of 

63 Cassius Dio XXXVII.37.1-2. For an example of the role of influence, favour and 
patronage in the nomination and election of new priests, see Ciceto, Letters to Brutusl.7 
= 8.2c (Cicero as augur being urged to nominate the stepson of a friend to a vacant posi
tion in the College). 

64 Livy, Summaries 63; Obsequens 37; Asconius, Commentary on Cicero's On behalf of 
Milo pp. 45-6 (Clark); Plutarch, Roman Questions 83 = 6.6b; see also Rawson (1974) 
207-8; Cornell (1981) 28; Fraschetti (1984). This incident was also linked with the 
burial alive of a pair of Gauls and Greeks; above, pp. 80-2. 
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sacred places; the killing o f orators; neglected oaths; ancient and secret rit
uals performed improperly. 6 5 Yet ( n o d o u b t following the traditional pat
tern of such responses) much still remained unclear and unspecific, i n need 
o f further I n t e r p r e t a t i o n and debate. 

In the arguments that followed Clodius and Cicero offeted their own 
quite different interpretations of what the haruspices had actually meant, 
item by item. Clodius, for example, claimed (rather convincingly, w e are 
tempted t o suggest - despite Cicero's scorn) that the 'profanation o f sacred 
places' was a reference t o Cicero's destruction o f the shrine o f Liberty. 
Cicero himself, o n the other hand, in his surviving speech, related 'the pol-
lution of games' t o Clodius' disruption of the Megalesian Games (held in 
honour of Magna Mater) and claimed that the 'ancient and secret rituals 
performed improperly' were the rituals o f the Bona Dea, reputedly invaded 
by Clodius a few years earlier.66 Much of this debate was clearly a series of 
opportunistic appeals to a conveniently vague haruspical response; a crafty 
exploitation of religious forms at the (political) expense of a rival. But at the 
centre o f the argument — what they were arguing about — was a priestly 
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of a sign sent by the gods. When both Clodius and Cicero 
claimed as correct their own, partisan, I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the prodigy, each 
was effectively attempting t o establish his own position as the privileged 
Interpreter of the wil l o f the gods. Divine allegiance was important for the 
Roman politician. In the turbulent politics of the mid 50s, i t must 
inevitably have been less clear than ever before where that allegiance lay. 
Connections with the gods (as well as the alienation of the divine from 
one's rivals) had to be constantly paraded and re-paraded. 

Underlying these apparently deep divisions over the control of religion 
and access to the favour of the gods, there was (as w e noted at the end o f the 
last section) a striking consensus of religious ideology. Cicero's speeches offer 
a clear instance of this. Loaded, partisan, aggressively one-sided - they were 
the most successful works o f political rhetoric that the Roman world had 
ever known, constantly admired and imitated. In speech after speech, 
Cicero enlists the support o f his listeners (and later his readers) with appeals 
to the gods and to the shared traditions of Roman religion and myth. In the 
first o f his speeches against Catiline, for example, delivered in 63 B.c. t o the 
senate (meeting in the temple of Jupiter Stator o n the lowet slopes of the 
Palatine), part o f his persuasion of the wavering Senators draws o n the tra
ditions of the particular temple in which they are assembled. He not only 
evokes Jupiter 'the Stayer' ('who holds the Romans firm i n battle' - o r 'who 
stops them from running for i t . . . ' ) , but interweaves allusions t o the mythi-

65 Cicero, On the Response ofthe Haruspices; with a reconstructed text of the response itself, 
7.4a. For the haruspices in general, see above, pp. 19-20; on the particular circum-
stances of this speech, Lenaghan (1969). 

66 On the Response ofthe Haruspices*), 22-29, 37-39. The exaggeration of Cicero's claims: 
Lenaghan (1969) 114-17; Wiseman (1974) 159-69. 
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cal foundation of the temple, vowed by Romulus in the heat of his battles 
with the Sabines. He offers, in other words, a mythical model for the kind 
of threat he claims the city faces from Catiline, and by implication presents 
himself as a new founder of Rome. Privately, many Senators may have been 
irritated, disbelieving or amused by these claims; but it seems clear enough 
that Roman public discourse found one of its strengest rallying cries in such 
appeals to the city's religious traditions. 6 7 

But this public religious consensus is important too in the conflicts and 
disagreements of late republican politics; i t is not just a feature of grand 
Ciceronian appeals to 'unity' in the state. Crucially, there is no sign in any 
Roman political debate that any public figure ever openly rejected the tra
ditional framework for understanding the gods' relations with humankind. 
Political argument consisted in large part of accusations that the other side' 
had neglected their proper duty to the gods, or had flouted divine law. It 
was a competition (in our terms) about how, and by whom, access to the 
gods was to be controlled — not about rival claims on the importance or 
existence of the divine. So far as we can teli, no radical political stance 
brought with it a fundamental challenge to the traditional assumptions of 
how the gods operated in the world. There were, to be sure, as there always 
had been, individual cults and individual deities that were invested (for var
ious reasons) with a particular populär resonance. The temple of Ceres, for 
example, as we have seen, had special 'plebeian' associations from the early 
Republic; likewise the cult of the Lares Compitales (at local shrines 
throughout the regions {vici) of the city) was a centre of religious and social 
life for, particularly, slaves and poor (and was later to be developed by 
Augustus precisely for its populär associations); while Clodius' dedication 
of his shrine to Liberty on the site of Cicero's house no doubt had, as must 
have been the intention, a populär appeal.68 There were always likely to be 
choices and preferences of this kind in any polytheism. But i f these cults 
did act as a focus for an entirely different view of man's relations with gods, 
no evidence has survived to suggest i t . 

The particular quarrels between Clodius and Cicero well illustrate the 
religious consensus that operated even (or especially) in disagreement. 

67 For example, Against Catilinel. 11, 33; Vasaly (1 993) 40-87. In choosing this senator-
Ẃ/speech as an example of religious rhetoric, we are effectively questioning the com
mon view that, while Cicero loads his speeches to the (easily impressed and 
superstitious) people with divine appeals, in speaking to the (sophisticated and scepti-
cal) senate he keeps the gods off the agenda. As Vasaly shows, this is simply wtong. For 
further discussion of the importance of place and location in Roman religion, below, 
pp. 173-4 and ch. 4 passim. 

68 Ceres: above, pp. 65-6. Clodius andLibertas: Allen (1944); Gallini (1962) 267-9. The 
populat character of the Compitalia and the local Lares, and the relations between these 
associations and professional collegia: Accame (1942); Lintott (1968) 77-83; Flambard 
(1977); and (for specifically Augustan developments) below, pp. 184-6, and 8.6a (an 
altar of the Lares Augusti). 
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These battles are known, as we have already remarked, almost entirely from 
the side of Cicero, who constantly characterized Clodius as 'the enemy o f 
the gods' - whether for the invasion of the rites of the Bona Dea, or the 
'destruction' of the auspices (in his reforms of the rules for obnuntiatio in 58 
B . C . ) . The truth that may lie behind any of these allegations is now impos-
sible to assess (and in many cases always was). More important is the fact 
that Clodius appears to have returned in kind what were, after all, quite tra
ditional accusations of divine disfavour. As we have seen from Cicero's 
defence in his speech On the Response ofthe Haruspices, Clodius did not dis-
regard or even ridicule Cicero's religious rhetoric; he did not stand outside 
the system and laugh at its silly Conventions. He turned the tables, and 
within the same religious framework as his Opponent, he claimed the alle-
giance of the gods for himself, and their enmity for Cicero. It was similar 
with other radical politicians. Saturninus (tribune in 103 and 100 B . C . ) , for 
example, protected his contentious legislation by demanding an oath of 
observance (sanctio) sworn by the central civic deities of Jupiter and the 
Penates in front of the temple of Castor in the Forum; 6 9 and Catiline kept 
a silver eagle in a shrine in his house, as i f taking over for his uprising the 
symbolic protection of the eagle traditionally kept in the official shrine of a 
legionary camp. 7 0 The question, then, was not whether the gods were per-
ceived to co-operate with the political leaders of Rome; but with which 
political leaders was their favour placed? 

But this raises yet another question, which we wi l l turn to consider in 
the next section: quite how close is the co-operation of men and gods, quite 
how easy is it to draw a distinction between the divine and the human? 

4. Divus Julius: becoming a god? 

The honours granted to Julius Caesar immediately before his assassination 
suggest that he had been accorded the status of a god - or something very 
like it: he had, for example, the right to have a priest {flamen) of his cult, to 
adorn his house with a pediment (as i f it were a temple) and to place his 
own image in formal processions of images of the gods. Shortly after his 
death, he was given other marks of divine status: altars, sacrifices, a temple 
and in 42 B . C . a formal decree of deification, making h i m divus Julius. Ever 
since the moment they were granted, these honours — particularly those 

69 Appian, Civil Wars 1.29-31 refers in general terms to an oath applied to Saturninus' 
land law. FLRA 1.6 (the Lex Latina Tabulae Bantinae) is a fragmentary inscribed text o f 
what is almost certainly one of Saturninus' laws, with the oath in front of the temple o f 
Castor prescribed in section 3; Crawford (1996) 1.193-208 (with text and translation 
of all that survives). 

70 Cicero, Against Catiline 1.9.24. This eagle was, in fact, even more symbolically loaded: 
it had been one of the legionary Standards on Marius' campaign against the Germans 
(Sallust, The War against Catiline 593)• 
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granted before his death - have been the focus of debate. I f you ask the 
question 'Had Caesar officially become a Roman god, or not, before his 
death? Was he, or was he not, a deity?' you wi l l not find a clear answer. 
Predictably, both Roman writers and modern scholars offer different and 
often contradictory views. 7 1 Some speak stridently for, some stridently 
against, his manifest divinity; taken together they attest only the impossi-
bility of fixing a precise category for Caesar, whether divine or human. 7 2 

I t is, nevertheless, certain enough that the honours granted to him 
before the Ides of March 44 B . C . likened him in various respects to the 
gods, assimilated him to divine status. That assimilation itself could be 
understood in different ways: both as an outrageously new, foreign, ele
ment within the political and religious horizons of the Roman elite, and as 
a form of honour which had strong traditional roots in Roman conceptions 
of deity and of relations between political leaders and the gods. On the one 
hand, that is, particular I n s p i r a t i o n for various of Caesar s divine symbols 
may well have been drawn from the East, and the cult repertoire of the 
Hellenistic kings; the public celebrations on Caesars birthday, for example, 
and the renaming of a calendar month and an electoral tribe in his honour 
have clear precedents in the honours paid to certain Hellenistic mon-
archs.73 O n the other hand, some aspects of Caesars divine status are com-
prehensible as the developments of existing trends in Roman religious 
ideology and practice. The boundary between gods and men was never as 
rigidly defined in Roman paganism as it is supposed to be in modern 
Judaeo-Christian traditions. Even if, as we have seen, the mythic world of 
Rome was more sparsely populated than its Greek equivalent with such 
intermediate categories between gods and men as 'nymphs' and 'heroes', it 
did incorporate men, such as Romulus, who became gods; the Roman rit
ual of triumph involved the impersonation of a god by the successful gen
eral; and in the Roman cult of the dead, past members of the community 
shared in some degree of divinity. 7 4 There was no sharp polarity, but a spec-
trum between the human and the divine. Throughout the late Republic the 

71 How could they not? you might ask. What would it mean to be cettain on such an issue 
- before, or for that matter after, Caesar's death? Contemporary invective against 
Caesar's honours: Cicero, PhilippicW. 110-11 = 9.2a (delivered in 44 B.c.); this speech, 
with its apparently detailed knowledge of Caesar's cult, suggests that the 'programme' 
for deification was well worked out and well known months before the formal decree in 
42 B.c. For coins of Octavian (the future emperor Augustus) illustrating his descent 
from divus Julius, 9.2b (iii) and (iv). 

72 The classic study here is Weinstock (1971) - which should be read with North (1975); 
note also Taylor (1931) 58-77; Vogt (1953); Ehrenberg (1964); Gesche (1968), with 
füll earlier bibliography in Dobesch (1966). 

73 Cassius Dio XLIV.4.4 (with Weinstock (1971) 206-9); XLIV.5.2 (with Weinstock 
(1971) 152-62). Some scholars have also seen the traditions of Etruscan/Roman king-
ship in the honours paid to Caesar, for example Kraft (1952-3). 

74 Romulus and other mythic examples of deification: above, p. 31; the triumph: pp. 
44-5; the cult of the dead: p. 31. 
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leader was no doubt temporary and informal (to the extent that it was 
sanctioned by no official law or decree); i t also had earlier precedents - in, 
for example, the brothers Gracchi, who had received some sort of cult after 
their deaths at the places where each had been kil led. 8 2 But Marius seems 
to have set a pattern of cult for the living. Fifteen years later, in 86 B . C . , the 
praetor Marius Gratidianus issued a populär edict, reasserting the tradi
tional value of the Roman denarius, and was rewarded 'with statues erected 
in every street, before which incense and candles were burned'. It may be 
significant that Cicero connects these divine honouts with the indepen-
dent action of Gratidianus in issuing the edict in his own name, without 
reference to his colleagues - so directly linking divine status with (claims 
to) political dominance. 8 3 

Association wi th the gods could also be seen in the form of the protection 
or favour that a politician might claim from an individual deity. Venus, in 
particular, ancestor of the family of Aeneas (and so by extension of the 
whole Roman people) became prominent in the careers of several leading 
men of the first Century B . C . Such divine protection was in itself a relatively 
modest claim (compared with some of the honours we have just been con-
sidering). But this parade of divine favour developed, particularly in the 
hands of Pompey and Caesar, into a competitive display of ever closer con-
nections wi th the goddess. 

A t the beginning of the first century B . C . Sulla, the dictator, claimed the 
protection of Venus in Italy and of her Greek 'equivalent', Aphrodite, in 
the East. He advertised this association not only on coins minted under his 
authority, but also in his temple foundations and in his dedication of an axe 
at Aphrodite's great sanctuary at Aphrodisias in Asia Minor - apparently 
following the goddess' appearance to h im in a dream. But Sullas titles too 
incorporated his claims to her divine favour. In the Greek world he was reg-
ularly styled Lucius Cornelius Sulla Epaphroditus-, and in the West he took 
the name Felix as an extra cognomen — a title which indicated good fortune 
brought by the gods, in this case almost certainly by Venus.8 4 

Pompey followed suit - as it seems from the coins bearing images of 
Venus issued by his supporters, and from the dedications of his own lavish 
building Scheines. As we have seen, his enormous theatre-temple in Rome 
was centred on a shrine of Venus Victrix (through whose aid, we are to 
assume, Pompey had won his victories); and a slightly later shrine in the 
same building complex was dedicated to Felicitas, a clear echo of Sullas title 

82 Plutarch, Caius Gracchus 18.2. 
83 Cicero, On Dutieslll.%0; also Pliny, Natural //ẃíoryXXXlll.132. The cult of Gratidi

anus was presumably at the local shrines of the vici; above, p. 139, below, p. 185. 
84 Plutarch, Sulla 19.9; 34.4-5 = 9.1b (i); Appian, Civil Warl.97 - with Schilling (1954) 

272-95; Champeaux (1982-87) 11.216-36. For a discordant view (that Sulla's associ-
ations were with the Greek Aphrodite rather than the Roman Venus) and a bibliogra-
phy of earlier work, Baisdon (1951). 
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Felix. I t is as i f Pompey was taking over from the memory of Sulla the par
ticular patronage of Venus, divine ancestress of the Roman race. The degree 
of outright rivalry between the two men that is implied by this is glimpsed 
in an anecdote from early in Pompey's career, still in the period of the dom-
inance of Sulla. Pompey is said to have wanted to ride into Rome for his 
triumph on a chariot drawn by four elephants; as this was a vehicle partic
ularly associated with Venus, it was effectively an attempt to upstage Sulla 
and his divine associations.S5 

Caesar, of course, could outbid both Sulla and Pompey. Fot him, 
Venus was more than a patron goddess; she was the ancestress of the 
family of Aeneas, from which his own family of the Julii traced their line. 
Caesar, in other words, could claim to be a direct descendant of the 
goddess herself. He himself made a point of this already in 68 B . C . , in his 
funeral oration for his aunt Julia, celebrating her divine ancestry from 
Venus. And later, as we have seen, when he embarked on the grand 
development of a new and lavish forum (no doubt itself a calculated bid 
to rival the building schemes of Pompey), he dedicated his temple to 
Venus Genetrix (the ancestor). The significance of this would have been 
clear for those who chose to think of it: while Pompey and others could 
claim the support of Venus as the forbear of the Roman race as a whole, 
Caesar could and did patade her as the particular ancestress of his own 
family. 8 6 I t is a significance highlighted in another anecdote told of 
Pompey - this time dreaming, before his final battle with Caesar at 
Pharsalus, of spoils decorating his temple of Venus Victrix. According to 
Plutarch, On some accounts he was encouraged, but on others depressed, 
by the dream. He feared lest the race of Caesar, which went back to 
Venus, was to receive glory and splendour through h im. ' 8 7 

But even before Caesar himself had drawn directly on the repertoire of 
divine honours granted to Hellenistic kings in the Greek world, Rome's 
expansion in the Eastern Mediterranean brought with it another context in 
which leading Romans became closely associated with the gods. From at 
least the second C e n t u r y B . c . , there is a small body of evidence to show indi
vidual Roman generals and governors receiving various forms of divine 
honours from Eastern cities — presumably on the pattern of the honours 
they had granted their pre-Roman rulers. From the point of view of the 
cities concerned, this practice may well have been part of their strategy of 

85 Coins: Crawford (1974) p.448 no.424; p.449 no.426.3. Theatre-temple: above 
pp. 122-3, with (for Felicitas) Degrassi (1963) 191 {Pasti Amiternini, 12 Aug.) and 
Weinstock (1971) 93 and 114; note also Cicero's stress on felicitasin his speech On the 
Command of Pompey (for example, 47 = 9.1c), Champeaux (1982-7) 11.236-59. The 
triumph: Plutarch, Pompey 14 - in fact, the team of elephants proved too big to get 
through the city gates, so the plan had to be dropped. 

86 Funeral speech: Suetonius, Julius Caesar 6. Coins celebrating his connections with 
Venus: 9.2b(i) - (iii). The scheine as a whole, above, p. 123. 

87 Plutarch, Pompey 68.2-3. 
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Fig. 3.3 A 
fragment o f a frieze 
f rom the temple o f 
Venus Genetrix 
showing Cupids 
playing w i t h a 
washing bowl , a 
scabbard and a 
shield. H i e armour 
alludes to the god 
Mars and to the 
story o f his love 
affair w i t h Venus. 
Like most o f the 
visible remains o f 
this temple, the 
frieze dates f rom a 
restoration o f the 
early second Century 
A.D. - though the 
original decorarion 
must also have 
featured the goddess 
and her m y t h . 
(Heigh t o f block, 
1.45m.; length, 
1.92m.) 

'fitting the Romans in to their own familiär system of power and hon
ours. 8 8 From the point of view of the generals thus honoured, the granting 
of such divine status might have seemed either an outrageous form of impi-
ous flattery from a conquered people, to be tolerated only in the interests of 
provincial control; or, on the other hand, a confirmation of the traditional 
Roman association between political leadership and the divine - as well as 
an opportunity to explore more lavish and explicit forms of cult away from 
the gaze of their peers in Rome. Probably their reaction took in all three. 

The earliest and one of the most vivid examples concerns honours given 
to Titus Quinctius Flamininus (the consul of 198 B.C. and upholder of the 
'freedom' of Greece against the claims of Philip V of Macedon). Plutarch 
describes the rituals at Chalcis in his honour that were still performed three 
hundred years later - sacrifices, libations, a hymn of praise, as well as the 
appointment of his own priest. He even quotes the last lines of the hymn: 
'...we revere the trusty Romans, cherished by our solemn vows. Sing, maid
ens, to Zeus the great, to Rome and Titus, with the trusty Romans. Hail 
Paean Apollo. Hail Titus our saviour.'89 And we can find evidence for other 
such honours later in the Republic, even i f they were not always so long-
lasting: a priest and sacrifices for Manius Aquilius, who established the 

88 Price (1984) 42-7 , 
89 Plutarch, Flamininus 16.3-4. O n some occasions these lines must have been sung, by 

some participants at least, w i th as much irony as reverence; the 'trusty Romans' scarcely 
able to avoid becoming a joke. For other honours to Flamininus, in other cities, 
Weinstock (1971) 289; inscriptions translated in Sherk (1984) no. 6. 
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Roman Organization of the province of Asia in the 120s B . c . ; 9 0 a festival 
(the Mucid) in honour of Quintus Mucius Scaevola, proconsuloiAsia in 97 
B . C . ; 9 1 temples voted to Cicero (though refused by him) on more than one 
occasion in the East.92 

By far the most striking array of divine honours, however, were those 
offered to Pompey during his major commands in the East. A month was 
renamed after him at Mytilene; he had a cult on the island of Delos, wi th 
cult officials, Pompeiastai, recorded in inscriptions; he was honoured as 
'saviour' at Samos and Mytilene; it is also possible that temples were actu-
ally built to house his cult. 9 3 Plutarch also suggests that his divinity was part 
of the street-talk of Greek graffiti, quoting a line scratched on an Athenian 
wall, apparently addressed to Pompey: 'The more you know you're a man, 
the more you become a god'. Plutarch hazards no guess at how Pompey 
took this message, when he saw it; but we wi l l surely spot its double edge, 
as well as its allusion to the language of the triumphal ceremony: 'remem-
ber you're a man'. 9 4 

These honours for Pompey far outstrip, in their closeness to specifically 
religious cult, any that we know he was offered (or claimed) at Rome. What-
ever these eastern honours entailed, wi th whatever enthusiasm, or sense of 
Obligation, they were performed (and the bare references in inscriptions give 
us almost no clue on that), they contrast markedly with the relatively tradi-
tionalist image Pompey seems to have had in Italy itself. How important that 
distinction was, between West and East, is much less clear to determine. It 
would, for example, be impossibly neat to imagine that Pompey's divine sta
tus, enjoyed and exploited in Greece, was shed instantly he touched Italian 
soil. A l i the same, one way of understanding the novelty of Caesars divine 
status is as a novelty of place: Caesar, that is, finally brought to Romezáegiee 
of outright identification with the gods that his rival had attained (or dared 
to assume, perhaps) only in the East — out of range of the constraining gaze 
of his peers.95 

90 IGRW.293. col. i i , 20-6; with Magie (1950) 153-4, 157-8. 
91 Cicero, Against Verres II.2.51; W. Dittenberger- K. Purgold, Die Inschriften von 

Olympia (1896) no. 327; IGR IV 188 (trans. Sherk (1984) no. 58); Magie (1950) 
173-4, 1064. 

92 Letters to his Brother Qiiintus 1.1.26; Letters to Atticus V.21.7. But note the honorific 
statues, in their own exedra, given to various members of Cicero's family at Samos: 
Dörner and Gruber (1953). 

93 The month at Mytilene: /GXII.2.589 (1. 18); Robert (1969) 49, n.8. Pompeiastai: SIG3 

749A. 'Saviour': SIG3 749B, 751 (trans. Sherk (1984) no. 75). The only evidence for 
temples comes from the line allegedly uttered over (or perhaps inscribed on) Pompey's 
tomb by the emperor Hadrian: 'how mean a tomb for one so overladen with temples!' 
(Appian, Civil War UM; Cassius Dio LXIX.11.1). See also Tuchelt (1979) 105-12 
and Price (1984) 46, who argue against there being cult places for Roman magistrates. 

94 Plutarch, Pompey 27. 
95 Weinstock (1971) explores throughout the Pompeian precedents for Caesar's divine 

honours; the model of Caesar as 'Pompey in Rome' is also clearly suggested by 
Crawford (1976). 
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Every narrative of Roman apotheosis teils, at the same time, a story of 
uncertainty, challenge, debate and mixed motives. It would be naive to sup-
pose that leading Romans saw divine honours simply and solely as a reflec-
tion and extension of the traditional links between gods and magistrates. 
Many, or most, must have enjoyed the prospect of being treated like a god 
(at the same time, no doubt, as feeling uncomfortable about such a display 
of excess); many must have perceived the advantage over their rivals that 
divine honours would bring, and have planned (or solicited) yet further 
marks of divine status. I t would be likewise naive to imagine that those 
offering divine honours did not on some occasions ćakulate that the offer 
would redound to their own benefit. There was an advantage in your Com
munity (rather than the town thirty miles down the road) being the one 
that presented the Roman governor wi th a series of sacrifices and a 
grandiose temple. Nor should we imagine that, even in the Greek world, 
there were no objections to offers of divine honours to Roman generals. 
The very fact that the evidence for these divine honours is so patchy, par
ticularly in the decades immediately following Flamininus, in the early and 
mid second Century, may suggest that such honours were not actually com
mon. And that, in turn, may suggest that it was not at first generally 
accepted that these temporary Roman Commanders, turning up for a 
short-term stint of power, did fit into the model of the earlier Hellenistic 
kings and their divine power.9 6 

Deification is not, then, just our problem. Roman religion, as we have 
seen, constructed the boundary between humans and the gods very differ-
ently from most modern world religions; and that must have made a dif
ference to the ways most people would have understood (or accepted) what 
seems to us an extraordinary, impossible status transition: becoming a god. 
On the other hand, many of the puzzlements and problems we find were 
shared by Romans too: did honours equal to those given to the gods mean 
that the recipient was no different from a god like Jupiter or Mars? what 
actually happened at the moment of deification? and so on. 9 7 

These debates and conflicts are highlighted for us clearly in the different 
versions told in the first Century B . C . , and later, of the myth of Romulus' death 
and apotheosis. Romulus could provide a mythic model for the final, and offi
cial, deification of Caesar, as divus Julius, after his assassination in 44 B . C . 
Rome's founder, so one Version of the story went, simply disappeared at 

96 Nor may the granting of divine honours to individual Romans have been generally 
acceptable to the senate; below, p. 160. 

97 For explicit recognition of these and many other bafflements of apotheosis, Seneca's 
Pumpkinification of Claudius (almost certainly written just after - and in reaction to -
the deification of the emperor Claudius) is the classic text; for a satiric treatment of the 
mechanisms of decision-making that lay behind apotheosis, for example, see 
Pumpkinification 9 = 9.2c. But Cicero's theology also broaches some of these issues; for 
example, On the Nature ofthe GodslllA9-50, where the problem of the status of a god 
who started life as a human is explicitly raised. 
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his death: he vanished in a cloud. Then, shortly after, he made known to the 
world his new divine status, as the god Quirinus — appearing to announce the 
fact to a Roman called (appropriately enough) Proculus Julius. Rome's 
founder, so the myth says, joined the gods, witnessed by an ancestor of the 
very next man who would receive official apotheosis, temple and cult in 
Rome: a story spread wide by partisans of Caesar. But significantly, almost 
every time that this story is told by Roman writers, it is challenged by dis-
cordant versions that are told along with it: Proculus Julius may just have been 
'put up' by the Senators, who wished to deflect any Sugges t ion that they had 
murdered the king; or indeed the king really was murdered, and 'disappeared' 
by being cut up into tiny pieces and hidden in the Senators ' togas...98 These 
mythic variants are not just a cunning Subve r s ion of Caesars divinity, 
reasserting his bloody death over any claims to godhead. More generally, the 
telling and re-telling of this complicated and conflicting setoî myths opens 
up each time the uncertainty of any human claim to be, or to have become, 
a god - or, for that matter to have witnessed that 'becoming'. It asserts deifi-
cation as a process that involves fraud and piety, tradition A«ć/contrived nov-
elty, political advantage and religious truth: for the Romans, as for us. 

5. Religious differentiation: scepticism, expertise and magic 

One of the ways to understand the varied and complex processes of change 
that characterized the late Republic, in almost every sphere of life, is to 
think in terms of 'structural dijferentiatiori. As Roman society became 
more complex, many areas of activity that had previously remained unde-
fined (or at least deeply embedded in traditional social and family groups) 
developed - for the first time as far as we can teli - a separate identity, with 
specific rules, claiming relative autonomy from other activities and institu
tions. Rhetoric, for example, became a specialized skill, professionally 
taught, not an accomplishment picked up at home or by practice in the 
Forum; likewise the institutions of criminal and civil law witnessed the 
development of legal experts, men who had made themselves knowledge-
able in the law and carefully distinguished their skill from that of advocates 
and orators." The stages and causes of these developments are complex to 
reconstruct. The relative impact of the internal changes within Rome itself, 
versus the effect of growing Roman contact with the already highly differ-
entiated world of some of the Greek states, is hard to evaluate. The conse-
quences are nevertheless clear: by the end of the Republic a range of new 
and specialized activities existed; and, wi th those activities, new forms of 
discourse and intellectual expertise. 

98 Cicero, On the State 11.20; Livy 1.16 = 2.8a; Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman 
Antiquities11.56; Plutarch, Romulus 27-8. 

99 Hopkins (1978) 76-80; Rawson (1985) 143-55. 
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Religion is the area in which this particular model of change is most 
helpful, Traditionally religion was deeply embedded in the political insti-
tutions of Rome: the political elite were at the same time those who con-
trolled human relations with the gods; the senate, more than any other 
single I n s t i t u t i o n , was the central locus of 'religious' and 'political' power. 
In many respects this remained as true at the end of the Republic as it had 
been two or three centuries earlier. But, at the same time, we can trace - at 
least over the last Century B . c . — the beginning of a progression towards the 
I s o l a t i o n of'religion' as an autonomous area of human activiry, with its own 
rules, its own technical and professional discourse. In this section, we shall 
look at two particular aspects of this process: first, the development of a 
theoretical (sometimes sceptical) discourse of religion, together with the 
emergence of religious experts and enthusiasts; and second, the develop
ment of more sharply defined boundaries between different types of reli
gious experience: between the licit and the illicit, between religion and 
magic. 

The philosophical treatises of Cicero are (as we noted at the very begin
ning of this chapter) the earliest surviving works in Latin to develop theo
retical arguments, sceptical of the established traditions of Roman religion. 
One of the most engaging of these treatises is the dialogue On Divination, 
written during 44 and 43 B . C . , whose second book includes an extended 
attack (in the mouth of Cicero the augur himself) on the validity of Roman 
augury, the significance of portents and dreams, and the agreed I n t e r p r e t a 
tion of oracles. In a spirited, and sometimes witty, attack, all manner of 
ridicule is poured on the gullible - who believe, for example, that cocks 
crowing before a battle may portend victory for one side or the other; or 
that i f a sacrificial victim is found to have no heart, disaster inevitably 
looms. The 'rational' philosopher in Cicero has good sport, arguing that 
cocks crow too often for it to be significant of anything at all; or that it 
would be simply impossible for any animal ever to have lived without a 
heart. 1 0 0 No element of Roman divination escapes this ruthless scrutiny. 

The fact that Cicero could construct these sceptical arguments does not 
necessarily indicate that he himself held such views; nor that they were 
common among the Roman élite of his day. In fact, the second sceptical 
book of On Divination is preceded and balanced by a first book, which 
draws on Greek Stoic philosophy to present the arguments (put into the 
mouth of Cicero's brother Quintus) in favouroi traditional practices of div
ination. 1 0 1 But even i f Cicero himself was personally committed to an out 
and out sceptical position, i t is not the most important aspect of this or any 
of his other theological studies. Much more significant is the fact that this 

100 For example, On Divination II.36-7 = 13.2b (the impossibility of an animal living 
without a heart); 11.56 (the insignificance of cocks crowing). 

101 For example, 1.118-19 = 13.2a (the absence of a heart signalling disaster); 1.74 (the 
significance of cocks crowing). 
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kind of theoretical argument about traditional practice had begun to be 
framed at ali. The philosophical definition and defence of traditional 
Roman piety that we see throughout Cicero's work are just as important in 
the history of Roman religious ideas as the development of a particular 
Strand of sceptical'mquiry, which has often been given more attention. Both 
developments indicate a religion that was becoming an area of interesi, 
identifiable as separate and thus the object or scrutiny, of scepticism and 
defence.102 

This differentiation of religion was certainly associated with increasing 
Roman familiarity with Greek philosophy. Contact wi th the philosophical 
traditions of the Greek world did, as we saw in chapter 2, Stretch back con-
siderably further than the mid first century B . C . A S early as the beginning of 
the second century, Ennius, the great epic poet of the Republic, had pro-
duced a Latin translation of Euhemerus' work on the human origins of the 
gods, of which a few paragraphs from a prose version survive; and we have 
reference to (though no surviving trače of) a number of treatises from the 
end of the second century B . C . and later, which were probably expositions 
in Latin of Greek philosophical doctrines. 1 0 3 It is, of course, impossible to 
judge writing that no longer survives. But from Cicero's claims, at least, it 
would seem that his own treatises (and the philosophical work of his con-
temporaries) were crucially different in kind from their predecessors; and 
that it was only at the very end of the Republic that Greek theory čame to 
be deployed on specifically Roman problems and practice, defining and dif-
ferentiating new areas of recognizably Roman discourse. This was the first 
period, in othet words, that Roman philosophy was more than translation 
from the Greek; the first period to define 'religion' through (and as part of) 
such intellectual theorizing. 1 0 4 

Antiquarian enquiry and the emergence of specifically religious histoti-
ans is another aspect of the process of differentiation. Even i f this material 

102 Beard (1986); Schofield (1986). For a different perspective, stressing the outright 
scepticism of On Divination, Linderski (1982); Momigliano (1984); Timpanaro 
(1988). 

103 Roman philosophical experts: for example, Spurius Mummius (mid second centuiy 
B.c . ) : Cicero, Brutus9A; Publius Rutilius Rufus (consul 105 B.c . ) : Brutus 114; On the 
Orator 1.227; Titus Albucius [praetorcl05 B . C . ) : Brutus 131. For Latin treatises, note 
the work of Amafinius (? early first century B.c . ) : Tusculan Disputations IV.6; Rabirius: 
Academica (second edition) 1.5; Catius: Letters to FriendsXVAGA; 19.1. Though per
haps Cicero had a tendency to exaggerate the extent of earlier Roman philosophical 
activity, in order to give a pedigree to his own work (which some contemporaries 
clearly saw as un-Roman activity). For Ennius, above, p. 78. 

104 The point is that the development of theory and the definition of'religion' are integral 
parts of the same process; they go hand in hand; one does not precede the other; Beard 
(1986) 36-41. One possible earlier case of a Roman philosophical writer explicitly 
considering Roman practice is Mucius Scaevola (consul 95 B.c.) whose remarks on 
State religion are quoted by Augustine (The City of GWIV.27; the theme is continued 
at VI.5 = 13.9). It seems likely, however, that Augustine is quoting the words not of 
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now survives only in 'Fragments' quoted by later Roman writers, there is 
enough to highlight the cultural Investment in religious expertise and reli
gious curiosity that distinguished the late Republic from earlier periods of 
Roman history. By far the most comprehensive of the antiquarian treatises 
on Roman religion was Varro's great encyclopaedia, Divine and Human 
Antiquities, which devoted sixteen (of its forty-one) volumes to the gods 
and religious institutions of the city. From the quotations that are preserved 
(notably in Augustine's The City ofiGod) we can gain some idea of its struc
ture and content. I t was clearly a work of rigorous Classification, dividing its 
subject into five principal sections (priesthoods, holy places, festivals, rites 
and gods) and offering within those sections yet finer distinctions on types 
of deity and Institution: shrines (sacella), for example, were treated sepa-
rately from temples (aedes sacrae); gods specifically concerned with human 
beings (presiding over birth or marriage) were placed in a separate category 
from those concerned with food or clothing. But the Antiquities was also a 
work of compilation, assembling often recondite In fo rmat ion on traditional 
Roman religion: the reason for the particular type of headdress worn by the 
flamen Dialis; the significance of the festival of the Lupercalia; the precise 
difference in responsibility between the god Liber and the goddess Ceres.105 

Other works along these lines are known, although they do not now sur-
vive even to the extent of Varro's, nor did they originally reach such vast 
lengths. Nigidius Figulus (praetor in 58 B . C . ) was perhaps Varro's dosest pre-
cursor, wi th a work On the Gods in at least nineteen books, as well as treatises 
on divination and haruspicy, dreams and astrology.106 But among other 
writers were Granius Flaccus who dedicated to Julius Caesar a work De 
Indigitamentis (On Forms of Address), which discussed the formulae used by 
the pontifices in addressing the gods; and Aulus Caecina, another contem
porary of Cicero and Caesar, and a man with distinguished Etruscan fore-
bears, produced a Latin version of the Etruscan science of thunderbolts and 
their religious Interpretation. 1 0 7 There was also apparently something of an 
industry in writing on augury and the augural College. Cicero himself wrote 
one such treatise ( in addition to his On Divination), and another was dedi
cated to him. This was written byAppius Claudius Pulcher, the consul of 54 
B . C . , who was such a passionate defender of augury that he was nicknamed 

the 'real' Scaevola, but of Scaevola as a character in a dialogue of Cicero's contempo
rary Varro; Cardauns (1960). Others, however, have feit more inclined to accept the 
quoted words as words of the 'real' man (see Rawson (1985) 299-300). Different 
views on the character and significance of this early Roman philosophy: Rawson 
(1985) 282-316; Brunt (1989). 

105 Cardauns (1976). Antiquarian information: fr. 51 (headdress), from Aulus Gellius 
AtticNightsXA 5.32; fr. 76 (Lupercalia), from Varro, On the Latin LanguageVlA3; fr. 
260 (Liber and Ceres), from Augustine, City of Gad V I I . 16. 

106 Rawson (1985) 309-12. Surviving fragments of his work are edited in a collection by 
A. Swoboda (1889, repr. 1964); with a brilliant parody in Lucan (1.639-72). 

107 The surviving fragments of Granius: Funaioli (1907) 429-35. Caecina: Rawson 
(1985) 304-5. 
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the 'Pisidian' (after the people o f Pisidia in Asia Minor, renowned for their 
own devotion to augury), Appius Claudius was also representative of the 
new breed o f religious 'enthusiast'; not only was h e an augur himself, but he 
also endowed new building works at the famous Greek sanctuary at Eleusis, 
as well as making a point o f going to consult the Delphic oracle,1 0 8 

These works are almost certainly a new phenomenon o f the latest phase 
o f the Republic. O f course, w e have seen that writing had long been associ
ated with Roman religion: the pontifices zna augureshzd, for example, long 
kept records within their own Colleges of ritual prescriptions and various 
aspects of religious law; w e have also noted the constructive 'revivals' of reli
gious rituals in the mid second century, apparently based on priestly anti
quarian enquiry. 1 0 9 The late republican works were, however, quite 
different from writing o f that kind; for (even when written by priests them
selves) they were not part o f internal priestly discourse within religion or 
directly related to ritual Performance; they were commentaries on religion 
from an external standpoint. Unlike the so-called 'priestly books' o f rules, 
formulae and precedents, they existed at a distance from traditional reli
gious practice, defining religion as an object o f scholarly interest, an object 
o f knowledge. This is not to suggest that what Varro, and the others, wrote 
was not itself 'religious'. To construct religion as the object of scholarly 
curiosity, whose traditions and rules could be investigated and preserved by 
a process o f scholarly enquiry, was inevitably to change the way religion 
could be perceived and understood. Varro was himself contributing to the 
history of religious thought as much as h e was commenting on that history. 
And in fact his great encyclopaedia was to become, almost from the 
moment he wrote it, a work of even greater symbolic authority than the 
priests' own books - 'as Varro says being a legitimating Roman catchphrase 
for almost any claim (bogus o r not) about the history, traditions and theol-
ogy of state religion. 1 1 0 

One o f the religious 'interests' o f Appius Claudius Pulcher was, suppos-
edly, necromancy; according to Cicero, he called up the spirits o f the dead, 
presumably (given his enthusiasms) to entice prophecy out of them. 1 1 1 

Another ofhis contemporaries, Nigidius Figulus, was even more renowned 
for his devotion to magic and astrology, alongside (as w e have seen) a n 

108 Late republican works on augury in general: Rawson (1985) 302. Appius Claudius: 
Cicero, On Divination 1.105; Letters to Atticus V I . 1.26; 6.2; Valerius Maximus, 
Memorable Deeds and Sayings 1.10; LLLRP 401. Appius Claudius was by no means the 
only Roman to explore traditional Greek religion: late republican Roman initiates at 
Eleusis include Sulla (Plutarch, SullalGA); also Clinton (1989). Inscriptions com-
memorating the initiations of Romans into the mysteries of Samothrace: Fraser (1960) 
nos. 28a, 30, 32 (translations in Sherk (1984) no. 27); but Roman interest in the 
Samothracian gods (sometimes said to be the ancestors of the Roman Penates) may be 
a very special case (see Priče (1998) ch. 8). 

109 Above, pp. 9-10; 25-6; 110-13. Below, p. 181 on the imperial period. 
110 For example, Seneca, Pumpkinification of Claudius 8. 
111 On Divination 1.132; Tusculan Disputationsl.37, 
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equally enthusiastic commitment to traditional divination, both Roman 
and Etruscan. 1 1 2 This takes us into another area of differentiation of religion 
in the late Republic: that is, the construction of increasingly sharp bound-
aries between different types of religious activity, between 'proper' religion 
and its illicit (or marginal) variants. In part the development of these 
boundaries reflects the growing diversity of religious practice, the increas
ingly wide ränge of options in human relations with the gods, that came to 
be distinguished more clearly one trom another over the late decades of the 
Republic; but to an equal, i f not greater, extent, i t was a consequence of a 
new desire to categorize, ever more subtly, the varieties of religious experi
ence that had long been part of the Roman world. In the late Republic, in 
other words, we begin for the first time to hear of practices designated as 
'magical'. Many of these practices had, in fact, been part of religious activity 
at Rome as far back as you could trace; what was new was precisely theif des-
ignation as 'magical', and the definition of magic as a separate category.113 

Definitions of'magic' have always been debated. There have been many 
ambitious modern attempts to offer a definition that applies equally well 
across all cultures and all historical periods; we shall discuss some of these 
in chapter 5. But it is worth emphasizing now that many of these 
attempted definitions miss the point. I t is not just a question of different 
societies understanding magical practice in all kinds of different ways, 
offering different explanations and theories of how magic originated and 
developed, and disagreeing about what in their own world is to count as 
'magical', rather than (say) 'religious'. It is rather that (despite modern 
attempts to generalize across cultures and despite the claims of some self-
styled 'magicians' to be deploying a universal skill) 'magic' is not a single 
category at all; but a term applied to a set of Operations whose rules conflict 
wi th the prevailing rules of religion, science or logic of the society con
cerned. And so, for the historian, the interest of what we may choose to call 
'magic' lies in how that conflict is defined, what particular practices are per-
ceived as breaking the rules, and how that perception changes over time. 

The development of the concept of magic (or 'the magical arts') at 
Rome is, in detail, very obscure; but we can trace some broad outlines. 
From the early and middle Republic there is plenty of evidence for what 
we would understand as magical practice - and for its prohibition. Cato's 
treatise On Agriculture, for example, written around 160 B . C . , includes a 
clear example of what is in our terms a magical remedy for healing sprains 
and fractures: 'Whatever the fracture, i t wi l l be cured wi th this charm: 
Take a green reed four or five foot long and split i t down the middle, and 
have two men hold it on your hips. Start to chant, motas vaeta daries dard-
ares astataries dissunapiter...';nA and the fifth-century B . C . legal code, The 

112 Servius, On Virgils Aeneid X.175; Rawson (1985) 309-10. 
113 A general overview: Garosi (1976); North (1980); Graf (1994); below, pp. 233-6. 
114 On Agriculture 160. As usual with such charms, all kinds of half-sense are buried in this 
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Twelve Tables, contains the clause that 'no one should enchant another 
man's crops'. 1 1 5 But it is much less clear that, in contemporary Roman 
terms, we are dealing here with the specific category of'magic' or with pro-
hibitions directed at 'magical' practices as such. Cato appears to have seen 
the healing charm no differently from other remedies (that we might call 
'practical' or 'scientific') suggested in his work; and the legal prohibition in 
The Tiuelve Tables seems to have been directed principally at the results of 
the action (that is, damage to another man's property), rather than against 
the method by which that damage was brought about. It was not until the 
late Republic (and then only tentatively) that magic began to be defined as 
a particular and perverred form of religion. 

The earliest extended Roman account of the magical arts that sutvives is 
part of the Eider Pliny's Natural History, his vast encyclopaedia of the whole 
natural world, finished in the 70s A . D . Here he attempts to trače the spread 
of magical practice (originating in Persia and moving through Greece and 
Italy) and to define magic in relation to science and teligion. He refers, for 
example, to the bestial quality of magic (men sacrificing men, or drinking 
human blood) and to its characteristic use of spells, charms and incanta-
tions - consistently opposing magic to the 'normal' rules of human behav
iour and the traditions of Roman religion. 1 1 6 We shall consider Pliny's 
account in greater detail in a later chapter.117 At this point we want to ask 
only how far it is possible to trače any such attempts at a formal definition 
of 'magic' back into the late Republic. 

There is no surviving work from a late republican author that attempts, 
like Pliny's Natural History, a synoptic account of magic. 1 1 8 Yet there are 
allusions that do seem to foreshadow some of the elements of Pliny's theo
ries in a range of writers of the mid first century B . C . Catullus, for example, 
abuses one of his favourite targets, Gellius, by saying that a magician 
(magus) wi l l be the result of his incest with his mothet, alluding at the same 
time to the Persian origin of magic. 1 1 9 Cicero, likewise abusing his O p p o 

nent Vatinius, charges h im with just the kind of activities characterized by 
Pliny as 'magical'. Under the cloak of so-called 'Pythagoreanism', Cicero 
claims, Vatinius indulged in calling up spirits and sactificing young human 
victims to the gods below: a sign of the flouting of traditional religious 
norms that Cicero makes parallel to Vatinius' disregard for augury and the 

nonsense formula. The final word, for example, is reminiscent both of Jupiter and of 
any Compound of dis— (splitting) apart. 

115 Pliny, Natural History XXVHI.17-18; Seneca, Natural Enquiries IV.7.2; Crawford 
(1996) 11.682-84. 

116 Pliny's account of the historical development of magic: Natural History XXX. 1-Ί8 
(part = 11.3); but magic is an important theme throughout Books XXVIII and XXX 
(see, for example, XXVIII.4-5; 19-21). See also Köves-Zulauf (1978) 256-66. 

117 See below, ρ. 219. 
118 The most likely candidate to have written one is Nigidius Figulus. 
119 Catullus 90. 
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auspices.120 This is, of course, all very different from any systematic account 
of magical practice; and its abusive rhetoric teils us almost nothing about 
the actual behaviour of its targets, or how they themselves would have 
defined their actions. A l l the same, the overlaps with Pliny are striking -
and they suggest that the late Republic did witness the beginning of t h e 
process that was to define magic quite specifically as something outside, o r 
in O p p o s i t i o n to, the proper religious norms of Rome. That 'magic' could 
be used as a cliché of abuse is an important piece of evidence in any attempt 
t o chart the history of that category. 

A l l kinds o f factors n o doubt contributed to the development of a f o r 
mal category o f magic. Foreign influences, as in philosophy and theology, 
n o doubt played some part. In particular, the convenient view that the ori-
gin o f magic lay somehow outside the civilized world (in barbarian Persia) 
may well have derived from Greek definitions of magic and Greek polemic 
against the Perstans.121 But as with the other themes discussed in this sec
tion, the underlying context lies i n Roman society itself and increasing 
complexity o f Roman culture and intellectual life. The same processes, in 
other words, that fostered a definition o f 'religion' as a n autonomous atea 
o f human activity also fostered a definition of religion's 'anti-types'. 

6. Rome and the outside world 

Almost every section o f this chapter has touched on the religious conse-
quences of the growth o f Rome's empire: the change in the traditional fetial 
ritual for declaring war; religious honour paid to Roman generals in the 
East; the effect o f growing contact with Greek philosophy o n the develop
ment o f religious discourse a t Rome. This final section wi l l consider 
directly two aspects of religious change in the context o f the expanding 
empire: first, Rome's export o f some o f its own religious forms to the out
side world; second, the place of'foreign religions in Rome itself, in this last 
period o f the Republic. The chapter wi l l close b y looking at a painting and 
a poem from that period, both o f which throw light on the complexity o f 
(and the complexity of our interpretations of) the religious world o f the 
first Cen tu ry , its 'foreign' cults, and its cult groups. 

Roman religion belonged i n Rome. As we shall emphasize in the follow-
ing chapters, i t was closely tied b y its rituals and myths t o the city itself; a n d 
its deities, priests and ceremonies were not systematically exported t o con-
quered territories (just as, for the most part, 'native' religious traditions con-
tinued under Roman domination). 1 2 2 Nonetheless Roman power 
influenced the religion o f Italian and provincial territories, while Roman 

120 Against Vatinius 14. 
121 Pliny, NaturalHistoiyXXX.3-11, with Garosi (1976) 30-1; see also the extracts at 11.3. 
122 Below, pp. 339-48. 
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imperialism was in part expressed through the development of religious 
institutions in the provinces. In this sense, by the late Republic, religion that 
was recognizably 'Roman' in some senses could be found elsewhere than in 
Rome itself. 

The clearest instance of the direct export of Roman religious forms can 
be seen in the establishment and regulation of religious practices in the 
coloniaeoi Roman Cit izens, founded for the settlement of military veterans 
and the poor in Italy and sometimes (at least from the late second centuty 
B.C.) in provincial territory. We shall consider the religious life of coloniae 
more fully in chapter 7; for the moment it is enough to stress that these 
communities, in theory at least, mirrored the religious institutions of Rome 
itself. Not only were they founded according to a religious ritual modelled 
on that which Romulus was supposed to have used in the foundation of 
Rome: the auspices were taken and the founder ploughed a furrow round 
the site to mark its sacred boundary (replicating the pomerium of Rome). 1 2 3 

But also some central features of their religious Organization were copied 
directly from that of the parent city. This is well illustrated by the charter of 
foundation that survives for Julius Caesars colonia at Urso in Southern 
Spain, laying out in detail the Constitution of the new city. 1 2 4 Several clauses 
in this charter make regulations for the selection and service of the civic 
priests, pontifices and augures; these clearly drew on the rules and privileges 
of the Roman priests of the same name, and even directly referred to the 
religious practice of Rome in framing some of their terms: 'Let these pon
tifices and augures...be guaranteed freedom from military service and com-
pulsory obligations in the same way as apontifexìs and shall be in Rome.' 1 2 5  

Rome's export of a new Community, in other words, might involve a self-
conscious replication of Roman religious forms outside Rome. 

But the export of Roman religious practice, especially to the Greek 
world, often entailed a more complex process than the deliberate and direct 
replication of Roman cult abroad. The spread of Roman dominance led 
provincial communities — directly encouraged by Rome or not — co adopt 
(or adapt) various 'Roman' rites and religious institutions. Some of these 
were drawn directly from Roman religion itself; others were significantly 
different from anything found at Rome, but were nevertheless defined 
explicitly in terms of Roman power. 

Various developments show the cities of the Greek world using for the 
first time elements of specifically Roman religious and mythic symbolism. 
An inscription from the island of Chios, for example, provides an unusu-
ally clear Illustration of how Roman myth might be incorporated into a 

123 Below, pp. 328-9. 
124 The charter is known from alate first Century A.D. copy of the original regulations. The 

significance of this copy and other aspects of the regulations: below, p. 328. 
125 ILS 6087, section 66 (= 10.2a); for a discussion and translation of the whole docu-

ment, Crawford (1996) 1.393-454. 
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Greek religious context. It records the establishment, probably in the early 
second Century B . C . , of a procession, sacrifice and games honouring Rome; 
but it also records the dedication of some kind of representation (whether 
a visual image, a written account, or both, is not clear) of the story of 
Romulus and Remus and their suckling by the wolf. That is, one Roman 
mythic Ve r s ion o f the foundation of their city is here put on display in a 
Greek cultic context. 1 2 6 

In other cases Eastern cities paraded their allegiance to Rome in the reli
gious centre of Rome itself. So, for example, a series of inscriptions from the 
Capitoline hi l l recording dedications by various Eastern communities in 
gratitude for Roman benefactions or assistance shows another side of Greek 
assimilation of Roman religious forms. The exact date of many of these ded
ications is disputed; this is partly because some of the earliest texts of the 
group are preserved only in ri-inscriptions of the early first Century B . C . and 
others have been lost and survive only in manuscript copies from the 
Renaissance. Nonetheless it seems certain enough that this series of o f f e r ings 

had started at least by the late second Century B . c . 1 2 7 It includes a dedication 
by the Lycians of a statue of 'Roma' to Capitoline Jupiter and the Roman 
People: ' in recognition of their goodness, benevolence and favour towards 
the Lycians'. 1 2 8 And there are too, among others, dedications by a man sur-
named 'Philopator and Philadelphus' (a King of Pontus, or member of its 
royal house, of the late second or first C e n t u r y B . C . ) and Ariobarzanes of 
Cappadocia (early first Century B . C . ) , presumably also to the Capitoline 
god. 1 2 9 In other words, as Roman power spread, so also Roman religion, its 
cults and deities, began to have a significance further and further afield. The 
gods of the city of Rome, in the city of Rome, received offerings and dedi
cations from an ever widening group of 'foreigners'. 

But one of the most striking developments in the eastern Mediterranean 
was not, in fact, a replication of any cult or deity that was found at Rome at 
all. From the early second C e n t u r y on, there spread through the Greek 
world cults centred on the deified personification of Rome - Dea Roma, 
'Goddess Rome' - or such variants as 'The People of Rome' or 'Rome and 
the Roman Benefactors'.130 A few communities in the East dedicated tem
ples to Roma - notably Smyrna from as early as 195 B . C . , Alabanda in Caria 

126 Supplementum Epigraphicum Graecum XXX 1073; Moretti (1980); Derow and 
Forrest (1982), with arguments for a date atound 190-188 B.c. The religious founda-
tions are focussed on the goddess 'Roma'; see below, pp. 159-60. 

127 The dossier of republican texts, see ILLRP 174-81 (selections in Ä S 30-4); for dis
cussion and controversy over the precise dating, the form of the monument to which 
the texts were affixed and the circumstances of the dedications, Degrassi (1951-2); 
Mellor (1975) 203-6; Lintott (1978). 

128 /1531= ILLRP 174 
129 / /530 = ILLRP 180; ILLRP 181 
130 For example, the representation of Romulus and Remus at Chios was dedicated to 

Roma, and in the context of a festival of Roma (n. 126); a statue of Roma was dedi
cated by the Lycians on the Capitol (n. 128); note also the terms of the hymn to 
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Fig. 3.4 Th is 
seemingly 
anonymous statue 
is, i n fact, one o f the 
earliest surviving 
statues — perhaps the 
earliest — o f the 
Goddess Rome (late 
second century 
B . C . ) . Found on rhe 
island o f Delos, i t is 
identified by an 
inscr ipt ion w h i c h 
records that i t is a 
dedication to the 
goddess ( in thanks 
for her 'good w i l l ' ) 
by an association 
k n o w n as the 
'Poseidoniasts'; this 
was a gtoup o f 
tradets f rom Beryrus 
(Beirur) named 
after, and 
presumably under 
the protect ion of, 
the god Poseidon. 
(Height , as 
preserved, 1.54m.) 

jg 

and Miletus (all in Asia Minor) . A particularly vivid inscription from the 
temple at Miletus details the regulations for the priesthood of Roma, the fes
tival of the Romaia, as well as the regulär sacrifices to be performed for the 
goddess. It shows that, at Miletus at least, these sacrifices were not only made 
on occasions specific to the cult of Roma herseif, but that the regulär turn-
ing points of civic life (such as the entry into office of new magistrates) were 
also marked by sacrifices to 'Rome and its People'.131 

I t is not clear overall (or in any particular case, for that matter) what 
prompted the establishment of the cult of Roma in the cities of the Greek 

Flamininus, quoted above p. 146. The cult o f Roma in general: Mellor (1975); Fayer 
(1976); Price (1984) 40-3 . 

131 Sokolowski (1955) no. 49 = 10.3a; for Smyrna: Tacitus, ;4««đ/ i IV.56; Alabanda: Livy 
X L I I I . 6 . 5 . 
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world. No similar cult is known f r o m Rome itself until the reign of 
Hadrian; 1 3 2 so we cannot be dealing here with Greek emulation of con
temporary Roman practice. I t may be that for some Cit izens of the erstwhile 
independent Greek communities, the cult of some abstract conception o f 
'Rome' was a good deal more acceptable than the granting of divine hon
ours to individual Romans; that Dea Roma provided a way of recognizing 
(celebrating, i f need be) Roman power without treating the rapid turn-over 
of local governors as divine. I t may also be that it was leading Romans 
themselves — as individuals or in the senate - who let their Greek clients 
know that they took exception to the granting of divine honours to indi
vidual members of their class. We simply do not know. What is certain is 
that a religious representation of Rome developed in the Greek East side by 
side with Roman dominance; that the Eastern cities gradually incorporated 
Roman power into their own religious and cultural world. 

But to return finally to the city of Rome itself. In the last chapter, we 
looked in detail at the introduction of the goddess Magna Mater in 205 
B . C . , and at the ambivalence of Roman reactions to her cult: apparent dis-
taste for the flamboyantly 'foreign' elements of the cult (in particular, the 
self-castrated, self-flagellating, wild Phrygian priests, the gallt) at the same 
time as official incorporation within the cults of the State.133 Magna Mater, 
as we observed, marked the last of the great third-century series, starting 
with Aesculapius, of new deities and cults introduced from the Greek 
world into Rome by vote of senate and people. Religious imports by no 
means entirely died out in the last period of the Republic (they never did at 
Rome). We can point, for example, to new cults of Isis and Sarapis, C o m i n g 

ultimately from Egypt (though almost certainly strongly Hellenized by the 
time they reached Rome). But they were not 'voted in' by the State author-
ities, as Magna Mater had been; nor were they the result of a consultation 
of the Sibylline Books, which had prompted so many of the earlier arrivals. 

A t this period, however, the surviving evidence draws our attention not 
so much to the first arrival of the new cults, but to the ways — once they had 
arrived - such recognizably 'foreign' cults operated within the society, cul
ture and religion of Rome and Italy. 1 3 4 Patt of that Operation is a story of 
tension and conflict. Although we have no case so well documented as the 
crisis over the worship of Bacchus in the early second C e n t u r y , 1 3 5 it is clear 

132 Beaujeu (1955) 128-36; Mellor (1975) 201; below, pp. 257-8. 
133 Above, pp. 96-8. 
134 It all depends, of course, on what you mean by 'foreign'. The inverted commas here 

are crucial. They refer to the conventional Roman representation ofthose cults as foreign 
- which has no necessary connection with the political or ethnic origin of those 
involved in the cults. To put it at its simplest: the cult of Magna Mater was insistently 
paraded by Roman writers as a 'foreign' cult; the majority of those participating in its 
rituals were no doubt as 'Roman' as anyone in Rome in the first Century B.c., and on. 
See further below, pp. 164-6. 

135 See above, pp. 91-6. 
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that attempts at the control of some cults and practices continued through 
the first C e n t u r y B . c . We have almost no evidence at ali for the circum-
stances that led to the destruction of the shrines of Isis in (probably) 59, 58, 
53, 50 and again in 48 B . C . ; nor, for that matter, for those that led to the 
expulsion of the astrologers (Chaldaei) from Rome in 139 B . C . 1 3 6 But we 
can make a plausible guess at one or two factors that might have lain behind 
such action. The cult of Isis, wi th its independent priesthood and its devo-
tion to a personal and caring deity could represent (like the Bacchic cult) a 
potentially dangerous alternative society, out of the control of the tradi
tional political elite.137 Likewise astrology, wi th its specialized form of reli
gious knowledge in the hands of a set of religious experts outside the 
priestly groups of the city, necessarily constituted a separate (and perhaps 
rival) focus of religious power. A I though it did not offer a social alternative 
in the sense of group membership, it represented (as we have seen in other 
areas before) a form of religious differentiation which threatened the undif-
ferentiated politico-religious amalgam of traditional Roman practice. 1 3 8 

But the role and significance of 'foreign' cults at Rome was much more 
wide-ranging and complex than any such simple narrative of acceptance 
and incorporation versus control and explusion might suggest. To conclude 
this chapter we shall look at two late republican representations of these 
cults (a painting representing the cult of Bacchus/Dionysus and a poem on 
the self-castration of Attis, the mythic 'ancestor' of the self-castrating 
priests of Magna Mater) - to explore further some of the ways these cults 
had, by the first Century B . C . , entered the Visual, cultutal and intellectual 
repertoire of the Roman world. 

The best known Roman painting of all that survive from the ancient 
world depicts the god Dionysus, with a female companion, probably 
Ariadne — in a composition that includes other scenes which seem to rep
resent various elements of the god's cult. It was painted towards the end of 
the period we have been considering in this chapter, probably between 60 
and 50 B . C . , in a villa just outside the town of Pompeii, the so-called 'Villa 
of the Mysteries' (taking its modern name from the ostensible subject of the 
painting). 1 3 9 

136 Shrines of Isis: Tertullian, To the Gentiles 1.10.17-18 (quoting Varro); Cassius Dio 
XL.47.3-4; XLII.26.2; Valerius Maximus, Memorable Deeds and Sayings 13 A (with 
Malaise (1972b) 362-77). Astrologers: Valerius Maximus, Memorable Deeds and 
Sayings\33\ Livy, SummariesUV; with Cramer (1951). As we shall emphasize below, 
pp. 230-1, we have no idea how, or how effectively, or by whom such expulsions were 
put into force. 

137 The potential of the cult of Isis to devclop into an independent focus of loyalty is illus-
trated by the account of the cult in Apuleius, Metamorphoses (for example, XI.21-5; 
(21 =8.8). Below, pp. 287-8. 

138 Below, pp. 231-3. 
139 Füll documentation: Maiuri (1931). Discussion, different approaches and extensive 

bibliography: Seaford (1981); Ling (1991) 101-4; Henderson (1996). 
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This painting (the 'Villa o f the Mysteries frieze' ) runs all round one 
room of the villa (over 20 metres in total length) (Fig. 3.5), and shows a 
series of flgures on almost human scale, set against a rieh red background: 
men, women, gods, mythical creatures... At the centre of one of the short 
sides (the other is largely taken up with a wide entrance-way) Dionysus 
reclines in a woman's lap; and the couple are flanked on the left by a group 
of three mythical flgures (a Silenus holds up a bowl into which two satyts 
peer intently, one of them holding up a Silenus mask, over the Silenus' 
head); and on the right by a near naked woman, who kneels down to draw 
back a veii from what may be a giant phallus - while next to her, at the Cor
ner of the room, a winged female figure wields a large whip. She seems to 
be whipping a woman in a State of ecstasy or trance at the end of the adja-
cent long side of the room, who kneels down to expose her naked back, her 
head resting in the lap of another (clothed) female figure. A naked female 
dancer twirls behind. Almost all the rest of this long side is occupied by a 
window; but on the long side opposite, there is a series of flgures who point 
us in the direction of Dionysus. Moving from the far end (after a small 
doorway) we pass from a scene where a naked boy reads from a scroll, 
through a series of women (one carrying a tray of (perhaps) cakes, a group 
gathered around a table) up to a Silenus playing a lyre, two young satyrs 
(one of whom is suckling a goat) and finally (next to the short wall that car-
ries the tableau of Dionysus) another female figure starting backwards - as 
i f in fright at something she has seen on the end wall. 

The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of these extraordinary images is extremely difficult. 
Most art historians have agreed that the painting as a whole depicts aspects 
of the Bacchic/Dionysiac cult — intermingled, aecording to some, with the 
initiatory rites of a marriage; but there is almost no agreement about how 
it works in detail. So, for example, some have it that the satyrs and Silenus 
on the end wall are practising a form of divination (lecanomancy — where 
images are read out of a cup of liquid); others that they are witnessing a 
Dionysiac miracle, as the bowl fills spontaneously with wine. 1 4 0 Some see 
the winged figure with the whip as an agent of In i t i a t ion , flagellating the 
kneeling girl as a mark of her entry into the cult; while others would deny 
that she is whipping the kneeling figure at all, but rather tutning in aversion 
from the (cultic) revelation of the phallus behind her - a demonic figure, 
not an agent of the cult at a l l . 1 4 1 Such detailed problems of I n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

are connected to the broader issue o f how the frieze is to be read. One view 
suggests that we are following the initiatory progress o f a single woman 
(whether into the cult o f Bacchus, o r into marriage), who re-appears in dif
ferent scenes through the frieze; that i t is in other words a Visual narrative 
o f initiation. Others argue, by contrast, that i t is a n impressionistic mon-
tage o f discrete images, that have n o natrative connection one wi th 

140 Mudie Cooke (1913) 167-9; Zuntz (1963) 184-6; Sauron (1984) 171. 
141 J.Toynbee (1929) 77-86; Lehmann (1962); Turcan (1969). 
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I 

Fig. 3.5 A section 
o f the ' V i l l a o f the 
Mysteries frieze', 
Pompeii c .60-50 
B.C. (height, 
3 . 3 l m . ) . O n the 
short wal l (r ight) ; 
(i) Dionysus 
tecl ining i n a 
woman's lap, 

p t obably Ariadne; 
(i i) Silenus and 
satyrs. O n rhe long 
wal l , f rom the left: 
( i i i ) women around 
a rable; (iv) Silenus 
playing a lyre; 
(v) two satyrs; 
(vi) ' frightened 
woman ' . 

another; or even that it shows the simultaneous initiation of several women 
into the cult of Bacchus.142 

There is equally fierce disagreement about the purpose ofthe room dec-
orated by these images and the history of the paintings themselves. It could 
be a Dionysiac cult room, with the images on the walls closely reflecting the 
activity that took place within those walls. Or that at least might have been 
the origin of the scheme, when the villa was in the hands (let's imagine...) 
of a devotee of the cult. Years later the images could have remained as 'just 
decoratioh, or a quaint reminder of some ancestor's religious enthusiasms. 
They might, on the other hand, have been 'just decoratioh all along: a Ver
sion, perhaps, of some famous Greek painting, chosen by the villa's owner 
out of the local painter's book of patterns, a testament to his enthusiasm for 
Greek art rather than religion. Expensive wallpaper, in other words. 1 4 3 

It wi l l obviously make a difference to how we understand these images 

142 

143 

M a i u r i (1931) 128, for example, sees i t as a montage o i simultaneous events; 
J.Toynbee (1929) reads i t as a narrative of init iat ion into marriage; Clarke (1991) 
94-111 argues against any attempt to 'p in down the meaning(s) o f the frieze'. 
Different views o f the room's function and the 'originality' of the frieze: Little (1972) 
3-5, 9-10, 13-16; Grant (1971) 103 (the painter as a 'devotee' o f the cult); McKay 
(1977) 148 ('the festival halL.designed for Dionysiac feastings'). 
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whether we choose to think of them as the specifically religious icons of a 
specifically religious room or as an extravagant attempt to replicate an o ld 
Greek masterpiece on Italian soil. But those differences should not obscure 
a much more important (and certain) point that this painting raises for any 
history of the religious world of Rome and Italy in the first Century B . C . 
Even (or especially) i f we do choose to classify the frieze as 'decorative', it 
attests to an entirely new range of possibilities in the religious experience of 
this period: the visual repertoite of the Dionysiac cult, that is, has recog-
nizably entered the repertoire of even domestic decoration; and wi th it, of 
course, the representation of an emphatically personal kind of religious 
commitment. The images that people saw around them, even in their 
homes, now included the visual icons of a cult that a hundred years earlier 
had been rigorously controlled by the Roman authorities. The boundaries 
of what was recognizable and acceptable as religious were widening - as we 
shall see too in our final example. 

Among the poems of Catullus is a poem of almost a hundred lines that 
takes as its central theme the self-castration of At t i s . 1 4 4 Attis was, as we have 
already seen, the mythic 'consort' o f the goddess Magna Mater and the 
mythic 'ancestor' of her castrated priests, the galli. Attis, i t was told, had 
been the favourite of Magna Mater, but when she suspected his love for 
another, she drove him into a frenzy in which he castrated himself. In 
Rome, this story and the priests who were said to follow his example repre-
sented the wildest and most 'foreign' aspect of Magna Mater's cult . 1 4 5 

The poem teils the story of this castration, from its mad exultant begin-
ning: 

Having sailed the sea-deeps in a swift vessel, 
Attis arrived, ardently he entered 
The Phrygian forest, set feverish foot 
In the dark, dense-leaved demesne of the Goddess, 
A n d there moved by madness, bemused in his mind, 
Lopped off the load of his loins wi th a sharp flint.146 

through Attis' first exultant reaction and his rousing calls to his fellow wor
shippers - to his later, unfrenzied, horror at his own action: 

" Female now, 
But born boy, I became bearded, rhen as man 
Was admired among athletes, ace among wrestlers; 
M y front door frequented, foot-warmed my threshold, 
M y doorposts decked wi th dewy garlands, 
I bounded from bed at the break of each day. 

144 Poem 63, with the important analyses by Rubino (1974) and Skinner (1993). 
145 Above, p. 98, with the images of Attis, 2.7d Galli: Beard (1994); note also the image 

of the gallus on a tomb of Roman imperial date, 8.7c; and Juvenal's satiric account, 
Saures 6.511-21 = 8.7b. 

146 Lines 1-5 (rrans. Michie). 
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A slave now of Cybele, must I serve her sisterhood? 
Be a maenad, a moiety of myself, a man-corpse?" 1 4 7 

Finally (after the goddess herself has driven Attis once more into frenzy) the 
last lines of the poem are spoken as i f in the voice of the poet himself: 

Great Goddess, Goddess who guards Moun t Dindymus, 
May your furies all fali far from my house. 
Make other men mad, but have mercy on me! 1 4 8 

Arguments about the context and purpose of this poem are similar, in 
some respects, to the arguments about the Villa of the Mysteries frieze we 
have just explored. On the one hand, there are those who would see this 
poem as a hymn written by Catullus for ritual Performance at the goddess's 
festival of the Megalesia.149 The Megalesia, i t is generally believed, was the 
focus of the more 'Roman' side of the cult; and this hymn, with its empha-
sis on the power of Magna Mater, but at the same time on the unacceptabil-
ity of the self-castrating frenzy that was supposed to characterize its wilder, 
'Phrygian' elements, might fit in well wi th that festival. On the other, the 
poem has been seen as very much the product of the study, not of the tem
ple or ritual theatre, desktop versifying, drawing heavily on, maybe even 
translating from, some lost Greek model from the repertoire of Hellenistic 
poetry: the product of Catullus' passion for Greek poetry, not his engage-
ment with the cult of the goddess.150 Again, as with the Villa of the Myster
ies, i t would make a difference i f we could certainly decide between these 
different positions; if, for example, we knew that we could take this poem (in 
origin at least) as part of the cult's own internal discourse, as one of the ways 
this cult talked to itself, about itself. But, of course, we cannot; and, again, 
there are other more important points to raise. 

Catullus' Attis poem goes right to the heart of Roman society and values, 
questioning the very nature of the 'Romann ess' that those values entail. This 
is not only a poem about castration; i t is a poem that questions the whole 
definition of gender, directly asking what it is that constitutes a man, setting 
social norms against biological nature (and its mutilations). It is a poem that 
forever prompts questions about madness and frenzy, about what it is to 
know that you are, or that anyone eise is, sane - or mad; as well as about the 
limits of power that may be exercised by one being over another, in slavery, 
for example, or in passion. In short, i t is a poem that confronts and questions 
every notion of the subject, and of subjectivity. I t is possible that some 
Romans had always askeá themselves such questions in some form or other, 
right from the city's very beginnings. But Catullus' formulations of these 

147 Lines 62-9. 
148 Lines 90-2. 
149 Wiseman (1985) 198-206. 
150 Fordyce (1961) 262 ('its špirit is so Greek ...that it seems certain that Catullus was 

translating or adapting a Greek original'.). 
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issues are radically new and terrifyingly pointed; there is no trace of anything 
like them in any earlier Latin literature that survives. 

The crucial point is that all these issues are discussed in this poem within 
the frame of religion. We are not dealing here with dilemmas of incorpora-
tion or expulsion of 'foreign' cults; we are dealing with those cults, and 
their repertoire of rituals and myths, as established ways of thinking at 
Rome about the most central human values. I f some Romans were in this 
period establishing a tradition of questioning and wondering about all 
aspects of their own culture, i f they were explicitly challenging, dissecting 
and reconstructing embedded notions of what it was to be, and act like, a 
Roman - they were doing that, in part, within the discourse of religion. 
Religion was, and remained, good to think with. 
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4 The place of religion: Rome in the 
early Empire 

Roman religion continued under the empire to be a key set of practices 
which permitted reflections and debates on Roman identity. In part these 
reflections picked up earlier preoccupations. Roman religion, as we have 
seen wi th the building of temples at Rome, had always been closely linked 
with the city of Rome and its boundaries.1 In part the reflections respond 
to new political imperatives. Under the first emperor, Augustus, the 
restructuring of a number of religious institutions resulted in changes 
within Rome, and, more widely, in the empire. I t is these that we explore in 
this chapter, focussing at the same time on the new social and political 
regime of the end of the first century B . C . , when Rome returned to the gov-
ernment of an autocracy: a monarchy in all but name. The assassination of 
Julius Caesar in 44 B . C . had been followed by a series of civil wars in which 
the supporters of Caesar first defeated the party of his murderers (led by 
Brutus and Cassius), then turned on each other. Finally in 31 B . C . Octavian 
(Caesars nephew and adoptive son) defeated his former ally Antony at the 
battle of Actium and secured what they had all been fighting for — control 
of Rome and, with it, the Mediterranean world. The reign of Octavian 
(under the title of Augustus' that he used from 27 B . C . ) was a crucial polit
ical turning point in Rome's history. Although it would later be remem-
bered by some as the reign that witnessed the birth of Jesus (son of God, 
prophet or common criminal - as different people would see him), for 
most Romans it was the period when Rome reverted to one man rule. Most 
of the political institutions of the Republic remained intact (the senate con
tinued to meet and to be of crucial importance; the old republican offices 
- consul, praetor and so on — were still keenly sought); Augustus' own 
watchword was 'restoration' not 'revolution'; but all the same there could 
be no doubt that Rome was now controlled by the emperor. How then did 
Augustus' new deal impact on the traditional religion of Rome?2 

The importance of the religion of place during this period is illustrated by 
an episode from Livy's History, written in the early 20s B . C . After the sack 
of Rome by the Gauls in 390 B . C . , there was a proposal that the Romans 
should migrate to the newly conquered town of Veii, rather than rebuild 

1 Above, pp. 87-91. Studies of place, boundaries and identity: J. Z. Smith (1978), (1987); 
Mol (1976), (1985). 

2 The politics of the reign of Augustus: Wells (1992) 49-78; Crook (1996). 
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Rome, Livy put in the mouth of the Roman general Camillus a striking 
rejection of this proposal, which emphasized the religious foundation of 
the city, the necessity for the ancient cults to be located in Rome within its 
sacred boundary: 'We have a city founded by the auspices and augury; there 
is not a corner of it that is not füll of our cults and our gods; our regulär rit
uals have not only their appointed places, but also their appointed times.'3 

This speech articulated issues of contemporary significance for Augustan 
Rome.4 There had been fear that Caesar would move the capital from 
Rome to the East, a fear that was revived by Antony's alliance with 
Cleopatra. Augustus, however, was to promote Rome as the heart of the 
empire. Camillus' re-establishment of the ancestral rites is here made neatly 
to foreshadow the religious activity of Augustus himself and his argument 
about the indissoluble ties between Rome and its cults encapsulates the 
preoccupation of the imperial age with place. This stress was not an I n n o 

vation of the Augustan age, but it was particularly emphasized in the writ
ing of the period. Indeed the new political order was conceived and 
imagined by the Romans within the physical and symbolic setting of the 
city ofRome. 

This chapter wi l l explore some of the religious implications of that pre
occupation, from the emphasis on the sacred boundary of the city (the 
pojnerium) to the reconstruction of many religious buildings in the city 
under Augustus and to religious rituals centred on the history and mythol
ogy of Rome itself. It wi l l focus largely on the Augustan period, though the 
subsequent history of various key institutions wi l l illustrate how the new 
System provided a framework for the rest of the imperial period. 5 The chap-
ters that follow wil l emphasize later periods, extending our investigation of 
the Augustan System to consider: the religious self-definition of the Roman 
élite, the significance of official cults in the life of the city of Rome, the 
populär' and 'oriental' religions of Rome, and the relationship of Rome to 
the outside world. 

The Augustan restructuring of the earlier republican system was repre-
sented at the time as 'restoration': just as Augustus had 'restored the res pub
lica', so also he had 'restored traditional cults' - reviving the fituals that had 
faded away, rebuilding the temples that had fallen down, filling the priest
hoods that were vacant. Modern scholars have often held that this view was 
indeed broadly correct. They have diverged from the Augustan perspective 
mainly to argue that, since the decline was real, the Augustan revival could 
only be artificial; meaningful religious energies - so that argument goes -
were located in other contexts ('Oriental cults' or, later, Christianity). 6 

3 V.52.2; cf. above, pp. 53-4 (the rescue ot the Vestals' sacra from the Gallic sack). 
4 Liebeschuetz (1967). Livy's perspective in general: Levene (1993); above, pp. 8-9; 76-7. 

Map 5 for Veii. 
5 Augustan religion: Nock (1934); Liebeschuerz (1979) 55-100; Kienast (1982) 185-214. 
6 Warde Fowler (1911) 428-51; Latte (1960a) 294-311; but see Scheid (1990b) 677-732. 
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This orthodoxy now seems very fragile - for the early empire as much as 
for the late Republic. If, as we have argued, a simple model of 'decline' is 
misleading for the age of Cicero, then so too is a simple model of'revival' 
for the age of Augustus, for it tends to obscure the extent of change and 
restructuring in the system. On the other hand, like 'decline', the Augustan 
stress on 'restoration' need not be treated merely as a cunning obfuscation; 
rather it was a highly loaded religious term, offering a crucial way of relat-
ing the Augustan present to its republican past. 

One important aspect of the religious changes of the early principate 
was the development of rituals which focussed more directly on the 
emperor himself, especially after his death. These are normally described in 
modern accounts as 'the imperial cult', treated as a striking I n n o v a t i o n , and 
placed in a separate category from 'the restoration of religion'. But, as we 
shall show, these imperial rituals can more helpfully be seen as part of the 
general 'restructuring' of religion at the time - drawing on the longstand-
ing traditions of Rome, though increasingly focussing on the person of the 
emperor himself. In fact, as we have already seen in the last chapter (and 
wi l l return to below), even the apotheosis of the dead emperor was as much 
rooted in 'tradition' as it was a radical I n n o v a t i o n of autocratic tule — and 
inevitably problematic for that reason. 

The sources for this chapter are rieh and diverse. For the Augustan 
period there is an abundance of contemporary writing. In addition to the 
great poets whose perspectives have always figuted in discussion of Roman 
religion (Virgil, Horace and Propertius), there are three major writers 
whose works are more rarely exploited - at least, as a means of throwing 
light on this period of religious history. Livy published the first five books 
of his History ofRome (covering the period from the origin of the city to its 
sack by the Gauls in 390 B . C . ) in the early 20s B . C . , at the beginning of the 
Augustan principate. We have already seen, in exploring the earliest history 
of Roman religion, how the concerns of Livy's own day influence his treat-
ment of the distant past.7 In this chapter we shall focus explicitly (as we did 
briefly with the speech of Camillus) on those topical concerns which 
inform his narrative. Likewise Dionysius of Halicarnassus' Roman 
Antiquities lays great emphasis, in its first two books, on the founding of 
rites which continued from the time of Hercules, Romulus or Numa down 
to the authors own day. Dionysius lived in Rome from 30 B . C . , and pub
lished Book I of his Antiquities in 7 B . C . Whatever the value of the work as 
a factual record of early Rome, as a repository of Roman myths it is invalu-
able evidence for an Augustan perspective on the past — all the more inter-
esting because of the particular S t a n d p o i n t o f Dionysius himself. Not only 
was he a Greek from Asia Minor, writing in Greek to explain Roman his
tory and culture to a Greek audience, but he was also trying to argue that 

7 Above, pp. 77; 119-20. 
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Rome was by origin a Greek city, and that it had preserved many of the best 
aspects of Greek culture that had been lost by his own degenerate contem-
poraries: a vivid Illustration of the complex 'multicultural' debates that 
characterized the Graeco-Roman world at this time. 8 Thirdly Ovid's Fasti, 
a poem composed perhaps between A . D . 4 and 8, though revised subse-
quently, is a dazzling, often witty, account of the calendar and festivals of 
the first six months of the Roman year (the second half of the year and of 
the poem is missing). The Fasti presents a huge array of stories that teil of 
the origins of the various festivals, a welter of explanations for the different 
ceremonies: it is a unique reflection on the religious practices and mythol
ogy of the Augustan age.1' 

Among later authors, important Information is found in Suetonius' 
biographies of emperors (written in the 120s A . D . ) , and in the surviving 
parts of Cassius Dio's vast Roman History (written in the early third Century 
A . D . ) . 1 0 Yet just as Livy's account of early Rome sheds as much light on the 
period in which it was written as on the historical period that is its subject, 
so with these later writers we constantly face the possibility of anachro-
nism: in referring to the Augustan period, they inevitably reflect the con-
cerns of their own day. In fact Dio sometimes slips into the ptesent tense 
when discussing religious changes of the Augustan principate (as well as 
mote strictly constitutional reforms); and he highlights festivals and cere-
monies (for example, the Augustalia in honour of the emperor himself, or 
the sacrifices established at the altar of Rome and Augustus at Lyons) that 
are still practised in his own day. 

Alongside all these very different books, texts survive inscribed on 
bronze or stone, that once stood on religious buildings or that offered pub
lic, official records of religious events and ceremonies. Augustus' account of 
his Achievements (which includes his record of temple restoration) is such a 
document — one copy (now lost) was inscribed on bronze pillars outside 
Augustus' Mausoleum in Rome; the main text we have was found inscribed 
on a wall of the temple of Rome and Augustus in Ankata. Another (which 
we discuss below) contains an elabotate record of the ceremonies of the 
Saecular Games that took place in 17 B . C . , including details of the animals 
sacrificed and the words of the prayers spoken on the occasion by Augustus 
and the other participants. Not only is this valuable evidence for religious 

8 Gabba (1991). In contrast with Polybius, who had argued for the difference between 
Romans and Greeks, Dionysius has a new question: who are the Greeks or Romans? 
Roman institutions as originally Greek: for example, Roman Antiquities VII.72.1—13 = 
5.7a (above, p. 40). 

9 It is not certain whether Ovid never wrote about the remaining six months of the year, 
or whethet the books have not survived; for a review of the problem, Newlands (1995) 
3-6. The Fastiind Roman religion: Schilling (1969); Miller (1991); Phillips (1992); 
Scheid (1992a), with Feeney (1991) 188-249 on his Metamorphoses. The Fasti AS a 
'subversive' poem: for example, Hinds (1992); but see Feeney (1992). 

10 Suetonius: Wallace-Hadrill (1983). Cassius Dio: Rieh (1990) 1-20. 
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activity; the public display of such documents is itself an important part of 
religious ideology. Inscriptions are, in fact, one distinctive part of the mate
rial and archaeological evidence for religion at Rome — from temples and 
altars to coins and dedications. None of the main Augustan temples has 
been preserved complete (and we rely on a combination of archaeological 
and litetary evidence to fill out our conception of them). But what survives 
of the teligious monuments of the Augustan city offers, as we shall see, an 
unrivalled opportunity to explore the physical fabric of religious cult and 
ideology.11 

1. Myths and place 

Roman mythology never existed - or so it has often been claimed. We have 
already discussed in chapter 1 the theory that in the earliest period of Rome 
there were no gods as such, only primitive powers undifferentiated by per
sonal attributes. This is closely related to the theory of Rome as a 'myth-
less' society; for i f there were no gods, then it follows that there could be no 
stoties about their deeds and adventures, or their dealings with humans -
the stock-in-trade of what we think of as 'myth'. Only gradually, so the 
argument goes, as these powers were replaced by anthropomorphic gods, 
did Rome acquire some sort of mythology in the last centuries B . C . , largely 
under the influence of Greece with its huge repertoire of myths. 1 2 

Other theories hold that Rome's native mythological tradition was 
somehow 'lost', or 'forgotten'. So, for example, we have seen it to be a cen
tral tenet of Georges Dumézil's work on early Roman religion that there 
once had been a Roman mythology, parallel to that of other Indo-
European peoples. The corollary of this is that i t was swamped by the influx 
of Greek mythology in the middle Republic. 1 3 Others have suggested that 
the native traditions of Roman myth did survive in the populär culture -
plays, songs and folktales — of Rome and Italy right up to the imperial 
period; but that it is now almost entirely hidden from our view, being mar
ginal to the élite writing (with its roots specifically in Greek literature and 
Greek cultural models) that survives from Rome. 1 4 

There are many complicated issues involved here: not least, the very 

11 For the social and physical context of the changes in Rome, below, pp. 245-312; 
Zanker (1988). 

12 Wissowa (1912) 9; Latte (1926); Rose (1950) 281: 'It is as certain as any negative his
torical proposition can ever be that Rome had no myths, at least none of a kind which 
could possibly associate themselves with cult.' Horsfall in Bremmer and Horsfall 
(1987) 1-11 and Graf (1993) discuss generally the 'absence' of Roman myths. See 
above, pp. 10-11. 

13 Briefly Dumézil (1970) 47-59 (withpp. 14-16 above); also Koch (1937) (with review 
bySyme(1939)). 

14 Wiseman (1989). 
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definition of Roman mythology, what counts as a 'myth' in any culture, 
and how far we can ever think of any system of myth as just an 'alien 
import'. But even without entering into such theoretical questions, the 
modern denial of Roman mythology does seem almost perverse. After all, 
the public imagery of late republican and Augustan Rome was largely 
mythological; the early books of Livy and Dionysius of Halicarnassus are 
füll of mythological stories about early Rome; Ovid's Fasti consists very 
largely of descriptions of festivals and their associated myths. These writers 
would have been perplexed to be told (as is implied in much modern work 
on the subject) that their myths were either trivial or merely foreign 
imports, and so of little significance for Roman culture and religion. 1 5 

Like all of Roman culture, Roman mythology was inevitably a compli-
cated amalgam: it included adaptations or borrowings from Greek myth as 
well as 'native' Italic traditions. I t is fruitless to attempt to distinguish pre-
cisely between these different Strands; and it would be to miss the point of 
the complex cultural interactions that had characterized Roman culture 
from its earliest history to suggest that simply because the origin of a par
ticular story can be traced to Greece, that story could somehow not count 
also as Roman. On the other hand, ancient writers themselves did some
times choose to stress the difference between Greek and Roman myths cur-
rent in the early empire. It is a crucial fact that Roman mythology, however 
strongly influenced it may have been by the Greek repertoire, could be por-
trayed as distinctively different from its Greek counterpart. 

So Dionysius of Halicarnassus commends Romulus, whom he holds 
responsible for the establishment of Roman religion, for following 'the best 
customs in use among the Greeks', while rejecting 'all the traditional 
<Greek> myths concerning the gods, which contain blasphemies and 
calumnies against them'. 1 6 Dionysius implies that Rome lacked three stan
dard Greek contexts which might have perpetuated such improper stories: 
theogonies, wi th their accounts of gods fighting for sovereignty (as when 
Zeus overthrows and imprisons his father Kronos); an epic and theattical 
tradition which could show gods involved in warfare with mortals or 
bound in subjection to them (as when Apollo in Homers Iliad serves as 
herdsman to king Laomedon); and ritual contexts involving dying gods or 
the promiscuous participation of men and women (such as the mysteries of 
Persephone or Dionysus). Even when new cults were officially introduced 
to Rome from Greece and elsewhere, he says, the Romans did not take over 
the 'mythical clap-trap' associated with them. 

When Dionysius praises Romulus, and Roman religion of his own day, 

15 Grant (1973) is the best introduction. For more radical views, see Beard (1993) and 
Feeney (1998) ch. 2. Habinek (1992) argues the crippling of Roman studies by the 
romanticizing of things Greek; as here by the stress on the primacy of Greek myth. 

16 Dionysius of Halicatnassus, Roman Antiquities I I . 18-20 = 8.7a. He may here be fol
lowing Varro. Cf. Gabba (1991) 118-38; Borgeaud (1993). 
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he is writing in the context of a longstanding debate in Greece about the 
propriety, or impropriety, of mythology. He is not offering an objective 
analysis of the character of Roman myth; he is drawing a loaded O p p o s i t i o n 

between Roman and contemporary Greek culture, suggesting (paradoxi-
cally to us) that it is now the Romans who are the true and proper Greeks 
- representing Greek culture stripped of its degenerate aspects. A l l the 
same, it is important to note that an educated Greek couldpomay Roman 
mythology as quite different from the traditional Greek stories about their 
gods. This Stands in sharp contrast to modern theories about the profound 
Hellenization of Roman religion in the middle and late Republic; and to 
modern claims that Roman mythology was nothing other than a set of 
translations from the Greek. 

Roman myths were in essence myths of place. Greek myths too related 
to specific cities and territories, but at the same time they were regularly 
linked to wider Greek, or Panhellenic, mythology. In general Roman myths 
do not have such a wider context. Rather, the sites and monuments of the 
city of Rome dominate Roman mythology - from the grandeur of the 
Capitoline H i l l to the ancient hut of Romulus still lovingly preserved on 
the Palatine into the imperial period. 1 7 These myths recounted the history 
of the area of Rome itself, from earliest times to the Augustan age; as in 
Virgils Aeneid, when Aeneas, guided around the future site of the city, Vis
its so many landmarks that were to memorialize key moments in the 
growth of Rome through the centuries.18 In fact, vivid tokens of this history 
were incorporated in the cults of Rome: the mysterious shields of the Salian 
priests, for example, included a shield that was said to have dropped to 
Rome from heaven in the reign of Numa. 1 9 

Dionysius devotes the whole of his first book to the earliest populations 
of the area around the site of Rome, especially the Arcadians, who were 
themselves (significantly for Dionysiuse multi-cultural tale) Greeks by ori-
gin. The Arcadians were responsible for consecrating 'many precincts, 
altars and images of the gods and instituted purifications and sacrifices 
according to the custom of their own country, which continued to be per-
formed in the same manner down to my day'. 2 0 The most striking of these 
was the cult of Hercules, who passed through the area on one of his labours 
and throttled a local bandit, Cacus. Evander, king of the Arcadians, wanted 
to offer divine honours to Hercules, knowing that he was destined for 
immortality. Hercules himself performed the initial rites and asked the 
Arcadians to perpetuate the honours by sacrificing at the very spot each 
year with 'Greek rites'. The altar at which Hercules sacrificed 'is called by 
the Romans the Greatest Altar [Ara Maxima]. I t Stands near the place they 

17 Dionysius of Halicamassus, Roman Antiquities 1.79. 
18 AeneidVIII. 18-369. 
19 Above, p. 1; Salian shields carved on a gern stone: 5.4b. 
20 Dionysius of Halicamassus, Roman Antiquities\333. 
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call the Cattle Market [Forum Boarium] and is held in great veneration by 
the inhabitants.'2 1 

The ritual of this altar was, and is, the subject of learned debate. The 
Greek nature of the sacrifices practised there was a puzzle. For Dionysius, i t 
was telling evidence for his theory that Rome was originally a Greek city -
neatly illustrated by the story of Evander and Hercules. But the further 
peculiarity, that women were barred from the altar, attracted a host of 
explanations in its own right. A Roman historian of the second century B . C . 
explained the ban through a story that the mother of Evander and her 
women were late for sacrifice.22 Varro, on the other hand, told that the 
priestess of the Bona Dea (whose shrine lay near the Ara Maxima) refused 
to allow Hercules to drink from the goddess's spring, and so Hercules 
banned women from his altar.23 These accounts show how wide-ranging 
the implications of place could be. When the antiquarians, historians and 
poets of the late Republic and early Empire speculated on the myth and 
ritual of this particular cult site at the Ara Maxima, more was involved than 
the simple physical location of the cult. In this case, ideas of place lead 
straight to demarcations of gender, that is to rival claims about the religious 
place of women. 2 4 Stories of Rome situated the Roman system of cultural 
norms and practices. 

The Parilia 

Many Roman myths refer to the founding and early years of Rome. One 
myth, which is worth considering at some length, linked the festival of the 
Parilia to the founding of the city and the creation of its sacred boundary, 
the pomerium. Ovid devotes over a hundred lines of the Fastito this ancient 
rural festival, designed to purify the sheep and cattle by calling on the god 
(or goddess - the sex of the deity was uncertain) Pales.25 He Starts by assur-
ing the reader of his personal credentials: Ί have often myself borne along, 
wi th loaded hands, the ashes of the calf and the beanstalks, the sacred mate-
rials of purification. To be sure, I have myself leapt over the fires arranged 

21 Ibid. 1.40. Cf. Wissowa (1912) 273-5, Steinby (1993-) 111.15-17. Winter (1910) and 
Bayer (1926) 127-54 elucidate the different versions of the story; Coarelli (1988) 
61-77 notes the Greek design of the altar (Map 1 no. 21). Virgil too incorporated this 
story into his 'history': AeneidVlll.267-79, as did Ovid (Fantham (1992)). 

22 Origin ofthe Roman Race 6.7, from Cassius Hemina; cf. Plutarch, Roman Questions 60. 
23 Macrobius, Saturnalial,12.28. Propertius IV.9 follows Varro's account, not without a 

sense of humour, 
24 This perspective persisted through the imperial period. An inscription of the early third 

Century, probably put up near the altar, commemorates the offering of the solemn sac
rifice which Hercules had established at the time of Evander: ILS 3402. 

25 Deity: Ovid, ivwö IV.820; Plutarch, Romulus 12. Testimonia on the Parilia: Degrassi 
(1963)443-5;5.1a. The name of the festival Parilia/Palilia, was supposed to be derived 
from the name ofthe deity Pales. Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 1.88.3 
is uncertain whether it predated the foundation of the city. 
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three in a row, and the moist laurel has sprinkled its drops of water over 
me.' 2 6 The long description that follows seems to fali into two parts. First, 
the urban festival (whose details pick up the rituals in which Ovid claims to 
have participated): 'Go, people, and bring from the virgin's altar the mate-
rials of purification. Vesta wi l l provide them; by Vestas generosity you wi l l 
be pure. The blood of a horse wi l l make up those materials, together with 
the ashes of a calf; the third ingredient wi l l be the empty stalk of a hard 
bean.'2 7 Next, Ovid moves on to the rural festival of purification of sheep 
and cattle: 'Shepherd, purify your well-fed sheep as dusk first falls. First 
sprinkle the ground with water and sweep it wi th a broom' and so on. I f we 
are right to distinguish these two versions of the festival in Ovid's account, 
it is still hard to compare the two since the description of the rural festival 
is much fuller than his account of the urban one. Yet it is interesting that in 
drawing this distinction Ovid may be reflecting the religious theories and 
categories of Varro, who insisted on the distinction between the public and 
private festivals - a distinction which may largely overlap with that between 
the urban and the rural. 2 8 

Ovid goes on to discuss the origins, and hence significance, of the fes
tival. The Parilia, like any Roman festival, permitted a multitude of com-
peting explanations.29 Ovid offers no fewer than seven: (i) fire is a natural 
purifier; (ii) fire and water were used together because everything is com-
posed out of opposing elements; (iii) fire and water contain the source of 
life, as in the symbolism of exile and marriage; (iv) the festival alludes to 
Phaethon and Deucalion's flood, an explanation Ovid doubts; (v) shep-
herds once accidentally ignited straw; (vi) Aeneas' piety allowed him to 
pass through flames unscathed; (vii) when Rome was founded, orders 
were given to transfer to new houses; the country folk set fire to the old 
houses and leaped with their cattle through the flames. Ovid appears to 
favour the last Interpretation ('Is it not nearer the truth...?' he writes), 
stressing that the ritual still happens ('it continues even now, on your 
birthday, Rome'). 

Ovid develops his favoured Interpretation by recounting the story of 
Romulus and the city's foundation, a story to which we shall return in the con
text of Augustus. Romulus chose the time of the celebration of the Parilia to 
found Rome. He marked out the lines of the wall of the new city with a fur-
row, praying to Jupiter, Mars and Vesta; Jupiter responded with a favourable 
augury. Romulus then instructed one Celer to ki l i anyone who crossed the 
walls or the furrow, but Remus, his twin brother, in ignorance of the ban, 
leaped across them and was Struck down by Celer. In this version, the Parilia, 

26 Ovid, Fasti IV.725-8 = 5.1a. 
27 FastiW.73l-4 = 5.U. 
28 Rural festival: Fasti 735-82 = part 5.1a. Public and private: Varro, quoted by scholiast 

on Persius 1.72. 
29 Cf. above, pp. 50; 53; Beard (1987). 
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the founding of Rome, the creation of the pomerium and the killing of 
Remus all interconnect.3 0 

In backing this Interpretation Ovid was in good Company. Though 
modern scholars have in general been happy to treat the Parilia as a gen-
uinely primitive pastoral ritual which survived into the metropolitan world 
of imperial Rome, 3 1 most of the ancient evidence we have associates the fes
tival wi th the birth of Rome. The earliest surviving Roman calendar (dat-
ing from the last years of the Republic) marks against the entry for the 
Parilia 'Rome founded', and this association appears to become even 
stronger as time goes on. When news of Julius Caesars decisive victory in 
the Civil Wars at Munda in 45 B . C . arrived in Rome at the time of the 
Parilia, the coincidence was exploited in favour of Caesar, the new 
Romulus: games were added to the festival, at which people wore crowns i n 
Caesars honour. 3 2 And the Romulan theme became dominant in A . D . 121 
when Hadrian chose the date of the Parilia to found his new temple o f 
Venus and Roma; the festival continued to have lively celebrations, but was 
now known as the Romaea: the Festival of Rome. 3 3 

The Parilia provides a vivid example of the productivity of interpreta
tions of Roman festivals. Ovid revels in the many ways the festival could be 
seen: in terms of natural science (fire as a natural purifier); philosophy (fire 
and water as opposing elements); Greek myths (Phaethon and Deucalion); 
accident (chance fire caused by shepherds); Roman myth (Aeneas and 
Troy). But it is much hatdet to plot how the favoured I n t e r p r e t a t i o n may 
have changed over time, or to show that (or when) any particular view of 
the origin and meaning of the festival faded or dropped away. Ovid's priv-
ileging of a historicizing Interpretation of the Parilia, which at the same 

·' time links the festival wi th the site of Rome, is strongly characteristic of the 
late Republic and early Empire - as we have seen in the contemporary 
accounts of Hercules and the Ara Maxima. And it is clear enough, in broad 
terms, that this connection of the festival with Rome's foundation became 
more emphatic. But such an association may itself incorporate old ideas of 
the purification of herds, or re-workings of those ideas. So for Ovid, the 
ancient festival which marks the foundation of Rome also evokes a primi
tive pastoral golden age lodged at the very origins of the imperial city. 

30 Fasti IV.833—48. There was another version of the killing of Remus: Livy 1.7.2; 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 1.87.2. The myth: Bremmer in 
Btemmer and Horsfall (1987) ch. 3; Wiseman (1995); Hinds (1992) 113-49 argues 
for ambivalence in Ovid's presentation. 

31 Wissowa (1912) 199-201; Scullard (1981) 103-5. This view fails to exploit the differ-
ences between the urban and the rural festivals. Dumézil (1969) 283-7 and (1970) 
380-5 uses the festival to illuminate a cognate Indian deity. 

32 Weinstock (1971) 184-6. Propertius IV. 1.19-20 notes that the ritual had become 
more elaborate. 

33 Athenaeus VIII.361 ef = 5.1c; Beaujeu (1955) 128-33; below, pp. 257-8. 
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The pomerium 

The pomerium is another important aspect of the Roman myth of place. 
The story of the twin brothers, Romulus and Remus, concerns not only the 
creation of the city but also that of its sacred boundary, the cause of fateful 
conflict between the twins. When they disputed which of them was to 
found the new city, the issue was settled by augury: Remus on the Aventine 
hil l saw six vultures; but Romulus on the Palatine saw twelve. The myth 
insisted on the exclusion of the Aventine from the boundary of the 
pomerium , emphasizing that it was a place apart from Rome proper, even 
i f closely related to the city's sacred enclosure. And at the end of this 
episode, the killing of Remus underlined the sanctity of the city's bound
ary, dearer than any brother. The myth presents a definition of Rome. 3 4 

The pomerium had a physical presence too. In the imperial period it was 
clearly marked by massive blocks of stone, 2 m. tali and 1 m. square.35 

Placed wherever the line of the pomerium changed direction, the precise 
distance in Roman feet between each marker stone was indicated on the 
stone itself and all the stones were numbered in sequence along the line of 
the pomerium. These huge markers embody the self-aggrandizement of the 
emperors who set them up; the republican pomerium had been precisely 
defined along its route, though not so aggressively, and no markers of any 
kind survive before the imperial period. The stones also ensured that there 
was no uncertainty about the line of the boundary, as well as allowing it to 
be re-placed from time to time, changed and extended. 

There had been three alterations during the Republic to what was sup-
posedly the original pomerium of Romulus; and in the imperial period 
extensions were carried out by Claudius and Vespasian. These took the area 
enclosed by the pomerium up ftom 325 hectares to 665 (under Claudius) 
and 745 hectares (under Vespasian). So too, when a dyke was built to con
trol the Tiber floods, Hadrian ensured that new boundary stones were 
erected directly above the old ones; and in A . D . 271-5 Aurelian built the 
walls then necessary for Rome's defence closely following, it seems, the line 
of the pomerium. Such extensions are not primarily the result of the physi
cal growth of Rome's population and the material need for more urban 
space. For most of Rome's history the pomerium was a sacred boundary, 

34 The execution of those who damaged city walls was justified in Roman law by the story 
of Remus: Justinian's Digest 1.8.11 (Pomponius). Introduction: Andreussi (1988); 
Liou-Gille (1993); Plutarch, Romulus 11.1-4 = 4.8a; Lugli (1952-69) 1.116-31. 
Roman preoccupation with space: Rykwert (1976); Meslin (1978) ch. 2; Grandazzi 
(1993). Cosmological models for towns (in Nepal and India): Pieper (1977); Barré et 
al. (1981); Gutschow (1982). Until the time of Claudius the Aventine hill was outside 
the pomerium. 

35 Extent of pomerium: Maps 1-3; Labrousse (1937); Poe (1984); Boatwright (1987) 
64-71. Illustration of marker: 4.8c. The area enclosed by the pomerium was almost 
exactly that covered by the early third Century A.D. official map of Rome, though the 
pomerium itself was not marked. 
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which d i d not even claim t o mark the edge of the built-up area o f the city. 
The extensions were linked rather t o the connection between the boundary 
o f the city o f Rome and the boundary o f Roman territoty as a whole. Thus 
the historian Tacitus refers t o a n ancient custom' which allowed those who 
had extended the empire also t o extend the pomerium; and the marker 
stones o f Claudius (conqueror o f southern Britain) and Vespasian (con-
queror o f more o f Britain and part o f Germany) include the formula: 'hav
ing increased the boundaries of the Roman people, he increased and 
defined the pomerium. The right to extend the pomerium was sufficiently 
important t o be listed specifically i n the powers granted t o Vespasian at his 
accession - parading a connection between the power of the emperor, mi l 
itary success and Rome's sacred space.36 

The boundary was also reinforced at time o f crisis. Following dire portents, 
the pontifices puriûed the city with solemn lustrations, moving round the cir-
cuit of the pomerium. For example, in A . D . 43 the discovery inside a temple 
o n the Capitol of a horned owl, a bird considered t o b e particularly inauspi-
cious, led t o the lustration of the city. 3 7 The significance of such lustrations 
is vividly depicted in Lucan's epic o n the civil wars at the end of the Repub
lic, written in the mid-first century A . D . He describes at length a lustration 
o f the city ordered by a n Etruscan prophet after Caesars crossing o f the Rubi-
con, as the city waited in panic for him to march on Rome. 'He orders a pro
cession of the frightened Cit izens all around Rome: the pontifices, to whom the 
rite was entrusted, purify the city-walls with solemn ceremony, and move 
around the furthest limits of the long pomerium. Behind them comes the 
lesser throng ... ' 3 8This particular occasion may well be a poetic invention, but 
it remains a vivid reflection of the religious ideology of the imperial period. 
Rome could never allow another Remus to cross the pomerium; at times of 
threat the boundary had to be purified and strengthened. 

The pomerium continued in the early empire (as we have seen in the 
republican period) to be a significant dividing line between different types 
of human activity and between different types of human relations with the 
gods - though some of the rules were adapted to accommodate the 
emperor and the new regime of politics. Civil authority had traditionally 
been defined and limited by this sacred boundary So, for example, in the 
Republic the powers of a tribune of the people had been restricted to the 

36 Extensions: Tacitus, Annais XII.23-4 = 4.8b; Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights X I I I . 14.3; 
4.8c. The Augustan History claims that Augustus, Nero, Trajan and Aurelian extended 
the pomerium, but see Syme (1978b); Boatwright (1986). ILS 244.14-16 (trans. 
Braund (1985) 110-11), citing Claudius as precedent. 

37 Pliny, Natural History X.35; owl as an omen: X.34 = 7.3b(ii). Cf. Tacitus, Annals 
XIII.24, Histories1.87.1, IV.53, with Wissowa (1912) 391. Such lustrations may be the 
origin of the alleged festival of the Amburbium: Wissowa (1912) 142 and n. 14; 
Scullard (1981) 82-3. 

38 Lucan 1.584-604, quotation from 592-6. Propertius IV.4.73 describes a threat to the 
boundary (by Tarpeia) at the Parilia, 'the day the city first got its walls'. 
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area within the pomerium; when in 30 B . c . Octavian was given some of the 
powers of a tfibune (patticularly to aid those who appealed to him), these 
powers were iikewise restricted to the area within the sacred boundary. 
Even then, however, an extra mile outside the pomerium was added to his 
patch; and soon, when he was given füll 'tribunician power' in 23 B . C . , the 
spatial restriction was entirely dropped. A l i emperors who followed him 
enjoyed the same power, unrestricted by the pomerium?9 

In the Republic, the pomerium had been a crucial dividing line between 
different types of political activity. One of the main assemblies, the so-
called 'tribal assembly' of the Roman people, had been able to meet only 
within the pomerium. The formal reason for this was religious: it was only 
within the sacred boundary of the city that the auspicia - the favourable 
signs from the gods that were necessary before any assembly — could be 
received by civil magistrates. The other main assembly, the 'centuriate 
assembly', which had been defined in military terms, had only been able to 
meet outside i t . 4 0 These populär assemblies lost ground in the first Century 
A . D . , with the shift in executive power towards the senate and emperor; but 
their meetings were still bound by the old rules of place. This aspect of 
Roman self-definition was retained — or embalmed. Augury and the science 
of auspicia, meanwhile, continued to be important under the empire: a list 
of auguries between the years A . D . 1 and 17 survives on stone, and augures, 
who were the priests responsible for the I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the auspices, as 
well as for maintaining the pomerium itself, were appointed until the end of 
the fourth Century A . D . 4 1 

Military authority at Rome, as the rules about the holding of assem
blies show, was also traditionally defined in terms of the pomerium. The 
basic rule was that this authority lapsed when a Commander crossed the 
pomerium: civil and military power were entirely separate; the area within 
the sacred boundary was so outside the sphere of military power that a 
general could not even enter it without laying that power down. The only 
regulär exception to this was the ceremony of triumph — though it was 
only on the very day of his triumph that the general could enter the city, 
waiting outside the city with his army until that moment. In celebrating 
their triumphs emperors sometimes made a show of followirrg- these 
ancient rules. When Vespasian, for example, celebrated his victory over 
the Jews h e spent the night before the triumph outside the pomerium, so 
as t o start the triumph by crossing i t at the Triumphal Gate.4 2 Here a sense 

39 Cassius Dio LI.19.6. Cf. Suetonius, Tiberius 11.3. 
40 Taylor (1966) 5-6; Magdelain (1968) 57-67; Magdelain (1977); Catalano (1978) 

422-5, 479-91; Rüpke (1990) 29-57. 
41 Auguries: CILVl 36841 (trans, in part, Braund (1985) no.774). Pomerium: Wissowa 

(1912) 534 n. 2; Labrousse (1937) 170 n. 1. For whar might be an augur dea\ing with 
an Augustan comitium, Torelli (1975) 111-16, 131-2. 

42 Josephus, Jewisb WarVll.123. For the Younger Drusus, Tacitus, Annak\\\.\ 1.1, 19.4; 
forTrajan, the relief from Arch of Beneventum, Hassel (1966) 19-20 and pls. 15, 17. 
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of traditional propriety blends with a self-conscious, propagandist display 
of religious scrupulosity.43 Such a gesture of respect fot the old sacted 
boundary is akin to Augustus himself banning Egyptian rites within the 
pomerium - so 'restoring' (or maybe 'inventing') a principle that the wor-
ship of foreign gods should not occur within the sacred boundary of 
Rome. 4 4 

Inevitably, however, the emperor's power altered the conceptual distinc-
tion between the 'civil' and the 'military' spheres: unlike republican magis
trates, emperors exercised authority in both those spheres simultaneously. 
Under Augustus, complex constitutional arrangements were worked out to 
parade the legitimacy of this new State of affairs. From 23-19 B . C . he held 
so-called 'proconsular imperium' which (exceptionally) was deemed not to 
lapse when he crossed the pomerium, and from 19 B . C . Augustus, and later 
emperors, held in addition 'consular imperium, which meant that they 
now had formal power applicable both inside and outside Rome. This cre-
ative combination of traditional republican categories of power legalized 
the emperor's command of troops inside Rome — though the camp of the 
Praetorian Guatd was located, tactfully (or mock traditionally, some might 
argue), just outside the pomerium. Some emperors even appeared in the 
city in military dress.45 The consequences of this extended beyond the 
political sphere. The combination of civil and military power in the hands 
of the emperor meant that the pomerium, as a religious boundary, ceased to 
exclude the militaty. Thus in 2 B . C . the god Mars received for the first time 
a temple within the pomerium.^ 

In one area, however, even emperors proved no exception to the tradi
tional rules of the pomerium. The ancient prohibition on burial within the 
pomerium was reaffirmed on several occasions up to the fourth century 
A . D . , and seems to have been generally observed by emperors themselves. 
Julius Caesar had been voted in advance the special privilege of a tomb 
inside the pomerium, but in the end his ashes were buried in his family 
tomb. Other imperial cremations and burials in the Campus Martius 
seem to have been sited deliberately outside the pomerium. Trajan's burial 
was an exceptional case. He had died in the East after conquering Parthia, 
and his ashes were brought into Rome in triumphal procession and placed 
in the base of his column - which stood within the pomerium. But this 

43 Vespasian was, of course, hardly following the traditional rules to the letter; he had 
already entered the city when returning from campaign - he went out only to spend the 
night before his triumph outside the pomerium. 

44 Most scholars believe that the principle existed throughout the republican period, but 
it was at least enhanced under Augustus: Nock (1952) 213; Ziolkowski (1992) 265-96. 
Egyptian rites: below, p. 230. 

45 Alföldi (1935) 5-8, 47-9. 
46 Below, pp. 199-20. There was already within the pomerium a temple to Quirinus, who 

was associated with Mars, and Varro 'recorded' a primitive cult of Mars on the Capitol. 
Cf. Scholz (1970) 18-33. 
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anomaly was explained and (plausibly or implausibly) justified by an 
allegedly traditional right of those who held triumphs to be buried within 
the city. 4 7 

2. The re-placing of Roman religion 

Much of the writing of the early empire emphasizes the importance of 
maintaining Roman religious traditions. This concern for the proper Per
formance of religious rites is highlighted by Valerius Maximus' Memorable 
Deeds and Sayings, a compilation of stories and anecdotes drawn from 
republican history, dedicated to the emperor Tiberius. The first chapter 
deals with religion, quoting cases of religious practices being maintained 
even in the face of severe difficulties, of punishment meted out to those 
who ignored the claims of religion, and of the correct response to instances 
of'superstition. So, for example, he briefly teils the story of a Vestal Virgin 
who allowed the sacred flame to go out, thus raising suspicions of her own 
unchastity; she was cleared by the aid of the goddess herself and a miracu-
lous rekindling of the flame.48 

Another index of the energy put into the Organization of religion in the 
early Empire is the production of books on religious law. Traditionally, 
sacred law had been the special preserve of the priestly Colleges. But from 
the second Century B . C . various priests published books on the subject; and 
in the second half of the first C e n t u r y B . C . those who were not themselves 
priests - antiquarians, jurisconsults and various religious experts — wrote 
further treatises.49 This activity quickened in the early Empire. Antistius 
Labeo wrote On Pontifical Law in at least fifteen books; Ateius Capito On 
Pontifical Law in at least six books, On Law of Sacrifices and On Augural 
Law; Veranius On Auspices and Pontifical Questions.50 These treatises codi-
fied the basic framework of sacred law - and became themselves a venerated 
part of Roman religious tradition. This venerable status may account for 
the fact that, as far as we know, no further books were written on the sub
ject, despite the fact that leading jurists were often members of priestly Col
leges. 

Poets too emphasize the need to pay particular attention to religion. As 
we saw in the last chapter, Horace, writing in the early 20s B . C . , associated 
the recent travails of Rome wi th religious neglect.51 This is a typical 
Augustan perspective on recent history, closely paralleled in Livy's writing 

47 J.-C. Richard (1966). 
48 1.1.6. 
49 Above, pp. 112-13, 153. \ 
50 Schulz (1946) 40-1, 80-1, 89-90, 138. 
51 Horace, Odes III.6, with Jal (1962). Temples had been neglected by the rieh in favour 

of their private luxury: Odes I I . 15.17-20; Saures II.2.103-4. Against the decline thesis 
see above, pp. 11-12; 117-19 and ch. 3 passim. 
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on early Rome. Both writers ascribe Roman disaster to neglect of religious 
tradition; 5 2 but equally the Augustan poets present Rome's future as lying 
in the hands of one man, with new and unprecedented power in the city. 5 3 

It is to his revolutionary position, and to the religious innovations and 
adaptations brought about through him, that we turn in the rest of this 
chapter - starting with the implications of the name he assumed in 27 B . C . : 
Augustus. 

Augustus - or new Romulus? 

Victoty against Antony gave Octavian such dominance over Rome that his 
official Roman name, Imperator Caesar, seemed no longer adequate to rep-
resent his exceptional status: some people proposed that he be called 
Romulus, as i f to style him the second founder of Rome. 5 4 Others thought 
that this was too regal a name, as well as carrying the taint of fratricide in 
the story of Romulus' murder of his brother Remus. There was, besides, the 
uncomfortable tradition (as we have seen) that Romulus had been mur
dered by the Senators - a story which had particular resonances with the 
death of Julius Caesar, Octavian's forerunner, adoptive father and closest 
role-model. A n alternative proposal won the day. From 27 B . C . , he was offi-
cially re-titled Imperator Caesar Augustus. Like 'Romulus', the name 
Augustus' indicated that the bearer was uniquely favoured by the gods for 
the service of Rome. The story was told that when Octavian was cam-
paigning for his first consulship in 43 B . C . six vultures appeared, and when 
he was elected six more appeared; this auspicy, with its echo of the myth of 
Romulus, indicated that he too, like Romulus, would (re)found the city of 
Rome. 5 5 This theme was maintained in the invention of the name 
'Augustus', a word previously known only as an epithet (used particularly of 
places) with the meaning 'consecrated by augures'. As a name it evoked not 
only the favour of the gods, but also the auspicy that marked the founding 
of Rome. Yet 'Augustus' in no way ptoclaimed regal status, and as a new 
name had no unfortunate past.5fi In other respects, however, Romulus iea-
tured prominently in the religious imagery of Augustus, who in 16 B . C . 
rebuilt the temple of Quirinus — a god identified since the late Republic 

52 Compare Virgil, Georgia 1.501-2. Horace parallels the fate of Troy with that of Rome: 
Odeslll.3. 

53 Virgil, Georgics 1.498-501. Horace, Odes 1.2 with Bickerman (1961) and Nisbet and 
Hubbard(1970) 34-6. 

54 Suetonius, Augustus!.2 and Cassius Dio L i l i . 16.7-8, with Scott (1925). 
55 Obsequens 69; Cassius Dio XLVI.46.1-3 gives six plus twelve. Suetonius, Augustus0)^ 

and Appian, Civil Wars III.94 give twelve only and treat them as a different type of aus
picy. 

56 Suetonius, Augustus 7.2, drawing on the Augustan writer Verrius Flaccus, also used by 
Festus, p. 2 L; Ovid, Fasti 1.608-16. Cf. Gagé (1930); Erkell (1952) 9-39; Dumézil 
(1957). 
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with the deified Romulus. The original decoration of this temple no longer 
survives, but a fragment of a later relief depicts the pediment of the temple 
(Fig. 4.1). 5 7 The whole composition is focussed on the taking of augury. At 
the centre is a lattice-work door, which probably alludes to the enttance 
into the auguraculum, the rectangular space within which augury was car
ried out. To the left of the door are Victory, Mars, Jupiter, and a female god 
with cornucopia, perhaps Pales, the deity after whom the Palatine was 
named. To the right are Mercury, a female deity (Bona Dea?), Hercules, 
and another female figure (?Murcia, associated with the Aventine). This 
fine collection of deities is impressive enough, but the important point is 
that these gods are connected with Romulus and Remus. At either end of 
the pediment they sit as augures, watching for a sign from heaven. In the 
top centre and to the left are the vultures seen at the founding of Rome. Al i 
but the deity on the far right look towards the seated Romulus on the left, 
and the birds are Aying in his direction. Though divine favour was ro point 
towards Romulus, the twins are shown acting together. 

There may be a conscious attempt here to depict Romulus and Remus 
in fraternal harmony; just as, in the Aeneid, Virgil has Jupiter prophesy that 
'Quirinus with his brother Remus' wi l l give laws to Rome. 5 8 But no repre
sentation of this pair, however united, could repress the stories of fratricide 
and Romulus' assassination by his Senators. Horace writing in the late 30s 
B.C . , condemning the likely renewal of bloodshed in the civil wars, turns 
the murder of Remus explicitly into the origin of civil strife - so making the 

57 Map 1 no. 2; Hommel (1954) 9-22; Koeppel (1984) 51-3; Wiseman (1995) 144-50. 
I n the original temple the senate had erected in 45 B.c. a statue o f Caesar: Cicero, Letters 
toAtticusXll.45.3, XI I I .28 .3 . O n the Forum o f Augustus, below, pp. 199-201. 

58 Aeneid 1.292-3 (cf. Georgics 11.533). This fraternal harmony was a way o f evoking the 
end o f civil war that had marked Rome from the beginning. Weinstock (1971) 261 on 
this repeated 'concord' theme. 

Fig. 4.1 The 
pediment o f the 
temple o f Qui f inus 
on a relief o f the late 
first century A.D. 
(Heigh t 0.44m., 
w i d t h 0 . 3 l m . ) 
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violence o f citizen against citizen as old as the city itself, and defining Rome 
as a doomed cycle of fratricide: Ά bitter fate pursues the Romans, and the 
crime of a brother's murder, ever since blameless Remus' blood was spilt 
upon the ground, to be a curse upon posterity.' Ovid, by contrast, sugges
tiver/ exposes the impossibility of reconciling the different interpretations 
of the role of Romulus. In his account of the Parilia, he appears to exoner-
ate the founder. He makes Romulus say to Remus, pacifically: 'There is no 
need for strife. Great faith is put in augury; let us try the birds' (i.e. augury); 
and, as we have seen, he blames the death of Remus on his ignorance of 
Romulus' prohibition and on the action of a henchman, Celer. But this 
version is also neatly undercut by Ovid himself, wi th his appeal to the god 
Quirinus to help with the telling of the tale - so making it clear that this is 
a partisan version of events, Romulus' side of the story, derived from the 
deified Romulus himself.5 9 Different readers would have found this prob
lem reflecting on Augustus in different ways, as he tried to be a new 
'improved' Romulus, wi th the embarrassing stains laundered away But 
however precisely interpreted, the poets show how Roman myth remained 
an important medium for the conduct of Roman politics and religion. 

Restructuring the city 

Augustus also 'revived' traditions associated with another king of Rome, 
Servius Tullius (the sixth king), in reorganizing the structure of the city. In 
doing so, he created a series of analogues, on a small local scale, to t h e 
reformed religious Organization of the State as a whole. In the system that 
was originally created (according to Roman tradition) by Servius Tullius, 
the city had been divided into four regiones (districts) - each subdivided 
into a number of vici (wards); and, within the vici, at every crossroads t h e r e 

were shrines to the Lares, where annual sacrifices were offered. In the late 
Republic the Colleges responsible for the cults at crossroads in the city h a d 

become a focus for political protest and Julius Caesar had attempted to 
suppress them; but Octavian gave theatrical Performances in every ward of 
the city in 29 B . C . to celebrate his triple triumph, and on other occasions. 
Meanwhile the cults themselves seem to have continued in the early 
Augustan period. 6 0 

In 7 B . C . Augustus divided Rome into fourteen districts and 265 
wards.61 This reorganization transformed the cults of the wards: from 7 B . C . 

59 Horace, Epodesl; Ovid, Fasti IV.813-14. Cf. on Romulus, Wagenvoort (1956b); 
Koch (1960) 142-75; Weinstock (1971) 175-99; Grant (1973) 101-47. Harries 
(1989) 170-1 and Hinds (1992) 142-8 detect equivocation in Ovid's account. 
Elsewhere, Ovid is very critical of Romulus. 

60 Above, p. 139. Boyancé (1950); Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 
IV.14.4; Degrassi (1965) 269-71. 

61 Wissowa (1912) 167-73; Alföldi (1973) 18-36; Liebeschuetz (1979) 69-71; Kienast 
(1982) 164-6; Fraschetti (1990) 204-73. 
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Fig. 4.2 A 
reconstruction of 
the shrine of the 
Lares at Compitum 
Acili, Rome. 

onwards they became cults of the Lares Augusti and the Genius Augusti. 
Their traditional celebrations were also changed. To the old festival of the 
Lares on 1 May was added a new celebration on 1 August, when the mag
istrates took up office, probably in honour of the Genius Augusti. 6 2 The 
significance of these new cults is clear enough in outline, i f not in detail. 
The Lares (usually translated, all too automatically, as 'household gods') 
were ancient but obscure deities, seen by some ancient writers as the deified 
spirits of the dead.6 3 On this Interpretation, the Lares Augusti would be the 
emperor's ancestors, and the Genius Augusti, the Spirit of Augustus him
self. In othet words, the public ward cults now consisted of cults that had 
previously been the private cults of Augustus and his family, located within 
his own house.64 

The new cults involved building a shrine at the crossroads in each ward. 
The best known example is a modest monument in marble, just 2.80m. by 
2.38m., wi th a night of five steps running up to the shrine, which sheltered 
images of the Lares Augusti and the Genius Augusti. In front of it stood a 
small altar (54 cm. high) (Fig. 4.2). 6 5 The sculptured reliefs on some of the 
other extant altars attempt to display the connections of past and present, 
city and ward. Thus the most elaborately carved example shows, on the two 
smaller sides, a sacrifice performed by the ward magistrates, and the scene 

62 Ovid, Fasti V.129, 147-8; Suetonius, Augustus 31.4; Niebling (1956) 324-5. Three 
««seem to have been reorganized not in 7 B . C . , but in 12, 9 and 6 B . c . 

63 Festus p. 108 L; Arnobius, Against the GentilesWlAl (= Varro fr. 209 (Cardauns)); stat-
uettes, 2.2a. 

64 The only precedent for the Lares Augusti is a solitary dedication from Gallia Cisalpina 
{ILLRP 200, 59 B . C . ) , but the populär veneration of the Gracchi and Marius 
Gratidianus seems to have taken place at the neighbourhood shrines (above, p. 144). 
For the relation between these cults and Augustus' cult of Vesta see below, pp. 189-91. 
Whatever the exact reasoning the political conclusion seems inevitable. 

65 E. Nash (1968) 1.290-1; Steinby (1993-) 1.314-15. Füll publication: Colini (1961-2); 
Tamassia (1961-2). Further details: Dondin-Payre (1987). Cf. Holland (1937); 
Hänlein-Schäfer (1996) 74-81. Another altar with inscription: ILS 9520 = 8.6a. 
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(made famous by Virgils epic) of Aeneas' discovery of a sow on his arrival in 
Italy; and on the two larger sides, Victory with the shield of Virtue awarded 
to Augustus and the apotheosis of Caesar (Fig. 4.3). These reliefs are clearly 
similar in some respects to the iconography of Official' Augustan art; but the 
(often crude) style of their carving, and the wide range of scenes chosen to 
decorate the altars, are distinctive. They suggest that, though Augustus 
devised the cults of the Lares Augusti and of his Genius for the wards, and 
presented statues of the gods to them, 6 6 the specific arrangements and the 
designs of the altars were the responsibility of the local officials.6 7 

The Augustan reorganization of the ward cults gave the emperor a place 
throughout the city of Rome. The shrines continued to be repaired (and 
used) through the third C e n t u r y and still feature in the catalogues of 
Roman monuments compiled in the fourth C e n t u r y . 6 8 The cults were not a 
transient Augustan phenomenon, but played their part in permanently re-
orienting Roman religion under the Empire. The creation of the new wards 
took the emphasis on place to every corner of the city; here we see the 
emperor inserted within a religious framework that incorporated the whole 
city, by creating an opportunity for local participation in the creation of 
imperial Rome's new mythology. 

Priesthoods and the emperor 

Augustus held priesthoods only at Rome itself. So far as we know he took 
no religious office outside the capital; but there he gradually accumulated 
membership of ali the major priestly Colleges, becoming pontifex'in 48 B . C . , 

augur'm 41—40 B . C . , quindecimvirsacrisfaciundis'm c.37 B . C . , and septemvir 
epulonum by 16 B . C . T O mark this cumulation of priestly offices a coin was 
issued in 16 B . C . featuring the symbols of each of the four priesthoods.69 In 
addition, Augustus was made a member of three of the lesser priesthoods: 
frater Arvalis, sodalis Titius and fetialis. Portraits of the emperor, both on 
coins and on statues, frequently showed him veiled in a toga, in the stance 
of sacrifice. In fact, from this period on, virtually no one eise is depicted on 
a Roman public monument conducting sacrifice: Roman religion was 
becoming tied to a particular person as well as to a particular place. 

66 Degrassi (1963) 96; Ovid, Fastí V. 145-6; Palmer (1990) 17. 
67 Zanker(1969); (1970-71); Panciera (1987) 73-8; Zanker (1988) 129-135. For exam

ple, one alrar (the 'Belvedere Altar') seems to have combined the figure of'Victory' and 
the honorific 'Shield of Virtue' (both in the senate house and both characteristic parts 
of'official' Augustan iconography) to create the figure of Victory bringing a purely mil
itary shield. 

68 Panciera (1970) 138-51; (1980); (1987) 61-73. ẃ£(1975) 14: an attempt to avoid the 
duties of vici magister, which involved games with venatio (hunting displays). Fourth 
Century catalogues: below, p. 382. 

69 R1CY.69, nos. 367-8. Cf. RICỲ.TÌ, no. 410, 13 B . C . Gagé (1931); also Bayet (1955). 
Zanker (1988) 126-8 and R. L. Gordon (1990b) stress the emperor as the archetypal 
sacrificer. 
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Fig. 4.3 The Belvedere altar, 
Rome, 12-2 B.C. (a) Sacrifice at 
ward altar, by ward magistrate (on 
r ight) ; an attendant (on left) 
proffers two images o f the Lares 
August i as recipients o f the cult; 
(b) Aeneas' discovery o f the sow 
wh ich pottended the successful 
foundat ion o f Alba Longa - the 
ci ty w h i c h the Romans tegarded 
as rhe precursor o f the ci ty o f 
Rome irself. T h e figure on the left 

may be a prophet. The story was 
to ld by V i r g i l (Aeneidlll.389-93, 
V f f l . 4 2 - 8 , 8 1 - 5 ) , and is also 
featured on the Ara/Pacis (4.3c); 
(c) V i c t o r y w i t h the honorif ic 
shield awarded to Augustus i n 27 
B.c. T h e inscript ion reads: 'The 
senare and people o f Rome to 
Emperor Caesat Augustus, son o f 
divus (Julius), pontifex maximus, 
hailed imperator <gap> times, 
consul <gap> times, w i t h 

t r ibunician powet for <gap> 
years'. The altar was put up many 
years after the award o f the shield 
and those who commissioned i t 
never completed (or d i d no t 
know) the details o f Augustus' 
titles at the t ime. (d) The 
apotheosis o f Caesar (?), observed 
by Augustus on left and by Venus 
(?) and Augustus' heirs on r ight . 
(Height 0.95m., w i d t h 0.97m., 
depth 0.67m.) 
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In the Republic it had been extremely unusual for anyone to hold more 
than one major priesthood. Julius Caesar had been both pontifex and augur, 
but Augustus went way beyond even Caesar's precedent; and his manage-
ment of the imperial family established the cumulation of priestly offices as 
a privilege of emperors and their heirs only. 7 0 When Nero was adopted by 
Claudius in A . D . 50, coins were issued with the same four symbols as had 
appeared on Augustus' coins and a legend indicating that Nero had been 
co-opted as an extra, supernumerary, member of the four major priestly 
Colleges, by decree of the senate.71 This co-optation into four Colleges 

simultaneously was an Innovation, and it marked Nero out as Claudius' 
chosen heir, setting a precedent for the futute as a way of designating the 
emperors successor. But at the same time the emperor and his heir were 
staking a claim to embrace all religious activity in Rome. 

The first two of Augustus' offices, augur and pontifex, are worth consid-
ering here; we shall return to the quindecimviri sacris faciundis later. The 
lituus, the augures ceremonial staff that had become the symbol of the 
priesthood, was regularly featured on the coinage of Octavian in the 30s 
B . C . 7 2 This was one of the ways in which Octavian, like other republican 
leaders, emphasized that his military authority was properly founded on 
religious observance. But after his victory at Actium he stressed the peace
ful overtones of the office of augur. In 29 B . C . Octavian took the so-called 
'augurium salutis. This was an augural ceremony that could be carried out 
only at a time when no Roman forces were fighting — to ascertain whether 
i t was propitious for the consuls even to ask the gods to grant safety to the 
State. It was, in the extravagant words of an official inscribed record, the 
greatest augury by which the safety of the Roman people is sought'. In fact, 
we know of only two occasions when it was attempted before 29 B . C . - in 
about 160 B . C . and during Cicero's consulship in 63 B . C . But it is treated by 
ancient writers as a venerable tradition revived by the emperor, another 
aspect of the 'restoration' of religion at the beginning of the principate. It 
was at least a 'tradition' that was maintained: an inscription records seven 
Performances between A . D . 1 and 17; and Tacitus notes another occasion 
under Claudius in A . D . 49. 7 3 

The key priestly office was that of pontifex maximus. Augustus had been 
a member of the pontifical College since 48 B . C . , but in 44 B . C . , on the assas-
sination of Caesar, it was Lepidus (then in alliance with Octavian and Mark 
Antony, in the so-called 'second triumvirate') who was appointed head of 

70 Weinstock (1971) 28-34; Lewis (1955) 23, 94-101. The rules of republican priestly 
office-holding: above, pp. 103-5. 

71 RICl2.125, nos. 76-7 (= 8.5a(ii)), 129, no. 107 ( A . D . 50-54). For the history of this 
type see Β. M. Coins III.xl—xliii. 

72 Gagé (1930). 
73 Revival: Suetonius, Augustus 31.4; Cassius Dio LI.20.4. Repeated: CIL V I 36841 

(trans., in part, Braund (1985) no. 774); Tacitus, AnnaùXll.23A. Performed in 160s 
B.c.: above, pp. 110-11. The semantic link with 'Augustus': above, p. 182. 
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the College. Augustus did not remove Lepidus f r o m office, even when he was 
disgraced. But with a dramatic display of restraint, in the name of the tradi
tional proprieties of priestly office, he waited until the death of Lepidus in 
13 B . C . before being electedpontifex maximus m 12 B . C . In his own account 
of his Achievements, he laid great emphasis on the popularity of his election: 
'such crowds poured in from the whole of Italy for my election as are never 
recorded at Rome before'. The date on which the election occurred was even 
celebrated by an annual festival, and it is noted in Ovid's Fasti.74 Augustus' 
election to this office (and also, as we shall see, his transformation of it) 
proved to be of central importance in the testructuring of Roman religion. 

The pontifex maximus was traditionally obliged to live in an official 
house, which stood in the Forum adjacent to the precinct of the Vestal 
Virgins; even Julius Caesar conformed to this rule. Augustus, on the other 
hand, was unwilling to give up his own house on the Palatine, though he 
found ways to recognise the O b l i g a t i o n that he should live in a public, offi
cial residence. Initially, he made a part of his own house public property; 
but subsequently ( A . D . 3), after a fire destroyed the house, he rebuilt it and 
made it all public property.7 5 This was more than a technical evasion of (or 
genuflection towards) an inconvenient regulation. It signalled an impor-
tant step in the redefinition of the office of pontifex maximus, as well as a 
new alignment between that priestly office and the goddess Vesta. 

Far from leaving the cult of Vesta behind, Augustus' displacement of the 
residence of the pontifex maximus to the Palatine reaffirmed, and even 
intensified, the connection with the goddess. Just under two months after 
Augustus became pontifex maximus there was dedicated 'an image and 
[shrine] of Vesta in the house of Imperator Caesar Augustus pontifex max
imus Ρb The old shrine which contained the sacred flame and an array of 
secret objects remained in tjaré Forum, but the new shrine inside Augustus' 
house on the Palatine had radical implications for his position as pontifex 
maximus. The closeness of the relationship between Augustus and Vesta 
was stressed by contemporary writers. They told, for example, that it was 
Aeneas who had brought the fire of Vesta wi th him from Troy to Italy, and 
Romulus (himself the son of a Vestal, by the god Mars) who had transferred 
the cult from Alba Longa to Rome - so linking the origin of the cult with 
the mythical forebears of Augustus.7 7 They sometimes claim actual kinship 

74 Augustus, Achievements 10.2 = 8.5b; Degrassi (1963) 420; Ovid, Awiz'III.415-28. 
75 Possible Caesarian rebuilding in the viciniry of the temple of Vesta: R. T. Scott (1993) 

169-74 (Map: 4.7). Augustus: Cassius Dio LIV.27.3; LV.12.4-5. In 36 B . C . Octavian 
had been voted a house at public expense: Cassius Dio XLIX.15.5. Cf. Weinstock 
(1971)276-81. 

76 Map 1 no. 14. Degrassi (1963) 452. The restoration of the word 'shrine' on the inscrip
tion is controversial, but see Guarducci (1971). There was already a ramp linking the 
old temple of Vesta to the Palatine: Steinby (1993). See also Fig. 4.4. 

77 Aeneas: Virgil, Aeneidll.296, 567; Ovid, Fastil.527-8, ΙΠ.29, VI.227; Metamorphoses 
XV. 730-1; Propertius IV.4.69; Dionysius of Halicamassus, RomanAntiquitiesll.65.2. 
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Fig. 4.4 A relief on a base now 
i n Sorrento tepresents rhe cult o f 
Vesta, perhaps i n its new location 
on the Palatine. O n the right, 
Vesta enthroned, pour ing a 
l iba t ion , flanked by two female 
figures - possibly other goddesses. 
She is approached by a group o f 
five Vestals, headed no doubt ( in 
the lost central section) by the 
sixth Vestal and perhaps by 
Augustus as pontifex maximus. 

-

Beyond rhe curtains (which 
indicate that this is an indoof 
scene) is visible, on the t ight , the 
r o u n d shrine o f Vesta i n the 
F o r u m , w i t h the Palladium w i t h i n 
- showing that the main scene is 
not taking place there; also visible 
are statues o f a b u l l and a ram; 
and, on rhe left, columns o f an 
Ionic temple, maybe that o f 
A p o l l o on the Palatine. There are 
three other scenes not illustrated 

here. O n the r ight side o f the base 
are A p o l l o , Latona and Diana, 
modelled on the cult images i n 
the temple o f Apo l lo . O n the left 
side, i n f ront o f the house o f 
Augustus, Mars led by C u p i d and 
(probably) Venus approaching 
perhaps the numen o f Augustus. 
O n the reat, Magna Mater . 
(Heigh t 1.17m., max. w i d t h 
1.90m., max. depth 1.20m.) 

between Vesta and Augustus, as when Ovid prays, 'Gods of ancient Troy, 
the worthiest prize to him who bore you, you whose weight saved Aeneas 
from the foe, a priest descended from Aeneas handles divinities related to 
him; Vesta, you must guard his person related to you. ' 7 8 Augustus was thus 
connected to Vesta both by blood and by the deeds of his ancestors. 

The creation of the shrine on the Palatine was an important stage in the for-
mation of a peculiarly imperial residence, with particular religious resonances. 

78 

Romulus: Plutarch, Romulus 22; Dionysius I I .64.5-69 argues at length for the alterna
tive that Numa established the cult in Rome. 
Fastim.423-6. Cf. Fraschetti (1990) 331-60; Feeney (1991) 205-24. 
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Though in some ways Augustus' house continued to be just one among many 
aristocratic residences on the Palatine, i t was also now transformed into a 
palače — a palače shared between the emperor, Vesta and (as we shall see below) 
Apollo. So Ovid again writes, 'Vesta has been received into the house of her 
kinsman; so have the Senators rightly decreed. Apollo has part o f the house; 
another part has been given up to Vesta; w h a t remains is occupied by Augus
tus himself... A single house holds three eternal gods.'79 But there were fur
ther implications. Not only could the pontifex maximus now be called 'priest 
of Vesta';80 not only had Vesta now been relocated in a new imperial setting; 
but even more crucially the public hearth of the State, wi th its associations of 
the success of the Roman empire, had been fused with the private hearth of 
Augustus. The emperor (and the emperor's house) could now be claimed to 
stand for the State. 

The new relationship with Vesta is just one aspect ofthe transformation 
of the office of pontifex maximus. It is striking that in his biography of 
Augustus, Suetonius groups his major religious reforms under the heading 
of the emperor's role as pontifex maximus, - even though some are demon-
strably earlier than his assumption of that office.8 1 But, even i f inaccurate in 
detail, Suetonius was in essence correct. For Augustus had established a 
new conception of the office of pontifex maximus, which did give it an over
all religious authority in the State and a preeminent capacity to introduce 
religious reform. 8 2 

The pontifices were, i f wi th the augures, the most prestigious priestly Col 
lege of the Republic. The pontifex maximus enjoyed considerable prestige, 
and the office was keenly fought for; but he was technically (and in prac
tice) merely head of one of the priestly Colleges, wi th no general authority 
over any other College or over 'religion more generally.83 This S i t u a t i o n , 

however, was already beginning to change with the emergence of dynasts in 
the late Republic and (particularly clearly) in the dictatorship of Julius 
Caesar. In 44 B . C . , for example, it was decreed that Caesars son or adopted 
son should become pontifex maximus after him — suggesting that it was 
being seen not just as 'chairmanship' of a priestly College but as a (heredi-
tary) part of Caesars autocratic power.8 4 That certainly is how it developed 

79 Ovid, Fastt IV.949-54. Cf. Wiseman (1987). 
80 Ovid, Fasti III.699, V.573; Metamorphose* XV.778, retrospectively applied to Julius 

Caesar. In the third and fourth centuries the pontifices were also known as pontifices 
Vestae: RENIW.KX 1760. 

81 Augustus 31. Modern scholars sometimes say that in 12 B . C . Augustus became 'head' of 
Roman religion, a pagan equivalent of Archbishop of Canterbury, Chief Rabbi or Pope; 
and so they are inclined to date his religious reforms to the period after 12 B . c . Wissowa 
(1912) 74; Wilhelm (1915); Liebeschuetz (1979) 70. 

82 The political implications of the charge are clear in the debate in A.D. 22 about the 
office offlamen Dialis: below, p. 193. 

83 Beard (1990); above, pp. 20-1; 54-6. 
84 Cassius Dio XLIV.5.3. 
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with Augustus. After his election to the office, it was impossible for anyone 
but the emperor living on the Palatine to be pontifex maximus. A l l subse-
quent emperors took up the position soon after their accession and regu-
larly featured it among their official titles. In short, i t became a keystone of 
the religious system. So Dio stresses in his account of the reign of Augustus 
(in the middle of a series of reflections on the nature of the emperors power 
that clearly also draws on circumstances of the thitd Century A . D . ) : 'From 
the fact that they are enrolled in all the priesthoods and moreover can grant 
most of the priesthoods to others, and that one of them, even i f two or three 
emperors are ruling jointly, is pontifex maximus, they control all sacred and 
religious matters'.8 5 From 12 B . C . onwards, for the first time, Roman reli
gion had a head. 

Priesthoods and the senatorial élite 

The traditional senatorial priesthoods retained their prestige during the 
early Empire, and the prestige of some was actually increased by Augustus.8 6 

Partly no doubt because these priesthoods, unlike magistracies, were held for 
life, they were eagerly sought; partly too because the number of positions 
available meant that (even though in the first two centuries of the Empire it 
was not possible lor a senator to be a member of more than one of the four 
main Colleges) only a quarter to a third of Senators, and a half of all consuls, 
could become priests. The younger Pliny published among his correspon-
dence a letter proudly responding to a friend's congratulations on his 
appointment to the College of augures: 'the priesthood is an ancient and reli
gious office, which has an especial sanctity in that it is held for life ' ; 8 7 and 

* some Senators saw membership of one of the priestly Colleges as the pinna-
cle of their career, ranking higher than being praetor or consul. 

Appointment to a priesthood, however, now depended in part on the 
patronage of the emperor. Cassius Dio says that i n 29 B . C . Octavian was 
allowed t o appoint priests even beyond the regulär number, a principle 
which continued (he writes) to his own day.88 Not that such appointments 
wete necessaiily overtly autocratic. Augustus and later emperors were 
members of all four priestly Colleges, and could exercise their patronage 
t h r o u g h influence on traditional priestly elections. A l l the same, there was 
little doubt in whose gift priestly office ultimately lay. In a n eatlier letter 
addressed t o Trajan, Pliny explicitly asks the emperor for the grant of a 

85 Cassius Dio LIII.17.8. From the m i d second Century onwards emperors sometimes 
shared their political powers with prospective heirs. 

86 Below, p. 194 (revival o f Arval Brothers). 
87 Pliny, Letters W.8. 
88 Cassius Dio LI.20.3. Augustus, Achievements25.3 notes that o f the 700 Senators who sup-

ported his rise to power about 170 were, or became, priests. Scheid (1978), (1990b) 
201-14; Miliar (1977) 357 η . 15 on first cumulation o f major priesthoods. The four Col
leges were paradedon the Ara Pacis: 4.3b; above, Fig. 1.3 {flamines); Zanker (1988) 120-3. 
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priesthood, 'the office either of augurot of septemvir, both of which are now 
vacant'.89 

Nevertheless, despite keen competition for most priesthoods, two 
offices caused particular problems. The office of flamen Dialis had been 
vacant since 87 B . C . , until Augustus as pontifex maximus had the post filled 
in 11 B . c . 9 0 It remained subject to unique restrictions and taboos, many of 
which must have made the^riesthood unattractive to potential holders -
and which (as we have seen) had caused conflict between flamines and pon
tifex maximus more than a hundred years earlier. It may have been in 
response to the unattractiveness of the office that Augustus made certain 
changes to the rules, or (as Tacitus has his successor Tiberius put it) 'altered 
certain relics of a primitive antiquity to the modern špirit ' . 9 1 The füll details 
of the changes are lost to us, but the priest was now allowed to spend more 
nights outside Rome (the previous rule had prevented him spending more 
than two nights away) and there seem also to have been changes in the sta
tus of his wife. 9 2 The debates over the restrictions continued beyond 
Augustus' reign. In A . D . 22, one flamen Dialis argued that he should be 
allowed to leave Rome to govern a province; earlier bans imposed by pon
tifices maximi had been the result of private feuds, while now that the pon
tifex maximus was also the supreme person, he was above such motives. 
Tiberius, however, as pontifex maximus ruled against such a radical change 
(using, according to Tacitus, the earlier minor reforms of Augustus as an 
argument against any such major departure from precedent). When this 
flamen died, Tiberius argued that the restriction of the office to those mar-
ried by the atchaic, and now rare, ceremony of confarreatio should be lifted. 
The senate, to whom the matter was referred, decided that no change was 
necessary, and the son of the old flamen was chosen to replace his father. 
Tiberius himself, meanwhile, introduced a law to remove more of the legal 
festrictions on the flamen?, wife. 9 3 

Augustus also attempted to solve problems over the appointment of 
Vestal Virgins. On one occasion when a Vestal had died, he found Senators 
were reluctant to put their daughters forward as candidates (girls were nor
mally chosen for this priesthood between the ages of six and ten). 
According to Suetonius, Augustus swore that i f any of his granddaughters 
had been of the appropriate age, he would have proposed them. But he also 
increased the privileges of the Vestals, including special seats in the theatre; 

89 Pliny, LettersX. 13. 
90 This 'gap' in the flaminate: above, pp. 130-1. 
91 Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights XI.15.14 (= 8.1b). Tacitus, Annals IV.16.3. Cf. Rohde 

(1936) 136-7. 
92 Tacitus, Annais 111.71.3; Gaius, Institutes• 1.136, fragmentary. Cf. Aulus Gellius, Attic 

NightsXA5A4 and 17 (= 8.1b) for other changes. 
93 Tacitus, Annals III.58-59.1, 71 ( A . D . 22); IV.16 ( A . D . 24). Cf. Domitian's permission 

for a flamen Dialisto divorce his wife: Plutarch, Roman Questions 50. Earlier arguments 
about the selection ofthe flamen Dialis:LlvyXXyii.8A-\0 = 8.2d; above, pp. 106-8. 
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later, distinguished imperial women sat among the Vestals in the theatre.94 

We do not know how successful such official encouragement was; nor is it 
clear how the closer links between the imperial house and the cult of Vesta 
affected the priesthood and its popularity. But Tacitus writes that under 
Tiberius two Senators vied with each other to have their daughters chosen 
as Vestal Virgins; and the office remained in high prestige through the third 
into the fourth C e n t u r y . 9 5 

The Vestals, in fact, accumulated new, imperial functions in addition to 
their traditional ones. In the Republic they had been present with the other 
priests at the grand funeral of Sulla and it was voted that with the pontifices 
they should evet y five years offer up prayers for Caesar's safety.96 After the bat-
tle of Actium the Vestals headed the procession which greeted the returning 
Octavian; they were present too at the dedication of the Ara Pacis, and with 
the magistrates and priests were responsible for the annual sacrifices there. 
(They are represented on the small, inner frieze on the altar itself.) The Vestals 
were even put in charge of the cult of the deified Livia. 9 7 So, while Vesta 
gained a new shrine on the Palatine, the Vestals gained a concern for the 
emperor and his family - still further linking the emperor to the hearth of 
Rome, and to the favour of the gods for Rome which that hearth symbolized. 

The history of the Arval Brothers illustrates the extent and nature of 
changes in priesthoods in the imperial period in all its complexity. We 
know almost nothing about the Arvals' activities during the Republic. 
Although their sanctuary on the outskirts of Rome is attested archaeologi-
cally from the third C e n t u r y B . C . , the only literary reference to them before 
the imperial period is in Varro's work On the Latin Language. There he 
explains that they perform rites to make the crops grow and that their name 
(fratres Arvales) comes either from sowing (ferendo) and fields (arvis), or 
from the Greek fratria or brotherhood. Octavian became a membet of the 
College and, perhaps in 29 B . C . , placed the body on a new footing. 9 8 

Significantly, in the imperial period the name was explained differently. 
The nurse of Romulus had twelve sons, but one died and Romulus himself 
took his place, calling himself and the others Arval Brothers'.9 9 This myth 
entirely suited a College which included Augustus, the new Romulus. 

94 Suetonius, Augustus 31.3, 44.3. Tacitus, Annals IV.16.4; Cassius Dio LIX.3, 4, 
LX.22.2. In fact no imperial daughters were ever appointed as Vestal Virgins. 

95 Tacitus, Annals 11.86. Cf. IV.16.4: a grant of two million sesterces to a new Vestal, pre-
sumably in addition to the traditional salary. Nock (1930), though he cannot prove an 
increase in prestige in the third Century; 8.4b (inscriptions honouring Vestals). 

96 Appian, Civil Warsl. 106; 11.106. 
97 Ara Pacis: Ryberg (1955) 41, 43, 51-2, 71-4 (cf. 4.3a n. 1); Cassius Dio LI.19.2; 

Augustus, Achievements 11-12. Livia: Cassius Dio LX.5.2. Part of the inner frieze is 
illustrated: 6.1a. 

98 Map 4 no. 70; Varro, On the Latin LanguageV.85 (= 8.1a). Scheid (1990b) 679-732. Cf. 
Saulnier (1980) and Wiedemann (1986) for reorganization of the fetiales; above, p. 133. 

99 Pliny, Natural History XVIII.6; Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights VII.7.8, quoting Masurius 
Sabinus {floruitTiberius-Nero) who drew on earlier historians. 
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The revived College inscribed a record on stone of its membership and 
of the ceremonies it carried out year by year (notably its three-day festival 
held in May in honour of Dea Dia, an obscure deity known only from 
these inscriptions). The extensive fragments that have been discovered in 
their sanctuary run from 21 B . C . to A . D . 304, and are the füllest extant 
record of any of the priesthoods of Rome. 1 0 0 The lists of Arval members 
that we can reconstruct from the inscribed record allow us to explore in 
detail the changing patterns of recruitment to the priesthood. So, for 
example, from its first Augustan appointments to the end of Neros reign, 
the College was of considerable distinction, wi th members drawn from the 
most prominent members of the senate. Thereafter it went through a series 
of changes. At times (under Vespasian, Marcus Aurelius and Caracalla) 
those recruited to the College were no less distinguished than those elected 
to the four major Colleges, while at other times the Arvals seem to have 
been drawn from the middle ranks of the senate which could not expect 
consulships or major priesthoods.1 0 1 The detailed records of the Arvals 
allow us to detect (more fully than for any other priesthood) a complex 
and changing history of patronage and recruitment to the College, which 
may be related to the needs of the emperor to conciliate opponents and 
honour allies. 

The inscribed records of the Arval ceremonies also demonstrate the 
extent to which the ancient ( o r allegedly ancient) cults of Rome were re-
structured round the figure of the emperor. The main festival of Dea Dia 
herseif was never adapted to include any sacrifices or rituals specifically 
focussed on the emperor (even i f he was sometimes present in his capacity 
as priest), but he and his family did become the focus of a range of quite 
separate 'imperial rituals' performed by the College. Throughout the Julio-
Claudian period, the Arval Brothers made annual vows and carried out sac
rifices 'for the emperors safety', and they offered sacrifices to mark imperial 
birthdays, accessions, deaths and deifications - or sometimes to celebrate 
the suppression of a conspiracy against the emperor, or his safe return to 
Rome from abroad. Their sanctuary of Dea Dia also included a Caesareum, 
a 'shrine of the Caesars' containing imperial statues. In general, however, 
the sacrifices they performed for the emperor did not take place in the sanc
tuary of Dea Dia, nor (at least from the mid first Century A . D . ) did they 
involve sacrifices to her. Their 'dynastic' sacrifices in the Julio-Claudian 
period took place mainly on the Capitol or at the temple of the deified 
Augustus, and from the Flavian period onwards exclusively on the Capitol. 
The deities involved were the Capitoline triad, Jupiter, Juno and Minerva, 

100 A new edition of the inscriptions is forthcoming (ed. Scheid); exttacts, 4.5, 6.2; Lewis 
and Reinhold (1990) 11.516-19. For the fluidity of the record, Beard (1985), with 
comments of Scheid (1990b) 66-72, 431, 617, 732-40. The record inscribed on 
stone was presumably based on archival documents kept on paper by the priests . 

101 Scheid (1975); Syme (1980); Scheid (1990a). 
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Salus publica, and deified members of the imperial house, as well as the 
Genius of the living emperor and the Juno of the empress. 

After A . D . 69, at the end of the Julio-Claudian dynasty, thete were 
changes in the rituals of the Arvais. The annual vows for the emperor's 
safety remained a regulär element in their ritual calendar throughout their 
history, but from the late first Century their records show no more regulär 
sacrifices to the divi;'02 imperial birthdays were no longer celebrated; and 
sacrifices for occasional events (such as the discovery of plots or the com-
memoration of imperial victories) became much less common. In fact, the 
Proportion of the recorded Arval rituals with a direct imperial reference 
dropped from two thirds or even three quarters under the Julio-Claudians 
to a quarter or even less in the second and third centuries A . D . Again we do 
not know exactly how to explain this change (nor, for that matter, can we 
be certain that the inscribed records of the priesthood are an accurate 
record of all the rituals that were actually carried out); but we can glimpse 
hete something of the process by which traditional priests became involved 
also in 'imperial rituals', and the changing patterns of those rituals over 
time. Suetonius' apparently simple reference to Augustus' 'testoration of 
ancient cults which had gradually fallen into disuse'103 should not blind us 
to the fact that 'restoration' entailed a tadical shift in focus. 

Temples 

The building or rebuilding of temples is another aspect of the restructuring 
of the religious system around the person of the emperor. As we have seen, 
Augustus himself records in his Achievements that he repaired eighty-two 
temples in 28 B . C . alone; and he names fourteen other temples in Rome that 
he built or restored during his reign. This account of temple-building is 
interspersed wi th references to his work on other, secular buildings, such as 
the senate-house, theatres, the water supply and a road 1 0 4 — as i f this temple 
construction was to be seen simply as part of the republican tradition of vic-
torious generals and other Senators carrying out building works in the city. 
There was, however, a profound difference. While Senators continued to 
erect some secular buildings during the reign of Augustus, aftet 33 B . C . only 
Augustus and members of his family built temples'm Rome. This may have 
been a generous shouldering of responsibility for temples in Rome on the 
part of the emperor. But, even i f so, i t had clear political and religious con-
sequences. On the one hand, Senators (now excluded from their traditional 

102 This change might be connected with a development in the Function of the sodales 
Augustales and other imperial priesthoods in Rome itself, who may have taken over 
sacrifices to the divi previously carried out by the Arvais. 

103 Suetonius, Augustus 31.4. 
104 Achievements 19-21. Cf. Eck (1984) 136-42. Wissowa (1912) 596-7 lists the new 

temples, though that to Neptune was probably a restoration; in general: Gros (1976); 
Zanker (1988) 65-71, 102-18, 135-56; Purcell (1996). 
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opportunity for display in the capital) increased their munificence to their 
native cities in Italy and elsewhere. On the other, temple building placed the 
emperor and his family in a unique relationship with the gods, increasing the 
importance of the emperor and permitting a novel prominence to his 
female relatives (who were also associated with these building schemes),105 

The reign of Augustus is a crucial period for temple building; in contrast 
to the lollowing fifty years, when only two new state temples were built. 
Moreover ali the state temples built in Rome in the Augustan period, or 
immediately afterwards, refer directly or indirectly to the emperor. Two 
were dedicated to a deified member of the imperial house (divus Julius, 
divus Augustus). Three relate to victories on the part of the emperor 
(Apollo, Neptune, Mars Ultor). Two stress imperial virtues (Concordia, 
Iustitia). One (Jupiter Tonans) was dedicated by Augustus in thanks for his 
narrow escape from a thunderbolt. In addition some of the old temples 
rebuilt by Augustus gained new, imperial, associations. Three temples built 
or rebuilt by Augustus may be taken as exemplary of this new focus: Magna 
Mater, Apollo and Mars Ultor. 

The temple of the Magna Mater on the Palatine was a well-known pecu-
liarity in the late Republic. I t had been built originally shortly after intro
duction of the cult of the goddess from Phrygia in 204 B . C . , and was rebuilt 
by Augustus around 2 B . C . , and probably restored again following a fire in 
A . D . 3 . 1 0 6 We have already seen some of the ambivalences of this cult: an ele
ment of 'foreign' barbaric exoticism within the city, at the same time as it 
held an established position within the 'official' cults of the city. These 
ambivalences remain. The cult retained ali kinds of'Phrygian' peculiarities, 
not only in its flamboyant priesthood, but also in religious claims and 
mythical traditions: Ovid, for example, refers to Magna Mater holding 
precedence over the other gods (who were her children), and describes the 
offering to her of herbs, which the earth once grew without human labour 
- so apparently sacralizing the most primitive stage of human existence 
before the Greek Ceres introduced cereal cultivation. 1 0 7 But in the Augustan 
period the specifically Roman, even imperial, aspects of the goddess became 
increasingly emphasized. Her Phrygian homeland was strongly associated 
with the Trojan origins of Rome: according to Ovid again (telling the story 

105 Ali temples 'would have fallen into complete ruins, without the far-seeing care of our 
sacred leader, under whom the shrines feel not the touch of age; and not content with 
doing favours to humankind he does them to the gods. Ο holy one, who builds and 
rebuilds the temples, I pray the powers above may take such care of you as you of 
them': Ovid, Fasti 11.59-64. Cf. 1.13-14, Livy IV.20.7, Suetonius, Augustus 29-30; 
above, pp. 121-5. Temple building by Livia: Purcell (1986) 88-9; below, p. 297. 
Temple building by later emperors: below, pp. 253-9. 

106 Map 1 no. 13. The arrival of the goddess: above, pp. 96-8. Date of repair: Syme 
(1978a) 30. See generally Lambrechts (1951); Boyancé (1954); Börner (1964); 
Wiseman (1984). 

107 Ovid, /W7lV.367-72 with Breiich (1965). 
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of the goddess's arrival at Rome during the Hannibalic War), she had almost 
followed Aeneas from neighbouringTroy to Italy but 'realized that Fate did 
not yet require her power for Latium', so waited five hundred years t i l i she 
was summoned by a Sibylline Oracle; and in Virgils AeneidMagna Mater 
appears as a protectress of Aeneas on his journeys. When Augustus rebuilt 
the temple, he made a particulat show ofthe venerable antiquity ot the cult 
of the goddess: he built the temple not in marble (the material of almost all 
his new building projects) but in traditional tufa - blocks of coarse local 
stone and the material of most of the earliest temples at Rome. 1 0 8 

Near the temple of the Magna Mater on the Palatine, and directly adjacent 
to his own house, Augustus built a temple of Apollo on what had been his 
own land. The site had been Struck by lightning in 36 B . C . , a sign (or so at least 
it was interpeted by some religious experts) that the god himself had chosen 
this patticular spot. Augustus promptly made it public property, conse-
crated it to Apollo, finally dedicating the temple itself in 28 B . C . The temple 
was one of the grandest in the city with lavish sculptural decoration: statues 
of Danaus and his fifty daughters, the Danaids, between the columns of the 
portico in front of the temple; ivory carvings on the door, showing (on one 
side) the killing of Niobe's children by Apollo and his sister Diana, and (on 
the othet) the expulsion of the Gauls from Delphi; inside the temple, statues 
of Apollo, Diana and their mother Latona, works (originally brought to 
Rome as booty) by three of the finest Greek sculptors of the fourth Century 
B . c . 1 0 9 It quickly became a major religious focus. The ancient Sibylline 
Books were transferred there from the temple of Jupiter, probably in 23—19 
B . c . (it was, after all, under Inspiration from Apollo that the Sibyl herselfwas 
said to prophesy). 1 1 0 And it was one of the settings for the rituals of the 
Saecular Games, held in 17 B . C . , to which we shall return below. 

The location of the temple is very striking. The earlier temple of Apollo 
was in the Circus Flaminius, outside the pomerium. Augustus not only 
moved his cult inside the sacred boundary of the city; but he brought the 
god effectively into his own house - as Ovid aptly recalled with his refer
ence to 'a single house <that> holds three eternal gods'. This complex of 
divine and human residence (emperor's palace, shrine of Vesta and temple 
of Apollo) was without precedent in Rome, and clearly evoked the divine 
associations of Augustus. 1 1 1 

108 Fasti IV.251-4, 272. Virgil, Aeneidll.Gdi-l', IX.77-9, X.252-5. 
109 Map 1 no. 14; Steinby (1993-) 1.54-7. The archaeological remains have not yer been 

properly published. Lightning: Suetonius, Augustus 29.3; Cassius Dio XLIX. 15.5. 
Grandeur: Propertius 11.31; Pliny, Natural History XXXVI.24, 25, 32. Very little of 
this sculpture now survives; but there are several ancient descriptions of it, as well as 
representations (on later sculpture panels and on coins) of some of the individual 
pieces. For representation on the so-called 'Sorrento base': above, Fig. 4.4. 

110 Gagé (1931) 99-101; (1955) 542-55. 
111 However, the excavator's claim that a private ramplinked Augustus' house to the terrace 

ofthe temple is implausible: the difference in levels is too great. Ovid: above, p. 191. 
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This temple also signified a shift in the character of Apollo at Rome. 
Previously his main role had b e e n as a healing god, of no particular promi-
nence; now he was to be central to Augustus' new Rome. The iconography 
of the sanctuary prompted ali kinds of connections between Apollo and the 
new imperial regime. 1 1 2 So, for example, the statues of the Danaids recalled 
not only their righteous action in killing the impious sons of Aegyptus, but 
also the dedication of a temple to Apollo by Danaus after he won the 
throne of Argos (an analogy perhaps with the establishment of Augustan 
monarchy). Similarly the doors of the temple, in highlighting the punish-
ments meted out by Apollo to those who disobeyed him (Niobe, the 
Gauls), evoked the role of Apollo at the battle of Actium in 31 B . C . , whete 
it was said he had helped Augustus to defeat (and punish) Antony and 
Cleopatra. Significantly Augustus also founded a temple of Apollo on the 
outskirts of his new city of Nikopolis ('Victory City', near Actium), wi th a 
prestigious Panhellenic four-yearly festival of Actian Apollo, which was still 
being celebrated over 250 years later. 1 1 3 

The third major Augustan temple, which was later described by Pliny 
the Elder as among the most beautiful buildings in the world, is a classic 
example of the complex interrelationship between I n n o v a t i o n and tradi
tion, restructuring and continuity, that characterizes most of the religious 
developments of the early principate. The temple of Mars Ultor (as we have 
already seen, the first temple to the god of war within the pomerium) 
formed the centrepiece of Augustus' new forum, built next to the forum of 
Caesar and dedicated in 2 B . C . 1 1 4 Plans for the temple originated in a vow 
Augustus allegedly took in 42 B . C . , when he defeated the mutderers of his 
father. But the emphasis on Mars as the Avenger' also evoked Augustus' 
vengeance on the Parthians in 20 B . C . ; the S tandards lost by Crassus in his 
defeat at the hands of the Parthians were recovered and placed in the inner-
most shrine of the temple. This allusion to contemporary achievements 
against foreign foes was reinforced by the military functions ptescribed for 
the temple from its foundation. Military C o m m a n d e r s were to set off from 
the temple, the senate was to meet in it to vote triumphs, and victorious 
generals were to dedicate to Mars the symbols of their triumphs. 1 1 5 Military 
glory was to be displayed in a setting which explicitly evoked the emperors 
authority. 

The design of the forum and temple articulates the relationship between 
Augustus, the gods and Rome. Augustus was referred to overtly only by the 

112 Liebeschuetz (1979) 82-5; Zanker (1983); Kellum (1985); Zanker (1988) 65-9, 
85-9, 240-5; Lefèvre (1989). The alleged restoration of the earlier temple by Sosius in 
34-32 B.c. (Map 1 no. 33) in fact took place under Augustus: Gros (1976) 211-29; 
Steinby (1993-) 1.49-54. 

113 Gagé (1936a); Sankakis (1965). 
114 Map 1 no. 9. Described in Ovid, Fasti V.545-98; Pliny, NaturalHistoryXXXVl.l02. 

Location within pomerium: above, p. 180. 
115 Suetonius, Augustus29 (= 4.2c); Cassius Dio LV.10.2-3. Cf. Bonnefond (1987). 
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prominent dedicatory inscription with his name on the architrave, and by 
a statue which stood in the chariot in the centre of the forum; but his pres
ence lay behind (and helps to make sense of) the iconogtaphy of the whole 
complex. The cult statue of Mars Ultor stood, next to the recovered Stan

dards, on a podium in the apse at the far end of the temple - a figure which 
alluded both to Augustus' piety in avenging Caesar and to his military suc
cess against the Parthians. There was also, almost certainly, a statue of 
Venus (perhaps S t a n d i n g on the podium next to Mars Ultor, or more likely 
in the main part of the temple) — recalling Augustus', and Caesars, descent 
from the goddess herseif. Many scholars have believed (though the evi
dence for this is much less clear) that there was a statue of divus Julius too, 
a further parade of Augustus' divine forebears.116 On the pediment were 
Mars, Venus and Fortune; Romulus as augur and the personification of vic-
torious Roma flanked them, and on either side were representations of the 
Palatine, the site of Romulus' augury, and the river Tiber (Fig. 4.5). Al l 
these figures could be seen as mythical analogues for Augustus' own victo-
ries and restotations of Rome. In the porticoes on either side of the temple 
stood a balancing series of statues depicting Augustus' dual ancestry. On 
one side was Aeneas, the descendant of Venus, dutifully carrying his fathet 
from the flames ofTroy (echoing Augustus' own filial piety), and flanked by 
his descendants, the kings of Alba Longa and the Julii (Augustus' family 
line). Facing this series was a statue of Romulus, the son of Mars, victoti-
ously bearing the armour of an enemy king whom he had slain in battle, 
and round him other figures of Roman republican history, celebrated 

. mainly for their military prowess. In all there were about 108 statues, each 

with a brief inscription itemizing their distinctions. To these famous pre-
*' decessors and ancestors, stretching back to Aeneas, Romulus and thtough 

them to Venus and Mats, Augustus was hete proclaimed as the heir. 
These new religious images were, of course, much less sttaightforward 

than such a brief description might suggest. We have already noted the poten-
tial ambivalence of the figure of Romulus in Augustan image-making. Here 
again the stress (for example) on divine descent that is so evident in the sculp-
tural programme might itself have raised some uncomfortable questions for 
a cynical viewer: Romulus was, aftet all, the son of Mats by a Vestal Virgin, 
who was bound on pain of death by a vow of chastity... Besides, more gener-
ally, the obvious innovations in Augustan religion might sometimes seem to 
conflict with the claims about the testoration of ancestral practice. The new 
temples of Apollo and of Mars Ultor did actually take over functions that had 

116 Plan and reconstruction: 4.2; Zanker (n.d); Koeppel (1983) 98-101; J. C. Anderson 
(1984) 65-100; Kaiser Augustus (1988) 149-200; Zanker (1988) 183-215, 256-7; 
Alföldy (1991) 289, 293-7; Fishwick (1992b) 335-6; Steinby (1993- ) 11.289-95. 
Romulus: Degrassi (1939). A relief from Carthage has been used to argue that there 
were three cuh statues in the temple (Mars, Venus and divus Julius); for discussion of 
this possibility, see below, p. 333 fig 7.2 (caption). 
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Fig. 4.5 The 
pediment o f the 
temple o f Mars U l t o r 
on a relief o f the m i d 
first century A . D . The 
temple is seen in the 
background o f the 
main subject of the 
relief, w h i c h is a state 
sacrifice. ( W i d t h 
1.22m.) 

traditionally been part of the cult of Jupiter Optimus Maximus: the 
Sibylline Books were moved to the Palatine, and some military functions to 
the Forum Augustum. And Suetonius' biography of Augustus describes a 
dream in which Jupiter Optimus Maximus complained to Augustus that 
worshippers were being diverted from his own temple by the emperors new 
shrine of Jupiter Tonans nearby.1 1 7The story goes that Augustus deferentially 
pointed out that Jupiter Tonans was merely the doorkeeper of Jupiter Opti 
mus Maximus. Such a line of argument would at least be consistent with his 
various displays of devotion to the traditional Capitoline cult: he rebuilt the 
temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus after it had been destroyed by fire; he 
made lavish offerings there to Jupiter; and the annual vows for the emperors 
safety were always performed on rhe Capitol. I t is impossible now to judge 
overall how awkwardly, or how smoothly, the new temples were integrated 
into the religious life of Rome. 

T h e Saecular Games 

One of the main events of Augustus' reign was the celebration of the 
Saecular Games in 17 B.c . 1 1 8 This occasion is uniquely well documented in 
a variety of surviving sources: ranging from the Sibylline oracle ordaining 
the procedures to the inscribed record of the games, and the hymn of 
Horace sung at the festival. From this material we can reconstruct in some 
detail the programme of events at the festival, and detect some of the ways 

117 Suetonius, Augustus 91.2. 
118 Above, pp. 71-2; 111. Pighi (1965) reprints the sources; 5.7b is the Augustan inscrip

t ion. There are two new fragments o f the inscription in Moret t i (1982-84). La Rocca 
(1984) 3-55 speculatively discusses the Terentum (Map 1 no. 37); Manzano (1984) 
gives the numismatic evidence. 
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in which this traditional republican festival (whose earliest celebrations we 
discussed in chapters 1 and 2) was both preserved and transformed under 
Augustus and his successors. 

The games were, as we have already seen, tied to one particular spot in 
the city, in the north-west Campus Martius beside the Tiber at an altar 
known as the Taren tum (or Terentum); and it was here that the insctibed 
records of the ceremonies were later set up. From at least the first century 
B . C . onwards, this location was explained by the story — set in Italy's mythic 
past — of a man called Valesius, who lived in Sabine territory near to Rome, 
and of his efforts to obtain a cure for his children who had fallen grievously 
sick. He was told by the gods to take them to Tarentum and to give them 
water from the Tiber to drink, heated up on the altar of Dis Pater and 
Proserpina, the gods of the underworld. He took this to mean that he 
should go to the Greek colony called Tarentum, in the 'instep' of Italy; so 
he set out on what was to be a long journey — putting in for the night by the 
river Tiber on the Campus Martius and drawing watet from the river 
(which he heated on a makeshift hearth) for his thirsty children; and they 
woke up the next morning miraculously cured. It turned out that this spot 
on the Campus Martius was also called Tarentum and that there was an 
altar of Dis Pater and Proserp ina lying buried under the place where he had 
built his hearth. In thanks for the eure Valesius established three nights of 
sacrifices and games.1,<) 

The Saecular Games of Augustus were tied to this same traditional 
place; but in other respects they differed substantially from their republican 
predecessors, notably in their focus on the emperor himself and his son-in-
law and heir, Agrippa. Although, as we have seen, the details of the early 
celebrations of this ritual are hard to reconstruet, i t seems clear enough that 
the priesthood of the quindeeimviri were in overall charge of proeeedings. 
Formally that arrangement continued in 17 B . C . Augustus and Agrippa 
were themselves members of this College, and they played their traditional 
roles within it; Augustus, for example, initiated the celebrations by writing 
to the board of priests in his capacity as one of its four 'presidents'. But in 
the festival itself they almost seem to have taken control, beyond that of any 
other priest. Agrippa himself was just an ordinary member of the board, 
but the other three 'presidents' stood aside in his favour. Together, Augustus 
and Agtippa seem to have led the ritual, the emperor alone offering the 
nocturnal prayers, and his heir joining in those spoken b y day. He also 
seems to have ended each prayer wi th a petition 'for m e , my house and m y 
household'. This was a traditional prayer formula, 1 2 0 but in Augustus' 

119 Zosimus I I . 1-3 (and Valerius Maximus, Memorable DeedsandSayingsWA.'b). Versnel 
(1982) 217-28 discusses the relation of the story to the Roman family of the Valerii. 

120 This formula, a restoration in the inscription, appears in Cato, On Agriculture 134, 
139, 141. It is used by the matrons: Augustan actaWnc 130 (restored) = 5.7b; Severan 
«rfaIV.12 = Pighi(1965) 157. 
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mouth the o l d words acquired a new dynastic resonance. Besides, the 
hymn specially composed by the poet Horace for the celebrations, and 
sung on the third day by a choir of rwenty seven boys and twenty seven 
girls, stressed the central importance of Augustus: 'May the illustrious 
descendant of Anchises and Venus obtain the help of you gods whom he 
worships with white oxen, superior to the enemy, merciful to the prostrate 
foe.' The Saecular Games had acquired a new focus. 

It seems very likely that the rituals themselves were also transformed. 
Even i f our ideas of republican proceedings are in large part conjectural, 
some elements of the ceremonies recorded on the inscription appear dis-
tinctively Augustan. The preliminary distribution of torches, sulphur and 
asphalt to (it is claimed) the entire free population of Rome is reminiscent 
of the attempt to create widespread participation that we saw in the cult of 
the Lares Augusti. There may well also be a conscious l ink here with rituals 
of purification in the festival of the Parilia: just as that festival was con
nected with the original founding of Rome, so the Saecular Games marked 
the regulär rebirth of the city. The incorporation of the new temple of 
Apollo on the Palatine is also striking: this was one of the locations where 
the quindecimviri took in offerings of crops and gave out the materials for 
purification, and where on the third day sacrifice and prayer were offered to 
Apollo and Diana and the saecular hymn was first sung. 

There was also a significant change in the deities associated with the fes
tival. The fragment of Varro which refers to the foundation of the Games 
mentions only Dis Pater and Proserpina. There is, however, no mention of 
these particular gods in the inscribed record of the Augustan festival — 
where they seem to have been replaced by the Fates, the Goddesses of 
Childbirth (Ilythiae) and Terra Mater (Mother Earth) in the night-time 
celebrations, and in the day-time celebrations by Jupiter, Juno, Apollo and 
Diana. I t is these deities too who form the focus of Horace's hymn. That is 
to say, instead of an emphasis on the gloomy gods of the Underworld, 
marking the passing of an era, the Augustan games marked the birth of a 
new age. And the fertility of Mother Earth (one of the prominent images 
also on the Augustan Ara Pacis - see Fig.4.6) can be understood to be 
guarded by the Fates and the Goddesses of Chi ldbir th . 1 2 1 

The theatrical displays of the festival (the ludi proper) also help reveal 
the different layers of tradition and I n n o v a t i o n that made up the celebra
tions. 1 2 2 There were two quite different sorts of these 'games'. The first is 
described as follows: 'when the sacrifice was completed, games were cele
brated by night on a stage without the additional construction of a theatre 
and without the erection of seating.' This continued into the following day, 
but there were in addition 'Latin games in a wooden theatre which had 
been erected on the Campus Martius next to the Tiber'. This second type 

121 Varro in Censorinus, Birthday 17.8 (= Pighi (1965) 37-8). 
122 Erkell (1969). Theatres: Map 1 nos. 34-35. 
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Fig. 4.6 'Earth ' on a relief f rom 
the Ara Pacis, Rome (much 
restored in the sixteenth Century). 
I n the centre, a lemale figure w i r h 
two chi ldren and pomegranares, 
grapes and nuts on her lap; i n front 
o f her a cow and a sheep. O n the 
left, a female figure Aying alofr on a 

iiiiiiiÉsfiyii •1 Κ 
swan (?), and on the right, another 
female figure on the back o f a sea 
crearure. T h e centtal figure clearly 
represents notions o f fer t i l i ty 
(human and agricultural), set 
between images o f sky and sea. The 
iconography is much debated; bu t 
- as this relief forms one o f a pair 

(o f w h i c h the other is certainly a 
personification o f Rome) — i t seems 
very l ikely that we ate dealing w i t h 
'earrh' ot ' fer t i l i ty ' i n the sense o f 
Italy. For the design o f the Ara 
Pacis see 4.3c, and fig.7.2b for a 
provincial adaptation o f this relief. 
(Heigh t 1.55m., w i d t h 2.44m.) 

of games reappeared in the seven days of games that followed (and closed) 
the festival. These took three forms and were held in three locations: those 
held in the theatre in the Campus Martius; the Greek shows in the Theatre 
of Pompey and Greek stage plays in the theatre in the Circus Flaminius. 
The first type of games, without theatre and without seats, was avowedly 
primitive (and maybe unpopulär; at least, they were not repeated in the 
seven days at the end of the festival). But they recall one version of the ori-
gin of the festival as a whole. Varro's remarks on the foundation of this rit
ual are, in fact, drawn from his work (now lost) on the origin of theatrical 
Performances in Rome, which he associated wi th the introduction of what 
he calls the ludi Tarentini (that is the Saecular Games). Those who had read 
their Varro knew that quaint games of this type had to be incorporated into 
the new structure. 
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More generally, appeals to religious tradition served to legitimate the rit
uals and Organization of these, distinctively Augustan, Games. The inscrip
tion records the consultation of'ancient books', perhaps the archives of the 
quindecimviri, for details on how to finance the Games (though it also 
records that no such Information was found); and advice on the Perfor
mance of the rituals was sought from the jurist and expert in religious law, 
Ateius Capito. 1 2 3 And the main shape of the rituals was provided by a 
Sibylline oracle, still preserved among the fragments of Phlegon, a Greek 
historian writing in the second Century A . D . Shortly before the Augustan 
celebration the Sibylline oracles were purged of spurious items and 
deposited beneath the statue of Apollo in the new temple on the Palatine, 
and perhaps in the process this oracular text, enjoining quite new rituals, 
was 'discovered' or 're-discovered'. I t could be an ancient text but the fact 
that it appears to recommend so conveniently the specifically Augustan 
form of ritual has suggested that it was an antiquarian product of the 
Augustan age, incorporating or imitating earlier material; so, for example, 
the hopes expressed in the oracle, as well as in the prayers delivered at the 
celebrations themselves, for the obedience of the Latins to Rome made l i t 
tle sense under the empire (centuries after any hostility between Latins and 
Romans) — and were probably drawn from earlier republican material, or 
consciously mimicking it, to give an antique flavour to the text. 1 2 4 The 
'ancient books', legal expertise and the Sibylline oracle combined to create 
and sanction the new rites. 

The timing of the celebrations also received due authority combined 
with a fictitious tradition. We have already seen in chapters 1 and 2 that the 
only surely attested republican celebrations took place in 249 and 146 B . C . 
How far there was an established regulär cycle of Games at that period is 
quite unclear; but those dates would suggest (if anything) a normal interval 
of about a hundred years.125 In the Augustan period, however, following 
the Sibylline oracle (and Varro), a cycle of 110 years was accepted as 
authentic; and a sequence of earlier republican games was 'established', 
beginning in 456 B . C . These were added after 17 B . C . to the official 
Calendar inscribed in the Roman Forum, creating a new history of the 
Games which ignored the two earlier attested celebrations. Even so, some 
puzzles remain. The cycle of 110 years would have authorized games in 16 
B . C . rather than 17 B . C . and there is no really satisfactory explanation for 
the discrepancy.126 

123 Ancient books: Moretti (1982-4). Ateius Capito: Zosimus II.4.2. 
124 Phlegon, On the Long-lived 5.2 = FGH257 F 37 = Pighi (1965) 56-7 (trans. Braund 

(1985) 296-7); Zosimus II.6 ako quotes the oracle. Diels (1890) 13-15; Gage 
(1933a) 177-83; Momigliano (1938) 625, (1941) 165. 

125 Above, pp. 71-2; 111. 
126 For earlier plans to celebtate games in 23 B.c., Virgil, AeneidYl.65-70, 791-4, with 

Merkelbach (1961) 91-9. One explanation of the discrepancy is that it was the tesult 
of disagreement over the precise year of the foundation of Rome. 
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The Augustan games formed the model for all subsequent celebrations. 
Claudius celebrated games in A . D . 47, receiving censure from modern 
scholars for his self-interested and politically convenient choice of date, 
which does not fit the Augustan cycle. In fact the choice of A . D . 47 may 
have been justified by the fact that it was 800 years from the foundation of 
Rome; and a cycle of 100 years was a legitimate alternative (indeed the sur
viving Greek text of Augustus' Achievements (wrongly) translates saecularis 
as 'every hundred years'). Thereafter Domitian celebrated the games in A . D . 
88 (six years ahead of the Augustan cycle) and Septimius Severus in A . D . 
204 (back on the Augustan calculations). Both Domitians and Severus' 
games followed the Augustan procedure extremely closely. There were of 
course some changes (a new hymn was written for 204, when the emperor 
and his family were also somewhat more prominent), but the basic struc
ture of events was unaltered. 

To add to the complexity, a second cycle of games was also established 
under the Empire. 1 2 7 Taking its lead from Claudius' celebration of Saecular 
Games 800 years after the foundation of Rome, games were also held in the 
following two centuries ( A . D . 148 and 248). These were not counted in the 
official numbered sequence of Saecular Games and, in A . D . 148 and 248 at 
least, the ritual was quite different. The Tarentum seems to have been dis-
placed in favour of rites in front of the temple of Rome and Venus, known 
as the Temple of the City, and the date was probably changed to 21 Apri l , 
the birthday of Rome. These anniversary celebrations, which developed 
from the Augustan framework, mark the emergence of a new consciousness 
of the importance of the city of Rome - and of the importance of the 
emperor within i t . 

Imperial rituals 

The religious position of the Roman emperor was dominant within the 
city; his authority was pervasive, but also strikingly diffuse. There was no 
one major ceremony, such as a coronation or new year's festival, at which 
the emperor himself was - as emperor — the leading actor; nor did any one 
religious ritual sum up his religious status and role. 1 2 8 Rather, a range of rit
uals developed which clearly associated the emperor with the gods or 
linked him with religious institutions and ceremonies; in a variety of dif
ferent ways he became incorporated within the religious framework of the 
city (in much the same way as he had been associated with the cult and 
sanctuary of Vesta). From 30 B . C . games were celebrated every five years by 
one of the Colleges of priests, or by the consuls, in fulfilment of vows to the 
gods that had been taken for Augustus' health. In 13, 8 and 7 B . C . special 
votive games were held in thanks for his safe return to Rome. In 28 B . C . 

127 Gagé (1933b), (1936b). Non-performance in A.D. 314, below, p. 372. 
128 For such ceremonies elsewhere, Cannadine and Price (1987). 
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Augustus' name was inscribed in the hymn of the Salii by a decree of the 
senate; this ancient hymn (by the late Republic almost incomprehensible 
even to the priests themselves) continued to be sung in the twice yearly 
Salian rituals, but now the name of Augustus must have rung out to listen-
ers clear as a bell amongst the arcane and venerable mumbo-jumbo. 1 2 9 Even 
in private, libations might be offered to Augustus at banquets, while images 
of Augustus and members of his family stood in household shrines, some
times tended by associations of 'worshippers of Augustus'. 1 3 0 

The numen, or divine power, of Augustus also received public honours 
in Rome. Although, strictly speaking, there was no official public cult in 
the city of the living Augustus as a god, Tiberius did dedicate (probably in 
A . D . 6) an altar on the Palatine next to the house of Augustus, at which the 
four main priestly Colleges sacrificed to his numen.liX Numen was not 
shared by ordinary people, and (unlike the Lares Augusti) had no reso-
nances in traditional family cult of ancestors. The establishment of its offi
cial cult signalled that the emperor himself, in person, was not actually 
receiving cult due to the gods — and, at the same time, signalled that of 
course there was very little that separated Augustus from the gods. There 
must have been, in other words, ali the difference (and yet almost none at 
ali) between worshipping Augustus himself and worshipping his numen. 

Ovid's Fasti neatly encapsulates the presence of the emperor throughout 
religious ritual, cult and myth. Interspersed with accounts of traditional 
festivals (such as the Parilia), Ovid mentioned every official festival of 
Augustan significance, such as the founding of the Ara Pacis or the estab
lishment of the cult of the Lares Augusti . 1 3 2 The poet has often been 
accused of flattety, or (alternatively) of subversive irony at the emperors 
expense. But nonetheless his preoccupations closely reflect the emphases 
of the developing state calendar. Augustus, in fact, recurs in all kinds of 
religious contexts through the Fasti: the mother of the Arcadian king 
Evander prophesies the rule of Augustus and his family; battles of Caesar 
and Augustus are recorded on otherwise blank dates as well as the closing 
of the temple of Janus that followed on the establishment of the Augustan 
peace; the disappearance of one temple leads to mention of Augustus' Pro
gramme of temple restoration. The emperors presence is even signalled, 

129 Cassius Dio LI.19.7 with Weinstock (1971) 217-19; Augustus, Achievements 9.1; 
Palmer (1990) 14-17. Salii: Augustus, Achievements 10.1; Cassius Dio LI.20.1; 
Quintilian, Education of an Oratori.6.40-1 = 5.4c. The same honour posthumously 
for members of the imperial family: Crawford (1996) 1.37 and AE (1984) 508 IIc 
(trans. Sherk (1988) 63-72); Tacitus, Annalsll.83, IV.9. 

130 Cassius Dio LI . 19.7; Petronius, Satyricon 60; Ovid, Fasti 11.637-8; cf. Horace, Odes 
IV.5.31-2; Ovid, Letters from Pontus IV.9.105-110; Tacitus, Annals 1.73.2. Cf. 
Santero (1983). 

131 Map 1 no. 14. Degrassi (1963) 401, restored with dating of Alföldi (1973) 42-4. 
Location: Wiseman (1991) 55, 57, 109. For examples from outside Rome see below 
pp. 354-5. See Fishwick (1969) fot the distinction between geniusand numen. 

132 1.709-22; V. 129-46. 

207 



4· T H E P L A C E O F R E L I G I O N : R O M E I N T H E E A R L Y E M P I R E 

paradoxically, by absences and omissions. At the inttoduction to the sixth 
book, Ovid offers three explanations of the etymology of the month of 
'June' and pleads his inability to decide between them; but he makes no 
mention of the Obvious' etymology, from Junius Brutus, the liberator of 
Rome from the kings and ancestor of that other Brutus who had killed 
Julius Caesar. The suspicious reader might well imagine here that Ovid is 
using such a glaring Omission precisely to draw attention to the story he 
does not mention. But even i f so (and we cannot know how ancient read-
ers took it) , it is yet another indication of how, and in how many different 
ways, the emperor and his achievements were a constant presence 
throughout the poem — just as t h e y were in the ritual calendar itself. 1 3 3 

Emperors after death were seen in sharper divine focus.1 3 4 The official 
c u l t o f Caesar offered one obvious model for Augustus and subsequent 
emperors. Though s o m e honours, as we h a v e seen, were probably voted for 
Caesar in his lifetime, it was their consolidation after his death that became 
decisive for subsequent practice. In 42 B . C . the senate passed the official 
consecration of Caesar, including the building of a temple; in 40 B . C . 
Antony was inaugurated as the first flamen divi Julii (an o f f i ce to w h i c h he 
had been appointed in 44 B . C . ) , and Augustus began to call himself divifil-
ius. Finally, in 29 B . C . Augustus appointed a new flamen in place of Antony 
and dedicated the temple to Caesar, an e v e n t celebrated by lavish contests. 
The temple dominated the south side of the Forum Romanum and formed 
the backdrop for public Speakers using the new tribunal in front of i t . 1 3 5 

The posthumous s ta tus of Caesar was thus assured. Valerius Maximus, 
writing under Tiberius, told the story of divus Julius appearing to Cassius, 
one of his murderers, at the battle o f Philippi, to t e i l the 'tyrannicide' that 
he had not actually killed Caesar because his 'divinity' could n e v e t be extin-
guished; and elsewhere Valerius prayed by Caesars altars and temples that 
his divinity would favour and protect the human race.1 3 6 

After his death Augustus was promoted to the divine s ta tus l o n g h e l d by 
Caesar — a transition that was, inevitably, as predictable and smoothly man-
aged as it was (in the u sua l paradox of apotheosis) outrageously unbeliev-
able . The expectation was expressed in his lifetime that he would ascend to 
his rightful place in heaven, and immediately after his death Augustus was 
duly m a d e a divus. His funeral, cremation and burial in the Mausoleum 
were grand versions of the traditional funeral of the Roman nobility; but 
afterwards a senior senator (who was sa id to h a v e been handsomely 
rewarded for his pains, to the t u n e of a million sesterces, by Augustus' 

133 Prophecy: 1.529-36. Batties: IV.377-84, 627-8. Janus: 1.281-8. Temples: 11.55-66. 
June: V I . 1-100; Macrobius, Saturnalia\A23 \. 

134 Price(1987);Arce(1988);Fraschetti(1990)42-120;above,pp. 140-9 on Caesar; 9.3; 4.7 
for Roman Forum. For Romulus as precedent cf. above pp. 4-5; 141-2; 182—4 and 2.8a. 

135 Weinstock (1971) 385-401. 
136 MemorableDeedsandSayingsl.8.8; 6.13. 
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widow Livia) declared on oath to the senate that he had actually seen 
Augustus ascending to heaven. As a result, in the words o f the official state 
calendar, On that day heavenly honours were decreed by the senate to the 
divine Augustus'. The main 'heavenly honours' were a temple built 
between the Capitol and the Palatine, a flamen, who was to be a member of 
Augustus' own family, and a priestly College of sociales Augustales, compris-
ing leading members of the senatorial order. Augustus, like his ancestor 
Romulus, went to join the gods. 1 3 7 

In this area too the practices of the Augustan age established the basic 
framework which prevailed for the rest of the imperial period. Emperors 
and members of their families were given divine honours by vote of the sen
ate only after their death and then only in recognition of the fact (so the 
official version went) that they had, by their merits, actually become gods. 
The Augustan system marks a change from the tone of the period of the 
civil wars after the death of Caesar when Octavian was commonly thought 
to have held a dinner party of the Twelve Gods, himself appearing as Apollo 
- dangerously straddling the border between fancy-dress and blasphemy. 
In addition, official coins from the mint of Rome of the early 20s B . C . 
showed Octavian as Apollo, Jupiter and Neptune, and the original plan for 
the great new temple of the Pantheon ('All the gods') was that it should be 
named aftei Augustus and have his statue inside i t . 1 3 8 

After 27 B . C . , Augustus no longer employed such imagery; and accounts 
of the reigns of his successors suggest that those norms remained in place. 
In most cases it is impossible now to reconstruct exactly how any individ
ual emperor negotiated the delicate boundary between (god-like) human-
ity and outright divinity; but Roman historians regularly use accusations 
(right, wrong - or, no doubt, often exaggerated) that an emperor was 
claiming the status of a god as a symbol of his utter transgression of ali the 
rules of proper behaviour. So it was recounted that Gaius Caligula, after a 
populär start to his reign, began to make assertions of his own personal 
divinity: he is said to have sat between the statues of Castor and Pollux in 
the temple in the Forum, showing himself to be worshipped by those who 
entered; he wore the clothing or attributes of a wide range of deities, and 
established a temple to his own godhead.1 3 9 For his biographer all this 
demonstrated that Gaius was no longer emperor or even king, but monster; 
and stories of Gaius' reign (however exaggerated) survived as a warning to 
subsequent emperors not to destroy the Augustan norms. Thus Claudius, 

137 Witness: Suetonius, Augustus 100.4; Cassius Dio LVI.46.2. Calendar: Degrassi 
(1963) 510. Temple: Fishwick (1992a); Steinby (1993- ) 1.145-6. Sociales: Price 
(1987) 78-9. Below, pp. 348-62, on the provinces. 

138 Suetonius, Augustus 70. Coins: Burnett (1983) discussing Sutherland and Carson, 
RICI1 nos. 270-272; cf. Zanker (1988) 40-2. Pantheon: Cassius Dio LIII.27.3 with 
Coarelli (1983b) and Fishwick (1992b); below, p. 257. 

139 4.7 (map of Forum); Suetonius, Caligulall, 52. Cf. Philo, Embassy 78-113, Cassius 
Dio LIX.26-8. 
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Gaius' successor, seems to have made a show of reverting to the mainte
nance of ancestral Roman customs. According to his biographer, 'he cor-
rected various abuses, revived some old customs or even established some 
new ones'. For example, he always offered a supplication when a bird of il l 
ο men was seen on the Capitol, and in making treaties he recited the ancient 
formula of the fetiales.140 But even he became the subject of a wit ty (and 
cruel) satire, mocking the ludicrous process of his apotheosis.141 

This basic pattern of paraded transgression and reassertion of the 
Augustan norm seems to have repeated itself from the first century A . D . 
into the third century. After the excesses of Nero, who sought to rival vari
ous gods, čame the down-to-earth Vespasian, who on his deathbed (so it 
was said) made a joke about his own apotheosis.142 His younger son, 
Domitian, on the other hand, (though in many respects he was a strong tra-
ditionalist) is said to have demanded to be addressed as dominus etdeus nos-
ter, Our master and god' . 1 4 3 And a century later Commodus identified 
himself so closely with Hercules that he had Hercules' lion-skin and club 
carried before h im in the street and converted the great Colossus (an enor-
mous statue, originally erected by Nero, and later giving its name to the 
nearby 'Colosseum') into a statue of himself as Hercules. Al i this is reported 
wi th horror by the eyewitness senatorial historian Cassius D i o . 1 4 4 

Throughout the imperial period, the religious norms established under the 
first emperor continued to provide a framework within which religious 
action or transgression might be defined and judged — as we shall see fur
ther, both inside and outside the city of Rome, in the next chapter. 

140 Suetonius, Claudius!!, 25.5. Cf. Tacitus, Anna/sXlA5 on haruspices; below, p. 228. 
**' 141 Seneca, Apocolocyntosis (9 = 9.2c). 

142 Nero did not seek lifetime deification in Rome: Griffin (1984) 215-19; though as we 
shall see several times in the course of this book, the boundary between being like A. god 
and outright divinity is very hard to draw. Vespasian: Suetonius, Vespasian 23 A. 

143 Suetonius, Domitian 13.2; Pliny, Panegyric23, 52.2. 
144 Statue: 2.8c; Cassius Dio LXXIII.15-22. Cf. Beaujeu (1955) 400-9. Elagabalus. 

below, pp. 255-6. 
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The restructuring of the religious system of Rome under Augustus intro
duced our account of Roman religion in the imperial period, from 
Augustus to Constantine ( A . D . 306-337). 1 In the next three chapters we 
focus on particular themes over these three centuries: the construction and 
transgression of religious boundaries; the development of official religion 
in Rome itself, and the proliferation of alternatives to those traditional 
cults; the role of religion outside the capital in the relations between Rome 
and the rest of the empire. The final chapter wil l turn briefly to the period 
from Constantine onwards, examining the religious transformations of the 
fourth C e n t u r y during the reigns of the first Chfistian emperors. 

In each of these chapters the role of the city of Rome as the metropolis 
of a vast empire wi l l be a crucial factor in understanding the history of 
Roman religion. In this chapter we shall show how the Roman elite defined 
'proper' and 'improper' religious activity (as part of the process of defining 
their own position in the state), and how they took legal steps to defend the 
Roman system against real or imaginary enemies of religion; but we shall 
also see how the scope of these definitions and actions changed over time, 
extending a preoccupation with Rome in particular in the late Republic 
and early first C e n t u r y A . D . to concern for the whole empire. Chapter 6 
focusses explicitly on the religious life of the city of Rome, continuing the 
theme of the earlier chapters of this book; but at the same time it examines 
many of the new religions with their roots in more distant parts of the 
empire, that flourished in the capital over this period (from the cults of 
Jupiter Dolichenus or Mithras to Judaism and Christianiry). Chapter 7 
returns to the empire at large, to trace Rome's impact on the religious life of 
the provinces. 

Our aim is to investigate the history of imperial religion over the period 
as a whole. Many histories of Roman religion effectively stop wi th 
Augustus himself, as i f from that point on (in Rome at least) the religious 
concepts and institutions of the imperial period were largely unchanging 
and without particular interest. It is assumed that the civic cults of the 
Greek world remained important throughout the imperial period, vital in 
the life of their cities. The so-called 'Oriental religions' too have been the 

1 For the history of this period, see Wells (1992); Averil Cameron (1993a) 1-46. 
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subject of many studies, partly no d o u b t because they have been seen not 
just as dynaniically 'new', but also as the precursors or even rivals of 
Christianity. But scholars have tended to neglect the official cults of the 
centre of the empire through most of the three centuries of the principate. 
In fact, the standard framework for understanding the religious develop
ments of the period is normally found not in the histoty of traditional cults 
at ali, but in the rise of Christianity. In these chapters we mean to focus 
attention back onto those traditional cults. 

We shall stress too, in this chapter in particular, that traditional Roman 
paganism was not, as has been claimed, 'completely tolerant, in heaven as 
on earth'.2 The fact that there was a plurality of gods did not necessarily 
mean that religion had no limits, or that (apart, of course, from 
Christianity) 'anything went'. Polytheistic Systems can be as resistant as 
monotheism to Innovat ion and foreign influence. And, although Roman 
religion was marked throughout its history by religious I n n o v a t i o n of ali 
kinds, there were, at the same time, clear and repeated signs of concern 
about the influence of foreign cults; there were also specifically 'religious 
crimes', categories of religious transgression liable (as in the case of the 
unchastity of Vestals) to public punishment.3 Rome was never a religious 
'free for ali'. 

The Roman elite undoubtedly conceived of its own religious system as 
superior to the cults of its conquered subjects. No Roman ptopounded the 
view that Rome should respect the religious liberty of other peoples.4 This 
does not mean that the Romans were therefore /»tolerant (indeed, the con-
cept of'toleration' is distinctively modern and does not apply at this period). 
The issue is rather the degree of exclusivityoîthe Roman system, how it oper-
ated and how it changed - particularly as the empire prompted new ways of 
defining what was 'Roman', new ways of thinking about what was to count 
as 'Roman' and what was not. The shift in Roman concern from the purity 
of the capital alone to the maintenance of correct practices throughout the 
empire is directly connected to changing views of 'Roman-ness'. 

In setting boundaries between the legitimate and the illegitimate, 
between 'us' and 'them', the Roman elite identified a set of transgressive 
religious stereotypes (from horrendous witches to monstrous Christians) 
against whom they waged war, with the Stylus and with the sword — or with 
wild beasts in the arena: 'Christians to the lions' was a powerful slogan. 
Work on witch hunts in later history has shown how such invention of ene-
mies is one way in which particular communities (or subsections of them) 

2 MacMullen (1981) 2; cf. Bowersock (1990) 6: 'Polytheism is by definition tolerant and 
accommodaring.' This view goes back to David Humes Natural History of Religion 
(1757) ch. 9. 

3 Mommsen (1890); Guterman (1951); contra, Scheid (1981). Above, pp. 51-3; 81; 137. 
4 Garnsey (1984). Modern religious pluralism: Hamnett (1990). Fourth Century A.D.: 

below, pp. 365-75. 
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define and re-define their own identities; groups reassert a sense of their 
own cohesion by fighting off enemies who are often quite imaginary.5 But 
it is much less clear why some societies act in this way and others do not. 
There are many ways of defining cultural identity, besides inventing 
demons: why do some societies hunt witches and others not?6 

One explanation links the construction of dangerous outsiders with the 
creation of a strong centralized political system and with the sometimes dif-
ficult moves towards the Integration of the state.7 So, for example, the 
witch hunt in Scotland has been related to the growth of central, national 
authorities which were concerned to extend and legitimize their powers; 
'idolatry' (that is, indigenous religions) in parts of the Spanish New World 
was actively repressed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when lais-
sez faire administration was being replaced by increased control by the cen
tral government; or again, the political 'witch hunts' of the modern world 
correlate closely with the existence of single-party states, and are concerned 
to extirpate the enemy wi th in . 8 In other words, so this argument runs, i t is 
the attempt to maintain a unified political centre that leads to the inven-
tion of political subversives. 

The role of women is often crucial in this process. In many societies the 
explicit exclusion of women from the political order (or, at least, their mar-
ginalization from the centres of power) makes their 'Integration' into the 
state peculiarly problematic. Hence the frequency, it is argued, of female 
demons and subversives: witches are (and were) stereotypically women. 

Such theorizing is very suggestive for Rome. We have already noted the 
emphasis on female Subversion in the story of the Bacchic cult in the second 
Century B . C . 9 A S the Roman empire expanded, it faced ever sharper problems 
of identity and cohesion — particularly as it moved in the first Century A . D . 
from a conquest model, in which Rome and Italy simply administered ever-
growing conquered territories, to a more complex model of incorporation 
and Integration, wi th Roman citizenship extended throughout the empire 
and local élites incorporated into the service of Rome. This is precisely the 
kind of move towards Integrat ion that could encourage the construction of 

5 Europe: Cohn (1975). Salem: Erikson (1966). 
6 K. Thomas (1971) 535-69, 581-2; also Macfarlane (1970), a point already made by the 

anthropologist Max Marwick. Cf. Boyer and Nissenbaum (1974) on Salem. 
McCarthyism too has been explained in terms of the status anxieties of the US middle 
class, but it also needs to be set in a broader inrernational and domestic context: Caute 
(1978). 

7 Weber (1951) 213-19 on China; Weinstein (1987) 114-36 on the suppression of 
Buddhism A.D. 840-846; Hansen (1990) 79-104 on award of government titles to gods; 
Kuhn (1990) on actions against sorcery. 

8 Scotland: Larner (1981); cf. generally Ankarloo and Henningsen (1990). New World: 
Duviols (1971) on Peru, with different perspective in MacCormack (1991); Greenleaf 
(1969) on Mexico. Modern witch hunts: Bergesen (1977). Medieval persecution ofjews, 
heretics and lepers: Moore (1987); and the Spanish Inquisition: Monter (1990). 

9 Above, pp. 92-6. 
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subversives, demons and witches. It offers a striking contrast with the small-
scale Greek city-states of the classical period: there, political and religious 
identities were defined relatively unproblematically through the rules for 
access to sacrifice, and there were few i f any legal worries about magicians or 
other religious subversives.10 

Religion was, in short, a major aspect of the changing relationship 
between Rome and her empire. The classic statement of the importance of 
central religious policy, and of the links between religious Subversion and 
political danger and disintegration, was framed by the historian Cassius 
Dio, writing in the early third century A . D . I t is presented in an imaginary 
speech put into the mouth of Maecenas, counselling his friend Octavian in 
29 B.c.: 

I f you truly desire to become immortal, do as I advise. In addition, not only 
must you yourself worship the divine everywhere and in every way according to 
ancestral custom and force everyone eise to honour it; but you must also reject 
and punish those who make some foreign Innovation in its worship, not only for 
the sake of the gods (since anyone despising them wi l l not honour anyone eise), 
but also because such people who introduce new deines persuade many people to 
change their ways, leading to conspiracies, revolts and factions, which are most 
unsuitable for a monarchy. So you must not allow anyone to be godless or a 
sorcerer. The art of divination is necessary, and you should cerrainly appoinc 
some as diviners from entrails and birds, to whom those wishing a consultation 
wi l l go. But magicians should be absolutely banned, for such people, by speaking 
far more lies than truths, often cause many disturbances.11 

This forceful Interpretation of strong imperial control of Roman religion 
encapsulates the themes of this chapter, definitions of religion and their 
practical consequences in the construction of the 'imagined community' of 
the Roman empire. 1 2 

1. Defining the acceptable 

We have seen that distinctions between proper and improper religious 
activity were one means by which different social groups in the Roman 
empire constructed their identities. These distinctions had, no doubt, 
always been debated. But in the early history of the city of Rome, and in 
other states in the ancient world, where political identity was defined by 

10 Plato's Laws (XI 932e-933e) treats magic as a type of poisoning, as did Roman law 
(below, p. 233), but there is no sign that this was normal (Saunders (1991) 318-23). 
Note also the regulation of Dionysiac ctdt in Ptolemaic Egypt: SelectPapyri (Loeb edn.) 
no. 208 with Nilsson (1957). 

11 Cassius Dio LII.36.1-3. 
12 We borrow the term from Anderson (1983). The Roman empire combines aspects of 

Anderson's 'religious community', 'dynastic realm' and 'nationalism' (or 'imagined 
community'). 
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descent and where access to religious rites was coextensive with political 
rights, the drawing of such distinctions wi l l have been much less problem-
atic than in the Roman empire — where there could be no such simple cer-
tainties. The Roman empire raised in a particularly acute form the question 
of'Roman-ness': What did it mean in this vast multicultural territory to be 
Roman, or to feel Roman? 

The answer varied according to the standing, ethnic origin and gender 
of the individual; but for men, at least, an important part of the answer was 
religious. For many ordinary Roman Citizens in Italy participation in the 
official festivals (or in the patterns of behaviour, the alternating rhythms of 
festal and 'everyday' activities, ordained by the official ritual calendar) may 
have sufficed; in the east, where Roman citizenship was relatively rare in the 
early empire, special religious affirmations of Roman identity on the part of 
Roman Citizens are sometimes found - in the form of cults of a specifically 
Roman type. 1 3 In general, though, we are left to guess at the perspectives of 
the common people. 

We are much better informed on the debates that surrounded the reli
gious self-definition of the Roman elite. For them, the very fluidity of the 
elite group made that definition a particularly pressing issue. Membership 
of the senate may have been a clear enough indication of status; but the 
equestrian order was much more amorphous, and both were constantly 
open to new members not only from Italy, but also from the provinces, first 
western and then eastern. There was also the question of their status in rela
tion to the rest of the populace — a relationship which was now inevitably 
affected by the role of the emperor himself. How, then, was the discourse of 
religion (and religious enmity) incorporated into the self-definition of 
these men, as a social, political and cultural elite? In what senses were the 
boundaries of the elite negotiated through religious boundaries? 

A pair of Roman terms, religio and superstitio, provides a starting point: 
two key terms with which the Romans debated the nature of correct reli
gious behaviour. As we shall see, religio was regularly an aspect of a Romans 
r^description; while superstitio was always a slur against others; but they 
do not denote simple, or easily definable, opposites. 'Proper' and 
'improper' religion are loaded, shifting terms, whose precise definitions 
were as much a matter of dispute between Romans as between modern his-
torians; they were discursive categories which framed religious arguments, 
as well as being labels of approval or disapproval.14 

Our own words 'religion' and 'superstition' may be misleading here. So 
too might be the way in which Christian writers drew the distinction 

13 Below, pp. 240; 322-3; 336-7. 
14 Religio: Kätzler (1952-3); Michels (1976). Superstitio: Grodzynski (1974a), an excel-

lent study; Janssen (1979). Cf. Scheid (1985b) and Sachot (1991). Though scholars 
sometimes undertake studies of either one wotd or the other, it is essential to consider 
the two words in relation to each other. 
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between the two words: 'religio is worship of the true god, superstitio of a 
false', as the Christian Lactantius remarked in the early fourth century A . D . 
— so asserting that alien practices and gods were not merely inferior to his 
own, but actually bogus.1 5 The traditional Roman distinction seems to 
have made no such assumption about truth and falsehood; when Romans 
in the early empire debated the nature of religio and superstitio they were 
discussing instead different forms of human relations with the gods. This is 
captured in Senecas formulation that 'religio honours the gods, superstitio 
wrongs them.' 1 6 

Religio regularly refers to the traditional honours paid to the gods by the 
State. The official records of the Augustan Saecular Games, for example, 
observed that the games were celebrated 'because of religio' and Pliny the 
Younger, praising the emperor Trajan in the senate in A . D . 100, describes 
the Roman State as 'devoted to religiones and always earning by piety the 
favour of the gods'.17 Similarly, the first chapter of Valerius Maximus' 
Memorable Deeds and Sayings collects republican anecdotes to illustrate the 
preservation or neglect of religio, in the context of the Roman state. For 
example, a praetor who was a Salian priest and could have been excused 
from the dance of the Salii because of his magistracy went through the 
dance, at the order of his father, the chief Salian. 'Our state has always con-
sidered that religio takes precedence over everything eise, even when it 
wished the privileges of its chief officers to be evident.' 1 8 The focus of the 
term was on public, communal behaviour towards the gods of the state. 
Religio was displayed by individuals — from the emperor to members of 
local élites - primarily within this public context. Good emperors dis
played Outstanding care and religio towards public rituals'; bad ones were 

•i defined as those who ignored gods or religiones — and were criticized fot 
their impiety. 1 9 The budding senator who is the imagined recipient of 
Quintilian's treatise on oratory was advised that 'there are questions con
cerned with auguries, responses and all sorts of religio, all of them the sub-
ject of major debates in the senate, on which the senator wi l l have to 
discourse i f he is to be the public figure (vir civilis) we would have h im be.' 2 0 

Individual Vestal Virgins were commended for being extremely holy and 
religiosae; private individuals in Rome and elsewhere were proud to record 
that they had established rites (religio) or were religiosi. For example, in the 
Roman colonia of Timgad in North Africa a member of the local elite 

15 Lactantius, Divine Instituta IV.28.11. 
16 Seneca, OnMercyll.5.1. 
17 CIL V I 32323 lines 54 and 56 (Pighi (1965) 111) = 5.7b, and also the Severan records 

1.30, III.5, IV.8 (Pighi (1965) 143, 149, 157). Pliny, Panegyric74.5. 
18 1.1.9; above, p. 18. Cf. R. L. Gordon (1990c) 235-8. 
19 ILS341, Antoninus Pius. Bad emperors: Suetonius, Julius Caesar 59, Tiberius 69, Nero 

56, Othoa. 
20 Quintilian, Education of an Orator XII.2.21. The term recurs in Declamations by 

Seneca, Quintilian and pseudo-Quintilian. 
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dedicated at his own expense a statue of the Goddess of the City 'for the cel-
ebration of public religio and the embellishment of his noble city'. 2 1 And 
Apuleius, defending himself on a charge of magic (to which we shall 
return), stressed that his public speech in honour of Aesculapius had found 
favour with the religiosi inhabitants of a town in North Africa; his prosecu-
tor in contrast completely ignored religious matters.2 2 Members of the elite 
in Rome and the provinces were keen to make a display of religio. 

A dictionary compiled in the Augustan period defines 'religious people' 
as 'those who have a taste for carrying out or omitting ritual in accordance 
with the custom of the state and are not involved in superstitions'.23 The 
major threat to religio was not here perceived (as we might expect) to be the 
systematic neglect of the gods, or actual denial of their existence; such anx-
ieties are not prominent in the writing of the early empire. More often the 
counterpart of religio was superstitio. This was ambiguous between two 
meanings: excessive forms of behaviour, that is 'irregulär' religious practices 
('not following the customs of the state') and excessive commitment, an 
excessive commitment to the gods. As a policing tool, either meaning could 
be useful: behaviour could be monitored by others; commitment was more 
slippery (what was to count?), and ensured that the concept was internal -
ized for personal monitoring (anyone could be vulnerable to the charge), In 
either case, the term superstitio was used initially to categorize the improper 
behaviour of individuals rather than groups, and was focussed on internal 
irregularities in Rome itself rather than Italy and the ptovinces. Anyone 
could become addicted, but women were thought particularly likely to lose 
their self-control: the obituary of an Augustan lady noted among her 
virtues 'religio without superstitio' .1A Superstitio, in other words, differed 
from religio in its excessive devotion towatds ritual and the gods, which was 
often seen to be motivated by an inappropriate desire for knowledge. 
Though i t might be condemned as traudulent, i t could not be entirely dis-
missed. Indeed, superstitio, far from being a false religion, could be seen as 
an extremely powerful and dangerous practice which might threaten the 
stability of religio and the state. 

Seneca devoted an entire treatise, On Superstition, to this important and 
problematic concept. This work is now known to us almost exclusively 
through quotations in St Augustine's City ofGod, and there is no guarantee, 
or even likelihood, that Augustine ptesents a balanced picture of its Con
tents - he, after all, was using it as a weapon against traditional Roman cult, 
delighting in what he chose to interpret as an attack on aspects of paganism 

21 ILS 3535, 4167-70, 4930-2, 4936-7, CIL X 1894; Timgad: AE (1987) 1078 ( A . D . 
214-15), with pp. 338-9 below; the phrase cultus religionis is found already in Valerius 
Maximus, Memorable Deeds andSayingsl.6.13, II.4.4, V.2.1. 

22 Apohgy55.il, 56.3-4. 
23 Festus, p. 366 L. 
24 TIS 8393.30-31 of T W (trans. Braund (1985) 268). 
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by a leading pagan writer. 2 5 Besides, the fact that the work was originally in 
dialogue form, with different views being presented, debated and no doubt 
overturned makes it even more difficult to reconstruct, from short quota
tions, the overall argument of the wotk. 2 6 But it seems fairly clear that 
Seneca, writ ing as a Stoic philosophet, criticized some of the mythology 
and practices of the Roman state (the incestuous marriages ascribed to the 
gods, for example);27 as well as condemning various rites of foreign origin 
(self-mutilation, the displays of grief at the death of Osiris, various Jewish 
practices)28 and populär excesses in relation to the Roman gods. In a par
ticularly memorable quotation he ridicules the various forms of worship in 
the Capitoline sanctuary in Rome: 'Go to the Capitoline and you wi l l be 
ashamed of the madness on display...One servant informs Jupiter of the 
name of those who visit him, another teils him the time; one is his bather, 
another his anointer — at least he makes an empty gesture with his arms to 
imitate anointing...An expert mime-actor, now a crippled old man, used to 
act a mime each day in the Capitol, as i f the gods would enjoy watching a 
player when men had ceased to. ' 2 9 

This critique of certain aspects of even the most traditional Roman prac
tices shows how wide the scope of superstitio might be. Here it is in fact 
extended, in a philosophical argument, to include what might in other 
contexts be counted as religio — the myths and cult, for example, of the 
major gods of the state in the city of Rome itself. Seneca's other targets 
include a variety of populär forms of worship, as well as the rituals of for
eign gods practised in Rome. Almost certainly, as we have suggested, this 
criticism of populär excesses in divine worship would have served to define 
more sharply the position of the elite i n Rome: the elite were not 'supersti-
tious' and took no part in such forms of 'superstitious' ritual. But at the 
same time, as we shall see, increased worries about bizarre 'foreign' cults in 
the city of Rome itself in turn affected how Romans viewed those cults in 
their original locations. 

As Seneca's treatise itself helps to illustrate, the use of the term superstitio 
seems to have widened over the first C e n t u r y A . D . , both conceptually and 
geographically. The most striking development, however, was that the con-
cept of magic emerged as the ultimate superstitio, a system whose principles 

25 Augustine, The City of God Vl.lO {On Superstition, frr. 35-7 (Haase)) = 9.5d. The trea
tise: Lausberg (1970) 197-227. Seneca's religious position: Mazzoli (1984); 
Hutchinson (1993) 222-39. The Epicurean Lucretius had identified religio and super
stitio (e.g. 1.62-5). 

26 The problem of dealing with any dialogue in fragmentary form is that we cannot be 
sure whether the views expressed in the fragment were subsequently rejected, queried or 
even ridiculed in the context of the work as a whole; see our comments on Augustine, 
City ofGodYl.5 = 13.9. 

27 Fr. 39 (Haase); also 33. 
28 Fr. 34,35 (=9.5d), 41-3 (Haase). 
29 Fr. 36 (Haase) = 9.5d. 
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were parodic of and in Opposition to true religio. The definition of magic is 
famously contentious and debated. In the nineteenth Century and earlier 
part of the twentieth many theorists (most noto rio usly Sir James Frazer, the 
author of The Golden Bough) defined 'magic' as an inferior and prior form 
of religion: whereas religion had a complex cognitive significance, magical 
actions were purely instrumental, believed to have a direct causal effect on 
the world (as when sticking pins in a model of one's enemy is thought to 
cause that person pain); or, in an alternative formulation, the magician 
coerced the deities, whereas the priest of religion entreated them in prayer 
and sacrifice. Such theories still underlie widely held conceptions of magic. 
But this grand developmental scheme, in which magic is seen as the pre-
cursor of'true religion', has become increasingly discredited, along with the 
nineteenth-century evolutionary views of human society and development 
of which it is a part. Besides, the definition of magic as coercive and instru
mental as against the (essentially Christian and partisan) view of 'real' reli
gion as non-instrumental and non-coercive does not often match (or help 
us to classify) the varieties of ritual, worship or religious officials we find in 
the ancient world. A better starting point, as we saw in chapter 3, is the 
discussions of magic (and its relation to religion) in the writing of Romans 
themselves.30 

According to the encyclopaedia of the Elder Pliny, magic was a heady 
combination of medicine, religion and astrology, originating in Persia, and 
meeting human desires for health, control of the gods and knowledge of 
the future. The system was in his view, totally fraudulent. He recounts, for 
example, how the emperor Nero ('whose passion for magic was no less 
than his passion for the lyre and tragic song') lavished massive resources on 
magical arts wanting to give orders to the gods - but dropped them when 
they failed to work: 'that the craft is a fraud there could be no greater or 
more indisputable proof.' And he frequently points to the mendacious 
claims concerning the magical properties of particular animals and plants 
made by the 'Magi' (the title of Persian priests, but extended in the 
Graeco-Roman world to include all 'magicians'): a cure for toothache, for 
example, that prescribed burning the head of a dog dead from rabies, 
before dropping the ash (mixed in cyprus oil) into the ear that was closer 
to the painful tooth. 3 1 

The O p p o s i t i o n between religion and magic is drawn even more evoca-
tively in Lucan's epic poem on the civil wars between Pompey and Caesar, 

30 Garosi (1976); Schilling (1979) 204-14; North (1980); above, pp. 153-6. Graeco-
Roman magic: Huli (1974), a clear introduction; J. Z. Smith (1978) ch. 9; Segal 
(1981); R. L. Gordon (1987b); Faraone and Obbink (1991); Versnel (1991); Gager 
(1992); Graf (1994). Skorupski (1976) 125-59 analyses anthropological theories of 
magic; Luhrmann (1989) defends the 'rationality' of witchcraft. 

31 The history of magical arts: Pliny, Natural History XXX.1-18 = 11.3 in part. 
Toothache: XXX.21. Cf. Beagon (1992) 102-13. 
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the Pharsalia.52 In the midst of the conflict, shortly before the battle of 
Pharsalia itself, Lucan focusses on the behaviour of Pompey s son, Sextus 
Pompeius, desperate to know how events would turn out. But Sextus relies 
not on such legitimate sources as oracles and divination; instead, 'he knew 
about the mysteries of cruel magicians which the gods above abominate, 
and grim altars with funereal rites, proof of the truth that Pluto and the 
shades below exist; and the wretch was convinced that the gods of heaven 
know too l i t t le ' . 3 3 Accordingly he consulted theThessalian witch Erichtho, 
an embodiment of illegitimate power. A foreigner and a female, she could 
undo the laws of nature - instilling love, for example, against the decrees of 
destiny ('austere old men blaže with illicit passions') or arresting the rota-
tion of the heavens and the flow of rivers. She inhabited deserted graves, 
feeding on rotting bodies, 'gleefully scooping out the stiffened eyeballs, and 
gnawing the yellow nails on the withered hand'; and she foretold the 
future, not wi th the proper prayers, hymns or sacrifices to the gods, but by 
'necromancy', wi th revivified corpses. This disgusting abomination was the 
antithesis of rational and humane religious practices. As one recent analyst 
has put it: 'Erichtho ... is a vision of ultimate disorder, a nightmare in flesh. 
By contrast, the world maintained by the dominant order is rational, pur-
posive and coherent...The magicians purposes are entirely anti-social; he 
destroys decency, custom and law; he offends the gods; but most of ali he 
threatens the hierarchy of the politico-social order.' To destroy the illicit 
power of magic — whether real or imaginary — was effectively to reassert the 
dominance of that order.34 

The relationship of this stereotype to the reality of magical practice is, 
however, complex. Magic was an important part of the fictional repertoire 
of Roman writers, but it was not only a figment of the imagination of the 
elite; and its practice may have become more prominent through the prin-
cipate - a consequence perhaps of it too (like other forms of knowledge) 
becoming partially professionalized in the hands of literate experts in the 
imperial period. So, for example, the surviving Latin curses (often 
scratched on lead tablets, and so preserved) increase greatly in number 
under the empire, and the Greek magical papyri from Egypt are most com
mon in the third and fourth centuries A . D . 3 5 Roman anxieties about magic 
may in part have been triggered by changes in its practices and prominence, 
as well as by the internal logic of their own world view. 

But so too, conversely, Roman anxieties about the power of magic may 
actually have fostered the very practices that were feared. We do not know 
exactly how magicians at Rome perceived their magical power, how they 

32 Lucan, PharsaliaVi.413-830, with R. L. Gordon (1987a). Cf. Horace, Epode'b = 11.4 
in part. 

33 VI.430-4. 
34 R. L. Gordon (1990c) 255. 
35 Some examples are translated in 11.5. See also Fig. 5.1. 
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Fig. 5-1 A scene i n 
stucco f rom the 
Underground 
Basilica at Porra 
Maggiore, Rome 
(on w h i c h see 
below, pp . 2 7 3 - 4 ) . 
I t seems to show 
fout participants in 
magic rires - t w o 
men (wi th poin ted 
hats and wearing 
on ly l o i n cloths) 
and two women. 
The focus o f 
artention is a table 
between the two 
figures on the righr; 
a water pot and a 
wine j ug stand 
beside i t , two 
goblets and a 
cooking pot on top . 
( H e i g h t 0 . 5 8 m . , 
w i d t h 2.45m.) 

won followers to their craft, how far they viewed their own activities as sub
versive. The surviving literature of this period preserves no authentic magi
cians voice; for our elite authors effectively silenced the magician at the 
same time as they abominated him (or her). Bur we may well guess that 
Roman preoccupations with the dangers of magic offered one access to 
power, albeit illicit, to those excluded from the hierarchy of the politico-
social order'. To express a fear, for example, that magic could k i l i even the 
emperor was also to expose the emperors vulnerability - and to expose the 
existence of a different form of power that could (with the right skill) be 
tapped. Magical practice and the fear of magic were, no doubt, symbiotic. 

By the early second century A . D . we can detect another development in 
the use of the term superstitio: the word began to denote the religious prac
tices of particular foreign peoples. In the late Republic and into the first cen
tury A . D . there seems to have been a general assumption at Rome that each 
foreign race had its own characteristic religious practices; even though they 
were no doubt thought inferior to Roman practice, the 'native' religions of 
the provincial populations of the Roman empire were not systematically dis-
missed or derided. But from the second century at the latest— perhaps as it 
became more pressing for the Roman elite to define itself in relation to the 
provinces (and provincial élites) - that position changed. Tacitus, for exam
ple, refers to the Druids' prophecy that Rome would fall to the Gauls as 'an 
empty superstitio'.36 Egyptian and Jewish rituals too were branded with the 

36 Tacitus, Histories IV.54.4; cf. AnnabXIV.30; cf. Grodzynski (1974a). 
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same label. According to Tacitus again, the people o f Alexandria 'subject to 
superstitions' worshipped the god Sarapis above ali; while his extremely 
hostile account of Jewish customs observes that this race was 'prone to 
superstitio, and opposed to religious practices'.37 The polarization of the two 
categories is here made explicit. At the same time, these foreign cults were 
seen as potential forces of political Subve r s ion : Druids prophesied the 
downfall of Rome and the Jews actually did revolt against Rome. (Fig. 5.2) 
Egyptian cults too were often perceived in terms of political O p p o s i t i o n to 
Rome. Although (as we shall see in the next chapter) the cult of Isis in 
particular came to have a prominent place within the religions of the 
capital, much of the writing of the Augustan period had presented the 
emperors victory over Cleopatra as a victory of Roman over Egyptian gods. 

It was not, of course, the case that ali 'non-Roman' cults were branded in 
this way. Not only (as we have seen) did religious practice at Rome often blur 
the distinction between native Roman and imported 'foreign' cults; but 
Roman writers could accept, even sometimes admire, striking divergences 
from strictly 'Roman' practice. In Italy, for example, in a place not far from 
the capital, a group of families walked unscathed on burning logs at their 
annual festival of Apollo. For this, according to the Elder Pliny, they were 
rewarded by the senate with perpetual immunity from military service and 
from ali other obligations to the state. So too the emperor Marcus Aurelius 
describes in a letter how he came upon a small town south east of Rome. 

There we inspected that ancient township [Anagnia], a tiny place indeed but 
containing many antiquities and buildings, and religious ceremonies beyond 
number. There was not a corner without its chapel or shrine or temple. Many 
books too, written on linen, which has a religious significance. Then on the gate, 
as we came out, we found an inscription twice over to this effect: flamen sume 
samentum [priest put on the feil]. I asked one o f the townsmen what the last 
word meant. He said that it was Hernican for the pek o f the victim, which the 
priest draws over his peaked cap on entering the c i ty . 3 8 

The letter gives a vivid picture of the religious life of a small Italian town 
and of the reactions of at least one leading Roman to its peculiarities; 
Marcus' remarks are strikingly ambivalent — a mixture of antiquarian 
curiosity, patronizing benevolence and 'genuine' warmth. 

Outside Italy too the single term superstitio covered a multitude of sins. 
Though Judaism might be regarded as a superstitio, even Tacitus grudgingly 
accorded the justification of tradition for at least some of its allegedly 

37 Histories IV.81.2; V. 13.1; cf. V.4-5 = 11.8a. For republican resistance to Isis see above, 
pp. 160—1; for positive images of these cults, below, pp. 278—91. 

38 Fire-walkers in territory of Falisci: Pliny, Natural History V I I . 19; cf. Virgil, Aeneid 
XI.785-90. Anagnia: Marcus Aurelius to Fronto, in Fronro, Letters (Loeb edn.) 1.175. 
Local magistrates in charge of religion had been permitted to Anagnia after its subjec-
tion in 306 B . C . : Livy IX.43.24. Cf. below, pp. 321-2 for the retention of non-Roman 
traditions. 
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Fig. 5.2 T h e A r c h 
o f T i tu s i n Rome 
celebrating the 
suppression o f the 
Jewish Revolt o f A.D. 
6 6 - 7 0 includes a 
scene commem-
orat ing the carrying 
o f spoils f r o m the 
Temple i n Jerusalem 
in r r iumpha l 
procession at Rome: 
rhe menorah (seven-
branched candle-
stick); and an 
offering table, on 
wh ich stand rwo 
incense vessels, and 
two trumpets. I t is 
s t r ik ing that this 
representation should 
give such prominence 
to rhe religious 
objecrs o f the Jews. 
(Heigh t 2 .02m., 
w i d t h 3.92m.) 

bizarre practices: 'These rites, whatever their origins, are sanctioned by 
their antiquity.' 3 9 Indeed some Jewish writers even claimed the primacy of 
Jewish over Greek thought: in the mid first Century A . D . Philo assumes 
through his extensive expositions of the Pentateuch (the first five books of 
the later Christian Old Testament) that Plato borrowed from Moses; and 
towards the end of the first century Josephus' Against Apion again took for 
granted that Greek civilization was dependent on the Jews, though inferior 
to Jewish practices.40 

In Greece, the Eleusinian mysteries provide a striking example of the 
negotiable boundary between what was acceptable and unacceptable in 
Roman terms. These mysteries involved nocturnal and secret rites; but far 
from condemning them, many Romans, including Augustus and other 
emperors, were themselves initiated at Eleusis. In addition to the special 
cultural role of Greece in the Roman empire, the civic nature of this cult, 
its antiquity and its myths - long familiär at Rome - guaranteed its presti-
gious position, at least until the fourth century A . D . 4 1 The Romans even 

41 

Tacitus, HistoriesV.5 = 11.8a; Celsus in Origen, Against CelsusV.25. 
Philo does not argue his case at any one point; Josephus, Against Apion 11.168. Such 
arguments may be echoed in the second-century Pythagorean Numenius, though his 
direct knowledge o f Jewish writings was probably very l imited: M . J. Edwards (1990). 
Below, p. 374. 
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granted legal privileges to specific sanctuaries in Greece: the Roman jurist 
Ulpian lists those deities who were, exceptionally, allowed by law to be the 
beneficiaries of wills and receive bequests - the great majority being the 
gods of temples in the Greek wor ld . 4 2 

Greek religion was not, however, exempt from Roman criticism. The 
Romans sought, for example, to regulate perceived abuses of Greek sanctu
aries, particularly the so-called 'right of asylum' — which guaranteed a place 
of safety to anyone who chose to take refuge there. This right was not 
unknown in Rome: one of the myths of the city's origins had Romulus 
establishing an asylum in order to attract men to his newly founded city; 
and (perhaps as a self-conscious Imitation of that precedent) the temple of 
divus Julius in the forum was declared an asylum — while statues of emper
ors too were often treated 'religiously' as places of safe refuge (where crimi-
nals and runaways could find protection). But the right had long been 
common in Greece; and there were fears among the Roman authorities of 
widespread abuse of this privilege. Tacitus describes how in the reign of 
Tiberius the senate carefully scrutinized the claims of numerous Greek 
sanctuaries to the right of asylum, dismissed some and imposed a l imit on 
their numbers. Inevitably the historian has his own axe to grind in recount-
ing this incident, as part of his analysis of the corrupt and hypocritical 
regime of Tiberius (in particular we should spot a loaded cornparison with 
another senatorial debate a few chapters earlier, on the abuse in Rome itself 
of the religious protection offered by statues and other images of the 
emperor). Even so the account reflects Roman unease with some aspects of 
Greek religious practice: the sanctuaries, Tacitus claims, had become 
havens not only for runaway slaves and debtors, but also for those liable to 
capital punishment; the Greek communities were in practice protecting 
criminal behaviour along with the worship of the gods.4 3 

This raises the question of how far the categories for proper and 
improper religion employed by the élites of the Greek cities under the 
empire mapped onto the Roman categories we have been discussing. 
Certainly there are some themes in Greek writing that seem very similar to 
Roman preoccupations. For example, Plutarch's essay on marriage advises 
that the good wife should worship only the gods her husband accepts and 
shut the door to excessive rituals and foreign 'superstitions'. Magicians as at 
Rome were abominated; in fact, the hagiographic biography of Apollonius 
of Tyana denies explicitly that Apollonius, despite his special knowledge of 
the future, his miraculous eures, and his ability to vanish into thin air, was 
a 'magician'.4 4 On the other hand, though eusebeia ('piety') to the gods and 

42 Ulpian, Tituli 22.6 in FIRA 11.285. 
43 Statues: Price (1984) 192-3. Tacitus, Annals Ul.60-3. Cf. below, p. 343. 
44 Plutarch, Advice to Bride and Groom l40d. Lucian, Alexander 21 refers to a treatise 

attacking magicians by Celsus, an Epicurean philosopher. Philostratus, Life of 
Apollonius 1.2, IV. 18, V.12, V I L I 1, 20, 33-4, 39, VIII.5, 7, 19, 30. 
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emperor was regularly proclaimed by members o f Greek élites, there was no 
one general category, like superstitio, for deviations from the norm. 
Deisidaimonia (literally, 'fear of the gods' - the word used by Plutarch in his 
marital advice) was only a partial analogue. Like superstitio, it categotized 
excessive and demeaning behaviour towards the gods, but it was not gener-
ally extended to include magic or the practices of foreign peoples.45 In 
Greek translations from Latin, superstitio was rendered not by deisidaimo
nia but by an uncomfortable shuffle of terms - from mataiotes ('vanity') to 
atheotes ('atheism').46 

O f course, in the multi-cultural world of the Roman empire, no sharp 
barrier between Greek and Roman thought or cultural Systems could hold; 
many of the elite were in fact well-versed in both Greek and Latin writing. 
The linguistic and cultural differences we have pointed to (with the differ
ent ways of classifying religious acts and experience that they imply) prove 
that proper religious behaviour could be pinned to no single definition; 
that the boundaries between what was ličit and what illicit were always 
there to be re-negotiated. 

For the Roman authorities, however, some cases were clearer than oth
ers. On Christianity the official Roman position was for centuries undis-
putably negative. Whereas Greek writers accused the Christians of being 
atheoi, 'godless', Romans did not trouble w i th the existence of the 
Christian god, but classified the worship as superstitio, rather than religio. In 
the words of Tacitus, 'the deadly superstitio was checked for a time [by the 
execution of Christ], but broke out again, not only in Judaea, the origin of 
the evil, but even in the capital'. The Younger Pliny too in his investigation 
of Christianity in Pontus (a province in Asia Minor) concluded that it was 
'a degenerate superstitio carried to exttavagant lengths'.4 7 Pliny seems to 
have expected improprieties, but found nothing out of the ordinary 
reported (merely hymn-singing, oaths against theft, robbery and adultery -
and the consumption of perfectly ordinary food). Immoral actions might 
be expected to form part of a superstitio but in this case their absence did 
not weaken the Class i f ica t ion o f Christianity as 'superstitious'. 

It is likely that Pliny had heard extravagant accusations about Christian 
behaviour that he was unable to substantiate. Such accusations at any rate 
feature prominently in the disputes over Christianity in the later second and 
early third centuries. Christians were accused, it seems, of holding noctur-
nal gatherings for magical purposes, and of ritual cannibalism and incest, 
that is of fundamental breaches of the code of humanity. 4 8 The origin of 

45 There are exceptions: e.g. Plutarch, On Superstition 169c, 171 b-e. 
46 E.g. mataiotes ('vanity') of the Christians (Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History IX.7'.3—14 

with S. Mitchell (1988) 108, line 4); atheotes ('atheism') in Cassius Dio LXVI1.14. 
47 Christians as 'godless': Harnack (1905); Brox (1966). Tacitus, Annak XV.44.5 = 

11.11a; cf. Suetonius, Nero 16.2; Pliny, LettersX.96.8 = 11.11b. 
48 Magic: Tertullian, To his Wife II.5.3; Origen, Against Celsus 1.6, VI.38-40, VIII.60; 

Martyrdom of Perpetua 16. Crimes: Athenagoras, Embassy3A, 31-33; Minucius Felix, 
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these accusations is debated. Some modern writers have argued that they 
arose from distorted knowledge of Christian ritual practices (eating the 
body and drinking the blood of Christ; the ritual kiss) or from actual or 
alleged practices of Christian 'heretical' groups. Others have suggested that 
they are parodic reversals of actual practice (Christian abstinence from sac
rifices, for example, and in some cases from marriage converted into their 
parodic opposites and projected onto the Christians) or even the powerful, 
but essentially fictionalizing, stereotypes of illicit, foreign religions — stereo
types traceable in Rome at least as far back as the affair of the Bacchanalia, 
two centuries before Christ. 4 9 The accusations probably in part resulted 
from Christian isolationism exacerbated by active evangelizing as well as the 
cult's novelty. Certainly some ancient critics stressed that Christianity had 
abandoned the traditions of Judaism and, in so doing, had abandoned ali 
claims to the authority that derived from such traditions; Christianity had 
no ancestral legitimacy at ali, originating (as Tacitus put it) wi th Christus, 
who 'was executed in the principate of Tiberius by the governor Pontius 
Pilate'.5 0 But whatever their origins, such accusations no doubt fuelled fears 
about the loyal ty to Rome of Christians, who often avoided military service 
and civic office-holding, and refused to sacrifice for the well-being of the 
emperor. However, by the mid third C e n t u r y the old charges of incest and 
cannibalism were generally discounted;51 Greeks continued to accuse 
Christians of 'godlessness',52 but Christianity was by now too visible and 
distinct to be classified with the other superstitions. 

Christians themselves rejected the charges laid against them - although 
they recounted them both zealously, and no doubt exaggeratedly, in their 
own partisan writings. Thus the most evocative, as well as the most outra-
geous of the alleged charges survive in Christian literature itself.5 3 Some of 
the earliest followers o f Christ claimed that his teaching lay in the Jewish 
tradition, and was in fact the fulfilment of the Jewish law and the prophets; 

Octavius 9.5-6 (= l l . l l d ) with Benko (1984) 54-78; M.J. Edwards (1992); Rives 
(1995b). M . Smith (1978) 45-67 and Benko (1984) 103-39 exaggerate the pre-
Constantinian evidence for actual Christian magical practices. 

49 Christianity 'barbarian': Justin, First Apology 7.3, 463, 60.11; Tatian, Oration 1.1; 
Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History V.l.63, V I . 19.7; Arnobius, Against the Gentiles 11.66. 
The issue was exacerbated by the appeal of Christianiry ro women. The combinarion of 
stereotypes of foreign and female, which had been deployed by classical Greeks of east
ern women out of control, has always been especially potent. Cf. Said (1978), though 
the negative stereotype of women is only latent in this work. 

50 Novelty: Celsus in Origen, Against Cekus\A4, IIA, V.33. Tacitus, AnnalsXVA4 = 
11.11a. 

51 Origen, Against CelsusVl.27, 40. 
52 Note, however, that Greek accusations of'godlessness* continued (Tituli Asiae Minoris 

II.3, 785 = Inschriften von Arykanda 12, petition to Maximinus of A . D . 312 (trans. Lewis 
and Reinhold (1990) II.570-1)). Constantine's treatment of the Christians: below, ch. 
8. 

53 Above, n. 48. Christians in the second and third centuries wrote a seties of defences of 
theit faith: below, pp. 309-10. 
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though later, in the second century A . D . , Justin argued that Christianity was 
rather the fulfilment o f Greek, specifically Piatonic, thought - so formulat-
ing for the first time what was to become a perennial debate about the tela-
tionship of Christianity to 'secular wisdom. 5 4 

The boundary between Christianity and magic was a particularly sensi
tive area. Jews in second-century Palestine were formally barred from prac-
tising magic or Consulting soothsayers, but their religious leaders treated 
the matters as natural temptations in the world around them, posing no 
conceptual problem for Judaism.5 5 By contrast, because of Christian 
claims about Christ's miracles, Justin and other writers did face a concep
tual challenge from magic. According to Justin, any accusations of magic 
against the Christians were the fault of demons who, after Christ's ascen-
sion, had brought forward people who claimed to be gods and performed 
magical acts. The most notorious of these was a certain Simon, who com-
bined a profession of Christianity with magical powers. The Acts of the 
Apostles sought to marginalize him and other 'impostors' (Paul, for exam
ple, calls on the power of God to blind a magician); while they defended 
the miracles of Christ and the apostles against the charge of magic. This 
attempt to draw a clear distinction between magic and miracle, and to 
reject any notion of Christ as a 'magician', is also an important theme in 
Origen's defence of Christianity - in answer to the charges of the pagan 
Celsus.56 But the issue of magic remained a sensitive issue in church prac
tice. In the third century A . D . a Christian refutation of'heresies' included a 
section on magicians as a 'heresy'; and a set of official rules, which proba
bly refer to the church at Rome, specifically forbade magicians to be con-
sidered for membership.5 7 

Eventually, however, it was the Christians who managed to place their 
stamp on the terms religio and superstitio. Their positive claim at least by 
the early third century was that Christianity itself was 'the true religio of the 
true god'; i t was paganism that was mere sup er štitio The implication is 
that some Christians at least aeeepted the words of the traditional argu
ment, but modified the meaning of religio to include their truth, neatly 
reversing the terms on their opponents. This was a reversal which, as we 
shall see in chapter 8, began to have considetable practical importance in 
the fourth century A . D . 

54 Chadwick (1966). 
55 TheMishnah, Sanhedrin 7.7, 7.11, Kerithoth ('Extirpation') 1.1. 
56 Justin, First Apology26 = 12.7a(i); Acts of the Apostles 13.6-12; Acts ofPeter4-?>2, with 

Poupon (1981) and Remus (1983). Origen, Against Celsus 1.6, 28, 68; IV.33; 
VI.38-41; VIII.37, with Gallagher (1982). 

57 Hippolytus, Refutation IV.28-42; Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus XVI.21-2. For 
Orthodox' accusations of immorality against 'heretics' see Irenaeus, Against Heresies 
1.6.2-3 (= 12.7e(ii)). 

58 Tettullian, ApologylA.l; Minucius Felix, Octavius 1.5, 24.10, 38.7, reversing the anti-
Christian argument of 13.5. Cf. Koep (1962); Michels (1976) 66-72. 
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2. Patrolling the unacceptable 

The Roman elite invested large amounts of their cultural energy in evalu-
ating religious activities, in prising apart proper and improper forms of reli
gion. This was not merely a matter of intellectual satisfaction, nor of 
constructing a secure identity for the Roman elite in Rome and the empire. 
Formulated definitions were accompanied by a series of administrative and 
judicial measures of gradually increasing scope, radiating from Rome to the 
whole empire, to regulate religious practice. The connections between the 
ideological evaluations that we have discussed so far in this chapter and the 
practical regulations that form the subject of what follows are many and 
various. We have already noted the symbiosis between fear of magic and 
magical practice. There are similar overlaps here. Practical regulations do 
not simply follow from some prior evaluation or definition; rather, a pro-
hibition on a particular activity often ensures that it is defined and per-
ceived as illicit or improper; regulations may, in other words, be responsible 
for evaluation, as much as they are a consequence of it. Behind the narra-
tive of practical steps taken to suppress and stigmatize various kinds of reli
gious behaviour that follows in the rest of this chapter lies a complex series 
of interactions between the ideological, symbolic and practical aspects of 
religious culture in the Roman empire. 

The first stage in the sequence of actions against superstitio was the 
attempt to maintain the purity of the centre, at Rome, irrespective of prac
tices elsewhere in the empire. The lead was set from the top. Both 
Augustus and Hadrian are reported by their biographers to have despised 
foreign cults; and Suetonius also notes that, when in Egypt, Augustus 
declined to visit the sacred Apis bull, and highly commended his grandson 
Gaius for not offering prayers to Jehovah in Jerusalem. Pliny likewise char-
acterized the good emperor as one who did not have the ministtants of a 
foreign superstition at his dinner table (an implied cornparison between 
Trajan, the emperor reigning at the time, and his predecessor Domitian, 
whose posthumous demonization stressed, among other immoralities, his 
enthusiasm for foreign cults). In fact, by the mid first C e n t u r y A . D . , the 
growth of 'foreign superstitions' at Rome could be portrayed as a threat to 
the Official' Roman system: so, at least in Tacitus' account, the emperor 
Claudius found the popularity of these alien cults partially responsible for 
the neglect of the art of haruspicy among the great Etruscan families, and 
he took steps to revive the art. Even here, however, the definitions were not 
always quite so simple as they might at first sight seem. I t is not just that 
some emperors ('monsters' or not) were enthusiastic patrons of foreign 
cults at Rome. Suetonius himself shows how fluid the categories might be: 
Augustus' scorn for foreign cults was in fact limited t o those that were not 
'ancient and long standing foreign rites'. Even - o r especially - in the case 
of alien religions, the shifting standard o f 'antiquity' (another instance o f 
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the religious authority of tradition) might always offer a legitimate alibi for 
theit worship. 5 9 

In Rome the elite continued to police the religious behaviour of its own 
members - as we can see from anecdotes about individuals who were per-
suaded or forced to conform to conventional practices. Seneca, for exam
ple, teils us that in his youth he was persuaded by Pythagorean arguments 
and renounced meat. 'Foreign cults were subject to expulsions [i.e., in the 
Tiberian period], and abstinence from certain meats counted as one of the 
marks of superstitio! At the request of his father, he returned to a normal, 
carnivorous diet. 6 0 A member of the elite could not afford to deviate from 
Roman dietary norms and become associated either with populär foreign 
cults or with an excess of philosophy. Pressure to conform could even take 
legal form. Tacitus records the trial of Pomponia Graecina, wife of a promi
nent senator, on a charge of foreign superstitio. She underwent a prelimi-
nary hearing before the senate and was then tried by her husband.61 

Rejection of foreign superstition cteated a sense of unity for the Roman 
elite in relation to the empire, though consistency was hardly possible given 
the expanding nature of the Roman elite. 

The publicly paraded religious activity of the Roman elite was predomi-
nantly connected with the traditional cults of Rome — so further emphasiz-
ing their distance from 'foreign superstition'. Senators continued to serve in 
the four major priestly Colleges until well into the fourth C e n t u r y A . D . and, 
as we saw in the last chapter, there was often keen competition for the 
emperors favour — on which priestly appointments now depended. They 
also regularly recorded their membership of some of the ancient 'minor Col
leges': not only the Arval Brothers, but also the fetiales (whose ritual was used 
by the emperor Marcus Aurelius in declaring war in A . D . 179, and who are 
attested into the third Century A . D . ) and the Salii (who continued to meet 
until the fourth Century A . D . ) . Equestrians likewise proudly erected statues 
of themselves as Luperci — again a priesthood with associations that 
stretched back to the mythical founding of Rome. 6 2 The gods honoured in 
dedications by Senators and equestrian officials serving in the provinces also 
reflect this traditional emphasis: these were predominantly the 'official' 
gods of Rome, especially Jupiter; while conversely (before the fourth Century 
at least) Senators and equestrian officials seem rarely to have been initiated 

59 Suetonius, Augustus 93; Augustan History, Hadrian 22.10; Pliny, Panegyric 49.8; 
Tacitus, AnnalsXlA5. According to Philo, Embassy 157 (= 12.6c(ii)) Augustus himself 
paid for sacrifices at Jerusalem, but this is probably an apologetic fiction. 

60 Seneca, Letters 108.22. Seneca's text confuses the danger of superstitio and philosophy. 
though his father did not fear legal actions in relation to cult practices, he was particu-
larly opposed to philosophy. Tiberian expulsions: below, pp. 230-1. 

61 Tacitus, Annals Xlll.32 = 11.10, with Mommsen (1899) 19 ( A . D . 57); cf. Cassius Dio 
L X V I I . 1 4 ( A . D . 95). 

62 Beaujeu (1964); Eck (1989b); above, pp. 192-6. Fetiales: Cassius Dio LXXII .33 .3 ; AE 
(1948) 241. Salii: Cirilli (1913) 43-6. Luperci: Wrede (1983). 
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into foreign mystery cults. Despite the fact that the elite was drawn increas-
ingly from outside Italy, only exceptionally did its members make dedica
tions (outside their home towns) to their ancestral gods. For the most part 
those joining the Roman elite displayed their adherence to a public value 
system, centred on the official cults of Rome. 6 3 

From the start of the principate a series of direct measures was taken to 
control the religious activities and associations of those outside the elite. 
Both Caesar and Augustus banned private societies {collegid), fearing their 
role in social or political disorder — though they made an exception of those 
founded for certain legitimate purposes, spelled out in a senatorial decree 
that survives from the Augustan period. Social clubs were banned, but the 
poor were permitted to pay a monthly contribution to ensure a decent bur
ial for themselves, and to meet once a month; from the mid second centuty 
A . D . no one could be a member of more than one club (thus eliminating the 
spectre of general conspiracy evident in the Bacchanalia affair). Soldiers 
were also prohibited from forming clubs. However, meetings for the sake of 
religio were permitted (for both soldiers and civilians), so long as the soci
ety did not violate the senatorial decree. This decision necessarily entailed 
judgements about what counted as religio. Funeral societies which met 
under the auspices of a god were included; the Jews in Rome were specifi
cally permitted by Caesar to continue collecting money and meeting 
together; and soldiers could form societies to worship Jupiter Dolichenus 
or Mithtas. But the Roman authorities, as we shall see, denied the legiti-
macy of Christian meetings.64 

An important traditional tactic for maintaining the religious purity of 
the centte was the expulsion of non-citizens, and their 'foreign' activities, 
from Rome and Italy. In the late Republic we hear from time to time of 
actions taken against various groups: rhetors, diviners, Jews, followers of 
Isis. The expulsion of religious groups continued up to the mid first cen
tury A . D . Augustus, for example, banned Egyptian rites wi th in the 
pomerium, a ban later extended to the suburbs of Rome up to one Roman 
mile from the city. 6 5 In all such banning Orders, in any society, there is 
always liable to be a gap between the legal ruling and its practical conse-
quences. In this case (and in most others at Rome) we have virtually no idea 
how the order was put into practice, who (if anyone) was responsible for 
searching o u t Isiac rites, or how they decided what exactly was to count as 
such a ritual within the terms of t h e ban. Cettainly these repeated rulings 
did not have the effect of C lea r ing Rome of Egyptian cults; and in A . D . 19 a 

63 Rarity of initiations, below pp. 291-2. For coexistence of one ancestral cult (Dionysus) 
see below, p. 271. For (rare) dedications to local gods, see below, p. 328. 

64 Suetonius, Caesar 42.3, Augustus 32.1; ILS 4966, 7212 = 12.2; Josephus, Jewish 
Antiquities XIV.213-6 = 12.6c(i); Digest XXXXVII.22 = 11.9. Above, pp. 95-6 
[Bacchanalia]; Mommsen (1899) 876-7. 

65 On late Republic, above, pp. 177-81. Cassius Dio LIII.2.4 (28 B . C . ) , LIV.6.6 (21 B . C . ) . 

On the pomerium, above, pp. 160-1. 
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scandal involving a high-ranking Roman lady brought the religion of Isis 
again to the emperors attention. This virtuous married lady was said to 
have been a particular devotee of the cult - a devotion that was used against 
her by a suitor whose importunate demands she had rejected: he tricked her 
into coming to the temple of Isis and sleeping with him, believing him to 
be the Egyptian god Anubis. When the man taunted her, by revealing the 
trick, she had the case brought before Tiberius, who destroyed the temple, 
threw the statue of Isis into the Tiber and crucified the priests (for their 
complicity in the plot). At the same time, the Jews too suffered from 
imperial attention because of alleged embezzlement of gifts from another 
upper-class Roman lady destined for the temple in Jerusalem. A total of 
4,000 Jews and Egyptians were sent to Sardinia to serve in the army; the 
others were to leave Italy unless they gave up their superstitions by a certain 
date.6 6 Though the test for renunciation of the superstitio is not stated, the 
demand for renunciation prefigures the demand later made of Christians. 

Astrologers (and magicians) were also formally expelled from Rome and 
Italy in the first Century A . D . , as they had been in 139 and 33 B . C . 6 7 Astrol-
ogy itself (unlike magic) was not seen by the Roman authorities as intrinsi-
cally dangerous. Certain aspects of astrology (such as some personal 
horoscopes - see Fig. 5.3) were regarded as perfectly acceptable forms of div
ination: emperors and other members of the Roman elite could consult 
astrologers without incurring obloquy, and astrology might even support 
imperial power - regularly predicting, for example, a future emperor s rise or 
military triumphs. But astrology - like ali techniques which claim to offer 
knowledge of the future — could also be deeply threatening; it could predict 
an emperors downfall as much as his success. The emperor Tiberius found 
it necessary to act against astrologers and magicians in A . D . 16 with the dis-
covery of a conspiracy against himself. Two decrees were passed by the sen
ate, laying down, first, the expulsion of astrologers and magicians from 
Rome and Italy, and secondly the death penalty for non-Romans and exile 
for Romans who were still practising these arts in the city. 6 8 The Tiberian 
senatorial decree set the precedent, but raised explicitly some of the defini-
tional problems that we have already noted (what was to countzs astrology 
within the terms of the law?). Lawyers debated whether mere knowledge of 
astrology was punishable, or only its actual practice. At first they decided 
that knowledge was not prohibited, but subsequently their views diverged. 
In any case, emperors repeated the Tiberian ban seven times during the rest 

66 Josephus, Jewish Antiquities XVIII.65—84; Tacitus, Annals 11.85; Suetonius, Tiberius 
36. There was also a temporary ban on Jewish assemblies under Claudius. 

67 Above, pp. 113; 161. Gramer (1954) 233-48; cf. also MacMullen (1966) 95-162. 
68 Tacitus, Annals 11.32; Suetonius, Tiberius 36; Cassius Dio LATI. 15.8-9; Ulpian in 

Cornparison of Mosak and Roman LawYN.2 = 11.7a. Mommsen (1899) 640 n. 7 
believed that Tacitus and Cassius Dio were incorrect in referring to magicians, but this 
view depends on the verbatim accuracy of the excerpt from Ulpian. On acceptable 
astrology see 7.8. 
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of the first century A . D . (with one further doubtful case in the later second 
century A . D . ) - so prefiguring Tacitus' neat formulation that astrologers 
would always be banned and always retained' at Rome. 6 9 

There were in addition legal rules and prohibitions on astrology that 
referred to both Rome and the empire more generally; these overlap with, 
but by the late first century A . D . tend to replace, the policy of expulsions -
whose aims were more or less restricted to removing this troublesome prac
tice from the heart of the state. Astrology was the subject of a general 
Augustan edict which forbade consultations that took place in private 
without witnesses, or any consultations at ali about the date of someone's 
death. The last ban included consultations by slaves about their master's 
death or by people about themselves or members of their own family, 
penalties for which were laid down in later legal texts. At the same time, 
according to Cassius Dio, Augustus published his own hotoscope - a sign 
of his own confidence in his position, as well as a useful tactic to preempt 
all further astrological activity by others; but he banned all such publica-
tions for the future. 7 0 

69 Tacitus, Historie! 1.22. 
70 Mommsen (1899) 861-5; Cramer (1954) 248-81. Augustan edict: Cassius Dio 

LVI.25.5 ( A . D . 11); cf. Suetonius, Augustus 94 (= 7.8a) for Augustus's enthusiasm for 
astrology. Later jurists: Ulpian in ComparisonYN.1 = 11.7a; Paul, OpinionsV.21 (= 
FIRA II.406-7). Cf. T. Barton (1994) 38-52. 
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Fig. 53 One of a 
pair of ivory 
zodiacal tables, from 
the healing 
sanctuary of Apollo 
at Grand (Vosges, 
France), which were 
destroyed c. A . D . 
170. In the centre: 
Sun and Moon. 
Round them are the 
twelve signs of the 
zodiac, each marked 
with Greek letters 
indicating the 
'domain' of the 
planet, according to 
the Egyptian 
system. A large 
citcle shows as 
Egyptian gods the 
36 decans, that is 
the gods who each 
influence ten days 
per zodiacal sign; 
each is labelled with 
its name, originally 
in Egyptian, but 
transcribed into 
Gteek. In the 
corners are the four 
winds. These very 
Egyptian objects (a 
startling discovery 
in a Gallic 
sanctuary) 
presumably served 
to guide the choice 
of tteatments for 
diseases and also to 
predict lengths of 
life and manners of 
death. Astrologers 
in Rome and 
elsewhere used 
similarly arcane 
tables. (Height 
0.19m., width 
0.29m.) 

Most fully reported in our sources are the series of trials in Rome which 
dealt wi th alleged consultations about the future of the emperor or members 
of his family. Some fifteen cases involving astrologers or their clients ate 
attested in the first Century A . D . and two or three cases in the next hundred 
or so years. For example, the distinguished Lollia Paulina, once married to 
the emperor Gaius Caligula and an unsuccessful candidate for the hand of 
the emperor Claudius, was accused of'having consulted astrologers, magi
cians and the oracle of Clarian Apollo (in Asia Minor) about the emperors 
marriage' - that is, about whether she herseif would be Claudius' next wife. 
Tacitus portrays this accusation as driven by the personal hatred of Agrip-
pina, who was herseif by this time married to the emperor. But, all the same, 
for 'her pernicious plans against the State' Lollia Paulina was exiled by the 
senate, and she was later forced to commit suicide.71 

Anxieties about illicit divination were not limited to Rome. In the 
provinces astrologers in the second Century certainly asked for trouble by 
offering (illegal) ways of Computing death dates from horoscopes, and in 
turn provincial governors enforced control of illegal divination as at Rome. 
The Jurist Ulpian included in his treatise on the duties of provincial gover
nors a section explaining the regulation of astrologers and soothsayers; a 
papyrus document survives from Roman Egypt, with a copy of a general 
ban on divination issued by a governor of the province in the late second 
Century A . D . (on the grounds that it led people astray and brought danger); 
and at the end of the third Century A . D . the emperor Diocletian issued a 
general ban on astrology.72 Consultations of diviners which threatened the 
stability of plivate families or the life of the emperor himself were obvious 
targets for punishment. 

By the late Republic, magic was brought under an earlier general law on 
murder and poisoning, the lex Cornelia desicariis et veneficiisof 81 B . C . The 
category of venenum, which included both poisoning and magic, caught 
the magician who was, in the words of Apuleius, 'popularly believed to 
hold discourse with the immortal gods and thus to have the power to do 
everything he wanted by the mysterious force of certain incantations.' The 
precise wording of the law does not survive, but we have a late third or early 
fourth Century A . D . commentary on it: impious and nocturnal rites indi-
cated magical practices; rites involving human sacrifice were illegal, as were 
rites that enchanted, bewitched or bound anyone.73 

Human sacrifice was thought characteristic of magic. In the imperial 
period such a ritual was regarded as a monstrous perversion of legitimate 

Tacitus, AnnaUXlLH ( A . D . 49). 
Astrologers: Ptolemy, TetmbibloslU.9, IV.9; Vettius Valens, AnthologyV.9, 12 (225.3, 
237.8 Kroll). Ulpian in Cornparison XV'.2 = 11.7a; ZPE 27 (1977) 151-6 = 11.7b. 
Diocletian: Codex Justinianiis IX. 18.2 ( A . D . 294). For actions by Christian emperors, 
see below, p. 372. On the threat ofprophecy, Potter (1994) 171-82. 
Mommsen (1899) 639-43; Massonneau (1934) 159-96. Apuleius, Apology 26.6. Paul, 
OpinionsV.23.U~\9 = 11.2b. 

71 
72 

73 
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animal sacrifice, and so utterly 'foreign'; the Roman authorities sought to 
eradicate it, whether performed by Roman Ci t izens or by others.74 Their 
actions against the Druids provide a clear example both of their increas-
ingly sttingent moves against human sacrifice, and also of the extension of 
the category of magic (as it became defined by this particular form of per-
vetted ritual). The first stage, under Augustus, was a prohibition on the cult 
for Roman Citizens; then the cult was proscribed in the Gallic ptovinces 
themselves. By the late fitst centuty A . D . what the Elder Pliny called this 
'magic' flourished only in Britain -

with such grand ritual that i t might seem rhat she gave it to the Persians. So 
universal was the cult o f magic throughout the world, although its nations 
disagree ot are unknown ro each other. I t is beyond calcularion how great is the 
debt owed to the Romans, who swept away the monstrous rites, in which to ki l i a 
man was the highest religious duty and for h im to be eaten a passport to health. 7 5 

Human sacrifice had, in other words, become such a clear diagnostic of 
magic that what Julius Caesar had once seen as the traditional religion of 
the Gauls (albeit wi th the barbarous characteristic of human sacrifice), by 
the mid first century A . D . was re-categorized as a magical art — wi th ali the 
political and social dangers this implied. 7 6 

The enchantment wrought by magic regularly had two major objectives: 
causing death and instilling love. The classic example of the former is the 
death ofGetmanicus (nephewand adopted son of Tiberius) in Syria in A . D . 
19. Germanicus himself believed that he had been given venenum, a belief 
that was strengthened by the fact that ' in the floor and walls of his house 
were found remains of human bodies, spells, curses, lead tablets inscribed 
with the name 'Germanicus', charred and blood-smeared ashes and other 
devices of witchcraft by which it is believed that living souls can be devoted 
to the powers below the earth'. 7 7 Those who aeeepted Germanicus' expla-
nation of his fatal illness despatehed to Rome a woman who was famo us in 
the province as a magician; she, however, died before reaching Rome. The 
'discoveries' illustrate features regularly denounced as elements of magical 
practices: the use of human bodies, lead curse tablets, the associated finds 

74 Livy XXII.57.6 stresses the 'un-Romanness' of human offerings, which had in fact been 
made in Rome in the second century B . C . ; above, pp. 80-2; Plutarch, Roman Qiiestions 
83 = 6.6b. 

75 Pliny, Natural HistoryXXX.13 = 11.3; Suetonius, Claudius 25.5; cf. Pomponius Mela 
I I I . 18. Pliny and Suetonius disagree about whether the general proscription of the cult 
was due to Tiberius or Claudius. The earlier Intervention may simply be the senatorial 
decree of A . D . 16 on astrology. Druids: Piggott (1968); D. Nash (1976); Letta (1984); 
above, pp. 221-2. 

76 Caesar, Gallic War V I . 16. Sacrifice o f children to Saturn in North Africa was unac-
ceptable to the Romans (Tertullian, Apology 9.2-3 with Rives (1994)) and human sac
rifice was apparently banned almost everywhere under Hadrian (Porphyry, On 
Abstinence II.56.3). 

77 Tacitus, Annalsll.69, 74.2, III.7.2, 12-14. Cf. Gager (1992). 

234 



5.2 Patrolling the unacceptable 

and the female professional. At the subsequent trial in Rome of the gover-
nor of Syria (who was believed to have been behind Germanicus' death), 
the charge of magic and poisoning - note the waveting implicit in the term 
venenum — was successfully countered by the defence; and the case against 
h im čame to hinge on alleged political and military misdemeanours.78 But 
using magic to commit murder remained an offence punishable with the 
utmost severiry. 

Causing someone to fall in love by means of magic also carried the death 
penalty. A surviving speech, supposedly given by Apuleius before the gov-
ernor of Africa in A . D . 158—9 (though the whole case could be fictional), 
plays with the range of possible charges and counter-arguments under the 
lex Cornelia?9 This Defence on a Charge of Magic takes us from Rome to a 
provincial setting, where one strategy for victory in a local dispute was to 
invoke Roman law. The dispute is supposed to have arisen out of Apuleius' 
marriage to Pudentilla, a wealthy widow of Oea (modern Tripoli), the sec
ond city of Tripolitania. Her late husband's family, who saw a fortune dis-
appearing from them, have charged Apuleius with having captuted the 
affections of Pudentilla by magic. Apuleius' speech of defence argues not 
that the alleged actions were intrinsically impossible, but that other, inno-
cent interpretations could be placed upon them. He rebuts the accusations 
with two main arguments: first against the allegations that he was a magi
cian; and secondly against the particular claims that he had bewitched 
Pudentilla. The defence against general magical practices opens with a bur-
lesque account of the acquisition of a certain type of fish.80 What could this 
possibly have to do with magic? Admittedly Apuleius had sought out rare 
types of fish, but this was simply to satisfy his intellectual and medical 
interests. We almost forget that the prosecution had alleged that Apuleius 
used these fish for love magic, a recognized magical practice. Then there 
was the bewitching of a boy and of a woman so that they feil down in fits; 
he had not attempted, he retotts, to tise these people for divinatory pur-
poses, they were simply epileptics whom he was trying to help. 8 1 Apuleius 
is further accused of keeping certain mysterious objects in a household 
shrine. The objects were indeed secret, but not therefore magical; rather, 
they were the emblems of religious rites of In i t i a t ion in Greece.82 The 
charge of nocturnal sacrifices, which left bird feathers and soot in the 
house, might seem serious, but how could he have risked discovery? (In any 
case the allegation had been made by a disreputable character).83 Finally, 

78 The inscribed version of the senatorial decree passed at the end of the trial illuminates 
only these misdemeanours (tr. JRS87 (1997) 250-3). 

79 Valette (1908) is the best introduction; recently, Hijmans (1994); Abt (1908) gives a 
detailed commentary. The social context: Pavis d'Escurac (1974). 

80 Apuleius, Defence on a Charge of Magic, sect. 29-41. 
81 Sect. 42-52. 
82 Sect. 53-6. 
83 Sect. 57-60. 
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there was the manufacture of a Statuette from rare wood, in the figure of a 
corpse, which he called (in Greek) 'king' and used for magical purposes. 
The Statuette, he countered, did not represent a corpse but a god, and was 
not used in a sinister manner — though Apuleius declines to teli the gover-
nor the name of the deity. 8 4 

After these general charges of magical practices Apuleius turns to the 
specific case concerning Pudentilla. 8 5 The prosecution's main evidence was 
a letter in which Pudentilla confessed to having been bewitched - but 
Apuleius argues that, of course, such a confession was not necessarily true, 
and that the passage in any case had been quoted out of context. The long 
final section of the speech is then devoted to the mundane world of family 
intrigue, far from the murky practices of magic. 

Throughout, the prosecution is supposed to have tried to build up a pic
ture of the young adventurer who bewitched an older widow into marriage 
during his brief stay in the town; he fitted the conventional expectations of 
the magician; possessing secret objects in the household shrine and an 
infernal Statuette, he performed nocturnal rites, used fish for love charms 
and bewitched others to assist in the process. Apuleius argues, in his 
defence, that he was a philosopher, interested in medicine, who was on the 
side of religion, not of magic. For ali its entertaining and possibly fictional 
status, the speech shows very clearly the kind of disputes that could ariše 
around the boundary between religion and superstition or magic; that 
much of the power of magic (and so in the accusations of magic) resided 
precisely in the fact that it might be detected by some in activities deemed 
perfectly innocent by others. Magic was something no-one could ever be 
sure about, in presence or in absence. In Apuleius' Defence i t is seen as a 
ready slur to čast at philosophers, always at risk of being misunderstood in 
the Roman order. 

The Christians were also the object of regulations by the Roman 
authorities. As with the prohibitions on astrology and magic, the Roman 
response broadened out from Rome to the provinces, first haphazardly and 
then more systematically. The story is inevitably fragmented, not just 
because of the variety of Roman attitudes, but also (as we shall see in the 
next chapter) because of the different things that 'Christianity' itself could 
mean in this early period; for a variety of sects held competing vetsions of 
the faith, and those who claimed to be members of the church showed dif
ferent degrees of commitment and loyalty. 8 6 Indeed almost ali the details -
legal, political, religious, social - of the punishment (or persecution) of the 
Christians have been hotly and minutely disputed from Roman times 
until today. In the rest of this chapter we shall attempt to finesse these dis
putes, by thinking in general terms about official Roman responses to 

84 Sect. 61-5. 
85 Sect. 66-101. 
86 The same must be true of followers of Isis and other gods. 
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Christianity in the context of their responses to other forms of undesirable 
behaviour.87 

Initially, so the author of the Acts of the Apostles skilfully makes out, the 
Roman authorities had no complaints against the Christians; problems 
arose only from local troublemakers (Jews and others). But Acts ends with 
Paul in Rome preaching the faith while awaiting trial. Shortly afterwards, 
in the aftermath of the disastrous fire that destroyed much of Rome ( A . D . 
64), Nero seized the Christians of Rome as scapegoats: arrested and con-
demned to die in the amphitheatre, they were torn to pieces by dogs or 
burnt on the cross as human torches. Tacitus reports a mixed reaction from 
the rest of the people to this spectacular series of executions: in part, he 
implies, i t was a populär move, as the Christians were 'hated for their vices'; 
but his own account is also aimed against Nero's cruelty - and he notes that 
the Christian victims were pitied by some, not because they were innocent, 
but because they were destroyed to 'gratify one man's cruelty, rather than 
serve the public good'. 8 8 

By the end of the century we can find action taken against Christians in 
the provinces. No doubt practice varied considerably in different 
provinces, at different moments, under different governors and in different 
local circumstances — depending also on the number and prominence of 
Christians in different areas of the empire. But it seems that there were exe
cutions from the late first century A . D . onwards; and it soon became a rec-
ognized practice for governors to execute those who admitted that they 
were Christians, but were not Roman Citizens; and to send Roman Citizens 
(who enjoyed the protection of Roman law) to Rome for trial. 

Our main (and almost our only) piece of Roman evidence for responses 
to the Christians at the beginning of the second century comes from the 
correspondence between Pliny, then governor of Pontus-Bithynia, and the 
emperor Trajan. 8 9 Pliny asked for clarification about what constituted guilt: 
was profession of Christianity alone sufficient, or were associated criminal 
actions necessary? (The uncertainty parallels the unresolved juristic debate 
we have noted about whether the knowledge or only the practice of astrol
ogy was criminal.) And should those who had renounced their Christian 
faith also be punished? Pliny said that his practice so far had been to send 
Roman Citizens to Rome for trial and to execute ali non-citizens who 

87 There is now a general scholarly consensus on the Roman legal framework for persecu-
tion: de Ste. Croix (1963); Barnes (1968). Christianity is stated by some scholars to 
have been a religio illicita, but as is implied by our earlier discussion of religio that 
expression is quite contradictory in Roman terms, and does not appear in non
Christian writers; Tertullian's usage of religio licita (Apology 21.1) does not justify it. 

88 Acts of the Apostles 28.30-1 = 12.7b(i). Cf. Nock (1938). A memorial to Paul in 
Rome: 12.7f(iii-iv). Nero: Tacitus, AnnalsXV.44 = 11.11a. Nero's execution of these 
Christians and of Paul suffices to explain Tertullian's phrase institutum Neronianum 
{To the Gentilesl.7.8-9). 

89 LettersX.96-7 = 11.11b. 
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repeatedly claimed to be Christians. ( ' I f they claimed it, I repeated the 
question a second and third time, threatening them with capital punish-
ment; those who persisted, I ordered to be executed. For I had no hesita-
tion... that that stubbornness and rigid obstinacy should certainly be 
punished.') Pliny satisfied himself by investigation that the Christians had 
committed no criminal actions, and thus executed the non-citizens simply 
for being Christians. But he also raised with Trajan the problem of what to 
do with the <fx-Christians, suggesting by implication that they should not 
be punished. Trajan in his reply agreed that the issue of ex-Christians was 
complicated and that there was no one course of action ('for no general rule 
can be laid down to a fixed formula'). He also agreed that ex-Christians 
should Obtain acquittal as a result of their repentance'. 

Persecution of the Christians was rarely the top of anyone's priorities in 
the second C e n t u r y A . D . Governors do not appear to have sought out 
Christians, or other malefactors.90 The origins of persecutions were local, 
and diverse. The precise sparks that ignited local pogroms are hidden from 
us, as our Christian narratives focus on the subsequent trials of Christians 
before the Roman governors. But we may guess that often (just as the trial 
of Apuleius grows from a dispute over property) trials of Christians could 
spring from personal and local enmities.9 1 Pliny, in fact, had acted on the 
basis of anonymous denunciations, but Trajan, in his reply, very firmly and 
explicitly ruled these out as unacceptable, and i t seems to have been the 
general rule that accusations could be made only in person. This was the 
normal Roman procedure in all types of cases (the legal system, which had 
no equivalent of the modern public prosecutor, depended on individuals 
bringing cases); and it should have prevented such accusations from getting 
out of hand — with the accuser, appearing in person, himself liable for a 
charge of malicious prosecution (calumnid) i f the accusation failed. 

This S i t u a t i o n changed by the early third C e n t u r y A . D . , when a more 
'active' and 'systematic' approach was taken to provincial administration in 
general. By this period governors were expected to search out 'the sacrile-
gious, brigands, kidnappers and thieves', which must have affected their 
treatment o f Christians; and Christians write as i f they assumed that gov
ernors could instigate or suppress widespread accusations against them. 9 2 

This is in clear contrast to the pattern of non-initiation by governors pre-
scribed in the exchange between Pliny and Trajan (which we must not 
assume applied to the later imperial period). I t is also one of the first signs 
of the formulation of general rules for the treatment of Christians. The 

90 Tertullian, Apology 2.6-9 argued that this was illogical, but it was parallel to the han-
dling of astrology and magic. 

91 E.g. Justin, SecondApology 2 = 12.7f(i). 
92 Ulpian in Digest 1.18.13 pr.; cf. the repression of divination by a governor of Egypt: 

ΖΡΕΠ (1977) 151-6 = 11.7b. Tertullian, To Scapula 5 (= 12.7c(ii)). The actual mar-
tyr acts, however, stress the reluctance of the governor to execute Christians, and the 
exceptional tenacity of the martyr. 
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response of Trajan to Pliny had validity only for the specific province to 
which it was addressed. Christians elsewhere may have cited i t in their 
defence (it was known, for example, to the Christian writer Tertullian), 9 3 

but only from the middle of the second century A . D . were imperial judge-
ments specific to particular provinces generalized to the whole empire by 
jurists. By the early third century Ulpian includes in his treatise O n the 
Functions of the Provincial Governor' the judgements of earlier emperors 
on the penalties appropriate for Christians. 9 4 Such attempts to codify the 
earlier haphazard decisions and so to define Christians as a single category 
of relevance to governors throughout the empire are in themselves 
extremely important. Still they need not necessarily have transformed the 
pattern of day-to-day relations between the Roman authorities and 
Christians — many governors would only have appealed to the 'rule book' 
when their habitual practice (whether of inactivity or vigilant action) broke 
down. 

A much more aggressive development in the Roman treatment of the 
Christians came in late A . D . 249 or early 250. As part of the first case of a 
general persecution of Christians, the emperor Decius ordered the whole 
population of the empire to offer sacrifices to the gods.95 This edict was the 
first central Roman pronouncement to impose on all Christians worldwide 
behaviour they could only find unacceptable. I t is very hard to imagine 
how it could ever have been enforced - by what mechanisms, that is, the 
whole population of the empire could have been tracked down and made 
to demonstrate a sacrifice. But there is evidence, from Spain to Egypt, that 
some people did perform sacrifice to comply wi th the demands of the edict. 
The sacrifice test was similar to that which Pliny and other governors had 
employed, as a means of testing out suspected Christians, but now people 
had to declare that they had always sacrificed to the gods; in other words, a 
lapsed Christian could escape only by lying. Afterwards (as exemplified in 
the Egyptian documents that survive) the sacrificer received an official doc-
ument, signed by two officials who had witnessed the sacrifice. We should 
note, however, that Decius did not specify which gods were to be the recip-
ients of the sacrifices - and it would seem that local gods were as acceptable 
as specifically Roman ones. In this case the demand was not that Christians 
should worship Roman deities, but that they should participate in the sac
rificial system as a whole with its offering of incense, pouring of libations 
and tasting of sacrificial meat. Sactifice (not particular gods or festivals) 
here delimited and paraded the true subjects of Rome. 

In general, however, the Christians were seen to be in conflict wi th the 
specific traditions of Roman religion. Tertullian claims in his Apology that 

93 Apology 2.6-7. 
94 Lactantius, Divine Institutes V. 11. 
95 Frend (1965) 404-21; Clarke (1984-) 1.21-39; Lane Fox (1986) 450-9. Sacrifice test: 

6.8c. 
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the principal accusation against the Christians was 'slighting especially 
Roman religio, and this point is also made in the context of second century 
trials of Christians. 9 6 In the Acts of the Apostles too, one story of local reac
tions to Paul's activities in Philippi, a Roman colonia, suggests there was a 
feeling that Christians were a threat to Roman customs in particular ('Paul 
and Silas advocate customs which it is not lawful for us Romans to accept 
or practise.').97 Such a feeling may well have become more prevalent with 
the spread of Roman-style cults in the west in the second century A . D . 9 8 

Certainly, Capitolia (shrines of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva, on the Roman 
model, established in the provinces) feature as the focal point of conflict 
between traditionalists and Christians. According to Tertullian, Christians 
refused to take part in the annual vows at them — although (not surpris-
ingly) in the Decian persecution some Christians did go up to the 

96 Tertullian, Apology 24.1. Trajan in Pliny, Letters X.97 .2 = 11.1 l b ; Acts ofthe Scillitan 
Martyrs 5, 14, i n Musuri l lo (1972) no. 6 and Bastiaensen (1990) 97-105, 4 0 5 - 1 1 . 
Tertullian's claim is ignored by scholars who argue that Christians were simply obliged 
to sacrifice to the local gods. 

97 Acts o f the Apostles 16.19-24, Phil ippi; below, pp. 328-34 on coloniae. 
98 Below, pp. 334-6. 
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Fig. 5-4 A fourth-
century painting 
from the Catacomb 
of Basiieus 
(otherwise known as 
that of Marcus and 
Marcellinus: Map 4 
no.40) illustrating 
an incident from 
the Book of Daniel 
(3.12-18): three 
young men refuse to 
venerate the image 
of the Babylonian 
king Nebuchad-
nezzar. Although 
the young men are 
portrayed 
(appropriately) in 
eastern dress, the 
bust of the king is 
like that of a Roman 
emperor, while the 
man giving the 
Instructions is also 
in Roman, military, 
dress. This version 
ofthe Old 
Testament scene 
may thus evoke 
conflicts between 
Christians and the 
Roman authorities. 

Capitolium at Carthage to sacrifice." Christians sometimes called such 
apostates 'Capitolini' and the church Council held in Spain after 
Diocletian's persecution in the early fourth century would word its general 
prohibition against apostasy in terms of going up to the idols of the 
Capitolium in order to sacrifice; while Cyprian, the bishop of Carthage, 
could employ the Capitolium as an image for the enemy of the Christian 
church. 1 0 0 

The dramatic extension of Roman citizenship to almost all the free pop
ulation of the empire in A . D . 212 may have intensified this sense of Opposi
tion between Christians and Roman religious traditions. The emperor 
Caracalla's edict proclaiming the grant explained that he wanted to thank 
the immortal gods for having preserved h im from a conspiracy: 'So I think 
I can in this way perform a [magnificent and pious] act, worthy of their 
majesty, by gathering to their rites [as Romans] all the multitude that joins 
my people.' 1 0 1 Whatever the many teasons that lay behind Caracalla's deci
sion to extend Roman citizenship in this way (his own public version was 
just one of a multitude of factors), the logic of the edict is vety striking. The 
emperor assumes that the new Citizens, who in the past had their own cults, 
wi l l now add special lustre to the worship of gods who are by implication 
Roman. Increasingly, Christians wete set against a religious world that the 
central authorities at least could define as Roman. 

After Decius, there were further outbreaks of general persecution; for it 
was not a continuous process. Imperial regulations during these periods 
acted even more directly than before against the Christians as a category, 
and further emphasized the demand to adhere to specifically Roman gods. 
In A . D . 257 the emperor Valerian ordered 'ali those who practise Roman 
religion to perform Roman rites' — the performance of sacrifice being the 
crucial test. Christian bishops, presbyters and deacons who failed to do this 
were exiled; the clergy were prohibited on pain of death from holding 
Christian gatherings or burials in their cemeteries. The following year those 
bishops, presbyters and deacons who still refused to sacrifice became liable 
to execution; in addition, Christian Senators, high-ranking officials and 
equestrians were liable to loss of property and life, their wives to exile; and 
Christian members of the imperial service were to be sent off to hard labour 
on imperial estates. One governor, in Africa, who was trying the case of the 

99 Tertullian, On the Crown 12.3; Cyprian, On the Lapsedo, 24; Letters 59.13.3. For 
martyr acts involving Capitolia see H . Leclercq in Dictionnaired'archéologie chrétienne 
et de liturgiel.l (1925) 2043-8. 

100 Pacian, Letters 2.3; Council of Elvira, canon 59, Patrologia Latina LXXXIV 308 = 
Mara'nez Diez and Rodriguez (1984) 261, with dating of Lane Fox (1986) 664-7 
(extracts - not this canon - trans, in Stevenson (1987) no. 265); Cyprian, Letters 
59.18.1. 

101 P. dessen 40: the text is uncertain, but the drift is clear. Buraselis (1989) explores the 
different interpretations. See below, pp. 362-3 for what may be one town's response 
to the edict. 
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bishop Cyprian, is made to declare what must have become the 'official' 
view: 'You have long persisted in your sacrilegious views, and you have 
joined to yourself many other vicious men in a conspiracy. You have set 
yourself up as an enemy of the Roman gods and religious rites.' 1 0 2 

In the reign of the emperor Diocletian ( A . D . 284-305), the next, and 
almost the last, period of anti-Christian legislation, there seems to have 
been particular stress on (allegedly) ancestral Roman virtues, and the desir-
ability of imposing those virtues on the empire as a whole. This is partly, no 
doubt, to be connected with the emperors aim of consolidating central 
authority after the chaos and disorder of the previous fifty years; but it 
played an important role too in attacks on the Christians and, conversely, 
in the support of traditional religion. So, for example, the preface to an 
imperial edict affirming the validity of specifically Roman rules on the 
degrees of kinship permitted in marriage links obedience to Roman laws 
wi th divine favour for Rome. Diocletian also ordered the followers of the 
new Manichaean religion to be executed; ancient religious practices, with 
their traditional authority, should not be challenged by new-fangled cults 
of foreign, Persian, or igin . 1 0 3 He also took a series of measures of increasing 
severity against the Christians. 1 0 4 These began with a demand that ali at 
court and ali soldiers were to sacrifice (? A . D . 302); then Christian worship 
was declared illegal, and ali those engaged in lawsuits had to offer sacrifice 
( A . D . 303); Christian clergy were imprisoned, and released only after sacri-
ficing ( A . D . 303); and, finally, the whole population of the empire was 
ordered to sacrifice ( A . D . 304). According to a Christian account of the pro-
ceedings, the governor of Africa told one Christian on trial before him 'to 
sacrifice to ali our gods for the welfare of the emperors'; when she refused, 
he advised her: 'Break with this superstitio, and bow your head to the sacred 
rites of the Roman gods... However devoted you aie, we ask that you bow 
your head in the sacred temples and offer incense to the gods of the 
Romans... Revere Roman religio, which is observed by our lords the uncon-
querable Caesars as well as ourselves.'105 The lines were by now drawn with 
brutal clarity — or so (to judge from such Christian texts) it seemed to the 
Christians. 

How should we understand these periods of general persecution, insti-
gated by the central Roman authorities under Decius, Valerian and Dio
cletian? Why did general persecutions start at this point after generations of 

102 Acts of Cyprian 1.1, 3.4 in Musurillo (1972) no. 11, with English translation, and 
Bastiaensen (1990) 193-231. 478-90; Lane Fox (1986) 549-56; Schwarte (1989); 
below, p. 271. The text of Valerian's order is uncertain: Schwarte (1989) 121-7. 

103 Cornparison of Greek and Roman Law VI.4 in FIRA 11.558-60 ( A . D . 295); Cornparison 
XV.3 = 11.12 ( A . D . 302, or297). 

104 de Ste. Croix (1954); Frend (1965) 477-535; Lane Fox (1986) 594-608. 
105 Acts ofCrispina 1.3-4, 2.1, 2.4, in Musurillo (1972) no. 24. For the persecution of 

Maximinus in A . D . 312, see, S. Mitchell (1988) (trans. Lewis and Reinhold (1990) 
11.571), S. Mitchell (1993) Π.64-5. 
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relative calm for the Christians, or at worst o n l y haphazard attacks? Cer
tainly these years were a time of gteat difficulties for the empire (political, 
economic and military); and there must have been some connection 
between these problems and the extension of persecution. But it is not 
enough to call the Christians scapegoats for Roman anxiety: the Situation 
had changed in the 200 years since Nero had rounded up his scores of 
Christians after the fire of Rome. 

Anothet factor that may h a v e lain behind the persecutions is alarm on 
the part of the emperors and their advisers about the performance of tradi
tional rites. In Rome itself representatives of the people had long suppli-
cated the gods at times of crisis, and earlier emperors had expected that 
their subjects would sacrifice to the gods on their behalf at the appropriate 
times. 1 0 6 O n this v i e w (despite the impression given by our strident 
Christian sources that they were the intended target) Decius' edict affected 
the Christians only by implication; he was primarily aiming to tevive tra
ditional cult (reacting to problems that had worried Pliny in Pontus). 1 0 7 He 
was certainly honoured in one town as 'the restorer of rites and freedom' 
and instructed another town to restore a statue of 'the god Neptune'; 1 0 8 and 
there is some evidence for the Greek world that (even i f some major festi
vals, s u c h as games in honour of the traditional gods, still flourished) local 
élites were beginning to lose interest in the traditional routes to civic pres-
tige, w h i c h included the financing of civic festivals.109 According to this 
model, Decius Stands as an advocate of traditional religion first, a persecu-
tor of Christians only second. 

On the other h a n d , there are good reasons why emperors should have 

seen Christians in particular as a danger, and some evidence that t h e y did. 
Some fourth-century Christians maintain that those who instigated the 
persecutions were reacting to an increase in the number of the faithful; by 
that da te certainly Christians not only formed the largest voluntary associa
tion in the city of Rome (partly due to their active recruitment of converts), 
but the church had developed a much stronger Organization, wi th a power
ful hierarchy of bishops and other officials. 1 1 0 Decius is said to have been 
more afraid of the election of a new bishop of Rome than of a pretender to 

106 E.g. Tacitus, AnnalsXVÂ4; Halkin (1953); below, p. 320, on vows. 
107 Pliny, LettersX,96 = 11.1 l b (a striking example of concerns about participation in tra

ditional cult; though traditional Roman religion was emphatically not centred around 
the kind of congregational worship typical of modern world religions, the role of pop
ulär participation has often been under-emphasized: above, pp. 48-52, below, pp. 
259-63). 

108 AE(\973) 235 (Cosa) with Lane Fox (1986) 453; J. B. Brusin, InscriptionesAquikiae 
(Udine 1991) no. 326 with Alföldy (1989) 65 (Aquileia). In the 360s Julian was 
praised in North Africa as 'restorer of freedom and Roman religiones' (IIS Tbl with 
readingof MEFR 14 (1894) 77 no. 130). 

109 Local rites: Liebeschuetz (1979) 231-4; Lane Fox (1986) 572-85. 
110 Below, pp. 304-5. 

243 



5· T H E BOUNDARIES OF R O M A N R E L I G I O N 

the throne, 1 1 1 and, as we have seen, Valerian and Diocletian acted specifically 
against Christian presbyters and bishops — that is against the organizational 
hierarchy of the church. At the very least Christianity had a much higher 
profile in the late third and early fourth centuries than a hundred years 
befo re . 

In the chapters that follow we shall trace many different aspects of 
Christianity and the other religions that we have briefly introduced here; 
the next chapter wi l l explore the vitality of some of the activities that we 
have just seen largely in the negative light of official control and suppres
sion. There is no Single narracive in the history of religion. This chapter has 
shown that, notwithstanding- or possibly because of—ú\e structural open-
nessoi Roman culture and religion stressed in earlier chapters, the story of 
religion at Rome is also a story of exclusions and prohibitions; and that 
Roman writers themselves stressed boundary and transgression, as well as 
import and incorporation. 

We have only tantalizing glimpses of how these exclusions operated on 
the ground; but we have attempted here to offer one framework for under
standing the changes and development in patterns of Roman religious con
trol. We have suggested, schematically, a move from the late republican and 
early imperial practice - when the boundaries were upheld by the relatively 
haphazard expulsion o f undesirables from Rome and Italy - to a much 
more systematic and empire-wide series of regulations, which became 
increasingly focussed on Christians, as the most undesirable and dangerous 
group of ali. 

O f course, the battle (symbolic and literal) against superstitio could never 
be won; it was a battle to be constantly fought and re-fought, not finished. 
For it was partly in this contest, with enemies real and imaginary, that true 
religio found its definition - and the Roman elite, as religions most active 
defenders, displayed (to themselves as much as to anyone eise) their own 
indispensability to the religious, political and social order they, and their 
ancestors, had created. 

111 Cyprian, Letters 55.9. 
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This chapter sets religion into the fabric o f urban life in the first three cen
turies A . D . - both the official cults of the state and the unofficial cults that 
we have so far viewed (in chapter 5) largely through the hostile eyes of 
members of the Roman elite. We shall explore in particular the prolifera-
tion of religious choices that had started already in the Republic, but which 
čame even more strongly to characterize the religious world of the city of 
Rome during the empire: from the great civic cults and festivals, through 
private or local associations worshipping state gods (such as Aesculapius 
and Hygieia), through those 'foreign' cults that remained strongly linked to 
particular ethnic groups in Rome (the Palmyrenes or Jews, for example), to 
cults (of Isis, Mithras, or Christianity) that were purely elective - entered, 
that is, not by virtue of race or social position, but through individual 
choice, with no qualification for their adherents (at least in theory) other 
than personal religious commitment. 

The city of imperial Rome was vast, wi th a population that may at times 
have approached one million people. (In Europe, even by the end of the 
seventeenth centuty A . D . , only London, Paris and Constantinople had 
populations over 400,000.) The population was also highly diverse, 
socially, culturally and ethnically. One way of picturing the sharp stratifica-
tion of Roman society is on the model of a triangle: at the apex was the 
emperor, wi th his family and the 600 or so Senators (plus their families) -
the highest echelon of the elite, and also the principal holders of religious 
office in the official system; the next level of social status was the much 
broader equestrian order, numbering some thousands; below them čame 
the far greater number of ordinary Roman Ci t izens, men and women who 
had little active political role under the empire; below them (and no doubt 
just as numerous) free non-citizens and slaves. But such a model does not 
recognize ali kinds of other differences that served to distinguish different 
groups of the population of the city, whether Roman Citizens or non-citi
zens - notably differences of ethnic and cultural origin. A high proportion, 
perhaps even a majority of the population was originally not from Rome or 
Italy; one second-century observer described Rome as the microcosm of 
the world, wi th people from ali the great cities of the Greek East (from 
Alexandria, for example, Antioch, Nicomedia, Athens) and whole ethnic 
groups settled there en masse (from Cappadocia, Scythia and Pontus, 
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among others).1 Many of the foreigners were slaves or ex-slaves (though ex-
slaves would have been Roman Citizens, i f their masters had themselves 
been Roman Cit izens and had formally freed them before the appropriate 
Roman magistrate); othets came to Rome voluntarily, and in the eatly 
empire lacked any formal Roman status - although after the emperor 
Caracalla's edict in A.D. 212, all the free population of Rome (and the 
empire) became Roman Citizens. 

So the question of 'Roman-ness', of what is to count as 'Roman' and 
what 'foreign' in this multi-cultural atmosphere, wi l l inevitably underlie 
this chapter too. Focussing principally on the city of Rome itself, we shall 
be highlighting the links between the official and unofficial cults (against 
the background of a single city and its inhabitants) as well as exploring fur
ther the differences that distinguish them. For this reason, we have chosen 
to divide the chapter into themes that cut across boundaries of individual 
cults. We have not, in other words, devoted particular sections of our analy
sis to particular cults (Isis or Christianity, for example), nor even to a gen
eral category of'Oriental' cults — though for ease of reference discussion of 
the major cults in each section notmally follows the same order: adherents 
of Isis, Mithras, Jahveh, Christ. The aim is to expose the web of connec-
tions that links 'Roman' religion to the seemingly 'unRoman'. The role of 
religion as one way of defining Roman identity in communities outside 
Rome wil l be explored further in the next chapter. 

Our tteatment takes care to avoid the standard term 'Oriental religions' 
in discussing the new religious options in imperial Rome. This category 
was first widely used, i f not invented, by the Belgian scholar Franz Cumont 
in the early years of the twentieth century in his pioneering studies of 
Roman religion: for Cumont, the key to understanding the teligious his
tory of the period lay in the influx into Rome of a group of Eastern religions 
that shared a number of common characteristics setting them apart from 
traditional civic cults - and paving the way, eventually, for the rise of 
Christianity. As we shall see, however, these religions cannot be so neatly 
pigeon-holed as 'Oriental'. 2 Several of the cults did certainly ptoclaim an 
eastern 'origin' for their wisdom, but it is often cleat that a Roman version 
of the cult differed substantially from its (notional) eastern ancestor. Above 
all, the 'Orient' itself was hardly the homogeneous category that we (like 
the Romans, no doubt) often tty to make it: different cults came from quite 
different religious backgrounds — the religious traditions of the home of 

1 Athenaeus, Table-talk I.20b-c, extant only in a paraphrase; so Polemo in Galen 
XVII I . 1.347 (Kuhn); below, ρ. 271. Cf. La Piana (1927); MacMullen (1993). Greek 
names, which form a majority of those attested at Rome (c. 57% for the free; c. 67% for 
slaves), are a cultural phenomenon and do not prove Eastern origins, while 'barbarian' 
(mainly Semitic) names form only c. 2% of those attested (for example, 12.3a, a list of 
initiates of Jupiter Dolichenus): Solin (1971) 146-58; Solin (1996). 

2 Cumont (1911). Burkert (1987) also rejects the category Oriental cults'; on Mithras, R. L. 
Gordon (1975); below, pp. 279-80. For a general critique of'Orientalism', Said (1978). 
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Mithras in Persia, f o r example, had little in common with the Egyptian tra
ditions in the worship of Isis and Sarapis. 

Overall there is as much to separate these new 'Eastern' cults, as there is 
to group them together into a single category. Some were defined by their 
initiation of the worshipper into secret 'mysteries';3 others (such as Isis and 
Magna Mater — who, as we have seen, was 'officially' incorporated under 
the aegis of magistrates and priests) were public cults before they acquired 
private ceremonies of initiation. These mysteries, even i f they proclaimed 
an eastern origin, were almost certainly descended from earlier Greek in i t i 
ation cults. Nor is there any clear evidence that ali these cults shared a com
mon preoccupation with 'salvation'; i t is, in fact, the modern assumption 
(following Cumont) that the Oriental cults' were the precursors of and 
rivals to Christianity that has encouraged us to construct them in those 
terms - on directly Christianizing lines. 

We must also resist the assumption that new, 'foreign' cults were neces-
sarily particularly attractive to those who had little official role in the tradi
tional Roman civic cults. Was thete, after ali, a strong O p p o s i t i o n between 
'official' religion (and its office-holders drawn almost exclusively from the 
senate) and the 'populär' religious life of the city? Was there a range of reli
gious activities among the ordinary people of Rome that had almost noth-
ing in common with the aristocratic practices of official religion? The 
answer to such questions may, in part, be yes. But the Opposition between 
'official' and 'populär' can be deceptive; and official and populär manifes-
tations were most probably different aspects, on different levels, of a con-
tinuum of religious institutions and practices. There was nothing to stop a 
cult having significance for both the elite and the mass of the population. 4 

We shall investigate the nature of the choices offered by the new cults 
always against the background of the civic cults (section 1); indeed, in so far 
as the new religions were seen either as complements or as alternatives to 
traditional religion, they cannot be understood except in relation to it. We 
shall think about these choices in terms of the prominence and visibility of 
the new cults in the city (section 2), their appeal (section 3) and their mem
bership (section 4). O f course, although we have chosen to concen trate on 
the city of Rome, these new cults did not exist only there. In Section 5 of 
this chapter we shall consider their distribution and character across the 
empire. 

The evidence for this subject is extremely rieh and diverse. In addition 
to a wide range of literary texts (from Apuleius' Metamorphoses, a novel 
partly centred on the cult of Isis, to outspoken tracts of Christian polemic 

3 A convenient definition ofa 'mystery cult' is found in Burkert (1987) 11: 'Mysteries were 
initiation rituals ot a voluntary, personal and secret character that aimed at a change of 
mind through experience of the sacred.' 

4 Priče (1984) 108. This is not to say that the significance was necessarily the same for both 
elite and mass: alternative interpretations can oceur within the same symbolic system. 
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and self-defence),5 archaeological material survives in the city of Rome 
both from the major civic temples and from the temples and shrines of the 
new cults. These remains include some of the very best preserved Roman 
buildings anywhere in the world (Hadrians temple of ali the gods, the 
Pantheon, has been in active use as temple or church ever since the second 
century A . D . , even i f much restored); but they also include far more poorly 
preserved monuments, often just as hard to interpret as the remains from 
earliest Rome. 6 Inscriptions too (as we noted in chapter 4) continue 
throughout the first three centuries A . D . to be an important source of Infor
mation on ali kinds of cult (except, for reasons we shall see, on 
Christianity). For example, inscribed dedications or vows, and sometimes 
the preservation of inscribed membership lists of particular cults, enable us 
to gauge the social Standing or ethnic origin of worshippers; while in the 
empire at large, such inscriptions are often crucial in tracing the spread of a 
particular cult. 7 

To consider the empire as a whole, as well as the city of Rome itself, 
raises the question of how far individual cults were essentially the same in 
different parts of the world; how far, that is, the cult of the 'same' deity held 
the same religious, social or political significance in Gaul or Greece as i t did 
in Rome. The problem is particularly clear w i th Judaism and wi th 
Christianity — where later histories of each of these two religions have 
sought to define and maintain 'orthodoxy', and to represent a single reli
gious tradition, effectively unchanging throughout the empire and imper
ial history. In fact no Jewish literary texts of this period survive from the 
west, and we should not simply assume that Judaism was identical in those 
regions to its form(s) in the east. In the case of Christianity (whose pre
served texts now overwhelm those of ali the other cults combined) there is 
plentiful evidence for the many different varieties of faith and worship that 
could be called 'Christian' during this period - even i f particular variants 
were regarded as 'heresies' by other Christians and later Orthodox' histoti-
ans.8 But the other cults too cannot possibly have been the homogeneous 

5 Not all of these texts relate specifically to Rome. We have drawn on texts (such as much 
of Apuleius' Metamorphose*) which are focussed on other parts of the empire-where rhey 
are relevant and with the justification that they were part of Roman literary culture, read 
at Rome. We are constantly aware however of rhe differences that must have been appar-
ent between the religious life of Rome and (say) Corinth. 

6 For example, below, p. 258 on the temple of the Sun. 
7 They belong mainly to the period between A . D . 100 and 250, as is true of the general epi-

graphic record of the Latin West; MacMtillen (1981) 115-16 notes the time span of the 
inscriptions. (Cf. below nn. 68-9 for the problem of identifying Christian meeting 
places.) 

8 Reflections on the notion of'hetesy': R. Williams (1989). Christianity and the mysteries: 
J. Z. Smith (1990). We also hope that our emphasis on the sheer variety of'Christian' 
beliefs and practices will free this chapter from the common, crypto-Protestant, scholarly 
agenda of determining whether the 'ćore' of Christianity was affected by its Jewish and 
Gtaeco-Roman religious environmenr. 
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and exclusive entities that they are often taken to be. The cult, for example, 
of Magna Mater that is well attested in third-century Lyons may have had 
important things in common with the cult of the goddess in first century 
Rome, but it wil l not have been the same; nor — for that matter — could the 
views, understanding or religious commitment even of those who gathered 
together at the same festival, on the same day, in the same place ever have 
been identical. Our last section in this chapter does investigate the degrees 
of religious continuity in these cults traceable across the Roman world. By 
and large, however, in discussing the teligions of the empire we have tried 
to avoid thinking in terms of uniformity, or in terms of a central ćore 
Orthodox' tradition with its peripheral Variants'; we have preferred to 
think rather in terms of different religions as clustets of ideas, people and 
tituals, sharing some common identity across time and place, but at the 
same time inevitably invested with different meanings in their different 
contexts.9 

1. The landscape of official cults at Rome 

The system of official cults of Rome continued - and continued to develop 
- after the resttucturing of the Augustan period. We have already noted, for 
example, the enduring importance of the pomerium, of the ward cults of 
the Genius Augusti and the Lares Augusti, the continued prominence of 
senatorial priesthoods and the celebrations of the Saecular Games by the 
emperors Claudius, Domitian and Septimius Severus;10 throughout the 
petiod too the senate continued to handle numerous items of religious 
business (albeit under the authority of the emperor), while senatotial mag
istrates continued to be responsible (as they had been also during the 
Republic) for putting on the games that formed part of the official festi
vals.11 There were also significant changes in the system after Augustus, 
which we shall trače in this section through the history of temple building 
in the city. Structural changes in religion are often hard to delineate; by 
focussing specifically on the teligious landscape of Rome under the empire, 
we shall bring out in a vividly concrete register some of the structural 
changes in Roman religion through our period. 

Official Roman religion could not fail to have changed over the three 
centuries of the principate; in fact, even a ritual in the late third century 
A . D . celebrated identically as it had been in the late first century B . C . would 

9 Classification in terms of family or sporadic resemblances, 'polythetic Classification': 
Needham(1975). 

10 Above, pp. 177-81; 186; 192-6; 206. 
11 Senate: Talbert (1984) 386-91. The praetors, from 22 B . c . onwards, gained increased 

distinction as the presidents of the games: Salomonson (1956) 34-41, 77-88; for the 
fourth century A . D . , below, p. 383. 
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inevitably have become a different ritual in the course of its preservation.12 

On the other hand, many details of these religious changes remain uncer-
tain, for a whole variety of reasons. One is the pattern of survivals. 
Throughout this book we have emphasized, for example, the important 
evidence for religion in civic calendars of festivals, found (inscribed or 
painted) in Rome and the towns of Italy. We cannot, however, follow this 
evidence through the later centuries of the principate (and so follow the 
changes that might, or might not, be revealed) for the simple reason that ali 
but one of the calendars surviving on stone date from the reigns of 
Augustus and Tiberius - until A . D . 354, when a calendar was recorded in 
manuscript. 1 3 This may be a sheer accident of survival; or it may itself be an 
important indication of change, a move away (for whatever reason) from 
the permanent public display of the festal cycle.1 4 The immediate conse-
quence for us is that we have almost no evidence of the formal calendrical 
cycle of Roman rituals between the mid first and fourth centuries A . D . By 
the fourth century it is clear that there had been great changes, but we can
not say precisely when most of them were made.1 5 

A striking instance of this uncertainty concerns the festivals of Isis in 
Rome, partly because of Swings and ambiguities in official attitudes — with 
characteristic tension between exclusion and acceptance, and a series of 
banning Orders, obeyed or ignored by turns. In the late Republic, the cult 
was formaliy suppressed, only for the triumvirs to vow a shrine to the god
dess in 43 B . C . ; and we saw in chapter 5 that official action was taken once 
more against the cult under Augustus and Tiberius. 1 6 At some point 
between then and the fourth century A . D . festivals of Isis entered the official 
Roman calendar; but when? One guess is that the cult was made official by 
the emperor Gaius Caligula; but it is only a guess. Certainly after his reign 
comments on the cult's status are still ambiguous: some authors claim the 
goddess as 'Roman', others stress her foreign exoticism. A clearer indication 
perhaps is found in the planning of the main Roman sanctuary of Isis on the 
Campus Martius: from at least the second century A . D . onwards, this was 
architecturally related (by an arch) to the east side of the Saepta, or official 
voting area, and to other public monuments in this area - suggesting, at 

12 In the same way, the significance of the Christian Eucharist varies depending on the 
social, intellectual and theological context; above, pp. xx-xii; 6-8; 47-8, on the fluid-
ity of ritual meaning. 

13 Salzman (1990); extract in 3.3d; below, pp. 378-80; 382-3. 
14 This may be because towns came to realize that festivals were liable to change with 

dynastic events (for control of imperial festivals, below, p. 251), and so replaced stone 
calendars with painted ones - more practical at the time, but far less likely to endure to 
the present day. But see Wallace-Hadrill (1987) for calendars as a significantly 
Augustan phenomenon. 

15 Below, pp. 382-3. Cf. 3.3b and d. Hence our uncertainty about when the festivals of 
Magna Mater and Attis were reformed: Lambrechts (1952); Van Dören (1953); 
Vermaseren (1977) 113-24. 

16 Above, pp. 230-1. 
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least, its Integration into the official landscape of Rome. 1 7 It was also the only 
new foreign sanctuary, so far as we can teli from the surviving fragments, to 
be represented on the third-century A . D . official map of the city of Rome. 1 8 

But i f these hints do indicate its 'official' incorporation into state religion, we 
certainly cannot pinpoint any precise moment for its change of status. 

Such uncertainties obviously raise questions about the whole category of 
'official cults'; and whether there was any clear boundary between 'official' 
and 'unofficial' religions at Rome. The position was surely much more 
nuanced than those Single terms suggest; and transition between the status 
of marginal (even banned) cult and that of 'official' religion must have been 
a gradual one. A l i the same the category of Official cults' can still be a help-
ful one. They seem, for example, to have shared a number of characteristic 
rights and privileges: their buildings stood on 'public land' which had been 
made 'sacred' by an act of the Roman people or the emperor, and whose 
cult received money from the S ta te . 1 9 Also, in provincial towns which 
received Roman charters there was a clear category of official festivals: on 
festival days certain types of legal business were prohibited. 2 0 There is also 
evidence for a striking degree of uniformity (and hence, it follows, central 
regulation) in the official system. In the early third century A . D . , for e x a m 

ple, the Arval Brothers in Rome and an auxiliary cohort of the Roman a r m y 
stationed at Dura Europus on Rome's eastern frontier (whose sacrificial cal
endar survives on papyrus) sacrificed to exactly the same set of deified 
emperors and empresses; this clearly suggests that they were both following 
some official list which prescribed which divi should receive sacrifice and 
(by implication) which should not. 2 1 This dropping of those who were now 
out of political favour — as well as the abolition of other rituals (Nerva, 
among other emperors, scrapped various sacrifices as an economy measure) 
- was legitimated by the religious authority of the emperor himself.2 2 

17 Map 2 no. 26; below, Fig. 6.2. Wissowa (1912) 352-5; Malaise (1972b) 221-8; 
Castagnoli (1981); Mora (1990) 11.72-112; below, n. 59. A festival of Isis appears on 
one Roman calendar dating A . D . 175-225: Salzman (1990) 170. 

18 Carettoni et al. (1960) 31 (reproduced as L. Richardson (1992) fig. 46). 
19 Festus p. 284.18-21, 298.22-5, 348.33-350.6, 424.13-30 (ed. Lindsay). Wissowa 

(1912) 361 and 362 used fourth-century evidence to argue that the temples to Jupiter 
Dolichenus and Dea Syria were 'official', but it is very dangerous to retroject evidence 
from the fourth century, when ali possible cults were incorporated in the face of 
Christianity; below, pp. 383-4. 

20 AE{\3%6) 333 para. 92 (lex Irnitana; trans. JRS76 (1986) 198); below, pp. 315, 356 
on these charters. 

21 Dura calendar: Fink, Hoey and Snyder (1940) = 3.5 and below, pp. 324-8 on the 
army. The lex Irnitana (above, n. 20) also assumes an official list of festivals in honour 
of the imperial house. 

22 Abolition of festivals: Cassius Dio LX.17.1 (Claudius); Tacitus, Histories IV.40 ( A . D . 
70) (a senatorial commission); Cassius Dio LXVIII.2.3 (Nerva); Cassius Dio LXIX.2.3 
(Trajan's Parthian Games abolished); Marcus Aurelius (Augustan History, Marcus 
Aurelius 10.10) limited to 135 the number of festival days on which legal business was 
banned. Changes by the fourth century A . D . : below, p. 383. 
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Throughout the empire the emperor was seen as the principal source of 
I n n o v a t i o n and took the lead in promoting new cults. 2 3 This is one impor
tant facet of the religious focus on the emperor, characteristic (as we have 
seen) of the Augustan restructuring and continued — i f anything, intensi-
fied — through the principate. The emperors religious dominance had 
wide-ranging effects. The traditional systematic reporting of prodigies, for 
example, had disappeared already in the Augustan period: these seemingly 
random intrusions of divine displeasure must have appeared incongruous 
in a system where divine favour flowed through the emperor; such prodi
gies as were noted generally centred on the births and deaths of emperors.24 

A complementary change was the annual offering of vows (vota) on 3 
January for the well-being of the emperor, participation in which became 
nearly obligatory for the Roman elite. The ancient senatorial priesthoods 
took a leading part in these ceremonies, as we have noted in the case of the 
Arval Brothers; Pliny writes to Trajan from his province to inform him that 
the annual vows have been carried out in Pontus-Bithynia; while a letter 
from Fronto to Marcus Aurelius suggests that they w e t e performed pri-
vately too. These imperial vows sum up the official position of che emperor 
as the focus for human aspirations and the beneficiary of divine support. 2 3 

In the rest of this section we shall be tracing imperial change and Inno
vation through temples and temple-building. The emperors role as pon
tifex maximus, as intermediary between Rome and the gods, involved 
responsibility for the fabric of the official cults of Rome. Emperors were 
regulaiiy praised for restoring sacred shrines as well as for preserving pub
lic rituals. 2 6 Many of the day-to-day duties would, however, have been del-
egated, and remained outside the knowledge and practical control of the 
emperor himself. A pair of senior senatorial officials, f o t example, was 
responsible for giving permissions for religious dedications in public 
places, and for the maintenance of official religious buildings; below them 
was a vast range of junior officials down to the imperial freedmen who 

23 Down to the third century B.c. the decemviri (later, the quindecimviri) had been 
responsible for the introduction of new cults, through the medium of the Sibylline 
Books, but their last major Innovation was the cult of Magna Mater in 204 B.c. In the 
late Republic the senate and then individual political leaders, such as Sulla and Caesar, 
took the lead in promoting new cults. Above, p. 191 on imperial religious authority. 

24 A contemporary writer noted with regret that portents were no longer reported publicly 
or officially recorded: Livy XLII I . 13.1. Liebeschuetz (1979) 57-8, 159-61. Above, pp. 
37-9 (on republican system). 

25 Pliny, Letters X.35; Fronto, Letters (Loeb edn.) 1.228-30. When Pliny petitioned 
Trajan for a priesthood {augurοί septemvir), he noted that it would enable him to add 
his official prayers on behalf of the emperor to those he already offered privately: Letters 
X.13. Cf. Scheid (1990b) 298-309. The army and empire: pp. 320; 325-6. 

26 PontifexmaximusiPiiny, Panegyric83.5, 94.4; Suetonius, Titus9.l\ above, pp. 188-92. 
ĪLS252 ( A . D . 77-8); LLS295 ( A . D . 113-14); ILS 129 ( A . D . 202); ILS255 and 3781 
(Severan). 'Restoration' was strongly motivated ideologically: above, pp. 196-7; E. 
Thomas and Witschel (1992). 
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often acted as caretakers (aeditui) of individual temples.27 But symbolically 
(and practically, no doubt, in the case of major decisions and major new 
foundations) it was the emperor who controlled the temples of official 
cult. 

One of the most striking changes in the landscape of Roman religion 
under the empire was the impact of the new temples of deified emperors. 
Almost half the twenty or so new state temples built between the reigns of 
Augustus and Constantine were dedicated to divi, for, at least up to the m i d 
second century A . D . , almost ali deified emperors had a temple built in their 
honour (deified empresses generally shared the temple of their husbands; 
minor deities of the imperial family usually had no specific shrine). 2 8 These 
nine new temples followed the precedent set by Octavian, who had conse-
crated the temple to divus Julius in the Roman Forum where Caesars 
funeral pyre had stood; although they did not claim to occupy the very site 
of the imperial pyres, the vowing of a temple, its building and dedication 
were the culmination of an elaborate process of funeral and official conse-
cration by the Roman senate. Most temples ofthe divi were large and con-
spicuous. That of divus Antoninus and diva Faustina (later converted into 
a church) still towers over the F o r u m . T h e colossal temple to the deified 
Trajan and his wife Plotina (of which very little now survives) seems to have 
been added on to Trajan's Forum by Hadrian - so completing that vast 
complex which focussed directly on Trajan's military achievements, burial 
and apotheosis, and was noted in antiquity as one of the most remarkable 
sights of Rome. 3 0 The temples of the divi not only reflect the religious dom
inance of the emperor; they themselves added enormously to the monu
mental prominence of emperors at Rome. 

Other imperial foundations raise much more acute questions about the 
limits of acceptable Innovat ion at Rome. Just as Augustus had built temples 
to a particular group of deities closely associated with his tégime, so Ves
pasian promoted the cult of Pax, Domitian that of Minerva - and both these 
traditional Roman deities were honoured wi th new temples as centre pieces 

27 Curator aedium sacrarum et operum publicorum: A. E. Gordon (1952) 279-304; Kolb 
(1993); fourth century: below, p. 382. Imperial delegation of restoration, of 
Capitolium: Tacitus, HistoriesW.53- Outside Rome, local Councils gave permission for 
sites (e.g. 12.5c(v)) and aedilesiooked after them (lexIrnitana: y4£(1986) 333 paraš 19, 
79 (trans. JRS76 (1986) 182, 194); Rives (1995a) 28-39). 

28 Wissowa (1912) 596-7 has a list, from which we have excluded temples not certainly 
official (above, n. 19; Caelestis was also a private cult: Rives (1995a) 68-9) or not cer
tainly imperial in date (Jupiter Propugnator, Bellona Pulvinensis). Augustan temple 
building: above, pp. 196-201. Up to Marcus Aurelius only Nerva and Lucius Verus did 
not have their own temples; after that only the temple to Divus Romulus of c. A.D. 307 
is attested (below, p. 260). 

29 Above pp. 197; 208; Priče (1987) 77-8; 4.7 for rhe temples in the Roman Forum. 
30 Map 1 no. 8; Zanker (1970); Boatwright (1987) 74-98; Steinby (1993-) 11.348-56. 

For the huge precinct of divus Claudius, Map 1 no. 3; Ε. Nash (1968) 1.243-8; Steinby 
(1993-) 1.277-8. 
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of grand new fora.3 1 Particular foreign deities were also honoured in this way. 
Emperors did not systematically seek to transfer foreign cults from the 
provinces to the capital; there was no policy to make Rome an official show-
case for the religious life of the empire. Individual emperors might import 
cults (or cult images) to Rome, sometimes as a result of conquest (as in the 
republican tradition): Aurelian, for example, in A . D . 274 brought the Sun 
and Belos from Palmyra after its recapture by h i m . 3 2 In othet cases, as we 
shall see, the emperors new foundations reflect his own 'foreign' back-
ground: it was a marker of the yet greater religious complexity, the even less 
certain boundary between the Roman and the foreign, that, from the second 
century on, emperors themselves were often of provincial origin. What was 
to count as 'Roman' religion, when the pontifex maximus himself, the apex 
of the official religious structure of Rome, came from Spain or Syria? 

Caracalla's temple of Sarapis on the Quirinal hi l l , attested by an inscrip
tion recording the dedication of a temple by Caracalla to the Egyptian god, 
was an imperial foundation to an Egyptian god within the sacred boundary 
of the city. 3 3 But how Egyptian is 'Egyptian'? The cult of Sarapis at Rome 
was often associated with Egyptian Isis, with all its paraded marks of alien 
cult (Egyptian music, shaved heads, bizarre costumes...). At the same time 
a cult of Sarapis could be seen as more Greek than Egyptian, and hence 
much more easily brought into the sphere of Roman public cult. There was 
a tradition that the cult had originally been introduced to the Egyptian 
coastal city of Alexandria (one of the major Mediterranean centres of Greek 
culture) not from inland Egypt but from elsewhere in the Greek world; 
while the priesthood of the cult in Rome, in the nearby port of Ostia, as 
well as in Alexandria itself, was purely Greek in form. The case of Sarapis 
shows that not all cults that are Egyptian in name need also be Egyptian in 
atmosphere, feeling or ritual — so further problematizing the boundary 
between what is Roman and what is not. 

31 Pax: Platner and Ashby (1929) 386-8; J. C. Anderson (1984) 101-18. Minerva: 
Steinby (1993- ) 11.309; J. C. Anderson (1984) 129-33. For the continuing impor-
tance of Roman cults in the third Century A . D . , Alföldy (1989). 

32 The formal procedures of evocatio are not attested under the empire (for their last 
attested use see above, pp. 132-4). Aurelian: Zosimus 1.61.2; Augustan History, 
Aurelian 25.5-6 claims the Roman cult was derived from that at Emesa; below, p. 256. 

33 Map 2 no. 24. 1LS 4387, on a plaque not the architrave of the temple. Valenzani 
(1991-2). Malaise (1972b) 131-6 on Greekness. This also shows how different archae-
ological reconstructions can lead to very different interpretations of the religious history 
of Rome. The inscription has often been linked to the nearby remains of a massive tem
ple (below, n. 34). I f that connection were correct, it would ptovide powerful evidence 
for the public prominence of an Egyptian cult within the pomerium, under lavish offi
cial imperial patronage, by the early third Century A . D . In fact, there is no very strong 
reason to link the modest inscription with the huge temple; and it is much mote plau
sible (especially given how much was being spent on Caracalla's orher massive building 
projects) to think in terms o f a much smaller, much less prominenr, structure some-
where in the area. 
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Two other temples represent different ways of incorporating the foreign. 
The first is a massive temple whose remains are on the Quirinal, almost cer
tainly the emperor Septimius Severus' new foundation in honour of Liber 
and Hercules. It was the second latgest temple ever built in Rome (we shall 
consider the largest shottly), with its centtal square covering 13,000 square 
metres, and its columns over 21 metres high; for the contemporary senato
rial historian Cassius Dio a prime example of the emperor's useless extrav-
agance. Liber (or Bacchus) and Hercules were gods long familiär at Rome; 
and although the worship of Bacchus had been on occasion the focus of 
official Roman control, there was no obvious sense in which Hercules was 
regularly regarded as dangerously alien. On the other hand, in this particu
lar pairing Liber and Hercules were the ancestral gods of the empetor's 
birthplace at Lepcis Magna in North Africa. We do not know how Roman 
or foreign they seemed in this paiticulat temple; besides, their image would 
have changed with diffetent worshippers or observers, with diffetent back-
grounds and in different religious contexts. Nevertheless, i f Egyptian 
Satapis could claim a Greek pedigree, it is clear too that such appatently 
'Roman' gods as Liber and Hercules could also evoke the African homeland 
of the new emperor.34 

One emperor in the third century A . D . became particularly associated 
with the introduction of flagrantly alien cults, incompatible with the tradi
tions of official Roman religion. Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (known 
posthumously as Elagabalus, after the deity whom he promoted and whose 
priest he was) is said to have introduced from his native city in Syria the cult 
of the god Elagabalus. The surviving ancient accounts of the career of this 
emperor (who was only 18 years old when he čame to the throne and ruled 
for just four years) are flamboyantly extravagant — füll of lurid anecdotes 
about his stränge sexual practices (an attempted sex-change, for example) 
and stories of black humour about his treatment of the elite (a banquet that 
ended with a shower of rose petals so numerous that they actually smoth-
ered the guests...). These accounts in general are much more important fot 
what they can teil us about common Roman fantasies of transgressive 
behaviour than for any accurate Information they may (or more often may 
not) offer about the histoty of Elagabalus' reign. 3 5 But surviving archaeo
logical evidence from Rome does confirm some elements of the religious 

34 Marked by Map 2 no. 24. Cassius Dio LXXVII.16.3; E. Nash (1968) 11.376-83; 
Valenzani (1991-2). The similarity to the temple of Sarapis at Alexandria, on a hill 
with an approach from the rear, is not a decisive argument in favour of this temple also 
being a Sarapeum. 

35 These criticisms are attested only after the overthrow of the emperor. Cassius Dio 
LXXX. 11-12, 21.2; Herodian V.5.6-6.10; Augustan History, Elagabalus^ = 6.6c for an 
extreme example. Turcan (1989) 174-80; Baldus (1991); Miliar (1993) 306-8. The 
form of the name 'Heliogabalus' sometimes used today is not found before the fourth 
Century. Elagabalus also brought Caelestis from Carthage (Cassius Dio LXXIX. 12; 
Herodian V.6.4-5). 
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changes reported by the literary sources. Since this is such a spectacular dis-
play of Innovation, imagined, debated and stigmatized, we shall consider it 
in some detail. 

The story goes that in A . D . 219 the emperor brought from Emesa to 
Rome the cult image of the god - which (like the cult image of Magna 
Mater, introduced in 204 B . C . ) took the form not of a statue, but of an 
unworked stone. In Rome he established two temples for the god: one 
(referred to by ancient writers) on the outskirts; and another huge one (of 
which some traces still remain) on the Palatine — probably rebuilding and 
enlarging the existing temple of Jupiter Ultor. 3 6 The cult image was appar-
ently carried in procession between the two temples twice a year. In linger-
ing over the disgusting irregularities of the reign, Dio claims that what was 
most offensive about these religious innovations was not the foreign nature 
of the deity, nor the stränge aspects of the worship (though they were bad 
enough — ranging from circumcision to human sacrifice; bizarrely too the 
emperor even 'married o f f his deity to the Carthaginian goddess Tanit or 
Caelestis); worse was the fact that the new god was placed at the head of the 
Roman pantheon, above Jupiter (and was invoked first in all public sacri
fices), and that the emperor paraded his role as priest of this foreign god. 
Indeed the priesthood was occasionally featured on the emperors coinage; 
and the Greek historian Herodian, writing just after Elagabalus' reign, teils 
how the emperor (before he had arrived in Italy) had sent to the senate a 
portrait of himself dressed in his eastern priestly costume — with I n s t r u c 

tions that it should be hung in the senate-house.37 There could hardly be a 
more striking reversal of the Augustan association between the emperor 
and pontifex maximus; the fantasy (at least) of a radical overturning of the 
association between imperial power and official religion. As with other sto
ries of the career of Elagabalus, this anecdote prompts its readers to reflect 
on the possibility that the marginal, 'foreign' religions of the empire might 
indeed usurp the position of 'official' cult. In the Official' version of the 
story, of course, the upshot is the public restoration of traditional order: the 
god and the emperor were so closely associated that when the emperor feil 
the god was banished from Rome, and the temple rededicated, fittingly 
enough, to Jupiter Ultor, the Avenger. 

Religious I n n o v a t i o n in the principate was not, however, only a matter 
of the importation of new cults from the provinces of the empire. A num
ber of temple foundations seem to represent new ways of conceptualizing 
the relationship between place and the traditions of Rome - whose impor
tance in the Augustan period we discussed in chapter 4. In particular, three 

36 Map 2 no. 11; the suburban temple may have been in the sanctuary of Palmyran gods: 
Map 2 no. 14. E. Nash (1968) 1.537-41; Coarelli (1986a) 230-53, (1987) 433-9; 
excavations in Vigna Barberini (1990) and following years, Chausson (1995), Steinby 
(1993-) 1.14-16, I I I . 10-11. 

37 Herodian V.5.5-7 = 8.5c. 
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new state temples of the second and third centuries attempted in different 
and novel ways to relate Rome to the whole cosmic order. First, two 
Hadrianic temples. The Pantheon, perhaps the most impressive monu
ment to have survived from imperial Rome, replaced an earlier Augustan 
temple on the same spot, which had already been much restored.38 Hadrian 
emphasized his adherence to Augustan ideology in various different ways: 
he restored the original inscription above the porch, so that the building 
still emblazoned the name of Agrippa (Augustus' right-hand man) as 
builder; and he retained the principal deities honoured in the original 
building, including Mars and Venus, perhaps along wi th statues of 
Augustus and Agrippa. But the building itself had a revolutionary new 
plan: behind the porch, the temple consisted of an enormous rotunda, cov-
ered by a dome — with light entering the vast space inside through a circu-
lar opening in the centre of the dome. I t is one of the most dramatic designs 
of any Roman building; even today the shafts of light that come through 
the central aperture, moving wi th the sun, are spectacular. But it is not just 
spectacle. Dio observes that the form of the whole temple, with its domed 
roof, resembles the heavens themselves.39 And although there have been 
endless theories about the precise Interpretation of the architectural sym-
bolism, it is clear that in evoking the vault of heaven wi th its sun, the build
ing displayed the old deities of Rome in an explicitly cosmic setting.4 0 

Hadrians temple of Venus and Rome, close to the Roman Forum, also 
expressed a new relationship between Rome and the divine order.41 This was 
the largest temple ever built in the city (with a platform 145 by 100 metres 
and surrounding columns almost 2 metres in diameter). Its plan was quite 
unlike any other in the city; for, in order to house the statues of the two deities, 
two Chambers (cellae) were constructed, back to back - one entered from the 
colonnade at the front of the temple to the west, the other from the colon-
nade at the rear. Just as with the Pantheon, there are strong Augustan echoes 
in this building: the cult of Venus, in particular, alludes in an Augustan man
ner to the goddess who was the mother of Aeneas. But there are radical inno
vations too. In this Hadrianic temple, Venus' associations were no longer with 
the current dynasty (which, in any case, did not claim divine descent), but 
with Rome as a whole. Even more strikingly the goddess 'Rome' shared the 
dedication of the temple with Venus. There had long been cults of Rome in 
the Greek world, so too more recently in the Latin west; even in Rome there 
was a minor cult of the ' Genius of the Roman people'. But this was the first 

38 Map 1 no. 31; Fig. 6.1. Ε. Nash (1968) Π.170-5; De Fine Licht (1968); W. L. 
MacDonald (1976); Boatwright (1987) 42-51; above, p. 209. 

39 LIII.27.2. 
40 The building thus develops the traditional notion of the templum, a designated space in 

a special relationship to the heavens: see 4.4 for more details. It was also a place where 
the emperor administered justice: Cassius Dio LXIX.7.1. 

41 Map 1 no. 6. E. Nash (1968) II.496-9; Beaujeu (1955) 128-61; Boatwright (1987) 101, 
119-33; Cassatella and Panella (1990). Cf. above, pp. 160, 176 and below, p. 259. 
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time that 'Rome' received a cult in the city itself. Here, in what was later 
known as the 'temple ofthe city', eternal Roma was represented, enthroned 
and holding in her right hand the Palladium, symbol of Rome's eternity. This 
was a revolutionary development in the religion of place, a new expression of 
the enduring place of Rome in the divine order. I t goes closely together with 

258 



6.2 The visibility of religious 

Fig. 6.1 The 
Pantheon, as 
depicted in a 
nineteenth-century 
engraving. 

Hadrians adaptation of the festival of the Parilia. As we have seen, since at 
least the first century B . C . the primeval festival of the Parilia had been taken 
to commemorate the foundation of the city. I t seems that Hadrian dedicated 
this new temple during the Parilia, perhaps in A . D . 121, a festival which in 
turn was henceforth known as the 'Romaea'.42 

A temple built more than a Century later illustrates even more clearly the 
potential ambiguities between tradition and I n n o v a t i o n . In A . D . 274 the 
emperor Aurelian dedicated a great temple to the Sun (Sol), which was 
famed in antiquity for the richness of the offerings and dedications i t con
tained. Though little survives today, its remains were recorded by antiquar-
ians between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries; and we rely largely on 
their reports in attempting to reconstruct its general appearance — an 
unusual design (if our reconstructions are right) of one grand precinct, sur-
rounded by a portico, wi th a temple building in the middle, another 
smaller precinct forming an entrance, and perhaps a third precinct off the 
other side.4 3 The cult of the Sun can have clear associations with eastern 
religions: the füll title of the god Elagabalus was, in fact, Sol Invictus 
Elagabalus — Invincible Sun Elagabalus; and here it is often assumed that 
the particular form of the cult derived from the cult of Ba'al at Palmyra in 
Syria, after Aurelians successful campaigns there. Certainly, the building of 
this temple has been interpreted by modern and (in all likelihood) ancient 
observers as the final triumph of Oriental cults' in Rome. At the same 
time, however, its significance had Roman roots too. So, for example, a reg
ulär sacrifice to Sol is marked on 9 August of several Augustan calendars; 
and there had been a longstanding identification in both the Greek and 
Roman worlds of the god Apollo with Sol (or Greek Helios). The sanctu-
ary was also located in a place with strong associations with the Augustan 
principate: i t was opposite the famous Ara Pacis, and near another historic 
altar, the Ara Providentiae (the Altar of Providence, founded under the 
early empire). Besides, the imagery of the god — at least on the few con
temporary coins on which it is shown - is strongly Graeco-Roman, rather 
than Oriental (contrast the explicit eastern imagery attached to Elagabalus' 
cult); and the priesthood founded to serve the cult was given the very 
Roman title of 'pontifices o f the Sun'. A single divine name 'Sun' could 
evoke either alien 'Oriental' excess or 'native' traditionalism, or both; the 
same cult arrangements - here, for example, the new priesthood - could 
suggest both a continuing adherence to traditional religious forms, as well 
as an aggressive attempt to outdo those traditions (the invention of a new 
set of pontifices after nearly a thousand years representing a challenge to, as 
much as respect for, the old arrangements). 

Such developments continue up to the very last phases of pagan Rome. 

42 Athenaeus, Tabk-talk VIII.361e-f = 5.1c. 
43 Map 2 no. 9. Wissowa (1912) 315 n. 3, 367-8; Kahler (1937); Coarelli (1983a) 240-1; 

Torelli (1992). Below, n. 56. Coins: R1CVA, p. 301 (asses of mint at Serdica). 
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Though the emperors of the late third and early fourth centuries (the 
tetrarchs) did not build major new temples, still there were significant new 
foundations in the very heart of the traditional city. Diocletian commemo-
rated vows to the gods taken at the twentieth anniversary of his rule (in A . D . 
303) with a major monument in the Roman Forum. Maxentius ( A . D . 
306-312), who restored Hadrian s temple of Venus and Rome after a fire, also 
built near the Roman Forum in A . D . 307 a small round temple to his deified 
(and well-named) son Romulus (it was close to the massive basilica he built 
for judicial business, which still dominates the forum); this temple came to 
include other divioithe dynasty, but was rededicated by Constantine (who 
defeated Maxentius to take the throne in A . D . 312) to Jupiter Stator. This was 
no doubt another loaded dedication - the first temple to Jupiter Stator in the 
city had, it was said, been dedicated by the legendary Romulus, the founder 
of the city. 4 4 Even in this last period of the pagan history of Rome, the offi
cial cults of the state and official temple foundations still found a powerful 
symbolism in the most ancient stones and places of Rome. 

2. The visibility of religions 

In this section we consider the impact of religions on the population of the 
capital. How conscious of the state festivals would an 'ordinary' inhabitant 
of the city have been? How noticeable were the new cults — whether in terms 
of their buildings, their religious activities, or their social prominence? 
What was the impact of their claims on writers and other intellectuals? We 
start by exploring populär involvement in the official religions of Rome. As 
we have seen, there is clear evidence throughout the principate for the reli
gious and priestly activity of the elite in state cult. But how much of that 
impinged on the rest of the population? The senatorial officials may have per-
formed these rituals anywhere between piously and perfunctorily. But was the 
rest of the city passionately involved or entirely unmoved by them?4 5 

The senatorial elite did not monopolize state cults - whether as office-
holders or as participants. The Luperci (as we have already noted) were 
drawn principally from the equites during this petiod. Minor priesthoods, 
too, such as the so-called 'lesser' pontifices and flamines (who are now, 
admittedly, little more than names to us) were also reserved for the equites; 
as were many of the ancient priesthoods of the Latin cities round 
Rome. 4 6 The equestrian order was still of course unquestionably part of the 

44 Liebeschuetz (1979) 236-7; Coarelli (1986b) 1-35. There were also religious monu-
ments in private houses probably of this date: a three-aisled room, whose apse was dec-
orared with a wolf suckling Romulus and Remus, with a Lupercus on each side; and a 
shrine on the Esquiline hill containing statues of Egyptian and other gods. Lupercal: 
Spätantike (1983) 279-80; Weiland (1992); Esquiline: Map 2 no. 21; Malaise (1972a) 
176-7; Stambaugh (1978) 598. On Constantine, below, pp. 369-75. 

45 The use of official religious imagery in the private sphere: Zanker (1988) 265-95. 
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elite. But more humble Romans also had a variety of parts to play within offi
cial religion. In addition to the local cults of the wards that we discussed in 
chapter 4 (under the charge of four annual magistrates, who were mainly ex-
slaves, aided by four slave officials),4 7 many cults of the Roman people as a 
whole gave 'ordinary Citizens official roles. In the cult of Magna Mater dur
ing the empire, for example - a religion which always challenges any strict 
boundary we might try to draw between the Roman and the foreign, 
between official and 'alternative' teligions 4 8 - the priests and priestesses 
were mainly ex-slaves, newly enfranchised Roman Citizens.49 (This was a 
notable change from republican practice when the cult's priestly officials 
čame from the goddess' native Phrygia in Asia Minor, and Roman Citizens 
were banned from serving in the cult.) Likewise ex-slaves (as well as freeborn 
men from the Italian towns) provided many of the specialist personnel 
required in all the most central Roman rituals: musicians to play at the rites, 
men to ki l i the sacrificial animals, haruspices, temple attendants and so 
forth. Many of these groups of cult 'servants' even proudly formed their own 
professional associations around their religious duties; these were not just, in 
other words, positions of menial service, but part of a paraded official reli
gious status open to some of the most lowly inhabitants of Rome. 5 0 

Official festivals of the state calendar could also have a considerable 
impact on public life at all levels. Not all festivals, no doubt; it is a fair guess 
that during the principate some of the minor rituals would have been car
ried out by a handful of priests, quite properly and routinely but practically 
unnoticed by anyone eise. Many festivals on the other hand did make a dif
ference to the lives of a wide cross-section of the city's population. 5 1 This 
could be a matter of active participation: we know that crowds sometimes 
turned out to watch the Lupercalia (some women no doubt waiting to be 
Struck with the thongs wielded by the Luperci — which were reputed to 
bring fertility to the childless); some festivals (like the Saturnalia) involved 
private celebrations at the same time as public sacrifices; and at supplica-
tiones everyone, male or female, was supposed to sacrifice wine and incense 
in public. I t is striking too that Athenaeus in the second century A . D . , 
writing a (fictional) scholarly discussion set in Rome, has the calm of his 

46 Luperci: Wrede (1983); above, pp. 184-6. 'Lesser' pontifices zna flamines Άαά tubicines: 
Wissowa (1912) 489, 492, 519, 557. Latin priesthoods, below, p. 323. 

47 They were responsible for the local festivals, including the local games (ludi compital-
icii), and the names of the magistrates were inscribed, just like the names of the consuls, 
on official lists (starting mainly in 7 B.c.). Above, pp. 184-6; 8.6a. For the parallel asso
ciations of Augustales outside Rome, below, pp. 323-4. 

48 Above, pp. 96-98; 164-6; with the passages collected at 2.7. 
49 Even the arcbigalli found in the second and third centuries A . D . were mainly ex-slaves. 

Wissowa (1912) 320; Lambrechts (1952) 155-9; Schillinger (1979) 289-97, 360-2. 
Cf. below, pp. 337—8 for control by the quindecimviri. 

50 Waltzing (1895-1900) IV.131-5; Purcell (1983); Di Stefano Manzella (1994). 
51 Any regulations on participation normally apply specifically to Roman Citizens, but 

participation was not monitored and free non-citizens were presumably not excluded. 
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intellectual Speakers disturbed by the noise of boisterous enjoyment, of 
music and singing in the streets at the Parilia.5 2 

Religious rules also prescribed activities that could not take place on fes-
tal days. According to the state calendar, the courts did not sit on most 
major festival days; and sometimes religious celebrations were accompa-
nied by a ban on mourning one's own kin — in the Saecular Games of A . D . 
204 the closure of the courts (as well as the prohibition on mourning) 
lasted, exceptionally, for 30 days. A t least in theory (for rules affecting pri
vate conduct are always especially hard to enforce), religious festivals made 
a difference to the lives of the city's inhabitants. 

One particular kind of religious ceremonial certainly involved mass par-
ticipation. The various types of ludi (games) - from circus races to theatri-
cal Performances or gladiatorial shows — were regularly given as part of the 
festivals to the gods or deified emperors. O f course, many of those who went 
to enjoy the races or the plays may not have had 'religion' (in our sense of the 
word) uppermost in their minds; but there remained strong associations 
between the games and the gods throughout the principate. Images and 
symbols of the appropriate deities, for example, were paraded through the 
streets of Rome to the Circus or theatre, where sacrifices were performed; 
and the audience is reported, on one occasion at least (in the civil wars at the 
very end of the Republic), to have been keenly observant of this ritual. In 40 
B . C . , during the campaign of Octavian and Antony against Sextus Pompey, 
at the festival of Pompey's patron god Neptune, the statue of Neptune was 
carried into the Circus and the people showed their support for Pompey by 
warmly applauding; when Octavian subsequently had it omitted from the 
procession, there was a r iot . 5 3 O f course, the audience was here putting a 
strongly 'political' gloss on the ceremonies; but they were certainly not 
oblivious of these divine preliminaries, merely waiting for the 'entertain-
ment' to start - as Christian critics of the late second and third centuries A . D . 
confirm when they argue that Christians should avoid ali games, not only 
because of their intrinsic immorality, but also because of their context in the 
worship of the traditional gods.5 4 

The number of days of ludi increased under the empire. There were 77 

52 Lupercalia: Plutarch, Romulus 21 = 5.2a. Saturnalia: Macrobius 1.24.22-3 = 5.3a; 
Pliny, Letters II.17.23-4 = 5.3b. At the Saecular Games the whole free population of 
the city was supposed to purifỳ itself. Above, p. 203. Cf. Ovid, Fasti III.523—696 for the 
populär festival of Anna Perenna. Participation: above, pp. 48-52. 

53 Cassius Dio XLVIII.31, preferable to Suetonius, Augustus 16. The circus (Map 1 no. 
15) with its statues of the gods was a widespread motif on mosaics, reliefs and sar-
cophagi: Humphrey (1986) 175-294. See also below, ρ. 383 fig. 8.3. 

54 Tertullian, On Shotvs; also On Shows ascribed to Cyprian, but probably by Novatian 
and hence written in Rome. Ludi: Wissowa (1912) 449-67; Taylor (1935); Balsdon 
(1969) 244-339; Weismann (1972) on Christians; Hopkins (1983) 1-30; above, pp. 
122-3. There is a similar argument as to whether classical Athenian tragedies were 'reli
gious' or merely 'entertaining': Goldhill (1987). 
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days in Rome in the early first century A . D . , 177 days in the mid fourth 
century A . D . 5 5 The increase was due partly to the addition of ludi to 
ancient festivals, partly to the creation of new festivals or the building of 
new temples commemorated by games. So, for example, when Hadrian 
dedicated the precinct of the temple to Venus and Rome in A . D . 121, he 
added circus games to the ancient Parilia, which became a festival populai 
with ali the residents of Rome and ali visitors to the city. The foundation 
of Aurelians temple of the Sun was commemorated with games on a four-
year cycle (recorded under a Greek title: 'the agon (contest) of the Sun'), 
and by the fourth century this cult was also associated with annual four-
day ludi.% 

Ludiweie events for the city as a whole, open not just to Roman Citizens, 
but to foreigners and slaves. When much of the Colosseum was destroyed by 
lightning i n A . D . 2 1 7 o n the day of the Vulcanalia (the festival of the god Vul-
can), this was taken to portend the evils that would afflict the whole Roman 
empire, whence čame the spectators that usually packed the building. And 
during the major shows put on by Augustus, the streets were said to be so 
empty that he had to S t a t i o n guards round the city to prevent robbery. 5 7This 
story is told because it celebrated the popularity of the /Wipresented under 
the auspices of the emperor and his care for city and Citizens; but it gives a 
good idea of the scale of the games. 150,000 could sit in the Circus Maximus, 
and the Colosseum (opened in A . D . 80) held 50,000 seated, and another 
5,000 standing at the top. This was one way the people as a whole, Citizens 
and others, were collectively involved in the official cults of imperial Rome. 

Against this background of the great state temples and public festivals, how 
visible were the new cults of Rome? We have emphasized throughout this 
book that 'new' cults were no novelty at Rome - and some of the republican 
imports were among the most conspicuous in the city. At the festivals of 
Magna Mater in the late Republic and early empire, for example, eunuchs 
preceded the goddess through the streets of Rome banging drums and clash-
ing cymbals; these eunuchs, dressed in their bright costume, with heavy jew-
els and long greased hair, seem even to have had official permission to go 
round the city 'begging' for funds, at least on the appointed days of the year. 
But what of the more recent imports? How visible and how distinctive were 
their monuments and buildings? Jews and Christians may not have been 
instantly identifiable in the streets of Rome by a characteristic costume or 
style of hair - but was there anything eise that made them conspicuous?58 

55 Calendar entries for April (3.3) include the Megalesian Games, games of Ceres, of 
Flora, and 'Public Fortune' - extending over several days. 

56 Parilia: Beaujeu (1955) 131-2; Salzman (1990) 155; cf. above, pp. 174-6. Ludi Soliš: 
Salzman (1990) 127, 150-1. 

57 Vulcanalia: Cassius Dio LXXIX.25-26.1. Augustus: Suetonius, Augustus43.1. 
58 Jews: Cohen (1993). Priests of Magna Mater: above, pp. 164-6. There may also have 

been travelling priests of the Syrian goddess who openly demanded money for their 
cult: Apuleius, MetamorphosesVUl.24-30, XI.4, 8-10 (= 5.6c). 
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One of the major new cults in Rome paraded a particularly clear dis-
tinctive identity through its public monuments and rituals. The sanctuary 
of Isis and Sarapis on the Campus Martius differed from normal Graeco-
Roman temples in its design and decoration; and much of it (also unlike a 
traditional civic sanctuary) was not open to non initiates (Fig. 6.2). 5 9 It 
seems to have been started in the reigns of Augustus and Gaius, but the 
sanctuary as we know it dates from the later first century A . D . , wi th some 
later additions and alterations. Two arches formed the entrance to a large 
courtyard some 70 metres across, within which was an obelisk honouring 
the emperor Domitian, who had rebuilt the temple (perhaps on a new 
plan) after its destruction by fire in A . D . 80. This courtyard was open to 
passers-by, but two sanctuaries opened off it, accessible only through nar-
row doorways and probably not evident to the general public. To the south 
was a sanctuary of Isis: here, at the centre of a great semicircular apse, was a 
colossal statue of the deity, flanked in other niches by statues of Sarapis and 
Anubis. Projecting into the water in the middle of the apse were giant stat
ues in Greek style, of Tiber, Nile and Ocean, symbolizing the position of 
the cult in the Roman world. To the north was a great courtyard, up to 70 
metres across and 140 metres long. Its layout and purpose are not wholly 
clear (as the Severan marble plan largely breaks off at this point and as exca-
vations have been only very partial), but it included at least one (and pre-
sumably two) lines of obelisks or trees, perhaps forming a processional 
route, and at the far end probably shrines for Isis and Sarapis, one (Isis) in 
Egyptian style, the other (Sarapis) in Greek style. The plan of this northern 
area was probably modelled on the sanctuary of Sarapis at Saqquara in 
Egypt. Overall, some of the decoration came directly from Egypt - includ
ing several sphinxes and portraits of earlier Egyptian rulers (pharaohs and 
Ptolemies) and also several of the obelisks that were re-used centuries later 
to decorate the Renaissance piazzas of Rome. Other items, including 
baboons and crocodiles, were imitations of genuine Egyptian products but 
further enhanced the 'Egyptian' atmosphere. In addition, the priests of the 
cult obeyed bizarre regulations of dress and diet: shaved heads, white robes, 
a prohibition on the eating of pork and fish and the drinking of wine. 
Elaborate daily rituals took place in these sanctuaries behind closed doors, 
but outside the sanctuary individual initiates could be seen performing 
actions that seemed quite weird to some observers - such as leaping into the 
river Tiber; and on festival days grand carnival processions passed through 
the streets of Rome. 6 0 

59 Map 2 no. 26. Above, n. 17; Malaise (1972a) 187-214; Lembke (1994); Steinby 
(1993—) III.107-9. For a painting from Herculaneum of an Isis temple, 12.4e. 

60 Priests: Malaise (1972b) 113-43; Illustration: 5.8e. Rituals: Malaise (1972b) 217-43; 
Juvenal, Satires6.522-41 = 12.4d; Apuleius, MetamorphosesX1.9~-10 = 5.6c gives a fic-
tional account set in Corinth. See above, pp. 250-1 for the problem of the status of 
these festivals. Recondite 'Egyptian' books used in initiations: Apuleius, Metamorphoses 
XI.22. 
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Fig. 6.2 The 
sanctuary of Isis and 
Sarapis on the 
Campus Martius, 
Rome. 
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In addition to this major sanctuary of Isis, there is evidence for some 
thirteen other sites of Egyptian cults in imperial Rome, varying widely in 
siže, character and prominence. One of the fourteen regions into which the 
city was divided was named, in lists of the fourth century A . D . (detailing the 
different regions and their buildings), after a sanctuary of Isis and Sarapis. 
Although we can identify no surviving traces of this sanctuary, it must have 
been prominent enough by the mid fourth century A . D . for it (rather than, 
say, the Colosseum which was in the same region) to give its name to this 
division of the city. 6 1 Other sanctuaries are, to us at least, obscure - and 
some were contained within private houses. For example, the series of 
second-century A . D . Isiac graffiti from a house on the Aventine hill seems to 
have been written by a small Isiac group which met there.6 2 

No other 'foreign religion in the city was so visible to the casual visitor. 
The cult of Mithras seems to have been established in Rome by the early 
second century A . D . and evidence for it remains abundant until the second 
half of the third century A . D . The classic sanctuaries of the cult (the so-
called 'caves') appeared in the middle of the second century.w Up to forty 
of these sanctuaties, dating to the second and third centuries A . D . , can be 
located in Rome - or eise fairly certainly conjectured (from inscriptional 
evidence, for example).64 They rank among the most elaborately designed 
and decorated of ali religious places in Rome. But they were sited away 
from the casual eye, inside buildings which had rooms to let, in private 
houses, or in the various military camps scattered across the city. Similarly 
in Ostia Mithraic sanctuaries were found in secluded locations, away from 
the major roads; and only two were entered directly from the street. 
Mithraic sanctuaries were for the initiates alone and presented no public 
exterior to the world. This seclusion of its shrines may have been one of the 
ways in which Mithraism differentiated itself from traditional civic cult: 
consciously opposing its dark and private places to the public openness of 
civic temples. 

There seems to have been a similar seclusion (though not necessarily for 
similar reasons) about many o f the cult places of Judaism and, in its earliest 
phases, of Christianity. By the mid first century B.C. there was a substantial 
Jewish C o m m u n i t y in Rome, numbering several thousands by the 

61 Map 2 no. 18; Coarelli (1982) 59-63. Region I I I : Malaise (1972a) 171-6; Häuber 
(1990) 43-54; de Vos (1993); Steinby (1993-) I I I . l 10-12. 

62 Map 2 no. 28. Darsy (1968) 30-55; Malaise (1972a) 142, 225-7; 12.4f; below, p. 269. 
Cf. White (1990) 26-59 for other adaptations of houses. 

63 R. L. Gordon (1977-8); Boyce and Grenet (1991) 468-90. General inrroductions: 
Vermaseren (1963); Merkelbach (1984), with excellent pictures; Clauss (1990); Beck 
(1992); Turcan (1993). The evidence peters out when western inscriptions largely dis-
appear: above, n. 7. 'Caves': below, n. 96; photograph in 4.6a. 

64 Map 3. Coarelli (1979). Coarelli's arguments for a total of 700 Mithraic sanctuaries in 
Rome are very fragile; Clauss (1992) 17-18 is rightly sceptical, particularly on rhe epi-
graphic evidence, but fails to account for the evidence of the monuments. Steinby 
(1993-) III.257-70 catalogues 27 sanctuaties. 
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Augustan period. Their presence in the city was w e l l known (even though 
their religious practices did not involve the public displays and processions 
associated with other cults); and in Ostia a synagogue has been excavated, 
dating in its earliest phases to the first century A . D . , prominently located, 
even i f on the outskirts of the town. However, though literary and epi-
graphic sources mention about eleven Jewish synagogues in Rome itself 
during the imperial period, none of them is known atchaeologically. This 
may be a matter of chance survivals and losses; and one of the synagogues 
was certainly once prominent enough to be mentioned in an inscription as 
a local landmark. 6 5 But i t may also be that most of these synagogues were 
simple meeting places in houses, leaving no pennanent marks of theif reli
gious function. 

Evidence of the early Christian church shows how complex and shifting 
issues of visibility or invisibility might be. Christians certainly seem to have 
avoided distinctive and recognizable 'churches' in Rome until at least the 
third century A . D . Christian groups were established in Rome by the late 50s 
(Paul wrote a lettet to the Romans, that is to the Christian community in the 
city, c. A . D . 55, and Christians were executed by Nero in A . D . 64); and 
Christian adherents in Rome increased, by stages which we cannot trace, 
until by the mid third century A . D . the church in Rome had about 150 offi
cials and was able to support 1500 widows and poor - suggesting that the 
whole community was to be numbered in thousands, making it almost cer
tainly the largest association in the city. 6 6 But Christians met in small 
groups around Rome, mainly in rooms in private houses; and like Jewish 
synagogues, none of their pre-Constantinian buildings in Rome has been 
securely identified. Indeed, the 'house church' at Dura Europus in Syria is 
the only excavated example of a clearly identified early Christian meeting 
place from the whole of the empire earlier than the fourth C e n t u r y A . D . 6 7 

Prudence and fear of persecution no doubt in part lay behind this lack 
of public display. But some Christians seem also to have feit that specific 
sanctuaties were inappropriate, since no object or building could or should 
enclose the majesty of god. But whatever the reasons for the secrecy, it also 
fuelled hostility to Christians. One Christian writer around A . D . 200 rep-
resents his opponents attacking the members of his community as 'a crowd 
that lurks in hiding places, shunning the light; they are speechless in pub
lic but gabble away in corners'.68 In the third century, however, there was an 

65 Leon (1960); Schürer (1973-87) I I I . 1, 73-82, 95-102; Solin (1983) 654-725; White 
(1990) 60-101; 4.14a (Ostia Synagogue). Local landmark: Ct t VL9821 =Noy(1995) 
no. 602. 

66 Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History VI.43.11. Modern guesses of the total number range 
from 10,000 to 30,000 or even 50,000. 

67 Dura church ( A . D . 240S): 4.15a. 
68 Martyrdom of Justin 3 = 12.7f(ii). Minucius Felix, Octavius32 = 2.10c, 8.4 = 11.1 Id . 

Cf. Pietri (1978); Snyder (1985) 67-82; Lampe (1989) 301-45; White (1990) 
102-23. 
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increasing number of purpose-built Christian churches, some, it seems, of 
considerable grandeur. No archaeological traces survive; but by the mid 
third century A . D . the Christian meeting places had become sufficiently 
evident for the emperor Valerian to order the confiscation of church prop
erty, and a little later Porphyry could claim in his treatise Against the 
Christians that Christians imitated the construction of temples in building 
great places for their prayer meetings. A l i this, of course, is before the reign 
of Constantine and the end of the main periods of persecution — suggest-
ing that fear of reprisals was not the only reason for the lack of display in 
the earliest phases of the cult. 6'' 

As early as the second century there were some Christian landmarks in 
Rome whose religious significance was evident to members of the church at 
least - even i f not recognized more widely. The Christian historian, 
Eusebius, quotes a Christian priest at Rome appealing (in an argument 
with a so-called 'heretic') to monuments to the Apostles Paul on che Ostian 
Way and Peter on the Vatican H i l l . The monument on the Vatican is prob
ably to be identified with a structure built around A . D . 170, and excavated 
below the apse of the church of Saint Peter's (founded by Constantine) 
(Fig. 6.3). 7 0 This unpretentious monument was built in a cemetery con-
sisting of fairly lavish tombs, as well as a numbet of simple burials, some of 
which may be Christian. I t was fitted carefully into an awkwardly restricted 
site in such a way as to suggest that the spot itself was feit to be of particu
lar importance; and, although there is no firm evidence (such as an inscrip
tion) to link the monument conclusively with the saint, various features 
which would offer access to pilgrims suggest that those who built the mon
ument believed that it marked the tomb of Peter. To the passing non-
Christian, on the other hand, the structure would not stand out from the 
other tombs in the cemetery. Matters of visibility depend not least on who 
is looking: although some cults (such as the Isiac religion) may have forced 
theit presence on any one who came in the way of their public rituals, oth
ers would have been visible only selectively. The committed Christian may 
have perceived the city of Rome as a place loaded wi th Christian associa
tions, marked by the presence of Christian meeting places and monuments 
whose existence would often have been hidden from, or unnoticed by, the 
casual passer-by. 

But visibility, and the significance of that visibility, also depended on the 
precise location of a cult or cult building within the city. The pomerium 

69 Third/early fourth-century churches: Porphyry, Against the Christians h. 76 (Harnack); 
CSEL XXVI.186-8 = 4.15b; Eusebius, Ecclesiastical Histoìy VIII.1.5. Cf. Laurin 
(1954); Lane Fox (1986) 587; White (1990) 123-48. Below, pp. 368-9; 376-7, for 
fourth-century churches in Rome. 

70 Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History II.25.6-7 = 12.7f(iii), A.D. 199-217. Map 4 no. 61; 
Toynbee and Ward-Perkins (1956); Chadwick (1957); Eck (1987) on social Standing 
of the deceased; Arbeirer (1988) 21-49; Lampe (1989) 82-94. For the third-centuiy 
memorial of Peter and Paul, Map 4 no. 39: 12.7f(iv). 
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Fig. 6.3 
Monument to 
Peter, Rome. 

ο 5 M E T R E S 

remained a significant boundary through the imperial period. Foreign cults 
which had been Officially' established might have sanctuaries within the 
pomerium, but even Aurelians temple of the Sun was sited just outside it, 
and the only prominent sanctuary of the unofficial cults, that of Isis, was 
also beyond the pomerium.1'' The principal area of Jewish settlement in the 
Augustan period was also outside the pomerium, west of the Tiber, in what 
is now Trastevere; seven of the known synagogues wete probably located 
here. One synagogue (the local landmark that we have already mentioned) 
was near the agger, that is the line of the pomerium — though we do not 
know on which side; others were in the Campus Martius and in the popu-
lous area of the Subura just north of the Fora (the latter of these at least was 
cleatly inside the pomerium)11 The location of Christian meeting places is 
not known with even that degree of precision, though they were probably 
scattered throughout the residential areas of the city, perhaps mainly in 
Trastevere and on the south-east side of the city in the first and second cen
turies A . D . 7 3 I t seems fairly certain, in any case, that only those foreign sanc
tuaries that were effectively out of public view, positioned in houses or 
rooms within public buildings, lay inside the pomerium14 There were, in 

71 Pomerium: above, pp. 177-81. Magna Mater: Map 2 no. 3. Sarapeum of Caracalla: 
Map 2 no. 24. Elagabalus, temporarily: Map 2 no. 11. Sol: Map 2 no. 9. 

72 Map 1 nos. 7, 26, 29. Trastevere: Philo, Embassy 155 = 12.6c(ii). Agger: above, n. 65. 
73 Lampe (1989) 10-52. The interesting discussion of the distribution of pre-

Constantinian churches in Vielliatd (1941) sadly falls on evidential grounds; above, n. 
62. 

74 As for example the Isiac meeting place on the Aventine (Map 2 no. 28; above, n. 62). 
For Mithraic sanctuaries, Map 3. 
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other words, no blatant, unofficial 'foreign sanctuaries in the monumental 
centre of Rome. I fyou chose not to look outside that centre, the traditional 
cults of the Roman state might seem unaffected by the religious develop-
ments in the rest of the city. 

We are much better informed about the location of Jews and Christians 
when they were dead — in their communal burial areas known as catacombs. 
Communal burial arrangements had precedents in Rome and Italy. In the 
early empire members of professional associations, and the slaves and ex-
slaves of the imperial house and of other families, were sometimes buried 
together in columbaria (literally 'dovecotes'), built above ground with 
niches to hold the individual cremation urns. And elsewhere in Italy mem
bers of some religious associations shared burial arrangements; we occasion-
ally find, for example, burial sites of the worshippers of Bona Dea Caelestis, 
of Hercules, of Jupiter Caelestis, of Isis and for the dendrophori ('tree-bear-
ers') of Magna Mater. 7 5 By the second century A . D . ordinary Romans had 
started to use not these traditional columbaria but (sometimes extensive) 
Underground Chambers, or catacombs. Some of these were soon taken over 
by Christians, and other, specifically Christian, burial sites were established 
- ali located, following the civic rules, well outside the pomerium. 

Some of these Christian burial areas began as private foundations (like 
the catacombs of Priscilla, founded by A . D . 190; or those of Praetextatus, in 
early third century A . D . ) ; but from around A . D . 200 Christians also had 
their first communal cemetery (Callistus).7 6 In total, the Christian cata
combs, which were in use through the fourth century A . D . , have more than 
1000 kilometres of corridors, off which burial chambers themselves were 
arranged, wi th space for some 6 million people. As their extent suggests, 
they were designed for ali members of the church, rieh and poor alike; 
charges for cemeteries were kept low and salaries paid to the officials of the 
cemeteries.77 

The Jewish Community in Rome also had catacombs exclusive to mem
bers of their faith. Seven Jewish catacombs have been found, a mile or two 
outside the city. These date from the early third (or possibly the later sec
ond) century A . D . onwards, the earliest in Trastevere. Some of these burial 
grounds are quite extensive; the catacombs on the Via Nomentana, for 
example, on the north east of Rome have 3000 feet of galleries.78 

75 Waltzing (1895-1900) 1.277-93, IV.484-95; below, p. 273. 
76 Priscilla: Map 4 no. 10. Praetextatus: Map 4 no. 38. Callistus: Map 4 no. 43. 
77 Map 4 nos. 1-60. Testini (1966) 83-122; Brandenburg (1984); Pergola (1986); 

Guyon (1987); Finney (1994) 146-230; inttoduetory, Stevenson (1978) and Snyder 
(1985) 82-115. Hippolytus, Apostolic Tradition 40. Commemoration: Fevrier (1978). 
Burial of bishops: Map 4 no. 44; Stevenson (1978) 28. 

78 Map 4 nos. 62-8. Schürer (1973-87) U L I , 79-81; Vismara (1986); Rutgers (1990), 
(1992), (1995), 50-99, who argues that the catacombs were not exclusive; Finney 
(1994) 247-63 on paintings. This dating assumes that the first and second Century A . D . 
brickstamps in the catacombs were reused. 
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Catacombs now have a romantic image: film and fiction portray them as 
Christian places o f refuge during times of persecution. There is, in fact, no 
evidence that the cemeteries were ever used in this way; though they were 
regularly visited by the living to commemorate the dead, fotmed the focus 
of t h e cult of some Christian martyrs and were a noticeable part of the 
landscape of Rome in the principate. Some catacombs may have had tombs 
and other associated buildings visible above ground, and they were suffi-
ciently closely identified with Christian activity for the emperor Valerian to 
have thought it necessary to ban Christians from using them. 7 9 

A cult may, of coutse, have had a prominent sanctuary with striking 
public rituals — but still have made little (religious) impact on the popula
tion at large; it may never have seemed a religious option for most of those 
who passed its doors. Conversely, a cult may largely have remained hidden 
from public view, but at the same time have been a major focus of populär 
interest — through, perhaps, the activities of its members in seeking out new 
adherents. The visibility of foreign cults in Rome, in other words, has a 
social dimension. The presence of a cult in Rome does not in itself mean 
that it opened new religious options to the population as a whole. 

In this respect, cults centred on individual families were perhaps the 
least visible. We get a rare glimpse into one such cult (of Dionysus) from an 
inscription on a statue base honouring one Agrippinilla, a member of a 
leading senatorial family in the mid-second century A . D ; i t was found about 
10 miles south-east of Rome. 8 0 On the stone below the name of 
Agrippinilla herself are listed the names of420 people in 25 or 26 grades of 
initiation. At first sight the text gives the I m p r e s s i o n of a massive influx of 
Orientals to Rome (many of the names listed have an Eastern ring) - bring-
ing, so i t might seem, the cult of Dionysus with them and attracting others 
to join. In fact, this stone is much more likely to be the commemoration of 
a particulat family cult. Agrippinilla's family traced its ancestry back 200 
years to Mytilene on the Greek island of Lesbos, where there was an impor
tant local cult of Dionysus. The 420 initiates listed had probably not joined 
this cult by religious choice; nor were they necessarily of eastern origins 
(despite the sound of their names). They were the slaves and ex-slaves of 
this and a related senatorial family; and were initiated into this ancestral 
familial cult not primarily through religious choice, but by virtue of their 
membership of the two families. 

O f course, many foreigners who moved to Rome did continue to wor
ship their ancestral gods, according to the customs of their original coun-
tries; but did not necessarily seek new cult members from the population at 
large. People flocked to Rome from both the eastern and western parts of 
the empire. No doubt almost ali of them kept to some of the religious tra-

79 Above, p. 241. Sixtus, the bishop of Rome, and four deacons, were indeed executed in 
the cemetery of Callistus under Valerian: Cyprian, Letters 80.1. 

80 Dionysus: LGURÌ 160, with Scheid (1986); above, n. 1 on names. 
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ditions of their homeland. But of civilians it was only groups from the east 
who actually established sanctuaries of their ancestral cults in Rome. In 
Trastevere there was a sanctuary to a number of gods from Palmyra in Syria; 
the dedications were made by immigrants from there to 'their ancestral 
deities' in a combination of Latin, Greek and Aramaic (the common lan
guage of the near east).81 The Jewish C o m m u n i t y in Rome too may be seen 
primarily as an ethnic group. They probably originated mainly in the east
ern Mediterranean, some being brought to Rome as slaves after successive 
captures of Jerusalem in 63 and 37 B . C . and subsequently emancipated. 

Other cults, however, were 'elective' — in the sense that they were open 
either to any individual who chose to join, or at least to those who satisfied 
some basic qualification for membership (such as a particular profession -
or, in the case of the Mithraic cult, were male). The degree of commitment 
implied by these choices varied greatly from cult to cult. As in the republi
can period, there were associations which people joined by virtue of their 
occupation, or to ensure themselves a decent burial. These associations 
were regularly under the auspices of a god, but it may not have been the cult 
of that deity as such which attracted members, nor any particular 'religious' 
conviction. 8 2 For example, at Lanuvium south-east of Rome a group of 
men, both slave and free, formed an association of worshippers of Diana 
and Antinous. 8 3 Diana was often the patroness of such associations, and 
Antinous, Hadtian's favourite, had died (and achieved divine status) 
shortly before the creation of the association; it was on his new temple in 
the town that the rules of the association were inscribed. This association 
dined together six times a year, on the birthdays of Diana and of Antinous, 
and on the birthdays of four high-ranking local figures, when sacrifices of 
incense and wine were made. Members also paid monthly contributions 
which ensured that the association would give them a proper burial, even i f 
they died far from home. 

How far this and other such societies are seen as 'religious' groups 
depends on what activities we decide to classify as 'religious'. Even then, it 
remains clear enough that different participants might have had different 
priorities, or that a solemn religious feast for one might simply have been a 
good party for another. The associations rules emphasise what seem to us the 
non-religious aspects of the association; and no greater weight is apparently 
given to the birthdays of the two deities than to those of the four local dig-
nitaries. Feasting and funerals have often been taken to be the principal (and 
worldly) objectives of the association. On the other hand, it was actually 

81 Map 2 no. 14; Dionysius of Halicamassus, Roman AntiquitiesllA9.3; IGURl 117-25, 
with Schneider (1987) and Chausson (1995) 661-718. The exceptional deiry of west-
ern origin is Epona, who became known in Rome as patron of horses: Wissowa (1912) 
86, 377. 

82 Waltzing (1895-1900) 1.195-255, II.138-9; Ausbüttel (1982) 49-59. For the 
Republic, above, pp. 42-3; 160-1. 

83 Map 5. ILS7212 = 12.2 ( A . D . 136). Cf. 7LS7213, Aesculapius and Hygieia. 
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named after two deities — so parading its specifically religious identity to 
members and non-members alike; while for many members the proper rit
uals of a funeral and the care of the burial place after death might have been 
uppermost in their religious priorities. 

There is, however, a clear contrast between a group such as the worship
pers of Diana and Antinous and the associations (say) attached to the cult 
of Magna Mater. From the second century A . D . onwards, special groups of 
'tree-bearers' (dendrophorî) and 'reed-bearers' (cannophori) played their 
parts in the cult's ritual (notably at the spring festival, where a pine tree was 
carried in procession to the goddess's temple, and reeds carried in proces
sion through the streets). And in the cult of Bellona, a deity often closely 
linked with Magna Mater, there was also in some places another associa
tion, of 'bodyguards' (hastifen).84 Though members of these groups no 
doubt shared various kinds of 'social' activities, their central defining func-
tion was their role in the ritual of the cult. The official sanctioning of the 
cult was extended to these associations, which offered a model for other 
elective groups. 

Other cult organizations in Rome, outside the official cults of the state, 
seem to have attracted members through a specifically religious appeal. 
Two examples from Rome — both attested, though in very different ways, 
through surviving archaeological material — wi l l illustrate the nature of the 
religious choices involved. Next to one of the city gates (the modern Porta 
Maggiore) are the remains of an U n d e r g r o u n d building, some 12 metres 
long by 9 metres wide, divided into three aisles, wi th a vaulted ceiling elab-
orately decorated with stucco panels - which show a variety of figures from 
Graeco-Roman myth, interspersed wi th religious scenes and symbols. It is 
now generally known as 'The Underground Basilica at the Porta Maggiore' 
and it dates originally to around A . D . 40 (Fig. 6.4). 8 5 The purpose of the 
building is much disputed. Some argue that it was designed to house funer-
ary urns, and that the stucco scenes are essentially decorative, not a coher-
ent symbolic programme. Others hold that i t was for the meetings of a 
religious group, and that the stucco scenes amount to an elaborate sym
bolic code, which made sense in the context of the shared religious or 
philosophical beliefs of the groups members. The building remains puz-
zling: but certainly the plan of the building would be very unusual for a 
burial place and no trače of any funerary urns has ever been found; while 

84 MagnaMater: Waltzing (1895-1900) 1.240-53; Schillinger (1979) 312-32,398-406. 
Bellona: Fishwick (1967). Both rituals alluded to the mythology of the cult: Attis had 
castrated himself at the foot of a pine tree; the reeds allude to the riverbank on which 
the baby Attis had been exposed, and/or the place where Attis had been unfaithful 
towards Magna Mater. 

85 Map 2 no. 31; E. Nash (1968) 1.169-73; Luciani (1984) 214-21. Funerary: Mielsch 
(1975) 29-33, 118-21. Religious (Pythagorean): Carcopino (1926); Sauron (1994) 
604-30. In English, Vermaseren (1977) 55-7, with North (1980) 189. For one scene 
see fig. 5.1. 
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Fig. 6.4 The 
central 'nave' o f the 
U n d e t g r o u n d 
Basilica at Porta 
Maggiore, Rome, 
look ing east ro the 
apse; on each side is 
an aisle. The vaulted 
ceiling o f the nave 
and aisles is covered 
w i r h stucco scenes 
(for an example 
f rom the nave see 
fig. 5.1). 

some of the mythologica l scenes are so unusual for decoration o f this type 
that it is hard no t to imagine that some intricate symbol ism underlies i t a l i . 
It has often been suggested, for example, that the rare depic t ion of the poet-
ess Sappho t h r o w i n g herseif to her death f r o m a cliff might have been a 
symbol of the l iberat ion of the soul f r o m the body. I f the b u i l d i n g d i d 
belong to a particular religious association, i t offers one image of the essen-
t ia l ly private (and, to Outsiders, mysterious) w o r l d of a cult meeting place, 
unobtrusive behind closed doors. 
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The second example, by contrast, concerns a named and relatively well-
known cult: the cult of Jupiter Dolichenus, believed to have originated in 
Doliche in northern Syria. (The name indicates both its place of origin and 
the Romanization - under the title Jupiter - of the Syrian 'Ba'al'.) This cult 
was widespread among non-Syrians in the western empire, in both civilian 
and military contexts. There were three sanctuaries in Rome: one was in or 
near the camp of the imperial cavalry guard, one was used mainly by sol
diers of the watch, and the third, on the Aventine, seems to have been used 
solely by civilians. 8 6 The Aventine sanctuary, which is probably the best 
documented sanctuary of Jupiter Dolichenus in the empire, dates from the 
mid second century A . D . , though it overlies an earlier, probably Augustan 
building. 8 7 Inscriptions connected with this sanctuary suggest that its 
adherents formed a tightly knit group, wi th a complex hierarchy: a priest 
who might also be called 'father of candidates', a scribe and 'patrons' who 
presided over a series of initiates ('brothers'). I t seems very unlikely that this 
Organization was visible (let alone comprehensible) to those outside the 
cult; and we can only guess what difference their cultic role would have 
made to the initiates when they left the sanctuary and proceeded with their 
'ordinary' lives; we can also only guess how new adherents found out about 
(or decided to join) the cult. There is, to be sure, no evidence that the cult 
of Jupiter Dolichenus (nor any other of the elective religions) stimulated 
any adverse attention; but then there is hardly any evidence for its making 
any public impact at ali outside the walls of its sanctuaries and its initiated 
members. This is a striking contrast to the cult of Isis - which was an excep-
tion among these elective cults both in its public prominence and in the 
violent reactions it provoked. 

The attraction of new adherents was more problematic in Judaism and 
Christianity than in any other of these cults. The Jewish community 
remained a group largely defined by descent which did not seek actively to 
gain new members. On the other hand, Jews did recognize a category of con-
verts ('proselytes') to Judaism. Outsiders did become attracted to the Jewish 
faith: some admired Jewish monotheism and the absence of religious 
images, others followed part of the Jewish law (for example on the observance 
of the sabbath or on diet), while a number became fully committed to 
Judaism and acquired the status of proselytes. Outside Rome, an early third-
century Jewish inscription from Aphrodisias in Asia Minor mentions both 
proselytes (that is, füll converts) and 'god-fearers', a term which seems to have 
referred to gentiles who followed some aspects of Jewish law or practices. And 
in Rome itself, there is a handful of tombstones (two male and five female) 

86 Map 2 nos. 7, 8, 12. 
87 Colini (1935); E. Nash (1968) 1.521-4; Hörig (1984); Hörig and Schwertheim (1987) 

221-35; Turcan (1989) 156-65; Steinby (1993-) I I I . 133-4; Miliar (1993) 248-9 on 
Doliche; 12.3 (aselection of documents ofthe cult). For the incorporation of local gods 
into the Roman system, below, pp. 313-19; 339-48. 
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in which the deceased is specifically designated a proselyte; a small number, 
maybe — but it is a status that we would not necessarily have expected to be 
proclaimed on tombstones. However such fringe members were attracted, 
the process certainly caused adverse comment from some Roman writers: 
Tacitus, for example, in his lengthy description of Jewish practices that 
formed part of his account of the emperor Titus' capture of Jerusalem, lays 
particular stress on the wickedness of Jewish proselyres 'who scorned their 
ancestral religion'; and the historian Cassius Dio records that in A.D. 95 the 
emperor Domitian put his own cousin to death and exiled his wife on 
charges of 'atheism', because 'they had drifted into Judaism'. There was 
almost certainly a tension here between on the one hand the status of 
Judaism as the ethnic religion of the Jews (and as such not expected to be seek-
ing to widen its group of adherents) and on the other the inctease in its num-
bers outside the ethnic group through a process (however casually, however 
unsystematically) of 'proselytizing'.8 8 

Christianity lacked the ethnic links of Judaism. Initially it depended for 
its members entirely on conversion, both from Jews and non-Jews; and the 
exhortations ascribed to Jesus in the Gospels, and the travels of Paul 
actively seeking out new converts, define it at its origins as a missionary reli
gion. After Paul there seems to have been no organized or systematic pro-
gramme of attracting non-believers; but itinerant preachers remained 
active in different areas of the Roman world - and even i f they did not draw 
attention to themselves in public, conversion was clearly a central aim. One 
pagan criticism of Christianity focussed on the personal approaches made 
by Christians to non-Christians; and on the ways they insinuated them
selves into private houses and 'corrupted' the women and children with 
their bizarre ideas. These complaints seem to refer to the kind of low-key 
evangelizing that must have been prudent given that those offended could 
seek to have the missionary executed by the Roman authorities. But it also 
suggests a thoroughly unRoman model of social spread, through vigorous 
personal diffusion of the cult, transcending the absence of prominent and 
grand cult centres.89 

Finally in this section we turn to consider the intellectual impact of these 
cults. How far did their claims influence Roman writers? How far was there 
a literary or intellectual response to these new religions? There are, as we 
saw briefly in the last chapter, a variety of jibes and critiques directed at 
some of the most prominent of the new cults: from Juvenal's satire on some 

88 The range of attitudes: Varro in Augustine, City of God W31 = 1.1a; Varro in 
Augustine, The Harmony of the Evangelistsl.2230 = 12.6a; Juvenal 14.96-106= 11.8b; 
Tacitus, HistoriesM'.4-5 = 11.8a. Proselyr.es: CIL V I 29756 = Noy (1995) no. 577 = 
12.6d(ii); Aphrodisias: Reynolds and Tannenbaum (1987) = 12.6e. Cf. Goodman 
(1994a). Punishment: Cassius Dio LXV1L14 ( A . D . 95). On the tensions between sects 
and society in modern Britain, see B. R. Wilson (1990) 46-68. 

89 Origen, Against CehuslW.55 = 11.11c; Justin, SecondApology2 = 12.7f(i). Cf. Lane Fox 
(1986) 312-17. Manichaean proselytizing: below, p. 303. 
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of the rituals of Isis to the Greek writer Lucian's ironic account of the 
alleged charlatan Peregrinos, who had succeeded in duping simple-minded 
Christians (along with other gullible Greeks).90 Christianity, in particular, 
prompted extended critiques, generating a sequence of pagan theological 
responses to its claims and practices. The first one known to us is Celsus' 
True Doctrine, written in Greek c. A . D . 180, perhaps in Alexandria - though 
it is not preserved independently, but known only through lengthy quota-
tion in Origen's attempted refutation of it {Against Celsus, written in the 
late 240s A . D . ) . From these quotations, i t seems that Celsus argued that 
Christianity was an untraditional deviation from Judaism, which was itself 
a failing away from the original Egyptian cults, and which thus lacked any 
grounds for credence; it was also totally objectionable for its Subversion of 
the household by conversions of slaves, women and children. 9 1 A century 
later the neo-Platonic philosopher Porphyry mounted a much better 
informed attack on Christianity, which argued (rightly), for example, that 
the Book of Daniel was in fact written centuries after its purported date of 
composition; and these objections later formed the basis for a tract by a 
high-ranking Roman official Hierocles in the early fourth century A . D . 9 2 

Such criticism, now a commonplace of Christian biblical scholarship, 
may have been seriously unsettling to Christians at the time; certainly the 
church historian Eusebius took the trouble to compose detailed refutations 
of both Porphyry and Hierocles. On the other hand, these high profile 
intellectual disputes would inevitably have had the effect of drawing more 
attention to the cult itself; in the process of refuting Christianity pagan 
writers inevitably gave it the prominence that they feared. 

Not all writing was hostile. Various authors commented on Judaism 
with positive approval or at least sympathetically, and sought to locate it 
within their own terms of reference. The medical writer and philosopher 
Galen, for example, stated that Jewish views of the creation were superior 
to that of the Greek philosopher Epicurus, though Galen himself argued 
for a different position. 9 3 The nature of the goddess Isis was the subject of 
an essay by Plutarch, who used the cult to expound his own Platonic-style 
philosophy (On Isis and Osiris). The most complex case, however, is that of 
Mithras. In the mid second century A . D . two philosophers Numenius and 
Cronius, drawing upon earlier treatises on the cult, discussed Mithraism in 
the context of their own (Platonic and Pythagorean) philosophical views. 
These discussions have not survived; but they were used by the later 

90 Above, pp. 214-25. E.g. Juvenal 6.522-41 = 12.4d; 14.96-106 = 11.8b; Lucian, 
Perigrinos with C. P. Jones (1986) 117-32. 

91 E.g. Origen, Against CelsuslS, III.55 = 11.11c. Generally: Labriolle (1934). 
92 Porphyry's treatise may date to the early 270s (rather than the early fourth century): 

Croke (1984-5). Sossianus Hierocles drew analogies between Christ and the pagan 
holy man Apollonius of Tyana. 

93 Galen, The Usefulness ofthe Parts ofthe Body XI . 14 = 12.6b; cf. Varro cited in η. 88 
above; Plutarch, Table-talk 4.6. 
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philosopher Porphyry and are known to us through h im. Porphyry 
advanced arguments in favour both of vegetarianism and of a particular 
allegorical reading of a passage of Homers Odyssey on the basis of these 
Mithraic texts. The imagery of the cult of Mithras was evidently extremely 
suggestive to these philosophers, who deployed it for their own arguments 
and purposes. 

These philosophical readings are almost our only early literary accounts 
of the Mithraic cult; and it is very hard to know how far they reflect the the-
ology and intellectual style current within the cult itself — or how far they 
have transformed it for their own philosophical purposes.94 But this is only 
a pressing problem i f you imagine that there ever was a single 'real' Mithraic 
message which could, in principle and i f you had enough evidence, be dis-
entangled. We suggested earlier in this chapter that it is more helpful to 
think of these cults in terms of shifting clusters of ideas, people and beliefs; 
and that under the rubric of a single cult title ('Mithraism', for example), 
we might find quite substantial religious differences (or, at least, different 
emphases) depending on the context, the place, or for that matter the liter
ary form, in which the cult was represented. On this model the philosoph
ical treatises take their place as one more distinctive way in which the cult 
(and its representations) spread through the Roman world. Religions were 
not necessarily hidden by the seclusion of their secret cult places; literary, 
philosophic, even satiric representations could always give public promi-
nence to a cult whose rituals took place behind closed doors. 

3. The appeal 

We have seen the impact that the different new cults in Rome could make 
on an observer — whether wandering the streets of Rome, or reading in a 
library. But what was the appeal of these cults, especially in cornparison 
with the traditional cults of Rome? What would make you wish to partici-
pate? The new cults had a different focus from the official system: they 
referred primarily to places other than Rome; some of them also con-
structed a much more complex symbolic system than traditional cults; they 
also offered the initiates change — both in this life and (sometimes) after 
death. Can we understand how far these religions would have seemed dis-
tinctively different from the civic cults of the city? How far would they have 
seemed really newi Many of the new cults did offer a striking alternative to 
the 'religion of place' we explored in chapter 4. I f the state cult focussed 
specifically on Rome, other religions evoked different lands, far away. The 

94 Porphyry, On Abstinence from AnimalFoodlVAG = 12.5d; On the Cave ofthe Nymphs 
in the Odyssey5-6, 15-16, 17-18, 24-25 = 4.6c, 12.5g. Turcan (1975) argues for com-
plete philosophical transformation; contra, Beck (1984) 2055-6, 2078-9; (1988) 
73-85. 
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very name of Jupiter Dolichenus, for example, points to Doliche in north-
ern Syria, the original home of the god. And the cult of Isis derived from 
Egypt and paraded many 'Egyptian features. I t is clear that in practice the 
cult in the Graeco-Roman world was very different from its Egyptian 'ori
gins'; but nonetheless Isiac sanctuaries in Italy were loaded (as we have 
seen) wi th distinctively Egyptian (or pseudo-Egyptian) objects, from 
obelisks to sphinxes; and when Lucius is initiated in Apuleius' 
Metamorphose! the books used are written in 'unintelligible' — presumably 
Egyptian - script. 9 5 

These complex evocations of foreign places are well illustrated in the 
cult of Mithras, which claimed Persia as its source of wisdom. The Persian 
sage Zoroaster was said to have founded the cult in the distant past, and 
numerous aspects of the cult alluded to its Persian 'origins'. Two religious 
terms used in the rituals {nama — 'hau" and nabarzes— 'victorious') are of 
Persian origin — one certainly so, the other probably; and 'Persian' was the 
title of one of the grades of initiation. The design of Mithraic sanctuaries 
also evoked a cave in Persia, where — as an act of primordial sacrifice — the 
god Mithras himself was said to have slain a bu l i . 9 6 This sacrifice was regu
larly depicted in sculpture and painting at one end of Mithraic sanctuaries: 
Mithras on a bull's back forces it to the ground; pulling its head up by the 
nostrils, he plunges in a knife behind or beside the head. The violence of 
the scene marks this out as quite alien to the practice of 'normal' Graeco-
Roman sacrifice, in which the victim was expected to die willingly; the role 
of the god in the Mithraic sacrificial ritual is also strikingly different (break-
ing the traditional civic norms which firmly separated the roles of humans 
and gods in sacrifice).97 

The Persian 'origins' of Mithras cannot, however, be taken at face value: 
the picture is much more complicated than a simple diffusion of the cult 
from a Persian homeland to Rome. 9 8 Mithras was an ancient Persian deity, 
known to the Greeks from at least the fifth century B . C . ; and his cult may 
indeed have become better known in Asia Minor from the first centuries B . C . 
and A . D . through the Persian Se t t l emen t s there. However, the form of the 
cult most familiär to us, the initiatory cult, does not seem to derive from Per
sia at ali. I t is found first in the west, has no significant resemblance to its sup-
posed Persian 'origins', and seems largely to be a western construct. The fact 
that this new western form of the cult represents itselfzs, the wisdom of the 

95 Above, n. 59. Differences: Malaise (1972b) 217-21 (Sailing of Isis), 230-8 (initiation), 
475; below, n. 110. 

96 R. L. Gordon (1989) 64-71; for an actual cave as a Mithraic sanctuary, CIMRM 
2303-9, near Tirgusor in Moesia Inferior. 

97 Turcan (1981), (1991), (1993) 138-45. Animal sacrifice does not seem to have been 
part of Mithraic practice. For 'normal' sacrifices, Scullard (1981) 22-5; Detienne and 
Vernant (1989), on Greece; Scheid (1990b) 441-676; above, pp. 36-7; illustrations in 
6.1. 

98 Cumont (1896-9), (1903) argued for diffusion. 
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Persian sage Zoroaster does not mean that it literally was a, version of Persian 
Zoroastrianism. The claims of foreign origins must here in part be playing 
the role of a religious metaphor or symbol, appealing to symbolic authority 
outside the city of Rome and emphasizing the cults difference from tradi
tional civic religion." 

Judaism too was focussed on another place, Jerusalem. Unt i l the destruc-
tion of the temple there by the Romans in A . D . 70 (following the Jewish 
Revolt) Jews throughout the empire regularly sent money to Jerusalem. 
These practical ties to Jerusalem were broken at that point (sacrifices were 
not resumed in Jerusalem after A . D . 70), but Jewish scriptures continued to 
evoke Judaea. The Jewish historian Josephus, writing in Rome after the 
destruction of the temple, refers to the temple and its cult in the present 
tense; and in the second century A . D . Jewish sages in Judaea wrote extensive 
and elaborate sets of rules about the performance of sacrifices and the main-
tenance of the sanctuary — just as i f i t still existed. The real Jerusalem, in 
other words, was reconstructed as a purely symbolic focus. 1 0 0 

The focus of these cults on places other than Rome did not, however, 
preclude the worship, even in the same sanctuary, of deities from the 
Graeco-Roman civic pantheon; nor did it necessarily imply rejection of the 
political order ordained and upheld by civic religion. Consider, for exam
ple, the sanctuary of Magna Mater at Ostia: i t included not only temples of 
Magna Mater and her 'consort', Attis, but also a shrine of Bellona, and a 
series of statues of other gods — Pan, Bacchus, Venus and maybe Ceres.101  

Context inevitably makes a difference to how a deity is perceived and 
understood; and here the association with Magna Mater and her cult may 
have prompted viewers to rethink their ideas of Pan or Venus, to reinterpret 
them in the light of the goddess, her stränge rituals and her castrated 
priests. But at the same time, these other gods and goddesses brought into 
this sanctuary the associations of their own roles in civic cult, so linking 
Magna Mater to the concerns of the state. This is a link, in fact, powerfully 
reinforced in some inscriptions from the sanctuary which record the per
formance of the cult's characteristic form of sacrifice, the taurobolium ('buli 
killing'): the texts state that the sacrifice was carried out 'for the wellbeing 
of the emperor'. 1 0 2 O f course, Magna Mater (though 'foreign' in all kinds of 
ways) had been officially introduced to Rome; and it is not therefore sur-
prising, perhaps, to find her so closely associated with the concerns of the 
Roman State and other deities of the civic pantheon. But we find the same 
pattern in other cults too, those which had not in any sense been 'officially' 
incorporated: there were, in fact, many different ways of expressing their 

99 R. L. Gordon (1975), (1977-8); Beck (1984) 2063-71, (1991), (1994). 
100 Money: Schürer (1973-87) II.271-2; Josephus, Jewish Antiquities XIV.213-6 = 

12.6c(i). Josephus, AgainstApion 11.193—8; Neusner (1979-80); below, p. 304. 
101 Vermaseren (1977-89) I I I . 107-19. 
102 Vermaseren (1977-89) I I I nos. 405-7, 417. See below, p. 338. 
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relationship with traditional Roman cults and deities, quite apart from the 
impression of exclusivity given by the physical layout and position of some 
of their sanctuaries. 

In the sanctuary of Jupiter Dolichenus on the Aventine in Rome 1 0 3 an 
extremely wide range of gods is represented alongside Jupitet (as we saw, a 
Romanization of the Syrian Ba'al) and other gods of Doliche. These 
included Graeco-Roman gods of the civic pantheon (a statue of Diana, for 
example, of Hercules and of Apollo), as well as Mithras and Egyptian 
deities. One surviving sculptured panel, in fact, shows the Dolichene gods 
together with representations of Isis and Sarapis. And, as in the Ostian 
sanctuary of Magna Mater, there are dedications to the apparently foreign 
deities 'for the well-being' of the emperor. In this case, however, there seems 
to be an attempt to assert the superiority of 'Jupiter Optimus Maximus 
Dolichenus' over the whole pantheon, above both the old gods like 
Minerva and Apollo, and the Egyptian and Persian gods. The main god is 
described as 'protector of the whole world' - and his title Opt imus 
Maximus' brazenly mimics the cult title of Jupiter in his temple on the 
Capitoline: on the Aventine and elsewhere in the empire, in other words, 
the cult of Dolichenus borrows the epithets of the Capitoline triad (the title 
'Juno Regina' is sometimes given to his female partner) to express the over-
arching position of the Dolichene deities — so effectively claiming to usurp 
that of the state cult itself. 1 0 4 In this sort of cosmology, the display and 
incorporation of other deities could reinforce a strength — even parade the 
superiority - of an 'alternative' cult. 

The cosmology of the cult of Isis, too, often incorporates other cults and 
deities. Though the goddess was of explicitly Egyptian origin, Isiac hymns 
(preserved on inscriptions) praised her as responsible for the whole appara-
tus of the Graeco-Roman pantheon; and her adherents claimed that she 
was worshipped under many different divine names throughout the world 
— that she was (in other words) the goddess otherwise worshipped under 
the name of Venus, Minerva or Magna Mater. These ideas may underlie the 
presence of statuettes of Dionysus and Venus in the Isiac temple at 
Pompeii. They may also give a very particular gloss to the various links 
between Isis (as the ali powerful deity) and the political order: the temple of 
Isis at Beneventum included a statue of Domitian as Pharaoh; an Isiac fes
tival at Corinth, fictionalized by Apuleius, was explicitly designed to favour 
Rome (one of the priests prayed before the assembled people for the 
emperor, the senate, knights and people of the Roman world). But in gen
eral the archaeological evidence for the cult of Isis presents a peculiar (and 
revealing) set of problems. The major temples of Isis in Italy have not yet 

103 Map 2 no. 12. 
104 Hörig and Schwertheim (1987) 221-35. Well-being of emperor: ILS 1707 = Hörig 

and Schwertheim (1987) no. 372; AE{194Q) 71 = Hörig and Schwertheim (1987) no. 
356; A£(1940) 80 = Hörig and Schwertheim (1987) no. 385. 
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been systematically excavated, but have been reconstructed instead on the 
basis of casual finds — a process which may give them a much too exclu-
sively 'Egyptian' image. 1 0 5 So, for example, the sanctuary at Beneventum 
(which is known from inscriptions) has had numerous 'Egyptian' finds in 
the town assigned to it - images of Isis, Apis bulls, Sphinxes, as well as the 
'Egyptianizing' Domitian we have just mentioned. For all we know, other 
'non-Egyptian' images may once have belonged there too. But in the 
archaeological record a casual find of a statue of (say) Hermes or Venus is 
never likely to be assigned to a shrine of Isis. There is, of course, a circular 
process at work here: i f only objects with a strongly Egyptian style are asso
ciated with Isiac shrines, then Isiac shrines wi l l inevitably appear exclusively 
Egyptian. This is another clear example of how archaeological I n t e r p r e t a 

tion and archaeological assumptions can affect our understanding of cult 
practice and ideas. 

In the case of the 'Persian' cosmology of the cult of Mithras archaeology 
has offered particularly important material. Excavations have shown that, 
in some Mithraic sanctuaries at least, the cult (which literary evidence 
might have encouraged us to see as rigidly separate from the civic pan-
theon) did allow a place to a wide ränge of other deities. For example, in the 
excavations of the sanctuaty of Mithras under the church of S. Prisca in 
Rome heads of Sarapis, Venus and perhaps Mars were discovered, as well as 
representations of Hecate, Fortuna, Dionysus and Asclepius.1 0 6 And in that 
same sanctuary is preserved, painted on the wall, a line of verse: 'fertile 
earth, through whom Pales procreates everything'. 1 0 7 The line, which may 
be the opening of a Mithraic prayer, celebrates the role of the Roman deity 
Pales (whose festival, the Parilia, we discussed in chapter 4) in the promo-
tion of fertility — though it is unclear from this single surviving line how 
that was related to the role of Mithras himself. In addition, as in the other 
cults we have looked at, dedications were often made to Mithras for the 
well-being of the emperor. The arcane and astronomical aspects of the cult 
of Mithras, which have been over-emphasized in some current interpreta
tions, co-existed with the traditional god and the temporal order. There 
appears nevertheless to be an important difference in the incorporation of 

105 Isis: Inschriften von Kyme 41 = 12.4a; Apuleius, Metamorphoses XI.5 = 12.4b. 
Sanctuaries: Wild (1984); Pompeii: Aua ricerca di Iside (1992) 70. Beneventum: 
Müller (1969); Malaise (1972a) 294-305; Corinth: Apuleius, Metamorphoses XI.17. 
In the western empire only the sanctuary at Sabratha has been dealt with fully; that 
may have had a statue of Heracles: Pesce (1953) 51. 

106 Map 3 no. 37; Vermaseren and van Essen (1965) 134-7, 342 nos. 20-21, 343 no. 24, 
383 no. 966, 435 no. 11,447 nos. 82, 84. Similarly the Walbrook sanctuary in London 
contained images of Minerva, Sarapis, Mercury, Water-god, Genius, Dioscorus, Bac
chus and Mother-god with Rider gods: J. Toynbee (1986). Mithraic reliefs from Gaul 
and Germany feature at the top an assembly of gods: CIMRM9GG, Saarburg; 1292, 
Osterburken. Cf. Clauss (1990) 153-74. 

107 Vermaseren and van Essen (1965) 187 = 12.5h(iv). On the Parilia see above, pp. 
174-6; Alföldy (1989) 93 for (rare) dedications to Pales. 
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the various deities of the traditional pantheon between the cult of Mithras 
and the cult of Jupiter Dolichenus. In the cult of Dolichenus there seems to 
have been some attempt to set the civic pantheon into a new structure, now 
under the Syrian god; in the cult of Mithras the evidence that we have sug
gests no more than that individual members of the cult did sometimes feel 
that particular Graeco-Roman gods had their place in a Mithraic sanctuary, 
choosing, in other words, to re-locate the traditions of Rome within a new 
cosmic setting. The overlap and inter-relationship between traditional and 
alternative cults could take many different forms. 

A sanctuaty of Syrian gods on the Janiculan hill in Rome shows how 
complicated such inter-relationships might be. 1 0 8 The excavations ofthe 
sanctuary offer little secure archaeological evidence for its chatacter before 
the fourth century A . D . , but epigraphic evidence illuminates the cult in the 
second century A . D . The main deity was Jupiter Optimus Maximus 
Heliopolitanus, who (like Jupiter Dolichenus) combines the principal 
deity of Rome with an 'origin at Heliopolis (Baalbek in Lebanon); and the 
second-century phase of the sanctuary seems to have been sponsored by a 
wealthy Syrian living in Rome, one Gaionas. The links with the traditional 
Roman religious order are much more intricate than the dedications on 
behalf of the emperor made to the god by Marcus Antonius Gaionas 
would, on theit own, suggest. The eastern 'origin' of the cult itself is com
plicated by the fact (as we shall see in chapter 7) that Heliopolis in Lebanon 
was in the territory of the Roman colonia of vetetan soldiers at Betytus 
(modern Beirut), and that from the first century A . D . the cult in Heliopolis 
was itself in part a Roman adaptation, designed for the Roman settlers 
there. Besides, dedications on the Janiculan linked Syrian deities to the 
Furrina nymphs, whose ancient grove (and spring of Furrina) was near the 
Syrian sanctuary and whose festival figured in the official calendars of the 
Republic and early empire. The new deities were thus tied to the traditions 
of a specific place in Rome. 

The relationship of Christianity to Rome - both as a place and a politi
cal power — is atticulated rather differently in surviving Christian wtiting. 
One Strand of thought, going back to the Book of Revelation, identified 
Rome, 'the whore of Babylon', as a satanic power, and envisaged apocalyp-
tic doom failing on the Roman empire. Many Outsiders certainly thought 
that the Christians were hostile to Rome, either because they had heard of 
their apocalyptic hopes or simply because of the Christian refusal to par-
ticipate in religious rituals. In striking contrast wi th the other cults we 
have reviewed, early Christianity did not incorporate rituals celebrated for 

108 Map 2 no. 16. Savage (1940) 29, 35-9, 44-52; Goodhue (1975); Hajjar (1977) 
357-80, 523-58; Mele (1982); Calzini Gysens and Duthoy (1992); Steinby (1993-) 
I I I . 138-43. See below, p. 292 on Gaionas and pp. 384-6 for the fourth-century sanc
tuary; Varro, On the Latin LanguageV.84 = 8.1a on Furrina (who became plural under 
the empire). 
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the emperor's well-being. A second S t r a n d of Christian thinking, however, 
and one which is more prominent in the surviving texts, sought to counter 
the fears of non-Christians. Defenders of Christianity cited biblical pas-
sages to argue that they recognized the power of the state and did in fact 
pray in their own terms for the emperor. Some even hoped for the conver-
sion of the emperor to Christianity But such arguments, which still 
explicitly rejected the aeeepted religious underpinning of imperial power, 
could not persuade traditionalists. Emperors and Roman o f f i c i a l s 

demanded that what they regarded as divine blessing be invoked on behalf 
of the state.109 

The novelty of many of these alternative cults partly depended on a rela
tionship to texts and to the written word as a generator (or guarantor) of 
religious meaning that was strikingly different from Roman civic cults. The 
traditional cults certainly had books of religious formulae, which preserved 
the proper texts of prayers; there were also numerous priestly collections of 
religious rules and decisions. But they had no written works which estab
lished their tenets and doctrine, or provided explanation (religious exegesis) 
of their rituals or moral prescription for theit adherents. Exegesis and pre-
scription were offered within traditional civic paganism — but outside any 
formal religious context, and by men of learning or philosophers, who 
might, or might not, also be priests. By contrast in the cult of Isis great 
emphasis was laid on the sacred books, allegedly deriving from Egypt -
which, as we have seen, were featured in the initiation of Lucius in 
Apuleius' novel. Judaism too had a large number of writings long regarded 
as authoritative and which formed the basis of much of their religious 
observance; so, for example, over the year in a synagogue the first five books 
of what Christians čame to call the Old Testament were read out, and the 
members of the community received Instruct ion in their ancestral philos
ophy', that is, the scriptural texts. 1 1 0 In the period after the destruetion of 
the temple at Jerusalem, Jewish sages in Palestine, and later Babylon, began 
to create elaborate exegeses of the scriptures and rules for ordinary living, 
which were compiled from the late second century A . D . onwards. 
Christianity also had a wide range of doctrinal texts, on the life o f Christ 
and the lives of the apostles, as well as treatises on theology and pastoral 
matters. The sheer diversity of these texts became a major factor in debates 
in the second and third centuries A . D . between those who saw themselves as 
'Orthodox' Chfistians, and those they viewed as 'heretics': 'Orthodox' 

109 Apocalyptics: Revelation 13. 17-18; Hippolytus, Commentary on Daniel IV. 5-8 
(Griechischer christ. Schrifi. 1.196-207); Sibylline Oracles VIII.1-216. Defences: 
Justin, Apology 17; Tertullian, Apology 30-2; Origen, Against Celsus VIII.73-5. Cf. 
Pageis (1988) 32-56; Alexander (1991). For requests for divine favour by emperors in 
the early fourth Century A.D.: Eusebius, EcclesiasticalHistoryVIL17.5; Lactantius, On 
theDeaths of'the Persecutors48.2-12 (= 11.13a). 

110 Isis: above, n. 95. Jews: Philo, Embassy 156 = 12.6c(ii); Schürer (1973-87) 11.447-54. 
Sages: 12.6g. For the role of writing in traditional religion, above, pp. 9-10;24-6; 195. 
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churches based their beliefs and practice on selections from the whole range 
of Christian texts that were quite different from those chosen by 'heretics'. 
Only gradually did an agreed canon of authoritative Christian texts 
emerge.111 

In the cult of Mithras we know very little about the role, status or con
tent of its various religious books and treatises. On the other hand, from 
writers such as Porphyry and from the iconography of its cult images and 
places, we can reconstruct a good deal of what seems to have been a com-
plex and peculiar system of S y m b o l s and 'received wisdom'. This was partly 
structured around the names of the sequence of Mithraic grades of initia
tion themselves: 'raven', 'male bride', 'soldier', 'lion', 'Persian', 'sun-runner', 
'father'. I t seems clear that some of these names drew their significance 
from (and, at the same time, manipulated) the common-knowledge and 
day-to-day beliefs of the time. Ravens, for example, were commonly 
believed in the Roman world to be able to talk and to understand signs 
from the gods; Mithraic 'ravens' were on the boundary between Outsiders 
and füll initiates, just as the real bird was on that between animals, humans 
and the divine. Not all the grades played on 'ordinary' beliefs in this way: 
the 'male bride', for example, is a deliberate paradox, presumably the sub-
ject of complicated exegesis within the cult . 1 1 2 

Mithraic temples seem to have had a particular role in the cult's sym
bolic system. They were not simply replicas of Mithras' cave in Persia; some 
also had a complex astronomical symbolism which turned the temple into 
a 'map' of the universe.1 1 3 Roman templa also had a cosmic orientation: the 
Latin word templum denoted an area of the heavens; and we have already 
seen in this chapter how the design of the Hadrianic Pantheon evoked the 
vault of heaven with the sun. But Mithraic temples were far more explicit 
and complex in their symbolism: one end, for example, seems regularly to 
have stood for the dark, the night and the west, the other for the light (of 
Mithras), the sun and the east - so giving a religious 'orientation' to the 
temple, which might be exactly the opposite of its real-life, geographical, 
orientation; the axis of (religious) north and south might also be marked, 
as well as the planetary spheres and the signs of the zodiac. 

Astronomical learning is also on display in the Mithraic sanctuary - as a 
way, it seems, of showing the celestial journey of the human soul through 
the fixed stars. The characteristic scene of the killing of the buli by Mithras, 
regularly shown at the 'east' end of the temple, provides a clear example of 
this. These representations often include a striking, and at first sight baf-
fling, set of S y m b o l s : a dog, snake and scorpion. But these, together with 
the buli itself, almost certainly correspond to a set of constellations: Canis 

111 Below, pp. 304-7. Canon: Campenhausen (1972); J. Barton (1986); Metzger (1987). 
112 Below, n. 124; R. L. Gordon (1980a) 48-54; Beck (1984) 2056-63. A collection of 

Mithraic documents: 4.6; 12.5a. 
113 Porphyry, On the CaveG = 4.6c; Beck (1976), (1977-8); R. L. Gordon (1989) 50-60. 
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Major/Minor, Hydra, Scorpio, Taurus. Mithras himself may be associated 
with the Sun, and the Sun's main constellation Leo. Above the scene of 
bull-killing itself, the signs of the zodiac are sometimes shown; while beside 
i t stand two figures known as Cautes (shown with raised torch) and 
Cautopates (shown with lowered torch), who represented the opposites of 
day and night, growth and decay, and oversaw the soul's entry to and depar-
ture from this l i fe . 1 1 4 

Many of the new cults, as we have already seen, proclaimed the superi-
ority of one single supreme deity: Jupiter Dolichenus was described in the 
Aventine sanctuary as 'protector of the whole world 1; Isis was believed to be 
the supreme power in the universe and the origin of civilization; the cult of 
Mithras focussed on the mediating exploits of Mithras; Judaism and 
Christianity both stressed the might of one god. How far then should any 
or all of these cults be seen as monotheistic? Were they, as a group, a reflec-
tion of a general trend in the imperial period towatds monotheism? 

Without a doubt thete were some adherents of these alternative cults 
who recognized no other deity but their goa (whether Isis, Mithras or the 
Christian god); adherents who were, in the very strictest sense, monothe-
ists. I t seems also fairly clear that such people increased in number over our 
period. I t is much harder, however, to trace any general, unified trend 
towards monotheism. Not only were the cosmologies of the various cults so 
different that the single label 'monotheistic' unhelpfully blurs out the pro-
found differences between them: even within Judaism and Christianity 
(the central cases of monotheistic cults) there were considerable variants -
in Judaism god was generally seen as the head of a number of divine beings, 
who were not always under his control, 1 1 5 and in Christianity the supreme 
god was related, in different ways by different Christian groups, to the Son 
and the Holy Spirit . 1 1 6 But monotheism itself is no single phenomenon. 
Rather, i t occupies part of a spectrum between an extreme form of poly-
theism (where all of a large number of deities are treated as effectively 
equal) and an equally extreme position that insists on the existence of only 
one god; and, in practice, i t rarely draws a clear distinction between those 
who believe that their particular deity is by far the most important and 
powerful (perhaps, like Isis, incorporating all others) and those who believe 
that their deity is literally the only one. 1 1 7 O f course, within official Roman 
civic paganism there were well established traditions which claimed the 
supremacy for one god - whether Jupiter Optimus Maximus, or 
Elagabalus; and private worship throughout pagan antiquity must always 

114 12.5b; Porphyry, On the Cave24-5 = 12.5g. Beck (1984) 2079-89; (1988); (1994). 
Cf. generally R. L. Gordon (1989). Roman templa: Varro, On the Latin Language 
VII.8-10 = 4.4; above, pp. 22-3. 

115 Hayman (1991). 
116 Kelly (1978) 83-162. 
117 The term 'henotheism' is sometimes used to desctibe personal devotion to one god, 

without rejection of other gods: Versnel (1990) 35-8. 
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have left open the possibility for any individual to devote him- or herself 
exclusively to one deity The claim to a new supremacy for a particular god 
may well have been an important part of the appeal of the elective cults; but 
even this did not necessarily, on its own, mark a complete rupture with the 
traditional religious practice. u s 

As we have seen over the last few pages, the issue of similarity and dif
ference between traditional and alternative cults depends in many respects 
(just as it must have done in antiquity) on your Standpoint, or on which 
particular features you decide to stress. For some worshippers or some 
observers, for example, the cult of Isis could reptesent a complete rejection 
of traditional, civic paganism — for others it was part of, or an extension of, 
traditional religious life. There are nevertheless a few particular features of 
new cults which serve to mark them out much more strongly from tradi
tional teligions than this model would suggest. These features might be 
grouped under the term 'transformation: for ali these new cults claimed to 
make much more of an impact than traditional religions on the everyday 
world and on the after-life of their adherents.119 

In this life, most elective cults offered a new sense of community. As we 
have seen, the worship of traditional deities could have a social dimension. 
The association of Diana and Antinous, for example, met six times a year 
for sacrifice and dinner, and ensured that members had a decent burial. But 
most new, elective cults offered a much stronger type of membership, 
which they marked by special initiatory rituals. So, for example, in the cult 
of Isis, alongside the relatively public rituals, individual initiations became 
increasingly important from the first century A . D . onwards; members took 
part in the rituals at the main sanctuaries, or met in private groups, such as 
the one which (as we have already seen) used a house on the Aventine 
h i l l . 1 2 0 The most vivid account we have of Isiac initiation concerns Lucius 
in Apuleius' novel TheMetamorphoses.m Lucius, miraculously transformed 
by the goddess Isis from a donkey back into a man, sought formal initiation 
into het cult at Corinth in Greece, through purity, abstinence from unclean 
foods, and daily service in her temple. After the secrets of the holy books 
were explained to him by the priest, he underwent an initiation that took 
him down to the entrance of the underworld and brought him back to life 
again. Lucius then, at the Ins t ruc t ion of the goddess, went to Rome, where 
he prayed daily in the temple of Isis on the Campus Martius. But, because 
he was a stranger in that sanctuary, though not to the religio, he was told by 
Isis to undergo two further initiations, one into the mysteries of Osiris her 

118 On some debates see 2.10. 
119 The difference is often expressed in terms of the offer of'salvation', which has heavy 

Christian connotations and tends to set up misleading comparisons between the new 
cults and Christianity. 'Transformation' seems a much more helpful term. 

120 U. Bianchi (1980); Malaise (1981); Burkert (1987) 40-1. Aventine house above, n. 
62. 

121 Extracts: XI.5-6, 23-5 = 12.4b. 
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consort and one again into the mysteries of Isis. 1 2 2 Apuleius at several 
points teases the reader about what he can of wil l teil (even in a fictional 
account) about the expetience of religious initiation. Much of his point is 
to explore the tensions of such a religion: how far secrecy is compatible with 
the retelling of a (fictional) initiation; what is secret, or where the secrets 
reside, in an initiatory religion; how far such secrecy challenges the struc
tures of Graeco-Roman civic life. 

Initiation inevitably meant entry into another (secret) world; and it was 
particularly associated with those foreign cults which met only privately. In 
the cult of Mithras individuals probably belonged primarily to one 
Mithraic sanctuary and its group of worshippers. Inscriptions tecord lists of 
initiates, varying from 10 to 36. One inscription, for example, records the 
34 members involved in the restoration of a sanctuary in A . D . 183 (of 
whom 5 died of the plague of A . D . 184), and the subsequent annual initia
tions between then and A . D . 201 of between one and eight new mem
bers.1 2 3 The sequence of seven initiatory grades also defined an individual 
members rank within the cult: the first three grades were preparatory, not 
implying füll cult membership; the 'Hon was the crucial pivotal rank, while 
the 'fathef' represented the highest degtee of perfection. Men progressed up 
through the grades, passing thtough fresh rituals of initiation, each with its 
own complex symbolism. 1 2 q Individuals presumably belonged primarily to 
one Mithraic sanctuary and its group of worshippers - and moved up the 
Mithraic ranks within their own particular 'congregation'. 

Christians too had a set of procedures for new members, which varied 
from group to group and over time. One common pattern, at least by the 
late second century A . D . , had a transitional phase leading to baptism; peo
ple in this position, which could last for up to three years, were known as 
'catechumens'.125 A community of Christian initiates had a particularly 
strong sense of group identity. It was only Christians (and Jews) who prac-
tised charity towards their own members (the poor, widows, prisoners); 
and Jews and Christians alone had cemeteries specific to theit faiths (no 
cemeteries in Rome were reserved for initiates of the other cults). 

Membership of the new cults affected, in different ways, the everyday 
life of their members. As we have seen in earlier chapters, the traditional 

122 The extra two initiations are odd. Winlder (1985) 215-23 treats them as subversive o f 
the first one, but they show at most Lucius' over-enthusiasm. 

123 Piccottini (1994), from Virunum. Cf. CIMRM2296 = 12.5c(viii) (Istros). 
124 Vermaseren (1963) 129-53; above, n. 112; Brashear (1992) for initiatory catechism 

from Egypt (below, p. 303). Porphyry, OnAbstinencelV.16 = 12.5d; Tertullian, On 
the Soldiers Crown 15 = 12.5e; sanctuary of Felicissimus, Ostia = 12.5a; Porphyry, On 
the Cave 15 = 12.5g. 'Lion' and 'Father' are the only grades commonly tound in 
inscriptions. 

125 On the catechumenate see Hippolytus, Apostolic Tradition 15-19. Modern accounts 
tend to ignore this Institution, and present Christian conversion as instantaneous, like 
Paul's experience on the road to Damascus. 
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cults of Rome were based on (and, in turn, acted to legitimate) the public 
status of individuals within the community of the state - whether citizen, 
matron, or pontifex. What was distinctive about the new cults was their 
drive toward a strong religious identity through strictly controlled rules of 
behaviour; and they created new statuses and new ways of life that may 
have started within the walls of the sanctuary, but extended outside those 
walls too. In theory, just as Apuleius' Lucius was instructed by Isis herseif, 
Isiac initiates were supposed to devote their whole life to the goddess, to 
obey the rules of her cult, and to practise perfect purity. Mithraic initiates 
were also expected to obey strong rules of purity and to oppose evil in the 
wor ld . 1 2 6 Jews, to the anger of some non-Jews, kept themselves apart from 
theit neighbours by special dietary rules and by the celebration of their own 
calendar (resting on the Sabbath). Christians were expected to mark their 
difference by living a different life, often defined through particular control 
of sexuality or a particular regime of the body: some Christians, for exam
ple, made a public parade of their choice to retain their virginity. 1 2 7 In all 
these religions, though, practice must have varied widely. Individuals and 
individual communities must have defined their own norms; there were, 
no doubt, as many who lapsed from the rules (at least in their strictest 
form) as adhered to them. 

In some of the new cults this 'transformation' affected the fate of the 
initiate after death, as well as in the day-to-day world of this life. 
Traditional pagan culture offered all kinds of views of death and the after-
life: ranging from a terrifying series of punishments for those who had 
sinned in this life, through a more or less pleasant State of being that fol
lowed but was secondary to this life, to uncertainty or denial that any form 
of after-life was possible (or knowable). 1 2 S The traditional cults of Rome 
included rituals that honoured, commemorated and made offerings to the 
dead: the annual festival of the Parentalia, for example, involved feasting at 
the tombs of relatives and ancestors. But the official State cult did not par
ticularly emphasize the fate of the individual after death, or urge a particu
lar view of the after-life. Some of the new cults, on the other hand, con-
sttucted death much more sharply as a 'problem' - and, at the same time, 
offered a 'solution'. 1 2 9 Certainly, not all the new cults promised life after 

126 Isis: Apuleius, MetamorphosesX1.6 (= 12.4b), 19. Mithras: Porphyry, On the Cave 15 
= 12.5g; R. L. Gordon (1975) 241. One question is how far Mithraic initiates feit an 
exclusive allegiance to their cult; however, despite what some scholars have claimed, 
Tertullian, On the Crown 15 = 12.5e does nor show that Mithraic soldiers were 
exempted from wearing garlands at military sacrifices. 

127 Jews: Tacitus, Histories V.4—5 - 11.8a; Juvenal 14.96-106 = 11.8b. Christians: Lane 
Fox (1986) 336-74; Brown (1988). 

128 A ränge of documents on death and the after-life are collected at 9.6, with Cicero, On 
ẃ?Sẁ?ẅVI.13-16 = 9.1d. 

129 Bur one should not therefore assume that the pre-Christian world in general was 
yearning for a new answer to the 'problem' of death. 
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death; in the case of Jupitet Dolichenus, for example, there is no evidence 
to suggest that immortality was an issue.130 And those religions that did 
make claims about a future life after death presented fadically different 
pictures. When in a dream Isis promised Lucius escape from his ass's body, 
she said that he would be subject to her for the rest of his life, which she 
could prolong beyond what the fates appointed, and after death he would 
find her shining in the darkness of the underworld. His subsequent initia
tion, as we saw, took h im down to the entrance of the underworld and 
back to life again. 1 3 1 The cult of Isis had implications for life and death, 
but even so more emphasis is placed on extending the span of life than on 
the after-life - which is pictured in fairly undifferentiated terms. The 
transformational aspects of the cult of Mithras are more striking, as the 
initiate ascended through the seven grades. In addition to its cultic title 
(raven, male bride, etc.), each grade was correlated with a different planet; 
and the soul of the initiate was probably conceived as rising during his life
time further and further away from the earth, finally achieving apogenesis 
or birth away from the material world. That is, the progressive transforma-
tion of the soul of the initiate in this life, on which much of the cult 
focussed, was probably conceived as continuing after death. 1 3 2 This is a 
quite different conception from the ideas of immortality or resurrection 
that developed among some Jews by the first century A . D . , 1 3 3 and became 
particularly associated with Christianity - which offered not only a radi-
cally new life here and now, but also the hope of a bodily resurrection and 
a glorious after-life. 

Over the centuries, the Christian model has created a demand for 
immortality; but, of course, the other cults were not 'failutes' because they 
did not promise this particular kind of life after death. In fact, thtough the 
first centuties A . D . , Christian writers had to defend the idea of bodily res
urrection against general mockery; and it was this very stränge notion that 
prompted the writing of some of the first technical works of Christian the-
ology. 1 3 4 Only a Christian perspective finds bodily resurrection self-

130 Nor was the cult of Attis concerned with the after-life (Burkert (1987) 25). Cf. gener-
ally Burkert (1987) 21-8, 48, 105. 

131 Above, p. 287. For control of fate, Inschriften von KymeAl = 12.4a. For relief by Osiris 
in the underworld, Vidman (1969) 459-63 (no. 459 = 9.6c). 

132 Origen, Against CelsusVl.22 = 12.5f; Porphyry, On the Cave 6 = 4.6c. Cf. Turcan 
(1982); Beck (1988) 77-82 denies Mithraic interest in the after-life; the case depends 
on the weight given to Celsus and Porphyry. A dipinto in the Santa Prisca sanctuary 
refers to the pouring of blood, possibly for the benefit of initiates, but the reading is 
uncertain: 12.5h(xii). 

133 Schürer (1973-87) 11.539-44; Sanders (1992) 298-303; cf. CIL VI 39086 = Noy 
(1995) no. 103= 12.6d(iii). 

134 The Christian defence begins with Acts of the Apostles XVII.32 and continues in the 
various Apologies. Pre-Constantinian treatises were written by Justin (?), Athenagoras, 
Hippolytus, Tertullian, Origen, Peter of Alexandria and Methodius; cf. Origen, 
Against CelsusVUlA9 = 9.6d. 
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evidently superior to the different versions of after-life (or not) within tra
ditional Roman thought, or to the Isiac model of immortality, or to the 
gradual ascension of the soul of the Mithraic initiate. 

4. The members 

Whom did the new cults attract? D i d the different 'messages' we have just 
explored appeal to some sections of the inhabitants of Rome more than to 
others? Were the poor more commonly to be found among the adherents 
than the rieh? Women more commonly than men? D i d these alternative 
religions attract those who had only a small role to play in the traditional 
civic cults and the political order that those cults sustained? Were they, in 
other words, 'religions of disadvantage'? 

There is no simple answer to those questions. We have aheady discussed 
the variety within the population of Rome, which had no single axis 
between privilege and disadvantage: in a society where some of the richest and 
most educated members were to be found outside (were indeed ineligible for) 
the ranks of the elite, it makes no sense to imagine a single category of 'the dis-
advantaged'. Besides, i t is now (and no doubt always was for most outside 
observers) very hard to reconstruet accurately the membership of any par
ticular cult; for apparently casual references to a cult's adherents in the writ
ing of the period are often pat t and parcel of an attack on that cult - deriding 
a religion as being, for example, the business of women and slaves. Occa-
sionally membership lists survive, inscribed in stone or on bronze. We shall 
exploit these in what follows; but even such inscriptions (which were 
inevitably put up for some particular reason on some particular occasion) 
may not reveal a typical cross-section of a cult's followers. Christianity is here 
a special case. The S p o t l i g h t east by the New Testament texts on the earliest 
history of the religion provided much fuller I n f o r m a t i o n than anything we 
have for the spread and social composition of the church over the next two 
hundred years. 

We shall begin with the question of how far the elite (defined in a vari
ety of ways) were involved in these cults; for the fact that the rieh in the 
Roman world inscribed their activities on stone or bronze can help us trace 
their involvement in and around these alternative cults. 

Male members of the senatorial order appear conspicuously absent from 
the eleetive cults. No Senators are attested as initiates of Jupiter Dolichenus, 
Jupiter Optimus Maximus Heliopolitanus, Isis, Mithras or (probably) 
Christianity before the mid third century A . D . Their interest in these cults, 
as we shall see in chapter 8, became streng only in the fourth century A . D . 
Before then, from Rome and Ostia just two Senators are definitely attested 

135 ILS6H9 = 12.4c; Malaise (1972b) 79. 
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as members of the cult of Isis. 1 3 5 There were some Christian Senators and 
knights by the mid third century, against whom the emperor Valerian 
directed particular attention in his ruling against the Christians of A . D . 
258, but presumably they were a tiny minority of the Roman elite.136 The 
rules of dress and behaviour associated with initiation in the various alter
native cults are no doubt a significant factor here: the public parade of 
'alternative' religious status was hardly compatible with the civic and reli
gious rituals, and the codes of dress, associated with a public senatorial (or 
even equestrian) career. 

But there is a question of what counts as 'adherence' to a particular cult; 
for it was obviously possible to favour or support (or be intrigued by) a reli
gion without being an initiate in the strictest sense. Senators and equestri-
ans certainly patronized cults in this way. So, for example, senior army 
officers, whethet Senators or equestrians, made dedications to Mithras dur
ing their period of command in the provinces. They may have found it 
politic to encourage a cult that was populär wi th their men, without 
becoming initiated themselves or (so far as we can teli) continuing their 
association with the cult on their return to Rome. 1 3 7 But they too may have 
found a more specifically religious appeal in the cult; while such élite 
involvement - even i f marginal - no doubt made a considerable difference 
to the Standing and public image of the cult. 

This pattern of cult patronageis found also among those of equestrian sta
tus at Rome (a status defined essentially by free birth and wealth); unlike 
Senators, the majority of Roman knights held no specific Roman office. In 
the sanctuary of Jupiter Dolichenus on the Aventine one man in making a 
gift to the sanctuary proudly describes himself as a Roman knight; though 
in this case, from the later third century, the man also claims membership of 
the cult (as a 'candidate', candidatus).m On another occasion we can see a 
wealthy patron displaying his aspirations for Roman civic status at the same 
time as his support of an alternative cult. Gaionas, who paid for the second 
century phase of the Syrian sanctuary on the Janiculan, stressed in the com-
memorative inscription his holding of what is probably a (minor) Roman 
office with responsibility for night-time security and fire patrol. 1 3 9 As we 
have already seen, Gaionas was in fact a wealthy Syrian, who belonged to the 
middle ranks of the free population of Rome; but here in the context of an 
apparently 'foreign' cult, he classifies himself as a Roman office-holder. 

136 Eck (1971), (1979); above, p. 241. 
137 Note, however, an eques Romanus as a Pater in a military sanctuary of Mithtas in Rome 

(Map 3 no. 2; Lissi Caronna (1986) 31) and the initiation of senatorial tribunes at a 
sanctuary in the legionary base at Aquincum (Eck (1989b) 48). There was apparently 
no favour accorded to the cult of Mithras by the emperor until the fourrh century A . D . : 
M . Simon (1979). 

138 Map 2 no. 12;/154316 = 12.3b. 
139 Map 2 no. 16. Nocturnal office (cistiber): C / I V I 36793, with Goodhue (1975) 31 n. 

90; //5398 = IGUR 166, with AE(1980) 38; //54294. Above, n. 108. 
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Outside Rome, members o f local élites (those we may dehne as holding 
the tank of 'town councillor') were involved in these cults much more 
widely and fully. The cult of Isis, for example, had a strikingly different pro
file even in the other towns of Italy. It had been established in Greece since 
the fourth century B . C . , initially as the preserve of immigrants from Egypt; 
but, from the second century B . C . onwards, local Citizens too had held 
priesthoods of Isis, which seem to have counted much as ordinary civic 
priesthoods. It was probably as a result of commercial contact with the 
Greek world that the cult of Isis appeared in Italy in the mid second cen
tury B . C . - where it again received the support of the local élites. At Pompeii 
near Naples town councillors became priests of the cult, and Isiac initiates 
even signalled their support for people seeking election to civic magistra-
cies.1 4 0 Judaism too was a long established cult in some Greek cities of Asia 
Minor. At Aphrodisias in the third century A . D . nine non-Jewish members 
of the town Council are attested as 'god-fearers' on a list of donors from the 
local synagogue.141 

Not all such cults outside Rome, however, followed this pattern of more 
widespread elite involvement. The cult of Mithras hardly penetrated local 
élites at ali, remaining a strongly military cult . 1 4 2 A very few town council
lors are attested in the cult; but the majority of these come from the 'mi l i 
tary' provinces, in the Danube area — a region which had a weak local civic 
tradition, and where many councillors were serving or retired soldiers. 
Christianity also fitted uneasily with local office holding. Indeed one accu-
sation levelled against Christians was that they scorned magistracies; and it 
is only rarely before the fourth centuty A . D . that declared Christians are 
found holding local offices. Christians are attested, for example, as coun
cillors in one part of Asia Minor in the third century A . D . and a church 
Council held in Spain after A . D . 312 banned from communion Christians 
who had been magistrates or imperial priests (the length of the ban 
depending on whether they had sacrificed, given games or only worn the 
priestly crown). 1 4 3 These differences are partly a reflection of different def-
initions of 'ancestral' religion. Local élites, like the Roman elite, were con
cerned to maintain their 'ancestral' local cults; but what counted as that 
varied from place to place. The goddess Isis, for example, might claim long-
standing, i f not 'ancestral', acceptability in various parts of the Roman 
world; the god Mithtas hardly anywhere. 

The mass of support for the new cults in Rome itself must have come 

140 Dunand (1980); Malaise (1972b) 75-85; (1984); elections: ZLS64l9f; 6420b (trans, 
in Lewis and Reinhold (1990) 11.237). 

141 Reynolds and Tannenbaum (1987) = 12.6e. Cf. generally Trebilco (1991). 
142 Mithras: R. L. Gordon (1972); Clauss (1992) 266. 
143 Origen, Against Celsus VIII.75; Minucius Felix, Octavius 8.4 (= 11.1 ld); Lane Fox 

(1986) 294-5; Council of Elvira canons 2-4, 55-6 in Patrologia Latina LXXXIV 302, 
307-8 = Martinez Diez and Rodriguez (1984) 242, 259-60, with dating of Lane Fox 
(1986) 664-8 (trans, in Stevenson (1987) no. 265). 

293 



6. THE RELIGIONS OF IMPERIAL ROME 

from those who made up the vast bulk of the Ordinary' inhabitants of the 
capital - freeborn Citizens, slaves and ex-slaves. But within that vast popula
tion, did particular groups dominate membership? We have already seen 
that some of the new cults in Rome were supported by foreigners in the city, 
continuing to worship the gods of their native land. But d i d men and 
women of eastern origin or descent predominate more generally in these 
alternative religions? Certainly many of the names recorded in these reli
gions seem on their own to imply eastern origin. In Rome and Italy the 
priesthood of Isis remained in the hands of immigrants from Egypt, and 
about half the worshippers of Isis and Sarapis epigraphically attested in 
Rome have Gt eek names. Likewise the inscribed list of initiates in the Aven
tine sanctuary of Jupiter Dolichenus includes a good number with Greek 
and Semitic names. A variety of languages, in addition to Latin, is also 
attested in these cults. Greek is the commonest of these: Mithraic dedica
tions were often inscribed in Greek (sometimes as well as Latin); two thirds 
of the Jewish texts from Rome are written in Greek (the rest in Latin, with a 
tiny number in Hebrew or Aramaic), and the synagogue Services in Rome 
(as in other Mediterranean diaspora communities) were probably mainly in 
Greek. 1 4 4 Other languages included Egyptian (and pseudo-Egyptian) in the 
cult of Isis, and Aramaic in the cult of the Palmyrene gods. 1 4 5 

It would be misleading, however, to argue simply from these foreign ele-
ments within the cults that the majority of the worshippers themselves 
were eastern in a literal sense. O f course, Greek language can (and certainly 
sometimes does) indicate a Greek speaking origin. But, as we have noted 
already, many of the foreign aspects of these cults were part of their sym
bolic repertoire, their construction of a source of authority outside the city 
— rather than a clear indication of foreign origin. Besides, names alone can 
be a very tricky guide to ethnic or cultural origin. It is absolutely clear that 
many Romans with apparently eastern names had no actual connection (or 
only the remotest) wi th the east itself. Such names, for example, were com
monly given to slaves born and bred in Rome - not even necessarily of east
ern descent — and they were inherited sometimes by their free descendants. 
They are certainly not enough to prove in general a predominance of east-
erners within the new cults as a whole. 

There is clearer evidence for membership of the cult of Mithras, which 
had a more specific and restricted appeal than most of the new religions. 
Here ethnic origin does not seem to be particularly at issue. Mithraic 
inscriptions suggest that the main adherents of the cult were soldiers, up to 
the level of centurion, imperial slaves and ex-slaves, and also slaves and ex-
slaves of private Citizens. Throughout the empire, the classic location for a 
Mithraic shrine is an army camp; and in Ostia, half of the Mithraists 

144 Isis: Malaise (1972b) 67-75, 163-70; Jupiter Dolichenus: AE (1940) 75 = 12.3a; ILS 
4316 = 12.3b; Jews: Schürer (1973-87) U L I . 142-4; Noy (1995) 513-14. 

145 Cf. nn. 60, 81. 
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known from inscriptions were slaves or ex-slaves.146 The experience com
mon to these groups was that of discipline, hierarchy and the possibility of 
self-advancement. The structute of the cult mitrored this experience. 
Those of higher rank (centurions or civilians) tended to fill the higher 
grades of initiation, and the sequence of grades, with their planetary ana-
logues, offered a parallel career' that conformed to and confirmed the 
everyday world ofthe participants. 

The history and spread of Christianity at Rome in the first and second 
centuries A . D . offer a more diverse pictute than this. The earliest Roman 
Christians seem to have been predominantly Greek-speaking; Pauls Letters 
to the church at Rome, for example, as to other Christian communities 
were written in Greek. This use of Greek as a common tongue between dif
ferent Christian groups is a stronger argument than the language of names 
alone; and it may well indicate that members of the church were drawn in i -
tially from immigrants from the Greek-speaking east. In the course of the 
second century A . D . , however, it is clear that Christians made increasing use 
of Latin: both the Old and the New Testaments seem to have been trans-
lated into Latin in the second century (though these versions do not sur
vive), and so were some other Christian texts originally written in Greek; 
the liturgy, on the other hand, the most conservative element of ecclesiasti-
cal practice, remained in Greek until the third quarter of the fourth century 
A . D . ' 4 7 The growing importance of Latin might then minor the growing 
domestication of the Christian church at Rome through the third into the 
fourth century A . D . , and its increasing spread among groups whose native 
tongue was Latin. 

By A . D . 200 Christians were found in Rome at every level of society: 
some upper class women (and a few men) were, at least by that date, 
prominent in the Christian community; from the earliest times Christian 
slaves and ex-slaves had been employed in leading Roman households, 
including the emperor's;148 Christians also served in the ranks of the army 
in the second and third centuries A . D . (though not, i t seems, as officers) -
most, presumably, managing to fudge the issue of attendance at pagan sac
rifices obligatoty in military service.14'' More generally, to the distress of a 
contemporary Christian writer, many second-century Roman Christians 
were 'absorbed in business affairs, wealth, friendship with pagans, and 

146 R. L. Gordon (1972); Clauss (1992) tabulates the Information. The appeal of Jupiter 
Dolichenus to soldiers: Ρ. M . Brennan in Horseley (1981- ) IV. 118-26. The Ostian 
argument is based largely on the Greek-style nomenclature of the Mithraists, which is 
normally taken to show servile origins (cf. above, n. 1 for the 'cultural phenomenon' 
visible here). 

147 Bardy (1948) 161-4; Lampe (1989) 117-19; below, p. 376. 
148 Paul, Letter to Romans 16.10-11; to Philippians 4.22; ILS 1738 = 12.7c(i); graffito in 

2.10b. Cf. Countryman (1980) for the importance ofthe wealth of the minority, and 
problems it caused; and generally Lampe (1989). 

149 Helgeland (1979) lists military martyrs. For the religion ofthe army, below, pp. 324-8. 
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many other occupations of this w o r l d ' . This comment reveals as much 
about the variety of'Christian' behaviour (however strict the rules were in 
theory) as it does about the varied social composition of the Christian 
Community. 1 5 0 

A contrasting image Stresses the poverty of many professed Christians. 
In addition to the 1500 widows and poor supported by the church in the 
mid third century A . D . , Christian writers could claim that Christians in 
Rome had to work hard to stay alive, and that even so the majority suffered 
from cold and hunger.1 5 1 And those who attacked the Christians readily 
deployed this point in their polemic: Celsus, for example, assumes that 
most Christians were ill-educated - humble artisans, or children and 
women (both slave and free) in more substantial houses; while Minucius 
Felix has his pagan Opponent characterize Christians as the dregs of soci
ety. 1 5 2 These two different images of Christianity do more than reflect the 
wide social ränge from which adherents of this new religion were drawn. 
Wi th in the discourse of (and about) Christianity, poverty was clearly vested 
wi th symbolic, religious significance just as foreignness'was in several of the 
other cults we already have examined: there was, for example, a heavily 
loaded clash between a Christian ideal of povetty (as reflected in some of 
the teaching ascribed to Jesus) and the abomination of the poor and desti-
tute in élite pagan culture; in Christianity the poor were both a metaphor 
and a reality. Precisely this kind of symbolic re-evaluation of poverty made 
it a particularly attractive religion to the poor as a group; but it also makes 
it peculiarly difficult for us to trace accurately the presence of the poor (in 
strictly economic terms) in early Christian communities. 1 5 3 

Gender had always been a factor in the Organization of cult. I t is impor
tant to consider how the appeal of the various cults to different genders 
determined the membership of new religions. The official civic cults of 
Rome were principally in the control of men - though there were some 
exceptions. The tending of the flame of the goddess Vesta was, famously, in 
the charge of six Vestal Virgins; a few male priests (notably the flamen 
Dialis) wete obliged to have a wife to share in some of the rituals; while 
women in the imperial family might themselves hold priesthoods of deified 
members of their house. Some cults and festivals too demanded the partic-
ipation of women: one of the main Roman festivals, of the Bona Dea, in 
fact excluded men (as we saw in chapter 3); and the ceremonies of the 

150 Hermas, Shepherd, Mandata 10.1.3, ed. R. Joly, Sources Chrétiennes 53, p. 186; cf. 
Simil. 1.50.1, Joly p. 210; Simil. 8.7.4, Joly p. 278; Simil. 9.22.2, Joly p. 338. Lampe 
(1989) 71-8. 

151 Above, n. 66; Minucius Felix, Octavius 12.2. 
152 Celsus caricatures, but Origen in his reply to Celsus does not dispute his assumptions: 

Origen, Against Celsus III.55 = 11.11c. Minucius Felix: Octavius 8.4 (= l l . l l d ) , a 
charge denied at 31.6. Cf. Lane Fox (1986) 293-312. 

153 Countryman (1980). Christians, as also Jews, aided the poor (e.g. Justin, First Apology 
67 = 12.7d(i)a). 
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Saecular Games involved 110 matrons, the number apparently corre-
sponding to the number of years in the saeculum. The temple of Fortuna 
Muliebris, the Fortune of Women, according to tradition had been dedi
cated by senatorial wives in 493 B . C . , four miles from the city of Rome, and 
served as the focus for their religious activities. In the imperial period it was 
restored by Augustus' wife Livia (and again by the emperor Septimius 
Severus, along with his two sons and his wife Julia Domna). Her lavish 
piety emphasized the importance of the religious role of upper class 
women. 1 5 4 A l i these roles seem largely restricted to women of senatorial 
families. But one official festival, marked in the calendar, also explicitly 
involved women below the senatotial class: the festival of Fottuna Virilis, 
'the Fortune of Men , was celebrated by women of both upper and lower 
rank - wi th women 'of lower status' (according to one calendar entry) wor-
shipping the deity ' in the baths'.1 5 5 

In general, however, although the attendance oiwomen at most religious 
occasions (including ludi) was not prohibited, they had little opportunity 
to take any active religious role in state cults. So, for example, the occupa-
tional or burial associations in the penumbra of the civic cults did not gen
erally include women; only in the purely domestic associations of the great 
households were women normally members. 1 5 6 Much more fundamentally 
(though the evidence is not entirely clear), they may have been banned - in 
theory, at any rate - from carrying out animal sacrifice; and so prohibited 
from any officiating role in the central defining ritual of civic religious 
activity. 1 5 7 

These limited roles may have been satisfying to some women; but 
almost certainly not to ali. How far then did women find in the new cults 
a part to play that was not available to them in civic religions? Upper class 
male writers regularly portrayed women as particularly liable to succumb to 
the charms of superstitio and feared religious activity by women outside 
vety narrowly defined limits — as is illustrated by the trial of the wife of a 
senator for her attachment to a foreign superstitio, and the strong, negative 
stereotypes that portrayed the adherents of the cult of Isis, and Chtistianity, 
as mainly female.1 5 8 But was there any truth in these male fears? D id 
women form a particularly significant element in the membership of the 
new cults as such? 

154 Cf. Scheid (1992b). Vestals, above, pp. 193-4; Bona Dea, above, pp. 129-30; 
Saecular Games, above, pp. 201-6; Fortuna Muliebris, Map 4 no. 69, Champeaux 
(1982-7) 1.335-73; Scheid (1992b) 388-90; Livia, above, p. 197. 

155 3.3b, 1 April. For the various puzzles associated with this festival, Champeaux 
(1982-7) 1.375-95. 

156 Waltzing (1895-1900) 1.348-9, IV.254-7; Ausbüttel (1982) 42. 
157 De Cazanove (1987); Scheid (1992b) 379-80. 
158 Above, pp. 213; 226; 229. Bacchanalia: above, pp. 92-6; Livy XXXIX.8-14 = 12.1a. 

Isis: Juvenal 6.522-41 = 12.4d. Christianity: Origen, Against Celsus III.55 = 11.11c; 
Minucius Felix, Octavius8A, 9.6 = 11.1 l d . 
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In some cults, definitely not. Women, for example, were not initiated 
into the cults of Jupiter Dolichenus or Mithras. Indeed the symbolism of 
the cult of Mithras classified women as noxious hyenas, animals which 
stood as the antithesis of civilized values - even more aggressively misogy
nist, i t would seem, than the ideology of the official religion. In both cults, 
however, women are found on the margins, making dedications in the 
sanctuaries; and in one case having a Mithraic prayer inscribed on stone. 1 5 9 

In other cults there were roles for women. They served, for example, as 
priestesses of Magna Mater and participated in the cult of Dionysus - as 
they had in the second century B . C . , when, so Livy's account runs, the sen
ate had been shocked into imposing controls on the cult in part by the 
promiscuous mingling of the sexes that was said to characterize it. The 
Dionysiac cult whose members were recorded on the statue base honour-
ing Agrippinilla included slaves and ex-slaves of both sexes.160 In the cult of 
Isis too women were given particular titles and status: 'Bubastiaca', for 
example - a devotee of the cat goddess Bubastis seen as an aspect of Isis; or 
'Memphiana' - an allusion to the major cult of Isis at Memphis in Egypt; 
and as members of the group of pastophoroi, whose job was to open the 
temple during ceremonies. The ideal of Joint participation is represented in 
a painting of an Isiac sanctuary from Herculaneum: two choruses of male 
and female initiates, decorously separated, hymned the goddess - who in 
extant hymns is praised as the founder of marriage and of love between 
man and woman. 1 6 1 

A t least outside Palestine, Jewish women held various offices: 'elder', 
'leader of the synagogue', and 'mother of the synagogue'.162 Christianity 
also attracted many women, who - both rieh and poor - had specific roles 
within the church. Women deacons, for example, had the tasks of instruet-
ing female initiates in the faith and of caring for sick women; an Order' of 
widows had the tasks of regulär prayer and of eharity; and women died as 
martyrs at the hands of the Roman authorities - and were canonized as 
Christian saints and heroines. Besides, some Christian groups developed a 
theology in which a female principle was ineorporated along with the Son 
or the Father; and in these groups women became the mouthpiece for 
prophecies, were teachers and even (it was said) priests and bishops.1 6 3 

159 J. Toynbee (1955-6); R. L. Gordon (1980a); p. 266 above. Hyenas: Porphyry, On 
AbstinenceWAG = 12.5d; prayer: Mussies (1982). Note also the portrait bust of an old 
lady from the Santa Prisca sanctuary: Vermaseren and van Essen (1965) 454 no. 11. 

160 Above, n. 80. 
161 Heyob (1975) 81-110. Below, pp. 308-9 for the statuses; painting: 12.4e; hymns: 

12.4a; Veligianni-Terzi (1986). 
162 Brooten (1982); Schürer (1973-87) III.1.107; Trebilco (1991) 104-26. Cf. CIL VI 

29756 = Noy (1995) no. 577 = 12.6d(ii); CIL VI 29758 = Noy (1995) no. 616 (not 
Jewish'). 

163 Deacons: Pliny, Letters X.96.9 = 11.11b. 'Order' of widows: Hippolytus, Apostolic 
Tradition 10, 23, 30. Marryrs: Martyrdom ofSt. Perpetua and Felicitas (partly in 6.8b, 
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Some women no doubt found an oppottunity within these cults for ali 
kinds of religious expression not available wi thin the civic cults of Rome. 
For some women, it may even have been precisely that opportunity which 
first attracted them to an alternative cult. On the other hand, there is no 
evidence to suggest that women were particularly powerful within these 
cults in general or that they dominated the membership in the way sug-
gested by the conventional stereotype of the literature of the period. In the 
cult of Isis the principal offices were held by men, and the names of cult 
members recorded in inscriptions do not suggest that women predomi-
nated numerically. 1 6 4 In Christianity likewise, women were not incorpo-
rated into the male hierarchy of priestly office-holding that emerged in the 
second centuty A . D . And the Orthodox' male authorities were uneasy about 
specifically female groups within the church; many, in fact, čame to tegard 
the prominence of women as a marker of 'heretical' or 'heterodox' sects, 
and roundly condemned it, whether i n the theology or in the social Organ
ization of Christian communities. 1 6 5 

The literary stereotype, in other words, almost certainly exaggetates the 
number and importance of women in the cults, by representing them effec-
tively as 'women's cults'. Why is this? In part the explanation may lie in the 
exclusively elite vision of most of the literary sources. Even i f women did 
not dominate the new religions, it seems certain that uppet class women 
were involved i n these cults before their male counterparts: wives of Sena

tors, that is, were participating in the worship of Isis at a period when no 
senator was involved in the cult; and wives of Senators are attested as 
Christians from the late second century A . D . , before any Christian senator. 
In fact in the early third century A . D . , Callistus the bishop of Rome allowed 
high status Christian women to cohabit wi th (rather than marry) Christian 
men of lower status, even slaves and ex-slaves — for, according to Roman 
law, they would have lost all senatorial privileges by formal marriage to a 
man οf such lower rank. 1 6 6 The literary stereotype, in othet words, may 
reflect a (temporary) difference between the involvement of elite men and 
women, that did not necessarily apply at other levels of society. 

Much more fundamentally, however, the claims of female fascination 
with foreign religion are embedded in the vast literary and cultural tradi
tions of Graeco-Roman misogyny. Women were regularly associated with 
the Other ' in all its forms - the alien world of distant lands, the antitypes 

7.9b). Heresies: Justin, First Apology 26 = 12.7a(i), 'Thought of Norea' = 12.7e(i); 
Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.6.2-4 = 12.7e(ii), 1.11.1; Prophets (in Montanism): 
Eusebius, EcclesiasticalHistoryΎ.16 (cf. below, n. 184); Bishops: Epiphanius, Against 
Heresies49.2.5 (Griech. cbrist. Schrift. XXXI.243). Fourth century, below, pp. 375-6. 

164 Heyob (1975) 81-110, though she tries to argue that the negative stereotype conceals 
a 'women's religion'; Mora (1990) II.1-29. 

165 Gryson (1972); Pagels (1979); Lane Fox (1986) 308-11, 336-74, 404-11; 
McNamara (1985); Brown (1988) 145-53; Witherington (1990); Kraemer (1992). 

166 Hippolytus, Refutation IX.12.24-5 = 12.7c(iii), with Gülzow (1967); Eck (1971). 
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of civilization, the wild, transgressive madness of those who broke the rules 
of civic life. And, at the same time, foreign and 'different' peoples and 
places were conceptualized or denigrated in specifically female terms. So, 
for example, one of the commonest themes in the Roman construction of 
the 'Orient' is the effeminacy of the Oriental man, with his soft skin, per-
fumes and long hair. In traditional Roman ideology, 'Oriental' cults would 
inevitably raise questions of gender: the idea that they were 'women's reli
gions' is one important part of this. 1 6 7 

Throughout this section we have seen how ancient (and modern) claims 
about the membership of the various new cults are deeply implicated in the 
symbolic claims made by (or about) those cults - wi th their themes of for
eignness, poverty and gender. So are any generalizations possible at ali 
about the social composition of these cults and the social ränge of their 
members?168 It is easy enough to imagine how a rootless Immigran t , lost in 
a great city, might have found attraction in the Community of worshippers 
of Isis. But there is no reason to suppose that such people made up the 
majority of the cult's adherents or explain its success. Likewise it is easy 
enough to see what 'problems' might in theory be solved by the teaching of 
the new cults (whether issues of mortality and immortality, or feelings of 
exclusion from the political order that was sustained by civic cults). But to 
ascribe the success of these religions to the Tallings' of the civic cults, or the 
problems to which traditional religion had provided no answer, is only 
speculation. There is no reason to suppose that significant sections of the 
population of Rome had long been searching for some kind of spiritual sat-
isfaction which was eventually offered by the new cults; a counter-sugges-
tion holds that the new cults were themselves instrumental in creating the 
very needs which they satisfied. 

We may get further with general questions of membership and appeal by 
going back to the one cult whose adherents are relatively well known to us. 
We have already seen that the cult of Mithras recruited heavily from sol-
diers in the ranks, as well as slaves and ex-slaves. The fixed progression 
through the Mithraic grades provided such initiates with a structured hier-
archy that paralleled the rigid military ranks of their day-to-day life, as well 
as offering different goals and different rates of progress through this hier-
archy - outstripping or transcending their daily experience. The example of 
Mithtaism might, in other words, prompt us to see that the transformation 
offered by these cults was not a simple rejection of (or escape from) the 
evetyday world, but was rooted and legitimated in the social and political 
lives of its adherents - that it was tied to the structures of civic life, as much 
as it rejected them. One impottant factor here was almost certainly social 

167 Effeminacy: Juvenal 6.511-21 = 8.7b; cf. C. Edwards (1993) 63-97. Women: Juvenai 
6.314-41 = 13.4. See above, pp. 165-6. 

168 Social composition of Christianity: Malherbe (1977); Judge (1980-1); Meeks (1983) 
51-73; Lane Fox (1986) 317-35; Kyrtatas (1987). 

300 



6.5 Homogeneity and exclusivity 

mobility. Although sharply socially stratified, the Roman empire worked 
on the assumption that self-advancement was both desirable and possible: 
slaves could gain freedom; sons of ex-slaves could enter local Councils; 
members of local élites could enter equestrian service or even the Roman 
senate.169 I f the adherents of the new cults can be defined as those particu
larly open to the varied possibilities of transformation, part of that open-
ness may stem from their own position (as freedmen, for example) within 
the structure of advancement in the social and political world around 
them. Their everyday experience, that is, found an echo in the promise of 
the cults to transform lives. 1 7 0 

A l i kinds of other factors were, of course, at work too - different, no 
doubt, in the different cults; and ali of them, as briefly expressed, are 
inevitably crude oversimplifications of the complex motives any individ
ual, or group, would have in joining a new religion. Our point is to empha-
size the relationship between the appeal of these cults to certain groups and 
the Roman social political order, a relationship much closer than a first 
glance at their sometimes very 'foreign' symbolism might suggest. 

5. Homogeneity and exclusivity 

The new cults, which we have examined so far through the context of 
Rome, also flourished in other parts of the empire; we now return finally to 
consider how far their structures and practice were similar in different parts 
of the empire; how far the same cult title denoted what was effectively the 
same cult, empire-wide. 

The distribution pattern of the different cults differs widely. The cult of 
Isis in the Hellenistic period is found in Greece, but its expansion under the 
empire was largely western (Africa, Spain and Gaul); Jupiter Dolichenus 
appears mainly in Rome and along the Rhine-Danube frontier zone. 
Mithras was common in Italy, and again in the Rhine-Danube area, but 
appears hardly at all in Greece, Asia Minor, Syria, Egypt, North Africa or 
Spain. Jewish communities in the early empire existed in most parts of the 
eastern Mediterranean: Judaea, Egypt, Syria, Asia Minor, mainland Greece 
and various islands; in the Latin-speaking west in this period they are 
attested mainly in Italy. After the Jewish War of A . D . 66-73 they are also 
found in North Africa, Spain and Gaul. There were, in addition, important 

169 In other words, we are not dealing here, as has been suggested in other societies, with 
the problem of'status dissonance' (disparity between status achieved by an individual 
and the way others saw him or her) underlying the growth of new cults; in a world 
where there was a structural expectation of advancement 'status dissonance' is hardly a 
meaningful category. 

170 This is a different point from the stress by I . M . Lewis (1989) on the incidence of špirit 
possession among the sexually or socially disadvantaged. For criticism of this 'relative 
deprivation thesis', B. R. Wilson (1982) 115-18. 

301 



6. T H E R E L I G I O N S O F I M P E R I A L R O M E 

Jewish communities outside the empire to the east, in the Parthian (latet 
Sassanian) kingdom. The spread of Christianity, by contrast, seems to have 
fol lowed no such defmable geographical pattern, at least not by region; 
from the early second century A . D . , there were professed Christians in 
many different parts of the empire, numerous in some areas, almost 
entirely absent in others.1 7 1 The main feature of their distribution is their 
concentration in the cities of the Graeco-Roman world, rather than the 
countryside; up until at least the early fourth century A . D . (when the num
ber of Christian communities was far greater, even i f forming a small 
minority of the total population of the empire) professed Christians were 
still overwhelmingly concentrated in the towns - although some Christian 
'heresies' were thought to be particularly located in rural areas.172 In fact, 
the term 'pagan' (Latin paganus), which can be used from the fourth cen
tury onwards by Christians to designate non-Christians, carried with it 
(rightly or wrongly) pejorative associations wi th country-dwellers as 
opposed to townsfolk. 1 7 3 

It is only possible to plot the distribution of these cults across the empire 
because there is a degree of uniformity in their material remains. 
Dedications to Jupiter Dolichenus from Syria, Rome and Austria have a 
very similar iconography. The inscribed hymns to Isis from the Greek 
world, which ränge in date from the second century B . C . to the second or 
third centuries A . D . , are similar both to one another and to the Version in 
Apuleius' novel. And when Lucius went from Corinth to Rome, at the 
Inst ruct ion of Isis, i t was recognisably the same cult into which he was in i -
tiated. The surviving evidence for the cult of Mithras is also broadly simi
lar across the empire. 1 7 4 Shrines excavated in Britain or Germany have the 
same basic features as those in Rome or Dura Europus on the Euphrates 
frontier. At the sanctuary at Dura Europus, in fact, simply because of its 
location, we might have expected clear elements of some 'eastern' traditions 
of the cult; but at least in the second phase of the shtine (when it was 
patronized by soldiers), the iconography, i f not the style, of the frescoes 
closely follows a standard pattern found in the west. 

The explanation of such similarities lies in various factors. The existence 

171 Isis: Malaise (1984). Jupiter Dolichenus: Hörig and Schwertheim (1987). Mithras: 
Clauss (1990) 33-7. Jews: Schüret (1973-87) III.1.3-86; Barnes (1985) 282-5, 330. 
Christians: Pliny, LettersX.96 = 11.11b; Lane Fox (1986) 265-93. The only statistic 
concerns the Roman church in A.D. 251 which supported 1 54 ministers and more 
than 1500 widows and poor: Eusebius, Ecclesiastical HistoryVlA3A 1; above, n. 66. 

172 S. Mitchell (1993) I I documents the importance of 'hereticaP Christian groups in 
some rural areas of Asia Minor. 

173 The earliest associations of the word are perhaps with ' civilians, rather rhan the 'mili
tary'; bur rhis was not relevant to fourth-century usage: O'Donnell (1977). 

174 Cf. Burkert (1987) 30-53. Jupiter Dolichenus: e.g. Hörig and Schwertheim (1987) 
nos. 5, 386, 512. Isis: Inschriflen von Kyme 41 = 12.4a; Apuleius, Metamorphoses 
XI.5-6, 23-5 = 12.4b. Mithras: Vermaseren (1963) ch. 7; Beck (1984) 2016-17 on 
Dura. 
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of specialized priests, who could carry the traditions of the cult from place 
to place, was a feature of the cult of Isis and Christianity. But this could not 
have been so in other religions. There seems, for example, to have been no 
organized priesthood of Mithras, nor in Judaism outside Judaea. The exis-
tence of sacred books in some cults (Isis, Jews, Christians), presctibing rit
uals or orthodox doctrine, and transportable from place to place, might 
also have been a factor in promoting uniformity. Surviving ftagments of a 
papyrus book, for example, seem to preserve the formulae of a 'catechism' 
of the cult of Mithras initiates, in which an officiant questions an initiate, 
who must give the required answers: 

He wi l l say: 'Who is the father?' Say: 'The one who [begets?] everything [he 
wi l l say: 'How (?)] ... did you become a Lion?' Say: 'By the ... of the father.' 

But neithet personnel nor books are sufficient on their own to explain the 
apparent uniformity in these cults across such wide areas of the empire. The 
crucial point must be that these cults defined themselves as international; 
that their adherents perceived and wanted these cults not to be limited to 
one town, but to ttanscend any single place. As was said in the cult of 
Mithras, 'Hail to the Fathers from East and West.' 1 7 5 This was surely 
enhanced by the movement of people around the empire. The interaction 
of traders, officials and soldiers, as well as of priests, helped to promote a 
degree of homogeneity in the various cults; while, at the same time, the 
cults responded to similar social conditions in different patts of the empire. 
I t is a striking fact that (with the exception of Judaism, Christianity and 
Manichaeism) they are not found outside the boundaries of the Roman 
empire - a fürther indication that, for ali their foreignness, they were essen-
tially 'Roman'. 1 7 6 

But we should not exaggerate the extent of this uniformity. We have 
already stressed that, even with their strikingly similar material remains, it 
is highly unlikely that these cults 'meant' the same to their practitioners in 
different parts of the empire. Given the vast differences in local religious 
and cultural traditions, Isis in Gaul mw.fi have been a significantly different 
phenomenon from Isis in Egypt. We can sometimes detect differences even 
within the broad similarities we have noted. None of the Isiac hymns is 
identical wi th any of the others, although they ali share a series of family 
resemblances. And in the cult of Mithras the side scenes regularly shown 
around the main figure of Mithras and the buli, depicting patts of the 
Mithraic myth, do not appear in any fixed sequence: there seem to be two 
major geographical areas, along the Rhine and the Danube, where some of 

175 Catechism: Brashear (1992), though whether it is Mithraic is questioned by Turcan 
(1992), (1993) 152-6. 'Hail ': Vermaseren and van Essen (1965) 179-84 (= 
12.5h(xv)). 

176 Manichaeism, a 'successor' to Christianity, moved into the empire from across its east
ern frontier in the mid third century A . D . , and was propagated by active missionary 
activity. Cf. 11.12. 
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the scenes at least commonly appear in a local 'standard' order; but Italy 
was different and even within the two areas there was much diversity. I t is 
clear that no orthodox 'pattern-book' can have been used by Mithraic 
groups across the empire in commissioning their major cult icon. 1 7 7 

This pluralism can be more fully documented within Judaism. As we 
noticed earlier, before A . D . 70 Jews in the empire sent contributions to the 
temple in Jerusalem, and Instructions and Information no doubt čame 
back in return. But even within Judaea itself there was a great variety of 
Jewish religious practices and philosophies, and there was no attempt to 
create 'orthodoxy' among communities outside Judaea (in the 'diaspota'). 
After the suppression of the Jewish revolt and the destruction of the tem
ple, and even more after the failure of further revolts in the early second 
century A . D . , Jerusalem was no longer a practical centre for Judaism. 
With in Palestine (and then Babylon) wise men (rabbis) emerged as a new 
and important feature of Judaism, but there is little evidence for them in 
other parts of the empire - still less that they imposed authoritative rules 
and norms on the widely spread communities. 1 7 8 Common descent, a col-
lective historical memory, shared rituals, and the synagogues sufficed to 
define the Jewish communities in the early empire; though definition of 
Jewish identity is an issue that must have become more pressing, both in 
theory and in practice, in the second century with the imposition by the 
Romans of a special tax on all Jews.179 

Christianity laid far greater stress than any of the other cults on its inter
nal Organization and central control. Wi th in Rome by the third century 
A . D . there was a sttong central authority in the bishop of Rome; from A . D . 
235 the bishops' status was marked by their separate burial in a special 
crypt in the cemetery of Callistus. The emperor Decius is alleged (by a 
Christian, of course) to have said that he was less worried by the news of a 
pretender to the throne than of the appointment of a new bishop of Rome. 
Under the bishop, Rome was divided into seven pastoral districts, a divi-
sion which roughly took over and eventually superseded the civil division 
of the city into fourteen regions established under Augustus. By the early 

177 Isis: 12.4a. Mithras: 12.5b; R. L. Gordon (1980b); Beck (1984) 2075-8. On Mithraic 
use of planetary gods and planetary orders Beck (1988) argued for homogeneity, but 
see Priče (1990). On 'local jargons' within Mithraism, R. L. Gordon (1994) . 

178 Neusner, Green and Frerichs (1987). See now Sanders (1992), who argues for a ćore 
of common Jewish practices and theology in the first century A . D . Contributions: 
Philo, Embassy to Gaius 156 = 12.6c(ii); below, p. 341. Information: Acts of the 
Apostles 28.21 = 12.7b(i). Christian sources allege coherent Jewish 'missions' against 
Christianity, but these are probably fictitious (see Goodman (1983) 111-18 against 
Harnack (1908) 1.57-9, 327-30). Rabbis: Cohen (1981-2). Late Jewish sources claim 
a yeshibah (academy) in second-century Rome (Reynolds and Tannenbaum (1987) 
33, 83) but it is quite uncertain whether there were any academies outside Palestine 
and Babylon. 

179 Goodman (1989); Cohen (1993). Goodman (1994b) on the possibility of continuing 
pluralism after A . D . 70. 
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fourth century the city included about twenty places in all for Christian 
worship, though none of them need have been purpose-built churches.180 

It is hard to trace the history of the office of bishop in Rome in the first two 
centuries A . D . , partly because later Christian writers, from the mid third 
century on, attempted to draw a direct line of succession from the apostle 
Peter as 'first bishop of Rome' (the so-called 'doctrine of apostolic succes
sion'). But, in general, as far as we can teli episcopal authority developed 
only in the course of the second century A . D . 1 8 1 

Outside Rome, Christian communities throughout the empire had 
their own bishops. Later, as the doctrine of the primacy of the Roman 
church developed, these bishops (at least in the west) were clearly under the 
formal authority of the bishop of Rome. In the earliest Christian centuries, 
that authority was only informal - resulting partly from the siže and impor
tance of the city, and partly from the association of its church with the 
apostles and famous martyrs (such as Peter and Paul). Thus in the second 
and third centuries A . D . Rome sought to advise other churches, and was 
appealed to as an arbiter in matters of church discipline. 1 8 2 But other 
churches (Corinth, Philippi, Ephesus) could claim that they too had been 
founded by apostles, and churches in other large cities of the empire also 
operated as major focuses in the hierarchy of Christian Organization. The 
Roman church was of particular importance, but it did not yet have the sta
tus of'Christian capital'. The Christian C o m m u n i t y was still a complex 
network of different focuses of authority. 

The development of internal structures of O r g a n i z a t i o n within the 
Christian church was, in fact, closely connected to the variety of beliefs and 
practices within Christianity; for these structures of authority were estab
lished partly to deal wi th the problems of such variety - while, at the same 
time, of course, exposing and even emphasizing (as we shall see) the some
times irreconcilable differences of view within the church. 1 8 3 The first 
regional meetings of bishops of which we hear were held from c. 180 A . D . 
onwards in Asia and elsewhere to deal wi th the 'heresy' of Montanus (a 
Christian movement originating in Phrygia). 1 8 4 By the end of the second 

180 Burial: above, n. 77. Decius: above, pp. 243-4. Division o f city: by Fabianus ( A . D . 
236-50) according to the Liberian catalogue, Liber Pontificalis (ed. Duchesne) 1.4-5, 
148, 123 n. 6. Churches: Saxer (1989) 920; above, p. 184. Cf. Pietri (1989). 

181 Hobbs and Wuellner (1980); Lane Fox (1986) 493-517; Lampe (1989) 334-45; 
Brent (1995) 398-457. It is crucial not to use the anachronistic term 'pope' for the 
bishop of Rome, which implies acceptance of the primacy of Rome. Papa emerges in 
the fourth Century as a term particularly associated with the bishop of Rome, with the 
implication of fatherly and ttaditional authority: Pietri (1976) 11.1609-11. For the 
fourth Century, below, p. 377. 

182 E.g. Cyprian, Letters 59, 67.5, 68. 
183 Cf. R. Williams (1989). S. G. Hall (1991) is an introduction to the theological 

debates. 
184 The movement, based on charismatic men and women, claiming the authority of the 

Holy Spirit, prophesies the end of the world, and was marked by strongly ascetic 
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Century A . D . the long-standing differences over whether the Easter fast 
should end on the fourteenth day of the lunar month, like the Jewish 
Passover, ot on the nearest Sunday, came to a head. Each party claimed 
authority for their practice stretching back to the apostles and the very 
foundation of the church. Various regional Councils (Palestine, Pontus, 
Osthoene, Asia, Corinth, Rome and Gaul), covering the church from east 
to west, debated the issue. They separately agreed on a common position, 
with the exception of the Asian bishops, who upheld the fourteenth-day 
dating. The bishop of Rome sought to impose his own (the majority) view 
on Asia, but his action was rejected for its autocracy. The various Councils 
had only the authority derived from mutual consent. Subsequently, other 
meetings of bishops from particular areas were held to thtash out organiza-
tional problems; the first one recorded in North Africa was on the issue of 
re-baptism for those who moved from a 'heretical' to an Orthodox' 
church. 1 8 5 Inevitably to some extent, under their parade of unity (unparal-
leled in any other cult of the day), Councils must have effectively advertised 
the 'heresy' they set out to control; they must also have setved to imperil the 
authority of particular bishops, and groups of bishops, while consolidating 
their ascendancy in general, as they successfully claimed through the 
Councils the right to make decisions on 'orthodox' Christian doctrine and 
practice. 

Internal strength and coherence was of course promoted (just as we saw 
in the pagan context in chapter 5) by the maintenance of boundaries, and 
by the construction of internal enemies. From the mid second century A . D . , 
the ideal of a coherent central tradition of Christian practice and belief was 
delineated in the denunciation of variant traditions as 'heresies'. Irenaeus, 
in Gaul, wrote the first extant treatise against 'heretics', followed by 
Hippolytus in Rome. 1 8 6 Protesting against doctrines they saw as dangerous 
or untraditional, they effectively created the idea of Christian 'orthodoxy' -
even though, as we shall see in chapter 8, the institutions for enforcing 
orthodoxy were created only in the fourth century, and the goal of a single 
agreed set of doctrines across the whole of the Christian world was never 
(and has never been) achieved. 

practices. It continued into the sixth century. See Eusebius, Ecclesiastical Histoiy 
V. 16.7-8 = 7.6b; Fischer (1974) on Councils; Frend (1984); S. Mitchell (1993) 
11.39-40, 104-5 (and above, n. 162). 

185 Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History V.23-5, with Huber (1969) 1-88; C. C. Richardson 
(1973). On the relationship to the Jewish Passovet, see below, p. 310. North Africa: 
Cyprian, Zwirn 70.1.2, 71.4.1, 73.3.1. The Council ofNicaea (below, pp. 370-1) was 
the largest assembly of bishops to that date, and was, at least later, described as 'world-
wide'. 

186 Justin, First Apology 26 = 12.7a(i); extracts of Irenaeus in 12.7e(ii-iii) and of 
Hippolytus in 12.7c(iii) and 12.7e(iv). Cf. Eusebius, EcclesiasticalHistoryΊΙ.25.5-7 = 
12.7f(iii). The term 'heresy' was influenced by the usage of the medical schools: 
Staden (1982). 
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Our final question concerns the degree of exclusivity of these new cults; 
or how far it was possible, or likely, for people be adherents of more than 
one such cult. We have already characterized these cults as shifting 'clusters' 
of people and ideas; and we have questioned the simple notion of cult 
'membership', suggesting instead all kinds of different degrees of adher-
ence. These factors, combined with the expectations of traditional Graeco-
Roman polytheism (that the various gods had particular, but overlapping, 
functions to serve at particular times and in particular circumstances) 
would imply that multiple adherence was possible - in much the same way 
as we have seen that traditional deities could be honoured within the sanc
tuaries of the new cults. O n the other hand, some of the complex (and 
seemingly mutually exclusive) theologies we have detected within these 
different cults must raise the question of how far any individual could live 
with the flagrant incompatibilities between them. Would it be possible at 
any level to accept the tenets of both the cult of Isis and of Mithras? 1 8 7 

There is some evidence that this was indeed possible. In addition to the 
imagery in the Aventine sanctuary of Jupiter Dolichenus (which included 
both Mithtas and Isis and Sarapis), a fine Mithraic relief from Italy illus-
trates the possibility that an individual could support more than one cult. 
A t the bottom of the relief, an inscription runs: Apronianus the civic trea-
surer made it at his own expense'. I t so happens that on another inscription 
from the same town the same man proclaims that he had paid for the erec-
tion of statues of Sarapis and Isis. 1 8 8 This point is reinforced by the termi-
nology of the cults themselves. I t is not only our caution which queries the 
notion of'membership' of these cults; it seems also that the initiates of most 
of the cults did not generally use any particular term of self-description, to 
define them as potentially exclusive adherents of the cult concerned. 
Modern scholars may talk of 'Mithraists', but there is no corresponding 
word in the ancient sources; while the titles of the grades of initiation were 
precisely that - not terms regularly used outside a specifically cultic con
text. The most we can detect are some much vaguer terms of self-descrip
tion {syndexios— 'he who has performed the ritual handshake', or sacratus — 
'devotee'). Only 'Isiacs', 'Jews' and 'Christians' have equivalent ancient 
words, but even these are not quite as straightforward as they seem at first 
sight. 'Isiacus', though it is apparently the self-designation of a devotee of 
Isis, is only very rarely attested. The range of meanings of 'Judaeus' reflects 
the fact that Judaism was both an ethnic and an elective religion: it can refer 
simply to inhabitants of Judaea or people from thet e, as well as to Jews in a 
religious sense, including converts to Judaism. The word 'Christianus' is 

187 Polytheism: Versnel (1981a). Scholars who specialize in one or another of the various 
cults tend to imply that exclusivity was normal. 

188 12.5b; /154381 = Vidman (1969) no. 477. See further Malaise (1972b) 461-8. Such 
multiple allegiances make very problematic the application of the term 'sect', which 
was devised for exclusive (Christian) groups: B. R. Wilson (1982) 101-2. 
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probably most like modern usage. Certainly by the early second century 
A . D . , Pliny can use it quite unselfconsciously when writing to Trajan. But 
the history of even this word is complex: it is rare in Christian texts until 
the mid second century, when it was still possible to talk to 'us so-called 
Christians', and other terms remained commonly in use as self-designa-
tions of Christians. 1 8 9 

In some cults there is a difference between those whose religious, and 
maybe social, identity had come to depend on the worship of their partic
ular deity (and who were rarely involved in more than one of the new cults) 
and those nearer the margins (who were much less likely to be so exclusive). 
In the cult of Magna Mater, for example, we can detect a difference 
between the dendrophori, 'tree-bearers' (who formed a sub-group within 
the cult, wi th particular ritual duties), and the castrated cult servants the 
galli: the dendrophori are found playing other roles; not so the galli. This 
exclusivity is predictable, insofar as their castration marked them out in 
perpetuity as belonging to this one deity; for the galli, that is, this religious 
role was their principal role, their claim to status and their self-definition -
as is suggested by the fact that some chose to have themselves represented 
on their tombstones in the costume of, and with the symbols of, their reli
gious office. 1 9 0 It is probably significant in this context that the only two 
Italian tombstones to record allegiance to Mithras commemorate members 
of the highest Mithraic grade: as i f i t was only at the very top of the 
sequence of initiation that Mithraic grade defined social identity. 1 9 1 

In the cult of Isis, however, religious identity, as defined by a particular 
cultic role, was more commonly paraded; and there were some priests and 
worshippers whose physical appearance (shaven heads) signified to the 
world that they belonged to Isis. 1 9 2 A t the end of Apuleius' novel Lucius' 
newly shaven head, though in part a good joke, also emphasizes that 
Lucius had no time for any other deity but Isis. Funerary inscriptions also 
suggest that some people were deeply attached to the cult of Isis. Some 
funerary monuments represent those they commemorate (mainly women) 
as servants of Isis, others define the deceased through numerous Isiac posi-
tions: a temple W a r d e n of Isis Pelagia who had held office for ten years; a 

189 Mithraic terms: R. L. Gordon (1994) 109-10. 'Isiacus': Vidman (1969) nos. 487-8, 
536 (= 12.4c), 538-9, 560. 'Judaeus': Schürer (1973-87) III.1.87-91; Kraemer 
(1989). 'Christianus': first in Acts of the Apostles 11.26; Pliny, LettersX.96 = 11.11b; 
Athenagoras, Embassy 1; RACWA131-8. 

190 Dendrophori might, like other associations, share a burial ground (e.g. CIL V 81, Pula; 
X 8107-8, Volceii; above, p. 270), but they did not parade the peculiar imagery of the 
galli (e.g. 8.7c). 

191 ÄS4270 = CLMRM511 (Rome); CLMRM708 (Milan). We do not know how far, in 
practice, these were the distinctive features of only a small group of religious 'over-
achievers', or more widespread within the cult; for the idea of religious Overachieve-
ment', Lane Fox (1986) 336-40. 

192 Shaven heads: 5.6d (relief sculpture of four Isiac officials). 
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man who had paid for a major festival of Isis; women described as 
Bubastiaca or Memphiana; or a wife commemorated by her husband as 
chaste worshipper of the Pharian goddess <i.e. Isis>, diligent and beautiful 
in appearance'.193 Maybe the display of Isiac attachments on public funer-
ary monuments stemmed from the connection between Isis and the after-
life. On the other hand, they do not read like an attempt to maximize the 
chances of the deceased in the (Isiac) after-life; rather, they pick out Isiac 
attachments as crucial attributes of the living. Little of this need imply that 
allegiance to the cult was regularly exclusive, even among those who were 
commemorated in an Isiac role; and we have already seen clear evidence 
for overlaps between the cult of Isis and other cults. Nevertheless, i t may 
suggest that, in contrast to the cult of Magna Mater, the cult of Isis much 
more regularly offered a religious status that could be paraded also as a 
marker of social and public status. 

The exclusivity of Judaism and Christianity is difficult to assess because 
of the dominance in each case of later orthodoxies, which sought to exclude 
any possibility of overlap with traditional or other alternative cults. Among 
the Jews, 'godfearers' were probably not expected to reject ali their own reli
gious heritage; and some Jews certainly would have been more separatist 
than others - though, at most, this meant keepingapart; they did not (so far 
as we know) produce treatises on the nature and inferiority of the cults they 
shunned. 1 9 4 By contrast, some Strands in early Christianity did seek to 
explain how Christianity was superior both to Judaism and to the tradi
tional cults. The relationship between Judaism and Christianity, a crucial 
issue from the earliest days of the Christian Church, was articulated in var
ious ways. Marcion, teaching in Rome in the mid second century A . D . , dis
tinguished between two gods, a good but very distant god, and a creator 
god who is inferior to him; the latter god, who is concerned with justice but 
subject to passions and perhaps partly evil, Marcion identified with the god 
of the Jews. He also went so far as to reject the whole Old Testament, on the 
grounds that it could not be reconciled with the New Testament.195 He was 
a controversial figure, condemned by Justin and other Orthodox' writers as 
a 'heretic', but the founder of a long-lived church. Justin, despite his criti-
cisms of Marcion, agreed wi th h im on the profound differences between 
Judaism and Christianity. In his Dialogue with Trypho, he argued that 
Christianity replaced the Mosaic law, which had only temporary validity; 
that Christ was God; and that those nations who followed Christ were the 
new Israel. 

At around the same time in the mid second century, Christians also 
began to write Apologies', defences of Christianity normally addressed to 

193 Eingartner (1991); Vidman (1969) nos. 373, 396, 422-4, 428, 433, 451 (= 9.6b). 
Above, p. 298 on women. 

194 'Godfearers': above, p. 275. 
195 Blackman (1948). 
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the reigning emperor, attacking the traditional cults. They were written in 
the form of documents seeking to persuade the Roman authorities and 
other non-Christians of the merits of Christianity; b u t in practice the 
Apologies seem not to have been much read by non-Christians, their 
importance lying in their internal consumption within the church. One of 
the most famous of these treatises in the second century, again by Justin, 
criticized the official Roman treatment of the Christians, expounded 
Christian doctrine and explained the misleading nature of the traditional 
gods; although Greek mythology had many superficial similarities to 
Christianity, suggesting that the history of Christ was a mere myth on a par 
with the Greek poets' myths about the various sons of Zeus, it was the 
product of demons who wished to lead people astray. Nor was this merely 
a matter of evil stories: the practices of the Mithraic cult, for example, were 
a demonic Imitation of the Christian eucharist.1 9 6 The Apologies and other 
Christian texts attempted to define a clear and unambiguous boundary 
round the new movement; and it is clearly a marker of Christianity s claims 
to exclusivity that it, alone of ali the new religions, so far as we know, explic-
itly defined the other cults as rivals. 1 9 7 

The hard-line rejection of both Judaism and 'paganism' was, however, 
only one S t r a n d in second- and third-century Christianity. I f one way of 
understanding the origin of Christianity is as a break-away Jewish cult, 
then connections between Judaism and Christianity are likely to have been 
close. Marcion's rejection of the Old Testament was not the norm; 
Christians adopted a variety of different positions towards Judaism. Some 
practised circumcision and followed an obviously Jewish way of life. 
Others who rejected Judaism as a system nonetheless were much indebted 
to Jewish thought; for example, the homily On Easter by Melito of Sardis 
( i n Asia Minor) draws on Jewish Passover traditions and recitations. And 
the second-century debates about the date of Easter hinged on the question 
whether (as people like Melito held) Easter should keep in step with the 
Jewish Passover.198 

There were also debates about how much Christians should borrow 
from pagan learning: for example, should philosophical logic be applied to 
the Interpretation of the Bible? Some Christians held that they could take 
part in traditional cults, for example by eating sacrificial meat, without 
themselves being corrupted. Others held that traditional cults contained 

196 Miliar (1977) 561-6 Stresses the form of the Apologies. Justin, First Apology 54-8, 66, 
partly in 12.7a(i); cf. his Dialogue with Trypho7Q, with Clauss (1990) 151-2, 175-9. 
Cf. Alföldy (1989) 66-70. The rejection of the Mithraic cult was just one element, 
and not a particularly important one, in the Christian critique of contemporary Greek 
and Roman cults. 

197 Walsh (1970) 186-7 argues that Apuleius' Metamorphoses was written in part to 
counter the spread of Christianity, but the polemic is at most implicit. 

198 'Jewish Christianity': e.g. Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.26.2 = 12.7e(iii); Segal (1992). 
Melito: S. G. Hall (1979); Easter, above, n. 185. 
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part of the divine message. The Naassenes (one of the Christian 'heresies' 
condemned by Hippolytus) were said to believe that the performance of 
the mysteries of Attis were under the guidance of providence; without 
themselves being castrated, they attended the mysteries of Magna Mater 
'considering that they can actually observe their own mystery in these 
rites'. 1 9 9 In Hippolytus' horrified report of their actions, we should see not 
just 'heresy' on the part of the Naassenes; but also the drive of Hippolytus 
and others like him to define the limits of acceptability for Christian 
thought and behaviour. They were ultimately successful; which is to say 
their vision of Christianity was aeeepted by subsequent generations as the 
authoritative and Orthodox' tradition. We may well reflect how different 
Christianity might have been i f a different tradition had become domi
nant. For Hippolytus represented just one side of a set of debates in the first 
centuries A . D . , concerning not only the relationship between different ver-
sions of Christianity, but also that between Christianity and other religions 
(whether Judaism or the cult of Magna Mater). And it was all no doubt tak-
ing place against a background of Christian behaviour, in which many 
more 'Christians' probably took a quiet interest in other cults, or even par-
ticipated without much trouble in 'pagan' sacrifices, than vowed themselves 
exclusively to the Christian faith - even unto a painful death. 2 0 0 

In the next two ehapters we shall develop some of these arguments further, 
and farther afield. Imperial Rome was by no means a typical city - and it is 
hard to know in any detail how far the kinds of religious choices we have 
characterized in the imperial capital were matched in different areas of the 
empire. For the western part of the empire, at least, we rely to a very great 
extent on the material remains of cult. And although these allow us to say 
for certain that there is not a single elective cult found in Rome that is not 
found somewhere eise in the empire, they only rarely come together to 
offer any relatively complete picture of the religious options in any partic
ular place.2 0 1 In the east, we gain a picture of the ancestral Olympian deities 
remaining the dominant religious focus. Even in the great city of Ephesus 
the only non-Greek gods attested on inscriptions are Isis and Sarapis, and 
we hear of few elective religious associations; though here (and this point 
may be connected to the last one) Christian evangelizing was all the mote 
intrusive. On the other hand, the framework of ancestral cults in both east 

199 Logic: Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History V.28.13-14 = 12.7e(v). Sacrifices: e.g. I . 
Corinthians 8.10; Revelation 2.14-15, 20; Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.6.2-4 = 
12.7e(ii). Naassenes: Hippolytus, Refutation of ali Heresies V.6-9 = 12.7e(iv) in 
part. 

200 The complexities of interacting religious positions in Asia Minor: S. Mitchell (1993) 
especially 11.43-51. Fourth- and fifth-century attempts to retain parts of the tradi
tional religious heritage: below, pp. 381-8. 

201 The religion of Carthage: Rives (1995a). 

311 



6. T H E R E L I G I O N S OF I M P E R I A L R O M E 

and west was itself, as we can clearly demonstrate, affected by Rome; and it 
is to this impact of Rome we turn next in chapter 7. 

In the final chapter we shall return to Christianity. As we saw in chapter 
5, persecution of the Christians, whether haphazard or systematic, rein-
forced a sense of religious identity for the Roman elite; while overt official 
backing for the ancestral cults defined, for the first time, ali the accepted 
religious practices of the empire as a single category, in O p p o s i t i o n to 
Chtistianity - so that it is only from this point, and directly under the 
influence of Christianity, that it is possible to speak of'paganism' as a system 
rather than as an amalgam of different cults. 2 0 2 But another effect of the 
growing popularity of Christianity was that by the fourth century A . D . the 
official cults of Rome, once a traditional set of ptactices embedded unprob-
lematically in a stable social order, had become one option among many. It 
is t o this new world of choice that we return in chapter 8, to consider in 
particular the religious allegiances of the Roman elite i n the fourth century. 

202 Only now is it proper to speak of 'paganism'. It is a paradox that Christianity invents 
paganism, not just as a term, but also as a system. 
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What was the impact o f Roman teligion on the provincial communities of 
the Roman empire? We have already discussed the spread of so-called 'ori
ental religions' outside the city of Rome itself. But what of the 'official' 
cults? How far did the inhabitants of the empire acquire Roman religious 
identities? Was the impact of Rome strikingly different in different parts of 
the empire? Was it different at different periods? Or among different classes 
and groups of people? As we shall see, the historical development of impe
rial religion produced some remarkably idiosyncratic effects (the emperor 
Augustus, for example, depicted in traditional Egyptian style as a pharaoh 
offering cult to Egyptian gods), as well as some cutiously ironic enigmas (as 
when the Roman governor of Egypt circulated the emperor Claudius' mes-
sage to the Alexandrians that they should not worship him as a god — with 
a covering edict calling him precisely that, Our god Caesar').1 In what fol-
lows, we shall explore such representations as part of the O p e r a t i o n of impe
rial power across the Roman world. 

The point of this chapter is to show, first, that Roman imperialism did 
make a difference to the religions of its imperial territory; and, second, to 
explore how we might trače the impact of Roman religion outside Rome, 
principally in the period after the reign of Augustus. O f cou t se military 
conquest and the imposition of foreign control (whether in the form of tax-
ation, puppet govetnment or military occupation) inevitably impacts on 
cultural life - both in the imperial centre and in the provincial territories. 
No one can be culturally unaffected by imperialism. But its impact comes 
in a wide range of forms, and is experienced very differently by the parties 
involved - whether conquering or conquered, peasant or aristocrat, the 
native resistance or the local collaborators. Imperialism is, besides, con
stantly re-interpreted'm culture and religion, as we can see very simply in the 
different images of the emperor himself that are found throughout the 
Roman provinces - not just the relatively standardized portraits on the 
coins that flood the Roman wotld, but the (to us) almost unrecognizable 
images from Nile sanctuaries with the emperor in the distinctive guise of 

1 See, for example, the temple from Dendur, now on display in the Metropolitan 
Museum, New York: Aldred (1978) figs. 14-18, 28-33, 38-9. Claudius: Ε.Μ. 
Smallwood, Documents Illustrating the Principates of Gaius, Claudius and Nero 
(Cambridge 1967) no.370 (trans. Sherk (1988) 83-6). 
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Egyptian pharaoh or Ptolemaic king. Religion and culture are regularly put 
to work on imperialism's behalf, incorporating the conquering power into 
local traditions. But at the same time religion and culture may always work 
against I m p e r i a l i s t power, in reasserting the distinctiveness of native tradi
tions against the forces (whether military or cultural) of occupation. I t is a 
plausible Suggestion that 'native' rebellions in the Roman empire tended to 
fight under the banner of local deities.' 

Wi th in these different perspectives, we shall delineate some of the most 
characteristic features of Rome's religious impact on the empire. Rome did 
not generally seek to eradicate 'native teligious traditions' nor systemati-
cally to impose her own religious traditions on her conquered territories. 
(Roman religions identity as a 'religion of place' — strongly focussed on the 
city of Rome — would anyway make unlikely any wholesale ditect export.) 
On the other hand there was borrowing and interchange at various levels 
between Roman cults and religious practices through the empire; Roman 
gods, for example, or at least (and this may not be the same thing at all) 
gods with Roman names, were widespread across the imperial territories, 
throughout our period. But such borrowing was not the same everywhere, 
from Scotland to the Sahara. We shall disentangle some of the factors 
which affected the impact of Roman religion on the world outside Rome, 
and how that impact was experienced. These factors include formal politi
cal rights and privileges (communities of Roman Citizens outside Rome 
being much closer to the religion of Rome itself than non-citizens), as well 
as wealth and class (local élites in the provinces showing greater interest in 
ostensibly Roman deities than their poorer compatriots). But we shall also 
consider how different religious and cultural traditions in the conquered 
territories affected patterns of 'Romanization': the Roman authorities 
treated the Jews, for example, differently from the Druids; while the west-
ern part of the empire, wi th only a limited history of urban culture on the 
'classical' model, imported Roman institutions, (whether willingly or not) 
more directly than did the eastern part; there, by contrast, Greek civic life 
and cults often worked towards the accommodation of Rome; there, the 
Roman conquerors found religious traditions that they recognized as 
already like their own, or even as the ancestors of their own. 3 

A l l these factors (and others, as we shall see) intetsect - and sometimes 
conflict - to produce the complex pattern of Rome's religious influence on 
its empire. In section 1, however, we concentrate on the legal status of the 
different provincial communities and their constitutional relationship with 

2 Egypt: Dunand (1983). Rebellions: below, pp. 347-8. 
3 Issues of similarity and difference between the Greek east and Rome have been central to 

debates on Roman culture since ancient times - see on Dionysius above, pp. 171-4. 
Throughout this chapter we use the distinction between east and west, while also argu-
ing that some features are common to different parts of the empire. For a stronger Ver
sion of that position see Woolf (1994). 
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Rome. In one sense influence literally radiated f r o m Rome: it was strongest 
in Italy itself and in the camps of the Roman army wherever it was sta-
tioned; elsewhere it was feit in proportion to the official Roman status of the 
town or group concerned, and their formal links to Rome itself. I f some 
Roman pressures were exercised everywhere, the particular legal status of 
the community made a fundamental difference to its religious life. Let us 
explain first how these statuses differed. 

Throughout the first two centuries A . D . (until, that is, the emperor 
Caracalla completed the restructuring of such distinctions by granting cit
izenship to most of the free population of the empite) there were three 
principal types of provincial community under the empire: coloniae, 
municipia, and towns without any specifically Roman status at ali. Roman 
coloniae were, with the army, the main context in which the Roman reli
gious system was replicated abroad.4 Coloniaewsre communities of Roman 
Citizens settled outside Italy. In the middle Republic they were mostly land-
less Citizens from Rome itself, and in the first centuries B . C . and A . D . mostly 
ex-legionaries who received land in return for their military service; these 
foundations ceased altogether after the early second centuty A . D . They wete 
designed to be clones of Rome in all respects: Latin was the official lan-
guage, even when they were established in the Greek world; some coloniae 
made a point of boasting 'seven hills', just like Rome. So too, in theit reli
gious institutions, these 'mini-Romes' abroad explicitly mirrored the insti
tutions of the capital. 

In the Latin west (especially in North Africa, Spain and Southern 
France) there was also a second category of towns with Roman status, 
known as municipia.5 These towns had been granted the so-called 'Latin 
right' by the Romans, which meant that individual members of the com
munity gained some of the rights of Roman Citizens and their ex-magis-
trates automatically became füll Ci t izens . I t seems that when they received 
this status the new municipia also received a new C o n s t i t u t i o n directly from 
Rome. After Vespasian granted the Latin right to towns in Spain, these 
municipal constitutions were standardized (under Vespasian's son, 
Domitian); fragments of seven copies of the standard municipal regulation 
survive from Spain which clearly show the direct influence of Roman prac
tice on institutions outside Rome. 

Communities without Roman status feil into two main types: towns in 
the East, whose principal language was Greek, and whose own ancient reli
gious traditions were deeply embedded in the fabric of urban life; and 
towns without municipal status in the West, often of much more recent 
foundation, in areas that were themselves more recently conquered, or 

4 Levick (1967); Gargola (1995) 71-101; Fear (1996) 63-104. Above, p.157 for the late 
republican context. 

5 Fear (1996) 131-69. That municipia were not as closely modelled on Rome as coloniae is 
stated in Aulus Gelius, Attic NigbtsXVl. 13.4-9. 
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without a long history of loyalty to Rome, Both these types of Community 
(though much more commonly and directly those in the west) borrowed 
elements from the Roman system, though less directly than coloniae or 
municipia; and their religious institutions might be subject to Roman reg-
ulation. We shall discuss the religious impact of Rome on communities 
without Roman status in section 2. 

O f course, as we have already implied, juridical status - even i f a useful 
starting point - was not everything. The adoption and adaptation of 
Roman religious custom by local communities depended on much more 
than constitutional position (and on more, for that matter, than any of the 
other factors that we have so far mentioned): individual interests within the 
province, local perceptions of cultural and religious identity, calculations of 
advantage, no doubt, in relation either to the Roman government or the 
'native' elite, or both. Besides, the religious practice or beliefs of individu
als might always (as at Rome itself) go against the grain of the regulations 
laid down for the Community as a whole. Just as there must have been some 
individuals in municipia or coloniae who lived in a resolutely non-Roman 
religious world, so too in towns without any formal Roman status, there 
must have been some whose religious experience was in many respects 
Roman. 

The religious history of other empires may also help us at the outset to 
understand the pattern of religious influence in the Roman empire. The 
religious impact of the centre in the periphery of empires varies greatly, 
often depending on how integrated the empire is (a theme we touched on 
in chapter 5). In some cases the central power makes stringent religious 
demands on its dependent territories. This is particularly clear, for exam
ple, in the highly integrated Inca empire (where the nobility directly 
administrated their provincial territories and there were strong reciprocal 
obligations between rulers and subjects). Significantly, the Inca transported 
the images of the major gods of the vanquished to their capital and, in 
return, the subjects were compelled to accept new, Inca, idols and to main-
tain places of worship in the same manner as in the capital. A hostile con
temporary account claims that the eleventh Inca king killed ali priests of 
the subject peoples and destroyed even their less important shrines -
because the priests had refused to give h im Information. At ali events the 
Incas attempted to create a tightly centralized system, of administration 
and religion. 6 Likewise, in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the 
massive overseas expansion of Japan was accompanied by the export of state 
Shintoism: shrines were built , for example, in Formosa, Korea and 

6 Cobo (1653/1979) 187-8, 211-12, 241-2, a seventeenth-century Spanish historian. 
Hostile account: Guamán Pomo de Ayala (1567-1615?/1978) 70. For subtle studies of 
the reception of Inca cults see SJ. Stern (1982) 20-2 and MacCormack (1991). Contrast 
the less integrated Aztec empire. The Aztecs removed conquered deities to the centre, 
without replicating the centre in the provinces: Sahagun (1950) 11.168. 
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Manchuria, not just fot the Japanese tesidents overseas, but as part of a 
new-found 'world civilizing mission'.7 This is a model not far different 
from the British empire, which also attempted to impose its own religion 
(Christianity) on its colonies and to eradicate 'unacceptable' or 'uncivilized' 
native religious practices, though unsystematically, with varying energy 
and many varieties of self-deception and chauvinism.8 

The Roman empire, on the other hand, operated according to a quite 
different pattern. In general, i t was relatively diffuse and unintegrated -
neither systematically imposing its own cults on the conquered, nor sys-
tematically removing the cults of their subjects to the capital.9 But, as we 
have already implied, one aspect of Integration was particularly important 
within the vast geographical and political extent of the Roman empire: that 
is, Roman citizenship. The bearers of Roman citizenship were, it seems, 
expected to recognize Roman gods; an expectation which overlaps neatly 
with the juridical status of the different communities we have outlined 
(from coloniae as füll citizen communities to towns without Roman status, 
which might have included no Roman Citizens at ali). Despite increasing 
religious choices in the imperial period, the identity of religion and state 
was maintained: those who counted as 'Roman' in civic terms counted as 
'Roman' in religious terms too. 

In exploring these issues, we shall consider the process by which local 
and Roman gods apparently merged with each other and were often 
referred to, and presumably worshipped, under a composite title. In 
Roman Britain, for example, as in many other provinces in the West, we 
find a wide variety of these hybrids, 'Mars Alator', 'Sul Minerva and so 
on. 1 0 In most cases, however, we have only the record of a mixed divine 
name; we can only guess what that name meant, which deity (Roman or 
native) was uppermost in the minds of the worshippers, or whether the two 
had merged into a new composite whole (a process often now referred to as 
'syncretism'); we do not know, in other words, how far the process was an 
aspect of Roman take-over (and ultimately obliteration) of native deities, 
how far a mutually respectful union of two divine powets, or how far it was 
a minimal, resistant and token incorporation of Roman imperial parapher-
nalia on the part of the provincials. Signs of'syncretism', then, always need 
to be interpreted. For example, to understand why most deities in the east
ern part of the empire did not merge with Roman counterparts, but 
retained their individual personalities and characteristics, whereas in the 
west pre-Roman gods acquired Roman names, or non-Roman and Roman 

7 Holtom (1943) 153-73. One might be tempted to see this as an aspect of the growth 
of modernity in Japan, o f peculiarly modern nationalism, but it (like the Inca case) may 
be accounted for in terms of the growing general Integration of the Japanese state. 

8 For the British in India, Bayly (1989), Metealf (1994). Inden (1990) is a critique of 
western ('Imperialist') construetions of Indian society. 

9 For the occasional Roman use of evocatio, see above, pp. 34-5; 82-3; 132-4. 
10 See for different forms RIB307 = 2.9b(i), RIB 218 = 2.9b(ii); below, pp. 344-5. 
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divine names were linked, we need to investigate much more deeply the 
natute of Roman religion outside Rome; we need also to attend to the 
agenda of ali those groups involved in developing a new Roman imperial 
world view - throughout the empire and over the centuries.11 

Another theme, central to this chapter, is the 'impetial cult' offered to 
the Roman emperor or his (deified) predecessors, wi th temples, festivals, 
prayers and priesthoods in every province or the empire. The historian 
Cassius Dio in the third century A . D . saw cult of the empetor as one unify-
ing factor in the religions of the vast impetial territory, one aspect of wor
ship that ali Roman subjects shared. After noting the establishment of 
temples to Augustus in Asia and Bithynia, he goes on to say: 'This practice, 
beginning under him, has been continued under other emperors, not only 
among the peoples of Greece, but also among ali the others insofar as they 
are subject to the Romans.'1 2 We have chosen to consider various aspects of 
imperial cult together in section 3 partly because of Dio's claim of its uni-
versality across the Roman empire, and his Sugges t ion that this form of 
shared religious practice was one aspect of'belonging' to that empire. On 
the other hand, we do not want to suggest (and Dio comes nowhere near 
claiming) that there was a single entity, the same throughout the empire, 
that can be identified as 'the imperial cult'. There was no such thing as 'the 
imperial cult'; rather there was a series of different cults sharing a common 
focus in the worship of the emperor, his family or predecessors, but (as we 
shall see) operating quite differently according to a variety of different local 
circumstances — the Roman status of the communities in which they were 
found, the pre-existing religious traditions of the area, and the degree of 
central Roman involvement in establishing the cult. Besides, there was no 
sharp boundary between imperial cult and other religious forms: the incor-
poration of the emperor into the traditional cults of provincial communi
ties, his association with other deities, was often just as important as 
worship which focussed specifically and solely on him. Nor was imperial 
cult necessarily the most powerful marker of Romanization in religion: in 
specifically Roman communities abroad (coloniae zna municipia), imita-
tions of the transformed system of Augustan Rome were often a far more 
important aspect of religious Romanization than any direct worship of the 
emperor. 

11 The term 'syncretism' is problematic, not least because it has often been used pejora-
tively to refer to a meaningless mish-mash of religions (see Berner (1982) and Martin 
(1983) 134-7 for a history of the term). It has, however, been revived in a neutral sense: 
Pirenne Delforge (1994); Stewart and Shaw (1994). Interpretatio romana, a phrase 
taken from Tacitus, Germany 43.3, which is also commonly used, at least places the 
emphasis on interpretation (Girard (1980)), but it Stresses the role of Romans rather 
than provincials, and assumes that one-for-one identifications were possible between 
Roman and local gods. For the processes, see documenrs and discussion in 2.9 and R. 
L. Gordon (1990c). 

12 Cassius Dio LI.20.7. 
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The sources for this chapter are different in their emphasis from those 
we have used before.13 In attempting to reconstruct provincial viewpoints 
on the processes of Romanization in the provinces, we have ample evidence 
from one section of the provincial population only - the educated writers 
from the Greek wotld in the first two centuries A . D . , some of whom (like 
Plutarch and Lucian) discuss various aspects of Greek and Roman religion 
and theit interaction. 1 4 Otherwise the bulk of the evidence fot Roman 
influence on teligion in the empite comes from inscriptions or from visual 
images: sculptured reliefs depicting gods or emperors, for example, may 
provide evidence for the native or Roman characteristics of a particular 
deity, or for how an emperor is imagined within the divine system; inscrip
tions reveal the names of the gods, the religious offices and sometimes the 
particular rites of towns in Italy and the empire. But at the same time these 
objects may challenge Interpretation. How can you teli, for example, i f a 
statue of Jupiter found in a provincial town is the result of Roman imposi-
tion or of enthusiastic provincial imitation of Rome? How can you know 
whether a temple to Roman deities in a distant province was the focus of 
loyal worship by the provincial community o t the focus of theit resentment 
at Rome's dominance? Besides, i t is ali too easy to patronize provincial aspi-
rations and ideology. Is a rough, 'unclassical', Celtic image of a Roman 
deity to be written off as a demonstrably naive failure by the local craftsman 
to reproduce metropolitan style? Or is it motivated by a desire to assert 
local, 'tribal' difference from the dominant, imperial, classical culture? 

This chapter emphasizes the changes wrought under Roman rule; so we 
pay little attention to the relatively unchanging civic cults of the Greek east 
that continued throughout the period. Yet especially in the west, but also in 
patts of the near east, the evidence for pre-Roman religious life is very 
scanty — with few, i f any, surviving pre-Roman inscriptions, and few i f any 
images carved in stone, let alone any trače of literary accounts.15 It is often 
impossible, then, to specify precisely the individual changes brought about 
by Rome and Roman influence. We can, however, deploy the evidence we 
have to assess the overall impact of Rome on the religious life of the empire, 
and the factors which intensified or diminished that impact - both east and 
west, from the classical world of the Greek city states to the tribal societies 
of Britain and Gaul. 

13 Toutain (1907-20) remains a useful synthesis on the west, but it is unfinished and any-
way omits iconographic evidence. The range of epigraphic evidence is presented by 
MacMullen (1981) and Lane Fox (1986). 

14 For an introduction, Swain (1996). 
15 Problems of the changing nature of the evidence are compounded by the divisions 

between different scholarly traditions. For much ot the Latin west scholars study either 
the pre-Roman or the Roman periods, but not both, thus failing to address issues of 
continuity and change. See, however, Woolf (1998), ch. 8 on Gaul. 
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1. Roman religion outside Rome 

Throughout the empire the Roman authorities tended to promote a vari
ety o f Roman religious practices. Whatever differences there were in the 
impact of Rome, it was a general rule that governors and other Roman offi
cials favoured Graeco-Roman (rather than native') gods in whichever 
province they were stationed, and the governors staff regularly included 
haruspices for the proper I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of sacrifices performed on the 
Roman model. Even more important was the expectation that governors 
right across the empire would ensure that the provincials, presumably in 
the context of the provincial assemblies (which consisted of representatives 
of the individual towns), performed the annual vota (vows followed by sac
rifice) for the emperor and the empire. 1 6 Evidence for this is widespread: 
the practice was recorded by the Christian writer Tertullian in North 
Africa; coloniae in southern France and Dacia offered vota; a town in 
Portugal made a dedication to the emperor as a result of the annual vow. 1 7 

Even rabbis in Palestine noted the prevalence of the practice; and Greek 
cities too sacrificed annually 'on behalf of the emperor' — even though such 
'vows', in the technical sense of promising a sacrifice i f something did (or 
did not) happen, were a peculiarly Roman practice in the context of public 
civic sacrifices.18 These vota were in fact an I n s t i t u t i o n common to all types 
of provincial Community - which is particularly striking given that, as we 
shall see, communities of different statuses and culture had very different 
relations to Roman religion. 

On the other hand, Roman provinces were not Rome; and the religious 
rules governing practice in Rome itself did not apply directly elsewhere in 
the empire. Instead Roman authority was mediated through the governor, 
according to similar - but not always exactly the same - principles as oper-
ated in the city. So, for example, according to Roman lawyers, land in the 
provinces could not, strictly speaking, be religious or sacred as it was not 
consecrated by the authority of Rome; i t could only be treated as religious 
or as sacred.19 But inevitably such legal rules were not always a clear guide 
to religious practice. The problem of the two categories of land faced Pliny 

16 Tacitus, Agricola 21. Haruspices: ILAfr 592 (Africa Proconsuiaris); cf. I LS 4952a 
(Lugdunum); ILS8833 = Inschriften von EphesusV 1540. Cf. Eck (1992). Imperial ex-
slaves were another source of local pressures: e.g. Tacitus, Histories 1.76. Vota: Pliny, 
Letters X.35-6, 101-2. 

17 Tertullian, On the Crown 12.3; Apology35A; cf. Gaius in DigestLA6.233A; LLS112 = 
10.1b (Narbo); Märghitan and Petolescu (1976) (Sarmizegethusa); AE"(1950) 217 
(Ammaia in Portugal). Cf. Meslin (1970) 30-1. 

18 Mishnah, On Alien Worship 1.3 = 12.6g; Plutarch, Cicero 2.1. Cf. Lucian's assertion of 
the Roman character of the festival: The Mistaken Critic 8. On vota see above, p. 196; 
examples of votaby Arval Brothers trans, in Lewis and Reinhold (1990) I I . 516-19; pri
vate vows were common throughout the empire (for inscribed examples see 9.5a-b). 

19 Gaius, Institutes 11.7 = 10.4c. Cf. generally E. De Ruggiero, Dizionario epigrafico di 
antichità romane (Rome 1886-) 1.190-200. 
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when he was governor of Pontus-Bithynia. In relation to religious lanci 
(used for burials) he asked the emperor, as pontifex maximus, whether he 
could permit people to rebury the bodies of their relatives which had been 
disturbed b y river erosion. Trajan replied that provincials could not be 
expected to consult the pontifices, and that local custom should be fol
lowed. 2 0 Despite Pliny's uncertainty, i n the provinces emperor and gover
nor filled the role occupied i n Italy b y the pontifices. On another occasion, 
Pliny wrote to the emperor about sacred land. He enquired whether i t was 
religiously proper for the town of Nicomedia t o move a temple, though, t o 
his surprise, there was no 'law' which laid down the location of the temple 
o r other conditions applying t o i t - i n Roman terms, that is, n o 'law of d e d 
ication', laying down the location and other conditions o f the temple. 
Ttajan pointed out that only Roman and not foreign territory could receive 
such a law. 2 1 The actual Roman rules d i d not apply to ordinary provincial 
land, but governors were told firmly i n the Instructions (mandata) issued to 
them b y emperors to preserve sacred places.22 The role o f the governor 
included supervision of religious matters along essentially Roman guide-
lines. 

For the rest of this section, however, w e shall be concentrating o n the 
different legal and constitutional statuses that affected how the influence o f 
Rome was feit i n different communities. We shall explore Rome's control 
over the religious practices o f the empire and the adoption of Roman reli
gious practices outside the city i n a sequence moving out from Rome: Italy, 
the army, and provincial communities with Roman status, coloniae and 
municipia. A l i these, wi th the partial exception of municipia, consisted of 
Roman Ci t izens , and ali held some consistent patterns of religious practices 
i n common. At the same time w e shall show the hybrid complexities that 
cut across this relatively simple pattern: the very different forms of accom-
modation with Rome that were attempted even b y communities o f the 
same constitutional type; the different significances that could attach to the 
'same' religious institutions, rituals and symbols. 

Italy formed the ćore o f the empire. A l i the free-born population of the 
peninsula up t o the Alps had been Roman Citizens since the time of Julius 
Caesar. Italy was not a 'ptovince' ( i t was not, for example, subject to Roman 
taxation); but remained, i n principle, a collection of self-governing com
munities. Some towns preserved their religious institutions from pre-
Roman days, including practices utterly at variance with Roman traditions 
- burying their dead within the city limits, for example, which was strictly 

20 Pliny, LettersX.68-9 = 10.4d(iii-iv); cf. CodexJustinianus U\.44Λ. For the governor 
and the transport of corpses see Digest XI.7.38 (Ulpian), with Gabba and Tibiletti 
(1960) = AE{\992) 813; also imperial rulings in DigestXLVU. 12.3.4 (Ulpian). 

21 Pliny, LettersX.49-50 = 10.4d(i-ii). 
22 Frontinus (?), in Agennius Urbicus, On Disputes over Land {ed. C. Thulin, Corpus agri-

mensorum Romanorum), p.48.4-12. 
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prohibited at Rome. 2 3 However, at least when it suited them, Roman offi
cials did claim authority over the religious institutions of Italy. This is 
neatly illustrated by an incident under Tiberius, when the equestrian order 
in Rome vowed a gift to 'the temple of Equestrian Fortune' tor the health 
of Livia, only to discover that there was no such shrine in Rome itself. But 
such a temple was discovered at Antium, a town fifty kilometres south of 
Rome, where (according to Tacitus) the senate decided that the gift could 
be placed, 'since ali tituals, temples and images of the gods in Italian towns 
fali under Roman law and Jurisdiction'. Neither the senate nor any other 
group of Roman officials did actually exercise day to day control of Italian 
shrines; but in this case at least i t was convenient (and presumably seemed 
plausible) for them to štake a theoretical claim to Roman power over the 
religious institutions of the rest of the peninsuia. Likewise when the 
Roman authorities moved to expel undesirables from the city, they nor
mally specified expulsion from both Rome and Italy. The Roman College o f 
pontifices also sometimes gave permissions to Italians to repair tombs or 
move corpses from one tomb to another, and, soon after the death of Julius 
Caesar, a Roman law seems to have instructed Italian communities to set 
up statues of divus Julius. O f course, in practice many Italians must have 
repaired tombs without the permission of the Roman priests, and we do 
not know how many obeyed the order to erect statues of Caesar; but in 
both these cases the parade of Roman authority over the peninsuia as a 
whole is significant.2 4 

The uniquely close relationship between Rome and the test of Italy is 
visible most clearly in a series of documents we have already discussed from 
different points of view in earlier chapters: the surviving painted and 
inscribed calendars of festivals. In all, forty-seven such calendars survive 
(often in small fragments), dating mainly to the reigns of Augustus and 
Tiberius, and all but one Coming from Italy (the exception being a colonia 
in Sicily). 2 3 O f these forty-six imperial Italian calendars, twenty-six are 
from Rome itself (many, it seems, having been for the use of private associ
ations in the city); the other twenty come mostly from the towns in the 
vicinity of Rome - generally on public display in the civic centres of the 
towns concerned.26 The level of detail given in the Italian calendars varies 

23 Festus p.l46L s.v. 'municipalia sacra'; Ulpian in Digest XL V I I . 12.3.5 on whether such 
municipal laws should now be overridden by general imperial rulings; cf. above, p. 222 
for attitudes towards local peculiarities. 

24 Antium: Tacitus, Annah I I I .71.1; Map 5. Expulsions: above pp. 230-2. Pontifices: 
Miliar (1977) 359-61. Caesar: ILS 73, 73a, ẃ£(1982) 149, with Alföldy (1991) 305; 
cf. below pp. 329-30 for insrructions to coloniae outside Italy and pp. 337-8 on the 
quindecimviri. 

25 Above, pp. 5-6 on the early calendar; 3.3; Whatmough (1931); Degrassi (1963); Sah-
man (1990) 7-8; Rüpke (1995). The only extant earlier calendar, from Antium, dates to 
the early/mid first century B . C . An extract from the Praeneste calendar is given in 3.3b. 

26 Though one was for the ex-slaves and slaves of an imperial villa who formed an associ
ation of worshippers of Augustus: Degrassi (1963) 201-12 (Antium). 
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greatly, but ali differ from and apparently replace earlier, pre-imperial, 
Italian calendars and ali are mutually compatible, recognizably versions of 
the same overall system of teligious time-keeping. Stfikingly they give ptac-
tically no festivals peculiar to the local city, but only diffeting selections 
from the official festivals of the city of Rome. This raises acutely the ques
tion of the relationship between the calendar and religious practice. Would 
it really have been the case, for example, that such rituals as the Lupercalia, 
so closely tied to the topography of Rome, would have been celebrated in 
all the Italian towns that chose to mark it on their calendars? And i f it was 
not celebrated, then what function did those calendars have? Why display 
in the local forum a series of festivals that your own town did not actually 
carry out? However we choose to answer such questions, it is clear that 
some towns in Italy — and this seems not to have been the case in the 
provinces — chose to patade the official Roman religious calendar as (or as 
i f it were) the ftamework for their own lives.2 7 

Some of the religious links between Rome and the Italian towns derived 
directly from historical links in the distant past. The ancient communities 
nearest Rome, for example, had been Rome's 'Latin' allies in the early 
republican period and shared a variety of common cultural forms stretch
ing back almost into prehistory and to Rome's status as a 'Latin' city. Thus 
Alba Longa, Lavinium, Tibur and other Latin towns had one or more of 
the following priests: flamen Dialis, Vestal Virgins, rexsacrorum, and Salii.1* 
The Salii and the rex sacrorum (and, once, the flamen Dialis) are also found 
in a few towns in northern Italy, but otherwise these offices appear almost 
nowhere eise in the Roman empire, except in Rome itself. Interpretation of 
this common culture could vary, of course. In those early days the religious 
influence did not necessarily flow from Rome outwards; and some Italian 
communities might choose to give themselves (not Rome) priority in the 
relationship - suggesting that i f they shared some of Rome's most distinc-
tive practices, that was because Rome had adopted them from the Latins, 
not the other way round. A shared religious history, in other words, could 
be the focus of rivalry and conflicting interpretations. 

But historical links could also be invented. In the early empire, ancestral 
ties between the Latin towns and Rome were emphasized by a new flower-
ing ofsuch (allegedly) ancient cults. Fot example, at Lavinium 30 km south 
of Rome, where there was no settlement in the late Republic, Italians of 
equestrian rank from the reign of Claudius on held a priesthood which sup-
posedly continued the cult of the Lavinian Renates (the deities that Aeneas 
had brought from Troy), participating at ceremonies of the Latin League 
on the Alban H i l l , and, on one occasion at least, renewing the ancient 

27 For a denial that municipal display of calendars was connected with their religious role, 
Rüpke (1995) 165-86. 

28 Map 5; see 1.5; Wissowa (1912) 157 n.4, 519-21, 555 n.2; Ladage (1971) 8-10. Most 
of the surviving evidence is imperial in date. 
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treaty with Rome, first made in the fourth century B . C . 2 9 In the second cen
tury A . D . , after the renewal of civic life at Lavinium, local men from the 
town began to hold the office, which is attested until the middle of the 
third century. This is a case of ancestral similarities between the religious 
practices of Rome and Italy being re-emphasized in the early empire 
through what was almost certainly an invented tradition. For some 
observers and participants, no doubt, it was all a picturesque, quaintly anti
quarian show; but such instances of constructive archaism also served as 
another way of representing the religious links between Rome and its 
Italian neighbours. 

Outside Italy, the body of men which most clearly stood for Rome was 
the army. In the professional standing army, established for the first time 
under the emperor Augustus, Roman citizenship remained a precondition 
for service in the legions (though it might be granted at recruitment); they 
were gradually recruited from a wider and wider area, so that, by the early 
second century A . D . , they had only a tiny proportion of men from Italy 
itself - but the rules of citizenship governing recruitment continued to 
emphasize that the men were troops in the service of Rome. The other 
main body of troops, the auxiliaries, were not Roman Citizens in the early 
empire, though they were commanded by officers who were Citizens and 
they themselves might receive citizenship on discharge; later it became not 
uncommon for those who were already Roman Citizens to enlist in the aux-
iliary forces. The official religious life of both sets of troops was predomi-
nantly Roman; though that could mean different things and be interpreted 
in different ways. 

The specifically Roman character of official religious life in the army was 
enshrined in an official Roman calendar which specified the year's religious 
festivals for both legionaries and auxiliaries; this was different in form from 
the civic calendars of Italy we have just discussed, but (crucially, as we shall 
see) shared some of their major celebrations. The archives of an auxiliary 
cohort, the 'Twentieth Palmyrene', stationed at Dura Europus on the east
ern Euphrates frontier, included a papyrus copy of this calendar which still 
survives.30 The calendar was written in Latin, the official language of the 
army, and in neat capital letters throughout. This particular copy obviously 
received considerable use before it was discarded; the frequent rolling and 
unrolling of the papyrus had distorted the original shape of the roll and two 
patching Jobs had been necessary I t was certainly not just an official ordi-
nance kept in the files and ignored. 

29 ILS 5004 (trans. Braund (1985) no.460); Wissowa (1915); Purcell (1983) 167-79; 
Saulnier (1984). On the creation of the treaty, in 338 B.c., see Dubordieu (1989) 
339-61. For Aeneas sacrificing before a shrine of the Penates (in a sculptured relief 
from the Ara Pacis), see 4.3c. 

30 Fink, Hoey and Snyder (1940) = 3.5 ( A . D . 223-7). Nock (1952) 223 denied there was 
an official desire to see the soldiers worshipping the gods listed in the calendar rather 
than any other gods, but see Fishwick (1987-) I I . 1 593-608. 
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The festivals to be celebrated by the cohort demonstrate how the 
restructured religious system of Augustan Rome was, in a modified form, 
repeated in the army First, some of the major festivals of Rome (the 
Vestalia, for example, or the Neptunalia) were marked on the appropriate 
day by a sacrifice in the army camp too; so too were the circus games estab
lished in Rome by Augustus in 2 B . C . at the dedication of the temple of 
Mars Ultor. The 'Birthday of Rome' also appears, presumably added to the 
calendar under Hadrian, to replace an earlier celebration of the Parilia (as 
we saw in chapter 4). A second group of celebrations honours the reigning 
emperor, his family and predecessors. The deified emperors and empresses 
whose birthdays were celebrated by the army seem to correspond exactly to 
those whose birthdays were celebrated at this time by the Arval Brothers at 
Rome, marked in their inscribed record; that is, the cohort's calendar was 
in step wi th at least one version of official practice in Rome. And on 3 
January vows were taken for the well-being of the emperor and the eternity 
of the Roman empite, wi th sacrifices to the Capitoline triad — again in 
accordance with practice at Rome itself.3 1 

The forms of ritual prescribed for the army unit were also the same as 
those performed in Rome — including (as in state cult) both animal sacri
fices and offerings of wine and incense (supplicatio). The rules for animal 
sacrifices were also for the most part identical to those followed in the cap
ital: male deities were offered male victims, and female ones, female vic-
tims; Mars received a bull, as was standard; the genius of the emperor 
received a buli and the divi received oxen. The overlap with the Arval 
record is again striking: the military calendar even used the same abbrevia-
tions for 'ox' ('b.m.') and 'cow' ('b.fi') as the Arval Brothers, abbreviations 
which are not otherwise attested outside Rome. On the other hand, there 
were a few differences too. A t Dura deified empresses (divae) received only 
supplicationes, not cows in sacrifice as in Rome. 

O f course, both officers and men also worshipped other gods, apart from 
those honoured and listed in the calendar. We have already noted, for exam
ple, the popularity of Mithras in the Roman army. There was, in fact, a tem
ple of Mithras at Dura which was used by soldiers — although no mention is 
made of the god in our document; and we shall return below to other exam-
ples of the varied religious life of a military unit. Presumably this calendar 
was not intended to regulate the private religious worship of individual sol
diers; rather it formed the basis of the official cycle of ceremonies carried out 
by (or on behalf of) the cohort as a whole, as a Roman Institution. Although 
the Dura calendar is the only surviving example, it is a fair guess that ali army 
units possessed, and in principle followed, a ritual calendar on this model -
which may, in fact, with alterations and adaptations, go back to a calendar 
first issued to the legions under Augustus himself. Rome, in othet words, 

31 These military vota happened in parallel with those performed by civilians throughout 
the empire; see above, p. 320. 
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made a version of its own religious system the basis of the religion of the 
Roman army. 

This guess is supported by a variety of evidence suggesting a common 
basis to the official religious activity of army units. There is certainly a good 
deal of material to show that the gods and festivals recorded in the Dura 
calendar did recur in other military contexts throughout the army. 3 2 For 
example, from the Roman fort at Maryport, just south of Hadrians Wall, a 
series of 21 altars and plaques survives officially dedicated to Jupiter 
Optimus Maximus in the course of the second century A . D . by thtee differ
ent regiments, perhaps on 3 January when vows were made 'for the well-
being of the emperor and the eternity of the empire'. Or again, at another 
fort near Hadrians Wall (the third century A . D . legionary supply base at 
Corbridge) we can see the traces of the rituals that the legion's official cal
endar prescribed, even though we do not possess any written version of the 
document itself. Inscriptions and carvings from Corbridge attest many of 
the cults known in the Dura calendar: Jupiter, Victoria, Concordia; and the 
'rose festival of the Standards', which appears twice in the Dura calendar, is 
depicted there on a decorative relief which probably formed part of the 
shrine for the standatds. The specifically Roman focus of the legion's offi
cial religious activity is further attested by a shrine in the base which clearly 
evoked the foundation of Rome: a relief carving on the pediment showed 
the wolf suckling Romulus and Remus, This scene was repeated in another 
camp halfway across the empire: an early third-century inscription from a 
fort on the Danube refers to the dedication of a signum originis, that is a 
statue of the wolf wi th Romulus and Remus.33 

In general the arrangement and personnel of army camps throughout 
the empire conformed to the system implied by the Dura calendar.34 In the 
centre of the camp, at the rear of the headquarters building, was the shrine 
which housed the legionary Standards and imperial and divine images. This 
shrine is actually called a Capitolium on one inscription. 3 5 In front of the 
headquarters building was a platform where the Commander took omens 
from the flight of birds. The army had on its staff specialist religious per
sonnel: the victimarii, who killed the animals, and the haruspices, who took 
the omens from the animals' entrails. Scenes of military sacrifice, on exactly 

32 Ankersdorfer (1973); Helgeknd (1978); Birley (1978); Mpke (1990) 184-98, 250-8. 
33 Maryport: RIB 813-35; cf. the dedications to Jupiter Optimus Maximus on altars ded

icated by beneficiarii, adjutants (Schallmayer (1990)). Corbridge: Richmond (1943); 
EJ. Phillips (1977) 12-13, 34, 55; the shrine with the carving of the wolf may have 
been dedicated to Dea Roma; a sculptured panel from the shrine showed a rustic scene 
of a faun, perhaps alluding to the first inhabitants of the later site of Rome. On the rose 
festival see Hoey (1937) and /Z54918 = 3.7. Danube: AE{\9%2) 849 = J. Kolendo et 
al. (eds), Inscriptions latines de Novae (Poznan 1992) no.28, with Kolendo (1980) and 
Sarnowski (1989) ( A . D . 208). 

34 Petrikovits (1975) 75-8; Johnson (1983) 111-17; Rüpke (1990) 165-83. 
35 ^£(1989) 581 ( A . D . 208) from Aalen. 
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Fig. 7.1 A scene 
f rom Trajan's 
co lumn showing the 
r i tual put i f ica t ion o f 
the Roman army, 
before an assault on 
the Dacians. A bu l i , 
sheep and p ig — to 
f o r m the sacrifice 
k n o w n as 
suovetaurilia - ate 
led i n procession 
t o u n d a Roman 
camp and i n 
th tough a gate; they 
are fol lowed by the 
victimarii (shown 
semi-clad) whose 
funct ion was to 
perform the k i l l i n g 
o f the vict ims. 
W i t h i n the camp the 
emperor Ttajan, 
head duly veiled, 
pouts a l iba t ion over 
an altat i n front o f 
the standard-bearers. 
(Height , c. 0.80m.) 

the standard Roman pattern and attended by the appropriate specialists, 
are depicted on reliefs from Trajan's column in Rome (in scenes from 
Trajan's campaigns in Dacia, modem Romania) and from the Antonine 
Wall in Scotland.3 6 (Fig. 7.1) This re-enactment of the most central and 
characteristic ritual of Roman official religion was one of the most striking 
ways in which the army paraded that religion across the known world; in 
the case of Trajan's column, that diffusion was then monumentalized in 
Rome itself, displaying in the very centre of the city the Roman army ritu-
ally enacting their 'Romanness' on the frontier. 

The official prescription of Roman gods did not, however, prevent the 
worship of other gods. After all, by the second century A . D . , most Roman 
soldiers čame from places other than Rome and Italy and may well have 
wished to maintain their original identity within a Roman framework; 
their religious interests must have been as cosmopolitan as those of any 
group of'Romans'. For example, an auxiliary cohort from Emesa in Syria, 
which was raised in the l60s and served for a long period (from the later 
second to the mid third century A . D . ) in Pannonia on the Danube frontier, 
maintained a dual allegiance to Roman and to Syrian gods, to Jupiter 
Optimus Maximus and to Elagabalus.37 This was not just a matter of 

36 Domaszewski (1967) index A I under 'haruspices and 'victimariî; victimarii now 
attestedinthelegionsJ.C. B a l t y , / Ä S 7 8 (1988) 99;AntonineWall :Henig(1984) 86-7. 

37 Fitz (1972) 177-95. Cf. dedication at Carnuntum (in Austria) by an eques i n a 
Canathene regiment to two Arab gods peculiar to the area o f the Hauran in which 
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individual devotion. Both gods were worshipped officially by the cohort as 
a whole as well as by individual of f icers and men. In contrast, the civilian 
Community outside the camp honoured neither Jupiter Optimus Maximus 
nor Elagabalus, but a variety of local and other gods.38 By the second cen
tury most soldiers served close to their homeland (the distance of the 
Emesene cohort from their native territory was unusual in this period), and 
soldiers and even high-ranking officers sometimes made offerings to l o c a l 

deities.3 9 This must have made it easier, for those soldiers who wished, to 
maintain ali kinds of 'native' traditions of worship. But even so the domi
nant religious system of the army as an Institution remained modelled o n 
that of Rome. 

After the army, it was Roman coloniae that mirrored the religious insti
tutions of Rome itself most closely. This is clearly illustrated by the regula
tions for the colonia founded by Caesar in 44 B . C . at Urso in southern Spain 
that we noted in chapter 3. The surviving copy of the regulations is a re-
inscription of the original rules, dating from the late first C e n t u r y A . D . -

effectively reaffirming the peculiarly Roman nature of Urso more than a 
century after its foundation (perhaps to maintain her superiority over other 
Spanish towns which had received the 'Latin right ' ) . 4 0 This Roman charac
ter is evident in almost all the regulations for the life of the colonia, but is 
particularly striking in the detailed, and well-preserved, clauses of the doc-
ument that refer to priesthoods. As we saw, the two main priestly groups 
were pontifices and augures; and 'as at Rome' (the regulations specifically 
refer to the model of Rome) the pr ies ts were to be free from military service 

and p u b l i c O b l i g a t i o n ; they also had the right to wear special clothes at 
games and sacrifices and to sit at games in the same privileged seats as the 

r town-councillors. Their functions too were s i m i l a r to those of their Roman 
prototypes: the augures, for e x a m p l e , were to have Jurisdiction over the aus-
pices and a l l m a t t e r s concerning them. 4 1 

Canatha lies: ILS 4349, revised in J. Češka and R. Hošek, Inscriptiones Pannoniae 
Superioris in Slovacia Transdan ub iana Asservatae (Brno 1967) no.12. See generally 
Haynes (1993). 

38 A fresco from Dura, which used to be interpreted as a sacrifice by the Commander of the 
Twentieth Palmyrene cohort to three gods from Palmyra, may in fact show a sacrifice 
before three statues of emperors: Pekáry (1986). 

39 E.g. the Aufaniae Matres' in Lower Germany: Birley (1978) 1525-7. Cf. Wissowa 
(1916-19) 21-3; Drexel (1922) 8; Eck (1989b) 44-5; above, p. 230. 

40 ILS 6087 - Crawford (1996) 1.393-454, part in 10.2a; translation of more in Lewis 
and Reinhold (1990) 1.453-61 and of all in Crawford (1996) 1.421-32. Cf. above, 
p. 157; DOrs (1953) 167-280; Mackie (1983) 222-3. It is possible that the original 
rules were revised for this publication, but for arguments against see Gabba (1988). Cf. 
Scheid (1991), (1995) on Trier, and Rives (1995a) on Carthage. 

41 ILS 6087 = Crawford (1996) 1.400-2 secrs 62, 66-8 = 10.2a. Cf. Ladage (1971) 
11-14, 18-19, 32-5, 39-41, 51-4, 79-80, 88, 103; Galsterer (1971) 59-61; Canto 
(1981) on AE{\978) 402 (Italica). Unfortunately, rhe relevanr part of the chatters of 
the Spanish municipia, which probably stood at the beginning of the Standard charter, 
is not preserved in any of the surviving copies. 
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Much the same priestly O r g a n i s a t i o n and duties ate found in all other 
coloniae. As late as A . D . 322, some 200 years after it had b e c o m e a colonia, 
an embassy from Zama Regia in north Africa to the governor consisted of 
ten men, of whom the first named were the four pontifices and two augures; 
similarly, atTimgad (also in North Africa), over 250 years after the foun
dation of the colonia, the C o u n c i l included the four members of the Colleges 

of pontifices and augures as well as other priests of the cult of the emperor.42  

A n inscribed altar from the colonia of Salona (on the eastern Adriatic coast) 
gives a glimpse of a local pontifex at work: the inscription records that at the 
dedication of the altar a pontifex dictated the words to the local magistrate 
- just the procedure that was adopted at Rome. 4 3 O f course, local priestly 
functions could never be exactly identical to those in the capital: the 
authority of both pontifices zna augures, for example, was restricted by that 
of the governor (who himself had the right to authorize the moving of 
corpses - in Rome a pontifical responsibility). But overall the symbolic 
structures of coloniae emphasize their status as 'mini-Romes' from the very 
moment of their foundation, conducted wi th rites that echoed the mythic 
foundation rituals of Rome itself: the auspices were taken and - like 
Romulus in the well-known myth — the founder ploughed a furrow round 
the site, lifting the plough where the gates were to be;4 4 within this bound
ary, which replicated nie pomerium o f Rome, no burials could be made; the 
land within the pomerium was public land which could not be expropriated 
even by the local council. 4 5 

Much of this similarity is due to direct Roman initiative. The original 
religious regulations for the coloniae and the form of their foundation ri tu
als were devised by the Roman authorities; and coloniae in the late Republic 
and early empire may also have received specific Instructions, directly from 
Rome, on the establishment of new Roman practices. Priests of the deified 
Julius Caesar (flamines divi Julii), who was officially deified at Rome, are 
found outside Rome only in Roman coloniae, in both the eastetη and west
ern parts of the empire. A relief honouring one such flamen in the colonia 
of Alexandria Troas in north west Turkey even shows the distinctive hat 

42 Zama: CIL VI 1686; Timgad: Chastagnol (1978) 26-31 (the document dates to the 
mid to late 360s A.D.). See generally Dupuis (1992). 

43 ILS4907 = 10.1c. For Rome see Varro, Latin LanguageV\.6l; Tacitus, HistoriesW. 53. 
44 Above, p. 175 for Romulus and the Parilia; relief showing ploughing in 10.2b; 

Plutarch, Romulus 11.1-4 = 4.8a; Levick (1967) 35-7 and Sammlung von Aulock Index 
(1981) 224 s.v. 'Koloniegründer'. 

45 Boundary stones: ILS 6308 (Capua). Burials: ILS 6087 (Urso) = Crawford (1996) 
1.403-4 sect 73; Frontinus, On Disputes (ed. C. Thulin) p.7.2-5 (the section is mis-
placed in the text but ancient). After the taking of the auspices, the professional land-
surveyors could proceed, laying out the land divisions of the colonia and orienting them 
in accordance with the direcrion of the mid-day sun: Hyginus Gromaticus, Disposition 
of Boundaries (ed. Thulin) p. 135.1-14; also Frontinus pp. 10-11. Cf. Le Gall (1975) 
301-8. 
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(apex) worn by flamines in Rome. 4 6 The fact that this cult is found only in 
coloniae may suggest that they were responding to official Instructions 
from Rome, issued perhaps in 42 B . C . when Caesar's deification was finally 
ratified. Certainly in A . D . 19, when the senate passed a lengthy decree on 
the funeral honours for the emperor Tiberius' son Germanicus, provincial 
coloniae were explicitly insttucted to set up a copy, and their magistrates 
were barred from transacting public business on the anniversary of the 
death of Germanicus.4 7 At this period, coloniae were expected to move in 
step with Rome. 

But even without ditect insttuctions, throughout their history coloniae 
might themselves choose to follow, and parade, Roman models. This was 
clearly the case in the inscription from Salona, whose introductory formu
lae involving pontifex and magistrate we have just mentioned. What follows 
this introduction are the regulations governing the rituals at the altar (the 
'law of dedication', which Pliny had wrongly expected to find in a non-
Roman town): 4 8 some of these are spelled out; for the rest i t is stated that 
they 'shall be the same as the law pronounced for the altar of Diana on the 
Aventine'. This ancient set of rules in the Aventine sanctuary in Rome orig
inally governed the relations between Rome and her Latin allies.49 Here the 
colonia of Salona, some 170 years after its foundation, chose to adapt this 
model to articulate its own ritual rules and at the same time to emphasize 
its privileged relationship to Rome. Two other similar documents from 
Roman coloniae, one from Narbo in southern France, the other from 
Ariminum (Rimini) in Italy, refer to the Aventine model in framing their 
own cult regulations.50 

How exactly the population of more distant coloniae gained access to the 
Roman ritual knowledge implied by these and other rules is unclear. I t is 
certainly possible that in some cases they had very little access to that 
knowledge; and that Roman models were more of a display than a rule 
book to be followed to the letter. On the other hand, the governors staff 
and army units stationed in the provinces included Roman religious 
experts (haruspices and victimarii), who might have been able to offer 

46 Weinstock (1971) 405, 408-10, pl. 31.2, though he does not note the connection 
with coloniae-, M . Walbank (1996) on Corinth. Above, pp. 140-9 for deification of 
Caesar. 

47 ẃ£(1984) 508 frr. I I a and b (Tabula Siarensis), translated in Sherk (1988) no. 36. 
Note also the birthday of Germanicus (24 May) in the calendar from Dura: Fink, Hoey 
and Snyder (1940) 45 (and 136-8) = 3.5. 

48 Pliny, above, p. 321. 
49 Inscriptions of these rules in archaic lettering survived in rhe sanctuary to at least the 

Augustan period: Dionysius of Halicamassus IV.26.5; Fesrus p. 164L s.v. 'nesi*. For the 
creation of the temple see Livy 1.45 = 1.5d. 

50 Salona: ILS 4907 = 10.1c ( A . D . 137); Narbo: /15112 = 10.1b ( A . D . 11); Ariminum: 
C/Z XI 361 (first century A . D . ) ; the procedure was so standard that the terms were given 
in highly abbreviared forms. Though these documents have been much studied, it 
seems important to us to stress the 'colonial' status of the towns concerned. 
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advice on points of detail; so too might the governor himself.5 1 More puz-
zling, in fact, is the question of what generaliaez of'Roman religion' (if, by 
that, we mean the religious institutions and practices of the capital) the 
population of such places would have had - who, though Roman Ci t izens, 

might have been resident hundreds of kilometres from Rome for genera-
tions. One possible channel is Varro's Religious Antiquities. This treatise, of 
the mid first centuty B . C . , remained even under the empire the only general 
work on the Roman religious system. That provincials did turn to it for 
I n s p i r a t i o n is suggested by the effective (polemical) use made of i t by the 
Christian Tertullian, writing in north Africa. 5 2 But even this book wil l have 
been hard going, and difficult to apply to particular local issues. The prob
lem is a tiseful reminder, however, that any such S t a t e m e n t as 'the coloniae 
imitated the religion of Rome' is always liable to be a shorthand for 'the 
coloniae imitated their own image (or conflicting images) of the religious 
institutions ofthe capital'. 

This is not to say that the population of a coloniawzs always in danger of 
'misunderstanding' the religion of Rome; but rather that imitation of the reli
gion of the capital must in practice always have been a creative process, involv-
ing adaptation and change. Two altars from the colonia o f Carthage 
illustrate different ways in which images of (and derived from) Rome might 
be represented and constructively reinterpreted in a colonia. One, a grand 
public altar, of Augustan date, stood on the outskirts of the Augustan colo
nia. (Fig. 7.2) Two of its large sculpted panels survive. One represents Mars 
Ultor standing between Venus Genetrix and a figure probably to be identi
fied with divus Julius. The other shows a seated female figure, wi th children 
in her arms, her lap füll of fruit, animals at her feet. This figure is closely based 
on the scene of'Earth' on Augustus' Ara Pacis in Rome, though the person-
ified breezes which flank the figure on the original monument have been 
teplaced with a sea god (aTriton) and a female divinity carrying a torch. 5 3 On 
the other face, the figures of Mars, Venus and (probably) divus Julius are 
almost certainly derived from statues (not necessarily cult-statues) from the 
temple in the Forum of Augustus; Mars and Venus are even represented on 
statue bases, marking them out as statues, not simply deities. I t is likely that 
the altar was produced locally, in Carthage, though we do not know how 
knowledge of the Roman monuments was disseminated. That is, the colonia 
here, in its own religious monuments, was explicitly combining themes 

51 A man is shown reading from a book (once) on a military sacrificial relief: Henig (1984) 
86-7. 

52 Tertullian, To the Gentiles I I . Augustine later made a similar use of Varro in his City of 
God(c.g. VI.5 = 13.9). Cf. Price (forthcoming). 

53 Find spot: Gsell (1920-8) V I I I . 117. Wuilleumier (1928) 40 showed that the two reliefs 
are of exactly the same dimensions. Cf. Zanker (n.d.) 18-20; Fittschen (1976) 187-9; 
Torelli (1982) 39-42; Kleiner (1992) 100-2. On the Augustan colonia see generally 
Gros (1990); Rives (1995a). On Mars Ultor see above, pp. 199-201 and 4.2; on Ara 
Pacis above, Fig. 4.6, and 4.3. 
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Fig. 7.2 Two 
reliefs from altar in 
Carthage, 
(a) Left to right: 
Venus, Mars; 
probably divus 
Julius, as strongly 
implied by the star 
on his forehead, 
rather than an 
Augustan 'prínce'. 
Mars must be Mars 
Ultor, the cult-
image from his own 
temple in the 
Forum of Augustus 
(see 4.2a). If, as is 
now suggested (see 
Steinby (1993- ) 
11.291-2 for 
discussion), the 
temple had only a 
single cult-image, 
then Venus and 
divus Julius must 
have been located 
elsewhere in Mars' 
temple - as statues, 
but not cult-images. 
(Height, 0.98m; 
width, 1.13m.) 
(b) 'Earth', flanked 
by deities. Fot the 
Roman ptototype, 
see fig.4.6. 
(Preserved height 
0.80m., width 
1.13m.) 

from two of the major Augustan buildings at Rome itself; wi th direct 'quo-
tations' (as in the statues), adaptations (as in the new flanking figures for 
Earth, perhaps deities with a particular local relevance) and, of course, a 
wholly new juxtaposition of scenes. The colonia was expressing its own ver
sion of Roman identity, through a creative imitation of Rome itself.5 4 

The second, and much smaller, altar was found close to an inscription 
recording the building of a temple to the Augustan family - by a wealthy 
individual (probably an ex-slave) at his own expense, on private land near 
the centre of the colonia; the donor (so the inscription also records) became 
perpetual priest of the new cult. Almost certainly the altar belongs to this 
temple, and dates to the last decade of Augustus' reign. 5 5 (Fig. 7.3) The 
scenes on the four sides of the altar again reflect central Roman themes. On 
the front is Roma, seated on her armour, with a miniature shield and 
winged victory on her outstretched right hand. The figure may be a version 
of the Roma (now very fragmentary) which balanced 'Earth' on one side of 
the Ara Pacis; but, i f so, the altar wi th its globe and cornucopia in front of 
her must be adaptations of the original design; while the figure of Victory 
on her hand carries a shield modelled on the 'Shield of Virtue' awarded to 
Augustus by the senate.56 The scenes on either side of the altar show Aeneas 
leading Ascanius and carrying his father Anchises out of Troy (a scene 
immortalized in Virgils Aeneid, and represented in the Forum of 
Augustus);5 7 and sacrificers, who perform their ritual in the distinctively 
Roman manner with togas over their heads (perhaps recalling similar 
scenes on the Lares altars of Rome). Finally, on the rear of the altar, to 
match the figure of Roma, is Apollo (whose temple Augustus had built on 
the Palatine), seated in front of a tripod. This altar is also a creative juxta
position of Augustan themes and images, Roma, Aeneas and Apollo, per
haps again influenced by specific monuments in the capital. In this case, 
the imagery particularly serves the interest of the donor, ineligible (as an ex-
slave) for membership of the local Council, but nonetheless here proudly 
asserting his position within the Community and within the Roman impe
rial world. I f indeed we read (as may be intended) the main officiant in the 
sacrificial scene as the donor himself, we see h im displaying his own 
(Roman) piety within a version of imaginary Rome. 

Imitation of Roman religion in the coloniaewas, then, less rigid than the 
regulations we started with might have suggested. And although coloniae in 
general borrowed, sometimes closely, from Rome, there was no immutable 

54 Though art historians have generally treated the two reliefs separately and simply as evi
dence for Augustan Rome, the real interest of the reliefs lies in the light they east on 
Carthage. 

55 ILAfr 353 = Z.B. Ben Abdullah, Catalogue des inscriptions latinespaiennes du Musée du 
Bardo (1986) 253 no.7, with Rostovtzeff (n.d.); Poinssot (1929); Rives (1995a) 53-7. 

56 A similar allusion is found on one of the Lares altars from Rome: above, p. 186. 
57 Above, Fig. 1.1 for an early Statuette; Fotum of Augustus, 4.2. 
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blueprint. Different coloniae were Roman in very different ways and made 
different kinds of accommodation with the central imperial power. This is 
illustrated very clearly in their choice and layout of temples, and (particu
larly) in the vatied distribution of Capitolia throughout the different colo
niae.58 A Capitolium, in the sense of a temple of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva 
on the model of the Capitoline temple at Rome, provided a very clear l ink 
with the capital. Some coloniae certainly built Capitolia immediately at the 
time of their foundation: there are second-century B . C . coloniae in Spain 
wi th their own Capitolia, and the regulations from Utso specify majot 
games in honour of the Capitoline triad (though we do not know i f the 
town actually had a Capitolium). 5 9 Other coloniae built Capitolia only 
later, i f at ali. The colonia of veteran soldiers at Timgad, for example, estab
lished in A . D . 100, did not include a Capitolium in the forum, where there 
was only a small temple which may have related to the emperor; and, when 
building of a Capitolium began circa A . D . 160, i t was sited outside the orig
inal area of the coloniae The options were even wider when a colonia was 
not founded completely afiresh, but when an existing town received some 
Roman colonists - and so took on the status of a colonia. For example, at 
Heliopolis (modern Baalbek in Lebanon), which lay in the territory of the 
colonia of Berytus, a great new civic temple was begun in the Augustan 
period when ex-soldiers were settled there. The basic design is Roman 
(with some local adaptations) and the expense of construction, plus the use 
of imported red Egyptian granite for the portico, strongly suggests financ-
ing from Rome, even from the emperor himself. But the name of the main 
deity, Jupiter Optimus Maximus Heliopolitanus, shows clearly how even 
the Capitoline god could absorb and display the influence of local culture 
and conditions. 6 1 

Towns with the status of municipia (where local Citizens had the so-
called 'Latin right' and some even füll Roman citizenship) shared some of 
the Roman religious features of coloniae; their principal priesthoods, for 
example, were named after, and modelled on, Roman institutions —pontif
ices, augures and haruspices. And from the second century A . D . onwards 
municipia in north Africa also began to build their own Capitolia; 

58 10.2c; Bianchi (1950); L M . Barton (1982); Todd (1985). Cologne: Ristow (1967); 
Follmann-Schulz (1986) 735-8. Corinth: M . Walbank (1989), with architectural 
observations of C.K. Williams (1989). Jerusalem: Schürer (1973-87) 1.542, 550-1, 
554. For increased emphasis on the Capitoline triad at Ostia, an ancient colonia, under 
Augustus and Hadrian see Meiggs (1973) 352, 380-1. 

59 Spain: Keay (1988) 117, 145, 148. Urso: ILS 6087 = Crawford (1996) 1.403, sects 
70-1. 

60 Timgad: L M . Barton (1982) 308-10; cf. Xanten: Follmann-Schulz (1986) 766-9. 
61 Seyrig (1954); Liebeschuetz (1977) 485-9; Miliar (1990) 10-23 and (1993) 281-5, 

who notes that the nature of any prior local cults is very obscure, and in particular that 
the triad postulated by Hajjar (1985) is very hypothetical. We are grateful for the advice 
of Dr H . Dodge on the construction of the temple. Cf. above, p. 283 and below pp. 
384-6 for a sanctuary of the god in Rome. 
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Fig. 7.3 Al tar 
f r o m Carthage. 
(a) Roma. 
(b) Aeneas cartying 
Anchises and 
leading Ascanius. 
(c) Sacrifice at an 
altar. (d) A p o l l o . 
(Tota l height, 
1.18m.; w i d t h , 
1.16m.; depth 
1.03m.) 

Thubursicu Numidarum in Algeria, for example, which became a municip-
ium after A . D . 100 (perhaps c. A . D . 106), dedicated a Capitolium in A . D . 
113. A cult that in the first century A . D . had been confined to coloniae (and 
Rome itself) was taken over by municipia as part of their display of Roman 
status. But interestingly, that sequence may also be reversed; and on more 
than one occasion we can see the building of a Capitolium as part of a claim 
for Roman status (rather than a boast of Roman status already acquired). At 
Numlul i , which lay in the territory o f Carthage, some local Citizens w h o 
had achieved high status in Carthage dedicated a Capitolium for the local 
Roman Citizens and for the village itself. The building of the temple clearly 
displayed allegiance to Rome, but i t was almost certainly a part of an 
attempt to gain the status of municipium for Numlul i which it certainly 
later held. Similarly at neighbouring Thugga, which also consisted of a 
group o f Roman Citizens and a village in the territory o f Carthage, a 

335 



7 · ROMAN R E L I G I O N A N D ROMAN EMPIRE 

Capitolium was built at just the time that the group of Roman Cit izens was 
granted imperial permission to receive legacies; the building of the 
Capitolium, with its Roman-style cult of the Capitoline triad, was presum-
ably intended to promote their recognition as an independent Commu
nity. 6 2 Roman religious institutions in the provinces were not merely 
reflections, then, of different levels of Romanization; they were also useful 
counters in the competition for prestige, honour and status that was one of 
the defining features of provincial culture across the Roman world. 

Roman Cit izens did not, of course, live only in coloniae and municipia; 
even in the early empire, when Roman citizenship was a privilege virtually 
restricted to members of the elite, groups of Citizens were found (as at 
Numlul i and Thugga) outside communities with any formal Roman sta
tus. In many respects these Citizens would have lived and worked indistin-
guishably from their non-citizen neighbours; but for some purposes they 
might have formed distinct groups within their non-Roman communities. 
The religious activity of these groups was, no doubt, one of the ways in 
which they re-affirmed and displayed their 'Roman' status; and at the same 
time it must have been one of the Channels that sptead specifically Roman 
religion more widely through the provinces. At Thinissut, a non-Roman 
town in north Africa, the Roman Cit izens who traded there made a dedica
tion to Augustus god'. 6 3 They probably had in mind the living emperor, 
who (as we have seen) was not usually the recipient of direct dedications in 
Rome itself; but, in this alien context, worship of the emperor may have 
served to mark the boundary between Roman Ci t izens and the non-citizen 
subjects of Rome. The position of the dedication may itself be significant: 
for the inscription comes from a site overlooking a Punic sanctuary of Baal 
andTanit. This juxtaposition is in one way a striking I l l u s t r a t i o n of the vat-
ied religious culture of this small north African town — but at the same time 
it must have served to emphasize the difference between the Roman cult of 
the emperor and the Punic traditions of Baal andTanit. 

Individual Roman Cit izens too could adopt similar strategies. At Vaga, 
anothet non-Roman town in north Africa where there had long been 
Italian traders and Roman Citizens, one Marcus Titurnius Africanus 
restored a shrine of Tellus (Earth), dating the record - in conventional 
Roman form - by the consuls of 2 B . C . ; and in the Greek city of Nicaea (in 
Bithynia) an Italian trader dedicated statues of the Capitoline triad to the 

62 Bianchi (1950); I .M. Barton (1982); Rives (1995a) 114-32. Thubursicu: Syme 
(1951). Numluli: CIL V I I I 26121; Ferchiou (1984) on decoration. Thugga: CIL VI I I 
15513 ( A . D . 166-9), temple; 26582b ( A . D . 168), legacies; below, p. 351. 

63 ILS 9495 = ILAfr 306 = Z.B. Ben Abdullah, Catalogue des inscriptions latinespaîennes 
duMuséedu Bardo (1986) 73 no.190. Fishwick (1987- ) I I . 1 452-3 argued that this is 
a dedication to an Augustan god, of the type discussed below, p. 352. See also a dedi
cation to the Capitoline triad by Roman Citizens resident at Troesmis, a non-Roman 
town near a legionaiy camp near the mouth of the Danube: CLL I I I 6167 ( A . D . 
138-61). 
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local god, albeit wi th a Greek inscription. 6 4 We also read of celebrations of 
the festival of Saturnalia by Roman students studying in Athens - or by one 
retired soldier living in the Egyptian Fayum, who wrote to his son to order 
ten cocks from the local market for the festival.65 Individuals no doubt 
reminded themselves (as much as the community at large) of their Roman 
status by making specifically Roman religious gestures. 

This general pattern of Roman religious influence in the empire — with 
its concentration on those groups and places with some formal Roman 
status - is cut across by a whole variety of different factors. We conclude 
this section by exploring two of those complexities: first the spread of dif
ferent forms of what could count as 'Roman' cult among provincial com
munities; secondly the different impact of Roman deities on the elite and 
non-élite. 

Throughout the Roman world there were wildly different images of 
'Roman' leligion; as we saw in our discussion of coloniae, different com
munities in the provinces must have constructed their own versions of 
what they thought was Roman. O f course in earlier chapters of this book 
we have raised just this question in relation to Rome itself: what was to 
count as official Roman religion? The negotiability of that category even 
at the very centre of the Roman world, the changing definitions of 
'Romanness', is obviously relevant to the 'export' of Roman religion to 
provincial communities — as is clearly illustrated in the cult of Magna 
Mater. 

This cult, as we have seen, was 'officially' introduced to Rome in the 
late third century B . C . From there, i t became a common feature of the 
towns of Italy and the provincial coloniae and municipia in North Africa, 
Spain, the Danube region and especially Gaul; 6 6 at first the cult members 
seem to have been limited to ex-slaves and others of low formal status, but 
from the mid second century A . D . local dignitaries too are found within 
it. In other words, a cult of eastern origin spread through the Roman 
wotld not from its eastern 'home', but from Rome and so as a 'Roman' 
cult. By the mid second century A . D . , in fact, the cult in Italy and at least 
the western provinces was under the general authority of the Roman 
priests, the quindecimviri, who had originally been responsible for the 
introduction of the cult to Rome. The priests of Magna Mater in Italy and 
Gaul are sometimes even given the title 'quindecimviral priests'; and an 
inscription from the territory of the colonia at Cumae in southern Italy 
preserves the text of a letter from the College of quindecimviri in Rome, 
authorizing the local priest of Magna Mater, whom the town had recently 

64 Vaga: CIL V I I I 14392, with Smadja (1980) 153. Nicaea: Robert (1978) 275-6. 
65 Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights•XVIII..2; Fayûm Towns and their Papyri, ed. Β.Ρ.  Grenfell 

(London 1900) 119.28-9 (c. A . D . 100). 
66 Above, pp.96-8; Wissowa (1912) 320-7; Vermaseren (1977) 60-9, 126-44; 

Schillinger (1979); Turcan (1989) 61-8. 
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elected, to wear the special armlet and crown (the priestly badge of office) 
within the territory of the colonia.bl 

There is also a striking reference to a direct link with the city of Rome in 
an inscription from the colonia of Lugdunum (modern Lyons), recording 
the performance of a taurobolium (the cult's characteristic sacrifice of a 
bull). This text refers to the 'powers' ('vires' - probably the genitals of the 
sacrificed animal) being 'transferred' from the Vatican sanctuary 
('Vaticanum'). It is not exactly clear what that means. I t seems unlikely 
(though not impossible) that the bull's genitals should have been taken 
from the Vatican in Rome to Lugdunum. More likely, perhaps, there was a 
'Vatican sanctuary' in Lugdunum itself — but, i f so, its name (and no doubt 
other aspects of its cult) derived directly from the Roman model. 6 8 In either 
case, the direct or indirect dependence of the Lugdunum cult on Rome was 
unusual. Unlike, for example, the cults of Isis or Mithras, which had no 
'headquarters' there, the cult of Magna Mater claimed authority from the 
centre, which had officially adopted the original cult. 

Significantly the inscription also states that this taurobolium was per
formed (as many were at Rome) on behalf of the emperor, as well as the 
local C o m m u n i t y - another link wi th the capital. 

The cult of Magna Mater exposes the shifting ambiguities of Roman sta
tus, and the expanding definition of what might count as Roman in the 
provinces: under the general authority of the quindecimviri, she counted 
both as a 'foreign' god (the quindecimviri had, as we have seen, specific 
responsibilities for cults of Gteek origin in the city of Rome) and as a 
'Roman' god (overseen even in provincial contexts by Roman priests). One 
of the most striking features of Roman imperialism is that (especially in the 
west) the spread of Roman religious culture through the empire was 
marked b y the diffusion of cults that in the context of Rome itself claimed 
a 'foreign' origin. It was not only the Capitoline triad, but Magna Mater 
and Mithras, who could stand for 'Roman' religion in the provinces. 

Wealth and power are also factors that we have not so far considered in 
plotting the patterns of Roman religious influence in provincial communi
ties. By and large, in every kind of C o m m u n i t y the local elite tended to dis-
play less interest in local indigenous cults than in the universal deities 
associated with the Roman empire. 6 9 For example, in the coloniaoiTimgad, 
magistrates and priests in the course of the second and third centuries A . D . 
made a series of dedications in return for their offices to principally Roman 

67 /154175 = 10.4b ( A . D . 289); cf. /154131 = 6.7b ( A . D . 160). The quindecimviri ako 
authorized the dendrophori ('tree-bearers') of Cumae who served the same cult: ILS 
4174 ( A . D . 251). Wissowa (1912) 320-1; Schillinger (1979) 358-60. 

68 //54131 = 6.7b; there was certainly a 'Vacican hilf at Mainz-Kastel: //53805. I f this 
text does refer to the sanctuary in Rome (Map 2 no.6; below, p. 384), then the original 
taurobolium must have been performed there. 

69 Février (1976); Le Glay (1984) 156-7; Rives (1995a) 100-72 stresses theit interest ako 
in native cults. See below, p. 357 on imperial priests. 

338 



7.2 Controls and Integration 

deities: Jupiter, Victoria, Mars, Fortuna and so on; one text neatly indicates 
that the declared purpose o f its dedicator was 'the celebtation of public reli
gio and the embellishment of his noble city ' . 7 0 In southern France, which 
had been under Roman control since the late second century B.C., we can 
detect a significant distinction between (in one aspect at least) the religious 
practice of the local urban elite and those outside that group. 'Mars', the 
most prominent god of the area, appears in inscribed dedications sometimes 
with a range of local epithets and sometimes without: the dedications with 
local epithets are usually associated with dedicators who did not come from 
old established or distinguished families; Roman functionaries and mem
bers of the local élites are much more commonly associated with those 
without local epithets. In addition, 90% of the dedications to Mats with 
local epithets are found outside the towns. 7 1 Even in this area, which seems 
at first sight to be strongly Roman in tone overall (note, for example, the 
name 'Mars'), those of higher local status chose to display their relationship 
with gods who were more obviously part ofthe Roman system. 

Religious display must have been central in the competition for status, 
both inside and outside the local community. We can only guess how dif
ferent it might have felt to make a dedication to Mars rather than Mars 
Alator; we can only guess what costs (as well as benefits) there might have 
been in publicly displaying allegiance to explicitly Roman gods. But it is 
clear enough that local élites expressed their own status, as against their 
social and political inferiors, by parading close ties with the gods of Rome. 

2. Controls and Integration 

The religious impact of Rome on communities without formal Roman sta
tus was quite different; it was much less a matter of I m i t a t i o n , much more a 
question of various forms of control and Integration. Roman authorities 
moved to suppress (or 'emend') religious forms that seemed to be a focus of 
O p p o s i t i o n to Roman rule - whenever and wherever they found them. But in 
other respects there appears to be a clear distinction between their approach 
to the pre-Roman religions in the west and those in the east. In the Greek east 
the civic cults seem to have continued, outwardly unaffected by Rome; but 
in the west local gods were transformed and integrated into the Roman pan
theon. This distinction, however, raises the question of how we can identify 
different degrees of 'Romanization'; what counts as the transformation of reli
gion under the impact of a conquering power; how far we can assess funda
mental changes in teligious ideology from its outward forms. 

70 AE (1987) 1078; cf. Pavis d'Escurac (1980-1); above, p. 217. Note also the Roman 
cults of the colonia of Savana, though they receded in importance in the second and 
third centuries A.D.: Balla (1967). 

71 Lavagne (1979); also Carré (1981). 
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Priesthood was an area of particular concern. In four different areas, we 
can see how the Romans restricted the power of native priests in the 
provinces; in all these cases, the priesthoods were organized quite differ-
ently from the traditional model of Graeco-Roman city-states (where 
priests were civic officials, with strict limitations on their authority, drawn 
in rotation from the local élites) and, to the Romans at least, represented an 
alternative system of power capable of rivalling their own; often these 
priesthoods were based on rieh and powerful temple institutions. 7 2 

Egypt was annexed to the Roman empire in 30 B . C . ; here temples, wi th 
their powerful priesthoods and widespread landholding, had traditionally 
been a major focus of religious and political authority. After annexation the 
Romans were faced with the problem of negotiating their relationship with 
these powerful religious institutions. 7 3 In detail, the pattern of Roman 
action in Egypt is very varied: some temple lands were confiscated in 24-22 
B . C . (the temples either leased these lands back to be cultivated for revenue 
or accepted a direct state subsidy); but extensive lands were also granted (or 
confirmed) to a temple of Isis in the south of Egypt, and some 'sacred land' 
continued to be administered directly by religious officials. Overall, how
ever, even where existing religious institutions were not abolished by the 
Romans, there is a clear trend towards inereasing Roman supervision, i f not 
direct control. AH people attached to sanctuaries had to be registered from 
4 B . C . onwards; from the mid first century A . D . onwards temple property 
and dues owed to the state by the temples also had to be recorded. The tem
ples feil wi thin the responsibility both of the office of the so-called 'Idios 
Logos' (the 'Special Account', which handled financial and administrative 
matters) and of the Roman governor, aided by a separate Roman official, 
known as the High Priest of Alexandria and AH Egypt. This High Priest 
vetted requests to cireumcise candidates for the Egyptian priesthood, 7 4 and 
adjudicated on the qualifications of those already in the priesthood. The 
Romans probably did not devise ali these regulations entirely themselves; 
they represent in part at least a development of the practices of earlier rulers 
of the country, the dynasty of Ptolemaic kings (for after ali temple power 
was likely to be a challenge to any secular authority, not just the Romans). 
However they illustrate a strong assertion of Roman control of Egyptian 
religious institutions - not just in general, but right down to the level of 
individual priests, their qualifications and marks of office. 

The religious Organization of two other parts of the eastern 

72 See R.L. Gordon (1990c) 240-5. 
73 The conventional view holds that Rome took a series of measures of inereasing seope to 

bring both temple lands and temple personnel under the control of Roman adminis-
tration: Swarney (1970) 57-9, 83-96; Whitehorne (1980-1); Stead (1981); cf. 
Thompson (1988) 271-6 on Memphis. For a revisionist view see the fortheoming 
book by P. Glare. 

74 From Antoninus Pius onwatds cireumcision was illegal except for Jews and for 
Egyptian priests. 
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Mediterranean also posed problems for Rome and similar methods of con
trol were introduced. When Judaea passed from the rule of a client king to 
direct Roman administtation in A . D . 6, the Roman governor (as earlier 
King Herod) appointed or dismissed the High Priest of the temple; as a f u r 
ther attempt to restrict its potential power base, the office was made tech-
nically an annual one - even though in practice (as a compromise, perhaps, 
between Roman authority and Jewish tradition) the holder was regularly 
re-appointed. The Romans oversaw the finances of the temple and 
restricted the competence of the Jewish C o u n c i l , the Sanhedrin. But other-
wise the day to day temple O r g a n i z a t i o n was unaffected by Rome (though 
new sacrifices on behalf of the empire were now offered there); and Jews in 
other provinces and in Italy were permitted to continue sending a regulär 
tax and gifts to the temple - until , that is, i t was violently destroyed by the 
Romans following the Jewish revolt of A . D . 66-70. At that point a special, 
humiliating Roman tax replaced these contributions to the temple: Jews 
now had to pay not towards the temple at Jerusalem, but in perpetuity for 
the rebuilding of the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus in Rome (butned down 
the previous year).71" 

In Asia Minor too thete were temples whose priests wielded consider-
able secular power. Again Roman responses varied; but all tended towards 
neutralizing any threat that the priestly O r g a n i z a t i o n might represent. 
When a Roman colonia was established at Pisidian Antioch, for example, 
the sanctuary of the god Men lost its territories and its sacred slaves, but 
elsewhere the Romans encouraged a gradual evolution towards priesthood 
much more on the Graeco-Roman norm. In Cappadocia and Galatia there 
had been four major temple estates, inhabited by 'sacred serfs' (hierodouloi) 
and mied by priests. Under Rome, the cults continued to be prestigious, 
but the communities were transformed into Greek-style city-states and the 
priesthoods tended to become multiple and to be held (annually) by the 
local hellenized aristocracy.76 

In the west any indigenous priesthoods that predated the conquest by 
the Romans came under pressure. The Romans attempted actively to sup-
press the Druids for their 'magical' practices and promotion of superstitio, 
though repression may, in fact, have increased their self-consciousness and 
cohesion.7 7 In other cases the message to local élites was clear, even without 
drastic action by the Roman authorities: local styles of priesthoods were 
transformed into a Roman pattern. Occasionally, the ancient names were 
preserved, but the ubiquitous Roman titles oiflamen and sacerdos in towns 

75 Schürer (1973-87) 1.376-9,11.218-23; Goodman (1989). Sacrifices: Philo, Embassy to 
Gaius 157 = 12.6c(ii); below p. 361. Gifts to Jerusalem seen as 'barbarous superstitio: 
Cicero, On Behalf ofFUccus Gl; cf. Tacitus, HistoriesV.5-

76 Debord (1982) 56-61; S. Mitchell (1993) 1.81-2. Antioch: Strabo XII.8.14 (p.577C); 
Levick(1967) 85-7. 

77 Above, pp. 221; 234. 
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in the Latin west sometimes at least were the result of a reinterpretation of 
indigenous priestly offices. Civic priesthood on the Graeco-Roman pattern 
was the norm and as a result, wi th the exception of the Druids, no indige
nous priestly group in the west appears to have posed a threat to the Roman 
order. 

Roman forms of control operated in broadly similar ways, with broadly 
similar aims everywhere; but in other respects the effects of Roman rule on 
religious life in the east appear very different from those in the west. In 
mainland Greece and Asia Minor, where Greek language and culture were 
dominant and respected by Rome, the religious life of the towns did not, to 
ali appearances, change radically under Roman rule. In Athens, for exam
ple, the central cult remained that of Athena Polias on the Acropolis, and 
the Eleusinian Mysteries continued to have immense prestige.78 Since time 
immemorial the celebration of the mystenes had involved a grand annual 
procession between the city of Athens and the sanctuary at Eleusis. In A . D . 
220 the people of Athens in fact voted to enhance the grandeur of the pro
cession by inereasing the participation of the youth (ephebes) of the city: 
'Since we continue now as in previous periods to perform the mysteries, 
and since ancestral custom along with the Eumolpidae <sc. the Athenian 
elan with charge over the mysteries> ordains that care be given that the 
sacred objeets be carried grandly here from Eleusis and back from the city 
to Eleusis...'79 Ancestral custom' could be the sanetion not for fossilization 
but for the evolution of cults within a traditional framework. Earlier, prob
ably in the Augustan period, there was a major reorganization of sanctuar
ies throughout Attica (the region around Athens): new leases of sacred 
properties were drawn up, to place the finances of the cults again on a 
proper footing. This 'restoration' of ancesttal cults even involved moving 
several earlier temples from outlying sites in Attica in to the agora in the 
centre of the city - presumably allowing worship to continue in a new 'her-
itage' setting. 8 0 The ancestral cults formed the ćore of religious life in 
Athens (and other Greek cities): Isis and Sarapis were important as they had 
been in the Hellenistic period, but the other eleetive cults attested in Rome 
made little impact on Athens. 

O n the other hand, there was inevitably a good deal of adaptation as a 
consequence of Roman conquest; at the very least, traditional cults would 
have taken on new meanings in the context of a Roman province. We shall 
see in the next section how ancestral Greek religion provided the framework 

78 Nilsson (1961-7) 11.327-58; Lane Fox (1986) 27-101; Price (1998) ch.8. Above, 
p. 223 for Roman initiates. 

79 IGll2 1078 = F. Sokolowski, Loissacréesdescitésgrecques(1969) no.8. 
80 Sacred properties; IG I I 2 1035, dated by Culley (1975) to 10/9 - 3/2 B . C . Temples: 

Camp (1986) 184-7; Alcock (1993) 192-5. The claim that these moved temples also 
housed the imperial cult is not founded on secure epigraphic evidence. (Gaius Caesar, 
Augustus' son, is called 'new Ares' not in the agora, but in the Theatre of Dionysus.) 
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for various forms of worship of the Roman emperor. It is also clear that the 
Roman calendar had an increasing influence in the east - though it was not 
here a question of simple provincial I m i t a t i o n of the central model. When 
the province of Asia decided to honour Augustus by creating a new calendar, 
the assembly chose to start the year not, as in the orthodox Roman calendar, 
on 1 January, but on another date of Roman significance, 23 September, 
which was the emperor's birthday. (According to the inscription recording 
this change of calendar, the precise date of 23 September čame as a Sugges

tion of the Roman governor - a glimpse of the complex background that 
must lie behind many decisions of this k ind. ) 8 1 The Roman authorities also 
sometimes sought to control the finances of civic sanctuaries. In the very 
early Augustan period a Roman official in the province of Asia issued an 
extensive regulation to Ephesus on religious finances, a regulation known 
from its subsequent revision in A . D . 44: for example, priests (who would no 
longer have to buy their offices) would not receive subventions from the city, 
and public slaves were not to dedicate to the goddess their own slaves who 
would then be reared at the expense of the goddess. Whether this reform was 
driven by Roman desire to ensure the fmancial stability of local cults, or by 
their desire to eradicate religious practices that did not conform to their own 
model of piety, i t is a clear case of Roman Intervent ion in a civic cult of the 
Greek world . 8 2 

In most cases, however, we are not dealing wi th a straightforward Oppo
sition between the continuity of local civic cults and Roman interference. 
A l i Roman activity in relation to the cults of the Greek world (from gener-
ous Subvention to drastic eradication) must have been open to various 
interpretations. If, for example, a Roman official had paid for the restora
tion of a Greek temple, would that have counted as Roman respect for tra
ditional civic cults? Or would i t have been instead (or at the same time) a 
mark of Roman take-over, of Rome's domination of those cults? At the very 
least, a restoration by Rome must have carried a different significance from 
a restoration by the local city itself. Even i f not outwardly 'Romanized', tra
ditional religion was now operating within a context of Roman power and 
empire. And it was often the local inhabitants themselves who were instru
mental in parading the Roman associations of traditional cult. We do not 
know who placed the statue of the emperor Hadrian that (as Pausanias 
records) once stood within the Parthenon - but at the very least it must 
have been authorized by the local Athenian officials. I t was, however, cer
tainly they who decided to honour the emperor Nero, emblazoning his 

81 Calendar: Samuel (1972) 171-88; cf. Priče (1984) 106. The governors Suggestion 
itself followed a request by the province for ideas. 

82 E.M. Smallwood, Documents Illustrating the Principates of Gaius, Claudius and Nero 
(Cambridge 1967) no.380 = Inschrifien von Ephesosla. 17-19 (trans. Braund (1985) 
213-15). Cf. Debord (1982) 211-12; Priče (1984) 69, 103. For Roman control of asy-
lum see above, p. 224. 
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name across the architrave of the Parthenon.8 3 In both these cases we can 
easily understand how the Roman presence could have seemed to some like 
an outrageous intrusion of the imperial power into one of the most holy 
cult places of Greece; or, equally, like the incorporation of Rome within the 
venerable traditions of Greek religion. 'Continuity or change' can be mat-
ters of Interpretation. 

In the west, however, where Latin was the dominant language and where 
there was no unified and prestigious cultural system when the Romans 
arrived, the religious position of Rome's subjects was very different from in 
the Greek east. There was, unsurprisingly, a range of religious continuities 
as well as resistances to the cults practised in Rome: a calendar in general 
use in Gaul in the late second century A . D . perpetuated local traditions, and 
(to judge from names of adherents that are recorded) the 'Oriental' cults 
were of little importance among the indigenous populations. 8 4 However, a 
crucial aspect of religious change (quite different from anything we saw in 
the east) was that indigenous gods became widely reinterpreted, by the 
locals and others, in a Roman form. As we noted at the beginning of this 
chapter, this process of transformation is difficult to plot - not least, we 
may now add, because the native deities generally become visible to us only 
under Roman rule, wi th increased use of writing on durable surfaces and 
more iconographic representations in stone. However, the excavation of a 
sanctuary in the Italian Dolomites, an area conquered by Rome only in the 
first century B . C . , offers a glimpse into the changes in one sanctuary from 
pre-Roman times onwards.8 5 Among the finds, which run from the third or 
second century B . C . through to A . D . 340, are bronze dippers used for drink-
ing the sacred waters from a sulphurous spring. They were inscribed with 
the name of the god (Trumusiatis or Tribusiatis), initially in the local lan
guage (Venetic), then with the same name transcribed into Latin characters 
and, only in the most recent ones, wi th the Graeco-Roman name Apollo. I t 
would be a crude oversimplification to suggest that under the sign of 
Apollo the cult lost all trace of its native roots; after ali there is no Sugges
tion of any major change in the rituals through this period. But at the same 
time it would be little short of a romantic fallacy to argue that nothing had 
really changed, and exactly the same native god lurked behind his new clas-
sical name. The change (or not) of language and names is not merely a cos-
metic issue. A t the very least, to call a god not Trumusiatis, but Apollo, was 
to relate the local healing god to the broader classical pantheon. 

The reinterpretation of local gods (by both Romans and members of the 
local communities) was widespread in the western provinces, from the 

83 Hadrian: Pausanias 1.24.7; Arafat (1996) 163. Nero: Price (1984) 149; Arafat (1996) 
153-4. 

84 Duval and Pinault (1986); Olmsted (1992). Oriental' cults: Toutain (1907-20) I I ; Le 
Glay (1984) 156; Alföldy (1989) 74-5. 

85 Pascal (1964) 140-4; Pauli (1984) 152-5. 
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north-west of the Iberian peninsula to the Danube. 8 6 As part of his effort to 
describe and explain to a Roman readership the culture and society of 
Gaul, Julius Caesar identified and interpreted in Roman terms a number of 
gods (for example, Mercury and Vulcan) as characteristic of the area at the 
time of the Roman conquest; while evidence from the imperial period 
shows how these gods did indeed become assimilated to Graeco-Roman 
deities, verbally or iconographically - so becoming part of the mixed reli
gious world of Roman Gaul in the combinations that Caesar himself iden
tified, predicted or invented. 8 7 At the same time, the design of local temples 
and sanctuaries was also changed; some elements of Roman architecture 
were incorporated into the facades, though the overall groundplan 
remained basically unchanged and distinctively unRoman. 8 8 I t is striking 
that in central and southern Gaul dedications to these reinterpreted local 
gods were not, by and large, made by local élites, who, as we noted in the 
case of Mars, tended to parade their connections with specifically Roman 
gods; nor for that matter were such dedications regularly made by Roman 
officials, soldiers and others from outside Gaul. The overwhelming major-
ity of the worshippers seem to have been relatively humble people - con-
firming that (however exactly they are to be interpreted) these hybrid 
deities appealed to those who related themselves less fully to the Roman 
order.89 

The complexities of the local divine hierarchies, and the changes 
prompted by Roman influence, can be illustrated by two examples, from 
Spain and Germany In the north west of the Iberian peninsula the pattern 
of religious activity was very different from that on the east and south 
coasts, which had been a Roman province since the second century B . C . and 
where religious forms on a strongly Graeco-Roman model were well-estab-
lished. 9 0 In the north and west (conquered only under the emperor Augus
tus) the religious picture was much more varied. So, for example, instead of 
the cults of the Lares Augusti, the category of Lares was taken over and 
joined with a variety of local protective deities; likewise, though Jupiter 
Optimus Maximus does appear both in official and in indigenous contexts, 
Jupiter alone or with various other titles was more widely worshipped. In 

86 Alföldy (1989) 79-82 on preponderance of local deities. 
87 Caesar, Gallic WarYl.17 (= 2.9a), 21; cf. inscriptions in 2.9b, Tacitus, Germania 9. 
88 Horne(1986). 
89 Toutain (1907-20) 1.297-314, 388-92, III.193-467; Clavel-Lévêque (1972); 

Lavagne (1979); Letta (1984). Wightman (1985) 177-87 and (1986) shows that the 
pattern is less clear in Belgica, because there were far fewer unambiguously Roman 
deities. Cf. Derks (1991); Van Andringa (1994) on Aventicum. For cults of pre-Roman 
Gaul see Brunaux (1988); Roymans (1990); Goudineau et al. (1994) include studies of 
both pre-Roman and Roman Gaul. 

90 Below, p. 355 n. 120; Lambrino (1965); Pastor Munoz (1981); Nicols (1987). Cf. Fear 
(1996) 227-69 on differences within Baetica. For religions in Spain: Mangas (1986); 
Keay (1988) 145-71; Vázquez y Hoys (1982), testimonia. 
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both these cases an earliet local god ( o r group o f gods) may have been rein-
terpreted i n Roman guise. The way Jupiter could be reinterpreted (and then 
re-placed) within a local divine hierarchy is well illustrated in an inscription 
o f the Danigi, a people i n what is now Portugal, which lists the sacrificial ani
mals due to a fange of deities: Nabia Corona; Nabia; Jupiter; -urgus; and 
Ida(?) . 9 1 Jupiter, w e should note, was i n second place t o the local Nabia (wor-
shipped in two forms); and h e received as sacrifice not his usual Roman o x 
but a lamb and a suckling calf — emphasizing his different role within the 
local context. There is a Roman tinge i n the style o f the altar and i n the use 
of a Roman date (given b y the consuls of that year), perhaps because the two 
local landowners who presided over the sacrifices were Roman Ci t izens; but 
the complex divine hierarchy o f the rural Danigi, wi th its specifically local 
and regional gods, was only partly integrated into the Roman divine system. 

The second example concerns 'Jupiter columns' - columns up t o fifteen 
metres high dedicated t o Jupiter Optimus Maximus, which were a com
mon type o f religious monument in parts of eastern France and Germany 
from the mid second t o mid third centuries A . D . These columns also illus-
trate borrowing from Rome, reinterpreted within a local religious hierar
chy. They take two different regional forms. The first type, with Jupiter o n 
horseback trampling a giant, is characteristic o f the Rhine land between 
Mainz and Strasbourg.92 (Fig 7.4) The second type, prevalent i n lower 
Germany and Gallia Belgica, features a Jupiter enthroned. The prototype 
for both was the column erected a t Mainz b y the local population i n hon
our o f Nero i n A . D . 60, which was itself probably directly based on a Jupiter 
column in Rome; hence its largely classical iconography. The subsequent 
Jupiter columns, ali a century and more later, included round the base o f 
the column a more eclectic range o f deities, often shown in two tiers: the 
members of the Capitoline triad were usually depicted, but not usually as a 
triad; and otherwise the combinations of deities were novel, including a 
range of much less 'classical' gods. Though they may have been inspired b y 
the early Mainz column t o Nero, the columns were not simply Roman. 
Their Interpretation has been much debated: are the gods local (German or 
Celtic), or Roman? And in this case i t is much less clear that they are to be 
connected with a particular social group, as we have argued for the dedica
tion o f the Danigi: the columns seem to have been erected i n towns, sanc
tuaries and, especially, on estates b y ali sorts o f people ftom private 
individuals to local groups to soldiers and officials. They d o , however, 
demonstrate very clearly the flexibility and shifts of 'Roman' religion as i t 
was incorporated into provincial ideology: in these columns Roman and 

91 AE (1973) 319 ( A . D . 147) with Le Roux (1994b). Fot a niče example from western 
Gaul see ILS7053 and AE (1969-70) 405 with Chastagnol (1980) and Scheid (1991) 
51. In Africa too one needs to distinguish between Jupiter Optimus Maximus, an offi
cial deity, and Jupiter without the epithet: Kallala (1992). 

92 Bauchhenss and Noelke (1981); in English, Schutz (1985) 66-7. 
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Fig. 7A Jupiter co lumn f rom 
Butzbach (Wetteraukreis, 
Germany), c. A . D . 230; height 
c .4m. The bo t tom four panels 
depict Juno, Minerva , 
Hercules and Mercury . The 
next tief up features the seven 

gods that gave their names to 
the days o f the week: Satutn, 
Sol, Luna, Mars, Mercury , 
Jupiter and Venus. O n the top 
o f the co lumn is a rider on 
horseback standing on a 
defeated giant. 

native religious forms were combined, and re-combined, into a new celes-
tial hierarchy that guaranteed the cosmic order. 

Religion, however, was not always an effective buttress of Roman rule, 
or a flexible Integrator of the traditions of conquered and conquering. 
Roman cults and deities could stand all too clearly for the oppressive 
demands of Roman imperialism. When a rebellion broke out in Germany 
one local priest of the imperial cult at the Ara Ubiorum tore o f f his fillets, 
the symbol of his office, and went over to join the rebels. In the British 
revolt, the temple to Claudius, seen as 'a citadel of eternal dominatioh at 
which the provincial priests wasted their money ' in the guise of religio , was 
totally destroyed. When the Jewish revolt broke out in A . D . 66 the first 
move of the rebels was to end the sacrifices in the temple on behalf o f 
Rome. 9 3 

Conversely local cultic traditions could become the rallying ground for 
Opposition to Roman rule. 9 4 The stories of Alexandrian Greeks protesting 
against the perceived tyranny of Rome include appeals to the Alexandrian 
Sarapis. Prophecies, originating in the Hellenistic period but still circulat-
ing under the Roman empire, foretold the liberation o f Egypt and her 
gods from the foreign oppressor.95 In actual revolts, local religious figures 
are often claimed to have stimulated or even led the rebels. In an Egypt-
ian rebellion of A . D . 172-173 the leader was a priest.9 6 A n incursion into 
the empire fromThrace was led by a priest of Dionysus, w h o gained a fol-
lowing by his performance of rites; he was probably acting to recover the 
sanctuary of Dionysus which had earlier been made over by the Romans 
to another tribe. 9 7 In Gaul, at a time of political chaos in Rome, the 
Druids allegedly prophesied that the (accidental) burning of the Capito-
line temple in Rome signified the end of Roman rule over the Gauls. At 
around the same time, a revolt on the Rhine frontier started w i t h a feast 
in a sacred grove and a religious v o w and was strongly supported by a local 

93 Tacitus, Annak 1.39.1, 57.2; XIV.31 .4 , 32.3. Jews: Josephus, Jewish Warll. 409 -21 ; 
Roth (1960); above, p. 341 . 

94 Momigl iano (1987); Goodman (1991). Pekáry (1987) lists cases o f unrest and revolts. 
See also S.J. Stern (1982) 51-71 for religious millenarian Opposition to Spanish rule in 
Peru. 

95 Musuri l lo (1954) 4 -5 , 45 (= 12.6f). Koenen (1970); also (1984). 
96 Cassius D i o L X X I I . 4 . 
97 Cassius Dio LI.25.5 (29 B . C . ) , L IV .34 .5 -7 (11 B . C . ) . 
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prophetess.98 The Jewish revolts against Rome, which were much more 
significant in military terms than any we have just mentioned, were also 
aided by the fact that the Jewish faith could be interpreted to offer a 
coherent religious basis for revolt. At least some of the rebels in Judaea in 
A . D . 66-70 and 132-135 were inspired by the principle that their god 
alone should be master of Israel and, in the revolt of A . D . 116—117 which 
flared up in Egypt, North Africa and Mesopotamia, the rebels in Cyrene 
seem to have damaged or destroyed temples of the pagan gods.99 The sub-
sequent massacre of the Jews in Egypt was probably due in part to tradi
tional enmity to the Jews as religious enemies of Egypt's gods and the 
victory was still celebrated in Egypt eighty years later by civic festivals.100 

Local religion operating as a focus of Opposition to Rome is a further 
reminder of the sheer complexity of religious life in the provinces. 
Individual gods, whether local or Roman, did not stand for just one thing; 
cults were not combined according to a single standard blueprint which 
equated one deity unproblematically with another. Religious forms were 
constantly re-intetpreted and deployed in different combinations for quite 
different purposes. The god that was joined in worship with Jupiter one 
day might be leading the rebels the next. 

3. Imperial rituals 

Various forms of what we call 'the imperial cult' are found right across the 
empire. The army sacrificed to the Capitoline triad on behalf of the living 
emperor and also to his officially deified predecessors; provincials per-

•ϊ- formed vota to the gods and sacrificed the taurobolium to Magna Mater on 
behalf of the emperor; and (in the province of Asia) celebrated Augustus' 
birthday as the start of their year. In other words, as we have already seen 
(both in chapter 4 in relation to Rome itself and again at the start of this 
chapter), cults of the emperor were not an independent element of reli
gious life: sometimes the emperor was placed under the protection of the 
Olympian pantheon or linked wi th the traditional gods (as we shall see in 
the combination Mars Augustus), sometimes cult was offered directly to 
him. These forms of cult were rarely a separate export to the provinces from 
Rome, but developed in different ways in the context of the various forms 
of Romanized religion that operated there. In this section, we have decided 
to group together some rather different practices which in a variety of ways 
across the empire related the emperor to the gods. However, we stress that 
these are very diverse, because they were located in very different contexts. 
That is, there is no such thing as 'theimperial cult'. 

98 Tacitus, HistorieslV.54, 61, 65, V.22, 24. Cf. above, p. 341 on Druids. 
99 Schürer (1973-87) 1.531, 544-5,11.598-606; cf. Barnes (1989b) on dating. 

100 Frankfurtet(1992). 
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The passage o f Cassius Dio cited at the start of this chapter shows the 
significance of the different contexts of imperial cult. Though Dio sees 
cults of the emperor as a unifying factor across the empire, he draws a cru
cial distinction between different forms of imperial cult: cults offered to the 
living emperor by subjects of Rome and the ptactices of the centre. 'For in 
the capital itself (he writes) and in Italy generally no emperor, however wor-
thy of renown he has been, has dared to do this <i.e. have lifetime cults of 
himself>; still, even there various divine honours are bestowed after their 
death upon such emperors as have ruled uprightly, and in fact shrines are 
built to them.' 1 0 1 That is, official public cults in the capital were restricted 
to deceased emperors (and members of their families); for the living 
emperor vows were offered on his behalf to the Olympian gods. 1 0 2 Dio fur
ther distinguishes between the cults offered by subjects of Rome (Greeks 
and others) and those to be performed by Roman Citizens resident in the 
provinces. Whereas the subjects of Rome had cults of the living emperor, 
Roman Cit izens had cults of the Roman type. 

We can draw further distinctions. Cults of the emperor are found in the 
provinces at two different levels. Most provinces had a provincial assembly, 
consisting of representatives of the towns of that province; the assembly at its 
annual meeting conducted business of provincial interest (whether, for 
example, the governor should be prosecuted in Rome for corruption) and cel
ebrated an imperial festival. When Dio talks of Augustus giving permission 
in 29 B . C . to the Greeks of the two provinces of Asia and Pontus-Bithynia to 
establish cults to himself, he is referring to the creation of cults organized by 
the two provincial assemblies. In addition, outside the O r g a n i z a t i o n of the 
province as a whole, individual communities established their own cults of the 
emperor: Ephesus, for example, had not only the sanctuaty for the Roman Cit
izens of the province of Asia, but also its own Greek-style cults of Augustus. 

It is conventional to draw another distinction in analysis of 'the imper
ial cult' - between the eastern and the western parts of the empire: in the 
east the cult was a voluntary matter, absorbed within pre-existing struc
tures, while in the west it was imposed by Rome. We shall notice various 
differences between east and west in the course of this section, but we have 
decided to treat the whole empire together, in order to draw out significant 
patterns right across the Roman world. In so far as Rome had religious 
expectations of Roman Cit izens resident in the provinces, i t did not matter 
whether they were in east or west; and civic cults in the west may have 
arisen from local dynamics similar to those in Greek cities. Rather than 
stress the east/west distinction, we shall emphasize again the importance of 
the status of the community offering cult. 

101 Cassius Dio LI.20.8. 
102 Public cults of Italy did not always follow the Roman model, but rather that of towns 

in the provinces - suggesting perhaps that Italian towns were petceived (and perceived 
themselves) as subordinate to the power of Rome, rather than partners in it. 
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Cult o f f e r e d t o , o r o n behalf of the emperor, his family o r dead ancestors 
('imperial cult') is just one part of a wider set of associations between 
emperor and religion i n the empire. A distinctive symbol of the Augustan 
restructuring of religion was the image of the emperor officiating at sacri
fice. As w e saw i n chapter four, the links between emperor and sacrifice 
were so emphasized that from the reign of Augustus onwards almost n o one 
other than the emperor (and his immediate family) was depicted at sacri
fice in public images. This particular imperial scene is represented in a 
seties of sculptutes from Rome and Italy; but one ot the most striking 
examples is found i n the colonia of Lepcis Magna i n North Africa, on a n 
early third-century commemorative arch which was lavishly decorated 
with fout sculptured friezes. One of these friezes shows the offering of sac
rifice by the imperial family, probably t o the Capitoline triad (Fig. 7.5). 
Although the centre of the frieze is very damaged, i t almost certainly 
showed Septimius Severus with his two sons; the figure of his wife, Julia 
Domna, survives o n the right of the central group, her hand stretched out 
t o offer incense; behind, a few fragments remain from what appear t o be 
the Capitoline deities - pictured in receipt of the sacrifice. Flanking the 
central group on the left Stands a group of soldiers; and o n the right, figures 
representing Rome and the senate, and a sequence of men clad i n togas and 
other soldiers - i n front of whom, from either end, the sacrificial animals 
are introduced. Other friezes o n the arch offer slightly different versions of 
the place of the imperial family in relation t o the gods (one shows the 
emperor holding an augurs staff (lituus), linking hands with his son i n 
front of a group of deities, both 'Roman' and local); but they combine t o 
stress the significance of imperial harmony and the piety of the emperor in 
ensuring the favour of the gods for the empire. 1 0 3 

Scenes of imperial sacrifice were not limited to specifically Roman Set
tlements i n the provinces. Often stamped as a design on Roman coins, they 
were found i n pockets and purses ali over the Roman wotld. In Asia Minor 
one o r two temples dedicated t o the emperor had cult statues which 
depicted the emperor in the act of performing a sacrifice. The image even 
seems to have been stamped o n sacrificial cakes distributed t o the people a t 
festivals through the empire. A number of curious discoveries made i n 
Britain and Hungary have been identified as the moulds for these cakes — 
showing the emperor offering sacrifice, among other imperial scenes. The 
emperor i n his religious role was literally imprinted o n the ritual food con-
sumed at provincial religious celebrations. The distinctively Roman model 
of sacrifice became a familiär image almost everywhere.104 

The emperor was regularly represented as under the particular protection 

103 Strocka (1972), with füll reconstruction of the frieze; Kleiner (1992) 340-3; also illus-
ttated 6.1d. For a similar image from Rome see 6.1b. 

104 Asia Minor: Price (1984) 185. Moulds: Boon (1958); E.B. Thomas (1980) 184. Cf. 
in general R.L. Gordon (1990b) 202-19. 
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Fig. 7.5 Part o f a 
frieze on a 
commemorative 
arch i n Lepcis 
Magna, c. A.D. 
2 0 6 - 2 0 9 . O n rhe 
far left (originally 
the centre o f the 
frieze, but n o w very 
damaged) are traces 
o f a male figure 
(?one o f the 
imperial sons, 
possibly Geta); next 
the emptess Julia 
D o m n a ; a flute-
player; then other 
figures who may 
include a 
personificarion o f 
Rome (hold ing a 
globe) and o f the 
senate. I n front the 
sacrificial attendants 
are i n the act o f 
k i l l i n g the animal. 
See also 6 . I d . 
(Heigh t 1.72m.) 

of the gods of the local community. In the Greek east sacrifices were made 
on behalf of the emperor to the Greek gods of the Olympian pantheon. In 
the west most often it was specifically Roman gods that were emphasized in 
this role. At Timgad, for example, some of the deities allude to the emperor 
('Victoria Victrix', the 'Conquering Victory' who was responsible for impe
rial successes); other gods are described explicitly as his protectors ('Mars 
Augustus, protector of our lords'). 1 0 5 The magistrates of a community of 
Roman Citizens (perhaps army veterans) in Tunisia who made a dedication 
to 'the gods of the emperors' probably had in mind the gods that supported 
the emperor. Thus the Capitolium at Thugga was dedicated to the 
Capitoline triad 'for the well-being' of Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus 
and its pediment featured a relief of an eagle bearing a man aloft, that is an 
image of the ascension of the emperor to the heavens, a new god. Jupiter, 
Juno and Minerva protected the emperor in this life and guaranteed his 
apotheosis after 'death'. 1 0 6 Even in an area such as the north-west of the 
Iberian peninsula where strictly Roman cults were rare, dedications on 
behalf of the emperor were made not to local, but to Roman gods. 1 0 7 But 
occasionally local gods too were enlisted in his support. In north Africa, for 
example, dedications 'for the well-being of the emperor' were also made to 
Romanized forms of local deities: Saturn, Frugifer and Pluto. The divine 
associations of the emperor extended beyond the Roman pantheon into 
local religious traditions. 

In fact a wide range of deities was invoked as protectors of the emperor 

105 Above, n. 70. 'Lords' refers to the emperors. 
106 Tunisia: AE(1977) 855. Thugga: I . M . Barton (1982) 317; above, p. 336. Cf. Smadja 

(1985) on the emperor and the pantheon. 
107 Tranoy (1981) 332-3. Cf. Le Glay (1984) 168-9. 
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or as his equals.108 Numerous dedications were made in all the western 
provinces in the form 'Saturnus Augustus', 'Silvanus Augustus', or 'Mars 
Augustus' and so on. The Interpretation of the dedications is difficult: are 
god and emperor equated, or is Augustus' an epithet merely indicating loy-
alty to the imperial regime? The most likely explanation is that there is a 
reciprocal relationship between the two terms. On the one hand, the place 
of the local deity within the Roman order was assured and, on the other, the 
local deity was a protector of the emperor. The western subjects of Rome, 
especially those of lowly status, sought to restructure their existing religious 
Systems in order to relate them more or less closely with the gods and 
emperor of Rome. 

More direct cults of the emperor are also found, but their forms vary 
greatly, partly in relation to the statuses of the individuals and communities 
concerned. The establishment of cults of Roma and Augustus in 29 B . C . by 
the provinces of Asia and Pontus-Bithynia was a model for other eastern 
provinces: for example, the provincial assembly of Syria subsequently inau-
gurated an annual priesthood of Augustus and games which were on the 
international Greek athletic circuit . 1 0 9 These provincial cults of Roman 
power were generally an Innovation of the imperial period, even when there 
had been a provincial assembly under the Republic. 1 1 0 They were not nor
mally imposed by Rome, but arose from and enhanced the rivalry between 
individual cities and the standing of those who served as high priests of the 
provincial cults. In the west the form of the provincial cults varied. 
Recently conquered and very 'unRoman' areas established cults like those 
in the Greek east, to the living emperor; and in fact it was part of the 
Roman élite's image of such subjects that they did worship the emperor 
directly. A high-ranking Roman recorded with approbation how he had 
seen in Germany a barbarian chief cross the Elbe in a dugout canoe to 
touch the divine person of Tiberius (then Augustus' heir); the chief in 
addressing Tiberius referred to the local worship of the divinity of the 
emperor.1 1 1 The cult of the emperor alluded to here is quite different from 
the provincial cults of those western areas with long standing Roman tradi
tions which we shall examine shortly. 1 1 2 It was one of a series established in 
the early empire by Roman Commanders in barbarian areas which had just 

108 Nock (1925) 91-3; Le Glay (1984) 166-9; Price (1984) 91-100 for the east; Fishwick 
(1987-) I L I , 446-54. 

109 Syria: AE(1976) 678; Inschriften von Magnesia 149. On provincial cults see Deininger 
(1965) 7-98, 158-61; Price (1984) 56, 66-7, 72-3, 75-7, 83, 88, 104-5, 128-31, 
226. On Galatia see S. Mitchell (1993) 1.100-17. 

110 For cults of Dea Roma and of Roman governors, above, pp. 158-60. 
111 Velleius Paterculus I I . 107.2 = 10.6a; cf. address to Nero as god by Tiridates, king of 

Persia: Cassius Dio LXII.5.2. 
112 Fishwick (1987-) 1.97-146. Spain: Tranoy (1981) 327-9. Gauls and Germans from 

across the Rhine were instructed by Rome to offer cult to the memories of Drusus and 
Germanicus at Mainz: Tabula Siarensis frag.a.29-32, Crawford (1996) 1.37; 
Suetonius, Claudius 1.3; cf. Lebek (1989) 67-72. 
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( t h e y hoped) b e e n c o n q u e r e d . The f i r s t o f these is f o u n d in the n o r t h - w e s t 

of t h e Iberian p e n i n s u i a s o o n af ter its s u b j u g a t i o n b y Augustus; a g o v e r n o r 

s e r v i n g i n 22-19 B . C . d e d i c a t e d t h r e e a l t a r s t o Augustus ( t h e Arae 

Sestianae, n a m e d after t h e g o v e r n o r ) , which p r o b a b l y se rved as centres f o r 

t h r ee peop les in this r e g i o n . In 12 B . C . the th r ee Gallic p r o v i n c e s c o n q u e r e d 

b y Caesar w e r e u n i t e d i n a single p r o v i n c i a l a s s emb ly at Lugdunum, at a n 

a l t a r o f Roma a n d Augustus, d e d i c a t e d b y Drusus, Augustus' s t epson . In 

Germany a n a l ta r (the Ara Ubiorum) was built i n the last decade B . C . o r t h e 

first A . D . on t h e b a n k s of the Rhine nea r Cologne, as a focus f o r t h e n e w 

p r o v i n c e of Germany. At a t i m e when Roman p o w e i r eached b e y o n d t h e 

Rhine t o t h e Elbe a g o v e r n o r d e d i c a t e d an a l t a r t he r e in 2 B . C . ; t h e b a r b a r -

ian chief who g ree t ed Tiberius is p r o b a b l y r e f e r r i n g to t h e cult o f Augustus 

at t h i s a l tar . Cults to t h e l i v i n g e m p e r o r c o n t i n u e d to be es t ab l i shed subse-

q u e n t l y in areas c o n q u e r e d or r e o r g a n i z e d b y l a t e r emperors.1 1 3 

Roman Cit izens, o n the o t h e r h a n d , w e r e e x p e c t e d to o f f e r d i f f e r e n t 

f o r m s of cult f r o m those o f f e r e d b y p e o p l e w h o w e r e subjects o f Rome. In 

v a r i o u s p r o v i n c e s Roman Cit izens formed o f f i c i a l o r g a n i z a t i o n s w i t h a r e l i 

gious f u n c t i o n , separate f r o m t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n s o f the p r o v i n c i a l s . In Asia 

a n d Pontus-Bithynia, w h e n Augustus gave p e r m i s s i o n f o r t h e Greek 

p r o v i n c i a l s to w o r s h i p Roma a n d Augustus, h e i n s t r u c t e d the Roman C i t i 

zens o f each p r o v i n c e to set up t e m p l e s in d i f f e r e n t c i t ies to Roma a n d divus 

Julius. At Ephesus both t e m p l e and r i t u a l m a y have b e e n c lose ly m o d e l l e d 

on t h e c u l t at Rome, a n d t h e a s s o c i a t i o n of Roman Citizens p r o b a b l y 

ex i s t ed at least i n t o t h e second C e n t u r y A . D . 1 1 4 In two Greek-speaking c i t ies 

i n n o r t h Africa i n s c r i p t i o n s r e c o r d v o w s on b e h a l f o f t h e e m p e r o r in Latin 

- in p h r a s e o l o g y t h a t is v e r y close to the f o r m u l a e used in Rome b y t h e 

Arval Brothers. These reco rds may h a v e b e e n put up b y t h e Roman Citizens 

r e s iden t i n t hose t o w n s , the use o f Latin, c o m b i n e d w i t h the d i s p l a y o f r e l i 

gious a l l eg iance to the e m p e r o r , o f f e r i n g a w a y of m a r k i n g their d i f f e r ence 

from o t h e r m e m b e r s of the local Community. 1 1 5 

In t h e w e s t t o o Roman Cit izens f o r m e d t h e i r o w n assoc ia t ions . At Lug

dunum i n fac t we find t w o separate o r g a n i z a t i o n s : first the p r o v i n c i a l Coun

c i l o f t h e Three Gauls in w h i c h b o t h non-Romans a n d Roman Citizens 

c o u l d a n d d i d p a r t i c i p a t e ; s e c o n d , as an i n s c r i p t i o n of A . D . 220 records , a n 

a s s o c i a t i o n e x p l i c i t l y of Roman Citizens from each o f t h e p r o v i n c e s o f the 

Three Gauls, w i t h its o w n of f icers a n d funds, also m e e t i n g at Lugdunum. 1 1 6 

113 Fishwick (1987-) 1.298, 301-7; Fitz and Fedak (1993) 265-7. There was an altar, or 
perhaps even a remple, to Claudius in his lifetime: Simpson (1993) contra Fishwick 
(1987-) 1.195-218, (1991). Cf. a temple for the emperor builr A . D . 166-9 byatribe 
in Arabia on the encoutagement of the governor: Bowersock (1975). 

114 Cassius Dio LI.20.6; Crawford (1996) 1.493-5 (with different Interpretation); 
Inschriften von EphesosW 409, V 1517, V I I . 1 3019. Price (1984) 76-7, 169, 254. 

115 Cyrene and Ptolemais: Reynolds (1962), (1965), (1990) 71-2. 
116 AE(1955) 210 = P. Wuilleumier, Inscriptionslatinesdes Trois Gaules(1963) no.221, a 

text curiously ignored in recent years. 
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We have no clear record of any religious activity on the part of this second 
association, but it is tempting to guess that it was modelled on that laid 
down for the provinces of Asia and Pontus-Bithynia. Much more puzzling 
is its composition. Although the inscription refers to Roman Cit izens specif
ically from A . D . 212 almost all free inhabitants of the empite had been 
granted citizenship - and so it is hard to see the logic or purpose by this date 
of a special association restricted to Citizens. We may perhaps guess that this 
was an Organization which united not all Citizens, but only those who were 
of Italian rather than Gallic origin. That is, the idea that a defined group of 
Roman Citizens had a particular relation to the emperor seems to have sur-
vived the change that ought to have made that idea redundant. 

Similarly, provinces in the west wi th a significant proportion of Roman 
Citizens followed in general the model of Rome itself. 1 1 7 The key episode 
occurred in A . D . 15, the year after the official deification of Augustus in 
Rome, when permission was given to the province of Hispania 
Tarraconensis for a temple to divus Augustus in the colonia of Tarraco. Its 
priests were drawn not just from Tarraco but the whole province, and 
Tacitus, reporting the decision of A . D . 15, notes that it set a precedent for 
othet provinces.1 1 8 There was also a range of divine honours offered to liv
ing emperors, beyond the displays of divine protection that we have already 
noted. In the provincial cult of Gallia Narbonensis and Africa 
Proconsularis, the living emperor may have been included in the cult 
alongside the dead and deified; and at the time of Vespasian the cult at 
Tarraco may have been extended to include the reigning emperor. These 
developments were a notable divergence from standard practice in Rome 
itself, and perhaps reflect the influence of othet civic communities in the 
west. But, by and large, the range of religious honours offered to the 
emperor in these western provincial assemblies seems to have followed the 
patterns set in the centre. 

I f we move on now to the cults of individual cities rather than of 
provinces, we find again significant differences in the forms of cults, 
depending in part on the status of the cities concerned. As we have already 
seen, civic priests of divus]m'ms are found outside Rome only in coloniae-

in both eastern and western parts of the empire. It would seem to follow from 
this that coloniae, at least in the early empire, were expected (and perhaps even 
instructed) to follow the lead of Rome. The cult of the numen ('divine 
power' or 'nod') of Augustus is instructive here, even though it was a form of 
cult that did not prove populär. The cult is attested in two towns: a town in 
Ett uria dedicated an altar to the numen of Augustus, at which sacrifices were 

117 Fishwick (1978); (1987- ) 1.150-68, 219-94. Much of this account necessarily 
remains hypothetical: Le Roux (1994a). 

118 Tacitus, Annalsl.7%. The temple complex was completed only in the latet first Century 
A.D., when the provincial priests are first attested, though work on it probably began 
much earlier: Fishwick (1996) 176-82. 
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to be made on the birthdays of Augustus and Tiberius; and the colonia of 
Narbo dedicated a similar altar in the forum, at which a series of imperial fes
tivals was celebrated. As the cult of the numen focussed closely on the living 
emperor, i t might seem to be overstepping the mark officially set, but there 
was a precedent from the city of Rome itself. An altar to the numen of 
Augustus had been dedicated there in about A . D . 6, and the two towns were 
probably responding to this lead. 1 1 9 The cult of the Lares Augusti was a much 
mote widespread response to a Roman Innovation. Following the major reor-
ganization of the ward cults in Rome in 7 B . C . cults of the Lares Augusti are 
found throughout the Roman west. At Pompeii a new Organization of'ward 
officials' took office in the same year as the Roman reorganization and the cult 
later spread to ali of Italy. For example, at Ostia, the port of Rome, the cult 
was established in A . D . 51 with the building of a shrine to the Lares Augusti 
in the forum; a purification (lustratio) of the area, probably round the 
forum, was performed, a ritual also carried out by the wards in Rome. Out
side Italy, the cults occur in almost every Latin province. 1 2 0 

At the other extreme, communities lacking Roman status generally 
determined the forms of their cults without reference to Rome. Those 
communities which we know best, those in the Greek east, regularly estab
lished cults of the living (rather than the posthumously apotheosized) 
emperor. At Athens a small round temple to Roma and Augustus was built 
on the Acropolis in the Augustan period; it lay close to, and directly on the 
long axis of, the Parthenon and its architecture was modelled on that of the 
neighbouring classical temple known as the Erechtheum. In other respects 
the degree of explicit deification far outstripped the mere association of 
emperor and god. Athenians sometimes treated living members of the 
imperial house as themselves divine. They decreed (in the late 190s A . D . ) a 
series of honours for Julia Domna (wife of the emperor Septimius Severus) 
which identified her with Athena Polias: there was to be a gold cult statue 
of Julia Domna in the Parthenon, and various sacrificial rites were to be 
performed by traditional civic and religious officials, both on 'Roman' 
dates (the birthday of Julia Domna; the first day of the Roman year) and at 
the principal festival of Athena Polias.1 2 1 

119 ILS 154 (A.D. 18) (trans. Braund (1985) 62); ILS 112 = 10.1b ( A . D . 11). Cf. above, 
p. 207. For a dedication of A . D . 11-12 to the numen of Augustus see AE (1948) 8 = 
Inscriptions of Roman Tripolitania (1952) 324a (Lepcis), with Fishwick (1992c). These 
provincial dedications are sometimes seen (wrongly) as overstepping the mark estab
lished in Rome. 

120 Above, pp. 184-6; Vitucci (1946-85) 403-5; Pascal (1964) 71-3; Ladage (1971) 
94-5; Silvestrini (1992); Hänlein-Schäfer (1996). Pompeii: /LS6381. Ostia: Map 5; Η. 
Bloch (1962); Degtassi (1965); Bakker (1994) 118-33. Numerous cults in the Roman-
ized towns of southern and eastern Spain: Alarcāo et al. (1969). Also among Italian busi
ness men at Alexandria: C/ZTIISupp. 12047 = F. Kayser, Recueildes inscriptionsgrecques 
et latines (nonfunéraires) dAlexandrie imperiale(Cairo, 1994) no. 5. 

121 Price (1984) 147 n.40; above, pp. 343-4 for Nero and Hadrian. For Rome and Augus
tus at the provincial level, see above, p. 352. Julia Domna: Oliver (1940) = 10.5c. 
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The history o f these cults in the western empire shows the initiative 
Coming both from the provincials themselves and, on other occasions, 
from the central Roman authorities, actively promoting festivals, priest
hoods and temples for deified emperors.1 2 2 As we have seen, the cult of 
divus Augustus in Tarraco was the result of a request by the Spaniards.123 

On the other hand, the fact that at roughly the same time, under the 
emperor Vespasian, three long-established provinces (Gallia Narbonensis, 
Africa Proconsularis and Spanish Baetica) established (or at least reformu-
lated) cults on Roman lines suggests strong pressure from the centre - per
haps to be connected with Vespasian's desire to promote a focus of loyalty 
to his new dynasty; the provinces of Mauretania in north Africa may also 
have established a provincial cult at this point. It is fairly certain too that 
similarities in the institutions of imperial cult between coloniae or 
municipia and Rome were not always a matter of voluntary imitation of the 
centre. A centrally controlled and changed calendar of festivals 'for the ven-
eration of the imperial house' seems to have been issued to municipia (and 
presumably coloniae); and these local communities included the centrally 
directed imperial festivals alongside their locally determined festivals.124 

Questions of initiative are not, however, always so easily settled. Often 
there is simply no evidence to determine the issue: we do not know, for 
example, who it was who instigated the building of the great imperial tem
ples at Nîmes and Vienne that still stand (the so-called Maison Carrée of 
Nîmes, dedicated to Gaius and Lucius Caesar; the temple at Vienne to 
dJvus Augustus and diva Livia). In many cases, however, inscriptions on 
civic temples ascribe the responsibility for them either to prominent locals 
or to the community as a whole. 1 2 5 But even here there may have been a 
much more complicated history than the simple Opposition between local 
or central initiative suggests. In the case of Tarraco's request to build an 
imperial temple, for example, ali kinds of factors may have lain behind 
their approach - even a prompt from the local governor.1 2 6 The fact that 

122 There is here a contrast with the provincial cults in the Greek east, which resulted, as 
we have seen, from local initiatives, though the contrast is not an east/west one but one 
of status: Augustus instructed (rather than merely permitted) Roman Citizens in Asia 
and Pontus-Bithynia to establish cults of Roma and divusjulius. 

123 Above, p. 354. Another Spanish province, Lusitania, follows a similar pattern: a tem
ple of divus Augustus in the colonia of Merida, and a provincial flamen (of Livia) in the 
Claudian period. 

124 ^£(1986) 333, paraš. 31, 90, 92 (Lex Irnitana) (trans. JRS76 (1986) 182-99). Cf. 
above, p. 251; Herz (1975), (1978); Fishwick (1987-) I L I , 482-501; Rüpke (1995) 
540-6. 

125 Nîmes: Amy and Gros (1979); Gros (1984). Vienne: Pelletier (1982) 446-52; 
Hänlein-Schäfer (1985) 244-6; Andre et al. (1991). Inscriptions: Hänlein-Schäfer 
(1985) 90-3. For the position of imperial temples in the transformation of urban 
space, Gros (1987), (1991). 

126 Tacitus, Annals 1.78. Price (1984) 65-75 on the relations between central and local 
initiatives. 
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Tacitus records i t as a spontaneous gesture from the province does not 
mean that that is the only story that could be told; and he himself implies 
that rivalry between different communities for the emperors attention may 
have played a part, when he says that Tarraco's gesture 'set an example' to 
other provinces. 

A l l these different forms of honour and cult required priests and other 
personnel.1 2 7 Priests of the provincial cult were generally drawn from the 
local elite, but the forms of priesthood varied between the more and the less 
Romanized provinces. Some of the regulations for the office of high priest 
of the province of Gallia Narbonensis are preserved, inscribed on a bronze 
tablet. These show clearly how in this highly Romanized province the 
priests privileges and obligations were partly modelled on Rome: his title 
was flamen; his wife was known as flaminica (like the flaminica of Jupiter), 
and she seems to have shared at least some of úieflamens religious duties; 
the surviving clause which prevents her taking an oath against her wi l l or 
touching a dead body matches almost exactly equivalent regulations for the 
flamen Dialis and his wife at Rome. On the other hand, there are significant 
differences: at Rome all the major flamines held office for life; here the 
office is explicitly short-term, and a good part of the surviving regulations 
are concerned with the honours and privileges of ex-flamines.ns The parade 
of Roman models contrasts wi th the forms of cult in less Romanized 
provinces, where there were no Koman-styic flamines or temples to the offi-
cially deified emperor, but priests whose name {sacerdotes) distinguished 
them from the ancient priesthoods of Rome and altars for worship of the 
living emperor. 

But many other social groups were involved in different aspects of impe
rial cult. The Organization of the cult of the Lares Augusti in the provinces, 
for example, was similar to that at Rome. The Colleges responsible for the 
cult consisted of three or four members, who were generally drawn from 
ex-slaves (though the freeborn are also found). Gradually, however, slaves 
too entered the Colleges, perhaps because ex-slaves preferred to join the 
more prestigious group of Augustales - who were also in some way con
nected with the emperor and his honour. 

Augustales, who were common in coloniae and municipia in Italy and the 
Latin west, have usually been defined in relation to their performance of 
cult, as i f they were priests of the emperor.1 2 9 They have been taken to be 
small groups, often six in number (sevirt), rather like the associations 

127 Civic priests in the west, of Roma and Augustus, and to lesser extent of other emper
ors: Geiger (1913); Etienne (1958) 197-250; Fayer (1976) 213-54. For local games 
see e.g. AE (1992) 374 (territory of Amiternum, A.D. 2). 

128 ILS 6964 = 10.4e. The flamines of the Three Gauls capitalized on their position by 
erecting statues of themselves and their families in the sanctuary at Lugdunum: F. 
Richard (1992). The priests of the cult at Tarraco were also called flamen, and also 
wore the special Roman hat (apex). 

129 Duthoy (1978); Ostrow (1985); Fishwick (1987-) LL1 609-16. 
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responsible for the cult ot the Lates Augusti. A picture of their role, on this 
Interpretation, comes in an inscription from Narbo - where, after a period 
of tension between the people and the Council, the people decided to 
appoint six men, three Roman knights from the people and three ex-slaves 
to perform a series of sacrifices in honour of Augustus and his numen.130 The 
problem is that this particular inscription makes no explicit mention of 

'Augustales } ί λ But suppose (as it normally is supposed) that these officials 
from Narbo did have that title — they still represent only one type of the 
groups that throughout the Roman empire were known as 'Augustales'. 
There is other, and much stronger, evidence to suggest that many Augustales 
were not members of small associations at ali (whether they had specifically 
priestly duties or not), but possessors ofa particular local status. 1 3 2The (frag-
mentary) list of Augustales from Herculaneum near Naples has more than 
450 names, divided into different units {curiae), at least one of which was for 
the freeborn. 1 3 3 Augustales ranked immediately below the local Council at 
public festivals. Their officials had the symbols of a magistrate (special toga, 
lictors, the bündle of rods (fasces) and so on), and in return for their office 
were obliged to repair buildings, erect statues and put on games.134 They also 
had, in at least some cases, their own special buildings, wi th imperial stat
ues.135 There is no real case for seeing Augustales of this kind as priests, but 
Augustales, like other public figures, certainly carried out religious functions 
in their public role: one of their officials is praised in an inscription for ' imi-
tating bygone piety' in his concern for a local cult; others were responsible 
for the cult of the Lares Augusti . 1 3 6 That is, Augustales performed the con-
ventional range of local religious actions, and there is no reason to think of 
them as particularly connected by definition with 'the imperial cult'. Their 
name 'Augustales may in fact not derive from their presumed cult function, 
but mark the creation of the status by Augustus. 

In at least the 'civilised' parts of both east and west the principal social 
change which accompanied these teligious changes was the role of local 

130 ILS 112 = 10.1b, with Kneissl (1980). The 'knights from the people' were probably 
inhabitants of the colonia who were not colonists but did have the equestrian property 
qualification. The Council could grant honorary membership of the order of 
Augustales: AE(\9ol) 239 (Terracina). 

131 This is in fact a classic case of the modern tendency to lump together some rather 
diverse epigraphic evidence under the heading of Augustales. 

132 Abramenko (1993a). For a similar problem with 'haruspices see above, p. 20. 
133 AE(\9T$) 119; cf. (1989) 181. 
134 Symbols: Petronius, Satyricon30, 71.9; on tombstones, Schäfer (1989) 55-6, 218-21. 
135 R.J.A. Wilson (1990) 111-13, 297; De Franciscis (1991); Patras: Archaeological 

Reports 1987-88 (1988) 28-9. However, the building at Sarmizegethusa has now 
been re-identified as a basilica: Etienne et al. (1990). Statues: Trebula Suffenas (AE 
(1972) 154 = Supplementa kalka n.s. 4 (1988) 178 no. 43) and Aquincum (CIL I I I 
3847). 

136 Jupiter: AE (1990) 138 (Terracina). Lares Augusti: Etienne (1958) 275-9; Fishwick 
(1987-) I I .1 , 614-16; /127(1992) 302; Petronius, Satyricon65 = 8.6b. 

358 



7.3 Imperial rituals 

élites in the service o f Rome. In regions such as Spain, southern France, 
Greece, Asia Minor, Syria and north Africa, those who were ambitious 
could hope to see their sons entering the Roman administration as eques-
trians and their grandsons even entering the Roman senate. For many of 
the local offices of the imperial cult, the holders received prestige in their 
local communities, as they did for holding other offices or priesthoods. In 
the west, ex-slaves with Roman citizenship who formed a significant 
upwardly mobile group could aspire to some public status which articu-
lated their position in the framework of the Roman empire. But the higher 
up the social ladder you went, especially to the priesthoods at the provin
cial level, the higher the stakes became. From the point of view of the 
priests, these major priesthoods could be a stepping stone to further social 
and political advancement - even into the world of the city of Rome 
itself. 1 3 7 From the point of view of Rome, on the other hand, we might see 
the imperial cult as one of the major ways that the local élites were sub-
orned to the service of Rome. 

This raises sharply what has always seemed an intriguing puzzle about 
cults offered to the emperor and his family: were they just a political tool 
(in the service of Rome, or of local élites)? or did they have some 'real' reli
gious significance? We have already seen throughout this book from dis
cussion of very earliest Roman religion that the O p p o s i t i o n implied 
between religion and politics is an inappropriate model for thinking about 
Roman religion. It is hard now to appreciate that Jesus' claim in the 
Gospels that one should give unto Caesar that which is Caesar's and give 
unto God that which is God's was, in the context of the first C e n t u r y A . D . , 

utterly startling. 1 3 8 The idea, in other words, that there was (or should be) 
a clear delimitation of the political and religious spheres of authority cut 
across most of the Roman assumptions about the relationship between reli
gious and political life that we have seen so far. The success of this reading 
of Jesus' message and the dominance of Christianity in the western politi
cal tradition has meant that we come to imperial cults with an inappropri
ate distinction in mind. Ordinary inhabitants of the Roman empire 
expected that political power had a religious dimension. The opposite was 
also true: religious cults might quite properly have a political dimension. I f 
we seek to distinguish between cults that were (really) political and those 
that had a (genuine) Spiritual dimension we are doing little more than 
engaging illicitly in Christian polemic against an alien religious system. 

Another piece of illicit Christianizing often colours our understanding 
of the relation between imperial rituals and rituals for the traditional gods. 
I f Christianity eventually triumphed over paganism, what kind of pagan
ism was it? The old model which viewed traditional cults in the Roman 

137 So, for example, we must imagine that the office of provincial priest would bring its 
holder into contact with (and within the patronage of) the local Roman governor. 

138 Matthew 22.15-22; Mark 12.13-17; Luke 20.20-6. 
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empire before Constantine as mere decayed survivals has now been largely 
abandoned. But some would still argue that the traditional cults had been 
effectively supplanted by worship of the emperor, so that Christianity's vic-
tory was in fact over the idolatrous worship of a human being. This too is a 
misundetstanding. In the east throughout the period we have been consid-
ering the primary identities of Gteek cities continued to be focussed on 
theit ancesttal gods. For the Citizens of Ephesus in the first centuries A . D . 
the key to understanding their city lay in the cult of Artemis. The city 
boasted that it was the birthplace of Artemis, that it possessed an image of 
the god that had fallen from heaven, and that cults of Artemis had been dif-
fused from Ephesus all over the world. In the words of an Ephesian decree, 

. . . the goddess Artemis, patton of our city, is honoured not only in het native 
city, which she has made more famous than all other cities thtough her own 
divinity, but also by Greeks and barbarians, so that everywhere sanctuaties and 
precincts are consecrated for her, temples are dedicated and altars are set up for 
her because of her manifest epiphanies . . . 1 ; , l J 

Cults of the emperor, which were modelled on the traditional forms of civic 
cults of the gods, did not displace traditional cults; they fitted in alongside 
them. For example, in one Macedonian town, a local citizen volunteered to 
be priest of Zeus, Roma and Augustus and displayed extraordinary munif-
icence in the monthly sacrifices to Zeus and Augustus and in the feasts and 
games for the Citizens.140 His activities illustrate clearly how (as we have 
seen on several occasions) the worship of Augustus could be integrated 
within local religious and social structures. 

The same is true not only of Rome itself, as we have seen in chapter 4, 
but also of communities closely modelled on Rome. The army placed the 
Capitoline triad at the centre of its religious life, had cults of other ancient 
Roman gods, and of the official divi and divae. There was no Opposition 
between the two types of cult: the army, like many others in the empire, 
started its year with vota to the Capitoline triad on behalf of the emperor 
and the eternity of the empire. The ancient cults of Rome were the context 
(if a modifìed one) within which the emperor fitted. 

Whereas Greek cities retained a latgely stable ( i f evolving) teligious Sys
tem, and the army and (some) coloniaewere artificial creations, the picture 
is in some ways different for many communities in the Latin west. At first 
sight it might seem that here the imperial cult was an isolable phenome-
non, and hence potentially a more easily identifìable competitor for 
Christianity, but what we have seen throughout this chapter is that in the 
west ancient cults across a wide specttum were transformed, and recentred, 
at least in part, on Rome. The development of the imperial cult may not be 

139 Inschriften vonEphesoslA. Price (1998) ch.2. 
140 Supplementum Epigraphicum GraecumXXXV. 744 ( A . D . 1). Cf. 10.5, and generally 

Price (1984); some criticisms in Friesen (1993) 142-68. 
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so fully integrated in existing traditions as it was in the east - located in a 
novel, rather than a stable and familiär symbolic context. But even here it 
was part of something bigger, and must be seen in a context of wider and 
more profound religious and political changes. Analyses of the imperial 
cult in the Latin west which examine only the imperial cult itself suffer 
from a serious case of scholarly tunnel vision and simply fail to grapple with 
the problem of the relationship of the new forms of imperial rituals to the 
local religious context. 

Does it then matter whether rituals treated the emperor like one of the 
ordinary gods or 'merely' placed him under their protection? To modern 
observers it seems crucial, because in modern world religions there is a 
uniqueness claimed for divinity, and in Christianity specifically one of the 
central 'mysteries' is precisely the relationship between humanity and divin
ity, as summed up in the relationship between god and Jesus. The issue had 
some importance also for Jews and Christians in the Roman empire. Both 
were (generally) happy to place the emperor under the protection of their 
god, by sacrifices or prayers.141 Normally, they were not expected to do 
more than that. Even when Christians faced trials before Roman officials, 
the principal issue was their relationship to the traditional gods, not to the 
(divine) emperor: the question was - would they perform sacrifice to the 
gods} But behind this lay a further concern: i f they would not support the 
traditional pantheon (which upheld the emperor), how could they support 
the emperor (given that praying to the Christian god did not count)? It is 
true that sometimes in this context Christians were expected to sacrifice to 
the gods on behalfoftht emperor, and sometimes directly ẅthe gods and to 
the emperor.1 4 2 But the pressures exerted on Jews and Christians to conform 
were not motivated by theological concerns about the nature of divinity. 

What was at stake for emperors, governors and members of civic élites 
was the whole web of social, political and hierarchical assumptions that 
bound imperial society together. Sacrifices and other religious rituals were 
concerned with defining and establishing relationships of power. 1 4 3 Not to 
place oneself within the set of relationships between emperor, gods, élite 
and people was effectively to place oneself outside the mainstream of the 
whole wotld and the shared Roman understanding of humanity's place 
within that world. Maintenance of the social order was seen by the Romans 
to be dependent on maintenance of this agreed set of symbolic structures, 
which assigned a role to people at all levels. Emperors in Rome needed to 
play the role of first Citizen (not god), an 'ordinary' ( if unequalled) senator, 
but they also needed to be assured of their superiority over other groups 
and areas. Roman Citizens in the provinces needed to construct identities 
for themselves which articulated their superiority over mere subjects of 

141 Philo, Embassy to Gaius 355-7 = 10.6b; above, pp. 284; 341. 
142 Price (1984) 220-2; above, pp. 239-41. 
143 Above, pp. 36-7; Price (1984) 207-33. 
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Rome, and so followed the precedent of Rome. As for those mere subjects, 
the centte might expect that they would and should abase themselves 
before Rome by wotshipping the emperor as a god. One emperor indeed 
asked a delegation of Jews from Alexandria in Egypt in a pointed and hos-
tile manner why they did not sacrifice to him as to a god. 1 4 4 There could be 
no clearer way of articulating the hierarchy of social, political and religious 
relations that formed the Roman empire. The subjects themselves 
responded to such pressures or demands in different ways: by accommo-
dating the power of Rome within their traditional symbolic structures, or 
by changing everything in favour of Rome. From the point of view of sta
tus it might make ali the difference whethet the emperor was treated as a 
god o t only placed undef the protection of the gods. 

The patterns of the early empire were maintained to some extent into the 
second century A . D . : new conquests of the fifst and second centuries were 
treated much as those of the Augustan period. Intetnally, there were devel
opments in the statuses of towns: new coloniae were rarely created aftet the 
Augustan period, but from the second century A . D . existing towns were 
granted colonial status. Roman citizenship spread slowly in the course of 
the first two centuries A . D . , but in A . D . 212 was granted dramatically by the 
emperor Catacalla to almost all the free population ofthe empite. 1 4 5 Most 
newly enfranchised provincials continued to worship their old gods in the 
old ways; we have, however, one nice example of what seems to be a reli
gious response to Caracalla's grant of Roman citizenship. 

Wi th in three years of this grant a civic temple to Zeus Kapitolios is 
found at Ptolemais Euergetis in the Egyptian Fayum. 1 4 6 The earlier scatter-
ing of cults of Zeus Kapitolios and of games called Kapitolia in Greece and 
Asia Minor had been in Roman coloniae and in other cities with especial 
ties to Rome. At Ptolemais the new cult is very striking. The name 'Zeus 
Kapitolios' refers to the god worshipped on the Capitol at Rome (while, 
significantly perhaps, refraining from calling him Optimus Maximus— 'Best 
and Greatest'). This is almost the only cult in Egypt that refers to a specifi
cally Roman god and the calendat of rituals associated with it consists 
partly of specifically Roman festivals. There were sacrifices on 1 January; 21 

144 Philo, Embassyto Gaius 353-7 = 10.6b. Admittedly the emperor was the bizarre Gaius 
Caligula, but he merely made explicit a generally latent issue. 

145 Above, p. 241. 
146 L. Mitteis and U. Wilcken, Grunzüge und Chrestomathie der Papyruskunde (Leipzig 

1912) I 96 (trans. An Economic Survey of Ancient Rome, ed. T. Frank (Baltimore and 
London 1936) II.662-8); Sammelbuch 9489 = Papyri della Università degli Studi di 
Milano IV (1967) 233 (Tebtunis) might refer to this temple. Glare (1994) notes ear
lier interest in 'the imperial cult' at Ptolemais. Cf. Rübsam (1974) 47-52; M . 
Walbank (1989) 381-3 for Greek cults. The only Egyptian parallel is the Capitolium 
at Oxyrhynchus, in existence by the late second century A . D . : Oxyrhynchus Papyri2l28 
etc. 
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April , the birthday of Rome; on eight occasions for the reigning emperor, 
twice for his deceased father and twice for his mother. But there were some 
very different rituals too. In addition to the Roman cults, there were also 
festivals of four Egyptian gods: the crocodile god Souchos, who was the 
principal deity of the town, Harpokrates, the Nile and Sarapis. To us, the 
combination may seem baffling. But it seems that the town was picking up 
the religious rhetoric of Caracalla's edict granting Roman citizenship to the 
empire and cteating for itself something to count as a new 'Roman' cult. 
But the way it proclaimed that Roman status was not just by the replication 
of Roman festivals, but by the Integration of local Egyptian cults and Stan

dard Roman festivals within the cult of Zeus Kapitolios - already itself a 
strangely non-Roman 'Roman' t i t le . 1 4 7 In just such ways in communities 
throughout the empire, distinctively Roman and distinctively local tradi
tions were integrated as a response to (and as an articulation of) the power 
of Rome. Roman religion came in many 'foreign' forms. 1 4 8 

147 On Roman religion in the third Century A.D., Alföldy (1989). 
148 For one aspect of this issue, see Price (1984) 234-48. 

363 



\ 

8 Roman religion and Christian emperors: 
fourth andfifih centuries 

Roman religion changed fundamentally in the fourth century A . D . The city 
of Rome itself ceased to be the primary residence of the emperor or the 
main centre of government from the late third century A . D . The military 
threats posed by 'barbarians' on the northern frontiers of the Rhine and 
Danube impelled emperors to spend more of their time in the north: Trier 
in Germany, Sirmium in Serbia and Milan in northern Italy all developed 
as imperial centres. No emperor lived in Rome after the early fourth Cen
tury A . D . ; indeed after the reign of Constantine (306-337) there were only 
two imperial visits to the city in the course of the fourth Cen tu ry . A major 
factor in Rome's changing role was the division of the empire in A . D . 286 
into two halves — east and west. Each half was the primary responsibility of 
one Augustus' aided (from A . D . 293) by a junior 'Caesar'. The east also had 
its own imperial centres (Nicomedia in north-west Asia Minor and Syrian 
Antioch; then Constantinople founded by Constantine in A . D . 330). This 
division of responsibility - which was partly a tactical, military response to 
external threats to the security of the empire, but also became the basis for 
a whole new politics of imperial rule - persisted to the end of our period, 
in the eatly fifth century, and beyond; even though from time to time one 
Augustus' (like Constantine) proved able to control the whole empire and 
resembled once more an emperor of the old type. In the eyes of some Rome 
was still the grand old imperial capital and life went on much as usual; for 
others, no doubt, i t looked more like a 'heritage ci ty, a tourist ghost-town. 
But even i f the image of Rome, as cultural capital, would remain indelibly 
imprinted on the empire, i t was increasingly displaced from the centre of 
the political and military stage, occupying a marginal position even in the 
western half of the empire. The history of Roman religion in the fourth 
century can be seen in part as a response to this displacement of Rome. 

The upholders of traditional Roman religion at this period were also 
faced with a new threat. Christians ceased to be systematically harried by 
the imperial authorities and became instead the recipients of imperial 
favour. This did not mean, however, a reversal of some simple dichotomy 
between pagans and Christians, the latter now victotious o v e t their perse-
cutors. Christians themselves (as we have already seen in earlier chapters) 
were far from uniform and much imperial attention was devoted to distin-
guishing 'true' from 'false' Christians. Nor did Christians make a simple, 
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blanket rejection of ali 'paganism'; there were serious debates as to what was 
to count as 'Christian', how far the traditional customs and festivals of 
Rome were to be regarded as specifically 'pagan', or how far they should be 
seen as the ancient cultural inheritance of the city and its empire. To what 
extent, in other words, could Rome reject its 'religion of place' without 
jeopardizing its own cultural identity? 

The major change in the fourth century is not so much the defeat of 
paganism as its change of status. In the face of an imperially backed 
Christianity, support for the traditional cults of Rome was no longer taken 
for granted as part of the definition of'being Roman'; they became a mat
ter of choice, an elective religion. This Situation arose from the actions that 
Constantine took in favour of Christianity (which we discuss in section 1), 
as well as from the measures that he and subsequent emperors introduced 
against practices defined (or re-defined) as unacceptable: heresy, illicit div
ination and (finally) the official cults of Rome themselves (see below sec
tion 2). We trače in Section 3 the growth of the Christian community at 
Rome (pattly, no doubt, a consequence of imperial support), the series of 
major churches founded at this period as well as the development for the 
first time of a specifically Christian iconography in visual representation. 
Finally (in section 4) we explore the continuance of traditional cults at 
Rome alongside, or in Opposition to, Christianity. By the 380s A . D . , cer
tainly, some members of the senatorial class were ostentatiously (and 
piously) maintaining what they defined and championed as the 'tradi
tional' cults of Rome in the face of Christianity. The vitality of this group 
did not survive the sack of Rome by the Goths in A . D . 410, but our period 
ends with the death of the western emperor Honorius ( A . D . 393-423) and 
the Installation by the eastern emperor of a new emperor in the west in A . D . 
425 - a vivid symbol of Rome's now subordinate position in an empire that 
still clung to its heritage of (lost) cultural omnipotence.1 

1. Constantine and the church 

By the late third century Christians were well established in Rome, and 
elsewhere in the empire - even though they probably formed only a small 
minority of the population, and their growth may have been held back by 
periods of persecution.2 The persecution initiated by Diocletian in A . D . 
303 was still a recent memory 3 when in A . D . 312 Constantine marched on 

1 Matthews (1975) is the basic account of the years A . D . 364-425. Note Cochrane (1940), 
and the surveys in Demandt (1989) 413-69, Averil Cameron (1993a) 66-84, 151-69 
and (1993b) 57-80, 128-51. 

2 Persecution could, of course, have had the opposite effect. Successful (or, at least, public) 
resistance to persecution may have helped to strengthen the church, and to advertise its 
virtues to Outsiders. 
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Rome and defeated his rival Maxentius outside the city at the Battle of 
MiKaan Bridge. This battle (which might otherwise have been remembered 
as just one chaprer in the repeated and inglorious story of Roman civil war) 
is said to have marked a crucial turning point in the history of Christianity 
— and so in the histoty of the western world. A Christian, writing at most 
four years later, claimed that as the result of a dream Constantine had 
inscribed 'the heavenly sign of God' on his soldiers' shields just before the 
decisive conflict. 4 That is, on the eve of the Battle of Milvian Bridge, 
Constantine was believed to have abandoned the traditional deities of 
Rome in favour of the Christian god. 

The conversion of Constantine was among the most unexpected events 
in Roman history, and remains highly controversial. Even supposing that 
what happened at and before the battle was central to Constantine's sup
port of Christianity (which is, of course, far from certain), almost every 
aspect of that support has been debated evet since. Was he sincere in his 
adherence to Christianity? How far did he conflate Christianity wi th ele-
ments of traditional cults? From what date is Constantine's firm support of 
Christianity to be dated — from A . D . 312 or later? (He was not formally bap-
tized unti l his deathbed, but this was not uncommon in early 
Christianity). 5The questions are unanswerable. Nonetheless Constantine's 
own version of what he said and did at that time teils us exactly how to see 
the matter. We are told that many years later he declared on oath to a 
Christian bishop, Eusebius, that before the battle he had seen by day a 
vision in the skies of the cross inscribed with the words 'By this, conquet', 
and that the following night Christ had appeared to h im in a dream bear-
ing the same sign. Constantine himself (according to Eusebius) recalled the 
victory as a Christian victory, and is said to have put up in Rome a statue of 
himself holding the cross.6 Others may have declined to accept this 
Christian Interpretat ion; 7 but, for his part, Constantine certainly soon pro-
ceeded to act in favour of the Christian church. 

Wi th in a month or two of the battle Constantine joined with the east
ern emperor Licinius in calling for the toleration of Christian meetings and 
the rebuilding of churches.8 In the first months of A . D . 313, in what were 

3 The persecution had ceased in the west under Constantine's father in 305, but continued 
in the east until 311, with a brief resumption in 312. 

4 Lactantius, On the Deaths of thePersecutors44.5. 
5 The debate: Baynes (1972) and Lane Fox (1986) 609-62, who both atgue that 

Constantine was a firm Christian from 312. Coin evidence: Fig. 8.1. 
6 Eusebius, Life ofConstantinel.28-9. Statue: Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History IX.9.10; Life 

of ConstantineΊ.40..2. However, as Eusebius did not visit Rome his claim that the statue 
held a cross is not necessarily reliable. The right hand o f the colossal statue o f 
Constantine in the Basilica o f Maxentius rested on a sceptre or lance, but we cannot 
know if it was topped by a cross: Heibig (1963-72) I I n o . l 4 4 l . 

7 ILS 694 = LLCV2 (the dedication by the senate on the arch of Constantine ascribes his 
victory to 'the Inspiration of the divine' - not explicitly stating the nature o f the divinitas 
involved). 
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Fig. 8.1 T w o 
medallions illustrate 
Constantine's 
public posi t ion. 
(a) Constantine 
w i t h Sol (Sun) as a 
guardian god 
behind h i m . Other 
t radi t ional gods 
were dropped from 
the coinage under 
Constantine; Sol, 
(which, arguably, 
had a Chris t ian 
Interpretation), 
continued u n t i l the 
320s A . D . 

(b) Constantine on 
a silvet medal l ion 
Struck for 
presentation in A . D . 
315. O n his helmet 
is the chi-rho 
monogram, often 
used as an 
abbreviation o f 
'Chris t ' . Such 
Christ ian emblems 
remained fairly 
unobtrusive on 
coinage un t i l the 
fifth Century A . D . 

Μ 

to be the first of a series of moves by which imperial favour and imperial 
resources were put behind Christianity, he restored church property in 
Africa (and doubtless other provinces), made huge donations to the church 
from the imperial treasury and granted exemption to the clergy from com-
pulsory civic public duties.9 

These actions were without precedent. Though previous emperors had 
ended persecution of Christians by restoring property, no previous 
emperor had given the church money, let alone money on this scale. (The 
annual rents on the land he gave to the church came to over 400 pounds of 
gold per year - a substantial sum, though only 10% of the income of the 
wealthiest senator.) The exemption from the burdens of civic office repre-
sents a yet more srriking Innovation. Such exemption was a privilege that 
had previously been granted only to groups such as athletes, doctors and 
teachers that were seen as particularly meritorious within traditional 
Roman culture. The only priests to have held the privilege were those of 
Egypt (following a particular local tradition); otherwise ordinary civic 
priesthoods were compatible with membership of local Councils, and 
entailed only limited immunities. Constantine's extension of exemptions 
to (orthodox) Christian clergy marked a new recognition that the Christian 
church was of benefit to the State; or rather perhaps annexed the church as 
a benefit to the State. When the emperor Galerius had ended persecution of 
the Christians in A . D . 311, he had expressed the hope that the Christians 
would pray to their god 'for our welfare, and that of the State and their 
own'. Constantine accepted this logic in stating the reason for the grant: so 
that the clergy 

shall not be drawn away by any deviation or sacrilege from the worship that is 
due to the divinity, but shall devote themselves without interference to their own 
law. For i t seems that, rendering the greatest possible Service to the deity, they 
most benefit the State. 

8 Lactantius, On the Deaths ofthe Persecutors 48.2-12 (= 11.13a). Eusebius, Ecclesiastical 
History 9.12; 9a. 11-12. 

9 Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History X.5.15-17; 6.1-3 (= 11.13b); 7.2; CTh X V I . 2 . 1 - 2 , 
modified in 3 and 6. Cf. Mil ia r (1977) 577-84. 
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No longer was the safety and success of Rome entrusted to the traditional 
state religions alone.1 0 

In addition to grants of money to the Christian authorities, Constantine 
was also personally responsible for the foundation of new church buildings. 
In Rome he paid for frve or six churches, which fundamentally changed the 
profile of the Christian Community. 1 1 Probably only a year or two after the 
Battle of Milvian Bridge work began on a great 'basilica with an adjacent 
baptistery. Known as the Basilica Constantiniana (now St. John Lateran), 
this became the principal church of the city. Other buildings were erected 
in memory of the martyrs of Rome. And a decade later (probably in the 
mid 320s) the basilica of St. Peters was started. The significance attached to 
the earlier monument to St. Peter determined the location and level of the 
church. 1 2 The surrounding, largely pagan, cemetery was levelled off to pro
vide a foundation at the appropriate height, and the trophy was enshrined 
in the apse, projecting about three metres above the floor of the basilica. 
The Christian community in Rome had now for the first time a monu
mental setting. 

The designs of these Constantinian basilicas varied, but ali were derived 
from a type of secular public building that had long been a feature of Rome 
and other Roman towns — the traditional basilicas that lined, for example, 
the Roman forum, wi th a large central space (or nave) and aisles running 
down each side. Following this pattern the Basilica Constantiniana was a 
huge hali, some 100 metres in length, wi th two side aisles giving a total 
width of about 54 metres. St. Peters was on the same scale, but its design 
differed somewhat. Here the central nave was again flanked by two aisles, 
but between the nave and the apse was a crossing, wider than the aisles, 
which focussed the building on the trophy of St. Peter in the apse. The 
overall dimensions are impressive: the nave was 90 metres long, the total 
length 119 metres and the width 64 metres. In front of the church was a 
large open area, equal in siže to the body of the church, surrounded by 
arcades. The dimensions are comparable with the grand imperial buildings 
of the past: the Forum of Augustus was 125 by 118 metres, and the (secu
lar) Basilica in Trajan's Forum, the largest basilica ever built in Rome, 170 
metres (or 120 metres within the apses). The differences between the 
design of St. Peter's and that of the Basilica Constantiniana telate closely to 

10 Traditional priests, above, pp. 192-6; Wissowa (1912) 500; A.H.M. Jones (1940) 354 
n.33. Galerius: Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History V I I I . 17.10. Constantine: Eusebius, 
Ecclesiastical History X.7.2. Constantine also exempted municipal and provincial 
flamines'm Africa in A . D . 335 and 337 (CThXII. 1.21, XII.5.2). See above, p. 329 for 
other priests in the fourth century A . D . 

11 Krautheimer (1979) 39-70; (1980) 3-31; Arbeiter (1988). Above, p. 268 for third-
centuiy church building outside Rome. 

12 Plan, reconstruction and location of St Peter's: 4.15c; Map 4 no. 61 (with 4.15d, a fif-
teenth-century view of 'Old' St Peter's). Basilica Constantiniana: Map 4 no 24. Cf. 
above, p. 268 for earlier monument. 
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their different functions. The latter wi th its contemporary baptistery was 
the principal church of the city, designed for regulär use on festal days, 
while St. Peter's was a martyr's shrine, used for burials and commemorative 
feasts. But the crucial point is that both these buildings, in taking the Over
all design of the secular basilica, strikingly reject the form of traditional reli
gious, temple architecture of the Roman world — whose function had been 
principally to house the deity. Logically enough (for, unlike pagans, 
Christians congregated in the house of their god), the new, monumental 
Christian architecture was derived from the vast halls that the traditional 
pagan culture of Rome associated with law-courts and market-places and 
other places of public assembly. Despite their size, Constantinian church 
buildings in Rome remained, literally, peripheral to the city. There is no 
church building under Constantine in the ancient heart of Rome, with its 
prestigious temples and shrines. Only the Basilica Constantiniana and a 
chapel inside an imperial palace were - just - inside the walls of Rome (but 
outside the pomerium), and they both lay on property owned by the 
emperor. The other Constantinian basilicas were, like St. Peter's, martyrs' 
shrines and covered cemeteries; they all lay outside Rome in the areas of 
Christian burial and at least some were again on imperial estates.13 

Constantine sought not to rewrite the religious space of Rome, but to pro
vide Christians with their own, supplementary space alongside. 

2. Imperial religious policy 

Constantine started a pattern of imperial I n t e r v e n t i o n in favour of 
Christianity that finally helped Christianity to triumph over paganism. But 
the process was much more complicated than that apparently simple out-
come might suggest. Emperors did not regard all Christians with favour, 
nor did they at first seek to eliminate ali elements of the traditional cults. 

From the outset, Constantine's support for Christians was selective. 
Already in A . D . 313 his interventions in Africa were directed not simply to 
'Christians', but to 'the Catholic Church of the Christians'. As he had been 
informed, there was a division in the African church. One group recog-
nized Caecilian as bishop of Carthage, while the other denied his authority 
(on the grounds that he had been consecrated by a bishop who had himself 
handed the Scriptures over to the Roman authorities in the Diocletianic 
persecutions) and elected a rival bishop. Constantine had decided that 
Caecilian's church was to be the recipient of his benefactions, but the other 
party petitioned the emperor to put the matter to ecclesiastical arbitration. 
After two such arbitrations had gone against them, the O p p o s i t i o n , now 

13 Krautheimer (1960); Guyon (1987). Forum of Augustus: Map 1 no. 9. Trajan's 
Forum: Map 1 no. 8. 
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headed by Donatus, appealed to Constantine himself. The emperor had 
investigations made in Africa, in A . D . 315 gave judgement in favour of 
Caecilian, and perhaps in A . D . 317 ordered the confiscation to the state of 
Donatist chutches. Constantine was not an indifferent and passive author
ity. As he wrote in A . D . 314 to one of his officials involved in the Donatist 
case, Ί consider it absolutely contrary to the divine law (fas) that we should 
overlook such quarreis and contentions, whereby the Highest Divinity may 
perhaps be roused not only against the human race but also against myself, 
to whose care he has by his celestial wi l l committed the government of all 
earthly things.' 1 4 Although it is hard ever to see such disputes from any-
thing but the winning, 'orthodox side, it is clear that imperial authority 
would not tolerate such dissension within t h e church; in fact, the authority 
of the emperor over the Christian communities was defined and displayed 
precisely in his insistence in adjudicating between rival groups, in eradicat-
ing dissension. By the same token, the emperor could not stay clear of 
manipulation by the politicized churches, but was drawn constantly into 
the arena of socio-religious politics. This was the new currency. 

A decade later, after Constantine had defeated the eastern emperor and 
united the empire in his own hands ( A . D . 324), he discovered that the east
ern churches were divided even more deeply than the African church was. 
Whereas the Donatists had disputed the validity of the O r d i n a t i o n of a 
bishop, the new issue was ostensibly doctrinal. A man called Arius argued 
on philosophical grounds that as God was etetnal, unknowable and indi-
visible, his Son could not properly be called God; though created before all 
ages, the Son was created after the Father and out of nothing. 1 5 Doctrinal 
disputes within the church were not new, but previously it was the church 
authorities themselves that had sought to dehne and exclude 'heretics'.16  

But with Arianism Constantine himself took action. In A . D . 325 he moved 
a forthcoming Council of bishops from Ancyra (modern Ankara) to Nicaea 
(modern Iznik in north-westTurkey), an attractive city more accessible for 
western bishops, and more convenient for Constantine himself. He per-
sonally attended at least the major sessions - and for the first time an 
emperor, wi th all the backing of his wealth, influence and temporal power, 
personally sought to establish Christian orthodoxy. Under his direction the 
Council reached general agreement on the form of words to be used in the 
Statement of Christian beliefs known as the 'creed' (this particular form of 
words, which still underlies the phraseology used in some modern 
Christian churches, is given the title the 'Nicene Creed', after the city of 

14 CSEL XXVI.206. Part of the documentation which showed that a Donatist bishop had 
handed over the Scriptures is given in 4.15b. Donatism: Frend (1952); Brown (1972) 
237-338; Miliar (1977) 584-90. 

15 Miliar (1977) 590-607; R. Williams (1987). Some documents are translated in 
Stevenson (1987) 321-55, 366. 

16 For an earlier example of doctrinal disputes, above, pp. 305-7. 12.7c(iii), e(ü-iii) ate 
extracts from treatises condemning 'heretics'. 
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Nicaea). Meanwhile, Constantine exiled those who dissented - Arius, two 
of his supporters and their followers. Not o n l y had Constantine sought 
doctrinal unity; he now, again for the first time, imposed the penalties of 
the criminal law on 'heretics'. The fusion of religious rule and imperial 
authority could not be more dramatically displayed. 

Despite imperial interest and actions in favour of Orthodoxy', Donatists 
and Arians continued to be influential, and there were numerous other 
'heretical sects' in the fourth Century. From Constantine onwards emperors 
spasmodically penalized such sects, their religious meetings were banned or 
any place where they met was confiscated.17 In addition, other measures 
were sometimes taken that had the efifect, or indeed the aim, of marking 
out these alternative Christian communities as heretical - at the same time 
as punishing their heresy: rights to bequeath or reeeive property by inheri-
tance might be restficted; they might be refused exemptions from the bur-
dens of civic office, or banned from the imperial service. But inevitably the 
definition of Orthodoxy' vatied. Two of Constantine's successors in the east 
supported Arianism and so acted against the supporters of the Nicene 
creed. But the principle remained that the sanetions of imperial authority 
were available to decree and determine orthodoxy; orthodoxy followed 
imperial power; political resistance could be heresy. 

Constantine and later emperors also took action against a range of non
Christian cult practices. In the later fourth C e n t u r y emperors legislated 
against Judaism: Christian converts to Judaism lost their property, while 
Jews were banned from an inereasing range of public offices, both local and 
imperial. Though traditional cults as a whole came to be classed as supersti
tio, for much of the fourth century the term remained ambiguous and was 
a useful tool in the hands of different groups. As Christians had argued 
since at least the third C e n t u r y A . D . , Christianity was the religio. But, i f so, 
what was superstitio} Unt i l the early fifth century Judaism was termed 
eithet a religio or a superstitio, depending on whether the legislator was 
favourable or hostile. 1 8 The ambiguities are neatly encapsulated in a regula-
tion of A . D . 323. Constantine was concerned by reports that the Christian 
clergy of Rome had been compelled by people Of different religiones to 
perform sacrifices; he laid down that they must not be forced to attend rites 
of another's superstitioAnd in A . D . 337 Constantine warned a town in 
Italy that a temple there to his family 'should not be polluted by the deeeits 
of any contagious superstitio.20 Wi th in a Christian frame of reference this 
would imply that there were to be no pagan sacrifices at the temple, but 

17 CTh XVI.5.1 (A.D. 326); Eusebius, Life of Constantine III.64-5. Cf. A.H.M. Jones 
(1964) 950-6, 964-70; Noethlichs (1971). S.G. Hall (1991) introduces the theologi-
cal debates. 

18 Linder (1987) 56-67. In fifth-century legislation Jews, pagans and heretics were often 
bracketed together. 

19 C7ÄXVI.2.5;cf. Salzman (1987). 
20 /15705.46-8 (trans. Lewis and Reinhold (1990) 11.579-80) (Hispellum). 
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Constantine was writing to non-Christians, who might interpret h im as 
ruling out (for example) only i l l ici t divinatory types of sacrifice. 
Constantine may in fact have deliberately played upon the ambiguities of 
the term, which might usefully evade any very precise definition. 

There is certainly no clear evidence for a simple campaign by 
Constantine and his successors against 'paganism'. Imperial ordinances 
were directed only at particular aspects of the traditional cults, and might 
always be seen as part of a long-standing tradition of imperial action 
against superstitio. Thus Constantine threatened severe punishment on 
those who used 'the magic arts' against someone's life or to arouse sexual 
desire; however, he exempted magic for medicinal or agricultural pur-
poses. These categories are familiär from the earlier empire. 2 1 Similarly, 
Constantine forbade diviners to practise in private houses; 'those who wish 
to engage in their superstitio should practice their own ritual in public'. 
Again, Roman law had long banned some types of consultations of divin
ers. From A . D . 357 ali divination (with the exception of that performed by 
state haruspices) was assimilated to indubitably noxious magic and 
banned.2 2 The new conflation of divination and magic helped to generate 
a spate of trials and an atmosphere of fear and suspicion. Accusations of 
magical practices were levelled in the highest circles; those who had 
achieved untoward prominence were wide open to accusations of having 
employed occult arts.2 3 Pagans were doubly vulnerable. Christians, who 
'knew' that they worshipped demons, could easily and incontrovertibly 
suggest that they manipulated them to gain vain knowledge and for illicit 
purposes. 

Other elements of paganism, however, which were superstitio only in the 
Christian sense remained untouched by Constantine and for the next few 
decades. Constantine certainly by A . D . 315 (and perhaps from A . D . 312) 
declined himself to take part in official sacrifices on the Capitol at Rome (or 
elsewhere),24 but he remained pontifex maximus, appointing another mem
ber of the pontifical College to perform his duties, as emperors had always 
done when absent from Rome. Though the Saecular Games were not per
formed, as calculations suggested they should have been, in A . D . 314, the 
official cults of Rome (and other cities) seem to have continued without 
restrictions. Thus the Roman priesthoods continued to perform their tra
ditional functions. I f lightning Struck the palače or other public buildings 
in Rome, Constantine permitted the haruspices to investigate the meaning 
of the portent; the pontifices retained supervision of tombs; and when the 
(Christian) emperor Constantius I I ( A . D . 324-361) visited Rome in A . D . 

21 CTh IX. 16.3 (= 11.2c), A.D.317-19. Cf. Curran (1996). Above, pp. 233-6. 
22 Constantine: CTh IX. 16.1, A . D . 320. A . D . 357: CTh IX. 16.4-6 = Codex Justinianus 

IX.18.5-7, with Martroye (1930). 
23 Brown (1970); Grodzynski (1974b). 
24 Fraschetti (1986). 
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356, as pontifex maximus he appointed new priests from the senatorial 
order.2 5 

Traditional temples in the city also received imperial protection. Despite 
Constantius' proclaimed desire to root out all superstitio, he decreed that 
temples at Rome should not be violated - on the grounds, so it is reported, 
that traditional populär amusements originated there. And he was remem-
bered (by the pagan Symmachus) as taking an intelligent interest in the tem
ples during his visit to Rome: 'He read the names of the gods inscribed on 
the pediments, enquired about the origin of the temples, expressed admira-
tion for their founders and preserved these rites for the empire, even though 
he followed different rites himself.' 2 6 Though a Christian official might in 
the 370s close a sanctuary of Mithras, pagan officials are found restoring 
temples at Rome during the fourth Century, and until the sixth Century 
emperors ordered that Roman temples be preserved. Only then was a tem
ple in Rome (the so-called Temple of Romulus) converted to Christian 
usage, and for this imperial permission was needed. Elsewhere, by contrast, 
from the mid fourth Century on emperors ordered that temples should be 
closed (perhaps from fear of their use for illicit divination), thus giving 
implicit sanetion to zealous Christian bishops who sought actively to 
destroy them. 2 7 In Rome itself, temples seem to have been detached from the 
taint of superstitio, partly (as the story of Constantius' curiosity indicates) 
because of their prominence in the city's history and heritage. 

Not all emperors were Christian. The fourth-century sequence of 
Christian emperors was interrupted, albeit briefly, by Julian (sole emperor 
A . D . 361-3), who attempted to revive traditional cults throughout the 
empire; he planned a network of high priests who would take responsibil
ity for promoting cults in their areas. This policy was presumably wel-
comed in various parts of the empire, and amongst those still loyal to 
traditional cults. In Rome the sanctuary of the Syrian gods on the 
Janiculum, which had previously been destroyed, was revived in the fourth 
century, perhaps during the reign of Julian. But, in general, Julian showed 
little interest in traditional cults at Rome, 2 8 and died before his ideas could 

25 Saecular games: above, pp. 201-6; the pagan Zosimus I I . 1—7 takes this non-perfor-
mance as a cause of the current 'crisis'. Haruspices: CTh XVI . 10.1 ( A . D . 320); non-
harmful haruspicy still licit in A . D . 371: CTh IX.16.9. Pontifices: CTh IX. 17.2 ( A . D . 
349). Constantius I I : Symmachus, Reporte.! (trans. Croke and Harries (1982) 37). 

26 Temples: CTh XVI.10.3 ( A . D . 342); Symmachus, Report 3.7; cf. Ammianus 
Marcellinus XVI . 10.13-17; below, pp. 381-2. There seems even to have been a 
Capitolium in Constantine's new foundation of Constantinople (Mango (1985) 30), 
and a festival of the Lupercalia (Y.-M. Duval (1977) 222-43; Munzi (1994)). 

27 Mithras: below, p. 387. CTh XVI . 10.4 (A.D. 356). Ward-Perkins (1984) 88-91, 
208-9. Cf. generally Vaes (1984-86) 326-37; Trombley (1993) 1.108-47. Conversions 
to churches were late (and rare) in Greece; we do not know how early they occurred in 
Italy outside Rome. 

28 Weiss (1978). Cf. above, p. 243 n. 108 on Julian; below, pp. 384-6 on Syrian sanctu
ary (Map 2 no. 16). 
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have much effect anywhere. The following, Christian, emperors continued 
the earlier trend of action against superstitio. 

Unti l the 370s these Christian emperors were prepared to accept an arm's 
length relationship with the official cults of Rome, but in (apparently) A . D . 
379 the emperor Gratian resigned the position of pontifex maximus and in 
A . D . 382 decided to remove the fmancial support of the cults of Rome. Such 
immunities from public service that the Vestals and the Roman priesthoods 
enjoyed were abolished; the revenues of their lands were confiscated and used 
(as an extra affront) to pay the wages of porters and baggage-carriers; the altar 
of the goddess Victory (Victoria) in the senate house, on which Senators, since 
the time of Augustus, had sacriflced before each meeting, was removed (the 
altar had already been removed once by Constantius I I , but on that occasion 
had soon been replaced). The senate protested to the emperor Gratian, 
when he refused the office of pontifex maximus, but no emperor was again to 
be (even nominally) head of Roman religion. 2 9 

The practice of sacrifice also feil under an imperial ban. Since 
Constantine, sacrifice had been in disfavour in imperial circles — but he and 
his successors took action directly only against magic and private divina
tion. So, for example, nocturnal sacrifices, long characteristic of magic, 
were prohibited; but Vettius Agorius Praetextatus, a well known tradition-
alist and governor of Achaia at this time, immediately persuaded the 
emperor not to enforce this ban in Greece - thus permitting the Eleusinian 
mysteries to continue; and in Rome and other major cities of the empire 
official sacrifices were for a time left untouched. 3 0 However, in A . D . 391 the 
emperor Theodosius prohibited ali sacrifices, closed ali temples, and threat-
ened Roman magistrates with special penalties i f they broke the ban. The 
following year the prohibitions were repeated and made more specific. 
Sacrifice for the purpose of illicit divination was to be severely punished, 
even i f i t had not involved an enquiry about the welfare of the emperor. 
The forbidden curiosity that we saw alleged against Apuleius in chapter 5 
became part of the rationale for a general prohibition on pagan sacrifice.31 

29 The debate over the altar of Victory: below, p. 386. Matthews (1975) 203-4. Gratian: 
Zosimus IV.36 = 8.10b; on the date of Gratian's resignation, against Alan Cameron 
(1968) see Noethlichs (1971) 198-202 and Paschoud (1975) 63-79 (arguing for 376). 
Pontifex had been used to translate the Greek term arcbiereus ('high priest') applied to 
Christ, and from the mid fourth century it was used, in classicizing style, for bishops, 
though the technical term remained episcopusr, pontifex maximus1 was generally eschewed, 
probably because of its pagan associations, and became standard only in the fifteenth 
century (Pietri (1976) II.1607-8; Kajanto (1981)). 

30 Nocturnal sacrifices: C7ÄXVL10.5 (A.D.353);IX.16.7(A.D.364).Praetextatus:ZosimusrV.3.2 
(A.D. 364); an inscription in his honour, 8.9; above, p. 223 on Eleusis. CThXVl. 10.2 (A.D. 341), 
a ban on sacrifices, continued a law of Constantine's, but 'the law' is presumably a reference to 
his action against divination, to which Eusebius, Life of Constantine 11.45.1 may also refer. See, 
however, Barnes (1989a) 322-33. For Alexandriasee Libanius, OrationXXK.35-6. 

31 Cr/iXVI.10.10 ( A . D . 391); XVI.10.12 = 11.14 (A.D. 392); for Apuleius, see above, pp. 
235-6. 
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The effect of Theodosius' prohibitions in Rome was, however, limited. 
The ban of 391 was promulgated throughout the empire, but by 392 
Theodosius was no longer in control of the west, and the western emperor 
Eugenius attempted to conciliate the pagan aristocracy by restoring the 
endowments that had been removed by Gratian - not to the priests directly, 
but to leading pagan Senators, who would put them to their proper use. As 
we shall see, some traditional cults of Rome continued into the fifth cen
tury, but repeated imperial enactments continued to clamp down on the 
practices of paganism.32 We cannot teli how far the repetition of these bans 
on traditional religion was a consequence of widespread disobedience; how 
far the series of different laws addtessed subtly different aspects of tradi
tional cult; or how far the point o l the legislation was the public declaration 
of the emperors support for Christianity. But the overall message is clear 
enough: true (that is, now, Christian) religion was to be promoted and 
those addicted to superstitio punished. 

3. The growth of the Christian church 

The general pressure of imperial authority in favour of catholic , i.e. ortho
dox, Christianity affected the range of choices open to people in Rome. In 
the second and third centuries A .D. there had been first the state cults and 
then a great variety of religious groups (followers of Isis, Mithras, Jahveh or 
Christ). From Constantine onwards the choice was simplified - or 
reversed. Partly because of imperial patronage, Christianity increasingly 
became the base-line, while it was the traditional cults that now became the 
Option, the matter of choice. Even members of the senatorial order, whose 
religious, political and social identity had long been bound up with tradi
tional cults, now found that the upholding of those cults was something 
they could choose or reject. At one level these choices were exclusive: it 
would have been hatd, for example, to make a public claim to be a 
Christian and at the same time to perform animal sacrifices to the 
Capitoline triad. But, even so, it was not a total polarity. Some Christians, 
as we shall see, also attempted to incorporate elements of their traditional 
Roman heritage. 3 3 

The growth in the number of Christians in Rome (and elsewhere in the 
empire) continued in the fourth century. Some of these were more visible 
than others: particularly women of the senatorial order, prominent in the 
later fourth century for their parade of virginity, self-starvation and other 

32 Matthews (1975) 236, 240-3; Trombley (1993) 1.1-97 on fifth-century legislation. 
For the religious significance of the Theodosian code, Hunt (1993); Salzman (1993). 

33 Alföldi (1948) argued for a total polarity, but see Novak (1979). Brown (1961), (1982), 
(1995), Salzman (1990) 193-246 and Markus (1990) offer a more subtle picture. See 
also Salzman (1992). 
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ascetic practices. But overall the number o f individual Christians is impos-
sible to estimate; we know for certain only that the number of priests in 
Rome had risen by the end of the fourth century to around 70, and that by 
the early fifth century Rome had 25 principal centres of worship (and 
maybe 15 others). Along with this specifically Roman growth, the move
ment within the church from the Greek language to Latin continued; in 
the course of the fourth century the liturgy was turned into Lat in . 3 4 The 
Christian church was now divided, like the empire itself, into east and west. 

Church building continued on the lines established by Constantine.3 5 

The churches were built in all the residential districts of Rome, so that 
finally (in the fifth century A . D . ) there were almost no houses more than 
500-600 metres from a church that was regularly open for worship. In the 
fourth century there were still no churches in the monumental centre of the 
city, though one was built at the foot of the Palatine near the Circus 
Maximus. This may be connected to patronage and land-ownership. After 
Constantine only one more church in our period was an imperial founda
tion, but to build in the monumental centre (which was mainly 'public 
land') imperial permission was needed. The rate of the building in the 
fourth century is not dramatic, but ecclesiastical and private patronage was 
responsible for five new churches, in addition to other religious buildings. 
Thanks in part to Constantine, the church itself (as an I n s t i t u t i o n , rather 
than a building) was now wealthy, and was also successful in tapping the 
resources of the Roman elite into its monumental building schemes. This 
was not a simple shift of private patronage from pagan temples to Christian 
churches, but a striking contrast wi th the pagan traditions established 
under Augustus: for since the beginning of the empire, public building in 
Rome - both religious and secular - had been the monopoly of the 
emperor himself, from which the rest of the elite were effectively excluded. 
After three centuries of imperial monopoly, in other words, Christianity 
found a role once more for the non-imperial, elite patron of monumental 
religious building in the capital. 

The development of St. Peter's is symptomatic of ecclesiastical building 
in this period, showing the involvement and patronage of the Roman elite, 
the church hierarchy and the emperor himself: Damasus, the bishop of 
Rome, drained the marshy area round Constantine's church and added a 
baptistery ( A . D . 366-84); between A . D . 390 and 410 a rieh Roman lady 

34 Women: Brown (1961); Clark (1986); Salzman (1989), who denies their importance 
in the spread of Christianity; Elm (1994); cf. above, pp. 298-300. This issue demands 
more attention than it can receive here. The number of Christians was contested in the 
debate on the altar of Victory (Matthews (1975) 206-7; below, p. 386). Priests: 
Harnack (1924) II.833-5. Churches: Pietri (1976) f ig . l ; Optatus II.4 (CSEL 
XXVI.39) speaks of around 40 Roman churches. Liturgy: above, p. 295; Bardy (1948) 
161-4; Klauser (1979) 18-24. 

35 Ward-Perkins (1984) 51-84, 236-41; Reekmans (1968), (1989); Saxer (1989), on 
liturgy and space. On 'heretical' meeting places, see Maier (1995). 
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built a mausoleum for her husband off the apse of the church; while around 
A . D . 400 the emperor Honorius built a mausoleum for himself and his fam
ily, opening off the south crossing of the church. In addition, the approach 
to the church was monumentalized (using forms of architecture that had 
once adorned the secular centres of cities). A monumental portico was built 
(perhaps in the late fourth century), running due east from the church and 
linking up with one of the bridges over the Tiber. These lavish schemes 
helped to make St. Peter's a major focus not just for Rome, but also for 
Christians from elsewhere. The Christian pilgrims of the early fourth cen
tury seem to have ignored Rome in favour of the Holy Land, but by the end 
of the fourth century they were certainly drawn to Rome. 3 6 

The martyrs Peter and Paul were of central importance to the Roman 
church. Bowls, medallions and statuettes commemorated them jointly; 
they shared a feast day; and under Damasus were seen as Citizens of Rome. 
United in harmony (unlike Romulus and Remus - whose original founda
tion of Rome was marked by the murder of Remus by Romulus), theyweie 
now the true founding heroes of the city. 3 7 Depiction of this harmony 
formed part of the claim of the Roman church to high status. Peter was 
believed to have come to Rome with Paul, and from him the bishops of 
Rome followed in (allegedly) unbroken sequence. But there was as yet no 
overall claim by the church in Rome to primacy over all the Christian com
munities in the world. The Roman church had, as in the third century, con-
siderable authority in Italy, Gaul, and Spain (for a time) - but even in Italy 
this was probably dependent on the vigour of particular bishops; wi th 
Africa, on the other hand, the Christian church at Rome had only loose 
connections, and in the East it had no special standing at a l i . 3 8 

The adherence of people in Rome to the Christian church raised problems 
of identity and status. The celebration of the ancient festivals of Rome seems 
to have remained populär throughout the fourth century A . D . And the 
games associated with them (the ostensible reason, as we have seen, for Con
stantius' preservation of Roman temples) continued to draw great crowds. 
Maybe ali these crowds were entirely pagan; but there is little reason to think 
so - after all, the Christian writer Ausonius could write an affectionate 
poem on the Roman festivals.39 The Christian audience presumably 
thought of their own attendance at such occasions in a variety of different 
ways - some little troubled by the contradictions that must have been glar-
ing to others, some (we may guess) seeing no connection between these pop
ulär amusements and their own personal religion, some (as at every period) 

36 The development of St Peter's is shown at 4.15c; Reekmans (1970); Watd-Perkins 
(1984) 63-4. Pilgrims: Bardy (1949); Barnes (1981) 310 n.61. 

37 Pietri (1961), (1976) 1537-1626; Age of Spirituality (1979) 566-73; Huskinson 
(1982). 

38 Pietri (1976) 1.184-7, 866-72, 11.1332-47, 1407-9; Baus (1980) 240-1, 245-69; 
above, p. 305 on the third century. 

39 VII.23 (Loeb) = XIV. 16 (Green). 
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being much stricter and more exclusive Christians than others. For many Sen
ators, though, the matter must have been particularly pressing. Christian Sen
ators, in general, were as determined as their pagan colleagues to maintain the 
prestige of Rome and the senate in a changed world. And yet the traditional 
identity of Rome (for the elite at least) was derived from its traditional cults. 

By the mid third century some Senators had become Christians, but seem 
to have kept their Christianity a private matter.4 0 Later Senators were not so 
circumspect. Junius Bassus, prefect of the city of Rome, died a Christian in 
A . D . 359. His sarcophagus, which was placed in the crypt of St. Peters next 
to the martyr's memorial, uses a classical style, but an iconography derived 
principally from the Old and New Testaments (Fig. 8.2). This is more revo-
lutionary than it might seem at first sight. In the period before Constantine 
there was (to our knowledge) no specifically Christian iconography™ at least 
there is no trace of the repertoire of Christian images (the Good Shepherd, 
Christ Ascending, Christ on the Gross) that were later to become standard. 
This sarcophagus symbolizes the emergence of Christianity and Christian 
images onto the public stage. But, even here, at either end of the sarcopha
gus were representations of winged putti engaged in harvesting grain and 
grapes, scenes common on non-Christian sarcophagi of the period. 4 1 A sim
ilar pattern is seen in the mausoleum of Constantine's daughter Constantina 
(a building known now as the church of Santa Costanza), which was built 
between A . D . 337 and 361. In the cupola were mosaics (now destroyed, but 
known from earlier drawings) depicting biblical scenes above a marine land
scape with putti; while the (surviving) ceiling of the ambulatory around the 
central cupola, shows grape-harvesting and (among other motifs) medallions 
with putti and female figures.42The newly created Christian imagery did not 
mark a complete break with traditional, pagan iconography. Though it gen-
erated some distinctively Christian images, it also incorporated, and no 
doubt at the same time re-interpreted, themes from the pagan past.43 

Upper class Christians also negotiated a delicate relationship to specifi
cally pagan festivals. In A . D . 354 a lavish volume, the work of one of the 
leading scribes of the day, was presented to a rieh Christian in Rome. 4 4 The 

40 They were, however, subject to hostile imperial actions: above, p. 241. 
41 Deichmann (1967) no.680; Malbon (1990). Cf. 4.15c n.3 for its location. 
42 H . Stern (1958); Grabar (1967) 165-7, 187-92; Frutaz (1976) 106-118. It was built 

by the cemetery of Agnes (Map 4 no. 13). 
43 For studies of such transformations see Murray (1981); Eisner (1995). For examples of 

'traditional' iconography which is not 'pagan' or 'anti-Christian' see the mid fourth-
century Esquiline Treasure, owned by a Christian: Shelton (1981); the dating remains 
controversial: Alan Cameron (1985); Shelton (1985). The same 'neutral' Interpretation 
is possible of the representations of Hercules and Tellus in the fourth Century Via 
Latina catacomb (Map 4 no.30), though the excavator argues that these images show 
that 'pagan' family members were included in this family catacomb housing mainly 
Christians: Ferrua (1991). 

44 H . Stern (1953); Salzman (1990). 3.3d gives the entry for April and 5.3b the Illustra
tion of the Saturnalia; 3.6 gives the calendar of Christian festivals from this book. 
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Fig. 8.2 The 

sarcophagus o f Junius book consists primarily of a calendar which lists ali the festivals celebrated 
Bassus. Upper level o f m Rome, both those in honour of the emperor and those for the traditional 

gods. The entry for each month is also accompanied by an I l lustrat ion, 
which in some cases seems explicitly pagan. For January there is a man 
offering incense, probably a ward magistrate sacrificing to the Lares 
Augusti; Apri l has a man dancing, probably at the festival of Magna Mater; 
a priest of Isis is featured in November; and December depicts the celebra-
tion of the Saturnalia. These representations of pagan religious festivals 
were presumably welcomed by the recipient of the book, but the title page 
has a strongly Christian dedication, and five of the 12 supplementary texts 
are also Christian: a list of the dates in which Easter had fallen between A . D . 
312 and 358, and a continuation for the future 50 years; the dates of burial 
of bishops of Rome; a calendar of the martyrs of Rome; the list of bishops 
of Rome; and a Christian chronicle down to A . D . 334 (though this may not 
have been part of the original book). Even the lists of Roman consuls in the 
book record four Christian events (the birth and death of Christ; the arrival 
in Rome and martyrdom there of Peter and Paul). The juxtaposition of the 
two traditions is striking - and it raises again the question of the varieties 
of Christian adherence, and what is to count as 'Christian faith'. One 
explanation of the text is that there was a category of people (the recipient 
of this book being one) whose Christianity was purely nominal, and whose 
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(Fig 8,2 continued) 
The two ends show 
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grapes (this page) 
and grain (next 
page, top) and with 
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(next page, 
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2.43m.; depth, 
1.44m.) 

η mr- f f ' f l>~ » . *. " . 

/ 

• Ο;- \ yv'\-

•••I 

1 Λ 

hearts were still in the old world. But this seems unlikely at this period: for 
most of the fourth century, and certainly under Constantius I I when the 
book was created, there was little political advantage in being a Christian; 
despite curbs on pagan practices, emperors appointed both pagans and 
orthodox Christians to positions of high responsibility. 'Nominal 
Christianity' would hardly have been an advantage; indeed, the pressures of 
the local context on the Roman élite strongly favoured the traditional prac
tices. We are more likely dealing with a group of people who became 
Christians without seeing the need (or, maybe, being willing) to give up 
elements of traditional Roman practice; without being prepared to jettison 
what made Rome Roman. Maybe, after all, both festivals of Isis and of Peter 
and Paul could enhance the dignity of Rome. 4 5 

45 Alföldi (1937) and Alföldi and Alföldi (1976-90) Vol. I argued that medallions 
('Contorniates') with images of Isis and other 'pagan' deities were issued by a 'pagan' 
party in Rome. However, against that argument runs the fact that these medallions 
were issued as part of the official coinage of Rome, and so are unlikely to be specifically 
anti-Christian. The Calendar of 354 (with its inclusion of the Isis cult) also makes it 
unlikely that such images carried a strongly anti-Christian message or could be used 
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T h e t rad i t iona l gods 

Rome in the fourth century-A.D. remained for some people a city charac-
terized by the worship of the ancient gods. Others could find there great 
diversity. Scattered through the city were Christian meeting places, which 
were gradually receiving distinctive, monumental form, and on the periph-
ery of the city were the prominent Christian foundations of Constantine. 
The Jewish community continued to flourish; Jewish catacombs were in 
use through the fourth into the fifth century A . D . and the synagogues may 
have become more lavish. 4 6 However, the upholders of the old order might 
choose to ignore these monuments. As we have seen, the pagan historian 
Ammianus Marcellinus, when describing the visit of the emperor 
Constantius I I to Rome in A . D . 357, depicted the (Christian) emperor 

against any particular 'party'. See Mazzarino (1951); Salzman (1990) 212-8; Alan 
Cameron in Alföldi and Alföldi (1976-90) 11.63-74. Alföldi and Alföldi (1976-90) 
1.193-240 list the 'pagan' types. Cf. traditional gods on fourth-century African lamps 
(Barbera(1985)). 

46 Catacombs: Map 4 nos. 62-8; Vismara (1986) 381 . Plan o f the fourth-century syna
gogue at Ostia: 4.14a. Note Age of Spirituality (1979) nos. 347-8. Cf. Ruggini (1959) 
on northern Italy and Mi l ia r (1992). 
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admiring the temples and other ancient O r n a m e n t s of the city. 4 7 This 
account tendentiously suppresses any mention of Christianity or Judaism 
in Rome. In a similarly tendentious way, two fourth-century catalogues 
which list many of the buildings of the city area by area note traditional 
temples, from the Capitolium to the Pantheon; they give a total of 80 'gold 
gods' and 84 'ivory gods' (the gold and ivory were the material of the cult 
statues). But they too systematically exclude mention of any Jewish or 
Christian buildings. What observers sawoi the religious buildings of Rome 
very largely depended on what they choseot refused to see.48 

The traditional monuments of the city were duly restored in the course 
of the fourth century A . D . by the Prefect of the City, who had taken over the 
functions of the Curator of the Sacred Buildings of the early empire. In the 
mid century one Prefect repaired a temple of Apollo, and another had 
pulled down private houses that abutted temples and restored the images of 
the Consenting Gods (Di Consentes) in the Forum, while a little later the 
emperor ordered another official to restore a temple to Isis at Portus (near 
Ostia, the port of Rome). The cult of Vesta also retained four days for her 
rituals in the official calendar and was specifically mentioned in a contem
porary description of Rome, though the major series of third-century stat
ues of Vestals, sometimes sponsored by grateful clients of the priestesses, 
has only two extant successors in the fourth century. Even after the reforms 
of Gratian, when the responsibility of the Prefect of the City was redirected 
toward the Christian buildings, instead of the traditional temples, the 
monuments of pagan religion were not entirely neglected by the imperial 
authorities. Under the emperor Eugenius ( A . D . 392-4) some temples were 
again restored and as late as the 470s a Prefect of the City is known to have 
restored an image of Minerva. 4 9 

The traditional teligious practices of Rome were not mere fossilized sur-
vivals. They did not incorporate elements of Christianity or Judaism (in 
this sense they were quite different from Christianity, wi th its ftequent 
assimilation of pagan symbolism); but there were continuing changes and 
restructuring through the fourth century. Our best evidence comes, again, 
from the Calendar of 354. 5 0 Here we can see that games in honour of the 
emperor continued to be remodelled and adjusted to the new rulers. There 
were games to mark the birthdays of Septimius Severus and Marcus 

47 XVI . 10.13-17; cf. above, p. 373. 
48 Valentini & Zucchetti (1940-53) 1.63-192; above, p. 186. So too the Description ofthe 

Whole World55 (= 13.7), datingto A . D . 359, describes only the traditional cults ofRome. 
49 Above, pp. 252-3. Chastagnol (1960) 144-78, with AE( 1986) 109. Apollo: /153222 

(A.D.357/9). Houses: Ammianus XXVII.9.10. Consenting Gods: ILS 4003 ( A . D . 
367/8). Portus (Map 5): Chastagnol (1969) ( A . D . 375-6?). Vesta: Salzman (1990) 
157-61; desctiption: Description of Whole World55 = 13.7. Minerva: //53132 (A.D. 
475(?)-482). Cf. Lepelley (1994) on the preservation of'pagan' art. 

50 Above, n.44. Text in Degtassi (1963) 237-62; April in 3.3d. See above, pp. 322-3 for 
calendars of the earlier empire. 
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Fig. 8.3 
A sarcophagus from 
Rome, c. A . D . 350. 
O n the left, four 
elephants p u l l i n g a 
wagon (on wh ich 
was presumably a 
divine or imperial 
image), preceded by 
two men i n togas. 
O n the right, an 
image o f Magna 
Mate t , w i t h her two 
lions, is carried on a 
ferculum; behind 
her an image o f 
Vic to ry . Between 
them a t rumpet is 
played. The scenes 
depict the carrying 
o f divine images to 
the circus, and 
commemorate the 
celebration o f circus 
games by the 
deceased. (Height , 
0 .40m.; length, 
2.05m.) 

Aurelius (as there had been in the army calendar found at Dura Europus). 
But only 29 such occasions in the course of the year were in honour of pre
vious dynasties; the remaining 69 were for birthdays and victories of the 
house of Constantine. The cycle of festivals in honour of the gods was also 
reworked — as is clear i f we look at the evidence of just one month, Apri l . 
Ancient festivals were still marked, and we may presume celebrated, over 
many days: Apri l includes festivals to Venus, Magna Mater, Ceres and 
Flora, as well as the Birthday of the City, as the Parilia was by now known. 
But about half of the festivals of the Republic do not feature in this calen
dar, including in Apri l the Fordicidia, Vinalia and Robigalia. However, 
other festivals have been added: the celebration of the birthdays of the god 
Quirinus, and of Castor and Pollux, and a festival in honour of Sarapis. The 
date at which these festivals entered the official calendar is unknown. 
Quirinus and Castor and Pollux had had temples in Rome since the repub-
lican period, but had no celebrations on these dates in the early empire; 
Sarapis had a (modest) sanctuary built by Caracalla, under whom the festi
val may have originated, but there was already a populär festival in the first 
century A . D . 5 1 This fourth-century calendar thus honoured a range of 
deities of diverse origins. 

The process of incorporation of once foreign cults into the 'official' reli
gion is most visible in the priesthoods held by members of the senatorial 
class. Unt i l the end o f the fou r th century Senators continued to be mem
bers of the four main priestly Colleges, but they were in addition priests of 
Hecate, Mithras and Isis. For Senators to associate themselves with these 

51 Isis too had a festival, on 5 March. Alföldi (1937) and (1965—6) argued that it was con-
cerned wi th vota (vows) for the emperor, but this is impossible as the vota took place on 
3 January; the argument also assumes, wrongly, that the 'Contorniates', which included 
Isiac images, were anti-Christian propaganda: above, n.45; Malaise (1972b) 2 2 0 - 1 . 
For a local calendar in Campania, ILS4918 = Degrassi (1963) 283 = 3.7. 
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cults in Rome is an I n n o v a t i o n o f the fourth century, and this change has 
b e e n interpreted in many modern accounts of the period as the emergence 
of a new religious 'party' in Rome: the senatorial supporters of Oriental 
cults, as against the upholders of ancestral Roman cults. 5 2 There is, in fact, 
very little evidence to suggest such a split. 5 3 Those who did not hold priest
hoods of Oriental gods were not necessarily hostile to those who did, and 
conversely many of the priests of Isis, Hecate and Mithras were also mem
bers of at least one of the four ancient priestly Colleges. The change is bet
ter seen as a trend toward assimilating into 'traditional' paganism cults in 
Rome which had not previously received senatorial patronage. Though 
Hecate and Mithras were not incorporated into the official calendar, some 
Senators at least wished to place them within the bounds of religio. Faced 
with the new threat posed by imperial patronage of Christianity, Senators 

redefined (and expanded) their ancestral heritage. 
The process of change is also visible in cults long established in Rome 

which sometimes received new and heady interpretations. In the fourth cen
tury the cult of Magna Mater placed a new emphasis on the practice of the 
taurobolium.54 Inscriptions from the Vatican sanctuary record that some 
worshippers repeated the ritual after the lapse of twenty years; one claimed 
that he had been thereby 'reborn to eternity' — which seems to mark a radi-
cally new significance. Magna Mater by this date was not simply an 'Orien
tal' deity; she had after ali received official cult in Rome for over five 
hundred years and was intimately connected with the destiny of Rome. The 
reinterpretation of the taurobolium in what was by now an ancient cult of 
Rome shows clearly how even such ancestral religions could still generate 
new meanings: in this case, a new intensity of personal relationship with the 

i- divine. The cult at the Syrian sanctuary on the Janiculum also seems to have 
changed during this period - losing much of its specifically Syrian focus.55 

The sanctuary, which had been destroyed in the mid third century, was 
rebuilt in the fourth century. (Fig 8.4) Beneath the main cult statue of 
Jupiter Heliopolitanus a human skull was buried, which probably indicates 

52 See Η. Bloch (1945) and (1963). Η. Bloch (1945) after ρ. 244 tabulated the senatorial 
ptiesthoods. The priesthoods of Vettius Agorius Praetextatus, listed on an inscription: 
CIL V I 1778 = 8.9. Other relevant texts trans, in Lewis and Reinhold (1990) II.584-6. 
A senator in the cult of Mithras: ILS 4267b = 12.5c(iv). Hecate: Wissowa (1912) 
378-9. 

53 Matthews (1973). 
54 Map 2 no.6; 6.7a. Vermaseren (1977) 45-51; Sfameni Gasparro (1985) 107-18; 

Vermaseren (1977-89) I I I nos. 225-45. There are puzzling gaps in the evidence here. 
First, inscribed records of the Performance of taurobolia in Rome are associated entirely 
with the Vatican sanctuary, not the Palatine; this may or may not be significant. 
Second, there is no pre-fourth-century inscription from the Vatican; though the 
inscription we discussed above, p. 338, implies an association between the Vatican 
sanctuary and the taurobolium at a much earlier date. 

55 Map 2 no.16. The earlier phase: above, p. 283, with references; cf. Meneghini (1984); 
Turcan (1989) 184-9. 
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Fig. 8.4 
Reconstruction of 
the Syrian sanctuary 
on the Janiculum, 
Rome, fourth 
century A . D . The 
cult statue of Jupiter 
was in the apse at 
one end of the 
building (bottom 
right), and the 

an (illegal) human sacrifice to the deity. 5 6 In the other main chamber was a 
large triangulär altar surrounded by a number of sculptures: Dionysus in 
gilded marble, an Egyptian pharaoh of black basalt and a relief of the Sea-
sons(?). Beneath the altar a male bronze idol entwined with a snake lay in a 
casket with numerous eggs broken over it, presumably to symbolize the 

56 This was exactly what Christians had suspected: Eusebius, Life of Constantine III.57.2 
(p. 110.20 Winkeltnann); Rufinus, Ecclesiastical History 11.24. 
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rebirth of the initiate. In the second-century phase, so far as we know, the 
main deity was a strongly Romanized form of a Syrian god; in the fourth 
century, the cult incorporated elements of diverse origin: Syria, Greece, 
Egypt. And there is some evidence that the cult now offered a form of 
'rebirth' to the initiate. 5 7 The exact reasons for these changes in the cult of 
Magna Mater and of Jupiter Heliopolitanus are unclear; but a partial expla-
nation at least must lie in the development of Christianity. Though old cults 
did not adopt elements of Christianity, they did adapt old procedures to 
offer a new eschatology and to enhance the involvement of the initiate. 

Christianity did, however, pose a critical threat to the restructured tra
ditional cults of Rome. When state funding of public rites in Rome was 
abolished and the altar of Victory removed from the senate house in A . D . 
382, Symmachus as Prefect of the city of Rome wrote a lengthy memoran
dum to the emperor arguing for the restoration of the status quo. The tra
ditional religious customs had served the state well for centuries; the altar 
of Victory was where Senators swore oaths of loyalty to the emperor; the 
ancestral rites had driven the Gauls from the Capitol (an argument used 
also by Livy); the imperial confiscation of funding had caused a general 
famine in the empire. Symmachus' arguments were directed not so much 
against Christianity, as in favour of toleration of the traditional cults: every 
people had their own customs and rituals, which were different paths to the 
truth. His memorandum was countered by two letters from Ambrose, 
bishop of Milan, to the emperor, which argued forcefully that it was the 
Christian duty of the emperor to fight for the church. 5 8 After A . D . 382 with 
the partial exception of the (brief) reign of Eugenius ( A . D . 392-394), the 
traditional cults did not receive the toleration Symmachus urged; and even 
Eugenius, himself a Christian, made only limited concessions to 'pagan
ism'. There was now only one true religio. 

The argument between traditionalists and Christians extended to other 
contexts. One (Christian) poem, which probably dates either to the period 
of Symmachus' memorandum or to the period of favour for traditional cults 
under Eugenius, attacked an unnamed Prefect of the city of Rome and con
sul for his participation in a wide range of pagan rituals, from Etruscan div
ination to the taurobolium.59 According to the poem, he supplicated Isis and 
mourned Osiris, he celebrated the festival of Magna Mater and Attis, with füll 
trappings, including lions to draw the image of Magna Mater through the city, 

57 The epitaph of Gaionas (C/Z V I 32316 = W. Peek, Griechische Vers-Inschriften I 402 = 
IGUR 1157) does not show that this idea was present already in the second centuiy; it 
implies only that Gaionas had paid his debt to death by dying (Goodhue (1975) 
111-16). 

58 Ali three texts are translated in Croke & Harries (1982) 30-50. Cf. Matthews (1975) 
205-11. 

59 Poem against the Pagans, translated by Croke & Harries (1982) 80-3. The addressee is 
uncertain. Matthews (1970) argued for Nicomachus Flavianus, Ruggini (1979) for 
Praetextatus. 
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he held the festival of Flora, and his heir built a temple to Venus. For some, 
eclecticism was the way of truth; for others, like the author of this poem, it 
illustrated the vacuity of paganism.6 0 After the fali of Eugenius, Theodosius' 
ban on sacrifices was more effectively applied, and the secular implications of 
the old calendar revised. The ancient distinction between 'festival days' ded
icated to the gods and 'working days' on which (among other things) law-
courts could sit was abolished. Now law cases could be heard on ali days, 
except Easter, Sundays and the conventional breaks for the summer time and 
autumn harvesting and for imperial and other anniversaries. It was subse-
quently underlined that 'the ceremonial days of pagan superstitio were not to 
be counted among the holidays. Traditional public festivals were not thereby 
banned, but they were officially marginalized in favour of Christian festivals. 
The last pagan senatorial priests are attested in the 390s: the Arval cult seems 
to have ended in the 340s, and the sanctuary was dismantled from the late 
fourth century onwards; the series of dedicatory inscriptions from the sanc
tuary of Magna Mater on the Vatican runs from A . D . 295 to 390; and the last 
dated Mithraic inscription from Rome is from A . D . 391 (slightly later than 
from elsewhere in the empire). 6 1 Some Christians went on the offensive, 
destroying pagan sanctuaries, including sanctuaries of Mithras. 6 2 

But traditional religious rites were very tenacious, and their demise can-
not be assumed from the ending of dedicatory inscriptions. Emperors 
through the fifth into the sixth century elaborated Theodosius' ban on sac
rifices - presumably in the face of the continuing practice of traditional sac
rifice; while a pagan writer travelling up from Rome through Italy in the 
early fifth century observed with pleasure a rural festival of Osiris. 6 3 In 
Rome the death of Symmachus in A . D . 402 was commemorated by two pairs 
of small ivory panels with strongly traditional imagery (a woman offering 
incense on an altar; another woman holding inverted torches, a sign of 
mourning, in front of a flaming altar), and a few years later the old ways were 
revived at a time of crisis: during the siege of Rome by the Goths ( A . D . 
408-9), when Christianity was not obviously helping, the Prefect of the city, 
after meeting diviners from Etruria, attempted to save the city by publicly 
celebrating the ancestral rituals with the senate on the Capitol. 6 4 Around 

60 Slightly later, Prudentius also denounced the taurobolium: Crowns of Martyrdom 
X.1007-1050 = 6.7a. 

61 Calendar reforms: C7MI.8.18-22 ( A . D . 386-395); old rules, lexIrnitanachs. Kand92 
(for trans. JRS76 (1986) 187, 198); Macrobius 1.16.2-6 (= 3.1); cf. 3.7. Augur. ILS 
4151 (A.D. 390); Vestal: Zosimus V.38.3-4 (allegedly A . D . 394, perhaps 389). Arvals: 
Scheid and Broise (1980) 242-8; Scheid (1990b) 739-40. Magna Mater, above, n.54. 
Mithras: Clauss (1990) 37-41. 

62 Mithras: Sauer (1996). Destruction in Rome by Gracchus, A . D . 366-7: Jerome, Letter 
107.2; Prudentius, Against SymmachusΊ.561—5. 

63 Harl (1990). Rutilius Namatianus, On his Return 1.371-6 = 12.4g. Cf. Lizzi (1990) 
and Ruggini (1991) on northern Italy. 

64 Ivories: Alan Cameron (1986). Zosimus V.41.1-3; Sozomen IX.6.3. Procopius, Gothic 
WarVl.21.16 asserts that Etruscans were still diviners in his day, the mid sixth century 
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A . D . 430 a Roman writer, Macrobius, sought to recreate the religious learn-
ing and debate o f the age of Symmachus, a generation before, in a long aca-
demic dialogue (including Symmachus himself as one of the 'imaginary' 
Speakers) that centres on the Interpretation of Virgils Aeneid, but also Cov

ers a vast range of classical culture and learning, from the jokes of the 
emperor Augustus to the different varieties of fish. 6 5 But most striking of ali 
(given the date of its composition) is the complete exclusion of Christianity 
- an exclusion which acted to align classical culture and traditional religion. 

This was not the dead hand of antiquarianism. We saw in our Preface 
how, even at the end of the fifth century A . D . , the Lupercalia was still being 
celebrated in the city — by pagans and Christians; and how the bishop of 
Rome found it necessary both to argue against the efficacy of the cult (as 
some Christian writers had done for three hundred years) and to ban 
Christian participation. 6 6 We wondered then, at the very start of our explo-
ration of Roman religions, how we should interpret his action; how we 
should understand the significance of this (or any) pagan ritual over its his
tory of more than a thousand years; or what the Lupercalia could possibly 
have meant in the Rome of Gelasius. 

One thing is clear enough. The action of Christian bishops did not 
mean the ending of the old festivals, either at Rome or elsewhere in the 
empire. 6 7 It was not simply a question of 'paganism' successfully resisting 
Christianity. There is, after ali, no reason to assume that those who contin
ued to watch the scantily clad young men race round the city thought of 
themselves as 'non-Christian'. The boundary between paganism and 
Christianity was much more fluid than that simple dichotomy would sug
gest and much more fluid than some Christian bishops would have liked to 
allow. Fixing the boundary raised ali the issues of Interpretation that čame 
with living in a self-consciously historic culture: could, in short, the heritage 
of Roman tradition, its places and rituals, be accommodated within a 
Christian context? Could Romulus and Numa and the other heroes of early 
Rome, could the rituals and institutions that were inextricably attached to 
their names, ever simply be excluded from the cultural inheritance of those 
who counted themselves Romans — whether Christian or not? 6 8 

A.D. Cf. Thulin (1906-09) III.142. The continuing importance of traditional rites is 
part of the background to Augustine's polemic in The City of God: Barnes (1982). 

65 Macrobius, Saturnalia, with dating of Alan Cameron (1966), supported by Panciera 
(1982) 658-60. 

66 Bishop of Rome: Gelasius, Letter {Sources chrétiennes 65, 1959) (16 = 5.2e), with Y.-M. 
Duval (1977) 243-60; the letter, normally ascribed to Gelasius, may in fact be by his 
predecessor Felix I I I . Cf. Salzman (1990) 235-46. 

67 E.g. (in the West) Meslin (1969) and (in the East) Had (1990), Bowersock (1990) and 
Trombley (1993). For an example of transformations at Rome, Aronen (1989). 

68 The 21 April (the Parilia) is still celebrated in the official calendar of the modern city as 
the Birthday of Rome. 
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T h e following bibliography lists all (and only) the books and articles cited in our 
footnotes. Those already familiär with the field may find it useful because of its 
sheer siže; others may like some preliminary guidance, especially to works in 
Engl ish. W e note here a selection of major reference works and other basic studies. 

A general history of R o m a n religion is found in Liebeschuetz (1979); and dis
cussion of the archaic and republican periods in D u m é z i l (1970) - though, for a 
critique of D u m é z i l ' s approach, see chapter 1 above. Festivals of the republican 
calendar are covered by Scullard (1981); for late R o m a n festivals, see Salzman 
(1990). Feeney (1998) discusses religious aspects of Lat in literature. 

Details of the main religious monuments of the city ot Rome are given in Ε . 
Nash (1968), with excellent photographs; in L . Richardson (1992) and in the 
major multi-volume (and multi- l ingual) topographical dictionary of Rome, 
Steinby ( 1 9 9 3 - ) . Ryberg (1955) illustrates and discusses depictions of Roman 
rituals in sculprure. 

O n priesthood in Rome and in the empire, see Beard and North (1990), espe
cially the chapters by Beard, North and Gordon . 

For cults outside Rome, see M a c M u l l e n (1981), an impressionistic survey, but 
helpful in showing the range and importance of epigtaphic material; Henig 
(1984), on Britain; Lane Fox (1986), particularly strong on Greek civic cults of the 
imperial period; Rives (1995), on R o m a n cults at Carthage. 

O n 'imperial cult' see Hopkins (1978) 197-242; Price (1984), particularly on 
the eastern part of the empire; Fishwick ( 1 9 8 7 - ) , on the west; Taylor (1931) is 
still useful; as is the more recent collection of essays, Small (1996). 

O n 'Oriental cults' in general, the fundamental study of C u m o n t (1911) still 
lies in the background of most later studies (even i f its explanatory framework and 
many of its particular conclusions have been challenged); see more recently, 
Burkert (1987); T u r c a n (1996). O n Magna Mater, Vermaseren (1977) offers a 
p o p u l ä r introductory account; on Mithras, see C u m o n t (1903), Vermaseren 
(1963) and the important re-interpretations in Beck (1984) and R . L . Gordon 
(1996). 

T h e pluralism of Judaism can be seen in Schürer (1973-87) , the essential work 
of reference; Trebilco (1991), on Asia Minor; Lieu et al., (1992); Rutgers (1995), 
on Rome. 

T h e growth of Christ ianity is illustrated by Snyder (1985), an archaeological 
companion; Lane Fox (1986). O n the persecutions, see de Ste Croix (1963) and 
Barnes (1968); on Christianity in the fourth and fifth centuries, Markus (1990) 
and Brown (1995). 

For those who know even a little German , che great handbook of R o m a n reli
gion, Wissowa (1912), is still a mine of Information. 
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3 0 1 - 2 ; doctrine, disputed, in 306-7 ; 

exclusivity of 309; Greek and Latin in 295, 

376; and hetesy 2 8 4 - 5 , 3 0 5 - 7 , 369-70; 

hierarchy of 2 4 3 - 4 , 299; lack of homogeneity 

in 236, 248, 2 8 4 - 5 , 307 -8 ; iconography of 

378; limited to the Empire 303; ludi rejected 

by 262; moral code of 289; 'nominal', 

pointlessness of 380; membership of 2 9 1 - 3 , 

295 -6 ; 'orthodoxy' in 2 8 4 - 5 , 299, 369 -70 ; 

paganism and i x -x i i , 3 1 0 - 3 1 1 , 378 -80 ; 

receives imperial favour 364; role of poverty in 

296; relarions with Judaism of 2 2 6 - 7 , 309, 

310; as ttue religio 227; resurrection and 

2 9 0 - 1 ; sacrifice tejected by 226; social control 

in 304; spread of 2 3 7 - 8 , 276, 295, (after 

Constantine) 375 -80 ; as superstitio 225; 

women's role in 2 9 8 - 3 0 0 , 3 7 5 - 6 

Christians: attitude of, to emperor-worship 361; 

numbers of 267, 375 -6 ; local office-holding 

and 293; persecurion of 236 -44 , 365-6; (after 

A . D . 249) 239 -42 ; Pl iny on 2 3 8 - 9 ; social level 

of 276, 2 9 5 - 6 , 300; trials of 2 3 7 - 9 , 361; 

refusal of vows by 240; visibility of 2 6 7 - 7 1 , 

3 6 8 - 9 

Christianus 308 
church-building: by Constantine 368; under his 

successors 376; avoids city centre 369, 376; 

undertaken by elite, not emperors 376; see also 
basilica, Peter (St.) 

churches: lack of, until third century A . D . 267, 

303; rebuilding of 367; property of, restored 

367 

Cicero (M.Tul l ius Cicero, consul63 B . C . ) 

1 1 4 - 1 6 , 1 1 9 - 2 1 ; and Bona D e a 129; Clodius 

and 110, 114 -16 , 129-30, 138-9; compared 

to L i v y 119-22; On Divination 150-1; 

haruspices and 115, 138-9; house of 114-15 , 

138; and Liberras 114, 138; as philosopher 

116, 150-1; on Pompey 115; pontifices znâ 
114; refuses temples 147; speeches of 138-9; 

on his daughter T u l l i a 116; attacks Vatinius 

155-6; on Verres 115 

circus 262 , 325, 383; see also pompa circensis 
cities, non-Roman 315 -16 , R o m a n Citizens in 

3 3 6 - 7 ; R o m a n conttol of 339 -42 ; 

Romanization in 342 -48 ; worship of emperor 

in 3 5 4 - 5 ; see also coloniae, municipia 
Citizens, Roman: cult associations of (eastern) 

353, (western) 353-4 ; in non-Roman 

communities 336, 353; maintain religious 

identity 3 6 1 - 2 

citizenship, R o m a n 63, 75, 213-14; Caracalla 

expands 241, 246, 315, 362; Christians and 

237; and the army 324; and religion 317 

Claudius (emperor, A . D . 4 1 - 5 4 ) 188; extends 

pomerium 178; conservatism of 209-10; uses 

fetial formula 210; not a god 313; tevives 

haruspicy 228; temple of, destroyed 347; see 

ako divus Claudius 
Claudius (Appius Claudius Caecus, censor 312 

B.C . ) 68 

Claudius (Appius Claudius Pulcher, consul 54 

B . C . ) , defends augury 152-3; necromancer (?) 

153 

Claudius see Marcellus 

clergy, Christ ian: persecution of 241 -2 ; 

protection of, from civic duties 366; see also 
bishops 

clipeus virtutis see Shield of Vif tue 

Clodius (Publius Clodius Pulcher, rribune 58 

B.C . ) 110, 114-5 , 129-30 , 137-8 , 139-4; and 

augures 127; and haruspices 137-8; and 

Libertas 114, 138, 139; accused ofsacrilege 

129 -30 

'clusters': religions seen as 249, 278, 307 

Coelius (Lucius Coelius Caldus) septemvir epulo 
101 fig. 2.5 
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coin-types 33, 7 7 - 8 , 101-2 , 367 
Colleges, of priests 18, 64; four major 100; él ite 

control of 103—4; legislation on 134-7 
collegia 42 , 272, 287; suppressed 184, 230; 

soldiers excluded from 230; permitted for 
religio 230; see also burial associations 

coloniae. defined 315, 328-34; Augustales in 
357 -8 ; calendar received by 356; choose 
R o m a n models 3 3 0 - 1 ; pontifices and augures in 
3 2 8 - 9 ; religious change in 3 3 1 - 3 fig. 7.2, 7.3; 
R o m a n rituals in 3 2 9 - 3 0 ; subject to R o m a n 
direction 3 2 9 - 3 0 ; Zeus Kapitolios, in Greek 
362; see also cities non-Roman; municipia 

Colosseum (Map 1 no. 5): 263 
comitium 22 
C o m m o d u s (emperor, A . D . 176-92) 210 
Compita l ia (December/January) 50; see also Lares 

Compitales 
C o m p i t u m Aci l i fig. 4.2 
Concordia (Concord): at Corbridge 326 
conflict, religious 105-8 , 114-16 , 119-120 , 

125-30 , ch 5 passim; appeal to plebs over 107; 
Tacitus on 107; see also expulsions; persecution 
of Christians 

Constantine (emperor, A . D . 3 0 6 - 3 7 ) 3 6 4 - 7 2 ; 
and Arianism 3 7 0 - 1 ; benefactions of 367; 
buildings of 368; and chi-rho 367 fig. 8.1; 
conversion of 366; on Donat ism 3 6 9 - 7 0 ; 
dream of 366; oath of, to Eusebius 366; 
relationship to^agans o f 364, 3 7 1 - 3 ; as 
pontifex maximus 372; forbids sacrifice 371; 
and Sol 367 fig. 8.1; support of Christianity by 
366—7; toleration by 366 

Constantius I I (emperor, A . D . 3 3 7 - 6 1 ) : admires 
pagan monuments 3 8 1 - 2 ; appoints pagan 
ptiests 3 7 2 - 3 

contracts, vows and 3 2 - 4 
Consual ia (August 2 1 ) 1 
control see authority 
conversion 4 2 - 3 ; to Christ ianity 276; of 

Constantine 366; to Judaism 2 7 5 - 6 ; see also 
Christianity; cults, new 

Corbridge 326; cults of, compared to D u r a 

Europus calendar 326 
Cornel ius w A e m i l i a n u s ; Scipio; Sulla 
Councils, Christ ian: 3 0 5 - 6 
Crassus (Publius Licinius Crassus, consul205 

B . C . ) : pontifex maximus 100 
Crassus (Gaius Lic inius Crassus, tribune 145 

B.C . ) 109, 136 

creed, Nicene: 370 -1 
Cronius 277 
cult, Bacchic 161-3 fig. 3.5; see also Dionysus 
cult, imperial see imperial cult, so-called 
cults, Egyptian 279; distribution of, in Rome 

266; Isis and Sarapis 2 5 0 - 1 , 2 6 4 - 5 fig. 6.2 
cults, foreign 228; control of 91—6, 160—1; 

emperors and 228—9; él ite avoid 229 -30 ; 
expelled 230; see also cults, new 

cults, of Greek East 211; adaptation of, to Rome 
2 4 2 - 4 ; deities privileged in 224; interventions 
in by Rome 343-4 ; no radical change in 319, 
342; Olympians prevail in 3 1 1 - 1 2 ; not 
replaced by emperor-worship 360; sanctuaties 
regulated in 224; vows in 320 

cults, Italian: at Anagnia 222; Faliscan fire-
walkers 222; Fortuna at A n t i u m 322; Lat in 
3 2 3 - 4 

cults, 'official' 2 5 0 - 9 , 2 7 8 - 9 ; mosdy male 
2 9 6 - 7 ; become an option 312; maintained 
under Constantine 372 

cults, new (previously called 'Oriental': see 
2 4 6 - 7 ) 2 1 1 - 1 2 , 2 4 6 - 7 , 2 5 5 - 9 ; multiple 
allegiance to 307; attraction of 275, 2 7 8 - 9 1 ; 
seen as 'clusters' 249, 278, 307; demands made 
by 2 8 8 - 9 ; category 'Oriental' denied 2 4 6 - 7 ; 
distribution of 301—2; él ite involvement in 
2 9 1 - 3 ; él ite patronage of 292; exclusivity of 
3 0 7 - 1 2 ; homogeneity of 248, 302; hostility 
towards 299 -300; languages used in 294; 
limited to the empire 303; local variations in 
3 0 3 - 5 ; membership of 2 9 1 - 3 0 1 ; modified in 
fourth century A . D . 384 -6 ; names of members 
of 294; infrequency of, in western local 
contexcs 344; priesthood of 303, 3 8 3 - 4 ; self-
description in 307; Senators as priests in 
3 8 3 - 4 ; social composition of 3 0 0 - 1 , 3 8 3 - 4 ; 
social mobility and 3 0 0 - 1 ; visibility of 275; 
women's roles in 2 9 6 - 3 0 1 ; see also Attis; 
Christianity; Elagabalus; Isis; Judaism; Jupiter 
Dolichenus; Jupiter Heliopolitanus; Magna 
Mater; Mithras 

cults, provincial: for the emperor, 352; in the 
west 352-4 ; to the living emperor 354; priests 
of 357; simultaneous start of 356 

cults, Roman: in the East, 215 , 240, 3 2 2 - 3 , 
3 3 6 - 7 ; alleged decline o f 243; accommodation 
o f 3 l 4 

cults, Syrian: Ba'al Romanized 281; of Elagabalus 
255 -6 ; Palmyrene 2 5 8 - 9 , 294; of Dol iche 
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275, 279, 281; Jupiter Heliopolitanus 283; 
Janiculum sanctuaiy of (Map 2 no. 16) 283, 

292, 373, 3 8 4 - 5 fig. 8.4 
C u m a e {colonia, south Italy), Magna Mater cult 

in 337 
C u m o n t , Franz 246 
curator (of sacred buildings) 252—3; replaced by 

Prefect of the C i t y 382 
curiae 50 
cutses: tablets 220, 2 3 4 - 5 
Cybele, see Magna Mater 
Cypr ian (Thascius Caecilius Cyprianus, c. A . D . 

2 0 0 - 5 8 ) 241; ttial of 242 

Damasus (bishop of Rome) , develops Sr. Peter's 

3 7 6 - 7 
Daniel , Book of 240 fig. 5.4 (caption); 

Porphyiy's date for 277 
D e a D i a 195 
D e a R o m a see Roma, D e a 
dead, the 31, 50; Christ ian 2 7 0 - 1 ; Jewish 270; 

un-Roman burial of 3 2 1 - 2 ; nor to be touched 
by flamen, flaminica 357; pontifices concern 
with 322 

de caelo spectare (watching the heavens) 127 
decemviri sacris faciundis 82; lists of 102—4; and 

Saecular Games 111; see also duoviri; 
quindecimviri 

Decius (emperor, A . D . 2 4 9 - 5 1 ) : decree of, 239, 
2 4 0 - 1 ; anxiety for rradition of 243; his fear of 
bishops 2 4 3 - 4 , 304 

Decius (P. Decius M u s , consul 340 B . C . ) 3 5 - 6 
'decline', religious 117 -18 ,120-5 ; and ch. 3 

passim; Augustus on 118, 120; Hotace on 118; 
Varro on 118, 120 

dedication: provincial law of 321 
deification 4, 140-2 , 351; Augustus' 2 0 8 - 9 ; 

Caesar's 1 8 5 - 7 fig. 4.3; disputes over 148-9; 
and divine honouts 146-8; Romulus and 
148-9; t t iumph and 4 4 - 5 , 141 

deisidaimonia, not the same as superstitio 225 
deities: assimilation of humans to 31, 141, 

143-5 , 145-9; early character of 10-11 , 

13-16 , 3 0 - 2 , 4 6 - 7 ; Egyptian 233 fig. 5.3; 
categorization of 14-16 , 48; evolution of 
3 0 - 1 , 40, 6 2 - 3 ; identification with 4 4 - 5 , 142; 
protection from 144-5; telations with humans 

of 3 6 - 7 , 4 0 - 1 , 4 4 - 5 , 74, 142; representation 
of 11, 33 fig. 1.5, 44; 40 fig. 1.7, 63; spread of 
314; see aho animism, deification 

Demeter 70 
demons 310 
dendrophoroi 308 
deprivation thesis, ctitique of 301 n.170 
devotio 35—6; of Carthage 111 
Diana: on Aventine (Map 1 no. 19) 3, 330; 

association of Antinous and 2 7 2 - 3 , 287; 
Aventine, as model in coloniae 330; Planciana 
123-4 

differentiation, structural 26, 149-56 , 161 
di Manes 31 
Diocletian (emperor, A . D . 284 -305 ) : bans 

astrology 233; petsecutes Christians 241, 242 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Greek historian) 4, 

4 0 - 1 ; and R o m a n myth 169, 172-3 
Dionysus 161-4 fig. 3.5; family-cult of 271, 298; 

priest of, as rebel 347; see also Bacchanalia 
Dioscuri 12, 31, 66 
D i s Pater 7 1 - 2 , 111, 202; altar of, with 

Proserpina (Map 1 no. 37) 202; not in 
Augustan Games 203; see also Saecular Games 

diva Plodna (deified wife of Trajan) , temple of 
253 

diva Faustina (deified wife of Antoninus Pius), 
temple of 253 

diva Livia, temple to at Vienne 356 
divae, sacrifices to 325 
divi 2 0 8 - 1 0 ; official list of 251; cult of, in the 

atmy 325; temples of 253; see also divus Julius; 
divus Augustus; divus Claudius; divus 
Traianus; divus Antoninus 

divination: assimilated to magic 372; banned 
374; control of 2 3 0 - 2 ; criticism of 150-1; 
private, forbidden 372; see also haruspices, 
augures, asrrology 

divus Antoninus: temple of (in forum Romanum) 

253 
divus Augustus: ascension observed 2 0 8 - 9 ; 

flamen of 209; sodales of 209; cult of with 
R o m a 352, 353; temple of 209; temple to at 
Vienne 356; worship of at Tarraco 354, 356; 
see also Augustus 

divus Claudius: satitised 210; temple of (Map 1 

no. 3) 253, 347; see also Claudius 
divus Julius: and asylum-rights 224; in Carthage 

(doubtful) 3 3 1 - 3 fig. 7.2; at Ephesus 353; 
flamen of 208, 329 -30 ; statues of in Italy 322; 
temple of (in forum Romanum) 208, 253; see 
also Caesar 

divus Romulus: temple of 260 
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divus Traianus , temple o f (Map 1 no, 8) 253; see 
also Trajan 

Dol iche (in Syria) see cults, Syrian; Jupiter 
Dolichenus 

Domit ian (emperor, A . D . 81 -96 ) 228; temple to 
Minerva 253; obelisk of 2 6 4 - 5 ; punishes 
relatives for Judaism 276 

Domit ius (Dominus Ahenobarbus, censor 115 
B . C . ) 112 fig. 2.7 (caption) 

Domit ius (Cnaeus Domit ius Ahenobarbus, 
consul 96 B .C . ) 136-7; motives of 136 

Donatus (alternative bishop in Carthage) 370; see 
also heresy 

Druid ism: ant i -Roman prophecy in 347; human 
sacrifice and 2 3 3 - 4 ; repression of 341; as 
superstitio 221—2 

Dumezil, Georges 14-16 , 171 
duoviri sacris faciundis 18, 27, 62; see also 

decemviri; quindecimviri 
D u r a Europus (Syrian frontier): calendar of 251, 

324 -8 ; Christians at 267; Mithraeum of 302, 
325 

Earth see Tel lus 
Easter: disputes over 306; relation to Passover of 

310 

eclecticism, religious: 3 8 6 - 7 
Egeria 31 
Egypt 340; massacre of Jews in 348; religion of, 

regulated 340; religious propaganda in 347; 
Zeus Kapitolios in 3 6 2 - 3 

Egyptians: as superstitious 2 2 1 - 2 ; expelled from 

Rome 2 3 0 - 1 ; priest as rebel 347; see also Isis, 
Osiris 

Elagabalus (Syrian god) 2 5 5 - 6 ; in the army 327 
Elagabalus (Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, emperor 

A . D . 2 1 8 - 2 2 ) 2 5 5 - 6 ; temple of, on Palatine 
(Map 2 no. 11) 256; suburban temple of, 
perhaps with Palmyrene gods (Map 2 no. 14) 
256; see also Sol Invictus 

Eleusis see Mysteries, Eleusinian 
élites, Greek 223—4; compared to R o m a n 224; 

decline in piety of 243 

élites, local: local cults, not supported by 3 3 8 - 9 ; 
follow R o m a n model 3 4 1 - 2 ; profit from 
holding priesthoods 359 

Emesa (Syria), army cults in 3 2 7 - 8 

emperor(s): attitudes to foreign cults 2 2 8 - 9 , 254; 
honours to 325; images of 207; incorporation 
of in state cult 2 0 6 - 8 ; and Innovation 252; as 

gods or protected by gods 361; and local 
deities 350—2; monopoly on templedbuilding 
196; not building churches 376; patronage of 
192-3 ,195; as pontifex maximus 252, 254, 
374; and religio 216; as sacrificer 186, 350 fig. 
7.5; taurobolium for 338; vows for 195-6 , 
2 0 6 - 7 , 252; worship of 2 0 6 - 1 0 , 318, 336, 
348—63; see also priesthood, Augustus, 
Constantine, divae, divi 

Empire: British 317; Inca 316; Japanese 3 1 6 - 1 7 
Empire , R o m a n ch. 7 passim; expansion of 7 3 - 4 ; 

religious control over 321; R o m a n influence 
on 156—60; Integration of 316; see also dea 
R o m a 

Ennius (Quintus Ennius , poet, 2 3 9 - 1 6 9 B . C . ) 

78, 151 
Ephesus (Asia Minor) : Artemis of 359; other 

cults of 3 1 1 - 1 2 ; R o m a n regulations in 343; 
worship of emperor in 349; Roman Citizens' 
association in 353 

epulones see triumviri, septemviri epulones 
epulum IovisAQ, 63, 6 6 - 7 , 100-101 fig. 2.5; see 

also triumviri, septemviri epulones 
equestrians: as Christians 2 9 1 - 2 ; vow for Liv ia of 

322; as Luperci 2 6 0 - 1 ; as minor priests 229, 
261; as patrons of new cults 292; as seviri at 
Narbo 358; Lat in priesthoods of 3 2 3 - 4 

Erichtho 220 
Etruscans: influence of20, 54, 59 -60 , 101-2 , 152 
Eugenius (emperor, A . D . 3 9 2 - 4 ) : temples 

restored under 382, 386, 387 
Euhemerism 78, 151 

Eusebius ( C h u r c h historian, c. A . D . 2 6 0 - 3 3 9 ) , on 
Constantine's conversion 366 

E v a n d e r 2 - 3 , 173-4 , 207 
evocatio 3 4 - 5 , 62, 8 2 - 3 , 1 1 1 , 1 3 2 - 4 
exclusivity, religious 2 1 2 - 1 4 , 249, 3 0 7 - 1 1 ; of 

Christ ianity 309-11 ; of Isis cult 3 0 8 - 9 ; of 
Magna Mater cult 308; of Judaism 309; of 
Mithraism 308; and multiple allegiance 307; 
and self-descriptions 3 0 7 - 8 

exegesis, religious 2 8 4 - 5 
expulsions 244; from Italy and Rome 322; see also 

astrologers; diviners; Isis; Jews 
extispicy 9 fig. 1.4, 22, 3 5 - 6 

Fabius Pictor (senator, late third century B . C . , 

author of Greek Annals) 40 -1 
Fabius Pictor (mid second century B . C . , 

antiquarian writer) 112 
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familia 49 
family: religion of 2 4 - 6 , 4 8 - 5 4 , 9 5 - 6 , 271 
family, imperial: on arch at Lepcis Magna 350 

fig. 7.3; calendar of festivals for 356 
Faunus (temple of, M a p 1 no. 28) 31, 89 
Faustina see diva Faustina 
felicitas: Scipio and 86; temple of 90; Pompey's 

temple of 144-5 
fertility 53, 204 fig. 4.4; and Pales 282 
festivals: agriculture and 4 5 - 6 ; in the army 325; 

the family and 5 0 - 1 ; of fourth century A . D . , 

listed 3 7 8 - 9 ; individuals and 4 8 - 5 1 , 2 6 0 - 1 ; 
Interpretation of 4 7 - 8 , 175-6 , 388; 
marginalized 387; popularity of, in fourth 
century A . D . 377, 388; R o m a n 5 -8 , 4 6 - 7 , 
2 6 0 - 1 ; war and 43; work and 48; see also 
calendars; Ambarvalia; Cerialia; Compitalia; 
Consualia; Fordicidia; Lemuria; Liberalia; 
Matralia; Lupercalia; Neptunalia; Parentalia; 
Parilia; Robigalia; Saturnalia; Sementivae; 
Vestalia; Vinal ia 

fetialis (fetiales) 3, 18, 2 6 - 7 , 43 , 111-12 , 210; 
changed practice 132-4; Augustus joins 186; 
membership 229 

finance 205, 251; in Athens 342; of temples 44, 
8 7 - 8 , 341, (abolished) 386; in the East 243; in 
Egypt 340; in Ephesus 343; in Judaea 341 

fish: and magic 235 
flamen (flamines) 1, 15, 19 and fig. 1.3, 2 8 - 9 ; 

conflicts with pontifex 105-8 , 119, 193; minor 
19, 260; restrictions on 56, 106, 112, 131, 
193; rules changed 193; obligations of 131; in 
western provinces 341 

flamen Dialis 15, 19, 2 8 - 9 , 106, 112, 130-2 , 
193; in Lat in towns 323; model of, followed in 
provinces 357; in north Italy 323; not replaced 
130-2; restored 193; wife of 296 

flamen divi Julii: in Rome 208; otherwise only in 
coloniae 3 2 9 - 3 0 

flamen Martialis 15, 19, 106 
flamen Quirinalis 15, 19, 106 
Flamininus (Titus Quinct ius Flamininus, consul 

198 B . C . ) h y m n to 146 

Fordicidia (15 Apri l ) 45; Vestals and 53 
foreignness 10-11 , 2 0 - 2 , 6 2 - 3 , 8 7 - 9 8 , 141, 

160-6; and magic 154-6; and new cults 
2 7 8 - 9 ; and questioning 165-6; and 
Romanization 338; see also 'barbarians'; 
Greeks; Etruscans; Carthage; Perstans; 
Phrygians 

formulae, religious 3 2 - 6 
Fortuna Equestris (Equestrian Fortune) 322 
Fortuna Muliebris (Fortune of W o m e n ; M a p 4 

no. 69): cult of senatorial women 297; restored 
by Liv ia , by Septimius Severus and Julia 
D o m n a 297 

Fortuna Primigenia (Primordial Fortune), temple 

o f ( M a p 1 no. 25) 89 
Fortuna Viril is (Fortune of M e n ; festival 1 Apri l ) 

297 
F o r u m , R o m a n (for map, see 4.7) 39, 53, 208, 

253 

F o r u m of Augustus (Map 1 no. 9) 199, 331 
F o r u m Boarium (Map 1 no. 20) 8 0 - 1 , 174 
F o r u m of Caesar (Map 1 no. 10) 123 fig. 3.2 
F o r u m of Trajan (Map 1 nc . 8) 253 
founders see Romulus , N u m a 
France see G a u l 
freedmen see liberti 
funeral, imperial 2 0 8 - 9 

Furius (Lucius Furius Philus, consid 136 B . c . ) 
111 

Furrina 283 

Gaionas (Marcus Antonius Gaionas) 283, 292 
Gaius Caligula (emperor, A . D . 3 7 - 4 1 ) 228; 

claims divinity 209 
Galatia (Asia M i n o r ) , priesthoods Romanized 

341 

Galerius (emperor, A . D . 3 0 5 - 3 1 1 ) , ends 
persecution 367 

gallus (galli) 160, 164, 308 
games see ludi 

Gaul : ant i -Roman prophecy in 347; ban on 
Druids in 234; In te rpre ta t ion of gods of 
3 4 4 - 5 ; cults of Mars in 339, 345; social level 
of dedicants in 339, 345; zodiacal table from 
2 3 2 - 3 fig. 5.3 

G a u l , Narbonensis: flamen of province of 357; 
flaminica of 357 

Gauls: and Vediovis 89; burial of, see Greeks and 
Gauls 

Gelasius (bishop of Rome, end of the fifth 
Century A . D . ) ix -x i i , 388 

gender 165, 174, 2 9 6 - 3 0 0 
genius: Augusti 185 -6 fig. 4.2; of the Emperor 

325 
gentes, cults of 67 -8 ; gensJuliaGl', 89, 123, 145; 

gens Potitia 68; gens Valeria 68; and 
priesthoods 103-4 
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Germanicus (Germanicus Caesar, 15 B . C . - A . D . 

19): his funeral honours 330; and magic 234 
god-fearers 293, 309 
gods, goddesses see deities 
gods, Augustan 3 5 1 - 2 
governor(s), provincial 235, 237, 238, 239, 

2 4 1 - 2 , 320; Pl iny as 2 3 7 - 9 ; Claudius not 

obeyed by 313; accompanied by haruspices 
320, 330; religious role of 321 

Granius Flaccus (antiquarian, first centuiy B . C . ) 

152 

Grarian (emperor, A . D . 3 6 7 - 8 3 ) , resigns as 

pontifex maximus 374 
Greeks, influence of 6 2 - 3 , 6 4 - 6 , 69, 7 0 - 1 , 75, 

7 9 - 8 0 , 141, 161-3 , 165; architectural 90; on 
divine honours 145-7; and mystery-cults 247; 

on R o m a n mythology 172; in philosophy 151 
Greece (mainland): cults not tadically changed 

341; adaptations to R o m a n rule 3 4 2 - 4 ; see also 
Arhens 

'Greek rite' 2, 27, 7 0 - 1 , 173-4 

Greeks and Gauls , burial of 80—2 

groups: ethnically based 2 7 1 - 2 ; elective 2 7 2 - 3 ; 

initiatory 2 8 7 - 8 ; motal rules of 2 8 8 - 9 ; 

specifically religious 42, 9 5 - 6 , 98, 161, 2 3 1 - 3 , 

2 7 3 - 8 ; o f Bellona 273; o f D i a n a and Antinous 

2 7 2 - 3 , 287; of Magna Mater 273; see also 
Christianity; collegia; heresy; cults, new; Isis; 

Judaism 

Hadrian (emperor, A . D . 117-38): against foreign 

cults 228; and the Pantheon (Map 1 no. 310) 

257; statue in the Parthenon 343; temple to 

Venus and Rome (Map 1 no. 6) 257, 263 

haruspex (haruspices) 19 -20 fig. 1.4, 101-2 , 113, 

137-8; accompany governors 320, 330; in the 

army 326; not a College 20, 100; debate over 

137-8 , 261; senate decree about 101-2 , 113; 

in fifth century A . D . 387; foreignness and 20; 

importance of 102; prodigies and 38, 137; 

tolerated by Constantine 372 

health-cults: in Dolomites 344; see also 
Aesculapius; incubation; votives 

heatth, cult of 5 1 - 3 , 191 see also Vestal Vitgins 

Hecate: Senators as priests of 3 8 3 - 4 

Hannibal ic W a r 7 9 - 8 7 

Heliopolis (Baalbek), and Jupiter Heliopolitanus 

283; Capi to l ium of 334; see also Jupitet 

Heliopolitanus 

Hephaestus 12 

Herculaneum, list of Augustales from 358 
Hercules 2, 68, 90 ,173-4; Olivarius 91 fig. 2.3; 

and Pompey 122; and Septimitis Severus 255 
hermaphrodites see prodigies 
heresy 248, 2 8 4 - 5 , 302, 305 -7 ; Arianism 3 7 0 - 1 ; 

Donat ism 3 6 9 - 7 0 ; Montanism 305 
hierarchy: Christ ian 2 4 3 - 4 , 299; of Jupitet 

Dolichenus 275; in Mithraism 295 
High Priest: (in Egypt) controls priesthood 340; 

(in Judaea) appointed by govemor 341 
Hippolytus (Bishop, c. A . D . 170-C . 236) on 

heresy 311 
Hispala 9 2 - 3 

Hispel lum (modern Spello): warned of superstitio 
371 

Honorius (emperor, A . D . 3 9 3 - 4 2 3 ) , extends St. 

Peter's Basilica 377 
Honos (Honour) 105; see also Virtus 
honours, divine 146-7 , 148; to Pompey 147; see 

also deification, divi 
Hotace (Quintus Horatius Flaccus, poet, 6 5 - 8 

B . C . ) , on teligious decline 118, 181-2; on 

fratricide 183-4; Saecular H y m n of 203 
Hostilius see Mancinus 
hyenas, women as 298 

identity, religious 4 1 - 2 , 2 1 2 - 1 4 , 2 8 8 - 9 ; R o m a n 

313, (adapted) 333; Isiac 308 

image: of Elagabalus 256; intetptetation of 319 

imperial cult (so-called)169, 318, 348; Cassius 

D i o on 318, 349; importance of, exaggerated 

360; see also emperors: worship of 

imperialism: and religion 156-7 , 313 and ch. 7 

passim; re-intetpretation of 313 

incest, chatges of 225 -6 ; discounted 226 

incubation 13, 6 9 - 7 0 

individuals 4 2 - 3 , 4 8 - 5 1 , 79; see also cults, new 

initiation 50, 247, 287 -8 ; Bacchic 162-3; of 

Jupitet Dolichenus 275; repeated, of Lucius in 

The Metamorphoses, 2 8 7 - 8 ; Mithraic 288 

initiative, in cult of empetor, 356; ascribed to 

locals 356 

Innovation, teligious 6 1 - 7 2 , 7 9 - 8 4 , 244, 252, 

256, ch. 8 passim; mediation of 70, 80, 84 

Integration see Romanization 

intercalation 4 6 - 7 

Isaura Vetus 133 

Isis, cult of: aftet-life in 308; Apuleius on 2 8 7 - 8 ; 

devotion required by 289, 3 0 8 - 9 ; geographical 

disttibution of 301; Egyptian emphasis of 279, 
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281, (questioned) 2 8 1 - 2 ; él ite members of 
2 9 1 - 2 ; exclusivity of 3 0 8 - 9 ; expulsion of 
members of 161, 180, 222, 230, 250; graffiti 
of 266; homogeneity of 302; incorporation of 
other deities into 281; initiation into 2 8 7 - 8 ; 
Isiaci 307; origins of members of 294; Plutarch 
on 277; outside pomerium 269; priests of 264, 
294, 308; Senators as priests in 383—4; and 
'transformation' 287 -8 ; use of Egyptian 
language in 294; use of texts in 279, 284; 
women's roles in 296, 298, 3 0 8 - 9 

'Isiac' 307 

Isis (goddess): hymns to 281, 298, 302, 303; 
lands in Egypt conceded to 340; sanctuary of, 
with Sarapis (Map 2 no. 26) 2 5 0 - 1 , 2 6 4 - 5 fig. 
6.2; temples of, in Italy 2 8 1 - 2 ; worshippers' 
conspicuousness 308 

Italy 9 4 - 5 , 204 fig. 4.4; Isis temples in 2 8 1 - 2 , 
293; as ćore of Empire 321; Magna Mater in 
337; priesthoods in 3 2 3 - 4 ; religion of 321-4 ; 
R o m a n authority over 95, 322; R o m a n 
priesthoods in 323; R o m a n calendar paraded 
in 322; u n - R o m a n customs in 321; see also 
Bacchanalia 

Iulus « r A s c a n i u s 

ius divinum (sacred law) 105; disputes over 
105-8 

Janiculum (Hi l l , Map 1 no. 38) 283, 373 

Janus 33 fig. 1.5 (e); temple of (Map 1 no. 24) 1; 
doors of temple, closed 207 

Jerusalem: importance of 280, 303; as symbol 
280 

Jesus 226, 296, 359, 361 
Jews 263, 2 6 6 - 7 , 270, 2 7 5 - 6 , 280, 298, 304, 

309; at Aphrodisias 275, 293; catacombs of 
270, 381; diaspora 303; distribution of 301; 
and emperor-worship 361; expelled from 
Rome 2 3 0 - 1 ; Gaius and 362; and God-fearers 
2 7 5 - 6 ; languages used by 294; massacre of 
348; as proselytes 2 7 5 - 6 ; revolt of 223 fig. 5.2, 
303, 348; sacrifices of, for Rome, cease 347; 
Separation of 288; synagogues of, in Rome 
269, 381; tax on 303, 341; women's role 
among 298 

Judaism 2 2 2 - 3 ; antiquity of 223; in Aphrodisias 
275, 293; attraction of, 2 7 5 - 6 ; charity in 288; 
exclusivity of 309; Galen on 277; godfearers in 
293 , 309; homogeneity, lack of 248; not 
limited to the empire 303; Jerusalem and 280, 

303; legislation against 371; and magic 227; 
pluralism of 304; rabbis in 304, 320; as 
superstitio 218, 2 2 1 - 2 , 371; use o f texts in 284; 
visibility of 2 6 6 - 7 

'Judaeus '307—8 
Julia D o m n a (wife of Septimius Severus): as 

Athena Polias 355; and Fortuna Muliebris 
297; on arch at Lepcis Magna 350 fig. 7.5 

Julian (emperor, A . D . 3 6 1 - 3 ) 3 7 3 - 4 
Julius see Caesar; Obsequens; Proculus Julius 
Junius Bassus (Christian, fourth century A . D . , 

Prefect of the Ci ty) : his sarcophagus 378-81 
fig. 8.2 

Juno 15, 16; and Astarte 82; Regina (ofVeii) 82, 
133; Sospita 8 2 - 3 fig. 2.1, 89; evoked from 
Carthage 111, 133 

Jupiter 33 fig. 1.5 (d), 34, 140; at Corbridge 326; 
among the Danigi 346; displaced by 
Elagabalus 256; In te rpre ta t ion of, in Spain 
345 -6 ; see also epulum loviš; Jupiter 
Capitolinus; Jupiter Dolichenus; Jupiter 
Heliopolitanus; Jupiter Stator; Jupiter 
columns 

Jupiter Capitolinus 15, 44, 59 -60; Augustus 
dreams about 201; in army 327; dedications 
by foreigners to 158; temple of 59 -60 , 341; 
identified with Jupiter Heliopolitanus 334; 
importance of 59 -60 , 201; Jewish tax paid to 
341; loss of importance of 201; at Maryport 
326; triumph and 5 9 - 6 0 , 143, 201; Scipio and 
8 4 - 6 , 143; as Zeus in Egypt 3 6 2 - 3 ; see also 
Capito l ium 

Jupiter Dolichenus 230, 275, 279; Aventine 
sanctuary of (Map 2 no. 12) 275, 281; and 
Ba'al 281; and Capitoline triad 281; cult of, 
compared with Mithraism 282-3 ; cult, 
distribution of 301; elite patronage of 292; 
cult, homogeneity of 302; incorporates other 
deities 281; origins of adherents 294; other 
sanctuaries of (Map 2 nos. 7, 8); women 
excluded from cult of 298; visibility of 275 

Jupiter Feretrius 1 

Jupiter Heliopolitanus 283; and Furrina 283; as 
Opt imus Maximus at Heliopolis 334; cult 
Romanized (?) 283; sanctuary of (Map 2 no. 
16) 283 , (as rebuilt) 3 8 4 - 5 fig. 8.4; human 
sacrifice to (?) 385; other deities associated 
with 3 8 5 - 6 

Jupiter Latiaris 31 
Jupiter Opt imus Maximus ^ J u p i t e r Capitolinus 

445 



Index 

Jupiter Statot: temple of 9 0 - 1 , 260; Cicero on 
138-9 

Jupiter Tonans , as door-keeper 201 
Jupiter Ultor: replaced 256; restoted 256 
Jupiter columns 3 4 6 - 7 fig. 7.4; iconography of 

346 

jurists 181 ,205 , 224, 320 
Justin (Justin Martyr, c. A . D . 100-65) 227; his 

view of Judaism 309; his Apology 310 
Juturna, temple of (Map 1 no. 32) , testoted 124 

Kalchas21 fig. 1.4 
kings, Hellenistic 141 
kings, R o m a n 1-5, 14; dress of 59-60; 

replacement of 5 4 - 6 1 ; tradition of 60; see also 
N u m a , rex sacrorum, Romulus , Servius Tul l ius , 
T a r q u i n rhe Elder, T a r q u i n the Proud 

Laelius (Gaius Laelius, consul 140 B . C . ) 109 
L a n d , religious status of: provincial 320-1 
Lares Compitales 139, 184-7 
Lares Augusti 185-6 fig. 4.2, 4.3, 333; liberti 

supervise 357; cult of, spreads through the 
west 355; at Pompeii 355; at Ost ia 355 

Lat in right 315 
Latins 323; league of 3, 323-4 ; in Saecular prayer 

205 
Latinus 31 
Lav in ium (Map 5) 12, 13, 66, 323; rituals at 

3 2 3 - 4 
Law: teligion and 2 5 - 6 , 181; see also jurists 
lectisternium 63 
Lemut ia (9 -13 May) 31, 50 
Lepcis Magna {colonia, north Africa), arch of 350 

fig. 7.5; Septimius Sevetus and 255 
Lepidus (Matcus Aemilius Lepidus, triumvh) 

1 8 8 - 9 
lex Aelia Fufia 109-10 
lex Cornelia: coveis magic, as form of poisoning 

233, 235 
lex Domitia 99, 1 3 6 - 7 
lex Ogulnia 64, 68, 9 9 , 1 3 5 - 6 
lex Peducaea 137 
lex Ursonensis see Urso 
Liber 64; and Septimius Sevetus 255; see also 

Ceres 
Libera 64; see also Ceres 
Liberalia (17 March) 50 
Libertas (Liberty): in Cicero's house 114, 139 
liberti (ex-slaves): roles of 260, 294; and 

Augustales 357'—8; Christ ian 295, 299; and cult 
of Lates Augusti 357; in Magna Matet cult 
337 

Licinius see Crassus 
litatio 3 5 - 6 
Livia see diva L iv ia 
Livy (Tirus Livius , historian, 59 B . C . - A . D . 17), 

History, 8 -10 , 17, 7 6 - 7 , 169, 182; on 
Bacchanalia 92 -4 ; bias of 77, 80; Camil lus ' 
speech 167-8; compared to Cicero 119-21; on 
patricians/plebeians 134-5; on priest-
politicians 104-8; priesrly lists 102-3; temples 
and 8 7 - 8 

Loll ia Paulina 233 
L u c a n (Matcus Annaeus Lucanus, epic poet, A . D . 

3 9 - 6 5 ) : on lustration 178; on magic 219 
Lucrerius (Titus Luctetius Carus , poet and 

philosopher, c. 9 5 - 5 5 B .C . ) 116 
ludi 40-Ì, 6 6 - 7 , 100-101; in the citcus 261, 

263; crowds at, in the fourth century A . D . 
377-8 ; and emperors 3 8 2 - 3 ; of imperial times 
2 6 1 - 3 ; gods and 40, 66, 261; increase in days 
of 263; numbers involved in 263; women at 
297; see also triumviri, septemviri epulones, 
Saeculat Games 

ludi Apollinares 102 fig. 2.6 (e) 
ludi Cereales 102 fig. 2.6 (c) 
ludi Megalenses 97, 102 fig. 2.6 (d), 138, 164 
ludiplebeii40-1, 6 6 - 7 , 102 fig. 2.6 (b) 
ludi Romani 4 0 - 1 , 6 6 - 7 , 102 fig. 2.6 (a) 
ludi saeculares see Saeculat Games 
L u g d u n u m (colonia, modern Lyons): citizen 

association at 353-4 ; provincial assembly at 
353; taurobolium at 338; putative Vat ican of 
338 

Lupercalia (15 February) 47, 2 6 0 - 1 , 323; in 
fifth-centuiy A . D . Rome ix-x, 388 

Lupercus (Luperci) 2 6 0 - 1 ; equestrians as 229, 
2 5 9 - 6 0 

lustratio 178; at Ost ia 355 

Macrobius (Macrobius Ambrosius Theodosius, 
fifth c e n r u r y A . D . anriquarian) 388 

magic: Christians accused of 2 2 5 - 6 ; chatges of 
372; control of 231 -6 ; cutse-tablets and 220; 
death and 2 3 4 - 5 ; definition of 219; 
differentiation of 154-6; distinct from miracle 
227; fear of 221; human sacrifice in 2 3 3 - 4 ; 
increase in, debated 220; Jews and 227; love 
and 2 3 5 - 6 ; magical papyri 220; poisoning by 
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233; scene of 221 fig. 5.1; superstitio and 
218 -21 

Magna Mater (Cybele) 80, 164-6, 386; 
archaeology of 98; Attis and, 9 7 - 8 , 164-6; at 
C u m a e 337 -8 ; gallizna 160, 164-6; group-
structure in worship of 272; introduction of, 
92, 96 -8 ; last dedication to 387; limitations 
on cult of 97—8; modification of cult of, in 
fourth century A . D . 384; and the Naassenes 
311; priests, priestesses of 260, 298, (as 
'quindecimviral') 337; provincial cults of 
3 3 7 - 8 ; and the quindecimviri 337'—8; status of 
(at Ostia) 280, (improving) 337-8 ; temple of 
(Map 1 no. 13 = M a p 2 no. 3) 83, 
9 6 - 7 , 1 9 7 - 8 ; taurobolium for 338, 384; 
visibility of cult of 263; see also Attis; galli; 
taurobolium 

Mancinus (Gaius Hostilius Mancinus, consul 137 
B . c . ) 111 -12 

Manichaeism: banned 242; not limited to the 
R o m a n Empire 303 

Marcellus (Marcus Claudius Marcellus consul 
222, 215 , 214, 210, 208 B . C . ) over-ruled by 
priests 105 

Marcus Aurelius (emperor, A . D . 161-180): on 
Anagnia 222; dedication for at Thugga 351; 
games for, in fourth Century A . D . 3 8 2 - 3 

Marcion, heresy of 309, 310 
Marius (Gaius Marius, consul 106, 104-100 , 86 

B.C . ) 143 
Marius Gratidianus (praetor 86 B .C . ) 143 
M a r k Antony (Marcus Antonius, triumvir after 

43 B . C . ) 208 

Mars 15 -16 , 31, 33 fig. 1.5 (a), 43, 47, 68, 146 
fig. 3.3; in G a u l 339; in a Mithraeum 282 

Mars A k t o r (in Gaul ) 339 
Mars Ultor (Avenger), temple o f (Map 1 no. 9) 

199-201 fig. 4.5; in the army 325; on 
Carthaginian altar 3 3 1 - 3 fig. 7.2; iconography 
of 200—2; and military glory 199; crosses 
pomerium 180 

Maryport: altars of 326 

martyrs 305; buildings for 368, 369; Peter and 

Paul as 377; R o m a n list of 379 
Mater Matuta, temple of 50 
M a t r a l i a ( l l June) 50-1 
M e n (Phrygian god): sanctuary of, reduced 

341 
menorah, in tr iumph 223 fig. 5.2 
Miletus, cult of R o m a in 158-9 

Minerva 33 fig. 1.5 (b); and Pompey 122; temple 
of 253; see also triad, Capitoline 

Minucius Felix (author, third Century A . D . ) 296 
misogyny: the Orient and 2 9 9 - 3 0 0 
Mithraeum, beneath S. Prisca (Map 3 no. 37): 

other deities in 2 8 2 - 3 ; closed by imperial 
official 373: see also Mithraism; Ostia, 
Mithraea 

Mithraism 230, 272; apogenesis 290; appeal of, 

2 7 9 - 8 0 , 2 8 2 - 3 , 2 8 5 - 6 , 288, 293, 2 9 4 - 5 ; 
army and 293, 295, 3 0 0 - 1 ; astronomy in 282, 
285 -6 ; catechism of 303; caves in 266, 279, 
285; Christ ian attacks on 310; distribution o f 

301; élite patronage of 2 9 2 - 3 ; exclusivity of, 
3 0 7 - 8 ; foreignness and 279-80; grades in 285, 
288, 295, 3 0 0 - 1 , 308; homogeneity of, 
303-4 ; initiation into, 2 8 8 - 9 0 , 303; last 
R o m a n record of 387; local Variation in 
303-4 ; membership of, 293, 2 9 4 - 5 , 298, 
3 0 0 - 1 ; sacrifice in 279, 285 -6 ; slaves, ex-slaves 
in 2 9 4 - 5 , 3 0 0 - 3 0 1 ; soldiers in 2 9 4 - 5 ; 
transformation of soul in 290; visibility of, 
266; origins of, 279 -80 ; other deities in 
sanctuaries of 282; Persian origins disputed 
279 -80 ; Porphyry on, 2 7 7 - 8 ; Senators, fourth 
century A . D . , priests in 383-4 ; social mobility 
and 3 0 0 - 1 ; symbolism of, 2 8 5 - 6 ; use of Greek 
in 294; absence of women from 298 

'Mithraist', as modern term 307 
Mithras: allegiance to 308; in the army 325; 

and Jupiter Dolichenus 281; sacrifice by 279, 
285 

mola salsa 52 
monotheism: development of 2 8 6 - 7 
Montanus 305 -6 ; see also heresy 
Mucius , see Scaevola 
municipia: 334 -6 ; Augustales m 357 -8 ; calendar 

received by 356; Capitolia of 3 3 4 - 5 ; defined 
315; priests in 334; see also coloniae, cities 
non-Roman 

mysteries: category of 247; as Greek 247 
Mysteries, Eleusinian 153, 223; enhanced 342; 

allowed by Constantine 374 

Mysteries, V i l l a of, 161-4 fig. 3.5 
myth, R o m a n 1-5, 10-11 , 2 3 - 4 , 53, 148-9; in 

Augustan Rome 171-2; in Chios 157-8; in 
Dionysius of Halicamassus 169—70, 172—3; 
foundation 174; place in ch. 4 passim; see also 
Aeneas; Attus Navius; N u m a ; Romulus 

myth, Indo-European 14-16; 171 
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myth, Greek 172; purified in Rome 172-3 

Naassenes (heretics), and Attis 311 
Narbo [colonia, in Gaul ) : cult of numen of 

Augustus in 355; seviri Augustales in 358 
Navius see Attus Navius 
neglect, religious: accusations of 1 3 9 - 4 0 , 1 8 1 - 2 ; 

denied 125-6 , 130-4 
Neptune: temple of 101 fig. 2.5 (caption); at ludi 

262 
Neptunalia (23 July) , in the army 325 
Nero (emperor, A . D . 5 4 - 6 8 ) : as supernumerary 

priest 188; investigates magic 219; and 
Christians 237; inscription of, over Parthenon 
343—4; Jupiter column (prototype) in honour 
o f 3 4 6 

Nicaea (Greek city in Bithynia): and Capitoline 
triad 3 3 6 - 7 ; C o u n c i l of 370 

Nigidius (Pubilius Nigidius Figulus, praetor 58 
B . c . , scholar) 152; and magic 153-4 

Nikopolis (near Act ium): Apollo of 199 
N u m a (king, traditionally 7 1 5 - 6 7 3 B . c . ) 1, 5, 

1 8 , 3 1 , 4 3 , 169 
numen, of Augustus 207, 3 5 4 - 5 
Numenius 277 
N u m l u l i (town near Carthage, later municipium), 

Capitol ium of 335 

obnuntiatio 110 
Obsequens, Julius.(writer, fourth-fifth Century 

A . D . ) 38 
October horse (equus October, 15 October) 4 7 - 8 ; 

Vestals and 53 
Opposition, religious 3 4 7 - 8 
'Oriental' cults, see cults, new 
Origen (Origenes Adamantius, Christ ian writer, 

c. A . D . 184 - c. 254) , Against Celsus 227, 277, 
296 

orthodoxy, Christ ian 2 8 4 - 5 , 306 -7 ; and C o u n c i l 
of Nicaea 3 7 0 - 1 ; privileges for 371; see also 
heresy 

Osiris 386; rustic festival of 387; Seneca against 
218 

Ostia: Magna Mater at 280; Mithraea of 266; 
Mithraists of 2 9 4 - 5 ; synagogue of 267 

O v i d (Publius Ovidius Naso, poet, 43 B . C . — A . D . 
17) Fasti: 6 - 7 , 170, 174-6; on Augustus 
2 0 7 - 8 ; on Romulus and Remus 184; on 
Magna Mater 197-8 

'pagan' 302 
paganism 312; as a choice 375; and Christianity 

364—5; and Christianity (in volume of A . D . 
354) 378 -80 ; resistance of 387 -8 ; classified as 
superstitio 372; monuments of, listed 381—2; 
restored 282 

Pales 174, 183; in a Mithraeum 282 
Palladium 187 fig. 4.4; 258 
Pantheon (Map 1 no. 31) 257, 285 
Parcae (Fates) 7 1 - 2 , 203 
Parentalia (13-21 February) 31, 50; Vestal 

Virg in at 50 
Parilia (21 Apri l ) 4 5 - 6 , 50, 53, 174-6 , 261, 282; 

in the army 325; as birthday of Rome 325, 
3 6 2 - 3 , 383; in fourth century A . D . calendar 
383; circus games at 263; Hadr ian and 258; 
and purification 174-5; and Saecular Games 
206; Vestals and 53 

participation, populat 4 8 - 5 2 , 185-7 , 203, 243, 
2 5 9 - 6 3 

pastoralism 175 
paterfamilias 49, 71, 229 
patricians 17-18 , 63 -8 ; priests 64, 134-5 
Paul (St.) in Rome 237, 268, 305, 3 7 6 - 7 ; in 

Phil ippi 240; see also Peter (St.) 
Paullus (Lucius Aemilius Paullus, consul 182, 168 

B . C .) 143 
Pax (Peace): temple of 253; see also A r a Pacis 
Penates 3, 3 2 3 - 4 
Perstans: and magic 155-6 , 234; Manichaeans 

242; and Mithraism 279 
personifications see abstractions, deified 
Petet (St.), 305; tomb of (Map 4 n o . 6 l ) 2 6 8 - 9 

fig. 6.3; Basilica o f (Map 4 no. 61) 368, 369, 
3 7 6 - 8 

persecution of Christians 2 3 6 - 4 4 ; Decian 
2 3 9 - 4 1 ; Diocletianic 2 4 2 - 4 ; ended by 
Galerius 367; explained 2 4 2 - 4 

Phil ippi 240 
Phrygians: influence of 197-8; as priests 197, 

261 
Pietas (Piety), temple of 90 
pilgrims to Rome 377 
Plancius (Cnaeus Plancius, aedile mid-50s B . C . ) 

124 
Plautus (Titus Maccius Plautus, dramatist, active 

c. 2 0 5 - 1 8 4 B .C . ) 75 , 78; on Bacchists 93 
plebeians 17 -18 , 63 -8 ; as priests 64, 134-5 
Pliny the Eider (Gaius Plinius Secundus, A . D . 

2 3 / 4 - 7 9 ) Natural History 9; on magic 155, 
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219; on fire-walkers 221 
Pliny the Younger (Gaius Plinius Caecilius 

Secundus, C . A . D . 6 1 - C . 112): on Christianity 
2 2 5 - 6 , 2 3 7 - 9 , 243; and priesthood 192-3; 
religio in 216 

Plotina see diva Plotina 
Poem against the Pagans 3 8 6 - 7 
politics and religion: early republican 2 7 - 3 0 , 

5 4 - 6 1 , 6 4 - 7 , 68; late tepublican 101, 104-8 , 
109-10 , 115-18; 125-30 , 134-40 , 143; in 
the Empire 359; in the late Empi te 370; 
Separation of, proposed 359 

Pollux see Dioscuri 
Polybius (Greek historian, c . 2 0 0 - c . H 8 B .C . ) 7; 

and Scipio 85 -6 ; on R o m a n religion 108-9; 
polytheism 212 
pomerium (Maps 1-3) 23 , 83, 174, 175-6 , 

177-81; Apollo inside the 198; Augustus and 
180; burials excluded from 180-1; coloniae zna 
157, 329; extension of 177-8; limits authority 
(civil) 178-9 , (military) 179-80; lusttation of 
1 7 8 ; m a r k e r s o f l 7 7 

pompa circensis 4 0 - 4 1 , 59 -60 , 262, 383 
Pompeiastai 147 
Pompeii: Isis in 293 
Pompey (Cnaeus Pompeius Magnus, consul7Q, 

55, 52 B .C . ) 115; divine honours to 147; and 
Sulla 145; temples founded 122, 144-5; 
theatre of 122-3 fig 3.1; and Venus 122, 144 

Pomponia Graecina, trial of 229 

pontifex (pontifices) 1 ,19, 2 4 - 6 , 2 7 - 8 , 39; 
Augustus as one of 186-92; authority of, in 
Italy 322; calendar and 25, 46; on Cicero's 
house 114; Citizens and 24; on Clodius' 
sacrilege 129; i n coloniae 157; undet 
Consrantine 372; and family sacra 25, 49; 
replace flamen 131; law and 24; lists of 102-4; 
lustrate pomerium 178; minor 260; record-
keeping by 9 -10 , 2 5 - 6 ; rulings of 105; at 
Salona 329; at T i m g a d 329; at Urso 328; 
Vestal-ttials by 137; sctibes of 19; significance 
of 2 6 8 - 7 0 ; at Z a m a Regia 329 

pontifex maximus 19, 21, 55 -8 ; Augustus as 
186-9; authority of 5 5 - 8 , 100, 107-8; Caesat 
as 100, 191; Constantine as 372; Crassus 
(consul 205 B .C . ) as 100; election of 68, 
9 9 - 1 0 0 , 136; empetots as 252; conflicts with 
flamines 106-8 , 119; Gratian resigns as 374; 
house of 189; Lepidus as 188-9; muha (fine) 
of 106-7; and the provinces 320-1 ; and the 

rex sacrorum 57 -9 ; Tiberius as 193; and Vesta 
189-91; and Vestals 5 7 - 9 ; see also pontifices; 
ptiests 

Pontus-Bithynia 225, 237, 243 
Porcius see Cato 
Potphyry (pagan philosopher, A . D . 2 3 4 - C . 305): 

on churches 268; on Mirhraism 2 7 7 - 8 , 285; 
against Christianity 277 

Porta Maggiore, Basilica of, see Basilica, 
Underground 

portents see prodigies 
Praeneste (Map 5), Fortuna of 89 
Ptaetextatus (Vettius Agotius Praetextatus, pagan 

senator, c. A . D . 320 -84 ) : defends Eleusinian 
mysteries 374; attacked for paganism 386 

Prefect of the City: Junius Bassus as 3 7 8 - 8 1 ; 
testores pagan monuments 382; testotes 
Minerva 382; rituals of, in fifth centuty 387 

prayers 3 5 - 6 
Piiapus 7 
priesthood: borrowing of 323; early character of 

2 7 - 8 , 68; cumulation of 188-9 , 192; elite 
control of 103-4 , 135; emperors and 186-92; 
emperor's control over 192-3; last (in 390s) 
pagan 387; Lat in 260, 323; local, controlled by 
Rome 3 4 0 - 2 ; maintained by Constantine 372; 
political activiry of 104-8; politics and 27 -30 , 
5 6 - 5 9 , 68, 103-4; temples and 87 

priests, priestesses 18-30; of the Augustan family 
333 fig. 7.3; control over 340 -2 ; rules of 
Colleges of 103-5; Egyptian 340; in coloniae 
157; co-optation of 102-4 , 135-6; election of 
109, 134-7; emperots as 186-9; legislation on 
99, 135-7; lose their immunities 374; of Lat in 
towns 323; of Magna Mate i 97, 160, 164-6 , 
3 7 - 8 ; membership of Colleges of 103; number 
o f28 , 6 8 - 9 ; politics and 9 9 - 1 0 8 , 134-7; of 
provincial cults 357; tecords of 9 -10 , 2 5 - 6 , 
66; senate and 29; social advantages of 359; 
supernumerary 188,192; see ako cults, new; 
H i g h Priest; lex Domitia; lex Ogulnia 

private/public, see rituals 
processions 4 0 - 1 ; Isiac 263; to the ludi 261; 

triumphal 44, 59-60; women in 7 0 - 1 ; see also 
pompa circensis 

Proculus Julius 149 

prodigies 19-20 , 3 7 - 9 , 80, 178; disappearance of 
routine 252; hermaphrodir.es as 80; 
intetptetation of 37 -8 ; recording of 3 8 - 9 

prophecy: lack of 63; and haruspices 102 

4 4 9 
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Proserpina (Persephone) 7 1 - 2 , 111, 202 
proselytes 275; hostiliry towards 276 
Ptolemais Euergetis (in Egypt); temple in, to 

Zeus Kapitolios 362; as reaction to Caracalla's 
edict 363 

Pudentilla 2 3 5 - 6 
pulvinaria 40 
Pythagoreanism 156; as superstitio 229; see also 

Basilica, Underground 

Quinct ius see Flamininus 

quindecimviri sacris faciundis. Augustus as 186; 
control Magna Mater cult 3 3 7 - 8 ; and Saecular 
Games 202—3; see also duoviri; decemviri 

Quir inus 4 - 5 , 15 -16 , 31, 43, 149; temple re
built 182-3 fig. 4.1; in fourth century 383; see 
also Romulus 

ravens, as Mithraic grade 285 

reaction, religious 8 6 - 7 , 8 7 - 9 8 , ch. 5 passim 
reciprocity, religious 34 
regia (in R o m a n Forum) 39 
rebellions, and religion 314 
reliefs, sculptured 319 
religio 2\5-19, 244, ch. 5 passim; Christ ian view 

of 227; definitions of 215-16; in Saeculat 
record 216; inTimgad 339; Valerius Maximus 
on 216; see also superstitio 

religion, change in 11-12 , 6 1 - 3 ; decline of 
11-12; definition of x -x i , 26, 153-4; and 
magic 154; proper/improper 153-6 , 215, 224, 
228; official/popular 247 

religion, Roman: agriculture and 15-16 , 4 5 - 7 ; 
adaptation of, in coloniae 3 3 1 - 3 fig. 7.2; in the 
army 3 2 4 - 8 ; authority in 61; borrowing from 
314, (as creative) 331; boundary of, with 
Christ ianity 388; change, fundamental, in 
3 6 4 - 5 , ch. 8 passim; character of 12, 4 2 - 3 , 
4 9 - 5 0 ; Christ ianity conflicts with 239 -40 ; 
consensus in 139-40; continuity of 17, 61, 70, 
79; alleged decline of 11, 74, 77, ch.3 passim, 
169; defence of 150, 181; early development 
of 10; differentiation in 149-56; discussion 
within 109, 150-1 , 153; domestic 4 8 - 5 1 ; as 
education 75, 113; fluidity of 6 -8 , 4 7 - 8 , 
2 4 9 - 5 0 ; on the Empire's frontiers 3 2 6 - 7 ; and 
Greeks 157-8; influence of ch. 7 passim; 
influences on 60, 6 2 - 3 , 6 4 - 6 , 145-7; 
knowledge of, in coloniae 3 3 0 - 1 ; and local 
cults 3 4 3 - 8 ; and magic 153-6; outside Rome 

ch. 7 passim; Polybius on 108-9; place, as 
religion of ch. 4 passim, 2 7 8 - 9 , 365; 
persistence of, into fifth Century 387 -8 ; 
questioning within 165-6; at Salona 329, 330; 
and superstitio 218; at T i m g a d 329; tradition 
of, in Christ ian Rome 388; at Urso 328; vows 
in 320; warfare and 15-16 , 2 6 - 7 , 4 3 - 5 , 47, 
59 -60 , 111-12; writing on 110-13 , 151-3 , 
181; at Z a m a Regia 329; see also Republic; 
Innovation; reaction; revival; sources 

religion, pre-Roman: our ignorance of 319; in 
East and West, compared 339 

remedia 3 7 - 8 , 63 
Remus, killing of 175-6 , 177, 178, 183-4; see 

also Romulus 
Republic: continuity with monarchy 5 9 - 6 1 ; 

foundation of 54 -61 ; religious character of 54, 
61, 103-4; see also 'restoration', Augustan; 
kings, R o m a n 

'restoration': Augustan 77, 167-8 , 188; of 
temples 2 5 2 - 3 

resurrection 290 
reversal, rituals of 4 4 - 5 , 50 
revival, religious: Augustan 77 ,168-9 ,188; of 

Latin cults 323-4; in second century B . c . 

110 -113 
rex sacrorum 9, 19, 25, 28, 39, 5 4 - 6 1 ; authority 

of 57 -8 ; dating by 9; exclusion from politics of 
58, 59; identity of, with king 58; in Latin 
towns 323; limitations on 56; in north Italy 
323; and pontifices 55—9; and pontifex maximus 
55-8 ; rituals of 56; see also Vestal Virgins 

Rhea Silvia 31 

rites depassage49, 50 
rituals: in the army 3 2 6 - 7 fig. 7.1; change in 

132-4 , 173-6; in coloniae 3 2 9 - 3 1 ; dedication 
at Salona 330; funding of, abolished 396; 
imperial 195-6 , 2 0 6 - 1 0 , 348 -63 ; at L a v i n i u m 
323; private/public 4 8 - 5 4 , 78; understanding 
of 6 - 7 , 4 6 - 8 ; participation in 4 8 - 5 2 , 185-7 , 
203, 243, 2 5 9 - 6 3 ; of purification 174-6 , 203, 
327 fig. 7.1; see also epulum Iovis; evocatio; 
festivals; lectisternium; litatio; ludi; lustratio; 
pompa circensis, processions; remedia;ieversal, 
rituals of; sacred spring; sacrifice; Saecular 
Games; suovetaurialia; supplication; 
taurobolium; triumph; vows 

ritualism II, 45 
Robigo, Robigalia (25 Apri l ) 4 5 - 7 
Roma, Dea (goddess) 158-60 fig. 3.4; and 
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Augustus 352, 353, 355; on altar, in Carthage 
333 fig. 7.3; cult in Rome 2 5 7 - 8 ; Augustan 
temples o f 353 

Romanization 314, 318, 339 -48 ; and 
Interpretation of local cults 344—7; and local 
cults 3 2 7 - 8 , 3 3 8 - 9 , 342 -8 ; and 'foreign' cults 
338; of priesthoods (eastern) 3 4 0 - 1 , (western) 
3 4 1 - 2 

Roman-ness 134, 246; affirmation of, in non-
Roman communities 336; challenged 164-6; 
education in 75, 113; in Egypt 362 -3 ; and 
Empire 215; of new cults 303, 338; paraded 
336 -7 ; redefined 212, 337, 338; retained by 
Christians 379 -80 ; and sacrifice 239, 3 2 6 - 7 
fig. 7.1; in the law of Urso 328; variarion of, in 
coloniae 333, 335; see also foreignness 

Rome (the city): siže of 245; cosmopolitanism of 
245-6 ; displacement of 364; pluralism of, in 
fourth cenrury 3 8 1 - 2 

Romulus (king, tradirionally 7 5 3 - 7 1 5 B .C . ) ix, 
1 - 2 , 4 - 5 , 3 1 , 141-2; and the Arvals 194; and 
asylum 224; Augustus and 5, 182-4 , 194; 
Caesat and 148-9 , 176; in Chios 157-8; and 
Chrisrians 388; at Cotbtidge 326; foundation 
ritual of 157, 175-6 , 329; his hut 173; in 
temple of Mars Ultor 200; Maxentius and 259; 
praised by Dionysius 172-3; and Remus 158, 
175-6 , 177, 183-4 , 326; temple of, closed 373; 
and the wolf326; see also Quir inus 

tose festival: at Cotbridge and D u r a Europus 326 

rules, religious 125-6; disputed 128-9 , 129-30; 
respectfor 128-9 ,130 

Sabbarh 49 
sacer, as penalty 59 

sacra, inherited 49 
sacted spring (versacrum) 32, 80 
sacrifice 3 5 - 6 , 3 6 - 7 , 3 7 4 - 5 ; in the atmy 3 2 6 - 7 

fig. 7.1; banned 374, (tepeatedly) 387 -8 ; in 
Carrhage 333 fig. 7.3; Christianity and, 226, 
239, 241, 242; by the Danigi 346; by 
emperors 186, 350 fig. 7.5; for emperors 195, 
2 3 9 - 4 1 , 3 6 1 - 2 ; human 81, 2 3 3 - 4 , 385; 
Interpretation of 3 6 - 7 ; meat from 310-11; 
Mithtaic 279, 2 8 5 - 6 ; and power 361; rules of 
36; as test 239; watfare and 4 4 - 5 ; by ward 
magistrates (vicomagistrt) 187 fig. 4.3; women 
and 297; universally required 239, 242 

Saecular Games 7 1 - 2 , 111; Augustan 201-6; 
Augustus in h y m n of 207; Claudian 206; not 

celebrated by Constantine 372; close the 
courts 261; cycles of, disputed 205 -6 ; 
inscription of 170; myth of 202; relocation of 
206; rituals of 202; theatrical shows (Latin) 
2 0 3 - 4 , (Greek) 204; tradition of 205; 
women's role in 296—7 

Salius (Salii) 1, 53, 216; in Latin towns 323; 
membership of 229 

Salona (colonia, in Dalmatia) 329-30; Aventine 
D iana in 330 

Salus (Public Safety) 52 -4 , 195-6 
salvarion: idea of criticized 287, n . l 19; see also 

ttansfotmation 
Sarapis 254, 2 6 4 - 5 fig. 6.2; Egyptian charactet 

of, disputed 254; in Mithtaeum 282; fesrival of 
383 

Satricum 6 7 - 8 
Saturn, temple of 39 
Saturnalia (17 -23 December) 50, 80, 261; in 

Athens 337; in Egypt 337 
Saturninus (Lucius Appuleius Saturninus, tribune 

103, 100 B .C . ) 140 
Scaevola (Quintus Mucius Scaevola, consul 95 

B.C . ) 146, 151 n.104 
Scipio Aemilianus, see Aemilianus 
Scipio Africanus (Publius Cornelius Scipio 

Africanus, consul205, 194 B . C . ) 84 -7 ; trial of 
86 

Secular Games see Saecular Games 
self-definition, religious 2 1 5 - 1 6 
Sementivae (January) 45 , 50 
senate 2 9 - 3 0 , 150, 249, 256; shares pagan 

rituals, in fifth centuiy A . D . 387; in conflict 
over altar of Victory 374, 380, 386 

Senators: Christians among, in third Century 

2 9 1 - 2 , 378; face choice, after Constantine 

375, 378; and Isis 291; absence of, from new 
cults 291; and priesthoods 192-6 , 229, 383-4; 
and religio 384; and temples 196—7; wives of, 
as Christians 299; wives of, in Isis cult 299; 
women ofthe otder, as ascetics 3 7 5 - 6 

Seneca (Lucius Annaeus Seneca, c. A . D . 1-65) 
218; as Pythagorean 229; on superstition 

2 1 7 - 1 9 
septemviri epulones 101 fig. 2.5; Augustus joins 

186; see also triumviri epidones 
Septimius Sevetus (empetor, A . D . 193-211): 

temple of Liber and Hercules 255; on arch of 
Lepcis 350 fig. 7.5; games for, in fourth 
century A . D . 3 8 2 - 3 
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Servius Tul l ius (king, traditionally 5 7 8 - 5 3 5 B . C . ) 

184 
Shield of Virtue (clipeus virtutis) 186-7 fig. 4.3; 

333 fig. 7.3 
seviri (six men) , at Narbo 358; one type of 

Augustales 358; see also Augustales 
Shintoism 3 1 6 - 1 7 
Sibyl (of Cumae) 6 2 - 3 , 198 
Sibylline Books 27, 6 2 - 3 , 69, 81; transferred to 

Apollo 198, 205; and Saecular Games 205 
Silenus 162-3 fig. 3.5 
S imon of Samaria (magician, arguably Christ ian) 

227 
slaves 246, 294; as benefactor (Carthage) 333 fig. 

7.3; Chris t ian 295, 299; and Lares Augusti 
357 

Smyrna, cult of R o m a at 158 
social mobility: and new cults 300—1; and 

imperial priesthoods 359 
society, religion and 15-16 , 4 2 - 3 , 46, 48, 79; 

conflict in 6 3 - 7 , 6 7 - 8 , 9 5 - 6 , 98; change in 
149-50 , 359; order ritually maintained in 
3 6 1 - 2 ; Subversion of, feared 2 1 3 - 1 4 

sodales Titii: Augustus joins 186 
sodalitates 97 
Sol 33 fig. 1.5 (f); in Augustan calendar 258; 

Aurelian and 254; on Constantine's coinage 

367 fig. 8.1", Invictus Elagabalus, temple of 
(Map 2 no. 9) 258; games of 263; pontifices of 
2 5 8 - 9 

Sorrento base 190 fig. 4.4 
sources: for regal period 4, 10; Interpretation of 

10; for che Republic 5 -10 , 7 5 - 9 , 114-17 , 
119-21; for the Augustan period 169-71; for 
imperial Rome 2 4 7 - 8 ; for rhe Empire 319 

space, Organization of 2 2 - 3 ; 369 
Spain: local deities in 345-6 ; dedications for 

emperor in 351; see abo Danigi; Tarraco; 
Urso 

states, centralisation of 213 
status dissonance 301 n.169 
Sulla (Lucius Cornel ius Sulla Felix, consul88, 80 

B . C . , dictator 82-19 B .C . ) 131; repeals lex 
Domitia 137; his felicitas 144; and Pompey 
145; and Venus 144 

suovetaurilia 112 -13 fig. 2.5 (caption); 327 fig. 
7.1 (caption) 

superstitio 2 1 5 - 1 9 , ch. 5 passim; ambiguity o f in 
the fourth Century 371; characterizes foreign 

groups 2 2 1 - 2 ; Christ ian view of 227; 

Christians accused of 242; clergy and 
371;dangers of 217, 244; forbidden, at 
Hispel lum 371; Judaism classed as 371; 
meanings of 217; Seneca on 2 1 7 - 1 9 ; see also 
religio 

supplication 243 , 261; in the army 325 
Symmachus (Quintus Aurelius Symmachus, 

pagan, consul A . D . 391) urges toleration 386; 
memorialized 387; as a character in 
Macrobius' dialogue 388 

synagogues 2 6 6 - 7 , 269 
syncretism 3 1 7 - 1 8 and n. 11, 3 3 9 - 4 8 

T a r q u i n the Eider (king, traditionally 6 1 6 - 5 7 9 
B . c . ) 2 3 - 4 ; and Sibylline Books 62 

T a r q u i n the Proud, (king, traditionally 5 3 4 - 5 1 0 

B.C . ) 3, 54, 59 
Tarraco {colonia, in Spain): site of provincial cult 

to Augustus 354; cult requested 356; initiative 
ascribed 2 5 6 - 7 

taurobolium 280, 338; reinterpreted 384 
Tellus (Earth): on A r a Pacis 2 0 3 - 4 fig. 4.6; 

adapted in Carthage 3 3 1 - 3 fig. 7.2; in Vaga 
336 

Temple , Jewish: destruction of 341; 
contributions to 280, 341 see also Jews; 
Judaism 

temple-building 39, 8 7 - 9 1 , 121-4 , 196-201 , 
2 5 3 - 9 ; to the Augustan family 3 3 1 - 3 , figs. 7.2, 
7.3; under Augustus 197-201; by Aurelian 
2 5 8 - 9 ; by Caracalla 254; in coloniae334; 
control over 8 8 - 9 ; credit from 88; of the divi 
253; by Elagabalus 255 -6 ; emperors' 
monopoly of 196; finance of44 , 8 7 - 8 , 334; by 
Hadr ian 257 -8 ; Interpretation of 124-5; at 
Nimes to Gaius and Lucius Caesar 356; 
restoration and 124; by Septimius Severus 255; 
at Vienne to divus Augustus and divahivia 
356; war and 44, 87 -8 ; see also church-building 

temples, Egyptian: R o m a n supervision of 340 

templum 22—3, 285 
tensae 40 
Terence (Publius Terentius Afer, playwright, 

160s B .C . ) 78 
Terentius see Terence, Varro 
Terentum (or Tarentum) (Map 1 no. 37) 71, 

111, 202 
T e r r a Mater see Tel lus 
terracottas, votive 12 -13 fig. 1.2, 69, 98 
Tertul l ian (Quintus Septimius Florens 
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Tertullianus, Christ ian writer, c. A . D . 160-C. 

240) 2 3 9 - 4 0 uses Varro 331 

texts, teligious: Christ ian 2 8 4 - 5 , 303; Isiac 279, 

284, 303; Jewish 284, 303; Mithraic 285, 303; 

see also books, priestly 

theatre: stone 90; theatre-temples 122-3; of 

Pompey 122-3 fig. 3.1, 204, for Saecular 

Games 2 0 3 - 4 ; wooden 2 0 3 - 4 

Thinissut (town (non-Roman) in north Africa): 

Augustus as god in 336; cult of Baal and T a n i t 

in 336 

Thugga (town neat Carthage): Capi to l ium of 

335; and the emperor 351 

Thuburs i cu N u m i d a r u m (municipium in 

Algeria), Capito l ium of 335 

Tiberius (emperor, A . D . 14 -37) 193, 207, 322; 

and Isis 231; decree on astrology 2 3 1 - 2 ; 

worshipped by 'barbarian' 352 

T i b u r (Tivol i - M a p 5) 323 

T i m g a d (colonia in N . Africa) 2 1 6 - 1 7 , 329; 

Capitol ium of 334; elite dedications in 3 3 8 - 9 ; 

and protection of the emperot 351 

Ti tus (emperor, A . D . 7 9 - 8 1 ) : arch of 223 fig. 5.1 

toleration, religious 212 

T o r Tignosa 13 

tradition: Innovation and 199-201 , 2 0 1 - 5 , 

2 5 8 - 9 , 2 7 8 - 8 8 , 378-81 fig. 8.2; in book of 

A . D . 354 378-80 ; invention of 3 2 3 - 4 

T r a j a n (emperor, A . D . 98 -117 ) 228; on burial 

law 321; Christianity and 2 3 7 - 9 ; column of 

3 2 7 - 8 fig. 7.1; on dedication law 321; temple 

o f ( M a p l n o . 8) 253 

transformation 289-91 

Trastevete (Map 1 no. 26): Chrisrians in 269; 

Jewish burial-place 270; Palmyrene gods in 

272; synagogues in 269 

triad, Capitoline 3, 15, 39, 195-6 , 334; on arch 

at Lepcis 350 fig. 7.5; dedication to, at Nicaea 

336 -7 ; games lor, at Thugga 351; at Urso 334; 

O l d rriad' 15-16; plebeian triad 64 -6 ; see also 
Jupiter Capitolinus; Juno; Minerva 

tribune of the plebs 107 
tr iumph 4 4 - 5 , 142-3; dtess 44, 59 -6 , 143; 

crosses pomerium 179-80 

triumviri epulones 100-1 fig. 2.5; 103; see also 
septemviri epulones 

T r o y 1, 84; and Magna Mater 197-8; see also 
Aeneas 

Trumusiatis (sometimes Tribusiatis) local deity 

in Dolomites: interpreration of, as Apollo 344 

Tul l ius see Cicero 

Twelve Tables: alleged concern with magic 

154-5 

Ulp ian (Domitius Ulpianus, Jurist, early third 

Century A . D . ) 224, 238; on asrrology 233; on 

Christ ianity 239 

Urso (in Spain), law of 157, 328; priestly 

Privileges in 328 

Vaga (town, non-Roman, in notth Africa): shrine 

of Tel lus in 336 

Valerian (emperor, A . D . 2 5 3 - 6 0 ) : on élite 

Christians 291 -2 ; orders sacrifice 241; 

confiscates property 268; bans catacombs 271 

Valesius 202 

Varro (Marcus Terentius Varro, 116 -27 B . C . , 

antiquarian): Divine Antiquities, 8, 11, 117, 
151-2 , 175; and the Arvais 194; as aurhority, 

outside Rome 331; originality of 153; on 

religious decline 118, 120; on the origin of the 

ludi Tarentini 204 
Vatican: bull's genitals (vires) from 338; Petet 

(St.) and 3 6 8 - 9 ; taurobolia tecotded on 384 

Vatinius (Publius Vatinius, tribune 59 B . C . ) , and 

magic 155-6 

Vediovis 67, 89; temple of 89 

venenum 2 3 3 - 5 

Venus: as absttaction 62; in fourrh century A . D . 

387; and Magna Mater 280; in temple of Mats 

Ultor 200; in Mitbraeum 282 

Venus E r y c i n a 80, 83 

Venus Genetrix, temple of (Map 1 no. 10) 123 

fig. 3.2, 145; on Catthaginian altar 3 3 1 - 3 fig. 

7.2 

Venus Victrix, temple of (Map 1 no. 35) 122 fig. 

3.1, 144 fig. 3.3 

Venus and Rome: temple of (Map 1 no. 6) 

2 5 7 - 8 , 260, 263 

ver sacrum, see sacred spring 

Verres 115, 121 

Vervactor 11 

Vespasian (emperor, A . D . 6 9 - 7 9 ) : extends 

pomerium 178; tespects tradition 179-80; 

remple to Pax 253 

Vesta 7, 5 2 - 3 , 175; Augustus' co-habitation with 

191; cult of maintained 382; priest of 191; 

temple of (in forum Romanum) 3, 39, 51; 
heatths and 53; Palatine shrine of 189-91 fig. 

4.4 
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Vestal Virgins 1, 3, 19, 21, 51 -8 , 81, 137, 296; 
ambiguity of 5 2 - 3 ; Augustus and 193-4; 
domesticity of 5 1 - 2 ; entombing of 51, 137; 
fertility and 52-4; house of 189; and the 
imperial family 194; in Lat in cities 51, 323; 
and Palatine cult 190 fig. 4.4; phallus zna 53; 
pontifex maximus and 52; privileges of 51; 
prestige of 193—4; and religio 216; rex sacrorum 
and 52, 57 -8 ; salus and 52-4; significance of 
52-4; statues of 382; trials of 8 1 - 2 , 137; see 
also rex sacrorum, pontifex maximus 

Vestalia (9 June): in the army 325 

vici (of Rome) 184-7; magistrates of 

{vicomagistrî) 185-7 fig. 4.3, 260; persistence 
of 186 

victimarius (victimarii) 326—7 fig. 7.1, 330 
Victoria (Victory): temple of 69; conflict over 

altar of 374, 380, 386; at Corbridge 326; on 
Belvedere altar 185-7 fig. 4.3; at T imgad 
351 

Vinal ia (23 Apr i l , 19 August) 15, 45 
Virgi l (Publius Vergilius Maro , epic poet, 7 0 - 1 9 

B . C . ) : Aeneidi, 173; and A l b a Longa 1 8 5 - 7 
fig. 4.3; Macrobius on 388; on Magna Mater 
198; on Romulus and Remus 183 

Virtus and Honos (Virtue and Honour) : temple 
o f ( M a p 1 no. 4) 105 

visibility of religions, 2 5 9 - 7 8 
votives, of body-parts 12-13 fig. 1.2, 69 
vows 3 2 - 5 , 44, 62; in the army 325, 326; 

imperial 195-6 , 2 0 6 - 7 , 252, 353; Christians 
refuse 240; in the provinces 320 

Vulcan , Volcanal 12, 263 

warfare, effects of 73 -4 ; and Mars 199; see also 
religion, R o m a n 

witch, female 220 
witch-hunts 2 1 2 - 1 4 
women: in Christianity 298, 299, 375 -6 ; in 

Bacchic cult 298; and heresy 299; in Isis cult 
297, 299; in Judaism 298; hostility to 
2 9 9 - 3 0 0 ; participation of, in traditional cults 
296; power of, limited 299; as priestesses 296; 
religious roles of 7 0 - 1 , 82, 91, 9 5 - 6 , 213, 
2 9 6 - 8 ; as subversives 2 1 3 - 1 4 , 226 η . 49; and 
superstitio 217', 297 

Z a m a Regia {colonia in north Africa) 329 

zodiac: Mithraic 286; zodiacal table 232 fig. 5.3 

Zoroaster 279, 280 
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