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Preface to the Paperback Edition

This is one of four paperback volumes drawn from the full,
clothbound, two-volume English-language edition of Yves
Bonnefoy’s Mythologies. These paperbacks are not an after-
thought, but were part of the publication plan from the very
beginning. Indeed, one of the reasons why we restructured
the original French edition as we did was in order ultimately
to make these separate volumes available. For though there
is of course a sweep and majesty in the full editions, both
French and English, a breathtaking scope that is the true
raison d’étre of the work as a whole, there is also, in the
English version, a pattern that allows readers to focus on one
culture at a time. And it is with such readers in mind that the
University of Chicago Press is issuing these paperbacks,
which will include (in addition to the present volume) Greck
and Egyptian Mythologies, Asian Mythologies, and African and
American Mythologies. Each book draws from the full work
not only the culturally specific material but also the two
prefaces and the general introductory essays, which deal
with methodological issues pertaining to all the cultures
discussed.

Since each culture poses different problems, and each sec-
tion of essays embodies the work of a different group of
French scholars, each has its own methodological flavor and
its own contribution to make to the more culturally specific
study of mythology. The present volume begins with Roman
mythologies and goes on to trace the ways in which Greek
and Roman myths (known primarily in their Roman form)
continued to inform and animate early Christian and later
European literature. The particular innovation in these es-
says lies, I think, in the ways in which they apply the meth-
ods of mythologists to works that have previously been
treated primarily by theologians and literary critics. This ap-
proach brings into focus an entirely new line of development
in the great literary classics of the West and encourages us to
take a fresh look at the problems of cultural and historical
diffusion.

vii

For example, there is one theme that several of the authors
chose to select out of thousands of possibilities—the theme
of the ways in which other cultures saw the links between
their myths and those of others, and in particular the ways in
which the dominant culture of the West, European Christi-
anity, looked at the mythologies of the world. Thus, in the
essay entitled “Christian Judgments on the Analogies be-
tween Christianity and Pagan Mythology,” the author ex-
plains how the early Christian fathers came to terms with the
striking resemblances between their own religion and the
pagan myths of the dying and rising god. My favorite argu-
ment is this one:

In [Justin’s] eyes, demons find a choice ground for their
manipulations in particular pages of the Scriptures: in the
Messianic prophecies, inspired visionaries mysteriously
described the Savior long before his coming. So the de-
mons, in order to deceive and mislead the human race,
took the offensive and suggested to the poets who created
myths that they give Zeus many sons and attribute mon-
strous adventures to them, in the hope that this would
make the story of Christ appear to be a fable of the same
sort, when it came.

From these humble beginnings, European theologians con-
tinued to lock horns with Roman deities, even as European
peasants continued, blissfully unaware of these theological
battles raging over their heads, to incorporate ancient myths
into their living folk traditions. And, on a rather different
track, European poets continued to draw upon, and rein-
terpret, the great Greek and Roman myths to express their
individual geniuses. We should hardly be astonished to find
that French folklore and literature hold a central place in
these essays, but almost equal time is given to the great En-
glish Romantic traditions up to the present. And the volume
concludes with an argument for the relevance of these myths
in our own lives and thoughts today.

Wendy Doniger






Preface to the English Edition
of the Complete Work

Yves Bonnefoy in his preface (which follows this preface)
explains why he organized his book—and after all, this is his
book—as he did. He had good reasons, and he is eloquent in
their defense. But it remains for me to explain the ways in
which the English edition differs from the French in more
than the language in which it is expressed, since some of
what M. Bonnefoy will say does not in fact apply to this
edition at all, particularly in what concerns the arrangement
of the articles.

M. Bonnefoy graciously if reluctantly allowed me to re-
structure his work. As he put it, “Of course I will miss the
formula of the dictionary, for the reasons that I indicate in my
preface (the rupture with all the apriority of classification, the
possibility of surprising juxtapositions, in short, the irony),
but I absolutely do not oppose your choice, which is in response
to very good reasons, and which is better adapted to the
English-speaking world in which your edition will appear. 1
therefore give you carte blanche, with the understanding
that you will publish my preface as is. For it is a good idea to
point out that the book was originally what I indicate in that
preface—this will bring in a supplementary point for
reflection.”! On another occasion,” he remarked that there
was another consideration (one that, I must confess, had not
occurred to me) that had persuaded him to organize his
original version of the book in what he termed “the random
way,” while we might be able to rearrange our version in
“the more organized way’’: French students, he pointed out,
have only limited access to open stacks in the French libraries
(since there is not enough room to accommodate them) and
few of the bookstores are quiet enough to read in. French
students therefore have apparently not formed the habit of
browsing—except in a dictionary.

Without denying the validity of his arguments, let me state
my reasons for the reorganization. And in order to justify the
changes, I shall first state my conception of the strengths and
weaknesses of the French work itself.

The Strengths and Weaknesses of the French Edition

To begin with, even in its French form, with all the articles
arranged alphabetically, it is not a dictionary, nor even an
encyclopedia, nor a dispassionate fact-book even for those
topics that it covers (and many major items are omitted). It is

a quirky and idiosyncratic set of essays, long and short, by a
particular group of mythologists, most or whom are French
and all of whom participate in the French school of mythol-
ogy in its broadest sense. The patent omissions and biases
have prompted a certain amount of criticism leveled at the
French edition,” criticism of imbalances, of inconsistencies
(in the selection of topics, in the manner of their treatment,
in the style, in the methodologies, etc.), and of the choice of
illustrations, as well as more substantive criticisms of the
interpretations.

Some of these criticisms are just; some are not. The
arguments about what is there (what is said about the
mythologies that are discussed) are interesting; the argu-
ments about what is not there are, I think, beside the point.
Many of the scholars involved in the project chose not to
write about what other people (including certain reviewers)
regarded as “central” or “basic”’ themes of the mythologies
they treated; they wrote long essays on the subjects they
cared about personally, and gave short shrift to subjects to
which other scholars might have given pride of place. The
reader who continues perversely to look for ways in which
the glass is half empty rather than half full will notice
immediately, for instance, that there is almost nothing about
Islam or Judaism in the book. This is primarily because Yves
Bonnefoy had originally intended to save this material for
another volume, on the mythologies of monotheistic
religions—a volume that has not yet materialized. It might be
argued that this justification is disingenuous, for some of the
very best material in the extant volume is on Christianity,
which is by most standards monotheistic. But on closer
inspection it is quite clear that while the book does treat the
appropriation of classical mythology by Christianity, and the
incorporation of “pagan mythologies” into what might be
called “rural Catholicism,” it rightly does not treat main-
stream, monotheistic Christianity as a mythology. Moreover,
to have dealt with the central traditions of Islam and Judaism
in this way would certainly have been tantamount to a
betrayal of what the adherents of those religions regard as
their basic tenets. Yet this Jewish and Islamic silence is also in
part accounted for by the simple fact that the authors who
were assembled to prepare this book did not choose to write
articles on these subjects. Similarly, the African articles deal
almost exclusively (though hardly surprisingly) with Franco-
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phone Africa; yet these articles constitute superb paradigms
for the study of other African mythologies. So, too, there are
only two articles on Buddhism per se, and there is virtually
nothing about Buddhism (or Islam, for that matter) in
Southeast Asia (though there is a great deal of wonderful
material about indigenous Southeast Asian religions, and
those two articles on Buddhism are fascinating). On the
other hand, there is extensive coverage of the Turks and
Mongols, whose mythologies are relatively unknown to
Western readers. This sort of imbalance might be regarded as
a kind of mythological affirmative action.

This is, therefore, certainly not an encyclopedia. In a
famous painting by the surrealist René Magritte, a caption in
his neat script, under a painting of what is clearly a pipe,
declares, “This is not a pipe.” 1 would have liked to write on
the cover of this book, “This is not a dictionary of mytholo-
gies.”” Rather like the ugly duckling that turned out to be a
terrific swan, as a dictionary this book leaves much to be
desired, but as a book of mythologies it is superb, indeed
peerless. If it is not a dictionary, what is it, then? It is a most
exciting (far more exciting than an encyclopedia ought to be)
collection of essays on some aspects of some mythologies,
written by a group of brilliant and philosophically complex
French scholars. It is highly opinionated and original, and
should inspire hot, not cold, reactions. Like all multiau-
thored works, it is a mixed bag; there is some jargon, some
wild theorizing, some boring surveys, some overclever inter-
pretation, and some of what I would regard as simple errors
of fact, but there is also an overwhelming proportion of very
sound and/or brilliant articles about mythology in general
and about a number of mythologies in particular. This is not
primarily a book, for instance, to consult for all the stories
about Apollo; one has Robert Graves for that (though this is
a far better book with which to begin to formulate some ideas
about the meaning of Apollo). It is, however, a book in which
to discover the delightful and useful fact that in the ritual
celebration of the Brazilian god Omolu, who is of Yoruba
origin but came to be syncretized with Saint Lazarus, people
dance to a beat called "he kills someone and eats him.” 1 was
thrilled to come upon a hauntingly sad and beautiful Inuit
myth about the cycle of transmigration of a mistreated
woman, a myth that agrees, in astonishing detail, with
certain complex myths of transmigration that 1 know from
medieval Sanskrit philosophical texts. Other readers will
undoubtedly stumble upon strange stories that are curiously
familiar to them—stumble upon them quite by chance, just
as Yves Bonnefoy intended them to do.

But if the selection is not as complete as a dictionary
should ideally be, neither is it as arbitrary as a nondictionary
can be. Most of the great mythological traditions are covered,
and within those areas most of the important myths are
treated. But this is not the point. What is treated very
thoroughly indeed is the problem of how to understand a
mythology, what questions to ask, what patterns to look for.
More precisely, this is a book that demonstrates what hap-
pens when a combination of two particular methodologies,
those of Georges Dumézil and Claude Lévi-Strauss, is ap-
plied to any mythology. It is, as its title claims (in English as
in French), not so much a book about myths (sacred narra-
tives) as a book about mythologies (whole systems of myths,
or even systems of ideas about myths). It is that rare and
wonderful fusion, a book about methodology that simulta-
neously puts the methodology to work and shows you just
what it can and cannot do. It is a mythodology.

Many of these articles tell the reader how to study mythol-
ogy in general and, more important, how to study each
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particular body of mythology, how to solve (or, more often,
to approach) the particular problems that each mythology
presents. Some tell the reader why it is not possible to write
an article about that particular mythology at all (a consider-
ation that does not, however, prevent the author from
writing the article in which this assertion is made). The most
hilarious example of this (I will leave the reader to decide
which article it is) is almost an unconscious satire on the
pusillanimity of scholars in certain fields; in it, the author
goes on for pages and pages (it is one of the longest articles
in the book) telling us, over and over, why there are
insufficient data, why the data that we have are skewed,
why the extant interpretations of the data are skewed, why
all hypotheses and generalizations about the data are worth-
less, why in fact it is impossible to make any valid statement
about the mythology at all. This is in its way a masterpiece,
a kind of Zen nonarticle on a nonsubject, a surreal piece of
nonscholarship worthy of Samuel Beckett. And yet even this
article has its value here as a striking example of one
particular methodology, one approach to the subject, that
argues in great detail, and rightly, the obstacles that oppose
any truly responsible survey of the subject.

But this is the exception, not the rule. The book teems with
marvelous primary material, both myths and rituals (with
which many myths are inextricably linked), using the mate-
rials and the methodological considerations to animate one
another, the soul of data within the body of theory, and the
soul of theory within the body of data. Sometimes the
methodology is in the foreground, sometimes the data;
usually they are in a fine balance. In the Greek and European
sections, for instance, there are startling reinterpretations of
well-known stories, or new emphases on previously over-
looked details in well-known stories; many of the articles on
the Greeks demonstrate the cutting edge of French structur-
alism. As Arthur Adkins has remarked, ""The dictionary inits
French version is a truly remarkable work. The Greek section
in particular is quite unlike any other dictionary known to
me. [It] for the most part presents the views of the Paris
school, and the writers come out fighting. The Paris school is
undoubtedly producing the most interesting work in the
field at present. . . . [The work] represents more of a parti pris
than the title ‘Dictionary’ may suggest.”* The Vietnamese
section, by contrast, abundantly documents a fascinating
mythology that is virtually unknown to the English-speaking
world, and presents it, moreover, in the context of an
enlightened political awareness that is almost unprecedented
in scholarly treatments of mythology anywhere (but that is
also a notable virtue of the articles in this volume that deal
with the Americas and Oceania).

If this is a book as much about method as it is about myths,
what is the method? It is a masterpiece of what might be
called trifunctional structuralism, a joint festschrift for
Claude Lévi-Strauss and Georges Dumézil, a vision of the
world of mythology seen through their eyes, la vie en
Lévi-Strauss and Dumézil. To combine the methodologies of
these two scholars is in itself a most extraordinary and
fruitful achievement. If [ may oversimplify both approaches
for a moment, Lévi-Strauss’s basic method, a variant of
Hegelian dialectic, is to seek the intellectual or logical frame-
work of the myth in binary oppositions that are mediated by
a third term; the Dumézilian approach is to gloss the main
figures of a myth in terms of three functions that have social
referents: religion and government, defense, and material
production. These two theories are in no way contradictory,
especially if one resolves the potential conflict between
Dumézilian tripartition and Lévi-Straussian bipolarization by



taking into account the mediating third term and thus
making Lévi-Strauss, too, tripartite. In this sense, both of
them operate with triads, though very different triads.
Furthermore, they complement rather than contradict one
another because they focus on different levels (Lévi-Strauss
on abstract intellectual concepts, Dumézil on social func-
tions). Combined as they are in this volume, they.are
startlingly innovative.

Indeed, the beauty of the book is that it is not doctrinaire
in its application of the theories of these two great scholars,
but rather creative and imaginative. Dumézil’s trifunctional
analysis of Indo-European mythology is applied, quite
loosely to be sure, even beyond the bounds of the Indo-
European world (where it is, properly speaking, no longer
trifunctional but tripartite), and a general way of thinking in
terms of oppositions and inversions forms the armature of
many analyses in which the name of Lévi-Strauss is not
actually invoked. The search for tripartitions of both sorts is
the driving force behind many of the analyses in this book.

The book is so very French that I thought seriously of
putting the word “French” in the title of the English edition:
Muythologies According to the Cuntcmpuraru French School, or The
View from France, or Essays in the French Style, A French
Collection, A Paris Collection, The French Connection, and so
forth. Yves Bonnefoy’s remarks, in his preface, explaining
why he chose primarily French scholars are delightfully, if
unconsciously, Francophile. He has maintained elsewhere
that the preponderance of French scholars was simply a
natural outcome of choosing to organize the scholarship
from the geographical center of the project, Paris, rather than
to range over the world at random. But as anyone who has
ever had the privilege of working at the Sorbonne will
immediately realize, most French scholars think that the only
people who know anything are other French scholars. In this
instance, at least, they would be right: such is the hegemony
of French scholarship in the field of mythology right now
that a well-read American or British mythologist would
probably draw on precisely these same “French” ap-
proaches.

This is one of the great values of the book: it represents, as
few other works in any field do, the achievements of the
créme de la creme of an entire generation of French scholarship
in a large and important field. Yves Bonnefoy himself has
remarked that he loves the book because it freezes a moment
in time, in history, and in space; it is the embodiment of the
beauty of the Ecole Pratique.

But in a way, the guiding spirit of the book is not just that
of the twin gods, Dumézil and Lévi-Strauss. [t is the spirit of
Yves Bonnefoy himself. This is, after all, a book put together
by a poet, not by a philologist. The editor of this nondic-
tionary is also, let me hasten to say, a scholar of the first rank,
but he is at heart a poet. The reader who keeps this in mind
is more likely to get from the book what it has to give than
the reader who picks it up hoping that it will be a kind of
mythological Guinness book of records.

The Restructuring of the English Edition

We decided to restructure the book in order to minimize its
weaknesses, emphasize its sometimes hidden strengths, and
make it useful to the English-speaking reader in new ways.
Its primary weakness is, as [ have admitted, that it is not a
true encyclopedia. If the English edition were arranged
alphabetically, as the French edition is, readers might look
for things and not find them and get mad, as some of the
French reviewers did; and, on the other hand, readers might
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overlook a lot of strange and beautiful essays that no one
would ever dream of looking up on purpose at all.

Bonnefoy in his preface explains why he wanted to use a
dictionary format: to avoid all prearranged categories, to let
the reader find things by chance, to allow accidental juxta-
positions to give rise to unexpected ideas. But to some extent
this argues for a false naiveté on the part of the reader and
even, perhaps, on the part of the editor, for both of them are
looking for something. In choosing the arbitrariness of alpha-
betical order, Bonnefoy is indeed shuffling the deck; but he
does still have a deck, which, like all decks, is highly
structured. The alphabetical shuffle conceals the true order
but does not destroy it. Thus, for instance, all the articles on
a certain subject are written by a single author, an expert on
that subject. Clearly the articles were originally commis-
sioned in this way, and they are still listed this way in the
front of the French edition. And each author does have his
methodological presuppositions, which the reader encoun-
ters every time he or she wanders (arbitrarily, accidentally)
into that territory. Bonnefoy chose to conceal the patterns
that he saw in the material in order to let readers discover
them by chance; I have chosen to set out in the open the
patterns that I see, and to let readers decide whether or not
they want to follow those patterns. The difference lies in
what sort of browsing is encouraged, cross-cultural (through
the French edition’s physical juxtaposition of the major
articles on creation or on sacrifice) or intracultural (through
the English edition’s grouping of all the Siberian or Celtic
articles).

Several of the translators, the Honigsblums in particular,
arranged the work according to geographic areas or cultures,
which made it easier to check the consistent use of technical
terms. Gradually it occurred to us that this arrangement
would also be useful to readers. Bonnefoy chose to mix the
cultures together to encourage cross-cultural apercus; I chose
to separate out each culture to encourage consecutive read-
ing in each tradition. (Another, related advantage of the
present arrangement lies in the fact that this arrangement
will make it possible in the future to publish sections of the
work as individual books, making them available to special-
ists in particular cultural fields.) For the overall structure I
decided to use a kind of geographical swing: beginning with
Africa, then traveling up through the Near East, the ancient
Mediterranean, the Indo-European world; remaining in
place geographically but moving forward in time to later
European culture, then back in time to South Asia; on in both
space and time to Southeast Asia, East Asia, Inner Asia; across
the Bering Strait to North America, South America; and fin-
ishing the journey paradisiacally in the South Pacific. Within
each category of culture (Greek, Celtic, etc.), I have put the
long, meditative, general essays first, and the shorter, more
straightforward dictionary entries second. Several pathbreak-
ing essays that are not tied to a particular culture, and that
immediately establish the Dumézilian and structuralist stance
of the book, form an introductory sequence.

Of course, since both the French and the English editions
have detailed indexes, and the French edition has an outline
listing the articles according to cultures, it comes down to a
matter of emphasis, for in either edition the reader can find
materials that are arranged alphabetically (both in the index
and in the body of the work in the French edition, and in the
index in the English edition) as well as materials that are
grouped according to the culture (in the outline of the French
edition, and in the body of the work in the English edition).
In the restructured English edition, the reader can still use
the index as Bonnefoy suggests the French index might be

x1



PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION

used, to find his or her favorite Naiad or Norse god, and also
to find all the articles on, say, creation, or sacrifice, which cut
across methodological lines. This is, after all, the same book,
and can ultimately be used in all the same ways.

New problems arise out of this rearrangement, however,
for some cultures don’t really fit into any of the large
categories—Turks and Mongols, Armenians and Albanians,
Ossets and Georgians, Siberians, Malagasy, Maghreb—and
so [ had to settle for putting them where they seemed least
out of place. Another disadvantage of my rearrangement i<
the fact that it exposes repetitions, necessary in an encyclo-
pedia (where the author of any one article, who cannot
assume that the reader will have read any other article, may
therefore have to resupply a certain amount of basic mate-
rial), but rather jarring in a book such as this (where the
reader may well find it annoying to read the same story, or
the same theory, almost verbatim in consecutive articles). A
good example of this recycling is provided by the very first
part, on West Africa, with its recurrent motifs of twinning
and sexual mutilation; another occurs in the South Asian
section, which pivots around the sacrificial pole and the
avatar.

I decided not to cut any of these repetitions, however, for
several reasons. First of all, I decided not to abridge or revise
(a decision I will attempt to justify below). Second, some
readers may only pick up isolated articles and will therefore
need the basic information that also appears in other articles.
And, finally, these repetitions demonstrate how certain
scholars always think in terms of a limited number of
particular myths, dragging them into whatever other subject
thev are supposed to be discussing. For scholars, like their
native informants, do just what Lévi-Strauss says they do:
they continually rework the same themes in a kind of
academic bricolage, and no two variants are ever guite alike.

For the most part, I think the rearrangement is a positive
move. For one thing, it makes it possible to read the book,
instead of merely browsing in it or looking thmgs up in it
(though, as | have said, readers can still engage in both of
these activities in the English edition). For another, it may
prove more useful in this form not only to mythophiles and
area specialists, but to people interested in French anthro-
pology and philosophy.

The book is therefore restructured, because of course it was
originally highly structured, ideologically if not organization-
ally. Its English title, Mythologies, to me echoes the wonderful
books by Roland Barthes and William Butler Yeats, both with
the same title, and further resonates with the French title of
the great Lévi-Strauss trilogy, Mythologiques (treacherously
translated in one English edition as A Science of Mythology).
Mythologies has, finally, the advantage of being simulta-
neously an English and a French word, a last attempt at
bilinguality before the Fall into the English version.

The English Translation

This edition was prepared “under my direction” in not
nearly so important a sense as the original was “sous la
direction de Yves Bonnefoy!” Certain parallel procedures
probably exacerbated rather than minimized the inevitable
slip twixt French cup and English lip, and one of these was
the employment of a team of English scholars to translate the
text that was originally composed by a team of French
scholars.

Gerald Honigsblum translated the entire second volume of
the French edition, with the editorial assistance of Bonnie
Birtwistle Honigsblum. The first volume was translated by a
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group of professional translators (Danielle Beauvais, Teresa
Lavender Fagan, Louise Guiney, Louise Root, Michael Sells)
and another group consisting of some of my students in the
history of religions (Dorothy Figueira, Barry Friedman,
Daniel Gold, John Leavitt, and David White). Their initials
follow those of the original authors of the French articles.
Bruce Sullivan did the bibliographies.

The translated articles were then checked for accuracy (in
the transliteration of names, technical terms, and so forth) by
specialists in each of the particular fields. Arthur Adkins did
by far the most difficult task, working painstakingly and
courageously through the enormous and often very tricky
articles on the Greeks and Romans. Lawrence Sullivan vetted
Africa and the Americas for us; Robert Ritner, Egypt; Walter
Farber, Mesopotamia; Dennis Pardee, Semites; Richard Beal,
Hittites; Laurie Patton, Celts; Ann Hoffman, Norse; Zbig-
niew Golab, Slavs; Frank Paul Bowman, Richard Luman, and
David Tracy, early Christianity; Anthony Grafton, medieval
and renaissance Europe; Francoise Meltzer, modern Europe;
Charles Keyes, Southeast Asia; Anthony Yu and Jane
Geaney, China; Gary Ebersole, Japan; Bruce Cummings,
Korea; Matthew Kapstein and Per Kvaerne, Tibet; Robert
Dankoff, Turks and Mongols. 1 did the South Asian and
Indo-Iranian sections.

There are thus several levels at which inconsistencies—in
style, in format (citations of texts, abbreviations), in translit-
eration, in ways of dealing with specific untranslatable
concepts—could have slipped in: differences between the
technical languages (not to say jargons) and the methodolo-
gies employed by the various academic guilds that regard
themselves as the proprietors of cach culture (anthropolo-
gists in Africa, Sanskritists in India, archaeologists in Sumer,
and so forth); differences between the approaches of individ-
ual French authors, between our several translators, between
our experts; and, over the long haul, differences in my own
decisions at particular stages of the final supervision, and in
the decisions of our copyeditors at the Press. We have tried to
minimize the inconsistencies, but we know that many re-
main.

We left the bibliographies basically in their original form,
with the following exceptions: in some cases we have sub-
stituted English editions for French editions, or extended the
dates of continuing series, and in several cases we have
added supplementary bibliographies (clearly designated as
such and distinguished from the original French text). But
many bibliographies and articles still cite the French editions
of texts that have subsequently appeared in English.

We did not follow the usual practice of citing standard
English translations of Greek or Latin or Sanskrit works that
the French, naturally enough, cited in French. Instead, we
translated the French translation of the classical text into
English. At first glance this procedure may seem unwise, but
we found it necessary because the French version of the
classical text (and the subsequent analysis, which depended
upon that version) often differed so dramatically from any
extant English translation that the sense of the discussion
would be totally obscured by the introduction of such a
translation. We made an occasional exception, using a stan-
dard English translation where there were long quotations
not directly analyzed in the French text, or where the
available Engllsh translation was very close to what the
French author had made of the orlgmal (We were also,
unfortunately, forced to translate back into English a few
citations from English primary and secondary sources that
time and other constraints prevented us from obtaining in
the original form, and to retranslate several entire French



articles that we know were originally written in English,
because the English originals were for one reason or another
no longer available to us.)

We decided to give Greek and Roman names, wherever
possible, in the form used by the Oxford Classical Dictionary,
which unfortunately is inherently inconsistent. The OCD has
the advantage of avoiding pedantry by spelling most names
in the way that people in English-speaking countries are
used to seeing them. This means Latinizing most of the fa-
miliar Greek names (not, of course, substituting Roman
names: thus we have Heracles, not Herakles, for the Greek
god, but Hercules only for the Roman god), but not Latiniz-
ing the unfamiliar Greek names, and not Romanizing any of
the Greek words when they are not names. All words, in-
cluding proper names, that are printed in the Greek alphabet
in the French edition have here been transliterated. No ac-
cents are indicated, and macrons are used not to distinguish
long and short a, i, and u, but only on ¢ and o, to distinguish
epsilon from eta and omicron from omega.’

We also sought to standardize the transliteration of non-
Greek names and terms, such as Gilgames (vs. Gilgamesh)
and Siva (vs. Shiva), and we used the Pinyin system for most
Chinese names." But this general policy was sometimes over-
ruled by the demands of a particular article. We strove
for consistency within each article—using English titles for
Greek works where the meaning was needed and traditional
Latinized titles where it was not, full citations or abbrevia-
tions as appropriate, and so forth. Assuming, perhaps snob-
bishly, that anyone who couldn’t read French couldn’t read
Greek or Latin, I have translated many titles and quotations
that my sanguine French colleague, Yves Bonnefoy. had left
in their classical splendor. Except for the titles of certain
works generally known to English speakers in their original
form, and terms that either are familiar to readers or have no
English equivalent, I have translated everything, even terms
like polis (for the most part), and savoir faire, and, sometimes,
par excellence. 1 fear that this may insult some readers, but |
suspect that it will be a welcome (and in any case probably
invisible) crutch to hor polloi.

Despite everything, the book remains idiosyncratic, but
the idiosyncrasies are in large part a true reflection of the
original French edition. In general, we have not corrected the
original text at all, since, as I noted above, the work is valu-
able not only for the information and ideas that it contains
but for being what it is, a moment frozen in time, a fly in
amber, an incarnation of the Ecole Pratique as it was in 1981,
warts and all. The warts include matters of style and politics,
such as sexist and occasionally racist language in the original
text. These problems were sometimes ameliorated and some-
times exacerbated by the transition from French to English.
Thus, to ameliorate, we often chose to translate homme as
“human” rather than “man”’; but the English “savage” (often
more apt than “wild” or “primitive”) exacerbates the nega-
tive connotations of sauvage, which the French often use in a
positive sense.

Our respect for the integrity of the French text made us
resist the temptation to correct what we regarded as errors in
that text. (Of course, we made our own errors, and unfortu-
nately the reader who does not have the French edition will
not know, if he or she finds a mistake, which side of the
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Atlantic it originated on.) We certainly made no attempt to
correct such major problems as wrongheaded (in my opin-
ion) opinions, nor to decipher the impenetrable semioticisins
in one or two articles or to excise the unreadable lists in
others. At the other end of the spectrum, however, we did
correct typographic errors and a few outright howlers (such
as a reference to the lliad when the Odyssecy was clearly
intended). It was trickier to decide what to do about the
middle ground: infelicities of expression, repetitions, and so
forth. Of course we tried to clarify unclear thoughts, though
we certainly did not always succeed. But for the most part,
we respected our French colleagues’ right to live with their
own sins.

At first we made no attempt to smooth out the English,
striving only to make the French thought accessible in En-
glish, leaving it awkward when it was awkward. We did try,
however, to say well in English what was well said in French.
In the end, however, our collective gorge rising again and
again in response to such massive proportions of transla-
torese and the fatal attraction of the cliché juste, we did try to
relax the translation a bit.

By and large, I opted for fidelity over beauty. This is rather
a shame, for the original French text is, on the whole, very
beautiful. Not for the first time I take com{ort in Claude Lévi-
Strauss’s famous dictum that, whereas poetry may be lost in
translation, “the mythical value of myth remains preserved
through the worst translation.”” 1 fear that we have lost
much of Yves Bonnefoy’s poetry; I can only hope that we
have found, for the English reader, most of Yves Bonnefoy's
mythology.

Wendy Doniger

NOTES

1. Yves BONNEFOY, personal communication, 28 June 1984.

2. Notes on a meeting with Yves Bonnefoy, 6 June 1988.

3. As, for example, by Ropert TURCAN, in “Mythologies et reli-
gions: Notes Critiques, a propos du Dictionnaire des Mythologies . . . "
in Revue de I'Histoire des Religions 200, no. 2 (April-June 1983): 189-98.

4. ARTHUR ADKINS, personal communication, 2 March 1988.

5. Our attempt to follow, consistently, the above rule resulted in
the following apparent inconsistencies. A distinction is made be-
tween the treatment of two forms of the same word when it is used
both as a name and as a noun: thus we have Eros (the god) and eros
(the emotion), Cyclops (plural: Cyclopes) for the individual and
kuklops for the class of creature. Exceptions to the general Latiniza-
tion occur in certain familiar spellings particularly with regard to clk
(Clytemnestra, following the regular policy, but Kronos, following
general usage); to -osl-us (Pontus, following the rule, but Helios, fol-
lowing general usage); and to certain plurals (Kronides, but Oceanids
and Atreidae; Melissae, but Moirai). In general, upsilon is translite-
rated as y in Latinized names, such as Polyphemus, but as u in
nouns, such as poluniétis. And so forth.

6. For the Yoruba names, we chose to follow the French edition in
using a simplified transliteration, for the system that is technically,
and politically, correct is extremely cumbersome and incompatible
with the methods used in other parts of the work.

7. CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS, Structural Anthropology (New York 1963),
210.
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Preface to the French Edition
of the Complete Work

A few words of introduction, not in justification of the
enterprise, but in order to clarify certain of its intentions and
various points of method.

One of our primary convictions was of the need to adopt
the dictionary format. Encyclopedias, invariably too lengthy
to be read in a single sitting, are usually approached through
the index, thereby functioning like dictionaries but with
certain disadvantages that dictionaries do not have. For one
thing, reacers of encyclopedias are deprived of those sudden
juxtapositions that alphabetical order can effect between two
topics that may have something in common but occur in
different contexts: chance encounters from which fresh in-
sights can emerge. And for another thing, an encyclopedia,
no matter how rationally intended the order of its contents,
cannot but reflect the preconceptions of the time when it was
written; it thus rapidly becomes dated and, even, from the
very moment of its conception, imposes certain constraints
on its readers. We have onlyto think of the treatises of the
not very distant past and their way of drawing distinctions
between the Mediterranean world and what is loosely re-
ferred to as the Orient, as if western Europeans lived at the
center of the world! Progress has been made in this respect,
but potentially dangerous prejudices are undeniably still at
work in our thinking today. “Any classification of religions

.. will always in some way be factitious or one-sided; none
is susceptible to proof,” wrote Henri-Charles Puech.! Onrly
alphabetical order, arbitrary by definition, can eliminate
hidden dogmatism or prevent the consolidation of an error
as yet unperceived as such.

Furthermore, and as a corollary to its primary task of
rational organization, an encyclopedia also tends toward a
kind of unity—if not homogeneity—of discourse; and be-
cause any work of this kind attempts to say the most in the
least possible number of pages, there will be—in order to
achieve coherent exposition of the most important
material—an attenuation of what, in a monograph, would
remain undiminished or would even be enhanced: diversity
of viewpoint, the clash of ideas and methods, to say nothing
of the irreconcilability of different scholars’ feelings, aspira-
tions, and temperaments. Even when there is consensus on
some point, we cannot believe that this disparity, the nutri-
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ent on which all scholarship thrives, will have lost its seminal
value. The advantage of a dictionary, which allows free rein
to a greater number of authors, and which facilitates the
juxtaposition of both detailed analysis and broad synthesis,
is that it can more comfortably, or more immediately, accom-
modate a living science whose very contradictions and even
lapses into confusion serve as a lesson that can inspire, and
on which we can reflect. We might say that a dictionary can
aspire to a totalization which, because it is still only potential,
is less subject to the perils of dogmatic deviation. Within a
dictionary’s open-ended structure, every aspect of scientific
research—classification or comparison, hypothesis or explana-
tion, discovery of a law or conjecture as to its significance—will
be allowed to reveal its specificity and find its own level. We
may, therefore, regard the dictionary format as the most
adequate expression of today’s scholarship, which is suspicious
of all systems, instinctively realizing the complexity and plural-
ities inherent in its objects of study as well as the interaction
between these objects and its own methods.

There is, in short, a kind of spirit or “genius” in what
might simply appear to be the way the subject matter is
arranged; and in direct consequence of this conception came
the following decision: that in making the choices rendered
necessary by the limited space, preference would be given to
the process of discovery rather than to what has already been
discovered; to new challenges, new departures, and new
divergences rather than to the syntheses of the past, even
those still found acceptable today. In deciding what to
include in the dictionary, our preference has been, in other
words, for new problems rather than old (and hence overfa-
miliar) solutions, even major ones. Research, the only en-
deavor, today, to which we habitually apply the word
“pure,” has been our true objective. In this book the reader
will find what are at this very moment the pivotal points
being debated in regard to this or that myth or religious
festival, and not a mere enumeration—the comprehensive-
ness of which would in any case be difficult to establish—of
points already settled in the past. And let us remark in
passing that, by so doing, we are merely making public, for
the sake of a more general reflection, a practice that has
already proved itself in certain scientific circles, but only to a
privileged few. The introduction to the Annuaire of the Ecole
des Hautes Ftudes (section V, religions), states that the
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teaching dispensed by the professors of this institution is a
science “in process”” and that “those responsible for teaching
others will find no better way to exercise their function as the
initiating and motivating force behind their students’ re-
search than by sharing . . . the results of their own, even if
this means admitting to failures.” In this dictionary we have
not always been quite so radical as these admirable words
advise, but we, too, have attempted not to “’transmit what is
already known, but to demonstrate as concretely as possible
how knowledge is acquired, and how it grows.?

[t should therefore come as no surprise to the reader that
some of the assignments normally charged to works on
mythology were eliminated from our project at the outset,
notably those detailed accounts of demigods, nymphs, de-
mons, genies, and heroes that occupy the forefront of less
recent or more conventional studies. Insofar as these figures
do not appear prominently among those chosen by contem-
porary scholars for reevaluation, merely to have listed them
and added a few perfunctory remarks about each one—
which, as there are thousands of them, is the best we could
have done—would have been once again, and once too
often, to present only the chaff instead of getting at the grain
deep within, to rethrash the oversimplifications of yesteryear
with an outward show of scientific objectivity. Apart from a
few minor protagonists of Greek myth—retained because of
their artistic or literary importance, through centuries of
survival or revival or nostalgla for the gods of antiquity—we
have chosen to deal, rather, with the innumerable minor
characters in the drama of creation and the cosmos within
the context of broader-based articles concerned primarily
with structures: creation, cosmos, sacrifice, the divinity of the
waters, divine animals or ancestors, etc.—the structures that
modern science has taught us better to discern beneath the
apparent disorder of myths. For only through these more
active concepts, these more all-encompassing frameworks,
can we realize the ultimate meaning of something that has
always been only an element in the symbolic totality arising
from man’s desire to know; only in this way will we be able
to perceive the differences, similarities, resonances, and,
what is more, the perhaps hidden truth, the quality of mys-
tery, even the power to terrify, that underlies figures who
became, in the mirror of classical paintings or in the Mythol-
ogies of our grandparents, elegant Marsyas or lovable Flora.
The reader will, however, be able to find the information that
our articles do dispense about many of these tiny sparks from
the larger fire, by referring to the index, where many names
that he may have regretted not finding more prominently
displayed in the columns of the text have been assembled.

We have, on the other hand, been generous in allotting
space—and sometimes a great deal of space—to what at first
glance might appear to be an excessively specific or technical
development on a minor point in a remote religion, or an
almost unknown tribe. We have done so because some
important aspect of the most recent research in the field is
thereby revealed, is therein at work, and the essay is
therefore being offered, indirectly, as a concrete example of
today’s practical methods. In a situation of overwhelming
possibility, the guiding principle presiding over the choices
we did in fact make was consistently to prefer the illuminat-
ing example over the supposedly exhaustive enumeration;
except on those occasions when a truly extensive, minutely
scrupulous coverage of a field narrow enough to be included
in the book in its entirety could also be made to serve as one
of our major exemplary cases. This dictionary is in large
measure a network of examples, each with some bearing on a
particular level or category of religious experience or scien-
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tific method; if we have included a study of sacrifice in a
religion in which sacrifice is especially important, we have
deliberately omitted an article on sacrifice for another region
of the world in which, by the same token, animals or the
presence of the dead have been selected from a mythic
narrative in which they are felt to be essential. The advantage
of this principle is that it allows us to plumb the depths,
which is one way to achieve universality and thus to speak of
everything, despite the occasional appearance of superfici-
ality. The reader will note that our articles are seldom very
short; allowing for the stylistic terseness characteristic of
dictionaries, we strove for an average length that would
permit us to publish what are actually brief monographs; 1
am pleased to note that the present enterprise has served as
the occasion for much research, some of it completely new,
either in subject matter or in approach. The reader will thus
be a witness to the creative process in action.

And if he should be annoyed because he cannot find in our
table of contents or even our index some name or subject to
which several lines have been devoted in the Oxford Classical
Dictionary or the Real-Encyclopidie, he should also bear in
mind the intellectual character of our endeavor, and should
listen in the depths of our pages for the stirrings of research
in process, that catalyst through which, from the womb of
needs as yet unsatistied, hypotheses as yet unproved, oppo-
sitions and even contlicts, are born the research projects,
innovations, and ideas that tomorrow will provide the ma-
terial for new articles in the still open dictionary and, later,
for a whole new volume. Any dictionary worthy of the name
must affirm, with real fervor, that it will continue thus; that
is, that it will turn into a serial appearing twelve times a
century, an institution whose past becomes future, a rallying
ground that will help keep a discipline alive.

1

What is this discipline, exactly, in our own case? And how
did we define or, rather, how were we able to recognize the
subjects appropriate to our dictionary?

It is entitled Dictionary of Muythologies and Religions in
Traditional Societies and in the Ancient World—thus, apparently,
introducing two distinct subjects. What really is the subject,
and what, in terms of specific content, will the reader find in
the book?

Let us state at the outset that what our French publisher
wanted was a “Dictionary of Mythologies,” explanation
enough in itself, because it refers to a specific area and one
abundantly rich in problems of great scientific interest today.
To quote again from section V of the Annuaire: the current
tendency for the science of religion to assume a central place
in anthropological studies is due to “the increasing impor-
tance being accorded to ‘myth’ for the interpretation and
comprehension of the human phenomenon. On this point,
the most diametrically opposed schools of contemporary
thought are undivided. Religious myths have attained high-
est priority as objects of study by the most disparate scientific
disciplines and schools of philosophy, whether they are
regarded as images or projections of a system of communi-
cations among men; as manifestations of archetypes of the
psyche; or as the special objects of a phenomenology of
human consciousness . . "> Certainly we no lon(k.,er believe,
as did the Socrates of Plato’s Phaedrus, that there is no need
to study myth because the important thing is to know
ourselves—rather the reverse. Mythology appears to us ever
more clearly as one of the great aspects of our relationship
with ourselves, as well as being a conception of the world



and the terrestrial environment that has been undoubtedly
useful; we therefore ought to draw up a balance sheet—
however provisional—of the discoveries made by the present
century in the various chapters of man’s reflection on.myth.
That there is still not complete agreement among scholars as
to how myth should be defined matters little; that the
problem of definition may even be premature also matters
little, precisely because the plurality inherent in the enter-
prise of a dictionary as defined above actually makes the
juxtaposition of contradictory propositions seem natural and
allows them to be compared with one another. Neither in
this introduction nor in the body of the book, where the
actual choices have been made, will the reader find a
definition of myth decreed as law, as if the die were cast. Our
only methodological limitation, one that in our view safe-
guards the rights both of the study of myths as archetypes
and of the methods appropriate to myths approached as
systems of communication, is to apprehend myth on the
level of collective representations, where, as one of our
contributors writes, myth is “the form in which the essential
truths of a particular society are articulated and communi-
cated”” Despite what may be the apparent freedom of the
narrative, our task must be to seek within it a body of
collective knowledge in contradistinction to the ephemeral
creations of the individual consciousness, no matter how
impressive these may be in great novels or poems. Apart
from a few fleeting insights, included solely that we might
better understand and recognize the limitations we have set
for ourselves, there are in our dictionary none of the “per-
sonal myths” that come from art and the free play of
imagination and that perhaps belong to a dialectic entirely
different from those that unite human beings under the sign
of their communications in the real world, of their confron-
tation with real necessities, and that are accompanied and
made possible by rituals and beliefs. We have similarly
omitted from the book what are sometimes referred to as

“modern myths,” representations that are circulated by
popular literature or the media, myths that do indeed touch
many spirits but that differ from the great majority of mythic
narratives in that they are not so much the expressions of a
society as they are the expressions of a yearning for a
different society, or of the fear of forces that the structures of
our societies have not integrated. In our view, the place for
the studv of these is, rather, in a dictionary devoted to the
basic categories of religious experience as such, in particular,
transcendence, eschatology, and salvation.

In short, the myths in this book have been culled only from
the mouths of societies or groups. This does not indicate a
refusal to study the connection between myth and the deep
structures of the human psvche; it merely delimits, in order
to avoid any confusion, an object of thought that could then
be connected with others, or analyzed in other ways than has
been done here. The one form of individual creativity we did
consider appropriate to include, at least through a few major
examples, is the reflection of those who, although they may
have relied on highly subjective spiritual or philosophical
preconceptions, nevertheless attempted—as did Plato, for
example, or Cicero—to understand myths as society pro-
duces them or assumes them. Objective as contemporary
scholarship aspires to be, there are a few preconceptions
similar to theirs still at work today, perhaps; so who can tell
if in these ancient interpretations of myth there is not some
lesson that could be of use to future investigations either of
myth as the expression of social relationships, or of mytho-
logical figures as spearheads cutting through local custom
and belief toward more universal spiritual forms?

PREFACE TO THE FRENCH EDITION

But assuming nothing about the essence or function of
myth except its relationship to a society does not necessarily
mean that erecting the boundaries for a dictionary of mythol-
ogies presents no further problems. For no myth exists in
isolation; none is a narrative drawing only on itself for its
terms and its conventions. We still had to decide what,
precisely, from a given society or culture, and from among all
its conscious or unconscious communal acts, ought to be
included in the book so that none of the discussion or
information would be elliptical or too allusive. In other
words, what complementary studies must be integrated into
a dictionary of mythologies to ensure that the overall state-
ment that it makes will not be hobbled, giving only an
impoverished and therefore dangerous idea of the field?

Here is where we can justify the ambiguous precision ot
our title, in which the word “religion” appears next to the
word “myvthology.” Proceeding empirically, at no great philo-
sophical risk, we may hold as evident that in every human
society mythical narrative and religious practice are closely
related; and thus, that evervwhere, or almost everywhere, it
is the historian or analyst of religions who also studies
mythologies. As a corollary to this, surely we can affirm that
it makes little sense to classifv and analyze myths without
reference to those aspects of religion that have determined
them and will certainly clarify them. And, further, if we do
so, in order to make room for this additional material we
should also be prepared to sacrifice some of the data about
myths properly speaking: what is lost in comprehensiveness
will largely be regained in the comprehension of the place
and the meaning of myth. This book deals with religions as
well as with mvths; or, rather, it stands at the intersection
where the two roads meet—always with the proviso, how-
ever, that each of our contributors has been left free to decide
for himself how to apportion the two concerns in practice,
taking account of the vastly different forms that the same
scientific goal can assume in areas as diverse as Indonesia,
for example—that huge complex of societies, languages, and
religious influences, where current research is still at the
stage of amassing data that must subsequently be put in
order—or Vedic India, or Greece, which we know plenty
about.

We do not mean that all things religious are therefore in a
relationship of complicity, or even of continuity, with the
production of myths and the sometimes evanescent, some-
times enduring, figures of myth; there is a dividing point at
which one must take sides; the consequences are bound to be
great and it is important to justify them. It may come as a
surprise to the reader that the religions of Sumeria, Egvpt,
and Persia are included in the book, while Judaism, Christi-
anity, and Islam are not; that the divinities—if that is the
right word—of Buddhism are included, but that no reference
is made to the spiritual essence of this major religious
experience as it occurs in China, Japan, or elsewhere. It may
also cause surprise that, more specifically, the studies of the
religions which have been included do not mention what has
often made them forms of transcendental experience, mys-
teries, quests for the Absolute, arenas of soteriological am-
bition for the vearnings or the nostalgia of individuals or of
sects. This is because, during such phases in a religion’s
development, the religious principle—in its essence, per-
haps, a contradictory one—turns against the mythic narra-
tive by which it is at other times nourished. When this
happens the spirit is no longer content to rest at the level of
the gods but aspires to a transcendence that it senses as
amounting to something more than the representations of it
provided by myth; it rejects myth or creates in place of it a
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gnostic system to uncover its secret meaning. And the effort
thus made by the religious spirit to reach the divine within
mythical manifestations that it regards as paradoxical or
imperfect consequently determines that this aspect of the
religious experience has no place in a dictionary of myth and
of the rituals and beliefs associated with myth. We have not
taken into consideration here the aspect of religion that fights
the gods, the mediating powers, that holds them to be
paganisms; this aspect in itself is so complex and so rich that
it would take another book at least the size of this one to do
it justice. The reader will therefore not find among th
religions introduced in this volume those whose essential
vocation is—let us try to be succinct—the direct experience of
transcendent divinity; nor those which tend to have a
universal message, addressed to all people everywhere, no
matter what their culture or where they live; not even those
religions whose moorings in the history of a specific society
or a specific people have enabled them, through a founder, a
theophany, a prophet, or their reform of a previous pagan-
ism, to attach to themselves legends or histories closely
resembling myths. In practice, we have excluded from this
book the great religions of a Word, a Promise; and especially
the mystery religions, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Gnosti-
cism, Taoism, and the legacies of the Buddha. The one
exception to this rule consists of certain incursions justified
by the “pagan” nature of some of their minor aspects, such
as the cult of the saints in our own churches or the gods and
demons of Buddhism.

Let us hope that these religions will one day form the
subject of another dictionary, one dealing, as it were, with
divinity, as opposed to gods; with universal theologies and
experiences of unity, in contrast to the rivulets of myths,
rituals, and holy places. Upon further reflection, we ought
also to reserve for another volume certain problems of
boundaries, such as the way in which past and present
evangelistic missionaries have regarded the myths of societ-
ies they set out to convert, not without repercussions on
Christian doctrine; or—to come closer to home—the way in
which at certain moments Christianity itself has played the
role of a myth: a myth of truth, or progress, even at the price
of relinquishing a good part of its aptitude for genuine
communion. As one of our authors writes, myths are never
recognized for what they are except when they belong to
others; it is therefore our duty to apply to our own behavior
as people of the Western world the same methods that our
science reserved only yesterday for so-called primitive soci-
eties. But a great religious experience must first be described
before we can go beyond it and begin the task of distinguish-
ing its ambiguities.

And yet certain religions which might be said to represent
a quest for the Absolute as obvious as any other—those of
India, for instance, and perhaps also of Egypt—have been
included; but this is because in their search for unity they
involve myth in a very intimate, almost ultimate, manner, if
only in an initial stage and as one more form of illusion. We
have not used the word “polytheism” to designate the
religions whose myths are dealt with in this dictionary,
despite its apparent reference to the differentiation, the
polymorphy, of the divine. For although there are resolutely
polytheistic religions, such as those of ancient Greece or
Rome, in other cultures and other lands there are religions
based on more complex intuitions, in which the multiplicity
of representations at once clear-cut and diffuse exist in a sort
of breathing of the spirit that seems to refute our own
exaggerated distinctions between entity and nonentity, be-
tween the one and the many. Might we not, perhaps, call
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these religions ““poetic” or “figurative,” since an artist knows
well the imaginary nature of the figures that, nevertheless,
alone can express, in the artist’s vision, the essential reality?
In any case, such religions belong in this dictionary by virtue
of their massive and continuing recourse to the logic of myth.

H1

And now for a few words of dlarification concerning the
geographical and historical area covered by our enterprise.
Or rather—since this dictionary by definition covers all
terrestrial space and every era of terrestrial history—
concerning the relative proportions we decided upon for the
various parts of our inquiry.

First, one remark that may be useful: if we have designated
and defined myth in the context of an inquiry that by rights
extends to the farthermost regions of the globe, this in no
way means that we wish to affirm, by emphasizing the most
powerful of these mythologies—whose links with the lan-
guages in which they are expressed are obviously close—that
there is any uniformity on earth in this mode of conscious-
ness. As has frequently been pointed out, the word myth
itself comes from the Greek, and the concept that we project
into this word, although adjusted to accommodate overlap-
pings and overflowings, also has a logic, a coherence, and
still bears the mark of its origin; there is therefore no
foundation for believing that what some other ethnic group
has experienced under the forms that we call myth corre-
sponds to the same laws with which we are familiar. Perhaps
there are societies that do not tend to integrate their myths
into some meaningful whole but leave them as fragments
that flare up and then are extinguished without, in passing,
casting any light on what we ourselves are tempted to look
for or to find everywhere: the outline, if only a rough one, of
the vault of a universe. If in these cases we can often see
nothing but an incoherent babble opening the way to higher
forms of consciousness, might it not also be possible for us to
sense in them an entirely different mode of consciousness,
one in which the discontinuous, the partial, the forever
incomplete would themselves be perceived as the very being
of human meaning? Could we not see them as an ontology of
the superficiality of our inscription on the world—an ontol-
ogy that the planet’s recent history would tend rather to
confirm than to deny—somewhere beyond the ruin of our
own aspirations? The representation of the divine can obey
laws as diverse as those of artistic representation, which
extends from the controlled irrationality of a Poussin, who
was, in fact, an heir to the Greeks, to the fugitive traces on
the gray wall of some works of art of our time.

This should remind us if need be that a dictionary like
ours, if it is to fulfill its task of describing the variety of
mythologies, must supplement its descriptions of the reli-
gious data with additional material on the cultures, mental
structures, languages, and functionings of the social collec-
tivity. To the extent that myth is one of the forms of asking
questions about mystery, it represents a relationship be-
tween the human consciousness—in its cognitive functions,
its praxis, its historical memory, or its exploration of the
outside environment—and the culture as a whole. Recent
research has clearly demonstrated that myth’s manifest com-
plexity makes it one of the most useful tools for an archae-
ology of the imagination, of philosophy, or of science. It was
therefore essential to the present undertaking that myth
appear not only as an act of speech about the divine, but as
a text in which the divine is infinitely embedded in signifiers;
and it is the task of the ethnologist, the sociologist, and the



linguist to decipher and analyze these signifiers. A back-
ground in the social sciences is much more than an impera-
tive for this book; it is its natural and inevitable locus, and
one from which many of our contributors, either explicitly or
implicitly, have strayed but little. But this consideration even
further restricts the space available for the purely mytholog-
ical material within the finite number of pages at our dis-
posal. When the whole world demands to be heard, the time
for each part to speak must be allotted sparingly.

How to mitigate this disadvantage? It would have been
tempting to reverse ethnocentric custom and to eliminate at
a stroke every trace of exclusiveness, every hierarchy; to
relinquish forever the specious charm of the old Greco-
Roman monopoly, and its belated acceptance of Egypt and
the Near East; and thus to have offered to each separate part
of the world an equal number of pages. But rational and fair
as this was in principle, we knew that in practice it could
never be other than a utopian ideal, at least for the foresee-
able future. The first and major reason is that the analysis of
myths that is most familiar to us is the work of scholars who
write or read in French, English, Italian, German, and more
rarely in other languages, still mostly Western ones. With ali
of its virtues and all of its Hmitations, this linguistic given
constitutes an intangible fact that we must first examine
before our own consciousness can be raised, before it can be
made to apprehend from within how to circumscribe its own
difference so as to be more receptive to categories other than
its own. If the mythology of Africa or of ancient Japan is an
object of study for our language, the myths and divinities of
Greece and Rome, not to mention those of the Celtic and
Germanic worlds, survive through hidden symbolisms,
overt conditionings, artistic or philosophical references,
even—and above all—through concepts, in the most inti-
mate being of mythology, that operate on the very level on
which our language apprehends and analyzes the object.
And these components, all too familiar but never sufficiently
explored, never sufficiently distanced, therefore demand an
almost excessive attention if we in the West are ever to
achieve a valid understanding of the other civilizations of the
world.

This invaluable opportunity to psychoanalyze our meth-
ods, we telt, should not be sacrificed by unduly abbreviating
that portion of the book dealing with our own origins; so, an
important place, even though in a most attenuated manner,
should once again be given to the cults and mythologies of
more or less classical antiquity and to their later effects on the
religious, artistic, and intellectual life of Europe, of which
we, of course, are a product. And because for other parts of
the world we have also had to take into account the very
variable degree of progress in the field, so that it would have
been unfortunate to weigh each contribution equaily, we
have resigned ourselves without compunction to being bi-
ased in our allocation of space, believing that to define where
we stand does not—or at least so we may hope—imply a
valorization of what lies nearest to us or any dogmatism. We
have reserved almost half the work for the Mediterranean
world, the Near and Far East, and for the historical relations
between their mythologies and the European consciousness,
as demonstrated by such phenomena as the survival of the
classical gods or the fascination with Egypt after the Italian
Renaissance. The other half of the book is for the rest of the
world, here again, however, taking into account the actual
importance that one region or another may have today
assumed in a field that naturally is not static and that will
have fresh insights to contribute to future supplements to the
present volume. It is unfortunately only too true that the vast
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societies of Africa and Asia have in our columns once again
been given less space than the tiny population of Greece. But
a particular problem concerning a particular, vanishing soci-
ety in Vietnam has, on the other hand, merited more of our
attention than many perhaps expected aspects of our classi-
cal world. We can only hope that the reader will not find our
distribution of the materials too misinformed.

v

Here now is some practical information to help the reader
find his way through the labyrinth of the dictionary. [The
rearrangement of articles in the English-language edition
obviates the problems discussed in this paragraph, which we
have therefore abridged.] Certain religions or cultures to
which, regretfully, we could only allot a few pages are
represented by a single article that can easily be found under
the name of the country or geographical area, thus, Albania
or Crete. Generally speaking, however, our contributors had
more space at their disposal and were able to address various
questions that they considered not only basic but exemplary,
in articles spread throughout the book. A list of the names of
all the authors, in alphabetical order of their initials, allows
the reader to go from the initials at the end of each article to
the complete name of the author.

This same list also indicates the academic affiliations of the
hundred or so scholars who were willing to contribute to the
dictionary; it will be noted that most of them teach at the
Coliege de France, the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, or
in French universities. Why this prtfcrtme for the French, in
a century when intellectual exchange is so abundant, be-
tween some countries at least, and in which we see so many
publications—of, for example, papers delivered at colloquia—
that mix together in their abstracts the names of professors
from Tiibingen or Yale with those from Tokyo or Nairobi? It
may at once be pointed out that contributions to this type of
publication are usually printed in the language in which the
original paper was delivered, obviously requiring of the reader
that he be made aware of the linguistic and conceptual appa-
ratus presiding at their conception. French scholars know that,
in dealing with ideas originally conceived in German, or in
English, they must undertake the task of recognizing schools
of thought, cultural or religious conditionings or customs,
the influence exerted by the words themselves—since every
language has its own semantic nodes, as complex as they are
uncompromising; and they also know this task may take a
long time, demanding further reading or travel abroad. They
further understand that it is only in connection with these
vast extratextual areas that they will be able to identify and
appreciate the meaning of the text itself. It is of course always
possible to transiate, and to read a translation. But we must
not forget that it takes more than a mere rendering of
sentences into a new language for these backgrounds to be
revealed and for the underlying meaning to be made clear.

This is prcu::.elv the risk that prevails when an cntcrpn%c
such as ours is opened to authors who think and write in
different languages—which would have to be many in num-
ber for all the major trends in international scholarship to be
represented as they deserve. We believed that scholars who
thus had to express themselves through translation would
find their work deprived of a part of its significance at the
very moment when we would seem to be listening to it.
Moreover, the converse is also true: problems can best be
differentiated, and even antagonistic methods best be re-
vealed, through the widest possible deployment of the unity
and diversity—the cluster of potentialities simultancously
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contiguous and concurrent—that is embodied in a single
language at a precise moment in its history. We therefore
deemed it preferable to call primarily on French scholars and,
since those responding to our call number among the most
eminent and the most representative, thus to offer to the
reader, as an adjunct to our panorama of mythologies and
religions, a matching panorama of the contemporary French
schools of history, sociology, and religious studies, all of
which are of the first rank and deserve to be known as such.
To sum up: while a few of the original contributions to the
Dictionary of Mythologies were translated from languages
other than French, for the most part the material can be
viewed as a whole, produced by a single society—an ever
evolving one, to be sure, and one not inattentive to other
cultures—at a crucial juncture in the development of a
scientific discipline that is still young. This dictionary is
French, the expression of a group of scholars all working
within reach of one another, as sensitive to their areas of
disagreement as they are gratitied by their points of conver-
gence. It is our hope that, if it should be translated, the
translator will find it vast enough to allow for the emergence,
here and there within its mass, of the unstated concept of
implied bias not readily discernible in briefer texts; and that
these underlying elements will be revealed in a translation
offering the reader, and serving as the basis for future
debate, an intellectual effort seen whole: not just the visible
tip of the iceberg, but its hidden, submerged bulk as well.

\Y

Such were the guiding principles determining how our
work should be organized. It is only proper to add, however,
that despite the great trust which it was the present editor’s
pleasure to encounter in his authors—who sometimes pro-
duced material for him equivalent in volume to a small
book—the above principles are primarily the expression of
his own concept of what scholarship is, and what it is that
scholars are attempting to do. Only he can be held directly
responsible for them

1 have just used the word “trust.”” Going back to the source
from which all trust springs, however, I should rather have
said “generosity,” because this word, glossing ““trust,” better
characterizes both the reception that I as editor was given by
specialists in their fields who could so easily have refused to
credit any but one of their own, and the quality of their
contributions, which to me seems patent. I see this now that
the enterprise has been achieved. Most of these scholars, all
of them with many tasks competing for their time, have been
with our project from the beginning, when, responding to
my appeal, they consented to represent their respective
disciplines in a dictionary that was still just an idea—an idea
to which they the mselves had to give meaning. Most of them
also agreed to oversee the illustration of their articles,
thereby enriching the text with a variety of often rare,
sometimes previously unpublished, documents directly rel-
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evant to the text. Whenever minor vicissitudes befell the
project thereafter, decisions were always made in a spirit of
mutual understanding and cooperation. I am extremely
grateful to all the authors of this book, and to those eminent
individuals who were kind enough to advise me when initial
decisions had to be made. Indeed, my only great regret is
that I am unable to express this gratitude today to two men
who are no longer with us, two men who possessed con-
summate wisdom, foresight, and discipline, and whose
example will stand as an enduring one. Historian Eugene
Vinaver’s masterly command of Arthurian Romance, a bor-
derline topic standing between myth and literature, is well
known. So, too, is Pierre Clastres’s intense involvement with
the Indian civilizations of South America; the articles by him
that we are publishing here were the last pages he ever
wrote.

I now have the pleasure of thanking Henri Flammarion
and Charles-Henri Flammarion, who wanted this dictionary
to exist, and who showed such keen interest in the questions
with which it deals. My thanks also to those who trans-
formed typescripts, photographs, and graphics into the
reality of the present book. First on the list of these is Francis
Bouvet, a man attached to the project from the moment of its
inception and now, regrettably, only a memory, but a cher-
ished one. My thanks to Adam Biro, who took over the same
functions and brought to them the same understanding and
the same invaluable support. Thanks to Claire Lagarde, who
from start to finish, and with intuitive devotion and unfailing
good humor, sent out requests, acknowledged receipts, sent
out requests again, read, filed, saved, and expedited con-
tracts, typescripts, documents, and proofs, even at times
when her other duties were pressing. And, finally, thanks to
Pierre Dch;,,ny who, simply because he was asked, since we
had no legitimate claim to his assistance, unhesitatingly
accepted in his own name as well as in that of Denise Deligny
and Danielle Bornazzini the crushing responsibility for
correcting three successive sets of proofs, with their intricate
web of unfamiliar names, cross-references, rearrangements,
accent marks, and emendations, and who brought the job to
a successful conclusion, with Mesdames Deligny and Bor-
nazzini specifically undertaking responsibility for compiling
the index. Yes, to these other authors of the Dictionary of
Muythologies, many thanks, in the name of the authors of the
text.

Yves Bonnefoy/l.g.

NOTES

1. Preface, Histoire des religions, vol. 1 (Paris 1970) (Encyclopédie de
la Pléiade).

2. Annuaire of the Ecole des Hautes Etudes, Paris, vol. 83, no. 1
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3. Ibid., p. 3.
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Towarp A DEeriNITION OF MYTH

From Plato and Fontenelle to Schelling and Bultmann,
philosophers and theologians have proposed numerous def-
initions of myth. But all the definitions have one thing in
common: they are based on Greek mythology. For a historian
of religions, this choice is not the happiest one. It is irue that
myth, in Greece, inspired epic poetry and theater as well as
the plastic arts; yet it was only in Greek culture that myth
was subjected to prolonged and penetrating analysis, from
which it emerged radically “demythologized.” If the word
“myth,” in all European languages, denotes “fiction,” it is
because the Greeks declared it to be so twenty-five centuries
ago.

An even more serious mistake in the eyes of the historian
of religions is that the mythology that Homer, Hesiod, and
the tragic poets tell us about is the result of a selective
process and represents an interpretation of an archaic subject
which has at times become unintelligible. Our best chance of
understanding the structure of mythical thought is to study
cultures in which myth is a “living thing,” constituting the
very support of religious life—cultures in which myth, far
from portraying fiction, expresses the supreme truth, since it
speaks only of realities.

This is how anthropologists have proceeded for more than
half a century, concentrating on “primitive” societies. React-
ing, however, against an improper comparative analysis,
most authors have neglected to complement their anthropo-
logical research with a rigorous study of other mythologies,
notably those of the ancient Near East, primarily Mesopota-
mia and Egypt; those of the Indo-Europeans, especially the
grandiose and exuberant mythology of ancient and medieval
India; and finally that of the Turco-Mongols, the Tibetans,
and the Hinduized or Buddhist peoples of Southeast Asia. In
limiting research to primitive mythologies, one risks giving
the impression that there is a gap between archaic thought
and that of peoples considered “of history.” This gap doesn’t
exist; indeed, by restricting investigation to primitive societ-
ies, one is deprived of the means of measuring the role of
myth in complex religions, such as those of the ancient Near
East or of India. For example, it is impossible to understand
the religion and, more generally, the style of Mesopotamian

culture if one ignores the cosmogonic myths and the myths
of origin that are preserved in the Eniima Liis or in the epic of
Gilgames. Indeed, at the beginning of each new year, the
fabulous events recounted in the Endma Elis were ritually
reenacted; at each new year the world had to be re-created—
and this requirement reveals to us a profound dimension of
Mesopotamian thought. The myth of the origin of man
explains, at least in part, the characteristic vision and pessi-
mism of Mesopotamian culture: Marduk drew man out of the
earth, that is, out of the flesh of the primordial monster
Tiamat, and out of the blood of the archdemon Kingu. And
the text specifies that man was created by Marduk in order to
work the land and to ensure the sustenance of the gods. The
epic of Gilgames presents an equally pessimistic vision by
explaining why man does not (and must not) have access to
immortality.

Historians of religions therefore prefer to work on all
categories of mythological creations, both those of the “prim-
itives” and those of historic peoples. Nor do the divergences
that result from too narrow a documentation constitute the
only obstacle to the dialogue between historians of religions
and their colleagues in other disciplines. It is the approach
itself that separates them from, for example, anthropologists
and psychologists. Historians of religions are too conscious
of the axiological differences in their documents to put them
all on the same level. Attentive to nuances and distinctions,
they cannot be unaware that there are important myths and
myths of lesser importance, myths that dominate and char-
acterize a religion, and secondary, repetitive, or’ parasitic
myths. The Eniima LIis, for example, could not be placed on
the same level as the mythology of the female demon
Lamashtu; the Polynesian cosmogonic myth has a com-
pletely different weight from the myth of the origin of a
plant, since it precedes it and serves as its model. Such
differences in value do not necessarily command the atten-
tion of the anthropologist or the psychologist. Thus, a
sociological study of the nineteenth-century French novel or
a psychology of the literary imagination can make equal use
of Balzac and Eugene Sue, Stendhal and Jules Sandeau. But
for the historian of the French novel or for the literary critic,
such mixing is unthinkable, for it destroys their own herme-
neutic principles.

In the next generation or two, perhaps earlier, when we
have historians of religions born of Australian or Melanesian
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tribal socicties, I have no doubt that they, among other
critics, will reproach Western scholars for their indifference
to the scales of indigenous values. Let us imagine a history of
Greek culture in which Homer, the tragic poets, and Plato
were passed over in silence, while the Interpretation of Dreams
by Artemidorus of Ephesus and the novel by Heliodorus of
Emesa were laboriously analyzed under the pretext that they
better clarified the specific characteristics of the Greek spirit,
or helped us understand its destiny. To return to our subject,
I do not believe it possible to understand the structure and
function of mythic thought in a society in which myth still
serves as a foundation without taking into account both the
body of mythology of that culture and the scale of values that it
implies or declares.

Indeed, wherever we have access to a still living tradition
that is neither strongly acculturated nor in danger of disap-
pearing, one thing immediately strikes us: not only does
mythology constitute a kind of “sacred history” of the tribe
in question, not only does it explain the totality of reality and
justify its contradictions, but it also reveals a hierarchy in the
sequence of the fabulous events it relates. Every myth tells
how something came into existence-—the world, man, an
animal species, a social institution, etc. Because the creation
of the world precedes all others, cosmogony enjoys particu-
lar prestige. As I have tried to show elsewhere (see, for
example, The Myt of the Eternal Return, New York, 1954;
Aspects du mythe, Paris 1963), the cosmogonic myth serves as
a model for all myths of origin. The creation of animals,
plants, or man presupposes the existence of a world.

Of course, the myth of the origin of the world is not always
cosmogonic in the technical application of the term, like
Indian and Polynesian myths, or the myth told in the Eniima
Elis. In a large part of Australia, for example, the cosmogonic
myth in a strict sense is unknown. But there is still a central
myth which tells of the beginnings of the world, of what
happened before the world became as it is today. Thus one
always finds a primordial listory, and this history has a
beginning—the cosmogonic myth properly so called, or a
myth that introduces the first, larval, or 219rmmal state of the
world. This beginning is always implicit in the series of
myths that tell of fabulous events that took place after the
creation or the appearance of the world, myths of the origin
of plants, animals, and man, or of death, marriage, and the
family. Together these myths of origin form a coherent his-
tory, for they reveal how the world has been transformed,
how man became what he is today—mortal, sexual, and
obliged to work to sustain himself. They also reveal what the
Supernatural Beings, the enculturating Heroes, the mythical
Ancestors, did and how and why they moved away from the
Earth, or disappeared. All the mythology that is accessible to
us in a sufficient state of conservation contains not only a
beginning but also an end, bounded by the final manifesta-
tions of the Supernatural Beings, the Heroes or the Ancestors.

So this primordial sacred history, formed by the body of
significant myths, is fundamental, for it explains and justifies
at the same time the existence of the world, of man, and of
society. This is why myth is considered both a true story—
because it tells how real things have come to be—and the
exemplary model of and justification for the activities of man.
One understands what one is—mortal and sexual—and one
assumes this condition because myths tell how death and
sexuality made their appearance in the world. One engages
in a certain type of hunting or agriculture because myths tell
how the cmulturatmg Heroes revealed these techmques to
one’s ancestors.

When the ethnologist Strehlow asked the Australian

Arunta why they celebrated certain ceremonies, they invari-
ably replied: “Because the [mythical] Ancestors prescribed
it.”” The Kai of New Guinea refused to modify their way of
living and working and explained themselves thus: ““This is
how the Nemu [thc mythical Ancestors] did it, and we do it
the same way.” Questioned about the reason for a certain
ritual detail, a Navajo shaman replied: “Because the Sacred
’eople did it this way the first time.”” We find exactly the
same justification in the prayer that accompanies an ancient
Tibetan ritual: “As has been passed down since the begin-
ning of the creation of the earth, thus we must sacrifice. . . .
As our ancestors did in ancient times, so we do today” (cf.
Aspects du mythe, pp 16ff.). This is also the justification
invoked by Hindu ritualists: ““We must do what the gods did
in the begmmng (Satapatha Brahmana, 8.2.1.4). “Thus did
the gods; thus do men”’ (Taittiriya Bmhmmm 1.5.9.4). In sum,
the governing function of myth is to reveal exemplary
models for all rites and all meaningful human activities: no
less for food production and marriage than for work, educa-
tion, art, or wisdom.

In societies where myth is still living, the natives carefully
distinguish myths—"true stories”—from fables or tales,
which they call “false stories.”” This is why myths cannot be
told indiscriminately; they are not told in front of women or
children that is, before the uninitiated. Whereas “false
stories” may be told anytime and anywhere, myths must be
told only during a span of sacred time {generally during autumn
or winter, and only at night).

The distinction made between ““true stories” and “false
stories” is significant. For all that is told in myths concerns the
listeners directly, whereas tales and fables refer to events
which, even when they have caused changes in the world
(for example, anatomical or physiological peculiarities in
certain animals), have not modified the human condition as
such. Indeed, myths relate not only the origin of the world
and that of animals, plants, and humans, but also all the
primordial events that have resulted in humans becoming
what they are today, i.e., mortal, sexual, and societal beings,
obliged to work for a llvmg, and working according to certain
rules. To recall only one example: humans are mortal because
something happened in the beginning; if this event hadn’t
occurred, humans wouldn’t be mortal, they could have
existed indefinitely, like rocks, or could have changed their
skin periodically, like snakes, and consequently would have
been able to renew their life, that is, begin it again. But the
myth of the origin of death tells what happened in tlo
tempore, and in recounting this incident it explains why
humans are mortal.

In archaic societies, the knowledge of myths has an
existential function. Not only because myths offer people an
explanation of the world and of their own way of existing in
the world, but above all because in remembering myths, in
reenacting them, humans are able to repeat what the Gods,
the Heroes, or the Ancestors did ab origine. To know myths is
to learn not only how things have come into existence, but
also where to find them and how to make them reappear
when they disappear. One manages to capture certain beasts
because one knows the secret of their creation. One is able to
hold a red-hot iron in one’s hand, or to pick up venomous
snakes, provided one knows the origin of fire and of snakes.
In Timor, when a rice field is growing, someone goes to the
field at night and recites the myth of the origin of rice. This
ritual recitation forces the rice to grow beautiful, vigorous,
and dense, just as it was when it appeared for the first time. It
is magically forced to return to its origins, to repeat its exemplary
creation. Knowing the myth of origin is often not enough; it



must be recited; knowledge of it 1s proclaimed, it is shown. By
reciting myths, one reintegrates the fabulous time of origins,
becomes in a certain way “contemporary”’ with the events
that are evoked, shares in the presence of the Gods or
Heroes.

In general one may say:

—that myth, such as it is lived by archaic societies,
constitutes the story of the deeds of Supernatural Beings;

—that the story is considered absolutely true (because it
refers to realities) and sacred (because it is the work of
Supernatural Beings);

—that myth always concerns a “creation”; it tells how
something has come into existence, or how a way of behav-
ing, an institution, a way of working, were established; this
is why myths constitute paradigms for every meaningful
human act;

—that in knowing the myth one knows the “origin” of
things and is thus able to master things and manipulate them
at will; this is not an “external,” “abstract” knowledge, but a
knowledge that one “lives” ritually, either by reciting the
myth ceremonially, or by carrying out the ritual for which it
serves as justification;

—that in one way or another one “lives” the myth,
gripped by the sacred, exalting power of the events one is

emomormllzmg and reactualizing,.

To “live” myths thus implies a truly “religious” experi-
ence, for it is distinct from the ordinary experience of daily
life. This experience is “religious” because it is a reenactment
of fabulous, exalting, meaningful events; one is present once
again at the creative works of the Supernatural Beings.
Mpythical events are not commemorated; they are repeated,
reiterated. The characters in myth are brought forth and
made present; one becomes their contemporary. One no
longer lives in chronological time but in primordial Time, the
Time when the event took place for the first time. This is why
we can speak of the “strong time” of myth: it is the
prodigious, “sacred” Time, when something new, something
strong, and something meaningful was made fully manifest.
To relive that time, to reintegrate it as often as possible, to be
present once again at the spectacle of divine works, to
rediscover the Supernatural Beings and relearn their lesson
of creation—such is the desire that can be read implicitly in
all ritual repetitions of myths. In sum, myths reveal that the
world, man, and life have a supernatural origin and history,
and that this history is meéaningful, precious, and exemplary.

M.EL/t.1f.
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THE INTERPRETATION OF MYTHS: NINETEENTH-
AND TwWENTIETH-CENTURY THEORIES

If we fail to trace its outline clearly at the outset, the subject
we discuss here risks either being merely a collection of
rather curious mterpretatmns accepted in their own periods,
or else getting lost in the underbrush of the most varied
hermeneutic enterprises. There are two indispensable points
of reference. We must, first of all, distinguish interpretation
from exegesis. We will define the latter as a culture’s inces-
sant but immediate commentary on its own symbolism and
practices, its most familiar stories. There is no living tradition
without the accompanying murmur of its exegesis of itself.
Interpretation, on the other hand, begins when there is some
distance and perspective on the discourse of a tradition
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based on memory. Its starting point is pr()bubly, as Todorov
suggests, the inadequacy of the immediate meaning, but
there is also the discrepancy between one text and another,
from which the strangeness of the first can become evident.
For, in the work of interpretation, it is the prefix inter of the
Latin word interpretatio that designates the space of deploy-
ment of hermeneutic activity. In the Western tradition, from
the Greeks to oursclves by way of the Romans and the
Renaissance, the first hermeneutics appears in the gap
opened up by what a new form of thought decided to call
muthos, thus inaugurating a new form of otherness which
makes one text the mythologist of the next. But this inter-
pretive path required one more marker to give it its definitive
orientation. From Xenophanes and Theagenes in the sixth
century B.C. to Philo and Augustine, hermeneutics took as its
privileged object the body of histories that a society entrusts
to its memory, what today we call a mythology. But the play
of allegory often based itself on nothing more than a name,
a word, or a fragment of a text, on which it could graft the
bourgeoning symbolism whose discourse became all the
more triumphant when, with the affirmation of Christian
doctrine, the certainty of possessing the truth unleashed the
audacities of a hermeneutics like that of the City of God. It is
only with Spinoza—as Todorov has recently stated—that a
theory of interpretation takes shape on which our modern
readings still largely depend. It was he who formulated rules
whose mere application was enough to uncover the truth of
a meaning, inside the text and within the bounds of a work.
But before it could become philology in the nineteenth
century, this theory of interpretation, which Spinoza applied
to Scripture, still needed the presence of a cultural object
with a clearly defined shape—mythologv—understood as a
discourse that is other, with its own distinctive traits.
Within these limits and tor both of these reasons, an
archaeology of theories of the interpretation of myth can
restrict itself to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Travel accounts since Jean de Léry have traced an axis of
otherness whose two poles are the savage and the civilized,
between which the Greeks serve as mediator. It is the
exemplary values of Greece that are evoked, in good Renais-
sance style, and Lafitau (1724)—while orienting it toward a
deciphering of the present by the past—was merely to
systematize the path already beaten, throughout the seven-
teenth century, by Yves d’Evreaux, Du Tertre, Lescarbot, and
Brébeuf. One of the best understood differences—the impor-
tance of which has been shown by Michel de Certeau—is
that between nakedness and clothing. The detour via the
Greeks allows the naked body, which a purely and simply
Christian education leads one to reject as belonging to
paganism and noncivilization, to be made an object of
pleasure, and it may also allow the surprise of a return to
oneself. Savages are so handsome that they can only be
virtuous. And men’s stature, the proportion of their limbs,
their nakedness in the midst of the forests, in the beauty of
a nature not yet offended by civilization, remind most of
these voyagers of the lineaments of Greek statues and the
natural privilege which distinguished, in their eyes, the
heroes of Homer and Plutarch. As a Jesuit father wrote in
1694, ““We see in savages the beautiful remains of a human
nature that is completely corrupted in civilized peoples.”
Nothing could be more like an American savage than a Greek
of Homeric times. But this splendid animal, whose develop-
ment has known no obstacles, whose body is not deformed
by labor, evokes the citizen of Sparta or the contemporary of
the Trojan war only on the moral and physical level. There is
no mecting on an intellectual level; all that the travelers of
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the seventeenth century expected from savages was that
they bear witness to a natural religion of which they were the
last trustees. Never, it seems, is the mythology of Homer or
Plutarch compared with the stories of these first peoples of
nature. One reason is probably that classical mythology,
thoroughly moralized, had by then been integrated into a
culture dominated by belles lettres. Myths would remain
masked as long as they were not assigned their own space.

The ninecteenth century saw the discovery of language as
the object of a comparative grammar and a renewed
philology. In this linguistic space, which is to the highest
degree that of the sounds of language, mythical discourse
suddenly appeared. It did so in the modality of scandal,
which would feed the passionate discussions and theories
of two rival schools of the second half of the nineteenth
century: the school of comparative mythology, and the
anthropological school. As the Sanskritist and comparative
grammarian Max Miller wrote, “The Greeks attribute to
their gods things that would make the most savage of the
Redskins shudder.”” Comparison defines the nature of the
scandal. It is as if it were suddenly discovered that the
mythology of Homer and Plutarch was full of adultery,
incest, murder, cruelty, and even cannibalism. The violence
of these stories, which seemed to reveal themselves brutally
as “savage and absurd,” appeared all the more unbearable
since they were being read at the same time as the stories of
distant lands, lands that colonial ethnographv was both
inventorying and beginning to exploit. The scandal was not
that the people of nature told savage stories, but rather that
the Greeks could have spoken this same savage language.
For in the nineteenth century all that was Greek was
privileged. The romantics and then Hegel affirmed this
enthusiastically: It was in Greece, they said, that Man began
to be himself; it was Greek thought that opened up the path
leading from natural consciousness to philosophical con-
sciousness; the Greek people were believed to have been
the first to have attained “the uttermost limits of civiliza-
tion,” in the words of a contemporary of Max Miller, the
anthropologist Andrew Lang. From the moment that the
mythology of Greece could resemble the language spoken
by “a mind struck temporarily insane” (Lang), neither our
reason nor our thought is definitively safe from an unfore-
seeable return of the irrational element which, the voice of
the savages teaches us, is buried at the very heart of those
stories that once seemed so familiar.

The mythology that is subjected to the trial of interpreta-
tion is, primarily, nothing but an absurd, crazy form of
speech which must be gotten rid of as quickly as possible by
assigning it an origin or finding an explanation to justify its
oddness. On this point, Max Muller and Andrew Lang are in
full agreement. Their divergence appears from the time
when the presence of those insane statements at the heart of
language and in mythic discourse has to be justified. For Max
Miiller, a contemporary of the discovery of comparative
grammar, the only possible explanation was a linguistic one.
And his Science of Language argues that a stratigraphy of
human speech reveals a mythopoeic phase in the history of
language. Since 1816, when Franz Bopp published the first
comparative grammar, language had been understood as a
set of sounds independent of the letters that allow them to be
transcribed; a system of sonorities, animated with its own
life, endowed with continual activity and traversed by the
dynamism of inflection. In the l‘tistory"nf language, after ‘what
is called a thematic stage, in which terms expressing the most
necessary ideas are forged, and what is called a dialectal
stage, in which grammar definitively receives its specific
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traits, an age begins that Max Miiller designates as mytho-
poeic, in which myths make their appearance in very specific
circumstances.

At the beginning of its history, humanity possessed the
faculty of uttering words directly expressing part of the
substance of objects perceived by the senses. In other words,
things awakened sounds in humans which became roots and
engendered phonetic types. Humans “resonated” at the
world, and thus had the privilege of “giving articulated
expression to the conceptions of reason.” As soon as the
individual lost the privilege of emitting sounds at the spec-
tacle of the world, a strange disease fell upon language:
words like “night, day, morning, evening” produced strange
illusions to which the human mind immediately fell victim.
For as long as humans remain sensitive to the meanings of
words, these first sonic beings are conceived of as powers,
endowed with will, and marked by sexuat traits, though the
physical character ot the natural phenomena designated by
the words is not forgotten. As soon as the double meaning
becomes confused, the names of the forces of nature break
free: they become proper names, and from a spontaneous
expression like “the sky rains,” a myth abruptly emerges
based on “Zeus makes the rain fall”” There is an excess of
meaning at the source of mythopoeic creation, an uncon-
trolled surplus of signification, which tricks the speaker, prey
to the illusions of a language within which the play of these
“substantive verbs” produces, in a burgeoning of images,
the strange and often scandalous discourse of myths.

To this theory, which based the metaphors of language on
natural phenomena and declared that a good mythologist
should possess a “deep feeling for nature,” without which
linguistic knowledge is futile, the anthropological school
immediately objected that comparative grammarians
seemed to have forgotten somewhere along the way that
“the Redskins, the Australians, and the lower races of
South America” continued even today, in the forests and
savannas, to tell the same savage tales, which can hardly be
explained as the unwonted result of a few misunderstood
phrases. The road the anthropological school would follow
led in the opposite direction from that ot the grammarians.
It was no longer the past or origins that were to explain the
present, but rather the mythology of contemporary savages
that could account for the “savage”” stories of the past. And
Lang attempted to show that what shocks us in the
mythology of civilized peoples is the residue of a state of
thought once prevailing in all humanity. In contermporary
primitives we can see the power of this state of thought as
well as its coherence. At the same time, anthropologists
began to investigate these gross products of the primitive
human mind and to discover that things which to our eves
seem monstrous and irrational were accepted as ordinary
events in everyday life. They soon came to the conclusion
that whatever seems irrational in civilized mythologies (the
Greco-Roman world, or India) forms part of an order of
things that is accepted and considered rational by contem-
porary savages.

This position led to two orientations, which anthropology
attempted to explore in parallel. For the first, which leads
from Frazer to Lévy-Bruhl, mythology remains the discourse
of madness or mental deficiency. In 1909, before he pub-
lished the thousands of pages of The Golden Bough, the
prolegomena to a history of the tragic errors of a humanity
led astray by magic, James George Frazer wrote a small book
(Psyche’s Task) in which he asked how folly could turn to
wisdom, how a false opinion could lead to “good conduct.”
And at the center of his reflection Frazer places a paradox:



primitive superstitions were the foundation of what now
seems desirable to us in society: order, property, family,
respect for life. Prejudice and superstition in fact served to
strengthen respect tor authority and thus contributed to the
rule of order, the condition of all social progress. Frazer had
given hundreds of examples in his already published works,
and in this slim volume he is no less enthusiastic an admirer
of the conduct of the son-in-law in a primitive society who
avoids speaking to or being alone with his mother-in-law,
surrounding her with taboos, as if these people, not yet
capable of elaborating a thought-out set of laws, still had a
sense that an intimate conversation between these two
people could casily degenerate into something worse, and
that the best way to prevent this from happening was to raise
a solid wall of etiquette between them. Without knowing it,
and almost reluctantly, primitive thought, even in its most
obstinate errors, prepared the way for the triumphs of
morality and civilization.

For Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, who publlshed Les fonctions men-
tales dans les sociétés inférieures in 1910, primitive societies
differed from ours in their mental organization: their
thought, constituted dlfferentlv from our own, is mystical in
nature; it is ruled by a “law of participation”” that makes it
indifferent to the logic of noncontradiction on which our own
system of thought is based. Lévy-Bruhl finds the character-
istics of primitive thought, which surrenders‘ itself to atfec-
tivity and to what he calls “mysticism,” among both schizo-
phrenics and children, who also think in an affective way
and establish commonalities between things and beings
whose mutual distinctiveness is obvious to the intelligence of
a civilized adult. Lévy-Bruhl would increasingly identity this
“prelogical” stage with “mystic experience,” and Van der
Leeuw, who extended his analysis, would try to show that
primitive thought survives in every human mind, thatitis a
component of all forms of reason, an indispensable element
whose symbolic load and image-making power help to
balance the conceptual development of our thought. In the
Notebooks, which were published after his death, Lévy-Bruhl
found it necessary to revise his position on the mental and
intellectual gap between ourselves and “savages.”” But his
work, in profound accord with that of Frazer, seems to us
today to be part of a fencing in of savage thought (la pensée
savage), confining it in the prelogical and thus avoiding any
contamination which might threaten our own reason.

At the very moment when these armchair anthropologists
were interning primitive thought, others were setting out on
voyages of discovery to Africa and Oceania, and so were
discovering, alive and functioning, the rationality of a form
of thought that operates through and in myth—a rationality
different from our own, but no less impressive for that. The
great living mythologies of the Pacific or the Sudan fulfill an
indispensable function in these simpler cultures. Revealing a
distinctive reality, guaranteeing the effectiveness of worship,
myths codify the beliefs, found the moral rules, and deter-
mine every practice of daily life. When Marcel Griaule
brought back the Dogon cosmology, with its astonishing
architectures of symbolic correspondences, there could no
longer be any doubt that mythology was indeed the keystone
of archaic societies, the indispensable horizon of all cultural
phenomena and of the whole pattern in which society is
organized. Myths not only constitute the spiritual armature
of human lives; they are bearers of a real “theoretical
metaphysics.”” For the first time, then, myths came to be
studied in their entirety, a study in which every detail, even
the most insignificant, found its place in a holistic interpre-
tation, an interpretation so rich, so exhaustive, that the
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ethnographer, once introduced into this polysymbolic world,
is in serious danger of “having nothing more to say about
Dogon society than the Dogon say themselves” (Pierre
Smith, 1973).

In 1903, before Frazer and Lévy-Bruhl had begun their
investigations, Marcel Mauss, following the French sociolog-
ical school, set forth in a few pages a program of which
Georges Dumézil would one day prove to be the master
craftsman. Three points seem essential. 1. To determine the
mechanism of the formation of myths means to seek some of
the laws of the mental activity of man in society. 2. Mythol-
ogy can be reduced to a small number of myths, and each
type is made up of a certain number of combinations. 3. The
apparent illogicality of a mythic narrative is itself the sign of
its distinctive logic. For Mauss, Durkheim’s nephew and
collaborator, myths are social institutions, that is, ways of
acting and thinking which individuals find already estab-
lished and, as it were, ready to hand, they form a fully
organized pattern of ideas and behaviors which imposes
itself more or less forcefully on the individuals inscribed in a
society. Myth is above all obligatory in nature; it does not exist
unless there is a sort of necessity to reach agreement on the
themes that are its raw material and on the way these themes
are patterned. But the constraint comes solely from the
group itself, which tells the myth because it finds its own
total expression in it.

A symbol through which society thinks itself, mythology
informs experience, orders ritual and the economy, and gives
archaic societies their categories and classificatory frame-
works. For the Durkheimian school, myths—which, inciden-
tally, are hardly mentioned in the Année sociologique—are of
the same order as language, “a property of which the
proprietor is unconscious’’; and, inseparable from this, just
as a language continues to bear centuries-old vocabulary and
syntax, mythology implies a certain traditional way of per-
ceiving, analyzing, coordinating. The analogy is even more
precise: like lan;,,uabe mythology is tradition itself, it is the
symbolic system that permits communication beyond words;
it is the historical unconscious of the society. In this perspec-
tive, the importance of myths derives from the common
nature that links them to the most archaic element of
language, in that domain where sociology hoped to discover
some of the fundamental laws of the mind’s activity in
society.

1t was Mauss once again who, against Lévy-Bruhl, in 1923
defended the thesis that considerable parts of our own
mentality are still identical to those of a large number of
societies called primitive. But it was first Marcel Granet, then
Louis Gernet, who developed a sociological analysis of
religion with its legends and myths. For the Csmolog_,lst
Granet, attempting to proceed from language to the funda-
mental frames of thought, the mythology of the Chinese
provided material in which the emotions characteristic of
ancient festivals were recorded. Behind the legendary and
mythic tales were ritual dances and dramas from which
imaginative schemas emerged that imposed themselves on
the mind and on action. Farther along, social contexts and
great technical feats that crystallize the productions of the
imaginary order could be glimpsed. For the Hellenist Gernet,
in a break with the established positivist history that was
content to note the gratuitous play of the imaginary, myths
reveal a social unconscious. Just as semantic analysis gives
access to the great social fact of language, the study of
legends and of certain mythic themes allows one to go back
to transparent or explicit social practices. The mythic image
thus offers the most convenient means of access, not to a
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timeless memory, but to archaic behaviors and social actions
and—going far beyond the social data that have, as Gernet
puts it, “a direct relation to myth”—to fundamental phe-
nomena of mental life, those that determine the most general
forms of thought.

The specificity of the Greeks pointed Gernet in yet another
direction. Myths, in their fragments, shining splinters, offer
not only the prehistoric behaviors that were their reason for
being; they are at the same time part of a global way of
thinking, whose categories, classifications, preconceptue!
models exert a major influence on positive thought and its
various advances. Thus Gernet, starting from a series of
traditions about types of precious objects, attempts to show
how money and the economy emerge from a set of behaviors
linked to the mythical notion of value—a notion that involves
domains which, though separate nowadays, used to overlap
or merge together: the religious, the political, the aesthetic,
the juridical. Mythology is thus part of a global religious
system that is symbolic in character, with a web of multicor-
rcsp(mdences from which law, philosophy, history, and
political thought will emerge and become progressively
distinct. But since Gernet thought of myths as raw material
for the thought that arose with and in the Greek city, in the
space of the polis, he examined the mythic element only in
terms of what was beyond it, in a break with its own nature
and its functioning. By failing to separate mythology either
from language or from the institutional system, the sociolog-
ical model of myth culminated in the paradox of sometimes
losing sight of the very object that seemed finally to have
been recognized and legitimated.

More serious, certainly, was the misunderstanding be-
tween Freudian psychoanalysis and the anthropological
problematic, which seems to give access to a form of the
unconscious inscribed in myth. In his self-analysis, as re-
counted in his letter to Fliess of October 15, 1897, Freud
discovers that his libido awoke between the ages of two and
two and a half, and turned toward matrem (confessors” Latin
for the name of the mother). Freud refers this desire for the
mother to a Greek tragedy, Oedipus the King, a reference both
cultural and paradigmatic. The first thing that Sophocles’
Oedipus gives Freud is a better understanding of himself—
but the choice of a Greek paradigm already announces the
universal character of Freud’s discovery of the heart of the
matter. The early hypothesis, that little Sigmund is like
Oedipus, shifts toward the Freudian thesis that Oedipus
marrying his mother must have been the same as ourselves.
While Freud’s enterprise, by showing that there is no essen-
tial difference between the mentally ill person and the
healthy person, seems to invert the separation marked by
Lévy-Bruhl, it does assume, from the beginning, a segrega-
tion of Greek myths from those of other peoples. For Freud,
Oedipus the King still excites us and exerts a profound effect
on us because every man, always and everywhere, feels love
for his mother and jealousy of his father; and from the day
Freud first adopted this view, the Greek myth was invested
with a new privilege: that of translating better than any other
“an instinctual attraction which everyone recognizes because
everyone has experienced it.”’

It was to Greek mythology that Freud would continue to
turn in his quest for successive proofs of the reality of the
unconscious, comparing the discourse of dreams and fanta-
sies with the legends of Olympus, which his successors,
stubbornly but not without fidelity, were to proclaim as the
language in which we can most easily read the drives and
works of desire. In asking for an admission of guilt within
the Oedipal configuration, psychoanalysis indeed marks a
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return to myth and the religious; but in seeing both of these
as merely the visible tip of the iceberg of the “Unconscious,”
forgetting that analytical space is that of free association, it
has condemned mythology to being nothing but the sym-
bolic and obsessive repetition of a few unconscious represen-
tations centered on sexuality.

It was in the direction opened up by Maussian sociology
that theoretical work on myth became involved in the first
structural analyses. Resuming the project of comparative
mythology that had been wrecked by the excesses of Max
Miiller and his disciples, Georges Dumézil, thanks to a
decisive discovery, founded the comparative study of Indo-
European religions by ceasing to rely on purely linguistic
concordances between divine names and adopting instead
the more solid base of articulated sets of concepts. A factual
discovery—in Rome, the three flamines majores corresponding
to the Jupiter-Mars-Quirinus triad; in Iran, the tripartition of
social classes—opened the way to structural analysis of the
Indo-European world: the tripartite schema was an essential
structure in the thought of the Indo-Europeans. Every orga-
nized society is based on the collaboration of three distinct
but complementary functions: sovereignty, martial power,
fecundity. Parallel to this, the gods form a functionally
weighted triad, within which the Sovereign, the Warrior, and
the group of divinities who preside over fecundity mutually
define one another. Since there was never any question of
reproducing a definitely Indo-European myth or ritual,
Dumézil had to use precise and systematic correspondences
to trace a ground plan of the chosen myth or ritual, indicat-
ing its articulations, its intentions, its logical significations,
and then, on the basis of this schematic figure, projected into
prehistory, to try to characterize the divergent evolutions
which have led to analogous and diverse results in different
places: Indian myth, Roman myth, Scandinavian myth, or
Vedic ritual in relation to the Latin rite. For Dumézil, reli-
gions are whole patterns in which concepts, images, and
actions are articulated and whose interconnections make a
sort of net in which, by rights, the entire material of human
experience should find its distribution.

By focusing his examination on the concept and on orga-
nized patterns, Dumézil radically parts company with a
history of religions that thought in terms of genesis and
affectivity. For historians like H. J. Rose and H. Wagenvoort,
all religion is rooted in the sense of the “numinous” that the
human race experiences spontaneously when confronting
the phenomena of nature: there is no divine power who was
not first one of these numina, in which magico-religious
force, diffused in the natural world, is concentrated. For
Dumézil, bv contrast, the observer never reaches isolated
facts, and religion is not a form of thought soaked in
emotionality. 1t is in their mutual relations that the various
elements can be apprehended, and there always remains,
virtually or in action, a representation of the world or of
human action that functions on different levels, under a
particular type on each level. The religious system of a
human group is expressed “first of all in a more or less
explicit conceptual structure, which is always present, if
sometimes almost unconscious, providing the field of forces
upon which everything else comes to be arranged and
oriented; then in myths, which represent and dramatize
these fundamental intellectual relationships; and then, in
turn, in rituals, which actualize, mobilize, and use the same
relations.”” Independently of these gains in the Indo-
European domain, Dumézil’s method atfirmed the virtues of
the concept that can equally inform a myth or underlie a
ritual. From this point on, “the surest definition of a god is



differential, classificatory,” and the object of analysis be-
comes the articulations, the balances, the types of opposi-
tions that the god represents. Against the historians of
genesis, Dumézil affirms the primacy of structure: the essen-
tial problem is not to determine the precise origin of the
various elements that have been fitted together but to accept
the fact of the structure. The important thing, Dumézil
declares, is to bring the structure itself to light, with its
sngmflcatlon It would seem to follow that structures are
there, that it is enough to be attentive to them, to avoid
forcing them, and to show a little skill in disengaging them.
Thus it is not necessary to construct structures as one would
elaborate a model of the set of properties accounting for a
group of objects. In a sense, structuralism is still in the age of
hunting and gathering. Myths, for Dumézil, are the privi-
leged theater that makes visible fundamental conceptual
relations. But in the spirit of Mauss’s sociology, to which he
owes a curiosity for “total social facts’”” that causes him to
explore simultaneously all the works produced by the hu-
man mind, myths cannot be deciphered until they have been
put back into the totality of the religious, social, and philo-
sophical life of the peoples who have practiced them. The
myvthology posited by the earlier comparativism of Frazerian
inspiration as separate from language, as a more or less
autonomous object, endowed with permanence and chosen
to locate the common themes elaborated by the Indo-
Europeans, was referred back to the language of which it
formed a part and, through this language, to the ideology
that grounds it and runs through it.

The structural analysis developed by Lévi-Strauss was
established under the same kind of conditions as the com-
parative and philological analysis of the nineteenth century.
The gratuitous and insane character of mythic discourse was
again the point of departure. For Max Miiller this was
shocking; for Lévi-Strauss it was a challenge. He took up the
challenge after he had shown that kinship relations, in
appearance contingent and incoherent, can be reduced to a
small number of significant propositions. If mythology is the
domain in which the mind seems to have the most freedom
to abandon itself to its own creative spontaneity, then, says
Lévi-Strauss, to prove that, on the contrary, in mythology
the mind is fixed and determined in all of its operations is to
prove that it must be so everywhere. The structural analysis
of myths thus finds its place in a wider project, which aims
at an inventory of mental constraints and postulates a
structural analogy between various orders of social facts and
language.

This whole approach to myth applies to a new domain the
methods of analysis and principles of division developed for
linguistic materials in the methods theorized by the Prague
school and more particularly by Roman Jakobson. But while
myth is assimilated to a language from the outset, it is not
identical either to the words of a text or to the sentence of
communicative discourse. Mythology is a use of language in
the second degree; it is not only a narrative with an ordinary
linguistic meaning: myth is in language and at the same time
beyond natural language In the first stage of an ongoing
investigation (“The Structural Study of Myth,” 1955), Lévi-
Strauss tries to define the constituent units of myth in
relation to those of structural linguistics. Mythemes are both
in the sentence and beyond it. In this perspective, the
constituent unit is a very short sentence, which summarizes
the essential part of a sequence and denotes a relation: “a
predicate assigned to a subject.” But this sentence is not part
of the explicit narrative; it is already on the order of inter-
pretation, the product of an analytical technique. These
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sentence relations, then, are distributed on two axes: one
horizontal, following the thread of the narrative, the other
vertical, in columns, grouping together relations belonging
to the same “bundle.” It is on the level of these bundles of
relations that the real mythemes are located. At the same
time, structural analysis poses two principles as essential to
its practice: there is no authentic version of a myth in relation
to others that are false; correlatively, every myth must be
defined by the whole set of its versions. There thus takes
shape the project of ordering all the known variants of a
myth in a series forming a group of permutations.

The next stage of his investigation (“The Story of Asdi-
wal,” 1958) led Lévi-Strauss to propose that myth makes full
use of discourse, but at the same time situates its own
meaningful oppositions at a higher degree of complexity
than that required by natural language. In other words, myth
is a metalanguage and, more precisely, a linked sequence of
concepts. Attention will be turned, therefore, to registering
the various levels on which myth can be distributed. The
cutting up of the mythic narrative which in the first phase
(1955) seemed to be entrusted to the whim or ingenuity of
the model-builder, is now subject to testing—indispensable
to all formal analysis—in terms of the referent: “’the ethno-
graphic context,” which the later transforinational orienta-
tion of the Mythologiques would cease to pursue. The survey-
ing of pertinent oppositions in a mythic sequence thus finds
the fundamental guarantee of its legitimacy in previous
knowledge of an organized semantic context, without which
the myth is in principle incomprehensible. Ritual practices,
religious beliefs, kinship structures: the whole of social life
and social thought is called upon to define the logical
relations functioning within a myth, and at the same time to
establish the different tvpes of liaison between two or more
myths. In the four-volume Mythologiques (1964-1971), the
progressive analysis continues to show relations between
mvths, the social life of those who tell them, and the
geographical and technological infrastructure, but it does not
restrict itself to this back-and-forth between levels of signifi-
cation and an ethnographic context that reveals the philoso-
phyv of a society. The meaning of a myth is no longer
inscribed in its structures’ reference to a social infrastructure;
rather, the position the myth occupies in relation to other
myths within a transformation group is henceforth the vector
of an analysis that reveals the autonomy of a mythic thought
in which every narrative refers back in the first instance to
another, picking up and organizing its elements in a different
way. Just as each term, itself without intrinsic signification,
has no meaning other than a positional one in the context in
which it appears to us, in the same way each myth acquires
a signifving function through the combinations in which it is
called upon both to figure and to be transformed. It is these
transformations which, in the last analysis, define the nature
of mythic thought.

It has been objected that this practice of mythological
analysis makes a choice for svntax against semantics; and,
likewise, that while it has been possible to apply the practice
successfully to the mythologies of so-called totemic societies,
since these are rich in classificatory structures, it excludes
Semitic, Hellenic, and Indo-European societies from its field
of interest, societies whose mythological thought is marked
by renewals of meaning and by a semantic richness that
exceeds the powers of structural analvsm One can reply, on
the one hand, that for this type of analv<1a which gets at the
meanings of myths by multiplying the formal operations that
allow us to uncover the logical framework of several narra-
tives, the semantics of myths is necessarily enriched through
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the inventorying of the syntax. On the other hand, the
practice of structural analysis is hardly alien to our familiar
mythologies, such as that of the Greeks; one may, indeed, be
surprised at the remarkable similarities between the way the
Grecks themselves thought their mythology and the method
used by ethnologists in approaching myths told by nonliter-
ate peoples. More pertinent objections have come from
anthropologists such as Dan Sperber, who denounces the
semiological illusion of structuralism as well as the distance
between the linguistic models invoked and an intuitive
practice whose specitic procedures, unlimited in number and
nature, ofter knowledge of the intellectual operations from
which the stories we call “myths” are woven.

M.D./j.L.
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Myt AND WRITING: THE MYTHOGRAPHERS

The word mytho-logy is but one instance of many in which the
proximity of myth and writing inevitably results in a kind of
violence, its victim an original word, sacred in nature and
condemned to fixity by a profane order. Beyond the words
which by their very texture bear witness to this phenomenon
(such as mythography), Greek privilege has held fast. When
strange and unforgettable stories, which sounded very inde-
pendent and yet bore obvious resemblances to the mythol-
ogy of antiquity, were brought to us from all continents, early
anthropologists turned instinctively to Greece, where a few
centuries earlier great minds from Xenophanes to Aristotle
had faced the problem of limiting the dominion of myths and
had resolved it within their own intellectual activity by
drawing a boundary at which mythical thought fades away
before the rationality of scientists and philosophers. The split
between the land of myth and the kingdom of logos served as
a precedent for the decision made by Tylor and his disciples
to impose a historical limit on the reign of mythology over
the human mind. This opposition between two forms of
thought and two stages of human intelligence, the latter
canceling the former, took the form of a sharp contrast
between reason, which used all the resources of the written,
and a mythological activity tuned to the fantasy of an
incessant babbling.

Henceforth, never the twain shall meet. For those practic-
ing historians who tend to favor written traces, oral dis-
course has become so totally inaudible that it is quite illegible
whenever it manifests itself as writing—a contrived writing,
which masks the incoherence of traditions sustained through
memory by imposing a factitious order of mythographical
classifications. Tor others, the Greeks so thoroughly ensured
the triumph of reason and logos that they ruined their former

10

system of thought for good, allowing only frail remains to
survive as witnesses of a lost state to which only two possible
roads of access still remain: one is the discovery, by an
ancient traveler in a forgotten village, of a tale saved from the
contamination of writing thanks to a few natives unaware of
the progress of culture; the other is the less hazardous road
of historical and geographical investigation through which
one gains access to a long-deferred vision of a landscape that
authenticates the narrative or the myths of which it is the
guarantor, the recovered witness.

Within this framework, the truth of the myth is enclosed in
a speechlike nature, which writing more or less obliterates, at
times by shackling the freedom of a self-expressive memory
with the constraints of an interpretation subject to foreign
rules; and at other times, more often than not, by reducing
the myth’s own speech to silence in order to speak on its
behalf and to condemn it to an absolute otherness. In an
attempt to rectify this division, structural analysis introduced
a summary separation between cold and warm societies, the
former deprived of a temporal dimension, the latter open to
history and to the continual renewals of meaning that
writing facilitates. The border thus drawn appeared all the
more definite as it seemed to reiterate the distinction be-
tween oral and written literature, a distinction reinforced, if
not justified, by the decision made by this type of analysis to
look for the essential of the “myth” not in the narration but
in the story transmitted by memory, a story whose narrative
form was left to the discretion and talent of each narrator.

Yet another issue arises, for which the Greek model
inspires a formulation that suggests the progressive emer-
gence of writing in a traditional society. Since the time E. A.
Havelock first published his studies, the Homeric epic,
which Milman Parry had recognized as belonging to oral
practice, can no longer be considered an enclave of a living
tradition that made room for a culture of the written. The
introduction of an alphabetical writing technique caused no



immediate changes, nor did it produce any profound up-
heaval. Greece experienced not a revolution of writing but,
rather, a slow movement with uneven advances depending
on the areas of activity; by the turn of the fourth century,
writing prevailed mentally and socially. Until the end of the
fifth century, Greek culture had been essentially of the oral
type. It entrusted to its memory all traditional information
and knowledge, as do all societies unacquainted with written
archives. And it is here that we must revise the notion of
mythology, with which the Greeks encumbered us as a
consequence of their entanglement with logos. For the unified
concept “myth,” which nowhere seems to be defined as a
discrete literary genre, must fade away in favor of a set of
intellectual operations fundamental to the memorizing of
narratives that together make up a tradition. Claude Lévi-
Strauss suggests the term mythism for the process by which a
story, initially personal and entrusted to the oral tradition,
becomes adopted by the collective mode, which will distin-
guish between the crystal clear parts of the narrative—thatis,
the levels that are structured and stable because they rest on
common foundations—and the conjectural parts—details or
episodes amplified or neglected at each telling, before being
doomed to oblivion and falling outside the bounds of mem-
ory. Every traditional society develops, with varying success,
a widely shared creative memory, which is neither the
memory of specialists nor that of technicians. The narratives
we agree to call myths are the products of an intellectual
activity that invents what is memorable.

When writing appears, it neither banishes traditional
memory to a state of decay nor sustains an oral practice in
imminent danger of becoming extinct. Writing occurs at
different levels and in different orders, but always at the
encounter between an act of remembering and the works
that memory creates. Writing was to introduce a new mem-
ory, word-for-word memory, which comes with the book and
with education through the study of written texts. Compet-
ing ever so slowly with the former kind of memory, mechan-
ical memory alone is capable of engendering the idea,
familiar to us, of the correct version, a version which must be
copied or learned exactly, word for word. In Greece between
the sixth and fifth centuries, the first historians, those whom
the Greeks call “logographers,” selected writing as the in-
strument of a new kind of memory that would become an
integral part of thought and political action. This new way of
remembering was constructed on the boundary between a
type of oral tradition with its remembrances, spoken narra-
tives, and stories circulating by word of mouth, and, on the
other side, the dominant obsession of the new investigators,
who respected as knowledge only what had been seen, and
who would ultimately condemn, without appeal, those who
accepted traditions of the past that were transmitted without
precise terminology or rigorous proof. This was the battle-
ground, the wide open space of writing, for the confronta-
tion between variants that became different versions of the
same myth, usually examined from within the confines of a
city in quest of self-image or political identity.

Elsewhere, other routes were taken that linked writing to
the production of myths whose successive variations were
inseparable from the hermeneutic activity of scribes and
interpreters devoted to textual exegesis. From the moment
the traditional narratives of the Bible, the Book of the Hebraic
world, were committed to writing, they were swept away by
the inner workings of a system of writing which, though
initially consonantal, in its hollows called for a vocalic
complement to bear its meaning, since one cannot read a
consonantal text unless one understands it, that is, unless
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one attributes to it a meaning set apart from other possible
meanings. In the continuity of interpretation thus opened
up, the hermeneutics that was focused on the mythical
accounts of Israel claimed a privileged place, which made it
more sensitive to the permanence of fundamental themes
endlessly revived and reevaluated, but also forced it to be the
infinite exegesis, forever interned within its own symbolic
wealth.

M.D./g.h.
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Prexistoric RELIGION

To speak of “prehistoric religion” without specifying time
and place is tantamount to assimilating under modern
thought facts and contexts that came to light at very different
times and places, tantamount to creating a kind of average
image that can only be validated by the judgment of our own
way of thinking projected onto some arbitrarily chosen facts.
Prehistoric religion no longer occasions a debate in which
either pro- or anticlerical convictions are at stake. The science
of prehistory has been enriched by much new data and major
changes in methodological approaches. Rather than arguing
about whether the atheist brute evolved first into the magi-
cian and then into the priest, scientists have given priority to
inquiries that bring out the deep connections among play,
aesthetics, social behavior, economic realities, and practices
that rest on a metaphysical framework. The proofs that can
be proliferated from a so-called religious approach are largely
derived from the realm of the unprecedented, from the
presence of peculiar facts found in a context where they are
least expected, such as the discovery, on a Mousterian site
inhabited by Neanderthal man, of fossil shells, which he
collected and brought back to his dwelling place, or the
discovery that he gathered red ocher or buried his dead.
These diverse elements do not fit in with our vision of
Neanderthal man. Yet how could there not be a striking
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contrast between this primal brute with his bulky brow
ridges and the subtle quality of a religiosity polished by two
millennia of Christianity and all of ancient philosophy?
Neanderthal man was not, in the final analysis, as short of
gray matter as was long believed, though the metaphysical
level of his cultic activities was certainly very different from
ours (at least, as we imagine ours to be).

What matters is the existence of practices within a psycho-
logical realm not directly tied to techniques of acquisition,
manufacture, or consumption, even if these practices do flow
back into material life. Man acquired religious behavior when
he developed the whole system of symbolic thought, which
cannot be separated from language and gesture as it works
out a network of symbols that present a counterimage of the
outside world. That Neanderthals had already developed
this network of symbols is beyond doubt, but whether one
can go on to distinguish evidence of a primordial religion or
an extremely diffuse symbolic complex remains question-
able. The gathering of magical shells and ocher supports the
view that the pump had been primed for the simultaneous
evolution of the fields of art, play, and religion, three fields
which to this day cannot be separated.

Homo sapiens picked up where Neanderthal man left off,
with regard to the gathering of “‘curios” (shells, fossils,
crystals, iron pyrites, stalactite fragments, etc.) sometimes
found together in the same pile. Ocher became much more
plentiful. The first use of manganese dioxide, a black dye,
coincided with the production of a greater number of draw-
ings engraved on bone or stone surfaces. By the Aurignacian
period, these drawings took the form of rhythmic incisions
and figurative tracings. By 30,000 s.c., figurative art had
developed to the point at which subjects could be divided
into the following groups: female sexual symbols (sometimes
also male), figures of animals, and regularly spaced incisions
or punctuations. These themes predominated throughout
the development of Paleolithic art, a subject to which we
shall return.

Burial Grounds and the Cult of Bone Remains

Neanderthals buried their dead. The practice of inhuma-
tion is attested by several obvious tombs and, statistically, by
the numerous finds of skeleton fragments. Shanidar in Iraq is
the site of the only discovery of a Neanderthal laid out on a
bed of flowers, from which a great number of fossilized
pollens were found. In Monte Circeo (Italy), in a similarly
convincing find, a skull was placed in the center of a cave
chamber. In the face of such striking testimony, it is difficult
not to ascribe to the immediate predecessors of humankind
as we know it today sentiments analogous to our own
regarding the afterlife in a parallel universe, a universe
which may have been as inexplicit as that of the average
subject of any of today’s major religions. Difficult as it may
be, given the available evidence, to describe Neanderthal
man’s attitude toward the supernatural, it is even more
difficult to demonstrate the meaning of what falls into the
category of the “cult of bone remains.”” Because bone is the
only physical element (human or animal) that survives
decomposition, any bones found as evidence in an unusual
situation could have played a part in a cult. Whether with
respect to Neanderthal man or to Homo sapiens, we have
some evidence that can be explained in terms that are not at
variance with an interpretation based on the supernatural.
Separated by several scores of millennia, the skulls of Monte
Circeo (Mousterian) and the skull from Mas-d’Azil (Magdale-
nian) attest the special character of the head (the whole head
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or merely the skull). Although the idea of “graves” of
animals has been advanced repeatedly, it seems that natural
phenomena were more often at issue than man himself,
especially in the case of the remains of cave bears.

The burial graves of fossil Homo sapiens are rare, and hardly
a single grave dating from the Upper Paleolithic Age (30,000
9000) has been excavated either with care or with all the
technical means that would have assured its documentary
value. We do, however, have a certain number of facts at our
disposal (graves; bodies, either curled up or stretched out; a
head protected by a stone; ocher dusting; and funereal
household objects, including, at the least, clothing and
ornaments worn by the dead person). In addition, the
double children’s tomb at Sungir, north of Moscow, where
hundreds of ornamental elements adorn the bodies and large
spears made of mammoth ivory were found in the grave,
bears witness to the development of the concern to equip the
dead, a development that occurred at a remote phase of the
Upper Paleolithic Age. Obviously, graves do not all reflect
identical religious intentions, nor can we be certain what
kind of sentiments led to these emotional displays. Mortuary
furniture is ordinarily less sumptuous. In several cases we
might even speculate that the presence of certain vestiges
was connected with accidental conditions surrounding the
filling of the grave. But a rather constant factor is the
presence of ocher, which varied according to the popula-
tion’s wealth in dyes. Ocher gave the soil and the skeleton
that it covered a reddish coloration. This practice, common
during the Upper Paleolithic Age, is the indisputable sign of
acts whose meaning goes beyond a simple natural emotion.
If the use of ocher supports various interpretations according
to habitat, the sheer fact of its being brought into a grave
where a body had been laid constitutes the most distinct
feature of the belief in an afterlife, since the dead person was
considered still capable of using what he was offered.

Personal Adornments

Jewelry appeared in the West around 35,000 s.c. [ts prior
origin is unknown. Throughout Europe, its appearance
coincided with the first manifestations of the Upper Paleo-
lithic Age. During the Chatelperronian epoch (35,000
30,000), it appears already quite diversified: at that same time
we find annular pendants carved out of bone, as well as teeth
from various animal species (fox, wolf, marmot, aurochs,
etc.), made so that they could be hung by means of a
perforation of the root or a slit. Fossil shells were treated in
the same way. It may seem far-fetched to regard ornamental
pendants as anything other than purely aesthetic objects,
and, in fact, some may have had exclusively decorative
functions. However, among the hundreds of pendants ac-
quired from European sites, the majority reveal a preoccu-
pation with magic at one level or another. Those that
unambiguously represent male and female sexual organs
must surely have had some sort of symbolic value (fig. 1).
The cylindrical fragments of stalactite and points of belem-
nites designed to hang may have a meaning of the same
order. This symbolic function of sexual images may have
been extended to include fragments of shattered assegai
spears that were perforated but otherwise untreated (see the
symbolism of the assegai below). The role of teeth designed
to hang must have been rather complex, at least in the early
stages, for the teeth of some animals, the marmot for
example, do not seem to have the characteristics of a trophy
or a talisman. This is not true of the atrophied canines of
reindeer, which even today are symbols of masculinity and



Pendants with ;,,cmm] designs. Left: series of female symbols; right:
phalloid symbol. 7.5 cm. Isturitz (Pyrénées district). (Fig. 1)

were imitated in bone or soft stone when pendants first
appeared.

The same applies to shells. For the most part they seem to
have a purely aesthetic function, but the rather frequent
discovery of porcelain (Cyprea), universally attested in pre-
historic and historic times as a protective female symbol,
makes it highly probable that the collection of shells ‘served
as talismans. In short, having gone beyond a strictly decora-
tive function, long and oval pendants cmompassed both the
aesthetic and the religious realms, and probably the social
realm as well, although we still have too little data to clarify
the matter.

The Occurrence of Wall Painting

The development of personal adornments does not dimin-
ish the importance of the collections of natural curiosities;
rather, it was an added feature that prevailed until the end of
the Upper Paleolithic Age, ca. 9000. Adornments evolved
throughout this period. But in the Aurignacian and the
Perigordian Ages, the main event was the spread of pictorial
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works. Between 30,000 and 20,000, certain forms began to
appear in engravings. These first forms were executed on
blocks and probably on the walls of rock shelters as well.
Despite their crudeness, they shed light on the concerns of
their creators. The repertoire of these works is very limited;
representation of the female genitalia, highly stylized, is the
most widespread. A few representations of the male genita-
lia can be found, but they were apparently replaced quite
early by abstract symbolic figures: dotted lines or bar lines
that seem to accompany explicitly temale figures. There are
also highly geometrical figures of animals, parallel to one
another and often juxtaposed or superimposed on one
another. The Aurignacian-Gravettian bestiary includes the
horse, the bison, the ibex, and other imprecise figures
indicating that from the very beginning art made use of two
clearly defined registers: human figures symbolically ren-
dered, starting with the representation of the entire body
and progressing, by way of genital figures and animals, to
geometric figures. During the ensuing 20,000 years, the
details may have varied but the basic figures, human and
animal, remained in the same relationships. These relation-
ships cannot easily be established on the basis of the en-
graved blocks alone; displacement in the course of time and,
especially, following excavations has destioyed the spatial
ties that might have guided us to their meaning. But some-
thing happened, perhaps by the Gravettian Age but certainly
around 15,000: penetration deep into caves and the execution
of paintings or engravings, sometimes more than a kilometer
from the opening. This boldness on the part of Paleolithic
men is of immediate interest to us because the works
produced at such locations preserved their positions with
respect to one another and with respect to the wall itself. We
can therefore raise questions about the possible religious
ideology of the creators of these figures. What motives could
have inspired the Magdalenians of Niaux or Pech-Merle to
their speleological adventure? It is hard to believe that it was
just a matter of curiosity, and one is inclined to think that in
their eyes the cave must have seemed a mysterious amalgam
of female forms. Direct evidence is furnished by the numer-
ous oval cavities or cleft lips painted on the inside in red
ocher (Gargas, Font-de-Gaume, Niaux). The execution of
numerous genital symbols in deep side passages indirectly
reinforces the hypothesis of the woman-cave. To date, ex-
plicit male symbols are rare but one may find, on Aurigna-
cian blocks, for instance, signs made up of series of dots or
rods accompanying oval or triangular figures depicted with
different degrees of realism. All stages of development come
together, with regional nuances, from the whole female
figure to the pubic triangle rendered as an empty rectangle.
This tendency of male and female signs to conceal them-
selves behind abstract graphics may well have been a re-
sponse to taboos of a socioreligious character. This hypoth-
esis becomes all the more plausible as other figurative
anomalies give evidence of the same meaning. Not only is
there no known instance of human or animal mating any-
where in Paleolithic art, but sexual organs are explicitly
represented on relatively few figures. At Lascaux (where,
however, the bulls have obvious sexual characteristics), two
figures appear (fig. 6): the “jumping cow” in the Axial
Diverticulum and an engraved horse in the Passage, both of
which have their hooves turned in such a way that the
underbelly on both animals is visible and completely empty.
This strange mannerism in figure drawing is not casily
explained, but it does show the complexity of Paleolithic
thought. Curiously, secondary sexual characteristics (the
antlers of the cervidae, the thick withers of the bovidae, and
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the horns of the ibex) are rendered verv exactly; and,
moreover, the animals are frequently depicted in couples,
the female in front and the male behind. It is certain that the
figures basically connote what might be thought of as a
“fertility cult,” a generally banal statement that takes on a
subtlety in the present instance by virtue of the apparent
contradiction of the representation.

Animals

Paleolithic materials vield other peculiar data. The hun-
dreds of figures that cover the walls of caves seem at first
glance to defy anv kind of order. Even though the idea of a
coherent whole emerges from the way the figures are ar-
ranged, few prehistorians have used this possible organiza-
tion to delve further into the ideology of the artists. One
rather surprising fact stands out: the fauna that are repre-
sented display variations that seem to reflect the environ-
ment. In some caves the bison, together with the horse, is
the principal subject (Font-de-Gaume, Niaux, Altamira),
whereas in others the aurochs plays the main role (Lascaux,
Ebbon). But in all the cases cited above, the complementary
bovid (bison or aurochs depending on the site) is represented
by one or more figures separated from the rest. Another
point should also be mentioned: the reindeer that figure in
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Middle part of the first great panel of the Cave of Pindal (Asturias).
Animals A and B (horse and bison) are reduced to the minimal
identifiable size: dorsal line and horns for the bison, which also bears
a scar from a wound in the shape of an inverted V; central portion of
the head and the neck and withers for the horse. Above the bison
and the horse, S7 line of the so-called claviform tvpe (see fig. 3). The
photograph includes only the right side of a series of red and black
paintings. Between group A-B and the doe (C), there are several
groups of S* and S° signs. The doe is 85 cm long. (Fig. 2)

great numbers among the food wastes of the hunters at the
time of these works occupv little space in the iconography of
certain grottoes such as Lascaux, Niaux, or Altamira. At
Lascaux, rather paradoxically, though the bony remains of
reindeer make up almost all the animal wastes, only one
figure can be attributed to the reindeer, and even that is
somewhat doubtful. Thus the fauna depicted do not always
correspond to what Paleolithic man hunted. This fact is
important because, if it were confirmed, it would lead us to
conclude that at least some of the animals represented
plaved a role unconnected with the food that people then
lived on. The number of sites tor which it was possible to
draw up a list of the animals depicted and a parallel list of the
animals consumed as meat is unfortunately too limited to
verify this hypothesis.

Groupings

We referred above to groupings of animal figures and
signs, starting with the Aurignacian Age (30,000). The most
frequent, almost exclusive animal grouping is of horses
(100%) and of bison (56%) (or of aurochs, 39%, in other
words, 95% for bovidae). This initial dyad, moreover, occu-
pies the center of all surfaces used, and may be repeated



several times in the same cave. The groupings in wall
paintings have a complexity that derives from the diversity of
the caves in which the decorations appear. So, too, geo-
graphical location and chronological evolution are reflected
in various applications of the initial figurative formula and in
the more or less pronounced use of natural forms. In any
case, it is likely that the cave or the surface of the shelter wall
was the object of a deliberate choice, and that the figures
were not piled one on top of another haphazardly.

The horse(A)-bovid(B) twosome appears at all sites (fig.
7.1). Although we must allow for the possibility of caves or
shelters that might not fit the basic AB formula, practically
speaking the AB group is always present and dominates the
groupings both numerically and topographically. But rarely
does the AB group appear alone. Another category of
animals intervenes, namely, group C (stag, mammoth, and
occasionally chamois and reindeer). Among the wall paint-
ing groups, the ibex is most often the accompanying animal,
but the stag, hind, mammoth, and reindeer also play the
same role, most often on the sidelines, on the outer perim-
eter of the central panel groupings, or in the intermediary
sections. The most frequent formula is thus AB + C, making
up a triad with one interchangeable element: the ibex at
Niaux, the mammoth at Rouffignac, the stag at Las Chime-
neas. In the same cave, we can also see “moving” animals, or
the following: at Niaux, the stag marks the deepest part of

Cave of Pech-Merle (Lot). Middle and left of the great frieze painted
in black. Two groups of animals can be seen: the group on the left
and the group on the right each include a horse (A) and two bison on
the right, two aurochs on the left. The mammoths present in both
groupings make up group C. Between the two §roupmgs there e
also three animals marked by signs: (1) a bull (B%) bearing a sign (S)
with a male connotation on his side (see fig. 5); (2) a cow (B?) marked
by wounds (5%); (3) diagonally across from both animals, a mammoth
bearing three rows of thick red dashes. The figures are between 60
and 120 cm long. (Fig. 3)
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the large painted surface, the rather numerous ibexes fram-
ing the AB figures; at Lascaux, the situation is similar—
ibexes appear three or four times immediately to the side of
a group of animals, stags being equal in number but farther
to the side. In a cave like the Combarelles, in which the
figures number into the hundreds, the “third animal” is
represented by the reindeer, the ibex, and the mammoth,
which are concentrated in the general area of the side panel
of each decorated gallery.

Finally, there is also a D category to which fierce animals
belong: the rhinoceros, the bear, and the big cats. The bear is
a relatively rare animal in Paleolithic iconography and has no
clearly defined place, but the rhinoceros and the big cats are
marginal animals, most often situated in the deepest or most
peripheral parts of the figured group. At Lascaux, Font-de-
Gaume, the Combarelles, to cite only a few, the big cats are
in this position. In these three places, the rhinoceros occu-
pies an analogous position: at Lascaux, at the bottom of the
Well; at Font-de-Gaume, at the end of the main gallery next
to the big cat; and at the Combarelles, superimposed over the
“lioness” from the end of the second gallery. The complete
formula for the grouping is C + AB + C (+ D) in the case of
a cave with a single composition, one that forms part of a
series. In extreme cases, as in Lascaux or Combarelles, one
may encounter a series of groupings with the basic formula
repeated time and again.
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Signs

Signs seem to follow the same general patterns as animal
figures. They fall into three categories (fig. 5). The first is
made up of male symbols (S') ranging from the human body
depicted in its entirety to a simple little stick. In between are
sometimes very abstract transitions (lines branching out with
two extensions at the base, as in Lascaux). The signs of the
second group (S%) correspond to female symbols. Like the
signs of the first group, they range from a complete female
representation to an empty or partitioned rectangle. Tne
third group (S Y, in comparison with the other two, is
homologous to the animals of group C or CD. It is made up
of aligned dots or a series of little sticks aligned or clustered.
In several cases, the S* signs are repeated at the beginning
and the end of the figurative series. This phenomenon is
quite evident at Lascaux, where the aligned dots are found at
the entrance and at the far end of the Axial Diverticulum,
between the Passage and the Nave, at the bottom of the Well,
and at the end of the Diverticulum of the Big Cats. The signs
of the third group, therefore, occupy a position rather set
back, most often in the background, as at Font-de-Gaume,
Pech-Merle, and El Castillo.

The relationship between signs and animals corresponds
to the following broad lines: the S'S” group is found juxta-
posed with the animals of groups A and B (fig. 2), as in the
case of the Diverticulum of the Big Cats at Lascaux (fig. 6), in
which the S'S” signs are in the central panel, right across
from an AB group (horse-bison). But the signs may be
independent of the animal figures, grouped in a separate
diverticulum. Good examples can be found at Niaux (Black
Room), at El Castillo, at La Pasiega, and, notably, at Coug-
nac. The relationship between animals and signs may thus
be defined by the following formula:

C+AB+C+D

S* + s's? + §°
or
C+ AB + C + D/S'S?,
S& S“,

Both formulas can even be found in the same cave (La
Pasiega).

This complex arrangement must have encompassed an
ideology whose elaborate character may be perceived
through the arrangement. The situation is further compli-
cated, however, by the role played by the cave itself. Natural
caves have many accidental features that evoked, for Paleo-
lithic man, sexual forms, generally female. These natural
structures, fissures or stalagmitic formations, sometimes
underscored in red (Gargas, Niaux), are also frequently
completed with an S' sign (little sticks or dots: Gargas,
Combel de Pech-Merle, Niaux), proving that the natural
phenomenon was considered equivalent to S?. This is par-
ticularly clear in Niaux, where two fissures in the inner
gallery were marked at the entrance by a sign of male
connotation (branching sign) accompanied in one of the two
cases by a horse with its head extended in the direction of the
fissure.

In the course of millennia and in a territory as vast as that
of Paleolithic cave art, figurative traditions must have under-
gone numerous variations, and it is remarkable that we
should come across an ideographic system that is so well
constructed. Yet two rather important questions, concerning
the role of wounds on animals and the role of hands, remain
largely unresolved.
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Cave of Gargas (Hautes-Pyrénées). Panel showing ““negative’” hands
with “mutilated” fingers. Most such hands, colored red or black, are
grouped in twos by subject, and appear to have been executed by
folding in the fingers or by applving a stencil. (Fig. 4)

Wounds

In art objects as well as mural art, we find animals with
wounds. Ever since research on prehistoric religion began,
this detail has been thought to reveal the practice of magic
spells. This explanation is not altogether impossible, but
certain elements lead us to believe that it does not resolve the
problem entirely. In fact, 96% of the animal figures on file
(between 2,500 and 3,000) show no wounds. We might ask
ourselves if the two series, animal and sign, really belong to
the same symbolic system, or if two lines of symbols might
have existed without any organic ties between them. Signs
do seem to have played their role at the same times and in
the same places as animals. What is more, both evolved
svnchronically, and both underwent parallel stylistic trans-
formations. It is very unlikely that signs were slipped in
among animals, with no connection to them, in the course of
various rituals; too many signs are connected to animals by
their position for the relationship not to be a close one, as the
Pech-Merle paintings show (fig. 3). This does not preclude
the claim that signs are sometimes independent, as at
Altamira, where the signs and the animals of the Great
Ceiling make up two distinct clusters; or as at El Castillo or
La Pasiega, where, for one important portion, the painted
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Geometrization of male and female symbols Sk phalloid deriva-
tives. S*: principal series of vulvar derivatives. S* rows of pungtum
tion (dotted lines) and barred lines. Below, from left to right: S'-S?
groupings. El Castillo (Santander): triangle derivatives and branch-
ing sign. Lascaux (Dordogne): maximal geometrization and abstrac-
tions (empty rectangle and bar). Lascaux: crooked bar (S') and seven
aligned wounds (5°). S', S, S* groupings. Niaux (Ariége): bar (S'),
claviform (see same S” figure), cloud of dots (S%). Pech-Merle (Lot): at
the entrance of a deep side passage, three figures that appear to
correspond in value to S': dotted line with four lateral dots (see same S*
figure). The negative hand probably corresponds to S7, and the cloud of
dots, farther into the passage, probably corresponds to S°. (Fig. 5).

Lascaux (Dordogne): (1) Engraved horse with rump turned such that
the perineal region is exposed but devoid of primary sexual charac-
teristics. 60 cm. (2) Paintings from the axial gallery, central part of the
righthand wall. Aurochs in the same posture as the horse in front.
Secondary sexual characteristics (general profile) are attributable to a
cow, but primary characteristics, notably the udder, are invisible.
This figure is included in the grouping formula A-B S'-5% (horse-
aurochs, bars, gridlike sign; see fig. 5). 1.70 m. (Fig. 6)
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Gourdan (Haute-Garonne). The principle of association ot animals A
and B may also be applied to portable objects. This engraving on
bone plaquette represents the aurochs-horse twosome with the
heads of both animals assembled like the faces on playing cards.
About 6 cm from nose to nose. (2) Raymonden (Dordogne). Partial
pendant (or fish spatula). A scene of a religious nature seems to be
unfolding: six or seven persons (perhaps more) are lined up on
either side of a line resembling barbed wire at the end of which is the
severed head of a bison and two paws with ill-defined hooves. Near
the knee, one of these legs bears a “chestnut,” a horny growth that
is the vestige of the multifingered hoof of the ancestors of the equidae.
It may indeed be a horse leg, and this grouping with its sacrificial
look may refer to the A-B model. (3) Torre (Guipuzcoa). Roll of fine
engravings around a bone tube. From left to right: stag, man, horse,
chamois, two small ibex with frontal horns, and aurochs. This series
of animals referring to A-B model + Cis of more than purely artistic
interest: between the subjects are abstract tracings (parallel or
crossed strokes, beginnings of spherical figures, clouds made of fine
dots, etc.) which must have ensured that Magdalenians could
“read” this mythogram. (4) Mas-d’Azil (Ariege). Bone plaquette
engraved with horses and fish, already strongly geometrized. My-
thographic theme born out by several examples. (5) ElI V. alle
(Santander). Bone tube with engraved bird. Subject related to
preceding one: two horses, one behind the other, a stag tacing
forward, numerous features with no apparent meaning, perhaps a
snake, and some oval figures, probably fish. (6) FEl Pendo
(Santander). Bone tube engravings, like the preceding ones, but
virtually uninterpretable. There remains a part of the head and neck
of a horse and a herbivore with visible horns (or antlers) and ears
borne by a very long neck. Note that these two figures occupy the
same situation as those of the El Valle tube. (Fig. 7)
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signs are collected in a side passage; or at Cougnac (Lot),
where S' and S signs are located in a side alcove away from
the animal figures, while the S® series occurs in the figured
panels.

Whether these are two series of symbols executed simul-
taneously and experienced as forming the frame of a single
ideological block, or whether they are two separate series
with elements that were to enter one another on synchronic
but distinct levels—either case presupposes a highly complex
intellectual content, intimately tied to an elaborate social
system. Could they be symbols of the propagation of hu-
mans and animals, a cosmogony that calls into play the
complementary forces of male and female? It is difficult to
reach a conclusion without going beyond the available data,
but certainly we are in the presence of something quite
different from what was long imagined about ““the Paleolithic
savages.”

Of the 4% of animals showing wounds in the thoracic or
the neighboring abdominal areas, if we do a percentage
count by species, the greatest number goes to the bison (8%),
then to the horse (2.5%), with zero or less than 1% for all
other species. There is yet another striking fact. Although
wounded animals are encountered throughout the Franco-
Cantabrian region, most cases occur in the Ariege sector of
the Pyrenees, with the greatest number represented at Niaux
(25% of figured animals). The value of the wound as a
testimony to magic spells for game might be merely an
accessory phenomenon, but the hunting symbolism to which
it refers is certain. The fact that wounds appear essentially
only on the bodies of the basic twosome is perhaps con-
nected with the AB = S'S? equation, the wounds being the
equivalent of §%, that is, the female connotation. Three pieces
of evidence may be invoked to support this contention: a
horse at Lascaux bearing seven wounds on its body and an $*
sign (fig. 5) on its neck and withers; a bison at Bernifal whose
shoulder has an oval wound flanked by two little sticks; and
a bison at Niaux engraved on clay, which has three wounds
and two little sticks on its side. These parallel sticks belong to
the highly varied portion of masculine symbols. One of the
best examples of the relationship between signs and animals
is that of the great panel of Pech-Merle (fig. 3) made up of
two groupings that share the same C animal (C? mammoth).
One is the aurochs-horse (AB?), and the other the horse-
bison (AB'). Between the two groupings of figures are three
animals: a bull, a cow, and a mammoth. Each bears different
signs. The bull bears a double line of dashes with lateral
extensions (S', of male character). The cow is riddled with
wounds that seem to play the role of S signs. The mammoth
is covered with red spots aligned to form the equivalent of
the S* sign. From this evidence we can hypothesize that
“wounds” have the value of a female symbol. Establishing
this symbolism would open a vast realm of possibilities for
the symbolic system of Paleolithic art, one that involves the
alternation of symbols of life and death.

Hands

While the problem of wounds allows us to do no more
than hint at some kind of metaphysical solution, positive
hand imprints (in which a hand is smeared with color and
pressed flat against the wall) and negative hand imprints (in
which a hand is laid flat against the wall and outlined in
color) raise questions equally resistant to clear answers.
Positive hands are substantially rarer than negative hands
and show up infrequently in groupings, but the Bayol cave in
the Ardéche region has a good example. It shows six positive
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hands in a grouping that includes an aurochs, two horses,
and one big cat, all treated in a very particular style.

There are several types of negative hands, probably corre-
sponding to several different traditions. The first category is
made up of hands integrated in a grouping that includes,
notably, dottings; this is the case in Pech-Merle, where in six
instances hands are associated with dotted lines in close
proximity to the two crisscrossed horses and once with
eleven dotted lines above the opening of a very low side
passage (fig. 5). The same arrangement of animal figures and
dottings is found in EI Castillo. In the Périgord, negative
hands appear in isolation (one at Font-de-Gaume, one at
Combarelles, several grouped at Bernifal, etc.). At Roucadour
(Lot), the hands are superposed over the animals, and they
have long pointed fingers incised on a black background.
The Pech-Merle hands give the impression of being inserted
in an arrangement where they play an important role, surely
as important as the S signs with their female connotation.

The hands in the cave of Gargas (Hautes-Pyrénées), like
those in the neighboring grotto at Tibiran, are very different
in nature (fig. 4). Repeated scores of times in different panels
and hollows of the cave, they have the special feature of
cut-off or, more likely, bent-in fingers. The various combina-
tions of fingers might have been part of a kind of symbolic
code of the animals most commonly represented in figurative
art (horse, bison, ibex, etc.). The same digital formula appears
again in side-by-side hands repeated twice and alternating
between red and black (fig. 4). Examples can also be found at
the openings of niches or fissures, in the position normally
occupied by animals or signs of CD and S' groups. As strange
as it may seem, the “mutilated hands” of Gargas, which
include many children’s hands, are not missing all five fin-
gers. They seem to correspond to a fairly rational application
of signals involving variably bent fingers, gestures that can
still be observed today among certain groups of hunters,
notably the Bushmen. Aside from the monumental aspect of
the connections between the groups of hands and their nat-
ural support, the ideographic aspect is extremely impressive.

Animal and human figures make up the ground on which
our tentative explanation of wall painting rests. This expla-
nation calls on data which, in the way they are assembled,
suggest a complex ideological construct. To what extent can
objects that are found not on walls but on sites of living
quarters corroborate this claim?

Objects

Caves contain particularly precious data, if only because
the images have preserved their location on walls. A no less
precious source of information, however, may be found on
the surfaces of Paleolithic floors strewn with objects that bear
human and animal figures. Some of these objects are fairly
soft fragments of stone or fragments of bone on which
figures have been incised or sculpted. No practical function
can be attributed to them, and we are struck by their
resemblance to the figures on walls. Given their iconographic
content, we ask whether they could have played the same
role in living quarters as the figures played in the cave, and
whether they were used to reproduce the same combina-
tions. These questions are difficult to answer decisively, for
the possibilities of iconographic combinations are extremely
varied. The figures (statuettes, plaquettes or blocks, weap-
ons or tools, personal adornments) may have been assem-
bled in a meaningful way (according to the C-A-B-C + D
model), a configuration that may presuppose, for example,
either several plaquettes each bearing one figure, or several




plaquettes cach bearing several animal figures. Unfortu-
nately rare are the cases where portable objects are found in
their functional places, and even rarer are sites where the
excavators took the trouble to record the exact position of the
relics. Yet we can begin by assuming that, since caves existed
only in a limited number of areas while vast territories lent
themselves only to open-air settlements, the plaquettes of
stone, ivory, or bone or the statuettes which sometimes
abound at such sites fulfilled the role that otherwise de-
volved upon cave walls.

We may also assume that the other decorated objects
reflect, in whole or in part, the same ideological scheme that
is displayed by the grouping of the figures on the walls.

Statuettes

Statuettes of animals are relatively rare in the Paleolithic art
of western Europe. The cave of Isturitz (Basses-Pyrénées)
stands out as an exception with its numerous animals (bison,
horses, bears) incised in soft rock. The true domain of animal
figures in round relief is central and eastern Europe. The
pictorial repertory of Europe east of the Rhine is mostty made
up of statuettes molded in clay mixed with powdered bone
(Moravia), incised in bone or in mammoth ivory; and figu-
rines of mammoth, horse, bison, and big cats. The functions
of these statuettes are as yet unclear, but since they must
have assumed the same role as that played by the engravings
and paintings in the caves, they must have the same sym-
bolic ranges.

One category of figures is made up of female statuettes,
inaccurately called “Venus” figures, that appear in various
forms dependm;, on the stages of the Paleolithic epoch and
the regions in which they were executed. The items discov-
ered at Kostienki (on the Don River), on Ukranian sites, at
Predmost in Moravia, Willendorf in Austria, and at Brassem-
pouy and Lespugue in southwestern France show in the
details of their execution that they belong to the same
pictorial traditions. Were the religious traditions that they
were supposed to illustrate of the same nature? That is hard
to answer, for the good reason that female statuettes can only
symbolize a limited number of functions, generally relating
to fertility. Based on what we know today, it would be
difficult to say any more about them, except perhaps that the
statuettes discovered in living quarters may have played an
identical role to that of the signs in the groupings of figures
on the walls. Male figures by their very scarcity seem to have
occupied a much more modest place.

In brief, plaquettes, which are far more numerous in the
West than statuettes, and statuettes, which are more numer-
ous than plaquettes in central and eastern Europe, seem to
have had the same functions. Given the resemblances be-
tween portable art (on plaquettes and statuettes) and mural
art, we can ascribe identical functions to them and assimilate
them to the same religious process. Unfortunately, this does
not entirely clarify the details of the process that we know to
have borrowed the same basic symbols throughout alt of
Europe for twenty thousand years. The formula A-B, C, D +
S!', $2, S* did not necessarily have the same ideologicat
implications in the Urals as it did on the banks of the Vézere.
The hundreds of plaquettes of engraved schist from
Gonnersdorf (dating from the Magdalenian epoch ca. 10,000)
left lying on the ground may not have had the same function
as the heavy engraved blocks of the Aurignacian epoch
around 30,000.

It seems possible nevertheless to discern in the groupings
of art objects and murat art alike the systematic presence of
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two animals A-B, often associated with one or two animals
from group C. Human figures and male and female symbols
are also present, as they are in wall paintings. The special-
ized use of certain objects may have influenced the choice of
the figures that were drawn on them. There were relatively
few decorated objects during the first millennia; realistic
figures, at least, were rare. It is not until the middle and late
Magdalenian Age, from 12,000 to 9000, that objects made of
reindeer horn and bone begin to be covered with figures.
Propelling devices—hooked pieces probably designed to
hurl assegais at game—most often depict a single animal,
close to the hook. On objects in this category the most
ectectic assortment can be found: horse, bison, mammoth,
ibex, reindeer, big cat, fish, bird. The propelling devices
(their real use is still unknown) thus fall in the same
iconographic category as plaquettes and statuettes.

Perforated Sticks

Perforated sticks are a different story. A kind of lever made
of reindeer horns, the stick consists of a cylindrical handle
with a bifurcation at one end in which a hote three centime-
ters in diameter has been pierced at the thickest point. Its real
use was to straighten out, while hot or cold, the long assegai
spears that had kept the curvature of the horns from which
they had been made. The class of perforated sticks includes
a large number of carefully decorated objects. In a significant
proportion of them, the handle is sculpted in the shape of a
phatlus. Sometimes both extensions of the head of the object
have this decoration. There are also many perforated sticks
that bear the A-B grouping (horse-bison) or the third animal,
in the form of a stag, a reindeer, or an ibex. A whole series of
perforated sticks are decorated on their lateral extensions
with two heads of bison, highly geometrized and often
reduced to two sets of parallel bars. This decorative element
can be found from the Asturias to Switzerland. Some perfo-
rated sticks feature realistic scenes, such as the one at
Dordogne in Laugerie-Basse, which on one side shows a
man knocked over by a bison and on the other side a horse;
or the one in La Madeleine, which has a man, a snake, and
two horses on one side, and two bison on the other.
Certainly these animals were not grouped in a fortuitous
manner: the H-B + A formula (Human-bison + horse) is the
same formula as in the famous scene on the Well at Lascaux
(a man knocked over by a bison, with a horse on the opposite
wall). The second scene, however, must refer to another
mythic content, for its formula, H-A + B (+ S) (Human-
horse + bison [and snake]), has no known equivalent, but it
does highlight the imperative character of the representation
of the complementary animal: in the first case, the horse; in
the second, the bison. We should also note that, as at
Lascaux, the second animal is on the side opposite to the one
with the scene.

Assegais

Assegais make up a category of particularly expressive
decorated items. The ornamentation on these spears appears
relatively early, around 20,000, and consists of geometric
patterns, sometimes of a highly simplified animal figure.
These markings may correspond to different hunters in the
same group. But as time went by, the animal figures multi-
plied on some of these assegais. During the late Magdalenian
era, some were covered with rows of horses on a raised field,
which suggests that they served as instruments for parades
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or rituals rather than as effective weapons. The ends of
assegais are often perforated to make them into pendants.
Such pieces may have been part of a particular asscgal that
was lucky n its hunting and thereby served as a “talisman.”

The numerous pendants found in the Upper Paleolithic Age
are largely inspired by sexual symbolism (cowrie shell, oval
pendants, stag canines, etc.). It is thus likely that the assegai
played a dual symbolic role. A few indices seem to support
this contention, namely, the probable assimilation in mural
art of male symbols with the assegai and female symbcls
with the wound. Many details from the natural relief of
walls, such as oval niches painted red and the wounds on
certain animals, support such a hypothesis. But it is difficult
to consolidate the ideological aspects of this symbolic frame
of reference.

Other decorated objects that might shed light on the
religious thought of Paleolithic man require an even more
sensitive interpretation. Harpoon points with realistic deco-
ration are extremely rare. Conversely, we do have a consid-
erable number of spatulas in the shape of fish, often highly
geometrized. They may bear symbolic meaning, but at what
level? The scale of values may range from a representation of
a primarily aesthetic character to an instrument indispens-
able for the execution of a ritual. The same may be said of the
rings of bone, three or four centimeters in diameter, with a
very eclectic range of animal engravings on both sides. The
fish spatula with its inevitable iconographic base (usually a
species of Salmonidae), and the rings of bone on which all
species are represented (including the human species) pro-
vide us only with a basic assumption and certainly not with
evidence for an entire superstructure of beliefs. It is therefore
by reference to the figures on walls and plaquettes that the
iconography of portable objects can be analyzed. We may
also want to view in the same spirit the so-called silhouette
outlines, small pendants carved out of a hyoid bone, of
which there are many known examples showing heads of
horses as well as a group of eighteen ibex heads and one
bison head, which may remind us of the triad horse-bison-
ibex, the model of wall depiction.

One last category of materials is made up of groupings of
figures engraved mostly on cylindrical objects (tubes of bird
bone, assegai shafts, etc.), similar to the perforated sticks
referred to above. Some of these objects bear explicit figures,
like the bone tube of Torre (Spain), which in the space of
fifteen centimeters depicts a series of busts including a stag,
man, horse, chamois, ibex, and aurochs (fig. 7.1). This
grouping, which may also incorporate signs in parallel or
converging lines cross-hatched inside with ladders, is not far
removed from certain wall groupings, such as the diver of
Portel (Ariege), whose middle part is occupied by a horse, a
bison, and male and female signs, while the pcrlpherv is
occupied by the third sign (S%), an ibex, and a stag. It would
be hard not to regard these various assembled animals as the
protagonists of a mythical story, a mythogram rather than a
catalogue of the presumed victims of a spell of hunting
magic. But whatever the figures may designate precisely, we
cannot yet afford to go outside the realm of fact to venture an
explanation. Thus we have a whole series of groupings on
c_vlmders or plaquettes, graphically explicit but just as mys-
terious as ever, such as the strange object found in Les Eyzies
on which eight hunters carrying assegais on their shoulders

seem to be parading in front of a bison, or another item from
Chancelade (fig. 7.2) on which seven human silhouettes
appear to surround a bison’s head and severed front hooves.
These two examples, probably variants of the same theme,
show how the discovery of new versions might help us to
decipher an increasingly important part of the Paleolithic
message.

A significant number of specimens (figs. 7.4, 7.5, 7.6) bear
an ornamentation that is very difficult to identify: a row of
curves and ovoid figures including a recognizable horse here
and there or a highly simplified stag, or sometimes a fish.
Given the constancy with which geometric motifs replace
explicit figures, we could almost speak of ideograms, though
we need not see in these semigeometric figures the elements
of “writing.” We can assume that the geometrized symbols
preserved their meaning, so that a grouping like “chevrons-
broken lines” could be equivalent to, for instance, “horse-
snake,” chevrons being the tail end of a row of horses, and
the broken line being the geometrization of the snake’s body:
both cases exist in an explicit form.

It might seem surprising to hear so little said about
“prehistoric religion.”” As far as practices are concerned, our
knowledge consists mainly of gaps. We may imagine that the
caves were shrines in which highly elaborate rituals took
place, but all we have is wall decorations. The fact that the
dead were buried with ocher and, at least in some cases, with
funerary personal effects, leads us to ascribe to Upper
Paleolithic man some notion of an afterlife, but we know
nothing about its modalities in any detail. The tablets or
engraved blocks tell us about iconographic activities that
must have had a religious purpose, but we are far from being
able to assert what kind of purpose it was. The same applies
to decorated objects (perforated sticks, propelling devices,
spatulas, etc.) of which we cannot even claim to know the
exact usage. Nevertheless, the wealth of the iconography
and the constancy of certain relationships between figures
and between figures and the surfaces on which they appear
make it possible for us to sketch the bare outlines of a system
of religious thought, though its background is still very
murky. The complexity and quality of these groupings ex-
press feelings (with nuances tied to places and times) that
reflect simultaneously the aesthetic and religious life of
Paleolithic man.

A.L.-G./g.h.
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NOMADIC THOUGHT” AND RELIGIOUS ACT!ION

“Nomapic Tauouchut” anp ReLigious ACTION

When the rainy season comes, the mendicant monk stops
wandering and heads back to his monastery. '

For some years now, nomadic socicties have awakened
strong and renewed interest among ethnologists. On an
mtuitive level, these societies scattered over the globe seem
to be mutually comparable, and attempts have been made to
construct models of such societies, that is, to go beyond the
empirical diversity that science seeks to overcome. These
attempts at synthesis, notably the collective work published
under the direction of Lee and De Vore? on hunter-gatherers,
and the works of B. Spooner® on pastoral nomads, are
evidence of the special position that nomadic societies oc-
cupy today in ethnology.

The term “nomadism” covers quite diverse phenomena:
hunter-gatherers and pastoral nomads move over greater or
lesser distances, more or less frequently; hunter-gatherers
make use of wild objects, and pastoral nomads domestic
objects, to mediate their relation with the natural environ-
ment. Although nomadic societies differ among themselves
in their type of economy and in the breadth and frequency of
their movements, as a group they contrast with societies that
do not move, settled societies, and it is in this light that we
shall consider them for the purposes of this study, setting
aside the ways in which the group could be subdivided.
Dissimilar in many ways, both social and economic, these
societies share not only itinerant behavior but also certain
characteristics, which we will examine in order to determine
whether they are reflected at the level of thought and
worldview. Starting with a limited amount of work done on
this subject, we can but suggest a direction of study and posit
some hypotheses for research. To find pantheons common to
nomads, if such a thing were possible, would require far
more concerted and exhaustive studies. But it may already be
possible to isolate from its various contexts an attitude to the
supernatural world and religion that is common to nomads,
and to define a framework within which we might study
their mythology.

“Froc individualistic, subject to no state nor to any tyr-
anny, such is the “traditional stereotype” of the pastoral
nomad.* But it is also an ob]utnc piece of information to the
extent that it is derived from the image that the nomad has of
himself. When this self-image comes into close contact with
settled societies, it may even be more pronounced, thus
affirming in a deliberate way the difference between nomadic
and settled ideologies. Pastoral nomads have a realistic
vision of the world and a rather meager ceremonial life. They
practice a great deal of divination but little witcheraft. Reli-
gion is centered on the individual rather than on the group;
indeed, a pantheon comprising a great number of divine
figures seems to be more common among farmers. H nomads
show little interest in religion, and if they refer to manifes-
tations of the supernatural in “stoic terms,” this does not
mean that they are any more “secular”” than any other
group. The cosmology of pastoral nomads in the Middle
East, for example, tends to be expressed in Islamic terms.
Through this filter, as Spooner points out, it should be
possible to see those elements of cosmology that antedate
Islam or are not integral to it. When these are compared with
other cosmologies from nomadic populations in regions
lacking such a culturally dominant ideology, it may be
possible to isolate the elements that derive from the nomadic
adaptation.®

The mythology of hunter-gatherer societies presents nota-
ble similarities. The myths that retrace the origins of a society
are apparently universal and come out of the same mold. In
these myths, the culture hero creates mankind and its
customs; he domesticates fire, teaches arts and crafts, and
shapes the landscape and animals. In the cosmology, spirits
are not gods: culture heroes or creator spirits no longer
intervene in the affairs of men, and that is why they are not
worshiped. They have to do with existential ideology and
not with normative ideology. Just as the accent is placed on
the person in nomadic society, so the world of spirits is
strongly individualized; egalitarianism within the group is
reflected in the absence of any hierarchy among the spirits.
The individual deals directly with the world of the supernat-
ural. Except for the shaman/doctor there is no reliable
mediation by specialized individuals.” The culture hero who
offers the world to humans after he has created them is not
totally absent from nomadic societies; but probably more
characteristic of such societies is the strongly existential
aspect of the ideology as well as egalitarianism. The absence
of authoritarian chiefs and of a certain type of power ex-
cludes certain types of divine figures. Moreover, nomadic
hunters pay little attention to what does not involve them
directly. Accordingly, the Mbuti are more concerned with the
present than with the past or the future. They are practical
people. They eschew all speculation about the future or the
hereafter on the grounds that not having been there they do
not know what it is like and not knowing what it is like they
cannot predict what their behavior will be. They say that to
try to look into the future is to “walk blindly.”® Knowledge is
considered a way of living rather than a rule. And it is
precisely in their behavior in the face of—rather than by the
content of—myth or the supernatural that the clear outlines
of a way of thinking peculiar to nomads begin to emerge. We
see in hunter-gatherers certain teatures already observed in
the pastoral nomads, and profoundly different from the
religious attitudes of settled socicties. Before we describe
nomadic societies as nonreligious or hardly religious, we
might first ask whether ethnologists hold too narrow a
conception of ritual and symbolic behavior, and whether
their analytic tools may be too closely tied to the categories of
settled societies, which would hamper their perception of
religious phenomena among nomads.

Among the Basseri, pastoral nomads of Iran, the paucity of
ritual activity is striking;” they are indifferent to metaphysical
problems and to religion. But is this really a lack, or are the
descriptive categories that are being used incapable of de-
scribing the reality of the situation? The central rite of the
society is migration itself. For the Basseri, migration is laden
with meaning, though not expressed by means of technically
unnecessary symbolic acts or exotic paraphernalia. The Bas-
seri respond not to the utilitarian aspects of activities but to
movement and its dramatic forms, to the meanings implicit
in the sequence of their activities.'” Is it not rather ethnocen-
tric to assume that an activity that is important from an
economic point of view cannot also be important from a
ritualistic or symbolic point of view? The migrations of
nomads are more than mere business trips; they are also
ritually motivated and determined, and our difficulties in
observation seem to be due to our conflation of these two
domains.

In this discussion of the relationship between religious
attitude (taken in a rather broad sense) and nomadism,
societies with seasonal variations are both exceptional and
typical because they are alternately nomadic and settled. The
gathered habitat of the winter season contrasts with the
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scattered habitat of the summer season, with its mobility and
the splintering of the group into families in the narrowest
sense of the word. There are two ways of occupying land,
but there are also two ways of thinking: “This contrast
between life in winter and life in summer is reflected not only
In rituals, festivals, and religious ceremonies of all sorts. It
also profoundly affects ideas, collective representations, in a
word, the whole mentality of the group.'' . . . In summer, life
is somewhat secularized.”'? The ecological constraints to
which the group is subject make nomadism necessary, an |
the group’s requirements come to restrict religious thought
and practice. But just as we must consider the role of
adaptation to the environment, we must also refine our
categories of analysis, and when appearances evoke secular-
ization, we must understand that the foundation has yet to
be deciphered. The mobility that characterizes nomadic
societies is indeed the central feature of their organization,
but it is also the main obstacle to our understanding,.

“We must beware of any tendency to treat fixed and
permanent ties linking together aggregates of people as
normal, and loose, impermanent bonds as abnormal and
requiring special explanation.””'* The migrations of hunters
or pastoral nomads by far exceed those that would be
required by the demands of the natural environment and of
access to natural resources. The fluidity and the constant
coming and going, both of groups and of individuals within
the groups, have a political function: they make it possible to
ensure order, the resolution of conflicts, and, paradoxically,
cohesion, because the lines of fusion and fission of groups
and individuals do not necessarily follow the lines of kin-
ship. Among nomads, social relations become activated
through changes of place: proximity or distance are not
relevant, and space is in a sense negated. Finally—and, in
our view, this is an essential point—the changes of place
have a religious function: they are highly valued, so highly
that Barth sees them as the central rite among the Basseri. It
is movement that leads nomads “into closer recognition of
the one constant in their lives, the environment and its
life-giving qualities. Under such conditions of flux where
band and even family relations are often brittle and fragmen-
tary, the environment in general, and one’s own hunting
territory in particular, become for each individual the one
reliable and rewarding focus of his attention, his loyalty, and
his devotion.””'" In other words, the nomad ““does not have
the impression of inhabiting a man-made world. . . . He is
controlled by objects, not persons. . . . There is not an
anthropomorphic cosmos. Hence there is no call for articu-
late forms of social intercourse with nonhuman beings and
no need for a set of symbols with which to send and receive
special communication.””'> The nomad does not seek to
improve the environment in which he lives. In this sense, he

is controlled by objects and a world that are wild, and he is in
direct touch with nature. The domestic animals through
whose intervention he exploits the wild objects, if he is
pastoral, serve only to mediate this relationship with nature.
Whether he is a hunter-gatherer or a shepherd, he does not
impose his Culture on Nature as do settled peoples. Mobility
and fluidity of groups and within groups; decentralized
societies, or rather societies with multiple centers; egalitari-
anism; direct contact with nature—such are the poles that
may affect the ideology of nomads and that may be reflected
in collective representations and in rituals.

With a few examples, we have sought to come to terms
with nomadism and its underlying ideology as a “certain
type of behavior,”'® rather than as a mode of economic
production or as a variable determined by environment. This
particular attitude, in the face of the supernatural and the
symbolic world, is governed by what we might call a
nomadic way of thinking that participates in the ““primi-
tive/wild/sauvage” way of thinking but preserves its own
characteristics within it. The analysis of the content of the
myths of various nomadic societies may indeed highlight the
lines of force around which “nomadic thought” is organized,
and will finally allow us to spell out the specificity of a way
of thinking in which what is normal is not what is fixed, and
the fluid and the moving are order and not chaos.

F.-R.P./g.h.
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ITaLy

It is impossible to speak of a “’religion of ancient Italy” in the
same way that one might speak of “the Greek religion.” In
the traditional framework of the classical world, built on the
two great civilizations of Greece and Rome, Italy does not
represent a united and continuous historical reality as Greece
does. Initially, during the first millennium s.c., Italy’s terri-
tory was divided into zones inhabited by diverse peoples,
each having their own beliefs and customs—zones to which
were added the band of Greek colonies along the southern
coasts of the peninsula and in Sicily. Later, beginning at the
time of the Roman conquest and continuing to the end of
antiquity, the religion of ancient Italy became identified with
Roman religion. Therefore several articles should be con-
sulted on this topic: the following article on pre-Roman Italy,
along with the articles to which it refers, and those articles
that deal with Roman religion.

M.P./d.b.

REeLiGION IN PrRe-RoMAaN ITALY:
Tue HistoricaL FRAMEWORK

Pre-Roman Italy occupies a special place in the general
development of the religious conceptions of the Mediterra-
nean peoples of antiquity, even if its role was much less
important than that of the Greek world, by which it was
greatly influenced. The term “pre-Roman” usually desig-
nates the period from the beginning of historical times
around the eighth century s.c. to the political, linguistic, and
cultural unification of Italy under Roman domination be-
tween the third and first centuries .c. (obviously we must
not forget the existence of Rome, then at the very beginning
of its development—which took place in parallel with that of
the other centers of culture of the Italic world).

The absence of unity and coherent progress is the essential
characteristic of pre-Roman Italy, and one that clearly differ-

entiates it from Greece at the same period. Italy can be seen
as a mosaic of people distinct in origin, language, and
culture, and of social groups at different stages of develop-
ment. We know the historical names of the main ethnic
groups which existed at the beginning of the Roman con-
quest (Latini, Campani, Apuli, Calabri, Lucani, Bruttii, Sam-
niti, Sabini, Piceni, Umbri, Etrusci, Liguri, Veneti, Histri,
Galli); these names reappear in the names of the regions of
unified Italy at the time of the emperor Augustus (I. Latium
and Campania; II. Apulia and Calabria; III. Lucania and
Bruttii; IV. Sabini and Samnium; V. Picenum; VI. Umbria;
VII. Etruria; VIII. [Gallia] Cispadana, then Aemilia; IX.
Liguria; X. Venetia and Histria; XI. [Gallia] Transpadana),
and some of these, sometimes with some alterations and
displacements, survive to this day. But we must keep in
mind that this subdivision only partly corresponds to the
original ethnographic and historical conditions as these are
revealed to us by linguistics and archaeology. In fact, except
for some minor and heterogeneous groups hard to classify
(such as the Liguri and the Alpine populations), we can list
the following formations on Italian territory: (a) the Etrus-
cans, with their own language, which is not Indo-European;
(b) the Italic peoples who spoke Indo-European languages,
but different ones from the Latins, the Apulians, the Umbro-
Sabellians, and the Veneti; (c) the Greek colonies along the
coasts of southern Italy (Magna Graeca) and Sicily. Toward
the end of the archaic period, the double role of cohesion and
diffusion that the cities played is superimposed on ethnic
factors, particularly in the zones of the Greek colonies and in
Tyrrhenian Italy (Etruria, Latium, Campania). In the fifth
and sixth centuries b.c., the face of pre-Roman Italy would be
profoundly changed by the expansion of the Sabellian-
Umbrian peoples (that is, the Sabines, the Samnites, the
Campanians or Osci, the Lucani, the Bruttii, the Piceni, the
Umbrians, etc.) over a large part of the peninsula, and by the
penetration of the Celts (Gauls) via the Alps into northern
and central Italy.

It was necessary to pause for these historical preliminaries
in order to understand the complexity and variety of reli-
gious experience in such a composite world. It is evident that
each of the principal cultures should be the object of a
separate study, suited to its own specific character: thus we
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Pre-Roman Italy.

should deal with Hellenic Italy in terms of Greek religion,
and with Rome from its origins in terms of Roman religion;
for Etruria and the various Italic populations, we must refer
to the most characteristic aspects that can be glimpsed
behind what is known of their religions, and for the Gauls, to
Celtic religion. At the same time, we must not neglect the
insular territories (Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica), which, while
not part of Italy in the ancient sense of the word, that of con-
tinental Italy, had close historical and cultural relations with the
mainland, while at the same time local cultures spread and
Phoenician and Carthaginian colonies were established.

Yet from a more general, historical point of view, we must
get the religions of all of Pre-Roman Italy into perspective in
order to attempt to determine their place, functions, and
consequences.

If we set aside the Roman sources, what is known on this
subject is relatively restricted, fragmentary, and heteroge-
neous. The absence of an indigenous literature among the
Italic peoples, or its loss (where it did exist, as it certainly did
in Etruria) following the disappearance of the local languages
and their replacement by Latin, constitutes a fundamental
negative factor in comparison with other ancient civiliza-
tions. The data recorded by classical Greek and Latin writers
are indirect, fortuitous, and often uncertain, especially when
the sources are relatively late. Even for the Greek colonies,
the literary accounts are full of gaps due to the loss of a large
part of the works of local authors. Outside the Greek
colonies, the few remaining documents, mainly epigraphs
written in Etruscan, Umbrian, Oscan, Messapian, and Vene-
tian, give us some useful data on beliefs and cults. But for the
rest we only have the evidence of archaeological monuments
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and records—the remains of sanctuaries and necropolises,
images and pictorial scenes, coins, furnishings, etc.

The most important general facts can be summarized as
follows:

1. The persistence of prehistoric traditions and primitive concep-
tions. The transition to the historical period is not clearly
marked. The innovations that characterize this transition (the
formation and definition of the main ethnocultural units at
the beginning of Greek colonization, the opening to the
forms and ideas of the great civilizations of the eastern
Mediterranean, evolution to urban structures, development
of political and religious institutions, the adoption of writing,
etc.) are gradual. At first they are limited—outside the Greek
colonies, of course—to the Tyrrhenian coast and particularly
to Etruria and the Etruscan sphere of influence; in most of
the rest of Italy, that is, in the interior of the peninsula, on the
Adriatic slope, and in the north, their penetration was very
slow and remained marginal. These latter territories pre-
served, almost until the time of the Roman conquest, certain
essential aspects of the way of life and organization charac-
teristic of Iron Age cultures, as well as survivals of prehistoric
ritual customs such as the celebration of cults in grottoes or
rock sanctuaries, and the practice of pictorial engravings
(characteristic of the Alpine valleys), anthropomorphic ste-
lae, the proximity of houses and tombs, etc. But even in the
more advanced cultural centers, except for the Greek colo-
nies, traces survived of primitive conceptions and practices
so distant from the rationality of the classical world that they
sometimes provoked the astonishment and incomprehen-
sion of writers in the Hellenistic and Roman periods. Most
striking are the suggestions of an animistic conception of the
supernatural; the omnipresent importance of divine signs
and divination; the high social and religious status of women
(in Etruria and even in early Rome), which have been
interpreted as survivals of matriarchy; and the tenacious
belief in the material survival of the dead in their place of
burial, and all the rites implied in such a belief (house-
shaped urns and tombs, portrait images, rich funerary appa-
ratus, funeral games, etc.).

2. External influences, especially from Greece. In addition to the
conditions that it inherited from prehistory and protohistory,
Italic religiosity was profoundly interwoven with Oriental and
Greek themes that, in certain respects, marked it decisively.
During the “Orientalizing” period between the eighth and
sixth centuries 8.c., along with a great number of objects and
pictorial themes imported from the Aegean world and the Near
East (Egypt, Syria, Mesopotamia, Urartu, Anatolia) via the
great currents of Phoenician and Greek maritime traffic, prob-
ably echoes of the beliefs of the ancient Oriental civilizations
and archaic Greece at the beginning of its development pene-
trated widely in TItaly. Evidence of this is provided
by certain divine or monstrous beings and their iconography
(“mistress of animals,” sphinx, griffin, centaurs, etc.), the
legendary traditions that integrate the elements of the newly
emerging Greek mythology, and symbolism in general. Certain
characteristic phenomena, which were not manifested clearly
until later, seem directly linked to the Asiatic world—for
instance, Etruscan haruspicy used little models of animal livers,
as in Mesopotamia and Anatolia. As for the influence of the
Semitic religions, aside from their diffusion in the Phoenician
and Carthaginian colonial domain of Sicily and Sardinia (dis-
cussed above), we can cite the unusual case of the consecration
of a sacellum to the goddess Astarte, assimilated to the Etruscan
goddess Uni, in the sanctuary of Pyrgi on the Tyrrhenian coast.
But it was mostly Greek religion, directly transplanted to the



colonies of southern Italy and Sicily beginning in the ecighth
century s.c., that gave the Italic centers its divine models with
their respective attributes (the local pantheon thus came to be
identified with the Greek pantheon—the Etruscan god Tinia
and the Latino-ltalic [Dl]iove, for example, were assimilated to
Zeus; the Etruscan and Latin goddess Uni [Juno]| to Hera; the
god Mars, recognized by all the Italic peoples, to Ares; and so
forth), its myths, and the specific traits of its cult (forms of altars
and temples, sacrificial rites, votive offerings). It is very inter-
esting, finally, to see the development of an impressive store of
legendary narratives and mythographic constructions linking
the heroic world of the Greeks with local Italian traditions,
either by mixing them or by linking them.

3. Definitions of the different cultural environments. The diver-
sity of populations and cultures in pre-Roman Italy consti-
tutes the fundamental historical perspective; it is manifested
especially in the domain of the sacred, which by its very
nature participates in the deepest heritage of every people
and every community. Real and profound differences sepa-
rate the religion of the Etruscans from that of the Latins and
of primitive Rome, as well as from that of the colonial
Greeks; the same is true for the religions of the other Italic
peoples such as the Sabines, the Samnites, the Umbrians—
indeed, each of these deserves to be treated separately, as
noted above. The differences can be explained not only by
the diversity of origins of all the religions, but also by the
precise historical circumstances that emphasized the specific

Hercules and Mlacuch. Mirror from Atri. London, British Museum.
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character and tendencies of each of them. In the Etruscan
world, for example, the ecarly rise of a dominant social class
that drew its extraordinary economic power largely from the
exploitation of considerable mineral resources, that empha-
sized the prestige of its noble origins, and that blended
protohistoric funerary traditions with Oriental influences
certainly favored the ideological and ritual development of a
cult of the dead, the equal of which is not to be found,
making all allowances, except in Egypt and, outside the
Mediterranean world, in China. Later in Etruria, after both
Etruscan decline and Roman supremacy became evident, the
dominant oligarchies, having lost all economic and political
initiative, shifted their interests to the ritual and speculative
tradition of their priestly class, thus creating particularly
favorable conditions for the elaboration and codification of
the set of doctrines and norms called the disciplina, which for
the ancients and for us represents the most peculiar expres-
sion of Etruscan religiosity. The Osco-Umbrian-speaking
Italic populations probably inherited some of the essential
traits of their religious conceptions and customs from pre-
history and from the pastoral and warlike nomadism of their
ancestors: thus there are traces of a tribal totemism and the
rite, which is also a myth, of the ver sacrum, the "sacred
springtime,” that is, the migration of youiig men of the age to
bear arms—a rite that was substituted for a primitive sacrifice
of all living beings born in a certain year. But it is also clear
that the great expansion of these peoples during the histor-
ical period and their increasingly frequent employment as
mercenaries contributed to the warlike character of their re-
ligion, and notably to the cult of the god Mars or Mamers,
from whom the military state of the Mamertini, founded by
Campanian mercenaries in Sicily in the third century s.c.,
drew its name directly. Finally, there was the well-known
connection between the polmgal history of Rome and the pre-
dominance of juridical and public values in Roman religion.

4. Common aspects and unitary tendencies. However different
they may be, the religions of pre-Roman Italy have points in
common. And if these resemblances do not define a distinc-
tive global character that would allow us to oppose the ltalic
world as a whole to other culture areas, they nevertheless
deserve to be examined carefully, especially since they ulti-
mately converge toward the Roman religion. An elementary
geographical reason, the contiguity of the lands lying be-
tween the seas and the Alps, made Italy necessarily a place of
contacts and exchanges. In the course of prehistory and
protohistory—and particularly at the time of the "“Proto-
Villanovian” culture, that is, between the twelve and ninth
centuries B.C., at the end of the Bronze Age—Italy presents,
from an archaeological point of view, a uniformity that
suggests an underlying unity, even on the level of sociocul-
tural structures, ideas, and customs. For example, the funer-
ary equipment in the various cultures of the Iron Age has
common aspects, whether cremation predominates (as in the
north of Ita]y and in the central part on the Tyrrhenian side)
or burial (as in the south of Italy and in the central part on the
Adriatic side). The Oriental and Greek influences, which
have already been discussed, constitute another source of
inspiration that was more or less widely diffused beyond the
limits of each ethnic group or culture: we can cite as
examples in the domain of myths the voyages of Odysseus
and Diomedes, and the propagation of the cult of Heracles,
Pythagorean doctrines, Dionysian rites, etc. But Etruscan
civilization at the time of its supremacy and expansion—even
if it was secondary to Greece—also spread its ideas, images,
and ceremonies over vast territories in peninsular and north-
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The monster Volta emerging from a well. Urn. Volterra. Guarnacci
Museum. Museum photo.

ern ltaly. Archaeological data, literary sources, and epi-
graphic documents reveal the existence of bilateral and
multilateral exchanges among the major cultural centers of
the ltalic world. Among the most significant examples: the
Etrusco-Latin cultural koine of the sixth century B.c., whose
presence in the religious domain is shown not only by the
form and decoration of sacred buildings, but also by certain
cults, legends, and miracles; the svstem of giving dual names
to the gods, as well as to persons, a system that is shared by
the Umbrian and Etruscan pantheons (Mars Grabovius, in
the lguvine Tables; or Fufluns Pachies in Etruria) and that is
also found in Latium and Campania; the close resemblances
between augural doctrines and practices in Umbria and
Rome; and the fusion of Greek and ltalic beliefs, notably in
southern ltaly. Campania, especially, is the meeting place
and the melting pot in which the Greek, Etruscan, Samnite,
and Latin traditions combine. Between the fourth and sec-
ond centuries B.c., broad areas of integration and unification
of religious ideas and practices existed throughout the pen-
insula (which explains the vulgarization of the cults of Mars
and of Heracles-Hercules, the diffusion of terra-cotta and
small bronze votives, certain types of temples, etc.). In the
course of this process, the hegemony of Rome certainly also
plays an important role in the acceleration and catalyzing of
this process, which preceded the general assimilation of the
Italic religions by Roman religion.
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Hercules suckled by Uni. Florence, Archaeological Museum.

Etruscans and Italians: The Poverty of Mythic Narratives

The extraordinary development of mythological imagina-
tion and erudition among the Greeks seems to contrast with
an extreme paucity of stories about gods and heroes among
the peoples of ancient ltaly. Naturally when we express a
judgment—or, perhaps, an impression—of this kind, we
must take into account the limits imposed on our knowledge
by the loss of any original literatures, with the exception of
Latin literature. We have only a few fragments of the
Etruscan and ltalic traditions, occasionally collected or sum-
marized much later by classical and Byzantine authors, often
with obvious alterations. A large proportion of these narra-
tives suggest a legendary world already open to the influence
of the Greek myths, if not thoroughly elaborated by the
Greeks in terms of their interpretation of the origins of the
ltalic peoples, cities, and cults. In such a context it is difficult
to isolate the local elements, and especially to evaluate their
authenticity and age. The same problem exists for the
interpretation of Etruscan artistic representations, in partic-
ular for the scenes engraved on mirrors and the reliefs on
small cinerary urns and sarcophagi, sometimes with more or
less obscure episodes from local legends, or, rather, elements
of these legends inserted into Greek compositions. It is
certainly always possible that orally transmitted sagas were
at the origin of these scenes, but of these no evidence



remains. We may, however, still find some echo of them in
the enigmatic representations sculpted or engraved on fu-
nerary stelae of the Adriatic regions (those of Daunia in
Apulia and the necropolises of Novilara on the frontier
Marches), with their scenes of battles, ceremonies, naviga-
tion, monstrous beings, etc.; and on a few archaic narrative
vessels and bronzes. But these traditions, even though they
existed, must be considered isolated phenomena, specific to
each ethnic group at the beginning of its historical develop-
ment. The early diffusion of Greek mythology, with its gods
and heroes, must have smothered any attempt to elaborate
the indigenous legends into organized cycles, especially in
the Tyrrhenian area (Etruria, Latium, and Campania),
which, while more advanced, also came under Greek influ-
ence earlier. On the other hand, certain predispositions
based on general ways of thinking and religious con-
ceptions—Ilike Etruscan ideas about the mysterious nature of
the divine—caused a weak development of mythology, and
especially of narratives that record the actions of the gods;
this is clearly different from the extraordinary imagination
that the Greeks demonstrated in this domain.

But modern researchers have focused their attention on a
few pieces of pictorial or literary data, which allow us to
locate, if not to reconstruct, certain Etruscan or Etruscan-
Italic legends that can be grouped around divine, daemonic,
or heroic figures. All, or almost all, of these seem to have
been developed late, integrating Greek elements and also
perhaps more or less altered memories of historical facts. The
most significant are (1) Hercle (Heracles), “son of Uni (Juno-
)/’who was nursed by the goddess; (2) Maris (Mars), who
was presented in a multitude of infantile or juvenile forms
that his different epithets allow us to distinguish (Maris
Halna, Maris Husrnana, Maris Ismithians); he was believed
to be the son of Hercle; he was subjected by Minerva to a rite
which was supposed to ensure his immortality—an episode
that is probably connected to the stories of the longevity and
the triple death and resurrection of the centaur Mares, the
ancestor of the Ausones (Aelianus, Varia Historia 9.16); (3)
Epiur and Tages, children who had the appearance and
wisdom of old age; this same Tages was said to have been the
inventor and master of the haruspicium, which came out of
a furrow in the earth, and to have had connections with
Tarchon, the eponymous hero of Tarquinia; (4) the probably
parallel stories about the teaching of the nymph Vegoia (Lasa
Vecu or Vecuvia) and her relations with a certain Arruns
Veltymnus, probably from Chiusi; (5) the legend of Cacus, a
singer whose songs were perhaps transcribed by a young
man named Artile; both were threatened by the warriors
Aule and Caile Vipinas (who themselves belonged to a cycle
of historical events dating from the sixth century s.c. which
were transtormed into semilegendary tales); elsewhere Ca-
cus is cited as Tarchon’s ambassador to King Marsyas, the
eponym of the Italic people of the Marsi (Sabinus, Collectanea
1.8), and by Virgil (Aeneid 8.184ff.) as a cruel shepherd
turned bandit who was finally killed by Hercules; (6) the
monster (V)olta, who appeared in the Volsinian area and was
killed by King Porsenna (Pliny, Naturalis Historia 2.140), is
undoubtedly the character whom we see springing out of a
well in the reliefs on some urns, with the head or pelt of a
wolf, and confronting men who are armed or performing
rites of exorcism. Some of these mythic schemata are found
beyond the specifically Etruscan domain, which implies
relations with the Italic world. But we must assume that the
connections and fusions between the traditions of different
ethnic areas were realized only during an erudite and re-
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flexive period, and that they remained subordinate to the
process of Greco-Italic mythic elaboration that was men-
tioned at the beginning of this article. In the mythic aspects
of the traditions of the “sacred springtime” we can some-
times find a relatively autonomous vein of legends proper to
the Sabellians.

The Divinities

I. Ancient Italy in General

A student of the ancient Italian gods must never lose sight
of the religious unity of classical civilization, that is, the
fundamental unity of the Greek and Roman religions. Be-
vond the traits that, on the level of imagination, mentality,
and behavior, differentiate the relations that Greece, Etruria,
the Italic populations, and Rome maintained with the sacred,
it is evident that their ideas of the personalities, functions,
looks, and attributes of the main divinities are essentially the
same. This cannot be explained solely within the perspective
of comparative studies of Indo-European and Mediterranean
divinities (the supreme god of light or of heaven, for exam-
ple, or the mother goddess, etc.); it is necessary to take full
account of concrete historical relationships. The fact that
these divine figures are described anthropomorphically puts
them within the domain of culture (that is, of mythographic
imagination and erudition, of the ereations and traditions of
iconography) rather than ot religious thought. By facilitating
their diffusion, this characteristic allows an osmosis between
areas that, while different in their initial religious concep-
tions, participated in the same civilization, as was precisely
the case of Greece and Italy throughout antiquity. Of course
Greek inspiration was initially and constantly determinant;
but this did not go so far as to suppress certain local
characteristics that were preserved in the Greek divinities
who were assimilated. Although the names of the gods were
different, both names often—but not always—conveyed the
same reality (the Etruscan name Tin[ia], for instance, can be
seen as a simple “translation” of the Greek Zeus, the Latin
name Venus of the Greek Aphrodite, etc.). The degree of
identification varies depending on the case, the place, and
the period. But certain Greek gods, notably Apollo, kept
their names when they were introduced into Italy: perceived
as foreigners at first (the cult of Apollo was introduced in
Rome only in the fifth century B.c.), they were finally more or
less completely integrated into the Italic pantheon. Among
these gods, the most popular was Heracles (in Oscan his
name became Herekle, in Etruscan, Hercle, and in Latin,
Hercules). This type of influence must be connected with the
massive importation of Greek myths into Italy, which is
attested on Etruscan monuments beginning in the archaic
period.

The Greco-Italic theological koine, as a general phenome-
non, was born of a process that began at the dawn of historic
times, at least with the first Greek attempts to colonize
southern Italy and Sicily, and culminated in the Hellenistic
period with the Roman conquest of Greece. But it ran up
against the persistence of certain local cults that totally or
partly escaped Greek adaptations and transformations. This
happened especially in out-of-the-way and peripheral zones,
but also in some great religious centers in which very
important divinities survived—divinities whose characters
and traditions would not, and will not, allow them to be
identified with Greek models. This is the case, for example,
of Veltune-Voltumna, deus Etruriae princeps (Varro, De Lingua
Latina, 5.46), at Volsinii in Etruria, and of the goddess Vesona
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in the Umbro-Sabellian world. There was a definite indige-
nous influence on certain particular conceptions of the di-
vine, for example on the mysterious and anonymous colle-
gial divinities (di involuti, opertanei) in Etruria, and on the
indigitamenta in Rome. But there was also the importance of
triads (which Greek and other ancient religions also had),
such as the very famous Roman triad of Jupiter, Juno, and
Minerva, or in Umbria the gods called Grabovii,” that is,
Jupiter, Mars, and Vofiono. And finally there was the prolif-
eration of minor divinities and daemons.

Double names constitute the most important characteristic
of the divinities of the ltalic world; in certain aspects this was
connected with the normal usage, common also in Greece, of
adding an attribute or epiklesis to the proper and current
name of the god or goddess. But in Italy (i.e., in Umbria, in
the Oscan-speaking areas, in Etruria, and even in Rome),
this particularity appears with the frequency and especially
the coherence of a system comparable to that of the onomas-
tics of persons bearing double names (personal name and
family name), a system found exclusively in the societies of
ancient Italy, i.e., precisely among the Etruscans, the Latins,
and the Umbro-Sabellians. It is, in fact, very likely that it was
used to harmonize the relatively institutional character of the
gods (as well as of demigods and daemons) with the model
of human society and institutions, as is seen in other cases
(for example, in the grouping of certain divinities into
“colleges,” and in the people’s conception of the demigods,
who could be clients, helpers, or servants). The first name,
which corresponds to the individual or personal name in
human onomastics, is naturally the god’s principal name; but
it can also be a name common to members of a certain
category of demigods (in Etruria, for instance, the names
Lasa or Charu[n] are sometimes followed by a second, more
specific, designation), or a “concept” (as in the Umbrian
ritual of the lguvine Tablets: Ahtu Marti = “Oracle [of}
Mars”), or simply the generic name indicating the divinity
(of the type Des Fortuna; cf. the Etruscan Flere Nethuns = the
god Neptune or the divinity of Neptune). As in noble names,
the god’s second name generally has an objective meaning; it
can refer to a place (Juno Populon[ila); to a family line—which
suggests a family cult (for example, Culsl Leprnal = Culsu
“of the Leprna family” in the funeral elegy of the Tarquinian
priest Laris Pulenas); to a function (Keri Arentikai = Ceres the
Avenger, in an Oscan curse [tabella defixionis] from Capua,
and the parallel Mars Ultor); or to another divinity, whether
by assimilation (as in Fuflunsul Pachies, in which the Etruscan
name Fufluns is attached as an attribute to the name of the
god Bacchus, who corresponds to Fufluns) or simply by
association (Deus Fidius, Janus Junonius, etc.). To this last type
of formation belongs the extraordinary interweaving of di-
vine names that characterizes the Umbrian pantheon in the
Iguvine Tablets (see below).

I1. Etruria

Our knowledge of the Etruscan gods is based primarily on
pictorial representations (chiefly engraved mirrors, but also
funerary paintings, vases, statuettes, etc.), especially when
these are accompanied by explanatory inscriptions; on other
Etruscan texts, such as rituals, votive dedications, the min-
iature model of a liver from Piacenza, etc.; and on the
comparison of information preserved in classical literary
sources.

The great celestial divinities have characteristics and at-
tributes analogous to those of the Greek divinities to whom
they were assimilated. They were believed to inhabit all of
the sixteen regions of heaven, particularly the first four
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regions located in the northeast, and they could hurl bolts of
lightning. First was Tin or Tinia, the supreme god corre-
sponding to Zeus (and to the Latino-Italic Jupiter); he threw
three thunderbolts, one on his own, the second on the advice
of the three Consentes, and the third, most terrible one, at
the order of the enigmatic Superior and Obscure gods, di
Superiores et Involuti (Seneca, Quaestiones Naturales 2.41). Next
came Uni, the consort of Tin(ia) and homologue of the Greek
goddess Hera and the Latin Juno—she was highly venerated
in all the main Etruscan cities, in different forms, but
especially as the goddess of maternity (in the sanctuary of
Pyrgi she was equivalent to llithyia or Leucothea and was
assimilated to the Phoenician goddess Astarte); Menerva, the
homologue of Minerva and Athena; Maris, the homologue of
Mars and Ares, whose epithets and manifestations were the
most varied of all; Sethlans, the homologue of Vulcan (the
name Velch[an?] is also attested) and Hephaestus. These two
last-named divinities also appear in other celestial zones. In
the northwest regions was another hurler of thunderbolts:
Satres, the homologue of the Latin Saturnus and the Greek
Ouranos. Other major divinities were Turan (literally “the
Mistress”), the homologue of Aphrodite and Venus; Neth-
uns, the homologue of Neptune and Poseidon; Turms, the
homologue of Hermes (the name Hermie- is also attested) and
Mercury. Finally there were some divinities who were bor-
rowed directly from Greece: Hercle (that is, Heracles), Ari-
timi or Artums (Artemis), and Ap(u)lu (Apollo).

The divinities of nature (celestial and terrestrial) and of
natural products seem to be located mainly in the southern
regions of the celestial vault: there were the solar gods
Ca(u)tha and Usil, and probably the moon Tiv(r) and the
dawn Thesan, Selvans (= Sylvanus), and Fuflun(s), the
homologue of Dionysus and Bacchus. Among the divinities
of fate, death, and the netherworld who usually lived in the
inauspicious western regions are Cilen(s), Letha(m), Calu,
Vetis (who may be Veive, i.e., Veiovis, the Jupiter of the
netherworld), and also the goddess Vanth, the god Mantus
and his consort Mania, and, borrowed directly from Greece,
Aita or Eita (Hades) and his consort Phersipnai (Persephone,
Proserpina). But in this domain it is hard to make a clear
distinction between the gods strictly speaking and certain
infernal daemons. Finally we must note separately the two
divinities of Volsinii, Voltumna (Veltuna or Veltha in
Etruscan—as we said above, this divinity became the most
important god of Etruria from the time the representatives of
the Etruscan states began to meet periodically in his sanctu-
ary) and Nortia, probably the goddess of destiny: a nail was
driven into her temple each year (Livy, 7.3.7).

Alongside these divine figures who were defined and
represented anthropomorphically under the influence of the
Greek pantheon, some indigenous supernatural entities sur-
vived, often grouped in colleges of obscure and mysterious
divinities, whose number, sex, and name are not known
(Varro, in Arnobius Adversus Nationes 3.40). These included
the Involuti et Superiores gods, and the Favores Opertanet (i.e.,
“hidden”). The writers of antiquity mention other “colleges”
or categories of divinities; these were generally referred to in
Etruscan by the word aiser or eiser (= “gods”); the expression
eiser $i-c éeu-c, found in the ritual of the Zagreb Mummy,
could refer either to all of these or to a specific cult. There
may be a parallel in the Consentes or Complices (in Etruscan
perhaps Aiser Thufitha), counselors of Tinia-Jupiter, who
were twelve in number; but there were also the Penates, who
were divided into four classes of divinities, of the sky, the
water, the earth, and human souls (Nigidius Figulus, in
Arnobius 3.38); the Lares; and the Manes, that is, the spirits



of the dead. The relations among all these groups are not
clear: the Consentes may have been pairs of major divinities,
but they are also sometimes identified with the Penates—
who may represent, in another form, all Etruscan divinities.

III. The Italic Populations

Outside Etruria, the archaeological evidence provided by
pictorial representations is very rare. We must therefore rely
almost entirely on epigraphic documents, with the occa-
sional help of information found in literary sources. In
addition to the scarcity of data, another problem is the
multiplicity and dispersion of ethnic groups speaking Indo-
European languages and of their ritual centers. As a result, it
is difficult to propose a synthesis of the data on the ltalic
divinities, not only for the marginal zones of the Adriatic and
southern Italy, but also for the territories of the Umbro-
Sabellian peoples, whose religious experience, that is, cul-
tural experience in general, appears to have been very
different. Undoubtedly there were fairly close relations be-
tween these peoples and the ancient Latin and Roman
world, due to common underlying characteristics and to very
early contacts between the Sabines and the inhabitants of

Right: Votive statue of a woman with a child. Fifth century. Capua,
Museo Campano. Museum photo.

Votive statue of a woman with a child. Fifth to sixth century. Capua,
Museo Campano. Museum photo.
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Latium (a large number of Roman cults were supposed to be
of Sabine origin, starting with that of the god Quirinus), but
also to later influences—and notably that of the Roman
religion in the frontier territories of the interior peninsula,
especially after the territories began to fall under the political
domination of Rome. But the Greek and Etruscan cults also
exercised their influence.

Probably many of the basic tigures of the common pan-
theon of Greece and Italy were adapted to the traditions and
rituals of the Italic sanctuaries, beginning with Jupiter, who,
under the name of (D)iove-, (D)iuve-, but also lupater, accom-
panied by multiple epithets, is widely attested in the Umbro-
Sabellian area. Even though we have no epigraphic docu-
ment clearly proving the existence of a goddess
corresponding to Juno, we cannot exclude the hypothesis
that the goddess Hera, whose worship was extremely wide-
spread in Italy, influenced the cults of the mother goddess,
such as those practiced in the famous sanctuary of Capua—
but unfortunately we still do not know the name of the
divinity to whom this sanctuary was consecrated. Yet we
find references to Ceres (Kere), at Capua, Agnone, and
Rossano di Vaglio; and to Diana in the sanctuary of Diana
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Tifatina near Capua. In Campania and in the territory of the
Pelignians, Aphrodite-Venus appears under the name Haren-
tas, that is, “the goddess of desire.” The cult of Heracles
(Herekle) is also well known. But the preeminent Italic god,
present everywhere and attested by both epigraphic and
literary sources, seems to have been Mars (in the Oscan form
Mamers), the god of war and migrations and the patron of
mercenaries. The discovery of a very large number of small
statues representing Mars and Heracles in the votive depos-
its of sanctuaries all over the peninsula is evidence of de¢p
popular veneration for these divinities. There are other
specifically Italic divinities who do not really have homo-
logues in the Greco-Roman world, such as the goddess
Mefitis, a great divine figure of the Sabellian peoples, known
especially in Irpinia; it is certainly she who, with Jupiter
(Diove), formed the couple that may have been named “the
Sovereigns” (rego) in the dedications of Rossano di Vaglio.
She seems to have been partly assimilated to Ceres and
Venus. Ceres Jovia is also called “Queen” in the inscription
of the Tablet of Rapino, near Chieti. Among the Umbrians (at
Prestino) and the Picenians, the worship of another female
divinity, Cupra, was widespread; a famous sanctuary was
dedicated to her on the Adriatic (today’s Cupra Maritima).

But the richest and most complete documentation on the
Italic divinities worshiped in a particular place, in this case
the Umbrian city of Gubbio, is provided by the Iguvine
Tablets. The Tablets mention a large number of divine figures
or entities, only some of whom are known, such as Jupiter,
Mars, Pomono, Vesona, Cerfo, Fisovio, Holo, Hondo, Tefro,
Trebo, Vofiono, etc. What seems most significant today is
that each of these names, rarely used by itself, generally
forms the first part of a double name, the second part being
an adjective formed from the name of another divinity (for
example, Cerfo Martio, Prestota Cerfia, Torsa Cerfia, Torsa
Jovia, Fisovio Sancio, etc.). All of this makes up an extraor-
dinary interweaving of reciprocal relations, a kind of genea-
logical tree. At the top of this tree is the triad of Jupiter
Grabovio, Mars Grabovio, and Vofiono Grabovio, all of whom
can be connected to a first entity, Grabo-, whose origin, ac-
cording to G. Devoto, is as the personification of rocks or oak
trees, and who is also found in the Etruscan divine name flere
in crapsti (= god of the ¢rab-, or in the grab-). This is evidently
a system born of a complex theological elaboration, compli-
cated all the more by the fact that some of these divine entities
seem to be personifications of concepts or actions (Vofiono-, for
instance, 1s “the shaker,” Trebo- “’the dwelling,” etc.).

Nothing, or very little, can be said about the other Italic
populations, more isolated and less known. On the indige-
nous divinities of the Apulians, there is no information at all;
the names of the Greek goddesses Demeter and Aphrodite,
which appear in the Messapian inscriptions, could be trans-
lations of one or several local female divinities, particularly
since Demeter recalls the cult of Ceres, which was wide-
spread among the Sabellians. On the other hand, Jupiter
Menzana could be an ancient local god of horses. Once
again, it is a female divinity who seems to prevail in these
areas. We could also cite the Reitia of the Veneti, of whom we
have a few representations, for example, in the reliefs on the
bronze disks from Montebelluna, where she is portrayed as
a potnia theron, with a large key. Among the epithets of Reitia
attested in Venetian dedicatory inscriptions is Tora, probably
one of the most ancient names of the goddess. In any case,
the existence of a sanctuary of Argive Hera, like that of Juno
at Padua, confirms that the Venetian cults were essentially
connected with female divinities.

M.PJj.L
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SacririciaL Curts AND RITES IN
Pre-Roman ItaLy

Our knowledge about the cultic forms, especially the sacri-
ficial forms, that were practiced by the populations of pre-
Roman Italy comes to us from a few original documents of
great importance. Among them, the most important docu-
ment is the Umbrian text of the Iguvine Tables, the longest
pre-Latin inscription ever discovered in Italy. Next in impor-
tance are the Etruscan text inscribed on the wrappings of an
Egyptian mummy now in Zagreb and the clay tablet from
Capua that also bears an Etruscan inscription. Finally, there
are other documents, both Etruscan (the golden plates of
Pyrgi, the lead disk of Magliano, etc.) and Oscan (the iuvilas
inscriptions from Capua and the Tabula Agnonensis). It should
be emphasized that the richest and deepest information that
the epigraphic sources give us about the ancient cultures of
the Italic world is information about ritual practices. The
value of these epigraphic data surpasses that of archaeolog-
ical data (the remains of shrines, temples and their decora-
tions, scenes depicting sacred ceremonies, and so forth) and
the fragmentary and indirect information supplied by classi-
cal literary sources.



SACRIFICAL

ltalic sacrificial rites are described in minute detail in the
seven bronze tablets from Gubbio. Although their dates have
been set at the second and first century s.c. and although
they were written partly in the Umbrian alphabet and partly
in the Latin alphabet, certain elements of their redaction go
back to much earlier times. They consist in a set of sacred
regulations that belong to the city-state of Gubbio (Iguvium).
Mentioned among them are the city’s acropolis (the Fisia
acropolis), and the place set aside for the observation of
auguries (a templum) and its roads and gates. Its institutions
and its priests are named, notably the college of the Atiedii
Brethren. The ritual prescriptions are connected with various
kinds of ceremonies: a great sacrifice of expiation and puri-
fication of the city and the acropolis, a lustration of the
people followed by the exile of foreigners, sacrifices to ward
off ill fortune, the sacrifice of a dog, rites of assembly, and the
rites of the festivals celebrated every two months. The liturgy
took place in three phases: (1) the prayer ratifying the pact
with the deity (persklom); (2) the observation of the flight of
birds to determine auguries (avie); and (3) the sacrifice itself,
or the offering (esono). Different ceremonies were invoked to
gain the favor of different deities. The deities were quite
numerous; some were well-known and common to all Italic
religions (like Jupiter and Mars), while others, more obscure,
personified sacred concepts. But almost all of them were
characterized by a second name indicating the relationships
of kinship or affiliation that united them. The victims of
blood sacrifices could be oxen, calves, heifers, pigs, sheep, or
dogs, all carefully selected for their age, sex, and color, and
according to their breeding, which could be either sacred or
profane. The bloodless offerings consisted of liquids, notably
the “sacred beverage” and wine, which were used as an
accompaniment to the sacrifice or poured as simple libations;
finally, there were offerings of grain, cakes, fat, and so forth.
The officiating priest, in addition to the augur, was the
arsfertor, who corresponds to the Latin flamen. The supreme
religious authority was vested in the ulitur (auctor, “maker”).

This extraordinary heritage of knowledge (basically clear,
even though there are still some problems in the interpreta-
tion of the texts) opens the way to a whole spectrum of
comparisons with Greek and Roman sacrificial rites, to which
the Umbrian rites seem to be closely tied by profound
analogies. These analogies certainly go back partly to the
origins, but they may also have come about through the
progressive assimilation of ritual customs within the envi-
ronment of Hellenistic civilization and through the immedi-
ate influence of Rome. Moreover, according to the method of
“parallel texts”” that K. Olzscha has applied in this area, the
[guvine Tables constitute the point of departure for any
understanding of Etruscan ritual texts, prlmarll\ those of the
Zagreb Mummy and the clay tablet from Capua. Indeed,
there are close corresp(mdenccs between the Umbrian doc-
ument and the Etruscan text of Zagreb. The same entire
formulas appear in both; indeed, in certain cases we can
juxtapose them as if they were “bilingual’” This demon-
strates a basic unity in the mentality and sacred language
that also applies to the Roman literary and epigraphic
documents that deal with ritual prescriptions (for example,
Cato’s De Re Rustica, the Acta Fratrum Arvalium, the proceed-
ings of the secular games, and so forth).

The ritual that one can read on the wrapping (liber liteus)
of the Zagreb Mummy describes a series of ceremonies that
took place in a particular religious center, the shrine of Cilth
(sacni cilth-), in a chronological order that was fixed by a
calendar of religious festivals. The most important part of the
text is made up of three long, almost identical liturgical
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Fragment from the Iguvine Table. Gubbio, Palazzio dei Consoli.
Photo Garivati.

sequences, the first dedicated to a college of deities (aiser,
that is, “the gods,” si-c seuc-), the second to a god designated
by the expression flere inn crapsti (which may correspond to
Jupiter Grabovius of Gubbio), and the third to Neptune (flere
nethuns). These three sequences seem to be intended for the
purification of the sanctuary, the city, and the people. There
are also references to ceremonies in honor of the gods Culsu
and Veive (and therefore probably funerary ceremonies) and
rites of lustration. There is also a reference to a “royal palace”
and to a temple of the goddess Uni. Sacrificial rites were
designated by the term aisGu)na (= res divina), which is
connected with the form esono found on the Iguvine Tables;
these rites included dedications and offerings, with or with-
out the shedding of blood. Given our uncertain knowledge
of Etruscan vocabulary, it is difficult to state the exact nature
of the victims (who are thought to be similar to the victims of
the lguvian ritual) or of the offerings. We can simply say that
the offerings of liquids, notably wine (vinum), seem to have
been very important. The Zagreb text is more or less con-
temporary with the Iguvine Tables and must therefore go
back to the late phase of Etruscan civilization and to the time
of the Roman Republic. On the other hand, the ritual
prescriptions of the Capuan tile belong to a much earlier
period (fifth century B.c.). These mention sacrifices and
offerings to ancestors and to infernal deities. Both of these
great documents of Etruscan ritual mention various offici-
ating priests. The principal term designating a priest is cepen
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(in Capua, the archaic form cipen), often followed by an exact
term indicating functions. Thus, a cepen thaurch was respon-
sible for funerary tasks. Other terms indicating priestly
functions appear on tomb inscriptions. The highest sacred
office was apparently held by the maru (that is, the Maro,
who in Umbria carried out civil functions—it was also Virgil's
family name).

M.P./g.h.
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CONCEPTIONS OF THE AFTERLIFE AMONG THE
PeorLes ofF Pre-Roman ITaLy

I. Italian Protohistory

With the exception of the Etruscans, whom we will discuss
further on, ancient sources tell us nothing directly about the
beliefs of the peoples of pre-Roman Italy concerning the fate
of human beings in the next world. All that one can vaguely
deduce from the funeral customs and the tombs, that is,
through archaeology alone, belongs to the general category
of Mediterranean and European protohistories of the Bronze
Age and the Iron Age, including those of primitive Greece.
The data tend to demonstrate the persistence and the pre-
eminence of a fundamental conception, common to the
earliest stages of development in all human cultures: that of
a direct relationship between the spirit of the dead—always
understood as the survival in some way or another of their
individuality—and their mortal remains in their resting
place, that is, in the tomb. The tomb must therefore be a
secure shelter, and, to the extent possible, garments, food,
and objects of daily use will be placed near the body or the
ashes of the deceased for use in the future life. Until the most
recent periods, that is, approximately the Hellenistic
period—and when Rome, after unifying Italy, imposed her
civilization on it—the Italic necropolises almost without
exception preserved this ritual custom. In fact, it continued
until the time of the migrations among the European peoples
who lived on the margin of the classical world, while in
Greece it disappeared much earlier.

The simultaneous use of funerary practices as different as
burial and cremation is also found in other civilizations of the
antique world (including Greece and Rome), but it is so
characteristic of pre-Roman Italy that it makes it possible to
distinguish the different territories, ethnic milieus, cultural
horizons, and chronological periods. From the perspective of
a genuine historical reconstruction, it is not easy to describe
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the alternation of the two rites. We can say, nevertheless,
that, essentially, the burial of bodies in a folded or straight
position is the heritage of prehistoric customs that were
widespread in Italy even during the Neolithic and the Bronze
Age and survived in a large area of the Adriatic, interior, and
southern zones of the peninsula; while the practice of
cremation, linked to the great movement of European ““fields
of urns,” became widespread at the end of the Bronze Age,
and continued afterward, during the Iron Age and the
historical period, to be the exclusive or preeminent patri-
mony of the inhabitants of northern and Tyrrhenian Italy.
The phase of greatest expansion of the rite, in which it took
over even southern Italy and Sicily (probably diffused from
the north by land and from the Balkans and the Aegean
world by sea), coincides in the final Bronze Age with the
culture called ““Proto-Villanovian,” which is found in remark-
able uniformity throughout Italy (eleventh to ninth century
B.C.). At the beginning of the Iron Age (ninth to eighth
century B.C.), we see that the zones where cremation pre-
dominates already correspond rather precisely to the territo-
ries of the Liguri (the culture of Golasecca), the Veneti (the
culture of Este), the Etruscans (Villanovian culture), and in
part to those of the Latins and the Umbrians. On the other
hand, burial seems to characterize the Sabellian-Umbrian
peoples (including the Piceni of the Adriatic), the Apulians,
and the natives of Magna Graecia and Sicily. But the practice
of burial gains ground throughout the Tyrrhenian slope
beginning in the seventh century, in Latium and in Etruria,
with the characteristic dugout tombs. Later, grave monu-
ments, chambered tombs carved into the rock and imitating
the interior of homes, and finally veritable mausoleums were
superimposed upon, or rather, in many places, substituted
for, the dugout tombs. In Etruria there was, in the end, a
fairly clear boundary between the southern cities where
burial predominated (Caere, Tarquinii, Vulci), and the north-
ern cities where cremation predominated (Volaterrae, Clu-
sium, and Perusia). It is known that in Rome in the historical
period, the two rites coexisted and were linked to ditferent
familial traditions. It is probable that it was the same in other
cities; for it is possible that the practice of one rite or the other
depended upon the social status of the deceased.

The main ideological significance of cremation is still a
matter of dispute; in any case, this does not concern the
practice and the diffusion of the rite in Italy during the more
recent historical periods. Nevertheless, it cannot be denied
that there is some connection with the idea of a generative or
regenerative power in fire, which might also suggest a
relationship between the cinerary vase in the form of a
cabin-urn—widespread in prehistoric Latium and in
Etruria—the domestic hearth, and the cult of Vesta (Miiller-
Karpe). The form of the individual tombs would evidently
differ according to whether one buried or cremated the body;
but neither the rules about the nature and extension of the
cemeteries nor the funerary furnishings seem to have dif-
fered in any other way—which leads one to think that there
was a profound similarity between the conceptions of the
next world. Noteworthy is the general tendency to make the
urns or tombs look like a house (from the first cabin-urns to
the little urns in stone, the sarcophagi, the tomb facades and
Iypogea carved into the rock), in order to offer the dead the
continuation of their milieu, that is to say a domus aeterna,
following the definition that the Romans would later give to
the tomb. More significant still is the intention to reproduce
the image of the deceased—probably in order to preserve a
corporeal support for the spirit, in conformity with the
Mediterranean tradition that went back to ancient Egypt.



This practice is manifest not only in the presence of figurines
in the proto-Latin cremation tombs, and later in the Etruscan
tombs, but especially in the fact that they tended to give
human forms to the cinerary urns (such as the “canopic
vases” of Clusium). The “portraits” of Etruscan funerary
painting and sculpture, and the imagines maiorum, that is, the
masks and busts of ancestors, of the Roman funerary custom
(Pliny, Naturalis Historia 35.6) are evidently related to this
tradition—even though, with time, what had originally
borne the mark of magic or religion became a simple com-
memoration or proud aristocratic exhibition.

The separation, because of the “impurity’” of the dead,
between the locales of interment and the locales of
habitation—a separation that characterizes all the major
cultures but, generally speaking, seems alien to the world of
prehistory—is already in operation in Italy between the
Bronze Age and the Iron Age. However, it seems that in the
beginning this separation was not rigorously demarcated: in
many cases (for example, in Rome, in Villanovian Tarquinii
and Bologna, in Este), groups of tombs are placed around
centers of habitation. It was only when the movement of
urbanization began to take hold, in the eighth and seventh
centuries B.c., that this custom took the form of a ritual rule,
confirmed by the Roman law of the Twelve Tables (“It is
forbidden to bury or cremate a body in the city”), later to
become a general and continuous tradition. The necropolises
thus developed outside of the urban centers, along the major
routes, and attained dimensions comparable to those of the
cities, which they imitated in spacial planning and in the
arrangement of the monuments (an exemplary case is that of
Caere in Etruria, though one can cite precedents, admittedly
embryonic, in protohistorical Latium, as well as the evidence
of the recent discoveries at Decima, near Rome). The indig-
enous cities of Apulia constitute a singular exception, still
unique in all of ancient Italy: the prehistoric heritage seems
here to have crystallized into a system in which homes and
tombs were mixed indiscriminately.

II. The Etruscans

A significant amount of information about Etruscan no-
tions of the hereafter is furnished by archaeology, that is, by
the tombs and their decoration; by the study of epigraphic
documents; and finally by the echoes of their beliefs in the
literary sources of the Roman and Christian periods. The
tombs are among the most significant expressions, if not the
most significant, of the culture of the ancient Etruscans.
Contrary to other peoples of ancient Italy, they seem to have
paid particular attention and devoted great economic re-
sources to the care of their dead and to the furnishings of the
sepulchers—for which no equivalents in monumentality and
richness are found outside of certain cultures of the Near
East. This concern should correspond logically to special
psychological and ideological orientations

The faith in the survival of the deceased in his tomb,
common to all the religion of pre-Roman ltaly—and to the
preclassical cultures in general, as we have already seen—is
indeed manifest in Etruria, especially in the archaic period,
with remarkable clarity and intensity: the grandiose tumulus
sepulchers of the Orientalizing period with their sumptuous
furnishings (such as the famous tomb of the Regolini-Galassi
of Caere, the contents of which are conserved in the Vatican
museum), and the chamber tombs, filled with all kinds of
riches (including an incalculable number of Greek vases), the
immense necropolises at Caere (Cerveteri), Tarquinii, Vulci,
Clusium, and, in particular, because of the importance of
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their decoration, the painted tombs, especially those of
Tarquinii. This sudden and incomparable blossoming stands
out clearly from the common base of the protohistorical
funerary customs of the Iron Age customs which Etruria still
knew in the Villanovian period (ninth to eighth century b.c.).
The economic and political development of the Etruscan
world must have played a predominant role in this process:
the seventh and sixth centuries, its greatest period of expan-
sion, witnessed the formation of a dominant class that
controlled the wealth and wanted to glorify itself even in the
realm of funerary rites. As for the concern that these barbar-
ian potentates showed for their dead, it is probable that they
were inspired in this by models and memories of the East.
The funerary paintings of Tarquinii represent funerary cere-
monies, games, hunting scenes, dances, and feasts in which
the dead play a role, surrounded by their close friends and
relatives and their servants: there are so many subjects
borrowed from the visible reality that there are almost no
allusions to the supernatural world or the hereafter. Evi-
dently interest is entirely focused upon an immanent conti-
nuity of which the images themselves, in perpetuating the
effectiveness of the funeral rites, offered a guarantee.

But between the fifth and fourth centuries, the atmosphere
changes. Fantastic creatures begin to appear in the tombs,
most often winged, and certainly belonging to a different
world. In painting (at Orvieto) and in sculpture (the stelae of
Bologna), the theme of a “voyage” of the deceased to
another place emerges. The difference between the realm of
the living and that of the dead also materializes. It is clear
that traditional Greek beliefs about the underworld, and
probably Orphic and Pythagorean influences as well, played
a predominant role in this transformation. The realm of the
hereafter was represented as a city lined with towers, whose
door is guarded by demons. The dead arrive there by chariot
or on horseback, also led by demons. Borrowing, in part, the
iconography of archaic banquets, they would sometimes
represent the stay of the dead in the underworld as a
banquet. The rulers of the next world, Aita (Hades) and
Phersipnai (Persephone), preside over the feast, while other
demons play the role of servants and musicians. The influ-
ence of Greece is evident in the large scene of the Nekyia (the
Homeric world of the dead) on the tomb of Orco II at
Tarquinii, with Tiresias and other famous heroes of Hellenic
mythology; it was inspired by an iconographic tradition that
may go back to the tableau of Polygnotus of Thasos that was
found in the Lesche of the Cnidians at Delphi (Pausanias
10.28.7). On the other hand, the menacing demons belong to
the Etruscan imagination: Vanth and other beings armed
with torches who resemble the Erinyes; the terrifying and
omnipresent Charun, with his hammer; and the most mon-
strous of all, Tuchulcha, with his serpents.

The fact that the dead are submerged in a menacing
atmosphere may indicate a pessimistic conception of the
destiny of man in the next world. Nevertheless—in the
representations of illustrious people (from the most noble
families of Tarquinii or Orvieto), serenely lying down or
sitting down for a banquet; or in the scenes where corteges of
magistrates, with their retinue, march toward the beyond—
the accent placed upon the human dignity of the dead seems
to contrast with the basic desolation and theatrical horror,
thus creating an ambiguity that is difficult to explain. Per-
haps it is not unreasonable to seek an analogy with certain
macabre conceptions in the funerary art of the European
baroque (Pfiffig). In fact, we know from several literary
sources that it was possible, by means of the appropriate
blood sacrifices, to raise the souls of the dead to the condition
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Canopic jar from Dolciano. Chiusi, Museo civico. Museum photo.

of “divine souls”; this is what is taught in the libri acheroutici
(Ateius Labeo is here cited by Servius in his Commentary on
the Aeneid, 3.168; Arnobius Adversus Geutes 2.62). If the ritual
text of the Etruscan inscription of the Capuan tile indeed
refers, as we think it does, to the ceremonies performed in
honor of the infernal gods, then one has, as early as the fifth
century, evidence of ritual practices intended to facilitate the
survival of the dead in the next world. On the one hand,
such a document may illuminate the importance of the
funerary rites known since the archaic period, of which we
find a singular representation in the tomb of the funeral bed,
in Tarquinii: people are depicted making offerings next to a
majestic catafalque bed surmounted by two headdresses that
symbolize the presence of a divine couple (who may perhaps
be identified with the deceased themselves?). On the other
hand, the document may proclaim all those beliefs and
practices concerning the deification of the dead, which the
discipling Etrusca would later codify. However, as far as these
last are concerned, one should probably consider the influ-
ence of the Greek mysteries and the Orphic, Pythagorean,
and Dionysian doctrines, which, coming directly from
Greece, or through the intermediary of Magna Graecia, had
penetrated into Etruria.
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Comparing the facts furnished by the Greek and Latin
sources with the results of a careful analysis of the sacred and
funerary texts of the Etruscans allows us to widen and make
more precise our understanding of their eschatology. Thus,
we can lengthen the list of all the deities and demons of
destiny, of death, and of the hereafter that inhabit the deadly
western regions of the sky, with the names of the gods Calu,
Celi, Letha(m), Larun (or Laran), of the goddess Sur(i), of the
goddess or god Culsu (or Culsan), of the demon Leinth
(which might possibly mean “He who causes to die”’), whose
sex is undetermined, and of the female demon Nathum (or
Natinusna)—and recalling the names of the infernal Jupiter,
Veive or Vetis (Veiovis), and the divine couple Mantus and
Mania, who were certainly associated with Manes. These
last, whom the Etruscans also called mau(in), are the dead
themselves, but considered as spirits, demons, or even as
gods. They are also recognized under the name apher,
corresponding to the Latin Pareutes (Parentes gods); this name
denotes the ancestors who are the object of a cult in the
inscription of the Capuan tile. The concept of soul or spirit is
expressed in Etruscan by the term hinthial (for example:
hinthial Patrucles, “’the soul of Patrocles”). It was thought that
the Etruscan name for the next world was Achrum, derived
from the name of the river of the underworld among the
Greeks, the Acheron—which would explain the title of the
Libri Acheroutici or Acheruntici.

M.P./m.s.
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EtruscaN RELIGION

I. Historical Premises

The historian Livy (5.1.6) evokes the Etruscans as “a
nation that was devoted beyond all others to religious
practices, and all the more because it excelled at them.”
According to a false etymology, their name of Tusci was
derived from the Greek thuoskooi, “experts in sacrifices”
(Dionysius of Halicarnassus, 1.30.3). This reputation is al-
most a commonplace in ancient literature. The Christian
writer Arnobius (Adversus gentes, 7.26) called Etruria “the
creator and mother of superstitions.”” It is clear that the
Greeks and Romans were impressed by Etruscan religion,
not so much by its intensity as by a particular characteristic
which must have appeared quite strange to them. This was
the Etruscans’ obsessive search for contact with the super-
natural world through the interpretation and scrupulous



performance of the divine will—a search which, especially in
the final phase of Etruscan civilization, became a technique
for experts alone.

Literary sources of the Roman period, which report with
sufficient breadth and which sometimes paraphrase and
summarize data lost from the written tradition of the Etrus-
cans, reveal the existence of doctrines that were claimed to
have been handed down from an original teaching by
superior beings, and that discuss the concept of the sacred,
the relationships between the heavenly and terrestrial
worlds, the gods, the destiny of men in time and after death,
and the forms and rules of divination and worship. We do
not know to what degree these concepts, which were ar-
ranged and codified much later, correspond to the earliest
practices and beliefs of Etruscan religion, our direct knowl-
edge of which is based on archaeological evidence and
sometimes epigraphical documents. Insofar as our limited
knowledge of the Etruscan language allows us to understand
them, the most important extant Etruscan texts—dedicatory
and ritual texts such as the Pyrgian tablets, the Capuan tile,
the lead disk of Magliano, and especially the long manuscript
written on the cloth of the Zagreb Mummy from Egypt (the
sole example of a sacred liber linteus preserved from
antiquity)—offer information that not only confirms what we
have been able to learn from classical sources, but also adds
further data, especially important because of their undeni-
able and immediate authenticity. What is more important,
they demonstrate a continuity in the forms of worship and in
the sacred language that goes back at least to the end of the
archaic period, as is the case with the documents from Pyrgi.
Nevertheless, if one hopes to undertake a historical” recon-
struction of Etruscan beliefs and their development, it re-
mains difficult to distinguish between reality and erudite
speculation.

In any case, the religion is indisputably the best known
aspect of the civilization of ancient Etruria. Considered in a
general perspective, it is one of the most interesting and
original of ancient religions, with many characteristics that
distinguish it from other Mediterranean religions. There has
always been a wish to explain these peculiarities by a theory
that the Etruscans came from the Orient. This theory,
founded on the modern interpretation of an account in
Herodotus (1.94) and other ancient sources, is buttressed by
the fact that in Etruscan religion there was no dearth of
elements having more or less direct ties with Oriental con-
cepts (such as demonology, haruspicy, and funerary cus-
toms). Some scholars, most notably A. Piganiol, have sup-
ported this point of view. But in the past few vears, following
new archaeological discoveries and linguistic studies of
greater depth, the problem of the origins of the Etruscans has
opened onto ever broader, more complex and subtle perspec-
tives. In spite of the distant ties that the Etruscans might
have had with the Aegean world and Asia Minor, these new
insights make it even more improbable that there ever was,
at the dawn of historical times, a massive immigration of an
already unified people from the eastern Mediterranean. At
the same time, all evidence indicates that the Etruscan ethnic
group had already taken form in ltaly at the end of the
Bronze Age at the latest. As for resemblances to Oriental
religions, these are of so heterogeneous a nature (we find
such elements at diverse periods and in relation to civiliza-
tions as distinct as those of Mesopotamia, Anatolia, and
Egypt) as to make the idea of a common hereditary tradition
unlikely; the resemblances are better explained one by one
through cultural contacts.
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It is better to refer to historical reality, that is, to character-
istics and events in the life of the Etruscans, than it is to ask
vague questions about their origins. We know that their
civilization knew a sudden and early burgeoning between
the eighth and sixth centuries B.c., bringing with it the
formation of great urban centers and an expansion of polit-
ical and economic power, especially in the maritime sphere
the celebrated Etruscan thalassocracy—which was very im-
portant around the Mediterranean. But its development
ended as early as the fifth century, at the end of the archaic
age, before Greece at her apogee imposed and affirmed the
universal values of classicism that would come to be identi-
fied with the progress of the ancient world and with the very
foundations of Western civilization. It is thus understandable
that the essential and deepest characteristics of the spiritual
world of the Etruscans remained fixed at the level of preclas-
sical cultures, tied to prehistoric traditions and primitive
ideas, and variously affected by Oriental and archaic Greek
motifs. This explains why so many aspects of Etruscan
beliefs would later appear distant, foreign, and obscure to
Hellenist-Roman religious and philosophical thought.

The massive penetration of influences from Greek civiliza-
tion in Etruria had noticeable repercussions in the realm ot
their gods and iconography and allowed for a diffusion of
myths as well as of certain images of the afterlife. All of their
art, not only temple art but also the art of tunerary monu-
ments and decorative objects (vases, engraved mirrors, jew-
elry, etc), is dominated bv Greek mythological subjects. But
it must be asked to what extent Hellenization was a decisive
and determining factor in the development of Etruscan
religion, and whether this was not more of an external
veneer—a “‘cultural” phenomenon rather than an ideological
essence.

The realitv underlyving these pictorial representations was
revealed with incontestable clarity in the complex of notions
and precepts collected in Roman literature. We must there-
fore trace the elaboration of this complex to the time when
Etruria, after losing its capacity for maritime activity, was
reduced to the limits of the Tyrrhenian territory, between the
Tiber and the Arno. Caught there between the expansion of
the Gauls and the ltalic peoples of the interior of the
peninsula, reduced to an essentially local economy, and
finally subjected to the domination of Rome between the
fourth and first centuries B.c., the Etruscans would in the end
enclose themselves in the conservatism of their priestly
oligarchies and in the cult of their traditions, before defini-
tively bequeathing these vestiges and memories to Roman
religion.

II. General Characteristics of Etruscan Religion

Given the present state of our knowledge—and taking
account of the fragmentary and generally indirect character
of our sources—it is difficult to form an overall idea of the
religious ideas of the Etruscans and even more difficult to
define them with simplistic formulas. Such elements as signs
of the constant influence of supernatural forces in the world
and on human actions, intense relationships between the
living and the spirits of the dead, and apotropaic precautions
and magical practices of evocation or disguise lead one to
think of a persistence of animism. A fetishist theory, pro-
posed by such authors as C. Clemen, appears more uncer-
tain, as the venerated objects, such as weapons or worked
rocks (somewhat analogous to the Semitic sacred stones and
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prehistoric menhirs), could also have been symbols or at-
tributes of divinities or the dead. Although cults of water,
trees, lightning flashes and the places struck by them, as well
as cults of the gods of the sky, sun, moon, and sea are often
cited, one cannot really call Etruscan religion a religion of
nature or of heavenly bodies. It seems, however, that one
might easily mark out a cosmological system founded on the
material definition and the division of celestial space accord-
ing to astronomical orientation and, in an analogous and
recurrent manner, of terrestrial space, or better, of particular
terrestrial spaces that may be identified with portions of
territory or with the areas of cities and sacred places—i.e.,
the templum, which may be reduced to the microcosm of the
viscera of sacrificed animals. The attributes, the localization,
and the hierarchies of the major and minor divinities are
inserted into such a system, and the favorable and unfavor-
able powers and presages (to the east and west, respectively,
i.e., to the left and right of a subject looking toward the
southerly sun) are distributed among them, thus concretely
establishing the procedures of divinatory practices.

As far as the realm of the divine is concerned, one may
simply define Etruscan religion as a polytheism similar to
that of the other great reln,mnx of the ancient world—
including the Greek and Roman religions—with personal
dn1n1t1c~ largely assimilated to the major gods of the Greek
and Italico-Roman pantheon, but also to obscure divinities
who are sometimes multiple and named collectively, and
sometimes anonymous and enveloped in mystery. Further-
more, it is clearly possible to speak of an accentuated
polydaemonism, understood in the sense of the belief in an
incalculable number of supernatural beings who have affin-
ities with the daemons and demigods of the Greek world,
but regarding whom it is difficult to establish how far they
partake of a truly divine nature (or whether these are
individually minor gods). They have often been seen in the
roles of attendants or servants of major divinities. Depend-
ing on whether they belong to groups of female, infant, or
warrior genies, of daemons or of monsters of the hereafter,
they present different characteristics, as much from the
viewpoint of their appearance as of their localization.

In the way in which all of these superior beings are
conceived, there are probable signs of primitive survivals,
especially in the indeterminate and fleeting character of
certain aspects of the divine. This may also explain the
apparent weak development of a mythology in the sense of
a narration linking together the actions of gods and demi-
gods. Several transmitted accounts or episodes from local
legend that may be inferred from artistic representations (on
engraved mirrors, for example) seem to have developed
inder the influence of Greek myths or result from a late and
scholarly fusion of Greek and local elements. But the deepest
and most original import of Etruscan religion appears in the
overwhelming importance of supernatural forces and in the
nature of the relationship between men and gods. Every
event and phenomenon, rather than being explained ratio-
nally, is thought to result from the direct intervention of a
divinity. The following statement made by Seneca is partic-
ularly significant: “Between the Etruscans, the most skilled
of men in the art of interpreting lightning, and ourselves
[that is, the Hellenistic-Roman world] there are differences.
We think that lightning is emitted because clouds collide;
they hold that clouds collide in order that lightning may be
emitted. They refer everything to the divinity: therefore they
are convinced not that 110htmnU flashes give an indication of
the future because thoy are produud, but that they are
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Lead disk from Magliano. Florence, Museo archeologico. Photo
Sopr. Arch.-Firenze.

produced because they have something to indicate” (Seneca,
Quaestiones naturales, 2.32.2).

People are incessantly preoccupied with observing, recog-
nizing, and understanding the signs of the divine will in
order to derive auguries and prescriptions from them, and
then with conforming to this will in the most scrupulous way
possible by avoiding every fault, even one that is involun-
tary. If they nevertheless commit such a fault, they strive to
apply a remedy to it as quickly as possible; all of this they do
by means of extremely precise rituals of great formal rigor.
Not only worship, but also every private or public form of
conduct becomes concentrated and exhausted from this
fearful dependence on the supernatural, in the face of which
man is apparently bereft of both autonomous consciousness
and a sphere of activity that is proper to his own will—and
this is the basis for the ethical and juridical concepts that are
inherent in the religion (it is in this that Etruscan religion is
most clearly differentiated from Greek and Roman religion).

II1. The Teachings of the Sacred Books

In order to apprehend divine injunctions with certainty
and to conform to them, people needed precise instructions,
instructions that were gathered together into the collection of
teachings and norms detmed by the Latin expression disci-
plina Etrusca, and that were collected and expounded in the
numerous writings which constituted Etruscan sacred liter-
ature. The origin of the disciplina Etrusca and of the books
relating to each of its parts was generally attributed to
persons of a semidivine nature, such as the infant genius
Tages for haruspicy or the nymph Vegoia for the doctrine of



lightning flashes and certain other teachings. In this sense
the Etruscan religion may be considered a revealed religion.

As for the study and interpretation of divine signs as a
theory and technique entrusted to specialists, Etruria is
especially distinguished in haruspicy and hepatoscopy (i.c.,
the reading of viscera—especially the liver—of sacrificed
animals) and in the observation of lightning flashes, two arts
that are expounded in the libri haruspicini and in the libri
fulgurales, respectively. In addition, attention was given to all
unusual events and marvels (monstrosities, inexplicable
sounds, apparitions, etc.), which are described and ex-
plained in the collections known as ostentaria. At the same
time, one must note the limited importance given to observ-
ing the flight of birds, which was, by contrast, highly
developed in Rome and in Umbria and constituted the
foundation for Roman augury. The essential aspect of divi-
natory practices—the aspect elsewhere connected with the
values of the orientation of celestial and terrestrial space—is
found in the study of auspicious or inauspicious omens,
since these indicate the satisfaction or the wrath of the
superior beings and thus are warnings about all future
action.

The other aspect of the disciplina Etrusca is its general and
ritual normativity. It encompasses every cultic performance,
regardless of its origin or specialization. In more precise
terms, we know that the libri rituales included precepts about
the founding of cities, the establishment of sacred edifices,
and even the political and military statutes of the state; this
was, in other words, a code that was not only religious but
also politico-institutional (a nondistinction that confirms the
fundamental subordination of the human world to the divine
world). The concept of “the law of the land of Etruria” and
the sacred and intangible character of the boundaries of
agrarian properties, which were defined by the supreme
divinity, seem to have arisen in this context; the same is true
for consecrated objects and places (sanctuaries, but also cities
and tombs). Finally there was a whole collection of doctrines
for the time, fate, and duration of the lives of men and of the
nation (counted in “centuries”), which were to be found in
the libri fatales. As for one’s fate in the hereafter, this was
treated in the libri acherontici: the normative portions of these
writings indicate the rites necessary for the prolongation of
life and the divinization of the dead.

Their forms of worship, at least according to what is
known from the tradition of original Etruscan texts and from
the monuments, do not seem to differ essentially from those
of the Greeks and Romans. Sacred enclosures, altars, and
temples, understood to be the dwellings of the divinity, are
conceived and constructed in an analogous fashion, al-
though with some typological peculiarities. Among the ritu-
als, prayers, offerings without bloodletting, sacrifices of
animals, and votive offerings are found everywhere; by
contrast, consultation of the viscera of sacrificed animals is
typically Etruscan. Certain kinds of ceremonies seem to be of
particular importance, such as ceremonies of foundation, of
consecration, and for the expiation of private and public sins,
which were also most especially connected with the funda-
mental themes and imperatives of Etruscan religion. There
were also calendars of festivals and celebrations, as is indi-
cated in the series of prescriptions that are distributed
according to the month and the day in the ritual text of the
Zagreb Mummy. Cultic activities were performed by priests,
and the different categories of priests are listed in Etruscan
texts (documents of sacred content or funerary inscriptions
containing biographies of the deceased). It is difficult, how-
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ever, to specify their functions and specializations (a cepen
thaurch mentioned in the Zagreb text is certainly a funerary
priest), just as it is impossible to know with certainty to what
degree “officiant” priests were distinguished from divina-
tory experts, especially the haruspices. The priesthood must
often have received public support; the existence of priestly
colleges is widely attested.

IV. The Problem of the Hereafter

The last sector that remains to be considered is the
hereafter. But it would be wrong to separate this from the
rest of Etruscan religion, since so many of the essential
aspects of the afterlife are situated within the more general
ideas of the religion. Among these aspects are the conformity
of the chthonic or subterranean world with the cosmological
system of correspondences between heaven and earth; the
assimilation of the dead to certain divine entities, with
resulting analogies in the sphere of worship; the definition of
the tomb as a sacred place (sacni); and so on. The belief,
inherited from prehistory and the great preclassical civiliza-
tions (or from civilizations foreign to the classical world), in
the survival of the personalities of the dead along with the
material remains of their bodies and in the places in which
these were deposited, constitutes a fundamental ideological
premise and implies the need to protect, feed, and honor the
dead, according to their social rank. The continuity of life is
to be insured by images that substituted for (and thus did not
merely commemorate) effigies of the dead, by urns and
tombs recalling the familiar household environment, and by
the richest possible decoration of tombs with clothing, jew-
elry, weapons, instruments, and furniture, in addition to
food and drink. These characteristics, as archaeology most
suggestively indicates, are manifest especially in the earliest
periods (independent of differences in funerary practices:
from the beginning of historical times inhumation has
tended to prevail over cremation), but the important fact,
and the one that reveals a tenacious conservatism, is that
these practices continued until the end of Etruscan civiliza-
tion. The profoundly different idea of an afterlife conceived
as a place of destination and reunion of the deceased
diffused out of Greece and was to have notable repercussions
on the Etruscan imagination, especially after the fifth century
B.C. Images on funerary monuments show the development
and refinement—more or less parallel with old customs and
traditions—of the definition of an eschatological space based
upon the concepts of the descent to the underworld and the
kingdom (or city) of the dead. The description of the king-
dom combines elements of Greek inspiration (the sover-
eignty of the gods Hades and Persephone and the presence
of mythical characters) and purely local elements (monstrous
demons, enormous banquets, the increased importance al-
ways given to the personality of the deceased in portraits and
inscriptions). The atmosphere of sadness and fear in these
Etruscan images of the hereafter is in the last analysis
nothing but an interpretation that draws on the Greek idea of
Hades. But at the same time the older forms of ritual
obligation toward the dead, in tombs, continue to be refined
and concretized in a cult of ancestors assimilated to
divinities—a cult that implies, perhaps also under the influ-
ence of the mystery religions, ceremonies specifically des-
tined to transform the human souls of the deceased into
“divine souls.””

M.P./d.w.
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EtrUuscaN DAEMONOLOGY

Etruscan demonology (more properly, daemonology) may be
looked upon as one of the most interesting chapters of the
history of religions of the Mediterranean world, provided,
however, that it can be rid of certain simplistic and even
naive interpretations—such as the all-too-obvious compari-
sons with demonologies of the Orient that aim to prove the
Oriental origin of the Etruscans—and that it can be properly
situated within the reasonable perspective of a comparison
with the Greek world. In this essay it has been judged
expedient to assemble all that has reference to the infradi-
vine, that is, to those entities that might be defined in the
Greek and Latin sense as “demigods”’: not forgetting, how-
ever, that in many cases it is difficult to specity whether a
particular being is to be classed in the upper sphere, the
sphere of divinities, or in the lower sphere, more populous
and less definable, in which there are daemons. No cult,
properly speaking, is connected with these daemons, except
in a very limited fashion, for their principal characteristic is
that they accompany the gods and serve as intermediaries
between them and men. From this point of view one might
say that the imagination of the Etruscans was given free rein,
certainly more free than among the Greeks, as if it used
images to enrich and render more comprehensible and
fascinating the world of the supernatural. For in other
respects, that world seemed distant and obscure to them—
more distant and obscure, incidentally, than the Greek gods
appeared to the Greeks, since myth had brought the gods
nearer to men and nearly reduced them to the size of
men—from which arose the Etruscans’ obsession with un-
derstanding and interpreting the divine will through divina-
tory practices. The possibility cannot be entirely ruled out,
however, that Etruscan “polydaemonism’” may also have
been the expression of primitive tendencies, more specifi-
cally a heritage or revival of ideas and creations characteristic
of preclassical civilizations, such as those of the Near East or
the Minoan and Mycenaean Aegean, which the Greeks had
gone bevond sooner than the others, without, however,
dispersing them entirely.

Most of our knowledge on this subject comes from myth-
ological and funerary depictions and from written materials
that identify individuals. By far the richest documentation is
provided by scenes engraved on the backs of bronze mirrors,
with the most variegated supernatural beings, posing or in
action, mingled with images of gods and with episodes from
Greek myth. Analogous compositions or isolated figures of
demigods and daemons are found, though less systemati-
cally, in the representations on vases, reliefs, engraved
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stones, jewelry, etc. For the study of daemons of the world
beyond the grave, one must take note of the frescoes of the
sepulchers, but also the sculptures of sarcophagi and urns.
The written sources, less numerous and less explicit, must be
interpreted with care and have no value except to confirm
archaeological data. They interest us in particular for their
evidence about the semidivine beings who taught the Etrus-
can discipline, that is, Tages and Vegoia, or such other
legendary matters as, for example, the figure of Cacus, the
monster Volta, and other beings of this kind. One must also
bear in mind the vast literary and epigraphical documenta-
tion (Latin) on the concept of the “genius,” who is essentially
the divinity who represents and guards the vital principle of
men, institutions, and the gods themselves, but who may
also be placed in an intermediate position between men and
divinities: “son of the gods and father of men,” notes Festus,
who also calls him the son of Jupiter and the father of Tages!
(Festus, 359, 452 L). These characteristics of the "genius”
justify the traditional use of the word “genie” to designate
the beings who are found on the level of the demigods and
daemons.

A discussion of Etruscan daemonology must begin with a
few observations about monsters and other fantastic figures
of Oriental or Greek origin. These invade sculpture, paint-
ing, and the decoration of objects (bronzes, vases, jewels,
etc.) in very large numbers, as if they were a favorite,
obsessive object, beginning in the Orientalizing period, in
the seventh century s.c.: quadrupeds winged or with a
human head, sphinxes, centaurs, sirens, griffins, and partic-
ularly sea monsters. They continued to be present in diverse
contexts until the latest periods of Etruscan art. But their link
with particular figures specific to Greek myth, such as the
Gorgon, the Chimera, the Sirens, Cerberus, etc., indicates
that there is something there that is foreign to properly
Etruscan conceptions. It is difficult to believe that all these
images, generally used for decoration, corresponded to ac-
tual daemonic beliefs. But distortions in monstrous forms,
the mixture of elements characteristic of diverse creatures,
and the mixture of natural beings with artificial forms (like
the forms of vases, in the objects called “canopic jars,”
otherwise called the anthropomorphic cinerary urns of Clu-
sium) seem to be a specific trait of the mentality and artistic
imagination of the Etruscans. An example of this is the
winged monster with the head of a cock which recently
appeared as a roof ornament of a religious edifice in the
sanctuary of Pyrgi. The adding of wings is a favorite motif in
the representation of human beings and gods, and of horses
too, chiefly in archaic art. But that leads us back to the world
of daemons that are properly Etruscan.

From a general point of view, which excludes the more
specific analysis of particular cases, we can discern several
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Infernal daemon with one of the deceased. Private collection. Man-
fredonia. Photo Pr Ferri.

categories of types and functions: and that leads us to the
female, infant, martial, Dionysian, marine, and infernal
daemons (or genies). The first class is extremely diversified
and includes the figures of young women, clothed or nude,
sometimes winged, wearing necklaces, and stamped by an
ideal of beauty and elegance—an idea of the desirable. Their
attitudes, their attributes (toilet articles), and their associa-
tion with Turan often make them appear to be the compan-
ions and servants (to dress her, for example) of the goddess
of love; this may be the meaning of the inscription Suenath
Turus, “female assistant (?) of Turan.” In some respects, these
figures recall individuals from scenes of the women’s cham-
bers depicted on Greek vases. But we also encounter them in
connection with other divinities, or crowning heroes (Hera-
cles, Paris), or variously employed in quite diverse composi-
tions, without notable coherence. In several cases, proper
names accompany these figures, typically Etruscan names
about which nothing else is known, such as Alpan, Evan,
Zipna, Zirna, Zinthrepus, Mean, Mlacuch, Munthuch, Pu-
rich, Rescial, and Talitha. Some bear the name of Lasa, which
also often appears as the first part of a double name,
according to the system which is widely prevalent in systems
of divine names: particularly Lasa Achununa, Lasa Vecu (or
Vecuvia), Lasa Thimrae, Lasa Racuneta, and Lasa Sitmica. It
might be possible someday to establish some kind of corre-
spondence between Lasa and the Greek concept of nymph.
One cannot, however, extend the term “lasa,” as a generic
designation, to all the female figures of the type being
discussed, let alone to the female funerary spirits to be
discussed farther on. Lasa Vecu or Vecuvia can easily be
identified with the nymph Vegoia, whom the tradition con-
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tinued to regard as the mistress and even author of a part of
the disciplina Etrusca. This is an important argument in favor
of the thesis that the female figures of these scenes, in
addition to representing the collective and the secondary,
sometimes correspond to well-known and well-defined indi-
vidualities; this is also suggested by their presence in other
depictions in which their nature is unfortunately no less
indecipherable. Some of these figures are even probably, by
virtue of their position of special dignity and their clothing,
true divinities: this would be the case for Thalna, Ethausva,
Thana or Thanr, and Malavis(ch).

Less frequent and clear is the evidence for other classes of
demigods or demons, such as the masculine figures of the
Apollonian type, or those who look like Silenus, or the
warriors, or the small infant genies, who appear on mirrors,
with more or less obscure Etruscan names. Among the infant
or juvenile figures, the figure of Epiur, associated with
Hercle (Heracles) and with Tinia (Jupiter), is especially
interesting. In connection with this last divinity, one may
recall the tradition concerning Tages, the nephew of Jupiter,
a child or young man whose appearance and knowledge
were those of an old man; born from the earth, he was
supposed to have taught haruspicy to the Etruscans. Tages
and Vegoia—Tages is represented on a mirror under the
name Papa (or Pava) Tarchies, with the features of a young
haruspex—exercised the characteristic function of “interme-
diaries”” between the gods and men. Because of that they are
fully contained in the category of Etruscan daemons (or
genies): more particularly, those who reveal the divine will.
One might add to them a young singer, perhaps a seer as
well, who appears on another mirror and some urns; he is
called Cacu, but he is clearly different from Cacus, the
ferocious brigand of the Roman legend transmitted by Virgil.

The possibility that the daemons may have been conceived
in other than anthropomorphic fashion, that is, as shadows
without substance or in the aspect of a symbol, arises from
some allusions to their connections with progeneration and
sexuality. A peculiar tradition reported by the Neoplatonic
philosopher Porphyry visualized Etruscan daemons as ten-
uous bodies living in the light of day, but doomed to be
eclipsed at night, with the possibility, however, of being
reborn in the scattering of their seed (Proclus, in his com-
mentary on Plato’s Timacus, 142, D; Psellus De oper. dacmon.
8). These are, of course, the later speculations of the learned,
but they must preserve the memory of ancient beliefs about
the existence of obscure forces of fecundity ultimately con-
nected with the concept of Genius. One may recall the
account, certainly of Etruscan origin, of the birth of the king
of Rome Servius Tullius, who was born from the union of a
slave with a phallos that appeared in the hearth of Queen
Tanaquil, famous for her knowledge of the Etruscan disci-
pline (Dionysius of Halicarnassus 4.2; Pliny Nat. Hist.
36.204). The same ancient authors explained this prodigious
event as the fertilizing intervention of a god or daemon who
could conceive his own materialization in the form of a
simple sexual symbol. The mysterious connection between
the shades and sexual power may well be associated with the
scene of emaciated “animulae,” hovering around a tree, that
Tiresias evokes in the painting from the Nekuia of the tomb of
Orco II of Tarquinii, and that are explicitly ithyphallic (Wein-
stock). The restorative fecundity of the daemons may also
have been extended to the souls of the deceased, as a part of
the beliefs that determined the complex rites whose function
was to guarantee them immortality and to deify them.

This brings us to the hereafter, on which the daemonolog-
ical imagination of the Etruscans seems to have lingered with
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particular pleasure. Even in this domain, it is difficult to
distinguish clearly between divine figures (that is, Aita-
Hades and Phersipnai-Persephone, “sovereigns” of the
world of the dead, and, in other connections, Mantus and
Mania, or Veive-Veiovis, etc.) and figures who are below the
rank of gods. It is probable that Vanth was a goddess of fate,
who recorded the fates of human beings. But the extraordi-
nary frequency of her representations in tomb paintings and
sculptures, in the costume of the Greek Erinyes (short tunic,
fillets crossed over the bosom, buskins, and the attribute ¢f a
flaming torch) and often in the company of the daemon
Charun, suggests that she belongs in the first rank, among
the female daemons of the world beyond the grave, in exact
correspondence with the Erinyes or Furies, on whom
moderns have occasionally and mistakenly conferred the
name “lasa”” The same thing may be said of Culsu. It is
probable that these Etruscan Erinyes, generally placed as
guardians at the entrances to the infernal world, were also
clearly individualized. The predominant role among the
male daemons belonged to Charun, the preeminent person-
ification of death, who is represented with a grey or greenish
skin, a hooked nose, sometimes wings, and hair like ser-
pents, and who is always armed with a heavy mallet. He
certainly derives from the Greek Charon, whose name he
bears. But he deviates from Charon in his appearance and
functions. He can also appear in various other guises,
differentiated by a second name, as can be seen at Tarquinii,
in the Tomb of the Charons. The other clearly characterized
daemon is Tuchulcha, who has the beak and feet of a bird of
prey, long pointed ears, hair in the form of a nest of serpents,
great wings, and enormous serpents for arms: a kind of

Mirror showing Tinia and Epiur. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale.

monstrous humanoid griffin. A variety of beings with ape-
like faces, more or less individualized, are also encountered,
as are kinds of infernal servants or small orchestras of
musicians of purely human appearance, except that they
sometimes have wings. Finally recall the prevalence of
infernal beings that look like animals, characterized by
chthonic symbolism, from Cerberus and Scylla to dragons,
and especially serpents. The intentionally terrifying appear-
ance of many of these daemonic images, whose role is to
frighten the deceased and also to torment them, has been
connected with what is known of the somber and even
desperate conception of the world beyond the grave among
the Etruscans in the final period of their history, between the
fourth and first century s.c. But infernal daemons of equally
monstrous appearance had already been imagined in classi-
cal Greece in the fifth century, as is proven by the description
of Eurynomos in the Nekuia of Polygnotus of Thasos (prob-
ably the distant prototype of the Nekuia on the tomb of Orco
at Tarquinii), in the Lesche of the Cnidians at Delphi (Pau-
sanias Graeciae descr. 10.28.7). As was stated at the beginning,
this leads to the qualification of certain exaggerated hypoth-
eses about the originality of Etruscan daemonology. It is also
possible that certain Orphic and Pythagorean influences
were transmitted by the Italiot environments of the Greek
colonies of southern Italy. This last subject remains rather
obscure, however, awaiting the future research that is so
clearly desirable.

M.P./b.f.
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ETruscaN AND ITaLic DIVINATION

The mantic world of the Etruscans, and more generally of the
Italic peoples, was fundamentally similar to that of the
Greeks, at least as far as practices were concerned: these, like
so many matters of religious life, enter into the general
framework of classical antiquity. But certain aspects of them
are distinguished characteristically—and were also seen by
the ancients as being different—especially the consequences
of certain essential ideas about the sacred and the relation-
ship between men and gods on the level of their origins and
their history. It is especially necessary to point out two
phenomena that, in a way, epitomize the originality of
divinatory practices in ancient Italy. The first is a desire to
understand the obscure wishes of the gods through every
possible sign—a desire that became so obsessive that it
dominated all of Etruscan religious ideas and finally almost
became identified with religion itself, justifying the existence
of genuine technicians of divination, such as the haruspices
and the interpreters of lightning flashes. The second was the




development, through the observation of the flight of birds
(auspictum), of the augural doctrine that becomes the funda-
mental doctrine of the sacred in [talico-Roman religion.

The first of these phenomena constitutes the essence of
what was defined by the expression disciplina Etrusca; this
was first taught by semidivine beings (Tages and Vegoia) and
was transcribed into a series of books whose contents are
more or less known to us. These deal with the observation of
the viscera of animals (haruspicina), lightning flashes (ars
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fulguratoria), and portents (ostenta), and with their interpre-
tation.

With respect to divination based upon auspices, it should
be noted that the Umbrians practiced it at the same time as
the Romans, as is witnessed by the ritual texts of the Iguvine
Tablets; auspices served especially as introductions for sacri-
ficial ceremonies.

M.P./d.w.

ThHe DoctrRINE AND SACRED BOOKS OF THE
DisciprLina ETRUSCA

The Latin expression disciplina Etrusca is here meant to cover
the whole complex of Etruscan doctrines and norms, in
particular those concerning divination, but also, more gen-
erally, the ritual practices of the religion and the rules
governing the civil life of the Etruscans. All of these elements
are to be found in a series of sacred texts. This is a
phenomenon that is wholly characteristic of Etruria but
unique in the classical world. Their uniqueness may explain
the extraordinary interest which the Etruscan treatises
aroused among the Romans, who translated or summarized
them and adopted some of their teachings. In certain cases,
one may speak of a religious conception and a practice
founded upon principles fixed by revealed and written
traditions, as with the Hebraic religion. However, apart from
the historical improbability of such an analogy, we do not
know to what extent it is possible to trace back to the earliest
stages of Etruscan religion the “system’ of the disciplinarum
scripturae (Vitruvius, 1.7.1) that appears to have been estab-
lished later. But the disciplina Etrusca contains in itself motifs
that may be viewed as belonging either to ““science” or to
“law,” motifs that seem to encompass the sacred and profane
aspects of one another in an inextricable fashion. It is
probable, at least beginning from a certain time, that every
human action was performed—or should have been
performed—"in accordance with the disciplina Etrusca”
(Servius, Aen., 4.166). We may nevertheless conjecture,
though only with great caution, that the original expression
now lost, which was translated or paraphrased into Latin as
disciplina Etrusca, corresponded to the Etruscan words tesns
teis rasnes and tesne rasne cei (rasna = Etruscan, Etruria),
which introduce and accompany the clauses of a land con-
tract made between two families in the inscription of the
Cippus of Perusia CIE 4538 (Mazzarino). It appears that the
conclusion of the celebrated “prophecy of Vegoia”—which
will be discussed later—makes a direct allusion to a rule of
conduct, if not to a moral principle, in the phrase, “In this
avoid all falsehood and duplicity: carry the discipline in your
heart” (Agrimensores, Lachmann, 1, p. 350ff.).

Those writings on the disciplina Etrusca that were known to
the Romans can be divided into three large groups: (1) the
libri haruspicini, (2) the libri fulgurales, and (3) the lLibri rituales
(Cicero, On divination, 1.72).

1. The first books deal with divination by observing and
interpreting the viscera—particularly the liver—of sacrificed
animals (extispiciun). This practice was specifically attributed
to the Etruscans and won them a particular renown. The
priests who performed this divination were called the harus-

pices. The consultation of haruspices entered into Roman
religion and continued to be practiced up to the end of pagan
times, though its Etruscan origins were never forgotten.
From artistic representations we know the characteristic
dress of the haruspices, with a mantle hooked together at the
chest and a hat with a cylindrical end. The origin of harus-
picy was traced back to the teachings of Tages, a being of
divine birth who was believed to be the son of Genius and
the nephew of Jupiter; having arisen out of a furrow in the
earth, he appeared to men as a young man with white hair.
He is said to have taught his precepts to Tarchon, the hero
from whom Tarquinii got its name, or to the twelve Etruscan
kings and to the Etrurian people as a whole, so that he was
regarded as the author of those writings which also go by the
name of Tagetici or Tagetinici. A scene engraved on a Tuscan
mirror that is conserved in the archaeological museum of
Florence depicts him under the name of Papa or Pava
Tarchies, wearing the dress of a haruspex, holding a liver in
his hand, and teaching the discipline to Tarchon (Avle Tar-
chunus). The casuistry used in the examination of viscera for
divine signs was particularly complicated, as evidenced by
various ancient texts meticulously assembled and studied by
C. O. Thulin. Readings were made with the help of patterns
that can be seen in depictions of haruspices, but also and
especially by means of the famous bronze lamb liver found
near Piacenza. The surface of the liver is divided into squares
in which the names of gods are found; it was believed that
each divinity manifested itself in its own particular space.
Around the edges there are sixteen squares corresponding to
the sixteen zones of heavenly space and to their respective
divinities. The interpreters’ skill was thus exercised upon the
microcosm of the liver as if upon a very small mirror of the
celestial templum. The importance of the order of the
haruspices—the famous college of Tarquinii counted sixty of
them—was such that their authority apparently extended to
every branch of Etruscan divination, and “haruspex’” became
the generic term designating the interpreter of the will of the
gods. We are certain that the Etruscan equivalent of this
name was netsvis (whereas the Latin expression liber harus-
picinus reproduces and translates the Etruscan words zich
nethsrac from the funerary inscription of the Tarquinian priest
Laris Pulenas CIE 5430).

2. The libri fulgurales or de fulguratura contained the doc-
trine of lightning bolts and of their interpretation, which
constituted the other great specific sector of Etruscan divina-
tion. This science was founded on the definition of the
celestial expanse—which was called templum—in its orienta-
tion and its parts. The templum was thought to be divided
into sixteen regions, each of which was the seat of one or
several gods (Cicero, Divin., 2.42; Pliny, Hist. Nat., 2.143;
Martianus Capella, De nuptiis Mercuri et Philologiae, 1.43ff.).
The eastern sector was judged to be favorable (pars familiaris)

43



ROME

Bronze liver. Plaisance, Museo Civico.

and the western sector unfavorable (pars hostilis): the same
concept applies to the small model of the liver found at
Piacenza, where the favorable sector is indicated (on the
convex side) by the word wsils (= of the sun), i.e., the
portion of the day, while the unfavorable sector is indicated
by the word tivs (= of the moon), or the portion of the night.
Yet this does not prove that the astral element would have
had any particular importance. By collating the names of the
divinities cited by Martianus Capella with those engraved in
the squares on the liver of Piacenza, we may deduce that the
supreme gods such as Tinia-Jupiter, Uni-juno, Minerva, and
Mars occupied the eastern sector and in particular the
northeastern quarter of the celestial vault. Some of them
were explicitly designated as throwers of the lightning bolt
(manubae): the god Tinia-Jupiter could throw three lightning
bolts from three different celestial regions (and his name is
repeated in three of the border squares on the liver of
Piacenza). It was the nature gods in particular, such as
Nethuns-Neptune, Catha (the sun), Fufluns-Bacchus,
Selvans-Silvanus, who were found in the southern sectors.
In the western sector, the pars hostilis, were the infernal
divinities or the gods of fate, such as Letham, Cel, Culsu,
Fortuna, the Manes, and Vetis-Veiovis. Naturally, the zone
from which the lightning came indicated the divinity for
which it was the sign. The interpretation was based on the
intensity, form, and color of the lightning bolt, the noise that
accompanied it, the place where it struck, and its effects. The
casuistry was very complicated. Distinctions were made
between good and bad and private and public lightning
bolts, between those that gave advice or orders, commutable
or fixed sentences, etc. Particular rites of purification were
performed at the place where the lightning had struck and
where it was thought to remain under the surface in the form
of a small stone: this sacred place was called bidental in Latin.
In his Quaestiones naturales 1I, Seneca left an ample and
methodical summary of all of these doctrines, which ancient
tradition dated back to the writings of the nymph Begoe or
Vegoia (from which the name of the libri Vegonici also comes).
The observation and interpretation of lightning bolts was left
to a special priest called the fulgurator, from which it seems
possible to deduce the Etruscan name (trutnot frontac) from
the bilingual Etrusco-Latin inscription of the priest L. Cafa-
tius, which is preserved in the Pesaro Museum.

3. The contents of the libri rituales were much more varied
and complicated. We know (especially from Festus, 285) that
they contained a series of prescriptions for the rites of
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foundation of cities and the consecration of altars and
temples, as well as for the civil and military organizations of
the state. Among all of these precepts, there is one that
seems to have been of particular importance to the social and
economic structures of Etruria: according to ritual norms
partly corresponding to those concerning the definition of
the heavenly space, the earth was to be divided in order to
permit its profitable use, following an ordered system of the
division of property. It is clear that land surveying as a
system is one of the fundamental factors in the technical and
economic advances introduced by Greek colonization in Italy
(as the most recent archaeological investigations, notably
those undertaken in Metapontum and at Megara Hyblaea in
Sicily, have shown), and one that was to play a fundamental
role in the life of the Roman world. But in Etruria, the
division and delimination of land, insofar as these depended
on the will of the gods, had a significance that was clearly
religious, as shown by the prophecy of Vergoia cited above,
which, within a teaching to a certain Arruns Veltymnus,
predicted for the last years of the Etruscan ““eighth century”
(i.e., the beginning of the first century s.c.) a series of
disasters resulting from violations of the boundaries and
passages of properties. This probably reflects the conserva-
tive tendencies of the Etruscan oligarchies in the face of the
agrarian reforms promulgated at Rome by the Greeks and
taken up later by M. Livius Drusus.

Among the ritual books, a more specific category of
writings was established, which was called libri fatales and
which was devoted to doctrines of time and of fate, i.e., to
the durations of the lives of men, cities, and states. These
books also treated of the concept of “centuries,” understood
as cycles that were not only natural but also religious, that
brought renewal and were punctuated by portents, render-
ing obligatory the performance of particular rites of purifica-
tion. Other writings, called libri acherontici (from the name of
the river of hell, the Acheron), seem to refer more particu-
larly to one’s destiny after death; we know that they con-
tained instructions for ceremonies by which men could gain
immortality, i.e., transform themselves into ““divine souls” or
into “gods of the soul”: di animales (Servius, Aen., 3.168;
Arnobius, Adversus gentes, 2.62). Then follows a very large
section of the disciplina Etrusca that, if we go by what is
written in it, should also enter into the category of libri fatales,
i.e., the theory, classification, observation, and explanation
of odd or portentous events: of ostenta. This is probably an
occasional practice which, in unforeseeable cases, left every-
thing to the interpreter’s experience and verbal responses.
Nevertheless, there were also written documents called
ostentaria (a late collection or transcription, attributed at least
in part to the Etruscan haruspex Tarquitius—the name comes
from libri Tarquitiani) of which a few fragments remain,
recorded in Latin literature, and which seem to have all the
characteristics of a summary, as may be seen in the following
example: “A ewe or a ram, if it is draped with purple or with
gold, brings an increase of abundance to the head of the state
or country, multiplies the progeny of the country, and makes
it happier” (extract from the book of Tarquitius, cited by
Macrobius, Saturnalia, 3.7.2). Signs may be of very different
kinds; unusual celestial apparitions, rains of blood or of
stones (and logically lightning bolts should be classified
under this same heading, since they elsewhere constitute, as
we have seen, a peculiar but essential chapter in Etruscan
divination), earthquakes, the falling of statues, plants with
unusual shapes or aberrant growth, animals that behave
strangely or that have exceptional characteristics, monstrous
beings, and so on. Obviously, under this heading were also



avwn @

1l

;. .F =
r !

Mirror from Tuscany. Florence, Archaeological Museum.

classified the signs of the flight of birds, which otherwise does
not seem to have been the object of a technically developed
divinatory art in Etruria, nor to have had a primordial role in
worship, as it did in the Roman and Umbrian religions. Por-
tents announce the future, but in many cases they are the
frightening manifestation of some private or public impurity
or fault, which requires purification by special and extremely
meticulous rites. Finally, we must stress the exceptional im-
portance that Roman religion placed on the Etruscan tradi-
tions of the observation of the ostenta and the expiatory rites
that they required. By contrast, the divination by oracles that
was so typical of the Greek world seems to have been wholly
foreign to the disciplina Etrusca. ‘

We said at the beginning that there is no way of knowing
when all that has been described so far became, even in
substance, the heritage of Etruscan religion and culture. It is
very probable—and this is the general opinion of researchers
on the subject—that the disciplina Etrusca, as a written
“corpus,” was systematized mainly during the last part of
the history of Etruria and thus resulted from the reflection
and traditionalism of priestly circles that were already in
contact with Hellenistic and Hellenistic-Roman scholarship.
In the same way, accounts of primordial events, such as the
“preachings” of Tages, are for the most part artificial recon-
structions of a mythical or etiological type. Nevertheless, we
cannot imagine that such a heritage of beliefs, practices, and
speculations, some of which are analogically tied to ritual
forms from distant times and places—such as the bronze
model of the liver at Piacenza which evokes small terra-cotta
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models of livers used for haruspicy in l\1owpnhnnm and Asia
Minor—could have resulted solely from scholarly inventions
from before the high point of Etruscan civilization, i.e., the
archaic period. Numerous traditions whose origins can be
traced back precisely to the archaic period (portents, proph-
ecies, and especially the testimony of the “books” attributed
to the Sibyl of Cumae—the libri Sibyllini—which are con-
nected with King Tarquinius Superbus and also with the libr:
fatales: Livy, 22.9) and the fact that the existence of the
fundamental elements of haruspicy from the fourth century
onwards can be established on the basis of artistic represen-
tations suggest that the essential elements of the ideas,
norms, and practices that became known to the Romans
under the name of disciplina belong to the earliest stages of
Etruscan religion; and we should attribute to the late periods
little more than a better organization of the sacred laws,
along with a general literary definition of the sacred.

The first ideas were probably transmitted orally and in the
form of songs (Lucretius, 6.381; Censorinus, De die natali,
4.13). The attribution of these teachings to demigods such as
Tages and the nymph Begoe or Vegoia probably goes back to
fairly early local traditions. The attribution to Tages must be
related to the city of Tarquinii because of its relationship with
Tarchon, and the attribution to Begoe or Vegoia (whose
Etruscan name is Lasa Vecu or Vecuvia) to the city of Clusium
or a Vecu family—which might suggest that these cults and
myths have noble origins. But these two cases, as well as
other indications, seem to throw into relief the tendency of
the Etruscan religion to seek the “sources” of doctrines and
religious precepts in the authority of supernatural beings,
which to some extent gives it the character of a “revealed”
religion. It is likely that in the beginning these two teachings
were not clearly distinguishable from one another. Not only
haruspicy but also the ritual discipline was traced back to
Tages, in particular all that concerned the jus terrae Etruriae
and the libri acherontici (Servius, Aen., 8.398). Vegoia is cited
with regard not only to the doctrine of lightning bolts, but
also to warnings about the intangibility of boundaries, as we
have already seen. The idea that the books that circulated
under the names of Tages (Tagetici) and Vegoia (Vegonict) were
generally collections of their oral teachings emerges quite
clearly from the body of citations found in literary sources.
The legendary and semilegendary characters who collected
and spread them, such as Tarchon or Arruns Veltymnus,
must have been very important. In any case, the canonical
attributions and divisions are undoubtedly fictive and late,
especially since there are references to unknown authors,
such as the Marcii, or authors completely foreign to the
disciplina Etrusca, such as the Carthaginian Mago, all of
whom are anachronistically associated with Vegoia (Servius,
Aen., 6.72; Agrimensores, Lachmann, p. 348). With these
authors, we come to those historians who collect, develop,
summarize, and translate (from Etruscan into Latin) tradi-
tional doctrines, first L. Tarquitius (Priscus), the author of the
previously cited libri Tarquitiani, and then A. Caecina, Aquila,
Nigidius Figulus, Umbricius Melior, Capito, Labeo, and
several others into the late imperial period.

M.P./d.w.
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THE RELIGION OF THE SABELLIANS AND UMBRIANS,
ITAaLics OF CENTRAL AND SOUTHERN ITALY

I. Historical and Linguistic Background

The people who lived in the heart of the Italian peninsula,
who belonged to a single linguistic stock of Indo-European
origin (but different from Latin), and whom modern scholars
designate by the general name of Sabellian-Umbrians or
Osco-Umbrians, Eastern Italics, or simply “Italics,”” made up
a fundamental element of the population and thereby of the
history and the culture of pre-Roman, ancient Italy. Origi-
nally these people may all have had a common national
name connected with the root sabli-, from which are derived
the historical names of Sabines, Sabellians, and Samnium
(Safinim in its indigenous form), whence comes the name of
the Saunites or Samnites. Legends evoke very ancient kin-
ship relations among them, as well as similarities in the area
of their religious traditions. Yet from the dawn of historical
times, this ethnic group appears to have been fragmented
into many different populations and tribes, each having its
own name and characteristic dialect, behavior, and history.
Their contacts with the Tyrrhenian centers of Etruria,
Latium, and Campania, and with the Greek colonial world,
coupled with their expansion within the peninsula south-
ward and toward the Tyrrhenian Sea, determined this vast
process of cultural integration. As a result of this integration,
the Eastern ltalics benefited more and more from the imports
from great urban civilizations, despite their own fundamen-
tal ties to pastoral and agrarian community structures and to
primitive customs. This influence could not fail to have
repercussions in the area of religion.

The people in question can be identified and classified
more precisely in linguistic, historic, and geographic terms.
Although they have a common origin, the Italic languages
are divided into two main groups: the so-called Oscan
language (named after the Oscans in Campania), widespread
in southern ltaly and documented by a significant number of
inscriptions that use indigenous alphabets, Greek and Latin;
and the Umbrian language, known almost exclusively
through the texts of the Iguvine Tables of Gubbio, which use
Umbrian and Latin alphabets. The first language is the
heritage of those people whom we call Sabellians (Sabelli) in
the broadest sense of the Latin term—people who included
at the time of the Roman conquest small groups settled in
what now is called Abruzzi (the Marsi, Paeligni, Praetuttii,
Vestini, and Marrucini)—and farther south, the Samnites,
and then the Frentoni, the Campani or Osci, the Hirpini, the
Lucani, and the Bruttii, all the way to the Mamertini in Sicily.
It is likely that the Sabines (Sabini) of central Italy and their
neighbors the Aequi, the Hercini, etc., who were scattered
around Latium since prehistory, as well as the Picenti or
Piceni along the Adriatic slope, belonged to older strata of
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populations who spoke dialects of the Oscan type during a
less-differentiated archaic phase. The Umbrians (Umbri),
who made their way northward along the valley of the Tiber
and beyond the Apennines to the outer limits of the Paduan
plain, constituted a distinctly separate branch with their own
innovations; but there were also some similar groups to the
south, such as the Volsci in Latium.

If we consider this dispersion and the variety of geograph-
ical and historical conditions, we cannot speak of an Italic
religion as a defined reality, understood as a unitary concept.
Moreover, such an idea was totally alien to the ancients” way
of thinking. Rather we must distinguish and evaluate the
facts about the peoples and places of the cultures that are
best known historically and that are most fully documented.
We can thus realistically study the religion of the Sabines
(which we know from Roman tradition) and the religion of
the Sabellians of Abruzzi, Samnium, Campania, Irpinia,
Lucania, etc. Our knowledge of the Sabellians is based
essentially on local epigraphic evidence in the Oscan lan-
guage, such as the Tabula Agnonensis, and the inscriptions
of Capua, the Cippus of Abella, the collection of texts from
Rossano di Vaglio; and inscriptions on the archaeological
remains from shrines. We can also study Umbrian religion,
or more exactly Iguvine religion. since we know it exclusively
through the Iguvine Tables, from Iguvium, the ancient name
for Gubbio. But for each of them, with the exception of the
Umbrian religion, the fragments that we have are not suffi-
cient to give a clear idea of their true character. This is partly
due to the paucity of intormation provided by classical
authors and scholars (in contrast with the great interest that
the ancients took in Etruscan religion). As a result, a synthe-
sis of all the data seems to be called for.

II. The Myth of the Animal Guide or Ancestor

At the oldest, undoubtedly communal, level there are
traditions about the migrations of groups under the guidance
or advice of a sacred animal that may also give its name to the
ethnic group that claims it. For example, the Sabellians were
guided by a bull; the Piceni, by a woodpecker (picus, from
which they got their name); the Hirpini and the Lucani, by a
wolf (hirpus in Italic, and lukos in Greek). The same relation-
ship may have existed for other minor populations and
tribes: thus the Frentani and the hart (whose Indo-European
name biirento- is attested particularly in neighboring Apulia),
and the Ursentini and the bear. The ritual basis for these
migrations was something called ver sacrum (the sacred
springtime), that is, the propitiatory or expiatory offering to
the god of all those beings who were born during a given
period of time. Humans, however, were not sacrificed but
were compelled to leave their original group to go and settle
elsewhere and to find new means of subsistence, which in
turn triggered the formation of new groups (see the article
“Ver Sacrum,” below). Clearly these are concepts peculiar to
primitive societies of a pastoral-nomadic type. The therio-
morphic element was important not only among these peo-
ple but also in more advanced societies of the Furasian
world, as A. Alféldi has recently shown. There is some
reason to believe, although hesitantly, that these are surviv-
als of totemism.

The myth of the animal guide, or ancestor, feeder, and
protector, was quite widespread in prehistoric Italy; it re-
mained especially linked to pastoralism and transhumance;
clear archaeological evidence supports the validity of this
relationship in the culture ot the so-called Apennine Bronze
Age. We even find it in the oldest Latin and Roman legends.
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Right: Ex-voto. Avellino, Museo Irpino. Museum photo.

In the oldest Latin legends we may recall the sow who led
Aeneas and his companions from Lavinium to Alba Longa,
or the she-wolf of Rome. The traditions and rites of the
Luperci may also be recalled. Even in prehistory these
concepts must have clashed with the substantially different
beliefs and rites of agrarian societies. They were probably
permanently obliterated in the wake of the religious ideas
that spread within the zones of proto-urban and urban
cultures of coastal Italy, notably in the south and along the
Tyrrhenian coast, under Greek and Etruscan influence. Even
in the historical period, these ancient concepts seem to have
characterized the people of inland Italy, who were still tied,
at least in their place of origin, to pre-urban structures, to an
essentially pastoral economy, and to a mobility that involved
aggressive and warlike tendencies. This fits the description
of the Sabellian-Umbrians exactly. What is most interesting is
that the ver sacrum was an enduring rite that continued to be
performed in later periods, as well as an etiological myth of
the origins of the Italic people, a myth that later became part
of the scholarly reconstruction of the legendary ethnography
of Italy in the heroic era. Their very ancient relation with the
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god Mars (in the Oscan form Mamers) stressed this warlike
feature, which must be connected with the increasing use of
mercenaries. The sources explicitly attest that animal guides,
particularly the bull and the woodpecker, were consecrated
to this god. We may therefore assume that the original
figures or the theriomorphic divine forces were gradually
transformed into simple attributes or symbols. This second-
ary character is obvious, for instance, in the representations
of the Italic bull (vitelin), which overcomes the Roman
she-wolf on the coins of the federated Sabellians who rose up
against Rome during the Social War (90-87 s.c.). That was
the last attempt by these people to assert a “national”
consciousness.

II1. Personal Deities

Belief in more or less anthropomorphic, personal deities
seems to have been the ancestral patrimony of the Sabellian-
Umbrians, but it spread, becoming solidified and compli-
cated as contacts developed with the Greek and Tyrrhenian
(i.e., Etruscan, Latin, and Campanian) religious worlds.
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Ex-voto. Avellino, Museo Irpino. Museum photo.

Many of the most ancient centers and cult sites in southern
Italy were subject to Italic occupation. Thus came into being
a vast network of correspondences, identifications, and
reciprocal influences, of common experiences and develop-
ments, which must have resulted in the diffusion of the cults
of the supreme celestial deity (D)iove-Jupiter, of Mars-
Mamers, of Herekle-Herakles, and of Kere-Ceres. But there
were also specifically Italic deities, or deities peculiar to each
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Italic environment, such as the goddess Mefitis in the Sabel-
lian area (Irpinia and Lucania), the goddess Cupra in Umbria
and in the Picenum, and the god Cerfo in Gubbio. Our
knowledge of the Umbrian pantheon is especially rich be-
cause of the Iguvine Tablets. This pantheon presents the
characteristic system of double names for gods, in which the
second element plays the role of a qualifying adjective (as in
personal names) and is often derived from the name of



another god, for example, Tefre Jovie (lefro “of Jupiter”),
Serfe Martie (Cerfo “of Mars”’), Prestota Serfia (Prestota “of
Cerfo”). This crisscrossing of direct or collateral kinship lines
gives it the appearance of a large family of gods. This does
not necessarily signify, however, a true mythological theog-
ony such as existed among the Greeks and in other ancient
religions. The abstract character of certain primary names,
such as Sagi (“’pact of sacred allegiance”) in the expression
lupater Sace (Jupiter “of Sagi”), suggests rather that this
network of relationships was the fruit of a conceptual elab-
oration peculiar to the Iguvine religion. This does not alter
the fact that the double name for gods is widely attested,
though in a less typical and coherent way, outside Umbria,
not only in all of the Sabellian country but also in Latium and
Etruria.

1V. Forms of Worship

The frameworks within which people understood their
connections with the gods, and therefore the forms of their
worship, did not differ in essence from what we know about
the religion of Rome and, more generally, of the Greco-ltalic
world. These forms include the observation of the signs of
divine will; objects or living creatures dedicated and conse-
crated to the gods (devotio); private and public rites of
propitiation and expiation, with prayers, offerings without
bloodshed or sacrifices; votive gifts; places of worship,
notably with open-air altars; later, temples built on Greek
and Etruscan models. But in this general overview, we
should note characteristics peculiar to each of the religious
centers that we mentioned earlier. In Campania, for instance,
at Capua, an important collection of Oscan epigraphs attests
that sacred buildings called iuvilas (probably altars or small
shrines) were the sites of ceremonies celebrated on certain
days of fixed festivals, sometimes even with public magis-
trates officiating. Also in Capua, the imposing shrine of
Fondo Patturelli with its strange stone statues depicting
mothers seated with children in their arms, and with all its
terra-cotta votive objects, is evidence of a cult devoted to the
goddess of fertility. The inscription on the Tabula Agnonen-
sis in Sannio describes a processional rite with stations in
front of the numerous altars inside a sacred enclosure that
were dedicated to Ceres, Flora, and other minor deities; in
certain years a holocaust was celebrated. The shrine of the
goddess Mefitis in the Ansanto Valley near Mirabella Eclano
in the heart of Irpinia attests what was probably a chthonic
cult. The shrine was rich in votive objects and may have been
connected with the toxic emanations from this wild site,
hence the more general meaning of the word mephitis,
“foul-smelling.” Also dedicated to Mefitis (who is identified
with Venus and Ceres) is another shrine, possibly connected
with an original cult of the waters and discovered at Rossano
di Vaglio in Lucania. This shrine is interesting especially for
its Oscan inscriptions in the Greek alphabet, which M.
Lejeune has studied, as well as for the architechtonic struc-
tures that surround a large altar. The general feature of these
Italic religious centers was the form of the sacred enclosure
with its altars and votive monuments. True temples in the
Greek and Etruscan-Latin style appeared late and in isolated
places, for instance, in Paestum or in Pietrabbondante.

The Iguvine Tablets, the longest pre-Latin inscription yet
discovered in Italy, bring us in themselves a profound and
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detailed knowledge of the rites of Umbrian religion. Each
ceremony began with the observation of the flight of birds in
an appropriate and precisely oriented part of the sky that
corresponded to a part of the earth, recalling the Etruscan
and Latin conception of the templum. As in Rome but not in
Etruia, augury represents the sole form of divination, or at
least its principal form. An expiatory purification preceded
the sacred act. Real sacrifices were performed with animal
victims obtained from sacred breeding farms (sakri) or pro-
fane ones (perakni), the animals differing according to the
deities (oxen, lambs, pigs, etc.). There were also frequent
bloodless offerings, i.e., offerings of food and drink. The rite
was accompanied by vows and prayers invoking the protec-
tion of the gods for the city and the shrine. The curse placed
on foreigners (Etruscans, lapuzcus, Naharkus) was notable.
The Tablets also provide information on the various priestly
functions, particularly those of the college of priests known
as the Atiedii Brethren.

Within the general framework of the conservatism of the
ltalic people, the cult of the dead and funerary practices were
closely related to traditions widespread all over Italy in the
course of protohistory, with a clear predominance of the rite
of inhumation in ditch graves. In the Adriatic region of
Picenum, and occasionally in burials of chiefs in lower Italy,
the funerary furnishings have a particular opulence.
Through contact with the Greco-Tyrrhenian world, a type of
tomb appeared and spread later among the Campanians of
Capua and the Lucanians of Paestum; the tombs had the
shape of cases and were decorated with paintings featuring
mostly martial subjects but also had references to the afterlife
and conceivably echoes of Pythagorean doctrines. It does not
appear, however, that the problem of death inspired a
preoccupation and doctrinal reflection among the Sabellians
and the Umbrians comparable to those found in Etruria.

M.P./g.h.
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THE BELIEFS AND RITES OF THE APULIANS, AN
INDIGENOUS PEOPLE OF SOUTHEASTERN ITALY

The Latin form Apuli is derived from, or at least related to,
the term “lapyges” used by the Greeks to designate the
indigenous populations of southeastern Italy, i.e., ancient
and modern Apulia, including the three groups of the
Daunians, the Peucetians, and the Messapians (settled from
north to south, respectively, in the present-day provinces of
Foggia and Bari and in the Salentine peninsula). For the
territory of the Messapians, names of other ethnic groups are
also cited, such as the Salentines and the Calabrians—the
source of the geographic term Calabria (which, beginning in
the Middle Ages, spread to the southwestern extremity of
Italy and took on its contemporary meaning); in the Roman
period, the region was divided into Apulia in the north and
Calabria in the south. All of these peoples, by their ethno-
linguistic character, their traditions, and their cultural pro-
ductions, constitute a well-defined group in the populations
and cultures of ancient Italy. The language, today called
Messapian and documented by a number of inscriptions
discovered especially in the southern part of the country, is
certainly Indo-European, but, unlike those of the other Italic
peoples, it has important connections with the other side of
the Adriatic, which in a way confirm the ancient traditions of
an lllyrian origin of the lapyges. On the other hand, their
name is related, if not identical, to that of the lapuzcus (or
labusques) cited in the Umbrian inscription of the Iguvine
Tablets, that is, people inhabiting central Italy and probably
the Adriatic coast; it is also connected to the name of the
lapodes or lapydes of northern Dalmatia—which confirms
the original existence of important ethnic relationships be-
tween the two coasts of the Adriatic.

The culture and particularly the religion of the pre-Roman
Apulians present, insofar as they can be known, a peculiar
mixture of indigenous elements, chiefly connected with
prehistoric and protohistoric traditions, and Greek elements

Achilles, seated, playing a lyre; on the right, Priam; and on the left
Andromache and Hecuba. Stela from Daunia. Photo pr. Silvio Ferri,
Pisa.
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Priam surrounded by Trojan men and women. Stela from Daunia
Photo pr. Silvio Ferri, Pisa.

from the colonies established on the margins of this territory
by the eighth century s.c. but preceded by precolonial
incursions going back to the Mycenaean age (the role of
Taranto seems to have been important). Classical sources
transmit the memory of a web of legends elaborated by the
Greeks about the colonization of Apulia by the Arcadians,
Cretans, lllyrians, etc., and about the eponymous heroes
lapyx, Messapus, Peucetius, and Daunus. Daunus was
known not as a foreigner but as an indigenous king and must
certainly be connected with a Paleo-Italic mythic source, as is
proved by the etymological identity of his name with the
Latin name Faunus. There are also legends about the Adri-
atic enterprises of Diomedes and his death in Daunia while
he was returning from Troy, and about the founding of cities
and sanctuaries, among which those of Athena Ilias at
Luceria and of Calchas and Podalirius on Mount Gargano are
especially famous. These tales preserve traces of local tradi-
tions, for example, of the curative powers of the waters of the
heroon of Podalirius and the oracles granted during the sleep
of anyone who slept wrapped in the skin of a sacrificed ewe.
Behind the worship of Greek goddesses such as Demeter and
Aphrodite, whose names are mentioned along with their
special attributes in the Messapian inscriptions, we glimpse
indigenous divine figures; to one god, Menzana, identified
with Jupiter, these same Messapians, who were reputed as
breeders of horses, sacrificed living horses.

The funerary domain is known exclusively through ar-
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chaeology, which provides very abundant and diverse data.
The principal rite is that of burial in stone tumuli (called
“specchie”) in pits or stone containers, and only later in
room-shaped tombs that imitated houses, with rich funerary
furnishings which attest to the traditional belief in the
survival of the dead as long as their sepulcher lasts. The
beautiful anthropomorphic stelae of Daunia, decorated with
geometric designs, with customary or ritual scenes, and with
representations of mythical episodes and monstrous ani-
mals, are connected with forms diffused in European prehis-
tory and protohistory. Another remarkable expression of
conservatism is the custom of burying the dead in inhabited
zones—a custom which, even in the historical period, con-
trasts with the advanced character of the great urban centers
girded with imposing defensive walls.

M.PJj.L.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

M. MAYER, Apulien vor und wihrend der Hellenisierung (Leipzig and
Berlin 1914). . whatmouch, The Foundations of Roman Italy (London
1937). 1. BERARD, La colonisation grecque de I'ltalie méridionale et de la Sicile
dans I’ Antiquité (2d ed., Paris 1957), 368ff., 426ff. 0. PARLANGEL], Studi
messapici (Milan 1960). G. Gianxerw, Culti e miti della Magna Grecia (2d
ed., Florence 1963).

AND

MytHs AND CULTS OF THE ANCIENT VENETI, AN
INDO-EuroPEAN ProrLE OF NORTHERN ITALY

Among the peoples and cultures of ancient Italy, the Veneti
constituted a unit well defined by the territory they occupied
(between the Alps and the Adriatic, a territory that still bears
their name); by the Indo-European language thev spoke,
which was quite close to Latin; and by their particular
culture, which developed coherently from the end of the
Bronze Age to the dawn of the Roman conquest (i.e., from
the tenth to the third or second centuries 8.c.), all the while
preserving a basic protohistorical stamp. Consequently, the
Paleo-Venetian world on the one hand had close natural ties
to the central European domains of Hallstatt and Slovenia, as
is understandable, and on the other hand remained open to
all of the cultural influences of neighboring northern Etruria,
particularly the Etrurian alphabet. But there were few influ-
ences from Greek culture. Venetian organization still contin-
ued to be tied to pre-urban and proto-urban structures. The
major centers, which we know best, were Ateste (modern
Este) and Patavium (modern Padua), which along with
Vicentia (modern Vincenza) and Verona became “‘real” cities
only considerably later. The port of Adria, near the mouths
of the Po and the Adige, was the principal point of contact
with Etruscans and Greeks. To the north, Venetian culture
reached into the Alpine valleys, where it exerted its influence
on the territories inhabited by the Rhaetians, who spoke
another language. To the east, it encountered the local
cultures of the Carni and the Istrians, with whom the Veneti
mixed freely. Celtic expansion into the Alps and northern
Italy did not reach the center of the Venetian cultural
domain, but merely touched its margins.

The Veneti, like other ancient peoples of Italy, had their
place in the legendary cycles of origins elaborated by Greek
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Deity of the Veneti. Bronze plaque. Este, Museo nazionale atestino.
Photo Soprintendenza.

ethnography and mythology in contact with the Italic world.
The Veneti were said to have originated in Asia Minor, which
they left under the leadership of Antenor. Their legends
account for the presence and cult of Diomedes, the preemi-
nent Adriatic hero and the founder of Adria; they are full of
elements revealing knowledge of local facts, such as the fame
of the Veneti for horse breeding. At the mouth of the Timavo
River, white horses were sacrificed to Diomedes, who was
supposedly responsible for the origin of the shrines of Argive
Hera and Aetolian Artemis; both of the shrines consisted of
wooded enclosures that shut in wild animals. Livy (10.2)
reports that the main temple in Padua in the fourth century
was consecrated to Juno. All signs suggest that this was a
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classical phenomenon of the transposition or interpretation
of a native goddess, probably the most important deity of the
Veneti: she protected fertility, tamed passions, and healed
men. Her name, Reitia, is known principally through dedi-
catory inscriptions on a shrine in Este and is, moreover,
followed by different epithets that are separately attested,
such as Sainati. Note the analogy between her name and that
of the Rhaetian people. In other places (in the Cadore) and in
a different way, the goddess also appeared as Loudera (i.e.,
Libera). There was yet another deity with three forr s,
masculine (identified with Apollo) or feminine.

The cult took place in outdoor shrines adorned with votive
gifts (statuettes, bronze plates that are illustrated or that bear
inscriptions and alphabetical signs, vases, objects for wom-
en’s use, etc.), in which libations and holocausts were carried
out. Most of the evidence is archaeological. We know of
various places of worship in Este, others in Padua, Vincenza,
Lagole di Calalzo, in the Rhaetian territory in Magré, and in
Sanzeno in the Valle di Non. There was a cult of sulfur water

in Abano, connected with the god Aponus. As there are no
extant literary sources, we can say little about the religion
with respect to the dead or ideas of the afterlife. The funerary
customs fit into the general framework of protohistoric
traditions, with more or less elaborate funerary trappings,
but generally with a close adherence to the rite of cremation.

M.P./g.h.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

J. WHATMOUGH, The Foundations of Roman Italy (London 1937). f. voN
DUHN and F. MESSERSCHMIDT, Italische Griberkunde, 2 (Heidelberg 1939).
G. B. PELLEGRINI and A. L. PRosDOCIMI, La lingua venetica (Padua 1967).
M. LEJEUNE, Manuel de la langue vénéte (Heidelberg 1974). G. FOGOLARI,
“La protostoria delle Venezie,” in Popoli e civilta dell’ Italia antica
(Rome 1975), 4:61-222, with a detailed bibliography on the religion
of the Veneti, pp. 219ff.

Ver Sacrum: THEe ItaLic RITE OF THE
““SACRED SPRINGTIME’’

The Latin expression ver sacrum (sacred springtime) was used
by Roman authors in a precise technical sense to designate
an ltalic rite that was attested several times by sources
dealing with the origins and history of peoples classified
today in the Sabellian-Umbrian linguistic branch. As far back
as the time of the very first settlements by people known as
the Aborigines (i.e., the Sabines) in central Italy in the Rieti
basin and the time of their southward expansion toward
Latium, there was a custom of consecrating to a god the
entire generation born in a given year after wars, famines, or
even overpopulation. Young men old enough to bear arms
were compelled to leave their country and found “colonies”
in new lands (Dionysius of Halicarnassus 1.16; Varro, quoted
by Pliny the Elder, Naturalis Historia 3.109). The Sabines, who
had reached the site of Rome, were accordingly called
Sacrani “because they were born of a sacred springtime”
(Festus, pp. 424-25 L.; Servius Aen. 7.796). Yet another
event is connected with the legendary diaspora of the
Sabines, one that showed all the essential features of the ver
sacrum: during a long war against the Umbrians, a vow was
made to sacrifice all the living creatures born during one
year. Once victory was won, the vow was fulfilled in a
different way: the children of men were exempt. When a
famine struck, it was thought necessary to include humans,
too, in the vow. They were consecrated to Mars, and on
reaching adulthood were sent off, guided by a bull, to found
a colony. When they arrived in the Oscan country (Cam-
pania), the bull suddenly curled up on the ground as if he
had found his place. The newcomers stopped, chased the
local inhabitants away, settled, and sacrificed the bull to the
god Mars. Thus were born the Samnite people (Strabo
5.4.12). Similarly, the Sabines, guided by a green wood-
pecker (picus), who was also consecrated to Mars, emigrated
to Picenum where they founded the Piceni (Festus, p. 235L.;
Pliny the Elder, HN 3.110).

There are probably many other stories of a mythical
character similar to these, stories that deal with the origins of
various ltalic people and explain the migration of the Hirpini,
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Lucani, Ursentini, etc., and why their names evoke the
names of animals. Associated with these stories is one that
focuses on events of a later period in history but that also
presents legendary features and is built on the same foun-
dation as the earlier stories. In this story, a “princeps” of the
Samnites named Sthennius Mettius is said to have conse-
crated to Apollo the ver sacrum of all those who would be
born in the following year, in an attempt to avert a plague.
But the plague raged again twenty years later; the oracle
made it clear that no human sacrifice had taken place and
therefore imposed emigration on all the young men born that
year. The expatriates clustered in Sila (in modern Calabria),
which they subsequently left to come to the aid of Messina.
There they were welcomed and finally settled. They received
their name, Mamertini, from the god Mamers (Mars) (Festus,
p- 150 L.) according to the historian Alfius who had written
an account of the Punic wars. This is surely an idealized
version of the settlement in Sicily of Campanian mercenaries
who founded the Mamertine state in the third century.
Significantly, under Greek influence Apollo took the place of
Mars as the god who received the vows. Mars, however,
remained the eponymous god and guardian of the Mamer-
tines, and his image appeared on all their coins. At this time,
as a result of the diffusion of the martial traditions of the
Sabellians, the idea of the ver sacrum as the ultimate remedy
for public calamities must have become generalized. Even
Rome, threatened by Hannibal, resorted to the rite in 217 B.c.
after the battle of Lake Trasimene: a vow was made to Jupiter
that involved only animals. But when it came to actually
carrying out the vow in the years 195 and 194 s.c., because of
various quibbles and restrictions they sacrificed only some of
the animals (Livy 22.9, 23.44, 24.44). We can further speculate
logically that the tradition must have stayed alive particularly
among the Sabellians, as attested by the ver sacrum vowed by the
Italic insurgents at the time of the Social War, which broke out
early in the first century s.c. (Sisenna frag. 99, 102 I").

In the history of this strange manifestation of Italic religi-
osity, we have to distinguish three aspects or “‘moments’”:
first, the possible existence of a primitive ritual institution;
second, its formal establishment and its legendary definition
as an etiological saga of origins; and third, its perennial
nature or its recurrence in the course of historical time. On
the first point, it is difficult to say anything beyond forming
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Poussin, Spring. Paris, Musée du Louvre. Photo Giraudon.

hypotheses. The basic themes of the legend, i.e., the migra-
tion of armed men, the proliferation of ethnic groups, the
expiatory and purificatory character of the vow, the conse-
cration only of living creatures, resulting in blood sacrifices
(with exile substituting for slaughter in the case of humans),
and the presence and the ambiguously divine meaning of an
animal guide who also played an eponymous role for the
new group—all of these themes together seem to correspond
to the living conditions and mentality of a primitive society of
herdsmen characterized by great mobility and aggressive-
ness and by theriomorphic conceptions of the divine that
recalled totemism. This type of society has numerous ele-
ments that can be compared with those of other cultures.
There are, moreover, definite signs of a spread of the pastoral
economy to the more interior populations of the Italian
peninsula during the Bronze Age. Conceivably the move-
ments of the populations of the high Apennine valleys
brought with them a wide range of beliefs and specific rites
based partly on the idea of a necessity or a sacred vocation
for migration, and in part on the attraction of more abundant
grazing lands for the animals. For the continued growth of these
populations forced them to look for new resources in order to
survive, and during their greatest expansion, the Sabellian-
Umbrian people occupied increasingly larger and richer areas.

But it is evident that the traditions tended to crystallize
into myths in the course of the Italic diaspora, probably in
cultural environments that had come under Greek influence.
(In Campania the Samnites came into contact with the
Greeks by the fifth century s.c.) The structure of the myth
has characteristic and constant features, with three basic

RITE OF

THE “SACRED SPRINGTIME"”

elements: (1) the consecration to the deity (notably to Mars,
the god of the Sabellians) of all that was produced in a given
year (in spring, during the month of Mars—March), because
of a vow of purification or expiation after a scourge such as a
war or a plague; (2) a migration for colonization, by young
men old enough to bear arms; (3) the role of an animal guide
(usually consecrated to Mars). Once established, the pattern
was imposed retrospectively on legendary tales about ori-
gins, which were nourished by many additional facts re-
membered about real events. At the same time, the myth
became the religious norm for rites performed later, in
historically documented times. We may conclude that this is
one of the most important examples of a dialectic relation-
ship uniting ritual and myth.

The violent political and military events that shook Italy
during the fourth and third centuries s.c. (the enormous
spread of the conquering Sabellians as far as Apulia and
Sicily; the invasions of the Gauls in the north; the enterprises
of Greek chiefs from Alexander of Epirus to Pyrrhus; and the
progressive assertion of the hegemony of Rome and the
struggles against Carthage, which culminated dramatically
with Hannibal’s ltalian expedition) undoubtedly provided
many occasions to resort to this extreme and venerable
remedy, the Italic rite of the ver sacrum. The evidence, as we
have noted, lies in the semilegendary episode of the Mamer-
tini and in the attenuated, peculiar version of the same rite
that the Romans adopted after the shock of Hannibal’s bold
advances. But the substitution of Apollo (in the first instance)
and Jupiter (in the second) for Mars, and the partial nature of
the sacrifice in the ver sacrum celebrated in Rome, amply
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demonstrates that the requirements of a particular time could
impose a significant deviation from the model of the myth.
Evidently, since times and circumstances had changed, it had
become something of an anachronism to express in concrete
terms a rite so ancient and so shrouded in legend—assuming
that it had ever actually existed.

M.P./g.h.
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Tue Latins AND THE ORIGINS OF
Ronman REeLiGion

The Latins (Latini) were the inhabitants of a territory which
once stretched to the south of the lower course of the Tiber
up to the Pontine plain (Pomptinus ager: Livy 6.5.2). The
Latium antiquum or vetus was bounded on the northwest by
the Tiber and by the land of the Etruscans; on the northeast
it was contiguous with the Sabine territory. It formed a vast
expanse bordered on the east by the Alban range, from
mounts Palombara, Tivoli (Tibur), Palestrina (Praeneste), and
Cori (Cora), to Terracina (Anxur) and Circeo (Circeii); and
was bordered on the west by the coast of the Tyrrhenian Sea.
At the heart of this region are the hills that served as habitats,
such as Alba Longa, which tradition places in the middle of
the populi Latini, or Monte Cavo (Mons Albanus), which was
the seat of a federal cult of Jupiter Latiaris.

To this Latium vetus, which took form in protohistory by
the beginning of the first millennium s.c. (during the transi-
tion between the Bronze Age and the Iron Age), was later
added a Latuum Adjectum or novum made up of the territory
conquered by the Romans in the historic period (starting in
the sixth century s.c.), which included the Volscian, Aequi,
Hernican, and Auruncan territories (see Pliny the Elder,
Naturalis Historia 3.68-70).

These Latins, whom the tradition refers to as the populi
Latini (“Latin nation”’) or by the collective name of nomen
Latinum, settled on the hills in autonomous groups more or
less tied to one another, vicatim (“by villages”). These terri-
torial associations were basically founded on religious
grounds, creating a feeling of community that was mani-
fested later (in the historical epoch) by the existence of
federations. These united the majority of the Latins around

common cults, for instance, around the shrine of Juppiter
Latiaris on Mons Albanus, or around the shrine of Diana
Aricia in the Nemus Dianae (“the sacred grove of Diana”).
Other federal cults played an important role in history. Most
notable is the recently excavated city of Lavinium. Its necrop-
olis dates back to the tenth century B.c., with remains of
sixth-century ramparts, a federal cult \\'hth in historic times

is attested b\ the discovery of thirteen archaic altars and of a
heroon in memory of Aeneas, located near a tomb from the
seventh century s.c.”

According to the latest archaeological discoveries, the
oldest inhabitants of Latium devoted themselves principally
to raising livestock and additionally to exploiting natural
resources (salt, fruit, and game). The more the woodlands
were cleared and the marshlands dried up, the more the
Latins took to farming and to the making of pottery and iron
tools.

Did these Latins, whose language belonged to the Indo-
European family, drive back or subdue “autochthonous”
populatlons7 Recently it was common to contrast the Indo-
European invaders, who practiced the ritual of cremation, to
the natives, who were accustomed to the ritual of
inhumation.= 2 This schema is not consistent with the facts.
Contrary to the hypotheses of the previous theory, archae-
ology has at least ‘shown that the ritual of cremation (at the
end of the Bronze Age and the beginning of the Iron Age)
has almost always preceded the ritual of inhumation (in the
late Iron Age: elbhth through seventh centuries), though
these practlces did not necessarily take on any ethnic
significance.”

The advances made by the community of the Latins can be



GRECO-ITALIC

verified by the growing wealth and number of their centers,
which multiplied throughout the eighth and seventh centu-
ries: Satricum, Antium (Anzio), Ardea, Lavinium (Pratica di
Mare), Politorium (possibly Decima), Ficana, Praeneste (Pal-
estrina), and of course Rome. The first document in the Latin
language is the inscription on the golden fibula of Praeneste
(end of the seventh century): manios med fhefhaked numasioi (in
classical Latin: Manius me fecit Numerio, *’Marius made me [or
“had me made”’] for Numerius”).*

Tradition commonly ascribes an increasingly dominant
role to Rome. Starting with the “reigns” of Romulus and
Numa, the Roman community extended its influence farther
with the victory over Alba (under Tullus Hostilius) and the
conquest of the coastal regions as far as Ostia at the mouth of
the Tiber. This conquest brought about the elimination of the
centers of Politorium, Tellenae, and Ficana.

Recent digs at Castel di Decima (which corresponds to
Politorium) have confirmed the tradition of this community.
The necropolis that was discovered includes tombs dating
from the eighth century to the close of the seventh century
B.C., a terminus corresponding to the destruction of Polito-
rium by Ancus Marcius, according to Livy 1.33.3.°

Rome, which became the ruler of Latium, itself submitted
to the domination of the Etruscans, as was reflected in the
tradition of the last three kings, Tarquinius the Elder,
Servius Tullius, and Tarquinius Superbus, all allegedly of
Etruscan origin. After the expulsion of the Etruscans in 509
B.c., Roman dominance was consolidated following the

attle of Lake Regillus in 496 or 499. The battle ended with
the defeat of the Latins by the Romans and the signing of an
alliance of “eternal peace” between the two partners in 493,
the foedus Cassianum.” The founding of the federal Temple of
Diana on the Aventine also took place in this context. One
last uprising by the Latins who took up arms against Rome
during the First War of the Samnites (343-341 B.c.) brought
about the final defeat of the Latins. The Latin league was
dissolved in 338 B.c. and incorporated into the Roman

community.
R.S./g.h.
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GRreco-ItaLic TRADITIONS AND LEGENDS, FROM
THE BRONZE AGE TO VIRGIL

The initial deep penetration and diffusion of Greek cults and
myths in Italy and the contacts that bound them to local
traditions in a tangle of religious conceptions and legendary
constructions that we can define by the expression “Greco-
Italic”—all of this constitutes a particularly interesting aspect
of the classical world, one that merits scparate treatment.
The Greek colonization of southern Italy and Sicily beginning
in the eighth century s.c. certainly played a dominant part in
this process. But we can suppose that the process began in
the Bronze Age under the influence of Mycenaean civiliza-
tion. On the other hand, the phenomenon spread well
beyond the domain of Greek colonies, including all of the
peninsula and part of northern ltaly (besides the islands)—
where populations lived who, without being Greek, were
bound in some manner, more or less directly, to Greek
culture.

I. Greek Evidence of the Lands of the West

It is natural that navigators of Aegean origin brought back
from the oceans of the West and from mysterious lands
encountered during their voyages around them marvelous
impressions, which were spread little by little in the narra-
tives that were gathered and poetically elaborated in the
Odyssey. One can cite the episodes of the Cyclops, of Aeolus,
of the Laestrygonians, of Circe, of the Land of the Dead, of
the Sirens, of Scylla and Charybdis, and of the island of the
Trident (as V. Bérard translates it) with the Cattle of the Sun.
The entire subsequent classical tradition set these episodes in
the framework of Italy and the neighboring islands and,
more specifically, certain places that remained famous under
these names during all of antiquity, like the Aeolian Islands,
Mount Circe, the Lake of Avernus, and Cumae-—which was
the site for calling up the netherworld—the sanctuary of the
Sirens at the tip of the peninsula of Sorrento, and the
menacing Scylla and Charybdis in the Straits of Messina. The
Homeric narrative of the adventures of Odysseus should be
considered the point of departure and the almost unique
source of all the identifications, interpretations, erudite spec-
ulations, and legendary constructions of antiquity about
these places, with the characters, events, and cults that are
connected with them. Nevertheless, without taking into
account the traditions suggested by the ancients, modern
criticism sought a geographic and historic verification of the
particulars of the Odyssey; yet it arrived at conclusions which,
hypothetical as some of them might scem because of the very
excess of their details—as is the case for the gmndu)sv
reconstruction of Victor Bérard—confirm on the whole the
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veracity of the epic testimony concerning the knowledge that
the Greeks of the Mycenaean Age had of the Italic world.

Independent of the Homeric narratives, however, the
Greek legendary inheritance gives us other evidence of the
most ancient contacts between the proto-Hellenic world and
Italy, even though this evidence is profoundly transformed
by myth. We are thinking of the insistence with which the
enterprises of the Argonauts, the wanderings of Heracles,
the colonizations of the Arcadians, and the migrations of the
Pelasgi were connected with or extended to Italy. But the
documents which seem to us to be the most significant for
their more detailed geographic and chronological character—
for their superior historical importance—are, on the one
hand, narratives about the presence of Cretans, notably of
King Minos and of the artist Daedalus, in Apulia and Sicily
(that is, in the regions where relations with the Mycenaeans
were the most frequent; but there are echoes of the activity of
Daedalus in both Campania and Sardinia); and, on the other
hand, the cycle of legends about the “Italian” adventures of
the heroes of the Trojan cycle. These latter are Achaean
heroes returned from the Trojan War (their return journeys,
the nostoi, were sung by different Greek poets, among whom
was Stesichorus of Himera, who lived in Sicily in the archaic
period): there are references to Diomedes in Apulia, but also
in other Adriatic regions and in Latium; Menestheus and his
Athenians in the zone of the Straits of Messina; Epeus, the
builder of the Trojan Horse, and Philoctetes, who inherited
the weapons of Heracles, on the lonian coast between
Metapontum and Croton; Idomeneus and his Cretans at the
same place as his predecessor, Minos, in Apulia; and Odys-
seus, who is the most illustrious of all. The Trojan heroes
fleeing their sacked city joined the Achaean heroes: first
Aeneas, who, after emigrating to Latium, was to acquire
extraordinary renown in myth and poetry as the founder of
the future greatness of Rome; then Antenor, who with his
Veneti settled in northern Italy; there are also references to
the Trojans who settled on the shores of the lonian Sea at
Siris, and in Sicily, where they were regarded as the ances-
tors of the nation of the Elymians. It should be noted that all
of these stories, despite the diverse origins of their protago-
nists, are constructed according to several relatively uniform
schemata (which argues against the system of analogies used
in erudite elaborations), namely, the arrival by sea of a
foreign hero with his companions, the encounter and the
battle with an indigenous king whose daughter the hero
eventually marries and whose kingdom he inherits, the
founding of sanctuaries and of city-states according to the
model of the colonial Greek ktists, the death of the hero in his
new country, and the cult at his tomb. These are the
well-known cases of Aeneas, Diomedes, and Antenor.

But having reached this point, we are confronted with
references—presented more or less explicitly in the Greek
mythic narratives—to indigenous places, populations, and
characters. Legend tends to assume an etiological character,
that is, it tends to accept, describe, and interpret local
situations and events. The latter are, moreover, better and
better understood, beginning with the eighth century B.c.,
thanks to colonization, commercial exchanges (one thinks of
the Greek settlement recently discovered at Graviscae, the
port of Tarquinii), the stability of the great currents of
commerce, and the presence of Greek entrepreneurs and
artists in the [talic centers. Starting from the names of the
peoples and city-states, complicated narratives are elabo-
rated, eponymous heroes are invented who enter in turn into
the legendary patrimony side by side with the heroes of the
Greek myths, and even the Greek heroes are linked to the
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new heroes by genealogical bonds. Thus, in the Theogony of
Hesiod (5.1014), Latinus, the eponym of the Latins, who
appears in a different light in the saga of Aeneas, is men-
tioned with his brother Agrius as a son of Odysseus and
Circe and king of the Tyrrhenians. And of Odysseus and
Circe, Auson is born, the eponym of the Ausones; he in turn
is the father of Liparus, the eponym and king of Lipara in the
Aeolian Islands. Liparus was succeeded by Aeolus, who
came from the peninsula and married Liparus’s daughter
(Diodorus Siculus 5.7-8). The eponyms of different peoples
of southern Italy, such as Sicilus, Italus, Morges, Oenotrus,
Peucetius, and lapyx, seem to be interrelated and related to
the Arcadians and the Pelasgi (Dionysius of Halicarnassus
1.11-13); but it is also said of lapyx that he was Cretan and
the son of Daedalus. Particularly complicated are the prob-
lems involving the name and origins of the Achaean city-
state of Metapontum on the lonian Sea. It was said that
Metapontum was created by the hero named Metabus (who
was also thought to be king of the Volsci, according to the
Aeneird, 11.532ff.) or by Metapontus, according to the
Thessalo-Boeotian legends about Arne, Melanippus, and
Aeolus; or by Nestor, according to the Pylians (Diodorus of
Sicily 4.67.3-6; Strabo, Geog., 6.1.15). One might also men-
tion the bonds that connect Tyrrhenus, the eponym of the
Tyrrhenians (that is, the Etruscans), with the Lydian dynasty
(in the classical narrative of Herodotus 1.94), with Telephus,
the king of Mysia, and with the Pelasgi of the islands of
Lemnos and Imbros (Dionysius of Halicarnassus 1.29ff.;
Strabo 5.2.4).

II. The Indigenous Traditions and the Elaboration
of a Common Patrimony

In the elaboration of this entire corpus of legends, impor-
tant roles must have been played not only by the knowledge
and imagination of the Greeks but also by the indigenous
traditions and even, in a more or less active way, by the
cultural environment of Italy, especially the sanctuaries.
Bringing with them the cults of the motherland, Greek
navigators and colonizers found in Italy sacred places, local
beliefs, and customs of very ancient origin. [t is probable that
the new arrivals tried to understand and illuminate the
indigenous elements in terms of their own conceptions, and
that at the same time, in the centers that remained foreign to
Hellenism, people wanted to ennoble the traditional patri-
mony of rites and relics by assimilating it to the prestigious
models of Greek religion and mythology. The cults of Hera
and in particular of Argive Hera were disseminated along all
the coasts of Italy in the colonial and extracolonial zones (at
Metapontum, at Croton, at the mouth of the Silarus near
Posidonia in Latium, and in Etruria and Venetia). The spread
of the cults of Hera and of other female divinities, such as
Leucothea, Artemis, and especially Athena of Ilium (at Siris,
at Lucera in Apulia, at Lavinium, and at Rome), whose origin
is very ancient and is sometimes attributed to the founding
action of a hero, harmonized with the diffusion of female
cults, notably that of the mother goddess, among the indig-
enous populations of Italy. The goddess of the “Pelasgian”
sanctuary of Pyrgi in Etruria, whom the Greeks referred to
under the names of Ilythia or Leucothea, is today attested by
Etruscan inscriptions under the name of Uni, that is, Juno or
Hera. This lengthens the list of manifestations of this divinity
on the Italian coast.

The long process of joining the local divinities with those
of the Greek pantheon and assimilating them (Jupiter-
(D)iove = Zeus = Tin(ia) in Etruscan, just as Venus =
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Poussin, Inspiration of the Poet, detail. Paris, Musée du Louvre. Photo Flammarion.

Aphrodite = Turan in Etruscan, and others) must have
developed and attained its completion in the archaic period,
at least as far as the Tyrrhenian domain of the Etruscans,
Latins, and Campanians is concerned. The same can be said
for the penetration into Italy of typically Hellenic cults which
had no local correspondences, such as those of Apollo,
Artemis, or the Dioscuri (attested by the archaic epigraphy at
Lavinium in Latium under the name of gurois, and at
Tarquinii in Etruria under the name of Tinascliniiaras =
Duoskoroisin), as well as the principal cycles and characters of
Greek mythology, whose names were adapted into indige-
nous languages. Judging from the linguistic data, it seems to
be a Doric cultural current, probably Corinthian (De Si-
mone), which introduced these names into Etruria. One can
site in this connection the famous narrative of the arrival at
Tarquinii, toward the middle of the seventh century s.c., of
the Corinthian Demaratus, who brought literature and the
arts with him (Livy 1.34 and 4.3; Pliny, HN, 35.43; Tacitus,
Annales, 11.14, etc.).

In establishing a common patrimony of Greco-Italic leg-
ends in the sanctuaries, one must not overlook the supposed
tombs of the heroes and the cults that were established in
their honor. Recall the funeral ceremonies in honor of the
Nelides at Metapontum (Strabo 6.1.15), which made possible
the diffusion of narratives and of songs about the foundation
of the city by the Pylians; or the sacrifices to Antenor at the
mouth of the Timavo (Strabo 5.1.9); similarly, the many
narratives about the deeds of Diomedes must have flour-
ished, when he had been deified, in places where he was

assumed to have rested or disappeared—this is the case
notably for the sanctuary tomb of the Tremiti in Apulia, as
certain ancient authors attest. But the most significant exam-
ple is the sepulcher of Aeneas at Lavinium, identified in a
heroon recently discovered near this city, which can be
ascribed to the fourth century s.c. and was constructed above
a princely tomb in the Oriental style, dating from the seventh
century B.c. This indicates that the Latin saga of Aeneas must
have spread and developed between the sixth and fifth
centuries B.C., probably around the sanctuaries of Lavinium
(and concomitant with the first Greek versions of the coming
of Aeneas to Italy: Hellanicus, in Dionysius of Halicarnassus
1.48).

I11. The Role of Writers

The literary circles of Asiatic lonia and the Greek and
Hellenizing centers of Italy came into contact with popular
gossip and communication between the political and sacer-
dotal milieus of the various city-states of the Tyrrhenian
world and the Greek colonial domain. Together, they must
have contributed, from the earliest period, to the diffusion
and collation of knowledge about Greek and indigenous
cults and about the stories transmitted in sanctuaries. Be-
tween the fifth and third centuries B.c., Italiot writers (that is,
Greeks in Italy), and in particular Siciliots (Greeks in Sicily)
played a very important role in the reconstruction, enrich-
ment, and systemization of the Greco-Italic legends; these
writers include Hippys and Lycus of Rhegium, Antiochus,

57



ROME

Philistus  of Syracuse, and Timaeus of Tauromenium
(Taormina), whose works were in large part lost but still
survive in abundant extracts and expansions in subsequent
literature. But of the historians, geographers, and essayists
of the Greek mother country, like Thucydides, Ephorus, the
Pseudo-Scylax, and Aristotle, we also have important docu-
ments that bear witness to their interest in the Italic world;
and beginning in the Hellenistic period, poets, mythogra-
phers, historiographers, Greek and Latin men of letters, and
compilers (from Lycophron to Diodorus Siculus, Dionysius
of Halicarnassus, Strabo, Livy, Virgil, Pliny, Justin, and later
the scholiasts such as Servius and Tzetzes) collected and
elaborated this material in an essentially reflexive and erudite
spirit, so well that their work resulted in a complete amalgam
of opinions, versions, and interpretations.

The richest and most coherent picture of heroic Greco-
Italic mythology that we have is found in the introduction to
the Roman Antiquities of Dionysius of Halicarnassus and in
the Aeneid of Virgil. These are two profoundly different
works, even if they are almost contemporaneous. The first is
the patient and abundant work of a historiographer who
presents his subject diachronically, in the perspective of a
historical reconstruction; he assembles and recomposes the
very different traditions of earlier writers, especially empha-
sizing the thesis of the Greek origin of the ltalic peoples—
among whom and through whom the city “that dominates
all the earth and all the sea” was to come into being. Virgil's
poem, by contrast, is a mirror that synchronically reflects the
image of the peoples and legendary characters of Italy in the
heroic period, as well as the adventures of Aeneas. This is a
tableau almost comparable to that of the heroic Greek world

in the Iliad. But beyond all erudite research on origins, all of
this is transfigured poetically in an evocation which, accord-
ing to the prophecy of Anchises at Cumae, connects the past
to the present, that is, to the glory of Rome. In both
testimonies there is a consciousness of the religious and
cultural unity of the Greek and Italo-Roman worlds, that is,
of classical civilization, whose first manifestations go back to
the beginning of historical time.

M.P./d f.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

J. BERARD and H. LANGUMIER, Odyssée (Paris 1952). uM. paLLotnino, “Le
origini storiche dei popoli italici,” X* Congresso internazionale di Scienze
Storiche, Relazioni (Florence 1955), 2:3-60. j. BERARD, La colonisation
grecque de I'ltalie méridionale et de la Sicile dans I Antiquité (2d ed., Paris
1957). . rapke, Die Gotter Altitaliens (Munster 1965). Santuart di
Magna Grecia. Atti dei 1V¢ Convegno di studi sulla Magna Grecia,
Taranto, 1964 (Naples 1965); see especially the papers by G. Pugliese
Carratelli, 19ff., and by W. Hermann, 47ff. H. HExckeN, Tarquinia,
Villanovans and Early Etruscans (Cambridge, MA, 1968), 2:603-18. c.
DE SIMONE, Die griechischen Entlehnungen im Etruskischen (Wiesbaden
1968-70). La Magna Grecia ¢ Roma nell’eta arcaica. Atti dell' VI
Convegno di studi sulla Magna Grecia, Taranto, 1968 (Naples 1969); see
especially the papers by ]. Heurgon, 9f., and by G. Puglese
Carratelli, 49ff. p. musti, Tendenze nella storiografia romana e greca su
Roma arcaica: Studi su Livio e Dionigi d’Alicarnasso (Urbin 1970). On
Lavinium and the heroon of Aeneas, see p. soMMELLA, in Rendiconti
della Pontificia Accademia Romana di Archeologia, 44 (1971-72): 47-74,
and Gymnasium, 81, 4 (1974): 273-97.

RomaN REeLIGION

Though the importance of religion in the ancient world
seems self-evident to us today, this view is relatively recent.
The seventeenth century was largely content to mobilize
Greek and Roman deities on gala occasions at court without
distinguishing between the two. When Montesquieu wrote
his Considerations on the Causes of the Grandeur of the Romans
and of Their Decadence (1734), he was thinking primarily of
politics and morals. Not until the nineteenth century did
Fustel de Coulanges give religion its true place at the very
heart of ancient society. This scholar devoted his course at
the University of Strasbourg to the notion of “'the history of
a belief”” (1862-63), and in the following year he published a
work which became a classic, The Ancient City (1864). For the
first time, the study of religion was unequivocally acknowl-
edged to be indispensable to the understanding of the
institutions of the ancients. But this line of inquiry some-
times had to grope its way, and in their haste to propose
overarching explanations, several theoreticians felt com-
pelled to expound elaborate systems that subjected religious
studies to intellectual fashions. For example, in Max Muller’s
system, deities were nothing but names (Nowmina numina)
given to various impressions aroused by the light of the sun.
Then there was Wilhelm Mannhardt, who expounded his
naturist theory in a book bearing the evocative title of The
Cult of the Tree aimong Germanic Peoples (1875). Today we are
more skeptical of systematic explanations; we prefer more
matter-of-fact studies of the evidence.
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Sociology unquestionably gave this method new currency
toward the end of the last century by introducing the
principle of comparison of ancient societies with modern-day
“primitive” societies. Emile Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms
of Religious Life (1912) is a comparative study with the stated
objective of defining religion in general. He wisely suggested
that “only the comparison of facts of the same nature can
have the value of proot.”” This advice has not always been
heeded. The tendency was to drift imperceptibly toward a
“universal” comparativism that all too often confused what
is archaic with what is primitive (in the sense of mferior). Can
one say that the remarkable work of James Frazer is immune
to such a reproach? Through his vast erudition, this scholar
rendered great service to the history of religions, and to
Roman religion in particular, in his monumental commen-
tary on Ovid’s Fasti. He did, however, set forth a perilous
principle when he said that “human nature is much the same
throughout the world and at all times.” This inspired some
dangerous comparisons, drawn from that arsenal of socio-
logical examples that is vast enough to produce apparent
likenesses for almost anything: if the Hottentots will not do,
the Zulus will!

By this kind of improper assimilation, a basically “primi-
tivist”” picture was projected onto the origins of early Roman
society. Polynesian mana was used to explain a religion in
the Indo-European tradition; gods and goddesses would
suddenly rise out of a vague cloud in the name of progressive
evolution.

Reactions were not long in coming. Georg Wissowa in his
Religion and Cult of the Romans (1902; 2d ed. 1912) firmly
established the importance of respecting homologous areas



in the religious realm, and he painstakingly constructed a
clear and precise catalog of the data. Nevertheless, descrip-
tion alone, however faithful, was not sufficient to make these
data intelligible. Very early on, historians noted the benefit
they could derive from the comparison of analogous reli-
gious structures, for instance, by noting resemblances be-
tween the Latin triad Jupiter-Mars-Quirinus of Rome and the
Umbrian triad Jupiter-Mars-Vofionus of Iguvium (all three
known as Grabovio, “of the oak tree”). But comparativism
was destined to bear its fruits on an even grander scale as a
result of the illuminating works of Georges Dumézil, who
based his efforts on the existence of the original community
of the ancient Indians and the ancient ltalians (the probable
equivalence of the Sanskrit term Bralnnan and the Latin term
flamen to designate the priest is one sign among many to that
effect). As a result of Dumézil’s research, the Indo-European
heritage could no longer be denied to ancient Rome. Con-
trary to the claims of evolutionists, it would seem that
personal gods, classified according to a functional hierarchy
that recalls an analogous distribution of functions in India,
had existed in Rome since its origins. Contrary to the
teachings of the “primitivists,” Dumézil revealed that the
Romans had inherited a millennial ideology that they had
indeed subjected to a kind of metamorphosis: history was
substituted for myth so that the same character could appear
in a divine form in a mythology of Indo-European inspiration
and in a human form in Roman history. An eloquent example
is furnished by a double pair of “homologues”: the Roman
heroes Horatius Cocles, the One-Eyed, and Mucius Scae-
vola, the One-Handed, correspond to the Scandinavian duo
of Odinn, the one-eyed magician-god, and Tyr, the jurist-god
who sacrificed one hand. The results of this vast research
were recorded by Georges Dumézil in his work Archaic
Roman Religion (1966; English trans. 1970; 2d ed. 1974; here-
after ARR).

The comparativist insight could not, however, divert us
from the main objective of the historian of Roman religion,
namely, to define the originality of this religion as precisely
as possible. Not all the facts can be explained, despite great
scholarly effort, but the research that has been conducted for
some hundred years helps us to formulate the problem with
greater accuracy.

To what extent can we speak of the originality of Roman
religion? Georg Wissowa tried to define it using chronolog-
ical criteria. He thought that the Romans had succeeded in
protecting their institutions from foreign influences until
about the third century B.c., after which syncretism must
have had a destabilizing effect. That the facts did not bear out
this distinction is just as well. It would have been surprising
to discover that Rome could have lived in isolation when in
the sixth century s.c. she still constituted nothing but a
modest cell compared with her rich neighbors, the Etruscans
(who contributed to her urbanization under the dynasty of
the last three kings of Rome, who are traditionally said to
have come from Etruria) and the colonists of Magna Graecia
(who had founded wealthy settlements in the southern part
of Italy).

E. Altheim believed that he could oppose Wissowa on
these grounds: he dismissed the idea of any Latin originality,
on the premise that foreign influence, most particularly
Greek influence, had been a factor since the beginning. In a
sense, his treatise, Greek Gods in Ancient Rome (1930), is a
polemic rather than a summation of individual studies.

Of course, this extreme position was open to criticism. It is
risky even to attempt to reduce the Roman pantheon to a sort
of carbon copy of the Hellenic pantheon, whether we admit
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Representation of an offering. Bone bas-relief. Rome, City Muse-
ums. Photo Oscar Savio.

the direct influence of Magna Graecia or indirect influence
through the Etruscans. If Hellenic deities such as Apollo or
the Dioscuri were familiar in Rome by the sixth century, they
had been incorporated into the Latin pantheon under partic-
ular circumstances, conforming to the hospitable attitude of
the polytheism of the ancients. Such admissions would not
challenge the autochthonous traditions.

I. The Notion of Religio and Cult

We should first acknowledge that the term religio, which
passed into most modern Western languages, is a Latin
creation. It is a specific word that has no Greek counterpart;
the “analogous’” expressions that are invoked, including fo
sebas (respect for the gods), hé proskunésis (adoration), heé
eulabeia (reverential fear), and hé thréskeia (cult or worship),
only underscore the bankruptcy of a genuine translation for
religio in that language.

This assertion is all the more remarkable because the
Romans took great pride in being the most religious people
in the world: “If we compare ourselves with foreign na-
tions,” wrote Cicero (De natura deorum 2.3), “we may appear
to be equal or even inferior in various realms, except in
religion, by which I mean the worship of the gods, in which
we are by far preeminent” (religione id est cultu deorum, multo
superiores). He states the same thing elsewhere (Cicero De
haruspicum responsis 19) in a more concise form: pietate ac
religione onmes gentes superavimus (““in piety and in religion we
head the list of nations”).

This claim may still have had some value at the end of the
first century B.c., when it occasionally appeared as an expres-
sion of praise for individuals. Thus the author of a Laudatio of
a Roman matron known by the name of Turia (end of the first
century B.C.) mentions among this woman’s qualities “her
religious spirit free of superstition (religionis sine supersti-
tione).”

What are we to understand by this term that the Romans
coined in order to define a situation in which they proudly
claimed to excel, a term that we inherited from the Latins and
that made its way into every language of the Western world?
Philologists agree that religio comes from a verbal root (like
legio or regio), but they do not agree about which verb it
comes from. Some derive the word from relegere and ascribe
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to the prefix an intensive value that gives the expression the
meaning of “scrupulous observance.” Others prefer to derive
it from religare, with the meaning of “to bind oneself to the
gods.” Texts are quoted to support either hypothesis. The
supporters of relegere invoke the ancient verse cited by
Nigidius Figulus (Aulus Gellius 4.9.11): religenten esse oportet,
religiosus ne fuas (“it is fitting to be religious but not exces-
sively scrupulous”). The religare supporters recall the ritual-
istic use of sacred ribbons (vittae), as well as the numerous
references to the idea of religious bonds, for example,
Lucretius 1.931: Religionum nodis aninm exsolvere (“Deliver
the soul from religious bonds”); Livy 5.23.10: Se domumque
religione exsolvere (“To free oneself and one’s own from a
religious obligation”).

It would seem difficult to settle upon one or the other
etymological explanation, especially in view of the fact that
each represents a complementary aspect of the meaning of
the expression. For it is indeed true that the religio of the
Latins implies at the same time both a concern for scrupulous
observance in worship and the idea of bonds that unite the
gods and men.

We could say that the conviction of an inescapable inter-
dependence between heaven and earth was the basis for
Roman piety, the purpose of which was to assure the pax
veniaque deum. Without the friendship and grace of the gods,
a Roman felt crippled. He therefore took pains to maintain
this “state of grace”” through a meticulous cult, so meticulous
that it has often seemed formalistic. He would be attentive to
signs sent from heaven, and if unluckily the gods should
vent their anger—Ilanigue irae patuere deum (“’the wrath of the
gods has already been revealed”; Lucan 2.1)—he would not
rest until he had reestablished harmony. In Rome one would
not think of rebelling against the gods; this theme was the
privilege of the Greeks, particularly in the myth of the Titan

Dioscuri. Paris, Bibliotheque nationale. Cabinet des Médailles.
Photo BN.
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Prometheus. Not until Lucretius do we see the first blasphe-
mous overtones in Latin literature, and even then, when the
Epicurean poet raises the flag of rebellion against religion
and denounces the crimes committed in its name—tantum
religio potuit suadere malorum (Lucretius 1.101)—he borrows
his example from Hellenic religion by denouncing the sacri-
fice of Iphigenia.

Although the reverential fear of the gods was the basis of
Roman piety, the concern for efficacy explains many features
of the cult. First of all, there was that rather cautious tone in
prayers when a Roman was unable to identify exactly which
deity he was supposed to appease; accordingly, in the case of
an earthquake the supplicant makes use of the following
prudent formula: si deo, si deae (whether you be god or
goddess; Aulus Gellius Noctes Atticae 2.28.2-3). When he
gets into a fight with a deity, he does so with a precise
stipulation, of which the carmina conveyed to us by Cato the
Elder give us a good idea. This contractual propensity has
often been interpreted in a pejorative sense, but in fact it can
only be understood as a concern to establish an irreproach-
able covenant between men and the gods. Piety is justice
toward the gods, says Cicero (est enim pietas justitia adversuni
deos; Nat. D. 1.41), and in the prayer addressed by Cato’s
peasant to an unidentified woodland deity, we find this
important formula: uti tibi jus est (“in keeping with your
right”; De agr. 139).

This preoccupation is often translated with an insistence
that is excessive for our taste. Cato’s peasant is not afraid of
repeating ponderously the exact clauses within whose
bounds he means to fight the deity. Perhaps we should even
attribute to certain apparently descriptive adjectives a more
practical meaning. Thus, adding the qualifier inferiun to
vinum is supposed to prevent the consecration of all the wine
in the cellar, since the prayer concerns only wine as offering
(this according to Trebatius, as cited by Arnobius, Adversus
nationes 7.31). As a result, some have denounced the legal-
istic harshness of Roman piety that was supposed to be
embodied by the motto ”’I shall give when you have given”
(dabo cumn dederis). Thus the gods are informed of the condi-
tions that the Roman state required if it was to carry out its
vow to consecrate, within a predetermined limit of time, all
the firstfruits of the season—the ver sacrum (Livy 22.10).

The Romans certainly had a taste for precision, especially
when it came to drawing up contracts, and the same legal-
istic mind can be seen in their prayers. But we should not
disregard the other side of Roman piety, which is expressed
by an unconditional appeal for divine kindness. When a
Roman general “sacrifices” his own person along with the
enemy army in the midst of battle, according to the act of
devotio, he addresses an urgent prayer to the gods—uvos precor
veneror, veniani peto ferogue (Livy 8.9)—and he puts himself
entirely in their hands, without bothering with restrictive
clauses.! This type of unconditional votuni can often be found
in Roman history, for example, when promises are made to
build a temple. The votum is certainly not disinterested, but
except for the quietist, what worshiper is ever disinterested
in his devotion? The votun implies the hope of fulfillment, do
ut des ("’ give so that you may give”). Marcel Mauss argued
that “the gift is the archaic form of exchange”; implicitly it
provokes the recipient to restitution and, in the case of the
gods, to an increased level of restitution. The Romans never
stopped practicing this unconditional form of piety, which
also appears to be its most ancient form. They expected some
benefit from it in return in the name of the reciprocity of the
good offices” that were the basis of pietas.



II. Indo-European Tradition and Historical Evolution

Roman religion undoubtedly experienced various vicissi-
tudes from the birth of Rome till the coming of the empire.
The early stages of the development of the primitive city are
reflected even in the liturgy; for the characteristics of certain
festivals allow us to draw some conclusions about the
relative extension of the physical area of Rome.

In this regard, the following three festivals represent three
successive stages. The first, the Lupercalia, a public festival
that fell every year on 15 February, reveals its archaic
character in its ceremonial (see the article ““Faunus” below)
and in the role of its priests (luperci, wolfmen of sorts, clad in
loincloths). The ceremony consisted primarily of a race run
by these luperci, who carried goatskin thongs with which
they struck passersby. This flagellation was said to guarantee
fertility to women. Now this precautionary race was strictly
confined to the Palatine, taking place on the outer limit of the
ancient oppidum Palatinum that was the cradle of the Urbs.
This feature alone might suggest that it was one of the oldest
festivals of the Roman calendar, not to mention other char-
acteristics that can be explained only by the pastoral customs
of an older time.

The testival of the Septimontium that falls on 11 December
is a ceremony that concerns only the inhabitants of the
moites (feriae non populi, sed montanorunt mode, as Varro says in
De lingua Latina 6.24). Fortunately, ancient scholars preserved
the list of these seven montes (which must not be confused
with the seven hills of the future Rome). It consists of the
heights of the Palatium, the Germal, the Velia (which later
formed the Palatine), the Fagutaline, the Oppian, the Cispian
(which would later be absorbed into the Esquiline), and the
Caelian.? It is evident that this new topographical definition
corresponds to a later stage, to a step intermediate between
the isolatec villages and the definitive organization of the
city. It is interesting to note the use of the term mons to
designate these hillocks, rather than the word collis, which
was later applied to the northern hills.

The ceremony of the Argives brings us to the last phase.
This festival, celebrated in two stages (on 16 and 17 March
and on 14 May), began with a procession that was supposed
to carry the Argei, or dolls made of rushes (Ovid Fasti 5.621),
into the twenty-seven chapels prepared for that purpose. On
14 May they were fetched from these sacraria and thrown into
the Tiber from the top of the Pons Sublicius. The meaning of
the ceremony has been much discussed. Wissowa saw it as a
ritual of substitution in which effigies replaced humans;
whereas Latte instead compared these dolls made of rushes
to the oscilla, figurines that were suspended from trees, for
the purpose of absorbing all the city’s impurities.

In any case, the festival included elements relevant to our
discussion. The reference to the Pons Sublicius, the oldest
bridge in Rome, built on piles as its name implies, may
provide a starting date: tradition attributes it to King Ancus
Marcius (Livy 1.33.6). But it is the route of the procession
through the twenty-seven chapels, as reported by Varro
(Ling. 5.45-54), that supplies the most precise information.
The procession moved through the heights of the Caelian,
the Esquiline, the Viminal, the Quirinal, and the Palatine,
circling around the Forum, which was henceforth part of the
city. This topographical description thus corresponds to the
incorporation of the Forum into the city at the decisive phase
of urban transformation, the Rome of quattuor regiones.

We have thus seen the circle grow larger from lustration to
lustration. It first encompassed the Roma Quadrata® of the

ROMAN RELIGION

Palatine, then the seven hillocks, and finally the Urbs cen-
tered on the Forum. The conservatism of the Roman liturgy
allows us to observe this progression step by step as the city
developed. During the last phase, the Forum became the
religious heart of the city with the shrine of Vesta and the
dwelling place of the Vestal Virgins. The hill situated to the
far west later formed the high point of this new unit, for it
was on the Capitol that the most important public temple
dedicated to the triad of Jupiter-juno-Minerva arose. This
building, which according to tradition goes back to the
Tarquin kings, shows incontestable Etruscan influences.?
This brings us to the end of the sixth century s.c.

Do these religious traditions go back only to the birth of
Rome? Must we begin with this date as an absolute starting
point? A certain primitivist school of thought not long ago
supported this contention, which the comparativist work of
Georges Dumézil has since rendered untenable. Ample
evidence suggests that the origins of Rome had an Indo-
European legacy, which explains many features of the leg-
end. Thus political and religious initiatives were divided
between the first two kings: the founding of the city was
attributed to Romulus, and the religious organization to his
successor Numa.

This stylization, as comparativist teaching tells us, is a
mark of the Indo-European concept of sovereignty with its
double face: on the one hand, we have the warlike and ferox
side of Romulus, and on the other hand, we have the
juridical and peace-loving side of Numa.

There is no doubt that this Indo-European heritage left its
traces within institutions, both in the survival of rites that
appear aberrant if we refuse to clarify them through the
Indo-European ideology, and in the existence of hierarchical
structures that can be explained only in terms of the same
ideology.

By comparing several Latin goddesses with certain Vedic

myths,‘; Georges Dumézil was able to develop the most
suggestive results of his investigation. These goddesses,

who once seemed to provide no hold for any satisfactory
explanation, were the object of considerable controversy
among scholars. Thus, Mater Matuta finally lost her meaning
as a dawn goddess and became a mother goddess or a Good
Mother; she was honored with two unusual rites on the day
of the festival of the Matralia on 11 June. During the
ceremony the Roman matrons bore in their arms and fon-
dled, not their own children, but the children of their sisters;
they would have a slave woman go into the temple of Mater
Matuta and would beat her with sticks before expelling her.
These rites certainly seem peculiar. But the dawn goddess is
“one of the most striking feminine figures in the Rgveda,” in
which she appears nursing and suckling the child who is
either “the common child of Dawn and her sister Night”
(India, as we know, is not bothered by contradictory concep-
tions), or “the child of Night alone.”

All the evidence suggests that the most logical form of the
theology—"Dawn fondling the child of her sister Night”"—
had reached as far as Rome, but here the myth vanished and
only the rite survived, prescribing for matrons the behavior
of the deity. Thus mothers do with their sisters’ children
what Dawn, the sister of Night, does with the Sun, the child
of Night.

The ritual of expelling the slave woman can also be
explained by the Vedic parallel. “Dawn the goddess
marches, driving back by her light all the shadows, the
dangers.” The Vedic hymns “thus portray the natural phe-
nomenon of the break of day as the violent driving back of
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the shadows, of the ‘shadow,” assimilated to the enemy, to
the barbarous, to the demoniac, to the ‘formless,’ to danger
etc.—byv Dawn or the band of Dawns—noble goddesses,
‘women of the arya,” . . . This is what the bonae matres, the
univirge women, also act out in the Matralia, against a slave
woman who must represent, in contrast with them, the
wicked and baseborn element.”®

The Matralia offer a telling example of the preservation of
the rite independently of the myth. Indeed, Ovid, who knew
nothing of this Indo-European theology, did not hesitate
later to tack onto the archaic Roman liturgy an explanation
borrowed from Hellenic fable. The syncretist interpretation
had assimilated Mater Matuta to the Greek Ino-Leucothea.
The poet managed to find in the tangled and contradictory
web of fables about Ino-Leucothea a homologous situation
that could justify the ritual schema of the Roman cult.

Ino-Leucothea may appear to be a kindly nurse for her
nephew Bacchus, but she turns out to be an evil mother to
her own children. Ovid justifies the liturgy of the Matralia
with the following etiology, in which he addresses an exhor-
tation to the mothers of Latium: “May mothers piously
invoke the goddess not on behalf of their own offspring, for
as a mother she herself has hardly brought good luck. May
they commend unto her, rather, the children of others, for
she has been more useful to her nephew Bacchus than to her
own sons”’ (Ovid Fasti 6.559-62).”

By resorting to the same method that is the basis of the
analysis of structural correspondences, the comparativist
scholar succeeded in illuminating the meaning of Diva An-
gerona, “who saves the sun from the crisis of the winter
solstice by the power of silence”; of Fortuna Primigenia, a
primal goddess, simultaneously “mother and daughter of
Jupiter”’; and of Lua Mater, “the goddess Dissolution in the
service of Roman order.”

These rites had become unintelligible in Rome only be-
cause they had been detached from their mythological con-
text. In rediscov ering the svmbolic meaning of these rites by
confronting them with the Indo-European data, comparativ-
ism by the same stroke supplied a brilliant proof of its own
legitimacy.

These are, moreover, marginal divinities that were increas-
ingly regarded as relics in historic times. The Indo- -European
herltage in Rome is even more forcefully manifest in the
fundamental structures. A tripartite ideology inspires the
political system of the earliest times, as well as the hierarchy
of the three principal gods, Jupiter, Mars, and Quirinus.

Tradition kept alive the memory of the three tribes that
were thought to have provided the framework of the original
society: the Ramnes, the Luceres, and the Titienses or
Quirites. This division took on an ethnic value: the Ramnes
were regarded as the companions of Romulus, the Luceres as
the Etruscan allies led by Lucumon, and the Titienses as the
Sabines of Tatius. Cicero characterized this tripartition pre-
cisely: “Romulus had divided the people into three tribes . . . by
giving them his own name, the name of Tatius, and the name
of Lucumon, who, serving as Romulus’s ally, perished in the
battle against the Sabines” (Cicero De republica 2.8).

The memory of this tripartition has never vanished. Its
existence was acknowledged by the great scholar Varro (cited
in Servius Danielis ad Aen. 5.560) and reiterated in the form
of an aphorism of the abridger Florus (2.5.6): “The Roman
people are made up of a mixture of Etruscans, Latins, and
Sabines.”

But this triple division can hardly be the result of a
fortuitous addition. What is the explanation for the ethnic
components? If the tripartition were valid, one would be
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surprised by its narrow limits; for other peoples, such as the
Umbrians, who stand out among the Italics, or even the
Greeks of Magna Graecia could have aspired (perhaps with a
stronger claim) to the honor of supplving “valences” for
Roman society.

In fact, the ethnic coloration of this threefold grouping
barely conceals its functional scope. It is quite remarkable
that the Ramnes correspond so precisely to the companions
of the priest-king, the Luceres to the paradigmatic soldiers,
and the Titienses to those who are herdsmen/farmers by
traditional vocation. This reflection led Georges Dumézil to
recall the existence of equiv alent structures in Vedic India,
with the difference that in India this distinction was frozen
into hereditary classes: each Arya belongs by birth to one of
the three groups, Brahmans, warriors, and herdsmen/farm-
ers. The difference may be explained by the fact that India
remained a roval society of the feudal type, whereas Rome,
in the course of its history, never stopped evolving toward a
democracy of citizens.

This functional tripartition can also be found in the hier-
archy of the three principal gods, which preceded the
Capltolme triad in Rome. Indeed, it is visible just below the
surface in the ancient ordo sacerdotum, recorded by Festus
(pp. 299-300 L?), who saw the following hierarchical order:
the king, the Flamen Dialis, the Flamen Martialis, the Flamen
Quirinalis, the Pontifex Maximus. The three flamens,
flanked by the king and the great pontiff, were assigned to
the service of Jupiter, Mars, and Quirinus, respectively. Once
a year these three flamens proceeded in an open chariot to a
chapel of Fides, the goddess of good faith, who presided
over the harmonious relationships among these three repre-
sentatives. This divine triad can be explained only by the
conceptual structure that Georges Dumeézil called ““the ide-
ology of the three functions,” which can be found over and
over again in most of the ancient Indo-European societies,
with variants and alterations peculiar to each society.

The same triad appears in the religious institutions of the
archaic period. Thus the Regia,” the former “’dwelling place
of the king,” which during the Republic became the seat of
the Pontifex Maximus, housed three types of cults (besides
the cults of Janus and Juno, who were honored as those who
ushered in the new vear and the new month). The first
concerned Jupiter as principal god; the second, Mars, in the
sacrarium Martis; and the third, in another sacrarium, con-
cerned Ops Consiva, who belonged to a group of deities who
are represented by Quirinus on the canonical list of the
trilogy. Because the authority of Quirinus, the patron god of
the community of the Qumtes (who were responsible for
productive tasks in time of peace, as opposed to the milites
who were subject to Mars), could extend to all areas within
his jurisdiction, his flamen could intervene whenever a
specialized priest was not available. In this regard, Ovid
(Fasti 4.910) remarks that the Flamen Quirinalis officiates
during the ceremonies of Robigus (or Robigo), a deity
invoked to prevent wheat blight.

The same association joins together—after Janus, the god
of beginnings, and before the particular deities invoked on
special occasions—Jupiter, Mars, and Quirinus in the old
carmen of the devotio, a solemn prayer by which the Roman
commander-in-chief “devoted” to the Manes gods his own
person as well as that of the enemy (Livy 8.9.6). It also
inspired the old rule of spolia opima recorded by Festus (p. 302
L.7), which provides for the prima spolia to be offered to
Juplter, the secunda to Mars, and the tertia to “Janus Quiri-
nus.” The tripartite scheme prevails, whatever interpretation
one adopts for prima, secunda, and tertia, and whatever
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Temple of Venus. Rome. Photo Anderson.

Syncretic action could have diametrically opposed effects.
Thus, through the Trojan legend, the goddess Venus exerted
a widespread influence that merely deploved all the impli-
cations of her primordial function. She gradually “became”’
what she fundamentally “was’ all along, namely, the medi-
ating power between the Romans and the gods.

Conversely, the Latin Diana, who was the deity of the light
of night (close to Jupiter, by her semantic origin), experi-
enced the vicissitudes of her polmcal misfortunes. Her Latin
identity became so evanescent'” that in the time of Augustus
she was regarded as no more than “Apollo’s sister”” As such,
she appears next to “her mother” Latona in the Palatine
temple that Augustus erected in honor of “her brother”
Apollo (see Propertius 2.31.15-16).

Yet another peril threatened the Roman pantheon, a peril
particularly noticeable during the last century of the Repub-
lic: the illegal solicitation of fashionable deities by anvone
who aspired to power. Deep trouble prevailed internally and
externally; social unrest (90-88 B.c.) and civil wars (88-86
B.C.) had shaken up Roman society. These troubles had been
followed by the bloody proscriptions of Sulla (83-82 s.c.),
which anticipated the prohibitions of the triumvirate of 43
B.C. In 73 8.c., the slaves rose in rebellion at the instigation of
Spartacus.

In this climate of disarray, “‘saviors” appeared who, each
in his turn, placed their ambition under the protection of a
well-disposed deity within the scope of their family tradi-
tions and their level of culture, or lack of it.

The earliest and least cultured—Marius—offered the spec-
tacle of utter incoherence.’® He showed evidence both of a

certain respect for tradition (after the victory over the Cimbri
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at Vercellae in 101 8.c., he dedicated a temple in honor of

Honos, “Honor,” and Virtus, “Courage”) and a propensity for
strange deviations: after the victory over the Teutons at Aix
in 102 and over the Cimbri in 101, he let the Romans offer
libations “both to the gods and to Marius” (Plutarch Marius
27.8). Long under the influence of a woman named Martha,
a Syrian priestess, he turned his attention for a while toward
the Magna Mater, the goddess Cvbele; but his religion,
which was steeped in superstition, never reached the level of
a personal cult.

Sulla was altogether different.'* He took the Trojan legend
and turned it to his personal advantage, after rather eclecti-
cally soliciting the good graces of the Cappadocian goddess
Ma as well as those of Hercules. He understood the benefit of
Trojan patronage so clearly that he had himself surnamed
Epaphroditos. This translation of the Latin cognomen Felix
showed clearly that he intended to pass for the protégé of
Venus Felix, the goddess who brings luck. Sulla was the one
who was actually responsible for inaugurating the tradition
of personal devotion to those in power._

Pompey tried to follow this examp]e ° but the uncertainty
of his character was reflected in his religious hesitations. He
too tried to benefit from the Trojan mystique after his victory
over Mithridates in 66 8.c. Upon his return to Rome, he
raised above his theater—the first stone theater in Rome,
built in 55 B.c.—a temple dedicated to Venus Victrix. Pom-
pey’s misfortune may have stemmed from having had Julius
Caesar as his adversary. During the decisive battle of Pharsa-
lus (48 B.c.), he first chose the watchword Venus Victrix, but
had to abandon it to his adversary Caesar and instead use
Hercules Invictus.



Julius Caesar was able to reclaim the tutelary patronage of
Venus with the greatest “legitimacy,’’® since he traced his
lineage directly to Venus by way of Julus Ascanius, the son
of Aeneas and grandson of Venus. But Caesar did not stop
at founding a personal cult by erecting a magnificent temple
to Venus Genetrix in his new Forum. His stroke of genius
was to create a close association between the Roman nation
and the Julian dynasty: Venus Genetrix may have been the
mother of all the Romans, who were the descendants of
Aeneas, but she was particularly the mother of those
descendants of Aeneas known as the Julii, Caesar’s descen-
dants.

This “divine ancestry”” made all the more feasible an
innovation that would later be institutionalized during the
empire: the deification of the deceased emperor (except in
the cases of deposed emperors).

In 4 8.c., the Roman senators took the initiative and pro-
claimed Caesar's deification: “And finally they proclaimed him
Jupiter Julius directly and ordered that a temple be dedicated to
him as well as to the Clementia Caesaris by naming Anthony
their priest, following the example of the flamen Dialis.””*” This
initiative brings to mind a precedent: Aeneas had already
been assimilated to Jupiter Indiges (Livy 1.2.6). But here the
Senate had bestowed upon the living Caesar a privilege that the
Latins had acknowledged in the founder of the nation only
after he had vanished from the earth.

In any case, the cult of divus Julius was instituted after
Caesar’s death. The heavenly promotion benefited from a
coincidence of exceptional circumstances: the appearance of
a comet during the games in honor of Venus Genetrix, which
was generally interpreted as the happy portent of Caesar’s
apotheosis.’® We know that this title became official, since the
adopted son of Caesar, Octavian, would later take the name of
Divi Filius ( “son of the deified”).

Caesar’s heir followed the customs of his times. He too
practiced a cult of choice—his personal devotion to Apollo.
But he was called upon by the fates to assume a more
important task, namely, to reconcile the respect for the Julian
heritage with the spirit of openness to necessary inno-
vations.'” The empire had been founded.

I'V. Religion during the Imperial Era

By a quirk of fate, the last emperor of the Roman Empire of
the West took the name of Romulus Augustulus (dethroned
by Odoacer in a.p. 476), as though this double name were
destined to call to mind one last time the first king of Rome
and, with an ironic twist (recalling Graeculus against Grae-
cus), the founder of the Roman Empire. The following is an
attempt to isolate the essential characteristics that have
marked the fundamentally religious fabric of this five-
century period.

First, Roman polytheism was enriched by every new host
as the frontiers of the empire were extended. By definition,
this openness conformed to one of the fundamental tenden-
cies of polytheism. This tendency had been encouraged by
the syncretism that had enabled foreign deities to enter
Rome. They came at first principally from Etruria and Magna
Graecia, later from the Near East, and finally from Egypt.
What was the Roman attitude toward this profusion of new
deities?

Sometimes foreign deities were Romanized by virtue of the
interpretatio Romana (a kind of renaming by equivalence), and
at other times they kept their original names. This phenom-
enon can be verified throughout the empire.?” Historians of
religion therefore often encounter subtle cases of contamina-
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tion. To what extent, for example, does the African Saturn
bring to mind, through the affinities of the two gods, the
Carthaginian Baal?*’ And to what extent was Caesar right
in identifving the great god of Gaul with Mercury (Gallic
War 6.17)2%

Another characteristic of the Imperial Era was the impact
of various philosophical currents upon religion, a circum-
stance that has only recently been acknowledged. This
philosophical ascendancy was applied selectively. It chose
deities whose personalities inclined them to this process:
from the first century, the Roman Hercules had attracted the
attention of the Stoics and the Cynics.> In this case the
philosophical exegesis was not corrosive; to the contrary, to
the extent that it exalted Hercules’s mission of salvation
throughout the world and his triumph over human passions,
it had the opportunity to introduce into the religious vision
the dimensions that it had lacked in ancient Roman religion,
namely, the ethical and eschatological dimensions.

But the very diversity of the philosophical schools (for
instance, Marcus Aurelius had four chairs reserved at the
University of Athens for followers of Plato, Aristotle, the
Stoa, and Epicurus, respectively) generally brought about a
very different result. It triggered a high level of skepticism
among “enlightened minds,” whereas all forms of supersti-
tion from astrology to magic exerted a seductive spell on the
souls of the “simple-minded** After that, the intelligentsia
did not hesitate to adopt an altogether pragmatic attitude.
Theoretical agnosticism coexisted with deference toward the
establishment.

As early as the first century =.p., Pliny the Elder offers
evidence in sharp contrast to the deism that was still pro-
fessed by Cicero.” Not content to censure the “human
frailty”” (imbecillitatis humanae) that seeks “a representation
and a form of god,” he did not hesitate to propose a
definition that reduced god to sodial service: Deus est mortalt
juvare mortalem et haec ad aeternam gloriam via (""To man, god
means helping man and therein lies the way to eternal
glorv’’).?* The same Pliny who derided “'the even greater
stupidity”” which consisted in believing in innumerable gods
found it altogether natural to approach the emperor “with
religious respect” (religiose).””

This feature is significant. Whereas polvtheism was run-
ning the double risk of discrediting itself through both
incessant proliferation and the growing skepticism of the
intellectuals, the most solid infrastructure of Roman religion
appeared to be the imperial cult.

Augustus® saw to it that a close link was maintained in the
provinces between the imperial cult and the cult of Rome.
The cult of Rome reached its apogee under the Emperor
Hadrian, who tied it to the Julian cult of Venus in the double
temple with apses back-to-back. This temple had been
erected in honor of Roma Aeterna and Venus Genetrix in 4.D.
121.%* This does not alter the fact that “’the Antonine dynasty
intensified and diversified the religious exaltation of the
emperor and his family. In response to their wishes, the cult
of the divi (emperors deified after their deaths) took up an
increasingly larger segment of the liturgical calendar, and
official propaganda proclaimed with increasing intensity the
supernatural "virtues’ of the princes.””*

The imperial mystique was nurtured inside certain
priestly colleges, particularly within the close ranks of the
Arval Brethren.?” Such had been the intention of Augustus,
who spearheaded a renewal of this archaic cult. The Arval
Brethren saw to it that in the sacred grove of Dea Dia,
sacrifices were also offered to the divi,** who were progres-
sively added to the list of deities inscribed in their liturgy.
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The Arval Brethren never missed a chance to show their
loyalty to the princely house. At the start of every year, they
uttered the vofa, solemn prayers for the reigning prince. The
following is an example, a carmen recited on 3 January of the
year 91 on behalf of Domitian: “Jupiter, very kind, very
great, if the Emperor Caesar, the son of the deified Vespa-
sian, Domitian, Augustus, Germanicus, Great Pontiff,
holder of tribunitan power, perpetual censor, father of the
country, and Domitia Augusta, his wife whom 1 name
expressly, if all these stay alive, grant that their house remain
safe and sound on the third of January of the year about to
close and for the next year, this for the Roman people and the
Roman state, and grant that you watch over this day and
their persons so as to keep them from whatever perils may
exist or come about before that day, and grant them the joy
of success, as | expressly state, by watching over their
persons so that they may be kept in their current situation or
else in an even better situation; if you will kindly grant this
request, we hereby solemnly promise in the name of the
college of the Arval Brethren that we will offer vou an ox
with golden horns.”*

The development of this imperial mystique was to provoke
conflict between Christians and pagans.™ Whereas Roman tra-
dition was founded on tolerance toward all forms of wor-
ship, the mandatory requirement of the imperial cult, which
was interpreted by the Roman authorities as a proof of
citizenship, met with refusal on the part of the Christians,
who saw in it nothing but an act of idolatry. The famous
exchange of letters (ca. a.p. 111-12) between Pliny the
Younger, then governor of Bithynia, and the emperor
Trajan™ sheds some light on this historical misunderstand-
ing. The governor had confessed his difficulty to the em-
peror. He had ordered the execution of Christians obstinate
in their vows; he had ordered the release ot those who had
been “denounced by anonvmous libels,” and who had
recanted “in front of the image of the emperor and the
statues of the gods” and who had “blasphemed Christ.”” But
since after investigating he had been unable to find anything
other than “an unreasonable and inordinate superstition, he
had suspended the hearing pending the advice of Trajan.”

The emperor replied: “"There is no need to investigate [the
Christians]. If they are exposed and convicted, they must be
punished, but with the following restriction: whosoever shall
deny being a Christian and give concrete proof of his avowal,
by which | mean offering sacrifice to our gods, even if he had
been suspect in the past, he shall be granted a pardon in
exchange for his repentance. As for the anonymous denun-
ciations, they must not be entered as evidence in any
proceedings involving accusation. This is a hateful example
of behavior that is not becoming to our times.”*® Through the
spread of the imperial cult, the religious policies of the
Antonine dynasty tended to create a powerful link between
Rome and the people of the empire, and it did so by
exhibiting a wisdom of the kind that can be witnessed in
Trajan’s decisions. This policy left its mark throughout the
empire. It is interesting to note that in the easternmost part
of the Mediterranean basin, it was the imperial cult that left
the strongest imprint. In fact, in Roman Palestine, out of the
whole of “paganism” it was the imperial cult that attracted
the greatest attention in the rabbinical commentaries, as has
been demonstrated in a recent study.” The Jews may have
obtained from the Roman emperors a dispensation from all
cultic activity, but this “applied only to dead gods and not to
the living gods who were the deified monarchs.”?® At the
very least, the Jews were sworn to lovalty and to participat-
ing in the official festivals.

66

One important case cited with admiration by rabbinical
sources—an exceptional case’’—speaks of the “holy man”
who through all his life had refused to look at the effigy of a
Roman coin, in order to respect the prohibition against the
imperial cult. This anecdote provides a striking contrast with
the account in the Gospel of Matthew (22, 20, and 21), which
tells of Christ’s famous intervention with respect to the coin
with the effigy of Caesar. It reveals the existence of a new
climate. After the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem (in
A.p. 70), the hostility against Rome found additional nour-
ishment in the extension of the imperial cult (Revelation,
chapters 13 and 15, refers to the threat of death that hung
over “all who would not worship the image of the Beast).”

Thus, the policy that had consisted in compounding the
civic allegiance with the imperial cult had run up against
serious difficulties. In any event, it left such an emptiness of
spirit that a reaction spread more and more widely, on both
the theological and the ethical levels. Moving in opposition
to the traditional polytheism and its national gods, various
initiatives asserted the primacy of a single universal deity. It
was no accident that these initiatives revolved around deities
of Oriental origin. Thus, the figure of Hercules, who from
the first century had attracted philosophers, took on even
greater visibility in the theology of Juhan “the Apostate,”
who tried to make him into a pagan answer to Christ.*
Similarly, the appeal of the Egyptian Isis took on a univer-
salist character, as is attested in book 11 of the Metamorphoses
of Apuleius, a kind of mystical document of Pan-Isiasm.*" In
it Isis is invoked as “the mother of all nature, the sovereign
of all the elements, the primordial origin of the centuries, the
supreme deity” (Apuleius Metamorphoses 11.5.1).

Finally, in the third century, the emperor Aurelian*? tried
to make the cult of the sun preeminent by erecting on the
Field of Mars a splendid temple to Sol Invictus (the invincible
sun), in a.0. 274.** The sun, which was already considered
by the emperor to be his personal protector (Conservator
Augusti), was hailed as “the sovereign god of the Roman

Mithra sacrificing a bull. Panis, Musée du Louvre. Photo Giraudon.




Empire”” (Dominus Imperi Romani). Its festival (Natalis Solis)
was set on 25 December, “the date on which the star resumes
its ascending path for another year.””**

This was certainly the last and the most impressive at-
tempt by a Roman emperor to create a universal cult: panso-
larism would later provide the foundation of the theology
professed by Macrobius at the beginning of the fifth century
A.0.* It also offers proof that the tendency toward henothe-
ism had taken hold at the expense of polytheism. Moreover,
the preeminence of a single deity of universal appeal must
have appeared as the only chance paganism had from then
on in the face of the success enjoyed by the mystery
religions.

Indeed, these religions had gained popularity especially
among the throng of disinherited people, because of their
ethical prescriptions and eschatological promises, all dimen-
sions alien to traditional Roman religion. The cult of Mithra
had been spread by soldiers and had thrived particularly in
the frontier provinces of the empire; the initiates who had
entered into the “militia of goodness” by passing through
seven degrees of mysteries were guaranteed eternal bliss.** As
for Christianity, it had progressed in spite of—or perhaps be-
cause of—the persecutions.*” More open than Mithraism,
which was reserved for initiates, it offered an asceticism that
was supposed to ensure to “all men of goodwill” salvation in
the hereafter. The Roman world was heading for profound
metamorphoses.

R.S./g.h

NOTES

The brief references are to the bibliographic lists. Abbreviations that
are not defined in the list below conform to the rules of the Oxford
Classical Dictionary.

1. “l ask you and venerate you, I beg and even now [ obtain your
favor.”” The editors have had a tendency to replace the manuscript
reading feroque by oroque. Georges Dumézil, La religion romaine
archaique (Archaic Roman Religion; ARR), 2d ed., p. 109, was right to
reestablish it and provides an excellent commentary.

2. See in particular Festus, p. 458 L., who in affirming the number
seven adds Subura to this list. See also Servius ad Aen. 6.783.

3. Roma quadrata (square Rome) designates, according to Festus,
pp- 310-12 L., "the placement of the Palatine, situated in front of the
temple of Apollo, where are .found the objects that are customarily
deposited to obtain good fortune at the time of the foundation of a
town.” The expression Roma quadrata figures in the Annales of Ennius
(vol. 123, p. 42, of the Warmington edition).

4. Cf. the article “"Roman Gods,” below.

5. See Georges Dumézil, Déesses latines et mythes védigues (Latin
goddesses and Vedic myths) (Brussels 1956), and more recently,
Archaic Roman Religion (2d ed., Paris 1974), 66-68.

6. Ct. Georges Dumézil, Archaic Roman Religion, pp. 51-52.

7. The demonstration has been developed in my article “Ovide
interprete de la religion romaine,” R.E.L. 46 f1969) 230-34 (=
R.C.D.R., same title).

8. The monument is the site of recent excavations: see F. E.
Brown, La protostoria della Regia, Atti della Pontificia Accademia Romana
di archeologia, Rendiconti 47 (1976): 15-36.

9. On the cultic statue in terra-cotta from the Capitoline temple of
Jupiter, see, most recently, O. W. von Vacano, “Vulca, Rom und die
Wolfin, Untersuchungen zur Kunst des frithen Rom,” Festschrift Vogt
(= ANRW)1, 4, pp. 523-83.

10. Stig Wikander, Les “-ismes” dans la terminologie historico-
religieuse, in Les Syncrétismes dans les religions grecque et romaine (Paris
1973), 9-14.

11. Cf. the semantic analysis developed in my book R.R.V ., 33ff.

12. The assimilation of Diana to Artemis, in particular to Artemis
Locheia, has led to a confusion between Diana lucifera (“’she who
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brings light”) and Juno lucina (“she who brings to light”), the
protectress of those who give birth: cf. Catullus 34.13-14.

13. On the religious attitude of Marius, see my book R.R.V.,
268ff., as well as J.-C. Richard, "“La Victoire de Marius,” M.E.F.R. 77
(1965): 69-85.

14. Regarding the religious innovations of Sulla, see my book
R.R.V ., 273ff. In a general way, cf. J. Carcopino, Sylla ou la monarchie
manquée (Paris 1931). P. Jal, “Les Dieux et les guerres civiles,” R.E.L.
40 (1962): 170-200.

15. See my book R.R.V ., 296ff.

16. On the religious attitude of Julius Caesar, see my book R.R.V .,
301ff. In general, cf., most recently, Stefan Weinstock, Divus Julius
(Oxford 1971).

17. Dio Cassius 44.6.4. For commentary on this passage, see
G. Dumézil, La religion romaine archaique, 2d ed., p. 541.

18. On the apotheosis of Caesar, see the texts presented and the
commentary in my book R.R.V ., 316-23.

19. Cf. the article “"The Religious Policies of Augustus” below.

20. J. Toutain has devoted a series of works to ”’Cultes paiens dans
I'empire romain” (Bibliotheque de I'Ecole des Hautes Etudes); in
particular, vol. 3, fasc. 1: Les cultes africains: Les cultes ibériques (Paris
1917); vol. 3, fasc. 2: Les cultes de la Gaule romaine (Paris 1920).

21. Cf. M. Leglay, Saturne Africain, Histoire (Paris 1966); Saturne
Africain, Monuments (Paris 1966). In general, cf. Gilbert Charles-
Picard, Les religions de I'Afrique antique (Paris 1954).

22. Cf. P. M. Duval, Les Dieux de la Gaule (Paris 1957).

23. See my article “L’'Hercule Romain et la réforme religieuse
d’Auguste,” R.Ph., 1942, 31-57 (= R.C.D.R., same title). In general,
see M. Simon, Hercule et le christianisme (Strasbourg 1955). See also J.
Bayet, Hercule funéraire, M.E.F.R., 1921-22, 219-66,, and 1923,
19-102.

24. Cf. J. Festugiere, La révélation d’Hermes trismégiste I. L'astrologie
et les sciences occultes (Paris 1944).

25. See the article “’Cicero as Theologian” below.

26. Pliny the Elder, N.H. 2.14 and 18.

27. bid., 2.14: Innumeros quidem . . . majorem ad socordiam accedit
Ibid., Praef. 11: “You (= Vespasianus) are approached only with
religious respect, even by those who come to offer homage, I know.”

28. Cf. the article “The Religious Policies of Augustus” below.

29. Cf. Wissowa, Ruk?, 340-41. The anniversary of the temple,
dedicated 21 April, coincides with the date of the birth of Rome.

30. J. Beaujeu, La religion romaine a l'apogée de l'empire (Paris 1955),
1:426.

31. Cf. J. Scheid, Les Freres Arvales, Recrutement et origine sociale sous
les empereurs Julio-Claudiens (Paris 1975), 340-42.

32. Cf. G. Henzen, Acta Fratrum Arvalium (Berlin 1874), 148-49.

33. CIL, 6, 2068, lines 1-9: ““Juppiter optime maxime, si imperator
Caesar divi Vespasiani filius Domitianus Augustus Germanicus
pontifex maximus tribunicia potestate censor perpetuus pater pa-
triae et Domitia Augusta conjunx eius, quos me sentio dicere, vivent
domusque eorum incolumis erit ante diem Il Nonas Januarias quae
proximae populo Romano Quiritibus, rei publicae populi Romani
Quiritium erunt, et eum diem eosque salvos servaveris ex periculis si
qua sunt eruntue ante eum diem eventumque bonum ita uti me
sentio dicere, dederis, eosque in eo statu qui nunc est aut eo meliore
servaveris, astu ea ita faxsis [sic], tunc tibi nomine collegi Fratrum
Arvalium bovem auratum vovemus esse futurum.” This votum
written in the solemn style of the Imperial Chancellery is not
presented in an unconditional fashion (like the prayer of the devotio of
Decius who surrenders himself to the gods in total confidence): it is
encumbered with clauses wherein prudence contends with guile
(thus, even as it asks Jupiter to preserve the present situation—"eo
statu qui nunc est”’—it does not refuse the eventual improvement of
a better situation—"aut eo meliore”). As in all good contracts, a date
of expiration is fixed—3 Januarv of the following year—for the
contracting parties: the safeguarding of the imperial couple then
would be “repaid” by the ritual sacrifice of the ox with gilded horns.

34. Cf. J. Moreau, La persécution du christianisme dans I'empire romain
(Paris 1956), 40ff.

35. Pliny the Younger, Epistulae 10:96-97. The epistolary exchange
between the governor and the emperor is cited and commented
upon in J. Moreau, La persécution, 41-45.

36. Pliny the Younger, Epistulae 10:97 (trans. J. Moreau, except for
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some corrections). We reproduce the last Latin phrase, which has the
force of a lapidary formula: “Nam et pessimi exempli nec nostri
saeculi est.”

37. Cf. Mireille Hadas-Lebel, Le paganisme dans la Palestine romaine
d’apres les sources rabbinigues. Mémoire inédit de I'Ecole des Hautes
Etudes, section 5, 1976.

38. J. Juster, Les Juifs dans Iempire romain (Paris 1914; reprinted
1969), 2:338.

39. Cf. M. Hadas-Lebel, Le paganisme, 96-97.

40. Cf. M. Simon, Hercule et le christianisme (Strasbourg 1955), 145ff.

41. Cf. R. Merkelbach, Roman und Mysterium in der Antike (Munich
and Berlin 1962). For the abundant bibliography on Isis, see
J. Leclant, Inventatre bibliographique des Isiaca (Leiden 1972: A-D; 1974:
E-K).

42. Of lllyrian origin and of modest extraction (he was born 9
September 214 or 215), Aurelian bore the official name of Imperator
Caesar L. Domitius Aurelianus. We do not know under what
conditions he had acquired Roman citizenship as well as the name
L. Domitius. The cognomen Aurelianus is explained by the fact that
his father was the tenant of a senator named Aurelius (cf. Groag,
R.E., s.v. Domitius no. 36, c¢. 1351-52). Aurelian is therefore foreign
to the ancient Roman lineage called Aurelia, a lineage “that came
from the Sabine and took its name from the Sun’’ (Aureliam familiam
ex Sabinis oriundam a Sole dictam putant: Paulus-Festus, p. 22, 5 L.).

43. On the origin and extension of the solar cult created by
Aurelian, see Groag, R.E., s.v. Domitius no. 36, ¢. 1398-1400.

44. ]. Bayet, Histoire politique et psychologique de la religion romaine
(2d ed. 1969), 227.

45. Macrobius Saturnales 1.17ff.

46. On Mithraism, see E. Cumont, Textes et monuments figurés
relatifs aux mystéres de Mithra, 2 vols. (Brussels 1896 and 1899). St.
Wikander, Etude sur les mysteéres de Mithra, vol. 1 (Lund 1951). We
recall the celebrated phrase of E. Renan (Histoire des origines du
christianisme 7: Marc Auréle et la fin du monde antique [17th ed., Paris],
p. 579): “1f Christianity had been impeded in its growth by some
mortal malady, the world would be Mithraist.”” The modern critic is
far from ratifying this judgment: cf. M. Simon, Mithra rival du Christ?
Actes du second congres international d'études mithraiques (Tehran 1975).

47. See P. de Labriolle, La réaction paienne: Etude sur la polémique
antichrétienne du 1l au VI siecle (Paris 1934). J. Moreau, La persécution,
passim.
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RomaN Gobs

The word deus has undergone considerable phonetic change
but has nonetheless been preserved by the various Romance
languages to mean deity. Its origin is Indo-European and it
designates a celestial being. Deus came phonetically from the
old form of deivos; similarly, dea came from derva. The ancients
were aware of the derivation: thus, Varro (De Lingua Latina
3.2) contrasts the usual form deos with the “old” version



dives. By virtue of this etvmology, deus and dea are for the
Latins superior powers connected with the luminous heaven
(dioum).

In this sense, the Latin word differs from its Greek
homologue, theos, which has a different etymology, theos,
which goes back to a prototype *thesos (“having to do with
the realm of the sacred”), an ill-defined term that leads in
another direction. This difference in vocabulary between the
Latin and the Greek words designating deity does not exist at
the level of the supreme god, Juppiter (*Diou-pater) and Zeus
(*dyeus), which correspond to the same Indo-European
theme.

The semantic value of deus leaves little doubt that the
Latins sought to represent the deity in the form of a personal
and individual being. And vet this linguistic truth was
challenged for a certain period in favor of an animistic
conception according to which a “pre-deist” phase suppos-
edly preceded the notion of a personal god. By virtue of
“evolution,” individualized deities were supposed to have
disentangled themselves from the murky nebula of the
origins. This tendency was represented in particular by H. J.
Rose, who thought he had found support in the Latin word
numen, which apparently corresponded to the Melanesian
term mana. This latter term had gained currency in 1891 in
The Melanesians by Bishop Codrington, who had defined it as
“‘a supernatural power or influence . . . a force that produces
everything that is bevond the ordinary power of men,
outside of the common rules of nature.”*

The alleged equivalence of mamna and numen was later
supported by H. Wagenvoort in his book Roman Dynamism,>
whose title alone suggests the idea of a ““diffuse force”” which
might have preceded the world of the gods. We need not
enter into this debate, which appears to be closed. Georges
Dumézil® haq shovm definitively that the Latin word numen,
meaning “power’’ or “manifestation,” was always used with
the genitive of the deitv in question during the Imperial Era.
Thus it could not be “‘abstracted” from the god, without
whom there would be no numen.* A further ironic point: in
his last attempt to at'mbute to the word numen the meaning
of “impersonal power” (eine mzpersonlzche Kraft),” in 1972, H.
Wagenvoort cited as the “most ancient” proof of the use of
the word a text by Accius: Alia hic sanctitudo est, aliud nomen
et numen Jovis (“Here holiness is other, and other are the
name and power of Jupiter”).® Somehow he did not notice
that he was proving Dumézil’s point.

The etymological meaning of deus may indeed refer to a
“luminous being,” but the term itself was also applied by
extension to divine powers that were not “celestial.” Such is
the case of the di Manes, a term that designated the infernal
gods in the formula of the devotio, the prayer of consecration
to the gods,” before it was replaced, toward the end of the
first century s.c., by the expression divi parentum or divi
parentes, which was reserved for the deceased in a family.
These di Manes, for whom the meaning “Good Gods” most
likely corresponds to a propitiatory euphemism, are by
definition alien to the world of heavenly light. In the first
case thev evoked the spirits dwelling underground in the
second case they evoked the community of the dead.®

Moreover, we should note that if the word deus remained
attached to the god “who is thought of as having existed
forever,” the form divus, which represents the old form of the
term, was later reserved to designate the ““deified” being, in
this case the emperor who was given the honors of apothe-
osis.

Thus, the category of the divi (deified emperors) is distin-
guished from the world of the dei of the traditional pantheon.

ROMAN GODS

Other factors intervened in the use of the two terms: the
influence of the Hellenistic cult explains for instance, what
Virgil may have had in mind far in advance of the “deifica-
tion” of Octavian in the preamble of book 1 of the Georgics.”
The specific use of divus that is theoretically reserved for an
emperor deified after apotheosis is occasionally refuted:
thus, an adulator of Nero proposed to the Senate that a
temple be erected to divo Neroni (the divine Nero), who was
still alive,'” a case of anticipation later refuted by the course
of events.

I. The Roman Pantheon

Let us return to the dei of the Roman pantheon and
examine their charactistics. We should be on guard against a
certain romanticism that had already developed in antiquity
according to which the Roman deities corresponded merely
to rough outlines of themselves before Etruria and Greece
filled out their personalities. Thus, Pliny the Elder, who
enjoved the favor of the emperor Vespasian, evoked the
following svlvan dream: "“The forests were once the temples
of the gods, and following the ancient rite, the countryside in
its simplicity continues todayv to dedicate its most beautiful
tree to a god. The statues in which gold and ivory shine do
not inspire in us any more veneration than do the sacred
groves and their very silence.”!!

This nostalgia for simplicity calls to mind a reflection by
Varro, who also took delight in evoking the cult of yester-
vear. “For more than one hundred and seventy years,” he
said, “the Romans worshiped their gods without statues.
Had this prachce prevailed, the gods would be honored in a
purer way’’ (quod si adhuc mansisset, castius di observarentur).?

What is evident in both of these statements is the distinct
belief of the Romans that their basically native deities had
been different “in times past.” The castitas praised by Varro
was aimed directly at the Hellenic anthropomorphism that
attributed human passions and vices to the gods, as in
Homer's Iliad or in Hesiod’s Theogony. A Roman deity is
defined by a specific competence and is unfettered by the
embellishments of a mythology more or less laden with the
vicissitudes of life. In its ongms it is therefore a stranger to
the kind of anthropomorphism'? that characterizes the Greek
and Etruscan pantheons, a remarkable fact when one con-
siders the cultural pressure exerted by the Greco-Etruscan
environment.

This fact may be verified especially by the existence of a
number of deified abstractions, such as Ceres or Fides, and
also by the persistence of this tendency in historical times. |
refer to the appearance of gods such as Aius Locutius or
Rediculus. The voice that announced that the Gauls were
coming ever closer to Rome was heard only once;'* vet that
was sufficient reason to raise an altar to the god called Aius
Locutius (“he who speaks, he who says”). Similarly, a fanum
was dedicated to Rediculus just outside the Capena Gate
because Hannibal, who had almost reached the walls of
Rome, “had turned away when he got to this place” (ex loco
redierit).'> These borderline cases nevertheless show clearly
that in order to “exist” the deity merely had to manifest
itself.

In addition to these exceptional examples, such a manifes-
tation was translated into a permanent function. Those
deities whose festivals are inscribed in the liturgical calendar
all have a speciality, which is often indicated by the trans-
parent meaning of their names. Thus, Ceres, for whom the
Cerialia were observed on 19 April, is in charge of growth, in
particular the growth of cereals; Consus, the god who
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Mercury, Pallas, Apollo, and Diana. Rome, Villa Albani. Photo Alinari-Giraudon.

presides over the gathering of wheat, is celebrated during
the Consualia of 21 August and during the Opiconsiva of 25
August, 1n association with Ops, the goddess who watches
over abundance.

These deities were either masculine or feminine, at the
beginning, Rome had no hierogamy. Any examples given to
the contrary are mere fantasies. Consequently, Faunus,'® the
“wild” god who is involved in what may be the oldest
ceremony in Rome, the Lupercalia of 15 February, had no
feminine consort. Fauna certainly looks like an artificial
construction of scholarly casuistics. Even the name is not
certain, confused as it was sometimes with Fatua, sometimes
with Bona Dea, a name which in turn refers to a Damia,
originally from Tarentum.'” Similarly, Pales, whose testival,
the Parilia, fell on 21 April, a day that would later coincide
with the anniversary of the birth of Rome, had no male
consort. Virgil'® only knew of the goddess: Te quoque magna
Pales (canemus). (However, on 7 July two Pales goddesses
were celebrated.)'” The god Pales that Varro mentions
belonged to the Etruscan pantheon and had no liturgical
existence in Rome.

What are we then to make of a formula such as sive deus
sive dea, which reappears in several prayers??! It expresses
not an uncertainty about the sex of an indeterminate deity,
but merely an uncertainty about the identity of the deity to
whom the invocation is addressed. Anxious to have his
prayers answered, a Roman did not wish to mistake one
deity for another, and when unsure of whom to address, he
considered both possibilities and thus invokes either a god or
a goddess.”

The same spint of caution is evident in a formulaic prayer
cited by Servius Danielis (ad Aenerd 2.351). Et pontifices ita
precabantur: Juppiter Optime Maxime, stoe quo alionomine te
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appellari volueris (“And the pontiffs said the following prayer:
Jupiter most kind and great, or whatever be the name by
which you prefer to be called”). For whatever reason, the
pontiffs wanted to anticipate the case when Jupiter might opt
for another appellation, although he was clearly identified by
his Capitoline attributes.”

Roman polytheism by definition constituted an open pan-
theon made up of deities that in some cases go back to time
immemorial and in other cases had been received at various
dates, often following crises or epidemics. In this sense,
Roman rehgion resembled a Janus biceps gazing simulta-
neously into the past and the future. The college of pontiffs,
presided over by the Pontifex Maximus, looked after the
traditional cults, while the college of viri sacris faciundis (who
numbered successively two, ten, and fifteen, and whose
general title “in charge of conducting ceremonies” did not
reflect its special mission) were in charge of introducing
foreign deities, often after consulting the Sibylline Books.

The status of deities differed depending on their origins.
Their shrines were mside the pomeriun (the sacred limits of
the city) if they belonged to the native soil; conversely, their
cults were relegated to the outside of the pomerial zone (the
Aventine or the Field of Mars), if they came from outside.
Vesta was the preeminent native goddess, protectress of the
sacred fire in the heart of the city, while Juno Regina, a native
of Veii, was a foreigner welcomed to Rome in 392 s.c. in a
temple on the Aventine.**

Does this difference in origin and status correspond to the
distinction between the Di Indigetes and the Di Novensiles?
In the formula of the devotio, the expression appears in the
reverse order without making things any clearer. The mean-
ing is still disputed,® but there is agreement on the fact that
the ancients and indeed several moderns (among them



Wissowa) made a semantic slip. They interpreted indigetes as
indigenae and took novensiles (-sides) to be a compound of novus
and insidere, thus contrasting the “native gods” and the
“newly imported gods.” This interpretation may be suspect
literally, but it did nonetheless express an apparently real
contrast.”® In any case, the Romans were fully aware of the
ancient or recent origin of their gods. 1 would be inclined to
compare the term Indigetes to Indigitamenta, meaning a col-
lection of litanies, and to nulzqzmrc (to invoke ritualistically),
which would give it the sense of “one who has (always) been
invoked.” If the epithet admits of this nuance, namely, the
recollection of a sustained fervor, its presence could then be
explained in the Virgilian expression D1 patrii Indigetes, in
which, far from having a double meaning with patrii, it car-
ries the meaning of persuasive insistence. ?

It would be surprising if these gods, so closely tied to the
ancient uty, dld not bear the political or social mark of its
vicissitudes.”® First of all, the Romans who had become
masters over ltaly had taken up federal cults that presup-
posed ritual equality among the participants, at least at the
time of the old federation. Accordingly, every year the
Roman consuls went up to the top of Mount Alban on the
site of the former Alba Longa to celebrate the cult of Jupiter
Latiaris. Locating the festival (feriae Latinae), which in histor-
ical time was a movable feast (feriae conceptivae), on the site of
Alba Longa suggests that in former times it had not been
under the jurisdiction of Rome. This federal cult of the
Latins, presided over at that time by the Alban city, which
was later destroyed, was originally celebrated in a sacred
grove (Livy 1.31.3). Only later, probably during the rule of
the last dynasty of the Roman kings, was a shrine built and
dedicated to Jupiter Latiaris.

Forum. Temples to Castor and Pollux. Rome. Photo J. Roubier.
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The substitution of Rome for Alba in the operation of this
cult is instructive. The consuls, accompanied by the repre-
sentatives of the state, had to proceed to the federal shrine a
short time after taking office (and in any case, before their
departure on a military campaign). They presided over the
ceremony that was attended by delegates from every city.
The essential act was the sacrifice of a white bull.’ The exta
(the consecrated entrails) were first offered to the god, and
the viscera (the profane meat) were shared among all the
representatives of the cities. This was a solemn celebration
that tied together the Latin cities of the confederation with
sacred bonds through their participation in a common sacri-
fice. For the duration of the ceremonies, all armed conflicts
were suspended.? Rome thus respected a festival that sealed
the bonds among the cities of Latium; she was content
simply to claim the right to preside over it.

The Roman attitude toward the federal cult of Diana was
altogether different. Tradition localized this cult in Aricia,
near Lake Ncmi, which was called the speculum Dianae
(Diana’s mirror).”" At Aricia, as in thc case of Jupiter Latiaris
of Mount Alban, a sacred grove® preceded the shrine
dedicated to Diana. This was the center of a federation of
Latin cities that may have banded together after the dissolu-
tion of Alba Longa and that reunited around the federal altar
that was dedicated at that time by the Latin dictator Egerius
Laevius,®® a native of Tusculum, when he was president of
the Latin League. When the confederation shifted over to
Roman control, the cult was transferred to Rome and set
up on the Aventine Hill. At first it consisted of a simple
altar, and later of a temple that kept its federal character,
according to Varro (De Lingua Latina 5.43), who refers to it as
conmmune Lattnorum templum (a temple common to the Latins).

But this cult continued to be federal only in appearance.
Never is any gathering mentioned of Latin cities on the
Aventine any more than in Aricia. The anniversary festival of
its temple, which fell on the ides of August, bore the name of
dies servorum (day of the slaves). Whatever interpretation®
we may want to give to this designation, the Aventine cult
reveals a gradual effacement of the Latin goddess. Diana
became so evanescent that she was ripe for absorption by her
Greek counterpart, Artemis. % In Horace’s Carmen Saeculare,
composed in 17 s.c. for the secular games held under
Augustus, she is merely Apollo’s sister. This shows how
sharp a contrast there was between the fate reserved for the
old tutelary deity of the Latins and the honors that the
Romans bestowed on Jupiter Latiaris.

Yet another mark was made by the effects of social
tensions. As long as there was no religious equality between
plebeians and patricians (before the Lex Ogulnia of 300 s.c.),
there was a serious rivalry between the two classes that
explains certain ritual innovations.

Thus, at the beginning of the fifth century s.c., a kind of
compensatory balance could be established. Two temples
were founded, the first in honor of the triad of Ceres-Liber-
Libera (493 B.c.), near the Circus Maximus, and the second
only a few years later, in honor of Castor, in the middle of the
Forum (484 B.c.). The promise (votum) to build these temples
came from the same person, A. Postumius, the hero of the
famous battle of Lake Regillus that the Romans won over the
Latins in 499 B.c.

This battle became famous in the annals. It had a critical
phase that was overcome only when the Roman cavalry was
called in. While ordering his cavalry to enter the fray, the
dictator Postumius at the same time made a vow to erect a
temple to Castor (Livy 2.20.12), the reason being that Castor,
originally a Greek god (whose presence in Lavinium, outside
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the ancient city, was verified by the recent finding of an
archaic inscription associating him with Pollux), was, more
specifically, the patron of horsemen, according to the Hel-
lenic tradition that was itself based on the Indo-European
tradition. A. Postumius had thus combined “human and
divine” means, to quote Livy’s expression, by addressing a
votum to Castor while calling on his equites. Starting with the
“historical” event of Lake Regillus, the god of the patrician
class of horsemen became a national Roman god.

Before undertaking this military mmpau,n the same dic-
tator also made another religious innovation to satisfy the
common people. Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Antiquitates
Romanae 6.17) reports that Postumius, preoccupied with the
difficulties of getting fresh supplies, vowed to erect a temple
to the triad of Demeter-Dionysus-Kore. This temple was
consecrated by Postumius immediately after his victory, so
that he could show his gratitude for the exceptionally abun-
dant harvest (the Temple of Castor was to be dedicated nine
years later by his son). Knowing that the management of the
new cult of Ceres-Liber-Libera was entrusted to the plebs
and that the temple also served as a meeting place for the
councillors of the plebs,” one can no longer question Postu-
mius’s intentions: by balancing this plebeian cult with
patrician cult, the dictator wanted to guarantee an even
mixture that would satisfy both classes, even while it marked
the hierarchical order. The temple of Ceres and of her
consorts was built outside the pomerium near the Circus
Maximus; the sanctuary of Castor was then to be built inside
the pomerium, in the very heart of the Forum.

II. Foreign Influences

Along with internal factors, outside influences made their
mark on the development of Roman religion. This process
may be explained by the fact that Rome had direct connec-
tions with the Greek and Etruscan worlds. And we must not
forget that Magna Graecia bordered on Roman territory just
as the Etruscan confederation did. These connections would
later be extended still further with the conquest of Greece
and Asia Minor. Greek and Etruscan influences certainly
enhanced the more anthropomorphic character of the cult.
Tradition has it that the first terra-cotta statue of Jupiter in
the Capitoline Temple was the work of an Etruscan sculptor,
Vulca of Veii (Pliny [the Elder] Naturalis Historia 35.157), and
that the bronze Ceres as well as the decoration of the
plebeian temple were executed by Greek artists, Damophiles
and Gorgasus (ibid. 34.15). Once the deity took on human
form, it was lo;,]ml for it also to obtain a home. Thus the
fanum, the holy place that was often a sacred grove (lucus),
was replaced by the aedes (shrine), which was meant to be the
dwelling plaw of the deity. Ordinarily the shrine would
appear later on the site formerly consecrated to the god.
Thus Livy 3.63.7 indicates that the shrine of Apollo (aedes
Apollonis) was built in 431 8.c. in the Prata Flaminia on a spot
that already bore the name “Apollo’s enclosure” (Apollinare).

New deities were not simply brought in capriciously. It
required a serious event that could challenge the Romans’
confidence in their national pantheon, or at least make them
seek additional help from some new deity. The way in which
the Greek Apollo was introduced is highly instructive. It was
not the god of the Muses, nor the sun god, that attracted the
Romans” attention, nor was it the prophet-god who would
later watch over the Sibylline Books (these titles were to be
solemnly evoked in Horace’s Carmen Saeculare in the time of
\us,u\tuw It w as, rather (probably right after an epldemu)
the healing god.”” Thus, the oldest invocation recorded in
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the prayers of the vestals was addressed to the “physician,”
“Apollo Medice, Apollo Paean” (Macrobius Saturnalia
1.17.15). The circumstances surrounding the building of his
first temple in the Prata Flaminia explain why he was
brought in: a serious epidemic inspired the dedication of the
shrine pro valetudine populi in honor of the god who bore the
official name of Apollo Medicus (Livy 4.25.3; 40.51.6).

Of no less interest are the circumstances surrounding the
arrival in Rome of the Etruscan deity Juno of Veii, at the
beginning of the fourth century. This event merits a retro-
spective look. The war that the Romans waged on Veii lasted
longer than anyone expected and gave rise to alarming
rumors. (Like the siege of Troy, the siege of Veii was
supposed to have lasted six years [Ll\_\ 5.22.8].) After certain
miracles (“Lake Alba had risen to an incredibl_\' high level
with no rain or any other explanation”: Livy 5.15.2), the
Romans named Marcus Furius Camillus dictator. The new
chief, whom the Latin historian calls fatalis dux (for the ruin
of the Etruscan city), did not merely take measures of
military reorganization; he made a decision by directly ad-
dressmb the tutelary 1.,0ddes< in the follm\m;, prayer:
“Queen Juno, now re%ldm;7 in Veii, I beg you to follow me



after our victory into our city that soon will be your own.
There you shall receive a temple worthy of your majesty”
(Livy 5.21.3). An anecdote told by the Latin historian under-
scores the kind disposition of the goddess: To the question,
“Will you go to Rome, Juno?”” asked by a young Roman, the
goddess is said to have agreed with alacrity (Livy 5.22.5).
Thus Rome became the seat of two Queen Junos. One sat on
her throne in the Capitoline temple next to Jupiter as a
national deity; the other was placed on the Aventine Hill as
a deity of foreign origin.

We should also mention the entry into Rome of Cybele, the
Oriental goddess, at the end of the third century s.c. This
example not only proves that the Romans cast their sights
beyond the Greek and Etruscan worlds, but also reveals a
certain constancy in their ways of doing this. Following the
dramatic vicissitudes of the Second Punic War, the Romans
saw only toward 204 s.c. the hope of putting an end to more
than fourteen years of military campaigns. The historian Livy
notes the series of wondrous events that stimulated the
religious consciousness: "Two suns had been seen; intermit-
tent lights had flashed through the night; a track of fire was
seen stretching from sunrise to sunset. Lightning had struck
a door at Terracina, a door at Anagnia, and walls in many
places; in the shrine of Juno Sospita at Lanuvium a terrible
din could be heard” (Livy 29.14.3). Hope had been born as
much as a year before, from the proclamation of an oracle
taken from the Sibylline Books. It spelled out the conditions
of reorganization: “On the day when a foreign enemy wages
war in the land of Italy, it will be possible to defeat him and
drive him out of Italy, if the Idaean Mother is brought from
Pessinus to Rome” (Livy 29.10.5).

This innovation, which led the Romans to turn finally to an
Asiatic deity of a primitive nature (with the black stone that
was supposed to embody the deity and the Galli, the
eunuch-priests who attended her cult), may really be ex-
plained by the Trojan clarification that transformed the
savage Magna Mater of Mount Ida into a “grandmother of
the Roman people.” Ovid stressed this when he attributed to
the goddess a miraculous intervention that overcame the
reluctant Attalus, king of Phrygia: It is [ who wanted to be
sought out; do not delay but send me forth, I beg you; Rome
deserves to have all deities go there.” Frightened by this
terrifying voice, the king cries out: “Leave, and you shall
always remain one of ours; Rome can be traced back to
Phrygian ancestors” (Ovid Fasti 4.269-72).

The installation of Cybele in the temple of Victory on top of
the Palatine in 204 (while she awaited the construction of her
own temple in 191) came eleven years after Venus Erycina
was established in a temple built on the Capitoline. The
introduction of the two cults had been triggered by the
military reversals suffered by the Romans at the hand of the
Carthaginian enemy. Both cults referred back to the same
Trojan legend. The order in which they were introduced can
be explained quite naturally. The Romans had in fact already
encountered Venus, the mother of their legendary forefather,
Aeneas, during the First Punic War. The consul Lucius Junius
did not hesitate to “recognize”” her in the person of Aphro-
dite of Mount Eryx; he had successfully occupied Mount
Eryx in 248 in a definitive move that led to final victory.
Consequently, during the Second Punic War, the Romans
first had recourse to Erycina, who could have appeared to
them to be a sure guarantee of victory, in the face of the same
enemy. Later, still on the same "“Trojan” track, to increase
their chances, they thought of welcoming among them the
“Great Goddess”” who enjoyed enormous prestige in the land
of their “ancestors.”*’

ROMAN GODS

These innovations at the end of the third century s.c.
prove that Roman religion, so foreign to Greek mythology in
its origins, submitted to the influence of syncretism. The
Trojan legend was undoubtedly present in Etruria from the
end of the sixth century b.c. (statuettes of Aeneas carrying
Anchises were found in Veii) and penetrated the religion
from then on, to the point of providing it with an ideological
framework that was able to justify the importing of new
cults.* It was not just any legend; it was to become a kind of
national dogma with Julius Caesar, who claimed to be a
descendant of Julus Ascanius, the son of Aeneas. According
to this myth, the Romans descended from Aeneas were the
privileged beneficiaries of a propitiatory Venus who inter-
vened on their behalf so that they might receive the gods’
grace, pacem Veniamque deum. All of Virgil's Aeneid is based on
this theology, which promises the Romans descended from
Aeneas divine blessings in all of their enterprises, provided
they keep the pietas of their illustrious ancestor.

The success of the legend of Troy also proves that the
Romans, who were far from giving in to any sort of syncretist
fascination, knew how to be selective. It seems that they
welcomed suggestions from abroad . . . ad majorem gloriam
populi Romani. What is most significant about this is the way
in which Augustus was able to exploit the Greek idea of the
couple Ares-Aphrodite to serve Roman purposes. The em-
peror did indeed set aside a place of honor for this divine
couple not only in the Pantheon (built in 25 s.c.) but also in
the pediment of the Temple of Mars the Avenger (built in 2
8.c.). But he had no intention of retaining the Hellenistic
symbolism (Aphrodite, the principle of Love, pacifying the
principle of Discord). To the contrary, he wanted to “link the
father of the founder of Rome” with “the mother of the
nation of the descendants of Aeneas” in the service of a
dynastic mission. Mars thus took on a “Julian”” character as
an ultor parentis patriae ("Avenger of Caesar, the father of the
country’’), while Venus, still remaining Aeneadum Genetrix,
took on a more military character in order to draw closer to
Mars. Thus, it was no longer the Hellenistic myth of their
love but rather their common commitment to serve Rome
and her emperors that gave Mars and Venus their raison
d’étre as a couple. This metamorphosis tells us a great deal
about the Roman reaction to foreign influences.

III. The Groupings of Divinities in the
Course of Roman History

It might be useful to recapitulate the different groupings of
deities who have marked the course of the religious history
of Rome. This panoramic view across time will be instructive
for more than one reason. First, the archaic triad of Jupiter-
Mars-Quirinus was replaced by the Capitoline triad of
Jupiter-Juno-Minerva, which had its seat in the Capitoline
temple that was built under the Tarquin kings and dedlcated
according to tradition, by the consul M. Horatius in 509 s.c.

As time passed, Greek influence gave rise to different
associations of deities in the official liturgy. Such was the case
for the triad of Ceres-Liber-Libera, whose temple was I()Ldt()d
outside the pomerium on the slopes of the Aventine.*’ Greck
influence was especially manifested in the institution of the
lectisternium, which consisted of offering a meal to the
statues of deities that were exhibited on display beds. This
presentation of the deities on pulvinaria (couches) that could
be approached made way for a more emotional form of
devotion, the supplication.

A persistent and deeply disturbing epidemic*’ resulted in
the call for the celebration of the first lectisternium in 399 s.c.,
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Jupiter and Juno. Pompeii. Naples. Photo Alinari.

after a consultation of the Sibylline Books by the duom viri
sacris faciundis. 1t grouped Apollo and Latona (his mother),
Hercules and Diana, and Mercury and Neptune into heter-
ogeneous pairs.

Even more dramatic circumstances, the disasters suffered
at the hands of Hannibal, provoked the celebration of the
second lectisternium in 217 B.c. For the first time in their
history, the Romans offered sacrificial meals to a dozen
deities, six gods and six goddesses, grouped into couples
according to the Hellenic pattern, in the following order:*®
Jupiter and Juno; Neptune and Minerva; Mars and Venus;
Apollo and Diana; Vulcan and Vesta; Mercury and Ceres.

Though this ceremony was celebrated in Rome*® only
once, it was the source of the idea of constituting an official
circle of twelve principal deities. These di consentes*” eventu-
ally had their own statues made of gilded bronze; these were
placed, each in its own niche, inside the Portico that was
built at the far western end of the Forum at the foot of the
Capitol.*

What can these different groupings tell us?*” If we con-
sider the two oldest triads, we are struck by two facts. First,
Jupiter remained the keystone of both the archaic and the
Capitoline triad. He was hardly touched by the wave of
assimilation, except to the extent that his associate during the
second lectisternium was Juno, who was already one of his
Capitoline consorts. Second, only one god bore a Latin name
that did not yield to any syncretist operation: Quirinus
(which is connected with Quirites, “citizens’’). He has an
Umbrian homologue but no Greek equivalent.”

On the list of the first lectisternium, half the names are of
purely Greek origin (Apollo, Latona, Hercules), and the
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other half are Latin names that mask Hellenic deities: Diana
(Artemis), Mercury (Hermes), and Neptune (Poseidon).
Apollois at the head of the list: a healing god, he was the first
to be invoked during this period of epidemic.

As for the second lectisternium, it gives evidence of a
concern for hierarchical groupings (which was alien to the
first) in that it separated out twelve principal deities from the
pantheon. The best proof of this is that Jupiter, who was
absent from the first lectisternium, could not fail to be
present in the second, where he occupied the expected place:
the first. It is likely that the dignity of her role as Capitoline
consort counted in favor of Minerva, who occupied the
second rank in association with Neptune. Conversely, La-
tona was eliminated, her single claim to fame as “‘the mother
of Apollo” being insufficient to win her a place in the Roman
cult. Apollo may have lost “his mother,” but he did regain
“his sister,” namely, Artemis, whose Latin counterpart was
Diana.

The Greek inspiration of this list that pairs off gods and
goddesses into couples is obvious. Thus one could see
behind the first four couples Zeus-Hera, Poseidon-Athena,
Ares-Aphrodite, and Apollo-Artemis. In the case of the final
two couples, in the absence of any cultic or mythological link
they can justify their presence in Rome as well as in Greece,
as Georges Dumézil points out,”! one by virtue of a common
denominator (fire: Vulcan and Vesta, or Hephaestus and Hes-
tia), and the other by virtue of related activities (commerce
and grain: Mercury and Ceres, or Hermes and Demeter).

A word is in order about what is meant by “a couple.”
Although the Greek model may at first glance suggest
marital bonds for Jupiter and Juno, and erotic bonds for Mars
and Venus, no such thing could possibly apply to the other
paired deities. The pairing of Neptune (Poseidon) and Min-
erva (Athena) evokes their rivalry in the naming of Athens
(Servius Danielis ad Georg. 1.12); the association of Apollo
and Diana (Artemis) is based on the genealogical ties that
link brother and sister.

The pattern of mythological coupling was used in Rome to
acclimatize the idea of association. This statement is valid not
only for the divine pairs who are unknown to the plots of
Greek mythology (Vulcan and Vesta; Mercury and Ceres); it
also applies to the cases that at first glance seem to be the
most thoroughly marked by Hellenism. It seems that the
liturgical presentation of the lectisternium of the twelve gods
made it possible to shed new light on an old truth. Jupiter
and Juno had been king and queen of the city since they took
their places side by side in the Capitoline temple, toward the
end of the sixth century s.c.

As for Mars and Venus, in Rome they did not form a
couple in the strict sense of the term. Mars was the old
warrior god who presided over Roman arms, while Venus
appeared more and more as the tutelary power of the nation
of the descendants of Aeneas. The Greek precedent seems
simply to have suggested to the Romans the idea of associ-
ating the two essential characters in their history: Aeneas,
the founder of the nation, and Romulus, the founder of the
city.>?

Xnother problem concerns the selective list of the dozen
deities of the second lectisternium. What about those who
are missing? First there is Hercules, who had been one of the
six deities worshiped during the first lectisternium. With
great insight, Georges Dumézil has recalled the case of
deities who had been “demoted” after military catastrophes:
“except for the three great Capitoline divinities, the ceremo-
nies after Trasimeno do not honor by name any of the
divinities invoked after Trebbia; the new disaster has low-



ered them in rank, as if they had demonstrated their indif-
ference or their inadequacy. An appeal is now made to other
divinities, to Mens rather than to Fortuna, to Mars rather
than to Genius, to Venus rather than to Juventas. Hercules’
elimination itself is perhaps an expression of this same
movement, not so much a demotion as a certified report of
his incapacity to adjust to the circumstances.”™

Besides limiting the selection to the twelve privileged
gods, the lectisternium had even greater significance. All the
chosen deities henceforth had a right to the city in the Greek
world as in the Latin world. They were worthy to be honored
with the zeal appropriate to the ritus graecus. They were
important to all the people, men and women, in all their
temples, who prayed to the gods to deliver them from their
afflictions. Livy (26.9.7) describes the dramatic supplication
that took place in 211 s.c. when Rome was at the mercy of
Hannibal: “The wailing of women was heard not only in private
houses, but everywhere matrons came to lie down across public
ways; they ran around the shrines, swept the altars with their
loosened hair, fell to their knees, raised their hands (supinas
manus) to the god of heaven, and prayed to them to wrest the
city of Rome from the hands of the enemy and to save the Roman
mothers and their little children from violence.”

Latona and Apollo under the palm tree of Delos. Amphora. Paris,
Musée du Louvre. Photo Giraudon.

ROMAN GODS

One other consequence resulted. These innovations indi-
rectly stamped as archaic the deities who were resistant to
syncretist assimilations. They did not disappear from the
liturgy, thanks to Roman conservatism. But many were soon
to become “fossilized,” following the example of the Rex
Sacrorum (“the king of the sacrifices’’), who when political
kingship collapsed had been perpetuated for no reason other
than to avoid doing a disservice to the gods.™

First was Quirinus, whom the economic and social evolu-
tion of the city had already eliminated at the time of the
Capitoline triad. Another was Janus, the god of beginnings,
the god of transitions, who played a specific role in the
Roman liturgy. Another was Genius, who enjoyed a revival
only because of the initiative taken by Augustus. Another
was Silvanus, the sylvan god who was related to Faunus.
Another was Anna Perenna, who survived because of the
festival that marked the passage from the old year to the new
year. Finally there were the Penates, the gods who watched
over supplies, and the Lares, the gods who protected culti-
vated land and who were particularly worshiped at the
hearth of the Roman family.

Each of these gods corresponds to an original aspect of the
divine representation of the Romans. They belong to the
category of gods that are “difficult to pronounce in Greek,”
to borrow an expression from Dionysius of Halicarnassus
(2.50.3). Witness the term “Lares,” which for lack of an
appropriate term was improperly translated by the Greeks as
heéroes (for example, in Dion. Hal. 4.14.3), whereas Rome,
recognizing only gods and men, was unaware of the inter-
mediate being, the hero.

Consequently, what had been challenged by the innova-
tions of the end of the third century s.c. was the irreducible
originality of the Roman pantheon. Some deities were rele-
gated to the shadows. Others lost their onomastic privilege
and were henceforth translatable into a “foreign” language.
If their range of influence stood to gain by it, their identity
was, on the other hand, exposed to syncretist overlays. One
merely has to read Ovid’s Fasti to get a measure of the
ground covered in the first century a.n.”® In this sense, the
end of the third century e.c. corresponds to a decisive
turning point in the religious history of Rome.

The following is a summary of the different groupings of
deities in Rome. The groupings of a ritual nature are in
roman type; the groupings of literary fabrication are in
italics. I. The archaic triad: Jupiter-Mars-Quirinus. II. The
Capitoline triad: Jupiter-Juno-Minerva (see Livy 1.38.7;
1.55.1-6). Ill. The triad Ceres-Liber-Libera (in 493 B.c.; see
Dion. Hal. 6.17.2). IV. The first lectisternium of 399 B.c.:
Apollo-Latona, Hercules-Diana, Mercury-Neptune (see
Livy 5.13.4). V. The lectisternium of the twelve great gods
of 217 s.c.: Jupiter-Juno, Neptune-Minerva, Mars-Venus,
Apollo-Diana, Vulcan-Vesta, Mercury-Ceres (sec  Livy
22.10.9). VI. The list of twelve agricultural deities.
Juppiter-Tellus, Sol-Luna, Ceres-Liber, Robigus-Flora, Minerva-
Veuus, Lympha-Bonus Eveutus (see Varro De Re Rustica
1.1.4-7). VII. The list of twelve deities as arranged by
Virgil (Georgics 1.5-25), Caesar being proposed as a
thirteenth: Sol-Luna (= clarissima niundi lumina), Liber-Ceres,
Fauni-Dryads, Neptune, Aristacus (= cultor nemorum), Pan-
Minerva, Triptolemmus (= unct puer monstrator aratri), Silvanus,
and at verse 25: Caesar. VII. The list of twenty Di Selecti of
Varro (cf. Augustine De civitate Dei 7.2): Janus, Jappiter,
Saturn, Genius, Mercury, Apollo, Mars, Vulcan, Neptune, Sol,
Orcus, Liber pater, Tellus, Ceres, Juno, Luna, Diana, Minerva,
Venus, Vesta.

R.S./tLAL.
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NOTES

The abridged references refer to bibliographic collections. See the
articles “Roman Religion”” above, and “The Religion of the Roman
Republic” below.

1. Text cited by G. Dumézil, La religion romaine archaique (2d ed.,
1974), 36.

2. The book Roman Dynamism (1947) by H. Wagenvoort is the
translation by H. J. Rose of the book published originally in the
Netherlands under the title Imperium: Studien over het manabegrip in
zede en taal der Romeinen (1941). Note that the Dutch title makes
explicit reference to the idea of mana.

3. G. Dumézil, La religion romaine archaique, 2d ed., pp. 36-48.

4. It was only from the Augustan Age that the poets had
occasionally used—by metonymy—numina in place of dei; but the
older usage was not lost, as is attested by the Virgilian expression quo
numine laeso (Aeneid 1, 8), which means “which will (of Juno) having
been violated”: cf. the exegesis of Th. Birt, Zu Vergil Aeneis 1, 8: quo
numine laeso, B PilW, 38 (1918): cols. 212-16 (ibid., 46-47).

5. H. Wagenvoort, Wesens:fige altromischer Religion, in Aufstieg und
Niedergang der romischent Welt, 1, 2, pp. 352ff.

6. L. Accii tragoediarum [mqmutm ed. Q. Franchella (Bologna
1968), § 596 (= 2d ed. Ribbeck, Scaenicae Romanorum poesis fragmenta,
§ 646 = H. Warmington, ed., Remains of Old Latin, 2:546, § 650).

7. Ct. Livy, 8.9.6.

8. The formula D(is) M(anibus) became usual on the epitaphs. Itis
followed by either the genitive or the dative of the form designating
the deceased.

9. On this problem, see Le culte des sonverains dans I'Empire romain

. Entretiens préparés et présidés par W. den Boer (Geneva 1973), as well
as the review by J. Béranger, Gnomon 48 (1976): 379-84. What are we
to think of the deus of the first Bucolic of Virgil—a title which a
shepherd gives to his benefactor Octavian? The shepherd promises
to worship his god. The religious aspect is thus revealed here more
than in the fervent eulogy of literary inspiration which is addressed
by Lucretius (5.8) to Epicurus: “deus ille fuit, deus, inclute Memmi.”’

10. Tacitus, Ann. 15.74.3 (example cited by J. Béranger, [.1., 383).

11. Pliny, Natural History (N.H.) 12.3: Haec (sc. arbores et silvae) fuere
numinum templa priscoque ritu simplicia ruva etiam nunc deo praecellentem
arborem dicant. Nec magis auro fulgentia atque ebore simulacra quam lucos
et in dis silentia adoramus.

12. Varro cited by Augustine, City of God (C.D.) 4.31.

13. Some have wanted to explain the absence of anthropomor-
phism by a “technical incapacity”” of the Romans. This hypothesis
does not stand up well to recent conclusions of archeology which
have found figurines in the oldest tombs of Latium (these testify at
least to the ability to represent the human figure); cf. E. Gjerstad,
Early Rome, 4, 2 (Lund 1966), 579-81. See the observations of
P Boyance, REA, 57 (1955): 66-67, and of G. Dumézil, La religion
romaine archaique, 2d ed., pp. 44ff.

14. Ct. Livy 5.32.6.

15. Cf. Festus, p. 354, 28 L.

16. The ancient etymology which had explained the name “Fau-
nus” by favere (Servius ad Georg. 1.10) has been contested by the
moderns, but perhaps we may return to it: cf. Latte, R.R.G., 83, n.
3. In that case, one must understand the expression ““Faunus” (“’the
propitious god”) in the same way as “Di Manes,” as a euphemism of
propitiatory value.

17. Cf. G. Wissowa, Ruk?, 216 (with indications of ancient sources);
G. Dumézil, La religion romaine archaique, 2d ed., p. 355.

18. Virgil Georgtes 3.1 and 294.

19. Cf. G. Dumézil, La religion romaine archaique, 2d ed., pp.
385-87: The Pales of the Parilia is concerned with small livestock,
while the two Pales of 7 July are concerned with sheep and cows.

20. Varro, cited by Servius ad Georg. 3.1.

21. Wissowa (Ruk?, 38, n. 1) has commented on the principal
passages: Actes des Arvales (CIL, 6, 2099 2, 1, 3; 2104, 2; 2107, 9);
Cato De agricultura 139, etc.

22. As G. Dumézil notes (La religion romaine archaique, 2d ed., p. 59,
n. 2), the case of Macrobius, Saturnalia 3.9.7, is different: Si deus, si
dea est cui populus civitasque Carthaginiensis est in tutela (in the formula
of the evocatio) corresponds to a known Latinism: “‘every one of the
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gods and goddesses who protect the people and the city of Carthage

23. The reference on the inscription of the shield of the Capitol,
noted also by Servius (ad Aen. 2.351: Genio Romae, stve mas sive
femina), calls on an analogous commentary. To the extent to which
“Genius’’ can only be a masculine, the sive mas sive femina cannot
apply to the divinized Rome. God or goddess? In ignorance, the
formula allows either hypothesis.

24. This is the classic example—and, moreover, unique in the
annals—of the transfer of a cult of foreign origin to Rome. Toward
the end of the siege of the Etruscan city of Veii (in 396 B.c.), the
Roman dictator M. Furius Camillus ensured the good graces of the
tutelary goddess by the cvocatio—a prayer in which he asked Juno
Regina to abandon her city in exchange for a “temple worthy of her
grandeur” in Rome. Cf. above, this article. As we know, the
pomerium is the sacred frontier that delimits the zone of urban
auspices in opposition to the ager effatus (= the adjacent ground
made available for other auspices); the pomerial line was indicated
by a series of cippus columns: ¢f. Aulus Gellius 13.14.1; Varro L.L.
5.143.

25. Cf. the argument made against Latte, R.R.G., pp. 43 and 45, n.
1, by G. Dumézil, La religion romaine archaique, 2d ed., pp. 108-10, an
argument that bears on not only the meaning but also the antiquity
of the formula.

26. G. Dumézil, La religion romaine archaique, 2d ed., p. 110, n. 1,
has noted a text of Ovid (Metamorphosis 15.861-70) in which the
same typology appears, recalling the conjoint formula Indigetes and
Novensiles.

27. Virgil G. 1.498. We note also the cult of Jupiter Indiges at
Lavinium (Livy 1.2.6); the cult of Sol Indiges, which, very important
at the origin, is entered in the calendar on the date of 11 December
(for documentation, cf. Latte, R.R.G., pp. 44 and 73). Phny’s
reference to a locus Solis Indigetis near the Numicus at Lavinium
(N.H. 3.56; for this reading of the manuscripts instead of the
correction of Barbarus lucus Jovts Ind., see Castagnoli, Lavinim, 1, p.
93, n. 10), as well as the comments of Dionysius of Halicarnassus
(1.55.2), confirm the antiquity of the cult.

28. 1. Bayet, Histoire politique et psychiologique de la religion romaine
(2d ed., Paris 1969), has rightly insisted on this aspect.

29. This detail of the bull “white as snow” offered to Jupiter
Latiaris is due to Arnobius Adversus nationes 2.68 (In Albano antiquitus
monte nullos alios licebat quam nivei tauros immolare candoris). The same
author indicates that later a senatorial decision also authorized
animals with red (rufulos) hair. If the account of Arnobius is correct,
the sacrifice on Mount Alban departed from the ritual pattern that
required castrated animals for Jupiter: cf. Ateius Labeo, cited by
Macrobius (S. 3.10.4). 1t is true that according to Virgil (G. 2.146-48)
and Servius (ad locum) the bull was also sacrificed to Capitoline
Jupiter by the winners on the day of the ceremony of triumph.

30. The suspension of all war during the feriae Latinae, as well as
the communio sacrorum, has suggested to Latte (R R.G., p. 145) the
idea of a possible influence of the Greek amphictyony, which might
have been transmitted by an Etruscan intermediary: the Etruscan
confederation of the “"twelve cities,” which met near the sanctuary of
Voltumna, located near the Volsinii (Livy 4.23.5; 4.25.7, etc.).

31. Servius ad Aen. 7.515.

32. In an inscription (CIL, 1, 2%, 2444), Diana of Aricia is called
Diana af louco (’Diana of the sacred forest”).

33. Cato, Orig. frag., H.R.F., 58, P. Cf. Festus, p. 128, 15 L; Manius
Egerius lucum Nemorensem Dianae consecravit (“Manius Egerius con-
secrated to Diana the sacred forest of Nemi”).

34. The statute of the cult, which served for those that followed as
a model for other foundations, made an allusion to an altar: lex arae
Dianae in Aventino (“regulation of the altar of Diana on the Aven-
tine””: CIL, 3, 1933).

35. Different interpretations have been proposed by G. Wissowa
(Ruk?, 250-51), L. Latte (R.R.G., 173), and G. Dumézil (La religion
romaine archaique, 2d ed., 412-13).

36. Regarding the cult of Diana and the effacement of the Latin
goddess under Roman hegemony, cf. R. Schilling, ““Une victime des
vicissitudes politiques: La Diane latine,” Coll. Latomus, 70 (= Hom-
mages a Jean Bayet), 1964, 650~67; reprinted with the same title in
R.C.D.R.



37. Cf. H. Le Bonniec, Le culte de Cérés a Rome des origines a la fin de
la république (Paris 1958), 277-311. For an opposing view, see
A. AlfoIdi, Il Santnario federale latmo di Diana sull’ Aventino e il tempio di
Ceres, S.M.S.R., 32 (1961): 21-39. (This scholar moves the date of the
foundation of the temple and of its political role after the reform of
the Decemvirs back to the second half of the fifth century B.C.)

38. Cf. R. Schilling, Les Castores romains a la Iunere des traditions
indo-curopéennes, Collection Latomus (= Hommages a Georges
Dumézil) (Brussels 1960); reprinted with the same title in R.C.D.R.

39. Ct. J. Gage, Apollon romain (Paris 1955), 158ff.; 167.

40. Cf. Robert Schilling, La religion romaine de Vénus (Paris 1954),
242-66.

41. Regarding the statuettes of Aeneas and Anchises from Veii, the
proposed date varies from the sixth to the fourth century s.c. It
seems reasonable to accept at the latest the beginning of the fifth
century. See, in particular, A. Alfoldi, Die trojanischen Uralimen der
Romer (Basel 1957). See, most recently, W. Fuchs, Die Bildgeschichte
der Flucht des Aeneas, AN.R.W., 1, 4 (1973), 615-32.

42. With regard to the line of continuity that exists between the
two triads, see the article “Roman Religion,” above.

43. Cf. above, this article. The cult of Ceres is classed by Festus (p.
268, 31 L.) among the sacra peregrina (“foreign cults”). Although
Indo-European in its structure, the triad here seems influenced by a
Greek model. For a discussion, see H. Le Bonniec, Le culte de Céreés a
Rome, 277-311; for an opposing view, see A. Alfoldi, Early Rome and
the Latins, 95-100.

44. Cf. Livy 5.13.4-6. This Hellenic rite, which came from the
Etruscan town of Caere, was repeated four times consecutively in the
course of the following years: cf. Wissowa, Rik?, p. 422 and n. 7.

45. An undifferentiated list is furnished by Ennius, Annales, 60-61
(ed. Warmington): Juno Vesta Minerva Ceres Diana Venus Mars Mercu-
rius Jovrs Neptunus Vileanus Apollo. The hierarchical order is indicated
by Livy (22.10.9; cf. also 22.9.10).

ROMAN SACRIFICEL

46. We know that the lectisternium of the twelve divinities must
have inspired in Octavian one day the idea of organizing a joyous
masquerade—the cena dodekatlicos—in the course of which the twelve
guests were disguised as gods and goddesses (Suetonius Aug. 70).

47. The twelve di consentes of the Forum are cited by Varro
(R.R. 1.1.4). The expression is unique: the term consentes (“who are
together”) was assimilated by the Latins to consentrentes (“who
decide in accord”).

48. Cf. G. Lugli, Roma antica: Il centro monumentale (Rome 1946),
114-15.

49. We have retained here only the divine groupings that have a
ritual existence. However, the number twelve influenced the group
of twelve “agricultural divinities” imagined by Varro (De re rustica
1.1.4-6), as well as the semireligious, semimythological list of Virgil
(G. 1.5-20). Elsewhere, Varro, cited by Augustine (C.D. 7.2), had
drawn up a list of twenty principal divinities (deos selectos).

50. Regarding the equivalence of the Latin Quirinus and the
Umbrian Vofiono-, see G. Dumézil, La religion romaine archaique, 2d
ed., p. 161 and n. 3.

51. Cf. ibid., p. 475.

52. These phrases reproduce a part of the commentary of my book
R.R.V., 207-8.

53. G. Dumeézil, La religion romaine archaigne, 2d ed., p. 475.

54. Cf. Festus, p. 422 L.: “He who performs the ceremonies that
the kings used to perform is named Sacrificulus Rex (or Rex
Sacrorum).”

55. The word leros, copied from the Greek, appears only later, in
the language of the poets, for example, in Virgil.

56. Cf. R. Schilling, “Ovide interprete de la religion romaine,”
R.E.L. 46 (1969): 222-35; reprinted in R.C.D.R., same title.

RoMAN SACRIFICE

In its intrinsic meaning, the term sacrifice (sacrificium) indi-
cates that something is voluntarily taken away by man from
the profane world to be offered to the gods (sacrum facere). To
what end? Probably, in accordance with the worldview at the
origin, the purpose was to comfort the gods, who in the
Roman conception were allies of mankind. The Romans were
tied to the gods by bonds of reciprocity defined by the notion
of pietas, by virtue of which men had to honor (colere) the
gods who in turn owed men protection.

Nothing illuminates the means and ends of sacrifice better
than the accompanying prayer that a Roman peasant ad-
dressed to a particular god. In this case, Cato’s formulation
(De Agricultura 134) lists the arrangements that should be
made to offer a propitiatory sacrifice to Ceres, the goddess of
growth, before the harvest. First, the sacrifice could not be
limited to Ceres alone. According to the rules of this poly-
theistic hierarchy, one must first address Janus, the god of
beginnings, and then the sovereign god, Jupiter (the text also
mentions juno, a rather suspect addition). Once these pre-
liminaries have been attended to, the offering to Ceres
consists of the entrails of a sow and a libation of wine. This
is already a Roman innovation, namely, that the part set
aside for the god when a blood sacrifice is performed should
be the exta, or entrails, of the animal, including the heart
(cor), lungs (pulmones), liver (jecur), and gallbladder (fel).'l

The wording of the prayer to jupiter contains all the
characteristic elements that recur in the other formulas:

Juppiter, te hoc ferto obmovendo bonas preces precor, uti sies volens
propitius mihi liberisque meis domo familiaeque meae mactus hoc
ferto (Jupiter, in making this offering to you, I pray with good
prayers that you watch over me and be gracious unto me, my
children, my house, and all my household; may this offering
be a comfort to you). This utterance is as clear as it is precise.
He names the intended god, the offering (the fertum is a kind
of cake), the legitimacy of the request (bonas preces), and the
purpose of the sacrifice. Among all the specific terms in
this text, so florid with its archaic language,” we should
remark on mactus, which the ancients interpreted in the
sense of magis auctus;” it seems to reflect the old concept that
divine power had to be “comforted” with the sacrifice.

Thus, the sacrifice in the beginning seems to have con-
sisted essentially in “sustaining” the god. This idea is
confirmed by the epithet dapalis that is applied to Jupiter
when he becomes the recipient of a meal (daps) that consisted
of a “jug” of wine (urna vini) and an offering of sacred flour
with the value of one as (a Roman coin or weight), assara
pecunia.* The celebrant and the participants did not remain
strangers to the ceremony, since a part of the food that was
not consecrated was distributed for the use of laymen and
consumed by the participants.®

Although the daps represents a sacrifice at the family level,
the epulum corresponds to a more solemn meal organized
and subsidized by the state. The epulum jovis was offered to
Jupiter every year on 13 November, on the Capitoline,
starting at the end of the third century s.c. According to the
description provided by Valerius Maximus (2.1.2), “The god
was invited to take his place on a couch, Juno and Minerva
on chairs.”” This epulum thus dealt with the Capitoline triad,
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Sacrificial scene (relief). In the background: facade of the temple of
the Capitoline Jupiter and wall topped with statues of men and
animals fighting. In the foreground: Emperor Marcus Aurelius, capite
velato, assisted by the flamen Dialis wearing his apex cap; he pours a
libation on the flame of the tripod altar. Behind him, a bearded man
wearing a toga and a crown of laurels, probably representing the
senate. In front of him, a camillus holding a casket of incense (acerra)
and a pipe player; the head of the victim hovers over them. To the
right, sacrificers, one holding an ax, the other a jar (situla). Rome,
Museo dei Conservatori. Photo Alinari-Giraudon.

and gods and goddesses conformed to the prevailing cus-
toms of the men and women of the times. The word epulo
was hardly ever used as an epithet of Jupiter, which would
have resulted in an expression symmetrical to Juppiter Dapa-
lis, but it did serve to designate the priests specially charged
with the responsibility to celebrate official sacrifices in order
to relieve the pontifex; this college of priests was known as
the septemuviri epulones.

What kinds of food could one offer the gods? Particular
preferences aside, the following list was drawn up by Verrius
Flaccus, a great scholar in the time of Augustus, and pre-
served in a summary by Festus:® “commuodities that can be
offered in sacrifice: grain, pearl barley, wine, leavened bread,
dried figs, pork, lamb, cheese, mutton, bran, sesame and oil,
fish with scales except angelfish (a saltwater fish also known
as monkfish).”

In addition to these foods, the firstfruits of the harvest
were offered to the appropriate protective deities, for in-
stance, the first must (sacrima) was offered to Liber Pater. We
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should also point out that the list drawn up by Festus is not
complete. It mentions cheese, but it omits milk, for example,
which was an older offering than wine: lukewarm milk was
a favorite of one of the oldest deities, Pales, the goddess of
shepherds and their flocks, whose festival, the Parilia (21
April), coincided with the anniversary of the founding of
Rome.”

Alongside these bloodless sacrifices are blood sacrifices
that can be traced back to equally ancient times.® The usual
victims are animals belonging to the pig, sheep, or cow
families. Perhaps we should distinguish between what are
called hostia” (expiatory victims to appease the wrath of the
gods) and victima (victims offered as signs of gratitude). But
these fine distinctions seem to have disappeared in historical
times.

On the other hand, the Roman liturgy seems to have been
subject to precise general rules. The animal has to be of a
certain age that varies depending on the circumstances.
Thus, we can distinguish among victims that still suckle
(lactentes), two-year-olds (bidentes), and adult victims (hostiae
majores). Normally a god demands a male victim and a
goddess, a female.'” By the same principle of analogy, a sky
god requires a light animal, and a netherworld god a dark
one. But exceptions to these rules do occur.

There are particular sets of rules for certain deities. Jupiter
is to receive a castrated animal,’! whereas Apollo, Neptune,
and Mars demand an intact male, such as a bull.'* Mars has
the honor of being the recipient of a triple offering that
groups the representatives of the three animal species: boar,
ram, and bull, designated by the term suovetaurilia.'?

How does the sacrifice actually proceed? First it presup-
poses certain conditions on the part of the celebrant, who
must be in a state of ritual purity. For example, he cannot
perform his duties if a member of his family has just died,
making the family funesta (in mourning)."* Wearing a toga
that is rolled up into a cinctus Gabinus (freeing the arms), the
celebrant washes his hands in a bowl (malluvium) and dries
them with a towel (mantele). So as not to be disturbed during
the ceremony, he covers his head with a tail of his toga. He
thus appears capite velato, which to the ancients was a
peculiarly Roman attitude, in contrast with the uncovered
head, capite aperto, of the Greek ritual.'®

Among the sacrifices, some are performed within the
family circle, for instance, the Lemuria which the paterfamil-
ias celebrates according to an archaic liturgy that aims at
expelling the Lemures, evil spirits, from the house.'® Others
are celebrated within the social group as constituted by the
curia, among them the Fornacalia celebrated in honor of
Fornax, the goddess of ovens, during the roasting of grain;'”
or the Fordicidia, the sacrifice of a pregnant cow (forda) to the
goddess Earth, who is supposed to be full of seed on that day
(15 April)."® The most solemn sacrifices are the publica sacra
“which are offered for the people at the expense of the
state.””?

These sacrifices require a ceremonial regulated by an
ordering of several phases. First of all, the probatio, a kind of
admission test—the chosen animal must be beyond re-
proach: it must be appropriate to the deity and have no
physical defect; it must conform to precise norms. Thus, as
Pliny the Elder reminds us, “a calf is admitted only if its tail
reaches the knucklebone; if it is any shorter, the sacrifice will
not please the gods.””*

The victim is adorned with boughs (verbenae), and its head
is decorated with white or scarlet headbands (infulae). Often
if itis a cow or an ox, its horns are gilded (taurus auratus et bos
femina aurata, in the liturgy of the Arval Brethren, designates



a bull or heifer with golden horns);?! cattle or pigs wear a

kind of cover (dorsuale) on their backs, but not sheep, which
are offered with their thick fleece (altilanei), which has never
been sheared.*?

Thus adorned, the victim is led near the altar (ara), in front
of the temple; next to the altar is placed a movable hearth
(faculus) often garnished with turf (cavspzt(’) and mtended
to receive the preliminary libations of wine and mcense

An order goes out calling for silence (Favete linguis!)*> while
a flutist (tibicen) ”is heard tryving to cover up all other
sounds.” The celebrant then proceeds to the immolatio: The
victim’s head is dusted with mola salsa (loose flour mixed
with salt, prepared by the vestals),” an operation that is
completed with a libation of wine.?” The victim is then
stripped of all its trappings, the dorsuale and the infulae. The
celebrant passes his knife along the animal’s backbone from
head to tail. This symbolic gesture of possession completes
the act of the consecratio.

Then the celebrant recites the formulaic prayer that an
assistant reads to him “to avoid any omission or
inversion.”?® The moment of death has arrived. It is achieved
most often through the mediation of the celebrant’s assis-
tants. One assistant sacrificer (victimarius or popa) asks,
Agone? (“Shall I go ahead?” meaning “Shall I perform the
sacrifice?”’) He then strikes the forehead of the victim with a
hammer or an ax, probably to daze it. Another assistant, the
cultrarius, stabs the jugular vein with a knife (culter). The
gushing blood is collected and spread over the altar. If the
animal ever resists in the course of these operations, or
worse yet, escapes (hostia effugia), it portends bad luck.

If the proceeding goes according to plan, the body of the
animal is opened up to allow an inspection of its internal
organs (inspicere exta). This examination is only to make
certain that the organs are in good condition to ensure the
approval of the gods (litatio). Thus, we find in the minutes of
the Arval Brethren the elliptic expression: hostiae litationem
inspexerunt (“they examine the victim for the purpose of
litatio”’).% This procedure conforms to the prescriptions of
the Roman liturgy and is therefore alien to the divinatory
character of the consultation of the exta, which was intro-
duced into Rome through Etruscan haruspicy.

If the results of the examination are good, the celebrant

Marcus Aurelius offering a sacrifice. Bas-relief. Rome, Palazzio dei
Conservatori. Photo Alinari-Giraudon.

ROMAN SACRIFICE

records the lifatio, or the approval given by the gods for his
sacrifice. If they are not good (if, for example, the heart or
part of the liver is missing),* the sacrifice has to begin again,
substituting a new victim (hostia succidanea) for the first
animal. Roman tenacity is evident in a decision by the senate
(in 176 8.c.) that enjoined the consuls who had tailed to get a
litatio (inspection had revealed a liver in a state of total
decomposition) “"to start sacrificing again with adult victims
until they obtained the god’s approval” (usque ad
litationem).>!

Once the litatio is obtained, the next phase can proceed.
The exta are removed from the victim; they are then dusted
with mola salsa; a few additional pieces are thrown in,
augmenta or magmenta.>*> These supplements must represent
the rest of the victim. Both exta and augmenta are then cooked
in a pot (olla extaris). This is the way they are ordinarily
cooked in the historical perlod but tradition also mentions
broiling the exta on a skewer.”

The exta are then cut up (except in sacrifices of lustration
offered by the censors).** These prosecta, or prosicies, can now
be offered to the god. The whole offering is then burned on
top of the altar that has already been sprinkled with the
blood. Exta porricere, or dare, is the name of this operation.
The ritual of the Arval Brethren uses a more suggestive
expression, namely, exta reddere: in fact it is a matter of
“rendering unto” the deity the consecrated part that is
due that deity.” The celebrant and his assistants are entitled
to consume the viscera, or “meat,”** which is set aside for
profane use.

Roman liturgy thus clearly distinguishes the sacred part
from the profane part. It understands the blood and the
entrails to be the parts reserved for the gods, because these
organs are reputed to be the seats of life itself, according to
the principle defined by Trebatius: sola zmm'a deo sacratur
(“'the soul alone is consecrated to the god”).*” Roman sacri-
tice differs fundamentally from Greek sacrifice, which calls
for an undifferentiated distribution of all parts of the victim
between the god and the worshipers,>® not to mention the
trick of Prometheus, who, to make matters even worse,
sought to deceive the gods.*

But Rome also witnessed the ritus graecus, the Greek
liturgy that was used notably for the cult of Hercules at the
Ara Maxima,*® where participants in the sacrificial offering
were also permitted to consume the exta. On the other hand,
the god could receive “all kinds of food and drink” (Herculi
autern omnia esculenta pnsculc’nta)“ The distinction was thus
no longer made between the exta, reserved for the god (deo
dicata), and the viscera profana, the profane meat left for
consumption by the assistants. The vocabulary used in the
liturgy at the Ara Maxima was specific: to Hercules of the Ara
Maxima went an offering of the decurna, a tithe of grain that
the god was supposed to have obtained for his followers;
pollucere, “'to offer,” could apply both to the god and to men.
In Plautus,* polluctum designates a lavish festival that de-
lights both the god and the happy guests.

It is only by chance that we know of another form of
sacrifice in Rome, namely, the holocaust, W hich consisted of
burning the victim whole. In the Aeneid,** Aeneas offers to
Pluto, “the king of the Styx,” bulls burned whole. The
practice of the holocaust is mentioned only in the minutes of
the secular games. During the games celebrated by Augustus
in 17 8.c., nine ewe lambs were apparently sacrificed to the
Parcae (deis Moeris),** according to the Greek ritual (Achivo
ritu), and similarly at the secular games of Septimus Severus
in A.D0. 204, a sow was sacrificed whole to the goddess Earth
(Terrae Matri).*
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These sacrificial forms of foreign origin highlight even
more the originality of the Roman liturgy, which was never,
however, completely tree of contamination. Quite early,
Etruscan haruspices practiced side by side with the Roman
celebrant, when simply reporting the lifatio was not felt to be
sufficient, but curiosity to know the future demanded the
practice of the divinatory consultation of the exta.

Cato’s formularies and the minutes of the Arval Brethren
preserved the original ritual of the Roman sacrifice most
faithfully. In the final analysis, what is striking in this litu1 gy
is its concern for efficacy, its temperance, and its precision. In
order not to fail in its purpose, the hturgy multiplied its
prescriptions for the dress, gestures, and utterances of the
celebrant. For the same reasons, it strove to preserve the
serenity of the ceremony through a propitiatory silence and
the ritual sound of the flute.

The sacrifice was invariably accompanied by a praver that
addressed the deitv bv name, detailing the terms of the
request. Frozen ritualism, one might claim. Certainly such a
cautious framework had a rigidity about it. This is espedally
true when we think of the supplicationes surrounding the
lectisternia, which gave free expression to a more passionate
and tumultuous devotion. Livy several times evokes the spec-
tacle of “Romans rushing into everv shrine, women prostrated
evervivhere, sweeping the temples with their hair."** The
senate itself encouraged this kind of devotion . . . in times ot

) oy g S If there was
indeed ntualism,*” this ritualism can be explained, in the last
analysis, bv a deep concern tor pretas. the piety that Cicero
(De Natura Deorum 1.116) defined as justitia erga deos (“‘justice
toward the gods”’). Unlike Prometheus, who did not hesitate
to deceive Zeus in the sacriticial distribution, the Roman was
imbued with a scrupulous respect for what was the gods’
due. Votum soloit libens merito ("he carries out his vow
wholeheartedly and deservedlv”) was the ritual formula.
This spirit of tairness also explains the innovation ot one
Scipio Aemilianus, who had a public praver emended in a
restrictive sense, the prayer being the one said dunng the
closing ceremony of the census. Instead of asking the gods
tor “’the betterment and growth ot the Roman Republic,” he
said, “The Republic is strong enough and big enough; 1
theretore simply prav that the gods maintain it in good
\condition torevermore.”*
R.S.¢g.h.

NOTES

1. Cf. Lucan, 1, 621. Sometime later the peritoneum (cmenéum) is
added. It has been suggested that exta is from ex-secta: (organs) set
apart (from the victim): cf. Emout-Meillet, D.E.%, s.v. exta. This is
only a hvpothesis.

2. Note the spedific words: ferfum (which the ancients had
connected with fero), which may alternate with strues. designating
also a sacrificial cake; obmovere, which is emploved for solid offer-
Ings, in contrast with mferre (vinum). The order of precedence of the
beneficiaries reflects the mentality of the ancient paterfamilias. What
is the place of the wife? I believe that she is included in the final
group of the famiiua.

3. This etymology has been taken up again by certain moderns
who would like to derive the participle from a verb *magere (cf.
Walde-Hofmann, L.E.WW.?, s.v. mactus). Note that the correspondmg
verb, mactare, which in the historical period means “"to honor by a
sacrifice, to sacrifice,” 1s well attested.

4. Cf. Cato, De Agriculiura 132. On the interpretation of the text,
see my ““Sacrum et profanum,” Latomus, 1971, pp. 960-61, reprinted
in R.C.D.R.
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5. Ct. my commentary on the text of Cato 50.2: Ubt daps profanata
comestaque erif . . . ibid., pp. 961-62.

6. Festus, p. 298 L.: “Pollucere merces . . . liceat: sunt tar,
polenta, vinum, panis termentatus, ficus passa, suilla, agnina.
casei, ovilla, alica, sesama et oleum, pisces quibus est squama,
praeter squatum . . . The enumeration is obviously in disorder. (It
ends by noting that all the provisions [esculenta]l and all the
beverages [posculenta] are permitted by Hercules.)

7. Ct. Ovid, Fast1 4.746.

S. Archeology has recovered, for the period ot the Iron Age—the
“preurban period”'—sacrificial remains (no doubt from ceremonies
for the dead) of sheep, pigs. and cows: ct. E. Gherstad, Early Rome
(Lund 1966), 4, 1, p. 64.

9. Cf. Ernout-Meillet, D.E.%, s

10. Ct. Amobius 7.19.

11. Ct. Macrobius 3.10.3.

12. Ct. ibid. 3.10.4.

13. Ct., for example, Cato 141, where Mars is gratified by a
suovitaurilium ot suckling beasts—suottiauribus lactentibus.

14. Cf. the anecdote related by Livy 12.8.7-8). At the moment
when the consul Horatius went to the consecration ot the temple ot
Capitohne Jupiter, his adversaries released the news that his son was
dead. But Horatius sought to excuse this attempt at obstruction.

15. So, too, in the ritus Graecus otf Hercules at the Great Altar, the
officiant had his head uncovered (ct. Servius ad Aen. 3.407). In fact
the prescription of the ““covered head" is not applied to two Roman
divinities, either: Saturn (ct. Festus, p. 432 L., and Servius, [.[.) and
Honos (ct. Plutarch Qu.h\'"ow: Rorunae 266).

16. Ct. Ovid, Fast: 5.421tf. The ceremony took place every vear, at
midnivht thrice rep;dted 9. 11, and 13 May.

. Ct. Ovid, Fast1 2.527. Though Ovid assigns this festival to the
(,una Festus (p. 298 L.) ranks 1t among the populana sacra, - quae
saciunt” —which is not contradictory, to the extent that the
acra are not to be confused with the publica sacra (see note

v. hostia.

onmes CIT

18. Ci. :

19. Ct. Festus p- "‘\-} L.

20. Plinv N.H $8.153. In the preceding context, Pliny had remarked
that ot all the animals that have long tails. the cow is the only one
whose tail continues to grow.

21. Ci. G. Henzen, Acta Frairum Arvaluuom (Berhin 1874), 122.

22. Cf. ibid., p. 144, tor examples.

23. Gt ibd., p. 23

24. On the significance of this focnlus. cf. G. Dumézil, La religion
romaine archatgee. 2d ed., pp. 321 and 349.

25. The Latin formula translates the meaning ot the omen as “Be
propitious in holding vour tongue!” For ail the information on the
course of the sacrificial ceremonial, see Pliny N.H. 28.11.

26. Ct. Paulus-Festus, p. 97 L.: Immolare est mola. 1d est farre mollito
¢t sale, hostuom perspersam sacrare ('To immolate is to consecrate the
victim 1n the »wola mixture, i.e., in wheat flour and salt”).

27. Latte, R R.G.. p. 387, interprets these preparations as a
“Verstarhung der Segenskraft des Opfertieres” (a reintorcement of
the beneficial potential ot the victim).

28. Ct. Pliny N.H. 28.11.

29. Henzen, Acta Fratrum Aroaluen, p. 26.

30. Paulus-Festus, p. 287 L.

31. Cf. Livy 41.15.1-4.

32. Ci. Varro L.L. 5.112.

33. Ct. Ovid, Fast: 2.362.

34. Cf. Servius Danielis ad Aen. 8.183. We note this exception to
show the minutiae in the precision of Roman liturgy.

35. Ctf. Henzen, Acta F.A.. p. 23.

36. Viscera means “all that is found between the skin and bone”
(Servius ad Aen. 6.253). It is appropriate, however, to note two
exceptions that pose a problem. (1) The reterence in the proceedings
of the Arval Brethren of a.p. 240, 29 Mav: et de sangunculo porciliarum

vescitt sunt (“and they consumed the blood of voung female pigs’}—
a tasting that follows the sacrifice of porcilize in the sacred wood of
dea Dia (cf. Notizie degl scavi. 1914, fasc. 12, p. 464if.). (2) The
reference to sanguinem gustare antea frequenter solebant, in an indeter-
minate fragment of the calendar ot Praeneste (cf. Notizie d.s.. 1921, p.
2771t.): O. \1arucch1 comments on the two texts, Not. d.s. 1971 p-
277tf.
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37. Trebatius, the author of a treatise De religionibus, is cited by
Macrobius (S. 3.5.1). A. Magdelain (Essai sur les origines de la Sponsio
[Paris 1943], pp. 35 -41) had the merit of isolating the information of
Trebatius and of arranging the texts on this problem.

38. Concerning these differences, see my Sacrum et profanum, pp.
963-64, reprinted in R.C.D.R.

39. Cf. Hesiod, Theogorny, 535ff.

40. See Jean Bayet, Les origines de I'Hercule romain (Paris 1926),
passim. On the partuuldr point of the ritus graccus, sec my ““Sacrum
et profanum,” cited in note 38.

41. Cf. Festus, p. 298 L.

42. Cf., for example, Plautus, Rudens, 1419.

43. Virgil Aeneid 6.253: Et solida impowt taurorim viscera flammis.

44. Cf. ClL., 6, 32323 Pighi, De ludis saeccularibus (2d ed.,
Amsterdam 1965), 113-14, lines 90-91: Nocte insequenti, in Campo, ad
Tiberim deis Moeris imp. Caesar Augustus immolavit agnas feminas IX
prodigivas Achivo ritu . . . ““The following night, the emperor Caesar
Augustus sacrificed, on the Field (of Mars), by the Tiber, nine whole
lambs, according to the Greek rite . . " Note the extension of the
meaning of the verb immolare, “to sacrifice.”” For the meaning of
prodigivas, cf. Festus, p. 296 L.: prodiguae hostiae vocantur . . . quae
consumuntur. “One gives the name of prodigivae, 'victims,” to those
who are destroyed by fire.” See Latte, R.R.G., p. 392.

45. CIL, 6, 32329 a, line 49 = Pighi, De ludis saecularibus, p. 162:
Geta Caesar immolavit Terrae matri suemt plenam Graeco Alchivo) r(itu)
prodigivam . . . : "Geta Caesar (one of the sons of Septimus Severus)
sacrificed to the goddess Earth a whole sow in the fire according to
the Greek rite.”

46. Livy 3.7.8. It was a matter of averting an epidemic in 463 B.c.

RELIGION OF

THE ROMAN REPUBLIC

Cf. ibid. 26.9.7 (in 211 B.c.): undique matronae in publicum effusae circa
deum delubra discurrunt crinibus passis aras verrentes, nisac genibus,
supinas manus ad caclum ac deos tendentes ... "Most of the mothers of
families rushed together in public; they gathered around the sanc-
tuaries of the gods, sweeping the altars with their disheveled hair;
prostrated on their knees, they turned their palms toward heaven
and toward the gods . . 7 (The panic was due to Hannibal's
approach to Rome.)

47. The precision of ritualism was pushed to the point of antici-
pating a profane time (fas in liturgical terins) between the killing of the
victim and the presentation of the internal organs (inter hostiam
cacsam et exta porrecta).

48. Cf. Valerius Maximus 4.1.10. The text adds: “And the censors
of the following census adhered to this more modest formula.”
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THe Revicion oF THE RoMaN ReruBLIC:
A REeview orF RecenT STUDIES

The twenty-five-year period between 1950 and 1975 was a
fertile time for scholarship, as is indicated by the sheer size of
the appended bibliography,’ for it produced important edi-
tions of texts about the religions of Rome and many works of
a broad scope. The quarrying of primary sources remains the
basis for speculation in religious studies, a decision that
bodes well for the strengthening of the groundwork and also
demonstrates the interest generated by these studies among
a wider and wider public. The many books and articles
dealing with diverse subjects offer a further confirmation of
the vitality of the field. We shall first focus on the year 1950
and then identify the themes and tendencies that emerge in
the light of these works (noting some of their differences).
We will then discuss the problems that have received the
most attention.

We need only compare the titles of classical reference
works from the nineteenth century with those of our own
time to note the difference in perspective. The word “my-
thology” figures in the titles of L. Preller’s work Roémisclie
Mythologie (Berlin 1858) and of W. H. Roscher’s encyclopedia,
Ausfiihrliches Lexikon der griechischen und romischen Mythologie
(Leipzig 1884). Georg Wissowa introduced the word “reli-
gion” only when he published the famous reference work
Religion und Kultus der Romer (Munich 1902; 2d ed. 1912) on
his own authority.?

“Religion” versus “mythology”’: the change is significant
for modern exegesis because 1t corresponds to a decisive
turning point. Instead of viewing Roman religion as a more
or less faithful copy of Greek mythology—such was the
implicit premise of the scholarship of the nineteenth

century—we are now trying to establish the original legacy of
Rome, which is manifest essentially in Roman cults and rites.
Of course substituting “religion” for “mythology”” does not
in and of itself constitute a magic password, nor does it
preclude basic and significant divergences. Kurt Latte, who
succeeded Wissowa in the same series (Handbuch der Alter-
tumswissenschaft), did not hesitate to take his own stance
vis-a-vis his predecessor. In 1957 he wrote in a letter: “What
[ looked for in Rome were first of all new inscriptions and
archaeological facts. . . . A modern treatment of the subject
can no longer bq_,in with the gods, a concession already
made by Wissowa”—a conception “that dates back to the
century of Louis XIV”? Latte’s own position also triggered
vigorous reactions. This is a fundamental issue, to which we
will return, one that often surprises the layman: why is it that
the most important contemporary scholars have frcqucntly
been inclined to criticize one another or to “ignore” one
another with a disapproving silence? Does the personal
coefficient affect research in religion so strongly that the
research cannot find a ground of common concern in the
midst of the facts?

Yet to the extent that they are perceptible and intelligible,
facts are what matter. Latte was certainly right: archaeology
and epigraphy have enriched our knowledge in this field.
However one may judge the excavations of Einar Gjerstad,
this scholar had the merit of opening up fruitful discussions
on the dating of the religious events in the area of the Roman
Forum. Carefully targeted research has ylvlded suggestive
results. Thus, A. Bartoli was able to show in his report, [
pozzi dell’area sacra di Vesta (c. 13ff.) that the material found in
the “archaic well,” primarily pots (olle), dates back to a time
“between the seventh century and the beginning of the
sixth.” To take another example, P. Romanelli was able to
settle a question about the cult of Cybele in Rome that had
previously divided scholars. His publication Lo scavo al tempio
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The Palatine. View from the Campanile of S. Francesca Romana. Rome

della Magna Mater sul Palatino e nelle sue adiacenze (c.
281ff.) shows that the discovery of numerous statuettes of
Attis from the first century s.c. left no room to doubt the
presence of this consort god side by side with the Magna
Mater.

No less interesting have been the epigraphic findings in
Pratica di mare, a zone that corresponds to the ancient
Lavinium. Prior to these discoveries, three inscriptions en-
graved on cippi that came from Tor Tignosa had already
attracted attention to this region:

Parca Maurtia dono
Neuna dono
Neuna Fata

Dated in the third century and first published by M.
Guarducci,* they were the object of commentaries by St.
Weinstock” and L. L. Tels-de-Jong,” among others. Shortly
after this discovery, M. Guarducci published research con-
cerning another inscription engraved on a bronze plaque
found in the same region and also dating from the third
century.’

CERERE AULIQUOQUIBUS VESPERNAM POR(

Almost every word of this inscription has been read and
interpreted in conflicting ways by various scholars.” crrere is
sometimes read as an accusative (with an M missing) and
sometimes as a dative; vesPERNAM 1s sometimes taken to be a
nominalized adjective or an adjective suggesting an implicit
cenam (which would designate an evening offering) and is
sometimes taken to be a proper noun, vesperna, which would
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correspond to a goddess of food associated with Ceres; roro
to one scholar is an adverb (ror(r)o meaning “henceforth”);
to another it is a verb (an altered form which should be
corrected to read ror[riciT]o); to still others, it is a noun—
ror(r)o, “leeks,” in the ablative singular with a collective
sense. Only the term autiouoourus met with unanimity, as a
result of a commentary by Paulus-Festus (Glossaria Latina p.
22 L) which helped identify these aulicocia exta as the sacrifi-
cial viscera boiled in a pot. After so many diverse attempts,
it might seem foolhardy for us to propose the interpretation
that seems most plausible.”

In 1958, Lavinium had alrecady emerged as a likely place for
archaeological exploration. In the same domain, Tor
Tignosa—where the archaic inscriptions Parca Maurtia, Ne-
una, and Neuna Fata were discovered—was also the site of
another inscription dating from the third century: rar:
amveia'® The exceptional importance of this discovery was
obvious: for the first time, on this site that was considered to
be the cradle of the Trojan legend, an epigraph mentioning
Aeneas appeared. He was no longer a simple hero whose
praises were sung by poets, but a god honored by a cult. He
is referred to by the term Lar, which dates back to the archaic
vocabulary of Rome (e.g., the Lases of the Carmen Arvale and
the Lar familiaris), though we should not jump to the conclu-
sion that Lar was merely a synonym for “hero” (interpreted
in the Greek manner).

In the same area in the same year (1958), at a place called
Madonnetta, F. Castagnoli and L. Cozza unearthed a bronze
plaque that dated from the sixth or fifth century and that bore
the dedication Castorei Podlouqueique qurois.* The early date of
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this inscription, its association with the divine twins, and their
designation by the expression quroi provided ample material
for the reflection of scholars.’? Forit was known that originally
Castoralone was admitted inside the pomerium in Rome: as the
patron god of horsemen, he received the gratitude of the
Roman authorities after the famous victory of Lake Regillus,
which was won by A. Postumius, who enlisted the help of the
Roman cavalry, at the beginning of the fifth century."* Hence-
forth, it was simple to prove that Rome had not needed to go
very far to become familiar with the Dioscuri; their cult was
celebrated near Lavinium, where it had come from Magna
Graecia and not, as had been thought, from Etruria. The
Roman attitude is even more interesting: Castor had been
chosen” because of his specialty as a ““horseman” and be-
cause of a particular historical circumstance.

The epigraphic find on the site of Lavinium may presage
further discoveries. At least that was what it suggested to
the scholar who devoted himself to this task. F. Castagnoli
wrote that the current investigations focus “on a part of the
outer walls of the east side. These are walls in opus
quadratum with remains of a gate and a street. Several
phases can be identified, the oldest one going back to the
sixth century.'*

The new inscriptions were put together in a collection that
is easy to consult, and was published through the efforts of
A. Degrassi: Inscriptiones Latinae liberae rei publicae, vol. 1
(Florence 1957) and vol. 2 (Florence 1963). This excellent
publication makes accessible for study the most important
epigraphic texts with an updated bibliography. With a similar
purpose, A. Pasoli reworked an edition of the Acta Fratrum
Aruvalium (Bologna 1950) by going back to the Acta published
by G. Henzen (Berlin 1874) and completing them with
inscriptions discovered since that date. We should note,
however, that in this case the annotations are sparse; Hen-
zen's commentary remains indispensable.

Following Th. Mommsen’s publication (CIL, ), a new
edition of the Roman calendar was needed, especially since
the discovery of the pre-julian calendar of Antium (N.S
1921, pp. 73ff.) had provided a document invaluable for a
new inclusive study. This considerable work was completed
with admirable care by A. Degrassi. It constitutes section 2 of
volume 13 of the Inscriptiones Italiae devoted to Fasti et Elogia
(Rome 1963) under the title Fasti anni Numani et Juliani
(section 1 appeared in 1947 and included Fasti consulares et
triumphales). In separate publications, the author presented
all the epigraphic fragments, often reproduced in color
facsimiles, before offering a general commentary that takes
into account the principal works on the subject.

With regard to the calendar, we should mention A.
Kirsopp-Michels, Calendar of the Roman Republic (Princeton
1967), which tried to settle the often intricate problems of
calendrical practice during the Republic. Unlike her prede-
cessors, Kirsopp-Michels suggests (pp. 160ff.) that the mensis
Intercalaris or Mercedonius of the pre-Julian calendar always
had twenty-seven days, as is shown by the epigraphic
document of Antium (Fasti Antiates majores). The insertion of
this month, which intervened every other year, would have
been done sometimes after 23 Fcbruary (Tummalla) and
sometimes after 24 February (then considered an ordinary
day and not the Regifugium). In this way, the author secks to
reconcile the Antium document with the remarks of Censori-
nus (De die natali 20.6) and Macrobius (Saturnalia 1.13.12),
who mention an insertion (following the February Termina-
lia) which was sometimes twenty-two and sometimes
twenty-three days long and which concluded each time with
the last five days of February (hence the traditional hypoth-
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esis of an intercalary month that supposedly had twenty-
seven or twenty-eight days alternatively). A. Kirsopp-
Michels’s new hypothesis is ingenious and more economical
than the previous explanation, which faltered before the
Antium document which features only one intercalaris of
twenty-seven days. (The reader should refer to the work in
question for a more detailed discussion.)

The hope of having in one collection the illustrated docu-
ments that concern Roman religion has not proved in vain. 1.
Scott Ryberg illustrated his book Rites of the State Religion in
Roman Art (MAAR 22, 1955) with numerous photographs
that make it possible to understand the concrete realities and
sacrificial celebration in Roman religion far more precisely
than is possible with mere lengthy descriptions.

In this overview of scholarship, it is appropriate to men-
tion two recent editions of texts of religious interest. To the
classic works of R. von Panta (Grmnmatzk dur Oskisch-
umbrischen Dialekten, vol. 2, Strasbourg 1897), R. 5. Conway
(The Italic Dialects, Cambridge 1897), and G. Dcvoto (Tabulae
Iguvinae) we must add the more recent publication of J.
Wilson Poultney’s The Bronze Tablets of Iguvium (Mon. Am. Ph.
Ass. 17, 1959).

Finally, by far the most important commentary on Ovid’s
Fasti since Sir James George Frazer publlsh(*d The Fasti of Ovid
(London 1920) is the work of F. Boemer'” (P. Ovidius Naso, Die
Fasten, 1, Einleitung, Text und Ubersetzung, Heidelberg 1957).
This publication u)rrcsponds to the return to favor of Ovid as
a ‘religious exegete.”” [t seems to have been established long
ago that the poet of the Amores should not be taken too
seriously in matters of religion; 1 have attempted to show
that this attitude lacked subtlety and seriousness. '

Works of general interest that have appeared during the
two decades since 1955 and that establish certain basic
positions within the field include, among others, G. Radke’s
book, Die Gatter Altitaliens (Muanster 1965), which takes the
form of a dictionary that lists the different deities in alpha-
betical order. Each of the entries raises particular points
which bear simultaneously on the work as a whole and on
the interpretation of the particular elements. While we might
discuss both the overall presentation of the work and its
interpretation of the facts, we shall instead merely point out
the author’s principal idea. He claims (p. 8) to have wanted
to return to Varro’s objective, but under conditions improved
by progress in linguistics, since Varro was noted for his
“etymological investigations.” Radke reasons that, “All too
often antiquity left us nothing but a name.”'” While this
method may seem altogether too restrictive in general, it may
“pay” in difficult or hopeless cases. Take, for example, the
two cases that secem to respond best, a priori, to the spirit of
this method of inquiry: Falacer and Dea Dia. Indeed, we
have almost no information about these two except for their
names. "

The paradox of Falacer is that he is provided with a flamen
even though no one knows anything about the significance
of the god. We know no more after reading the paragraph
devoted to him. And for Dea Dia the inadequcy of a method
based solely on onomastics is also clear. Radke adopts—
justifiably—Altheim’s proposal of comparison with the root
*diu-, but he redirects this scholar’s line of thought in a less
fortunate direction, by assimilating the goddess to the moon.
Then he has recourse to the altogether gratuitous “recon-
struction” of a Doppelnamen, Dia Luna. Yet the opposite
approach would seem to be demanded here, to avoid the
excesses of a purely etymological exercise in the name of
liturgy. In fact, Dea Dia enters into the principal liturgy of the
Arval Brethren as the deity invoked in the season that is
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decisive for harvesting (the month of May), in order to
dispense good light, in other words, good weather. Far from
being confused with Diana, she is differentiated from the
goddess of the night precisely because she is responsible for
diffusing the daylight."”

An attempt in the opposite direction can be seen in Jean
Bayet's Historre politique et psychologique de la religion romarine
(Paris ed. 1957; 2d ed. 1969), to the extent that the author in
the course of his investigations attempts to deal with reli-
gious phenomena in the context of Indo-European tradi-
tions, the political institutions of the city, and the events of
history, without neglecting the topographical features of the
Roman site. Since [ have already devoted a special review to
this book,”” I shall limit myself to recalling the broad outline.
Nothing was more alien to Jean Bayet than complacency in
pure abstraction; precisely because in Rome many deities
have names with transparent meanings, such as Ceres or
Fides, just to mention the oldest, he felt the need to “incar-
nate” them into the process by which they became real gods.

Hence he paid attention to history in the full sense of the
term, to Roman religion from the migrations of the ltalians
and the settling of primitive Rome to the final stages. This
“stratigraphic” preoccupation, borrowed from archacology,
works well throughout Bayet’s book. It has the advantage of
heightening the contrast between such archaic rites as the
Lupercalia and later religious forms. It is counterbalanced by

an awareness of the constants not only within the “religious
mentality ot the Romans” but also within the frameworks
and institutions of public worship.

Not all of the proposed analyses have received the same
high approval. Since the first edition in 1957, two points n
particular deserve to be reexamined: the origin of the Dios-
curi in Rome and the Ara Maxima cult of Hercules. On the
first point, | indicated in my review?' “that it is not certain
that the Dioscuri had been ‘evoked” from Tusculum.” The
discovery of the archaic dedicatory inscription to Castor and
Pollux on the site of ancient Lavinium contributed substan-
tially to this subject. The “evocation” itself seems improba-
ble, for reasons stated in my article on the Dioscuri. On the
second point, a new explanation was proposed by D. van
Berchem, who dates the founding of the Great Altar to
between the ninth and eighth centuries and attributes it to
Phoenicians who came up the Tiber.”* The author took care
to explain several rites and taboos of this cult, as well as the
name Potitii, which he interprets to mean “the possessed”
by arguing that a gens Potitia did not exist.”” It 1s, however,
impossible to prove such an initiative on the part of Phoeni-
cians that early.” Only later (in the sixth or early fifth
century, according to scholars) is there evidence, in the
golden plaques of Pyrgi discovered by M. Pallottino’s archae-
ological team.”” This provided both a document in the
Phoenician language and two texts in Etruscan that the

Bearers of Lares. Rome, Vatican Museum. Museum photo.
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specialists attribute to Punic colonists rather than to Phoeni-
cians. This last discovery would have delighted K. Latte,
who was always on the lookout for epigraphic novelties.
Such documents are a great aid to research,” though we
need not “leave the gods” in the name of a new sociological
historicism.

We shall now turn to other syntheses that have appeared
in the last twenty vears, beginning with the published works
of F. Altheim (works that precede this period, but there have
been new editions of his Romische Religionsgescliichte).”” Alth-
eim’s thesis is well known. It is most vividly expressed in his
book, Griechisclie Gotter im alten Rom (Greek gods in ancient
Rome [Giessen 1930]), the title of which is in and of itself so
telling. No one has ever doubted the usefulness of this
reaction against the concept that dates back to Wissowa
(Religion und Kultus der Romer [Munich 1902; 2d ed. 1912]),
which tended to exaggerate the isolation of the Latin world
from its neighbors, at least until the third century s.c. But
often in such cases reaction goes to extremes. It seems less
and less true that Rome did nothing but passively accept
Greek or Etruscan concepts.” This exclusivity in orientation
may have led K. Latte to write that a discussion with Altheim
was hopeless, “aussichtslos.”*

No one has criticized the principles affirmed by Latte at the
time when he composed his own handbook, principles that
recognized the value of epigraphy and archaeology. But this
very tendency may have developed in an unwarranted
manner in his hands. This state of mind had made Latte
seemingly impervious to any notion of system. This latter-
day doubting Thomas of the history of religions had an
insatiable need for concrete proofs. Nothing is more reveal-
ing than his affected ignorance of the idea of an Indo-
European substratum. He thus dismisses a priori the very
enterprise of Dumézil, weil die Pfetler . . . auf denen sie [die
Ernenerung dieser Versuclie] ihr Gebiude erriclitet, bei philologis-
clier Kritik des Materials wegbrechien (because the pillars on
which it [the renewal of this attempt] built its structures falls
apart at the philological criticism of the material).*

We have now reached the heart of the problem. What is
the “right” method according to Latte? In the chapter dealing
with sources,” he mentions the calendar, inscriptions, and
literary sources. One can immediately see the drastic char-
acter of this limited list. Latte rejects comparativism by
challenging the validity of the comparative method and by
citing abuses committed by the nominalism of the nineteenth
century (which had tried hard to identify deities through
affinities suggested more or less by etymology).

This line of thought led him to ignore the structures of
religious organization, which make up one of the most
original dimensions of Roman religion. For instance, he does
not mention the archaic triad of Jupiter-Mars-Quirinus, nor
does he mention the hierarchy of the three major flamens
who each correspond to one of these three gods. In his
estimation, these are Ortsgottheiten who, far from having
been arranged in a complementary hierarchy, had been more
or less attracted according to the vagaries of historical acci-
dent and were subjected to the counterblows of an internal
rivalry. Thus we learn that Quirinus, Gottheit vom Quirinal,
had been eclipsed by Mars in the minds of his worshipers.™

What is more, the very personalities of the deities become
so malleable that they seem to be patterned from the vicis-
situdes of history. Nothing is more revealing than a sentence
such as this one: Dieselben Gottergestalten nelimen verschiedene
Aspekte an, je nachdem sie ans den Niten des biuerlichen oder
kriegerischen Lebens angerufen werden (The same divine forms
take on various aspects each time that they are called forth
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from the needs of peasant or martial life).”* The result is that
Mars represented for the peasant the wildness (der Wilde)
that the peasant tries to keep away from his fields, while for
the warrior Mars represented an accredited protector who
would “later” become the god of war.™

This method confuses two different ideas: the identity of
the deity and the realm of his competence. In Rome, there is
no god with a variable definition in the way that, in our time,
there are airplanes with a variable geometry. Gods were
invariably identified. To go back to the example of Mars,
Latte should have been alerted by an archaic document-—the
Carmen Arvale,® in which Mars is characterized as ferus. This
episode, however, does not warrant referring to him as an
Exponent der unheimlichen, unvertrauten Welt dranssen (an ex-
ponent of the uncanny, unreliable world outside).” The best
proof of this lies in the fact that Mars is summoned to the
defense of the ager Romanus in a reference that leaves no
doubt as to its meaning: limen saki (leap to the frontier).*
Mars is invoked in this prayer, along with the Lases and the
Semones, but in accordance with the definition of his own
office. His task is to ensure the defense of borders, just as the
task of the Lases is to protect the tilled land, and the task of
the Semones is to promote the growth of sceds.

Ferus, therefore, does not mean “the savage against whom
one wants to protect one’s tields,”* but the god of strength,
who is capable of unleashing his furor against a potential toe;
thus, ferns, which is linguistically related to ferox,” charac-
terizes the warlike nature of the god.

But we should take Latte to task not for the sources he
advocates but for the ones he omits. In the case of literary
sources, Latte is justitied when he cautions scholars to
guard against the distortions of archaic documents by the
Neoplatonic or Stoic schools. Yet it is surprising that in the
table of contents one finds the names only of Nigidius
Figulus, Varro, Lucretius, and Cicero, all of whom caught
Latte’s attention only because they represented the philo-
sophical opinions or religious beliefs of their times.

Certainly Plautus is cited several times with reference to
certain expressions formulated in religious language, and
Livy with reference to certain institutions, such as the ritual
of the fetiales or the inauguratio. But the treatises of Cicero,
such as De natura deorum, De divinatione, and De legibus,
deserve more consideration despite their author’s tendency
to rationalize. It is to Cicero that we owe the survival of
precious fragments from the earliest times, precisely because
he preserved them in quotations in his treatises. For exam-
ple, Cicero cites a fragment from a tragedy by Ennius** that
refers to a dialogue during which Cassandra speaks as
follows:

Missa sum superstitiosis hariolationibus;
Namque Apollo fatis fandis dementem invitam ciet.*>

This text is remarkable for its use of the expressions
superstitiosis hariolationibns, which do not carry here the
pejorative connotation that they would later have, and for
the etymological figure fatis fandis, which can be invoked in
the argument about the etymology of fatum.**

Equally surprising is the meager share allotted to Virgil
and Horace, two poets whose vocabulary and allusions to
cultic institutions constitute a mine of information for the
historian of Roman religion. Finally, Latte’s judgment of
Ovid, the author of Fasti, must also be adjusted, indeed
revised, particularly when it comes to such a statement as:
Altromische Religiositit lag diesens modernsten unter den romi-
schien Dichitern recht fern (“Ancient Roman religious feeling
remained far away from this most modern of Roman
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poets”).*” Elsewhere I have tried to show why and how Ovid
can be of use to modern research. To counter Latte’s con-
demnation of the Fasti one need only recall the impressive
account that Ovid gives of the nocturnal ceremony of the
Lenuria. He evokes an atmosphere of archaic times that is at
once magical and religious, without yielding to literary
embellishments or Greek fables.*®

We should add that the poet gives clues that can be
valuable in filling in the lacunae in our knowledge. Thus 1
January on the pre-julian calendar lacks the name of a deity.
Should one supply co[nslo, as Mancini would have it, or
colro(nipy), as Degrassi suggests? Ovid’s testimony allows us
to resolve the question and opt for the second hypothesis.*”

I have greatly criticized Latte’s work, because the enter-
prise originally inspired equally great hope. It may still have
significant value for research in the field. Latte put together
a great mass of documents that make it possible to begin to
establish files for problems yet to be solved. His principal
concern was to be the first to offer to the scholarly world a
fresh harvest of epigraphic and archaeological novelties that
could fertilize research in the history of religions. In this he
succeeded. He may not have supplanted the work of his
predecessor Wissowa, but he did fill in a gap of fifty years’
worth of information. His judgments may not have been
infallible, but he did produce in his text and in his notes a
number of relevant and suggestive thoughts. He is a scholar
whose works, far from leaving the reader indifferent, make
him think. He therefore deserves our thanks.

An altogether different spirit characterizes the works of
Georges Dumézil. Not that this scholar disregarded archae-
ological or epigraphic documentation. On the contrary, he
used it brilliantly when, for instance, he proposed an intel-
ligible decipherment of the fragments of the archaic inscrip-
tions of the truncated stela of the Forum.* But his main
concern has always been to discern the structures that
characterize a given religious situation or social organization.
Since La religion romaine archaique, avec un appendice sur la
religion des Etrusques (Paris 1966),* Dumézil has published in
succession Idées romaines (Paris 1969); Mythe et Epopée, vol. 1
(Paris 1968), vol. 2 (Paris 1971), vol. 3 (Paris 1973); and Fétes
romaines d’été et d’automne (Paris 1975); and he has revised
and updated La religion romaine archaique (2d ed. Paris 1974).”"

This work is by far the most striking of those of these last
twenty-five years, because of both its breadth and its origi-
nality. The last publications are the full harvest of over thirty
years of fruitful labor and reflection. They represent a kind of
balance sheet that this author has tried to draw up. The
elements that were the object of the individual studies
became integrated into the whole, so that the whole bene-
fited from individual analyses, and conversely, comprehen-
sive views often shed light on particular issues.”!

For the first time the reader has access to an interpretation
of Roman religion in the light of the comparative Indo-
European tradition. This was the intended plan behind the
whole enterprise. An important introduction that bears the
modest title of Primary Remarks opens the discussion and
gives the author a chance to define his line of inquiry. This
section alone (151 pages) could have been a book. After that,
the material is arranged into four parts. The first part
introduces “The Great Gods of the Archaic Triad.”” The
second part ushers us into Roman history-—the end of the
monarchy and the beginnings of the Republic—by discuss-
ing various aspects of “Ancient Theology,” among them the
Capitoline triad, the public cult of Vesta, and the forces and
elements that characterize the “third, second, and first
functions.”” (The notion of function has, of course, a partic-
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ular character in Dumézil’s language. On the basis that the
archaic Roman triad Jupiter-Mars-Quirinus, which can also
be found among the Umbrians at Iguvium, can only be
explained by historical, topographical, and ethnic consider-
ations, the author demonstrates the necessity of recognizing
a three-level religious conception, a theological structure.)
The third part is devoted to “Extensions and Mutations” of
Roman religion. The fourth and last part deals with the cult
(ceremonies, priests, signa, and portenta), with a chapter
devoted to private cults. An appendix concerns the religion
of the Etruscans.

The “Preliminary Remarks” give the reader a clear under-
standing of the author’s method. The reader learns how
comparativism was able to lift up the heavy hypothetical
structure that seemed to weigh irretrievably on the archaic
period of Roman history, ever since the eighteenth century,
when Louis de Beaufort wrote his famous Dissertation sur
I'incertitude des cing premiers siecles de Rome (1738).

Beyond the hypercritical wave of the nineteenth century
that was one of the logical consequences of this method of
doubt, Dumézil opened up a new way, following a system-
atic investigation that revealed corresponding structures in
the respective areas of the Indo-European realm, for in-
stance, the comparable antitheses Romulus-Numa in Rome
and Varuna-Mitra in Vedic India, and the parallel conjunc-
tions of Cocles-Scaevola (or “the Cyclops and the Lefty”) in
Rome and Odinn-Tyr (““the one-eyed god and the one-armed
god”) in Scandinavian mythology.

The history of Rome need no longer be considered a
doubtful fabrication coming out of the headquarters of fan-
ciful annalists. It is actually a stylized history that exhibits—
on the banks of the Tiber in a historical form—an ideology
that is elsewhere mythical. Now, although there is an “Indo-
European heritage” in Rome, it is no longer possible to
reduce the divine, in the origins of the early Rome of
Romulus, to an embryonic world of diffuse forces out of
which, by virtue of a process of evolution, “numinal” deities
emerged who were endowed with a numen not unlike the
Melanesian mana.

Consequently the triad of Jupiter-Mars-Quirinus, which
existed in both Rome and Iguvium (predating the Capitoline
association of Jupiter-Juno-Minerva), can only be an acciden-
tal and late grouping. Wissowa had already recognized this
archaic “Dreiverein’ (Trinity), which Latte would later chal-
lenge. This may be a case of hairsplitting, but hairsplitting
can lead to blindness: one cannot see the forest for the trees.

This threefold hierarchy can also be found in the priestly
structures and the ritual institutions. The triple flamonium is
in itself a veiled reference to the divine triad. The three
priests who in the hierarchy of precedence come immedi-
ately after the Rex (turned Rex Sacrorum or Rex Sacrificulus
during the Republic) are, in their respective order, the
Flamen Dialis assigned to Jupiter, the Flamen Martialis
assigned to Mars, and the Flamen Quirinalis assigned to
serve Quirinus. These three flamens proceeded together
once a year in an open chariot to a chapel of Fides, or Good
Faith, who was necessary for harmonious relationships
among people in all walks of life. .

Dumézil also shows this threefold grouping’” in the ar-
chaic forms of the cult. Thus, the Regia, the former “house of
the king,” which during the Republic became the seat of the
Pontifex Maximus, accommodates three types of cult. The
first concerns Jupiter (in addition to the cults of Janus and
Juno, who were honored as those who usher in the new year
and the new month); the second, Mars, in the sacrarium
Martis; the third, in another sacrarium, Ops Consiva, who
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Ara pietatis. Temple relief. Rome, Museo deir Conservatori. Photo
Ahnari-Giraudon.

belongs to the group of deities represented by Quirinus in
the canonical list of the flamines majores.

The same grouping includes—after Janus, the god of
beginnings, and before the specific deities invoked in special
circumstances—Jupiter, Mars, and Quirinus in the ancient
carmen of the devotio (Livy 89.6). It also inspires the old
theory of spolia opima recorded by Festus (p. 302 L.?), who
tells that the prima spolia are offered to Jupiter, the secunda
spolia to Mars, and the fertia to “Janus Quirinus.” The
threefold scheme persists, no matter what interpretation we
adopt for prima, secunda, tertin, whether 1t is based on time or
rank. The choice 1s open. We should note that on this point™
Latte agrees with Dumézil by accepting this evidence about
the triad: Latte suggests an interpretation of the pruma,
secunda, tertia as a function of worth and not of time, which
is consistent with the trifunctional explanation of the triad
proposed by Dumézil.>® Finally, the same scheme can be
found 1in the triple patronage of the college of the Salii who
are in tutela Joms Martis Quirini.””

But does this tripartition correspond to anything that
would not quickly dissolve through historical erosion, as the
Capitoline triad replaced the old Indo-European triad as
early as the sixth century B.c.? Dumézil’s own definition of
the “ideology of the three functions’” applies here. “It can be
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observed,” he states, “with the speaial peculiarities of each of
the societies, among the Indians and Iranians as well as
among the ancient Scandinavians and, with more pro-
nounced alterations, among the Celts. To judge from some
survivals which are to be found despite the ecarly reorgani-
zation of the three traditions, it was also known to several
waves of Greek invaders, the Achaeans and the lonians. . . .
The principal elements and the machinery of the world and
of society are here divided into three harmoniously adjusted
domains. These are, in descending order of dignity, sover-
eignty, with its magical and juridical aspects and a kind of
maximal expression of the sacred; physical power and brav-
ery, the most obvious manifestation of which is victory in
war; and fertility and prosperity with all kinds of conditions
and consequences, which are almost always meticulously
analyzed and represented by a great number of related but
different divinities, among whom now one, now the other,
typifies the whole in formulary enumerations of gods. The
‘Jupiter-Mars-Quirinus” grouping, with the nuances appro-
priate to Rome, corresponds to the lists found in Scandinavia
and in Vedic and pre-Vedic India: Odinn, Thor, Freyr;
Mitra-Varuna, Indra, Nasatya.”>

Therein lies the very heart of a proof that in the course of its
development took great pamns to answer exhaustively all the
criticisms raised against it. The reader is urged to refer to it. It
1s important to add that Dumézil also demonstrated the fertility
of his comparativist method in the area of marginal cults. Their
archaic rites had been incomprehensible to Romans of the
classical era for most of the time. One example will suffice,
namely, the festival of the Matralia on 11 June—a strange
liturgy in which Roman ladies introduce a slave woman into
the temple of Mater Matula (itself an exceptional act) and then
drive her out, hitting her with sticks. During this rite the ladies
hold in their arms not their own children but those of their
sisters. These rites seem incomprehensible when viewed solely
in a Roman context. But when compared with Vedic mythol-
ogy, they become clear, because Mater Matuta represents
Dawn.””

lt1s greatly to his credit that Dumézil was able to shed light
on the function of a whole series of deities whose liturgy had
become unintelligible because of the “lost mythology,” and
thus to give them their true identity. They were studied in
the book appropriately entitled Déesses latines et mythes
védiques (Brussels 1956), which was followed by studies on
Carna (1960) and on the two Pales (1962). The reader who
takes the trouble to follow these demonstrations will become
aware of the “archaic dimension” of Roman rehgion, as well
as the constants that emerge here and there in the religious
mentality, despite great gaps in time.

Dumézil willingly took risks by the very method that he
adopted. Because he exposed his thought step by step as it
progressed, he was reproached for excessive fluidity and by
some people for fickleness. “His latest state of mind,” one
such disparaging observer maliciously called it. Of course, a
publication that proceeds by successive alterations and cor-
rections is liable to be a problem. But to each his own
rhythm. Dumézil has enjoyed inspiring critical reaction in an
area in which he has often been a pioneer. Thus, his study of
the inscription of the lapis niger benefited from suggestions
and corrections of detail proposed by other scholars. The
thrust of his argument, which revealed the augural prescrip-
tion for the juges auspicium, was not diminished by it. We owe
the fine collection Idées Romaines (Paris 1969) to this matura-
tion of thinking. (In it, the author made every effort to use
his entire experience as a scholar in formulating his funda-
mental ideas about Roman civilization. He also added several
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Funeral procession. Aquila, Museo nazionale d’Abruzzo. Museum photo.

studies on the ideology of the three functions and some
analyses outlining deities [Venus, Carna, Pales, Consus, and
Opsl.)

The preceding observations allow us at least to recognize
certain broad outlines of research in the field of Roman
religion. They are not so much contradictory as complemen-
tary. They emphasize approaches that attempt to solve
problems in various ways. The bibliographies that follow
allow the reader to take into account a wide variety of
studies. It is not my intention to cast my lot for one work
rather than another, but simply to offer a few final reflec-
tions.

First we must come to terms with the fact that many points
in this vast field of investigation still remain obscure. Such
ceremonies as the Lupercalia and the Argei may never be
really explained. Of course some aspects of them have given
rise to plausible or probable explanations, but the enduring
mystery gives us some idea of the level of our ignorance. We
may dream of an ideal colloquium of scholars concerned with
the same problem: they would leave their egos aside and
gather about a round table instead of working in isolation pro
virili parte and subsequently making exclusive, rather polem-
ical, pronouncements.”®

But aside from the problems that remain unsolved, these
two decades have undoubtedly been among the most fertile
in the history of research on Roman religion, thanks to
archaeological finds and the sustained efforts of many peo-
ple. Unquestionably the problem of origins has benefited
from a renewal of effort on a level unknown until now,
through archaeological digs, philological inquiry, and the
comparativists” contributions to the field.

Furthermore, the originahty of Rome emerged far more
clearly after the extreme swings of the pendulum repre-
sented by Wissowa and Altheim. Monographs that appeared
in France and elsewhere during this period played a signif-
icant role in this respect. Not only have they contributed to
the settling of specific issues but they have also often cast a
new light on general problems through a kind of inverse
reaction.
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Luckily for researchers, many questions remain open. First
is the problem of syncretism, which affects all societies that
are not isolated from the rest of the world. This was true of
Rome as much in the archaic period as in the classical and
pmtclaqqcal periods. Syncretism cannot be defined as a
passive assimilation. The study of homologous deities in
Greece, Etruria, and Rome shows clearly how the true
question to understand is not so much the origin of the
borrowmg as the process by which the borrowing took
place.™

The Augustan Age is particularly fascinating, though this
is not always suspected. In the Fasti, Ovid confronted the
awesome problem of reconciling the national tradition with
an ideology of Greek inspiration. Although Ovid succeeded
unevenly in this task, his modern critics have often failed to
appreciate its inherent difficulties. The Imperial Age left
some interesting liturgical documents, the Acta of the Arval
Brethren. Nothing could be more revealing than the names
of the dignitaries of the city who considered it an honor to
be, along with the emperor, part of a college originally
designed to promote an agrarian cult.”” Nothing could be
more instructive than sorting out archaic traits that demon-
strate the great age of rites and invocations that were
introduced later.®’

Another question focuses on the connection between
magic and religion. How is it possible that these two men-
talities, which cortradict each other in certain respects,
managed to coexist within certain calendrical festivals?©?
How does one go about interpreting certain rites that clearly
come under the rubric of magic, such as releasing foxes
“with torches tied to their burning backs” during the festival
of the Cerialia?®® Are we to see in it “a magical/religious
process to promote lutlhtv"?“' Or, on the contrary, are we to
consider these foxes “the symbolic representatives of the
solar heat which must be kept in check’”?

In general, it is not always easy to distinguish the bound-
aries between these two mentalities; sometimes they over-
lap, as in the formula of the carmen in the devotio of Decius, as
reported by Livy (8.9.6), which partakes simultaneously of a
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religious supplication and a compelling magic: vos precor
veneror veniam pelo feroque (1 pray to you and 1 honor you, 1
ask for and | obtain your acceptance, your favor’”).®®

Another of the questions Latte raised was, To what extent
can one still speak of a living faith in historical times?*” This
formulation may perhaps reflect too modern a point of view.
The Romans of the first century, for the most part (except
Lucretius), seem to reconcile respect for traditions with great
philosophical freedom. Their situation in the face of national
religious institutions is thus not entirely comparable to that
of the modern believer who separates himself clearly from
the “unbeliever” by virtue of his belief.®®

Nevertheless, we might ask the question in different
terms. What religious ideals pervaded minds in the various
periods? On the official level, Rome’s ideological choice was
manifested in particular by two remarkable initiatives. At a
time when it was fully exposed to the syncretist movement of
its neighbors Etruria and Magna Graecia, Rome adopted the
Trojan legend. This was a choice with an enormous impact,
which would later allow the city to use a myth of Greek
origin ad majorem gloriam populi Romani. We know today how
this myth, already present in Italy in the sixth century,
inspired the Roman bards of the third century before it
provided an official doctrine for the poets of the Augustan
Age and for the regime that would later claim Julius Caesar
as its authority.

Moreover, thanks to the teachings of the Etruscans, Rome
was familiar with the doctrine according to which the saecula
had to be pursued until they reached the end of a series of
ten, which was supposed to fill out a great period. Rome was
not indifferent to this doctrine, since the institution of the
secular games, which materialized in the third century by the
command of the Sibylline Books, had a sequel (especially the
solemn celebration of 17 B.c.), which a reference to the “great
series of centuries” in the fourth Bucolics places on the same
level. But another theme was to eclipse the first: the theme of
Roma aeterna that Virgil advanced as an official dogma in the
Aeneid by having Jupiter utter the following verses for the
benefit of the Romans, who traced their descent from Ae-
neas:

Hic ego nec metas rerum nec tempora pono:
Imperium sine fine dedi

“I fix no limits for them in time or in space:
I give them an empire without end.”®”

Here again the choice is significant and gives material for
thought. One question often leads to another. 1t should not
surprise us that several scholars go beyond their particular
analyses to ponder this fundamental problem: what consti-
tutes the basic innovation of the religious patrimony of
Rome? This matter should not be dealt with by classifying
types of explanations but rather by providing the biblio-
graphic repertory. In any case, the answer cannot be easy nor
can it exhaust the fascination of the historian of religions for
a heritage of traditions several millennia old.

R.S./g.h.

NOTES

1. Among the reviews bearing upon the period before 1950, we
emphasize N. Turchi, ”Studi sulla religicne Romana,” 1940-50,
StudRom 2 (1954): 570-77; A. Brelich, “Storia delle religioni: Reli-
gione Romana,” 1939-48, Doxa 2 (1949): 136-66; H. J. Rose, "Roman
Religion,” 1910-60, JRS 50 (1960): 161-72. It is sufficient to mention
for the rest the collections published from time to time in the journal
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Studi Rowauni: N. Turchi, “Recenti studi sulla religione Romana,”
StudRom 6 (1958): 591-94; U. Bianchi, ibid. 9 (1961): 301-7; ibid. 11
(1963): 581-89; ibid. 15 (1967): 70-78.

2. We must not forget that, collaborating on the Handbuch der
romischen AMterhiimer of J. Marquardt and Th. Mommsen, Wissowa
had edited the third volume (2d ed., Leipzig 1885) under the generic
title Romische Staatsverwaltung, which included the subtitle Das
Sacralwesen.

3. Extract of a personal letter from K. Latte to me in French, dated
27 October 1957.

4. M. Guarducci, BCAR 72 (1946-48): 2ff. Cf. A. Degrassi,
Inscriptiones Latinae Jiberae rei publicae (= 1.L.L.R.), nos. 10-12.

5. St. Weinstock, Festschrift, A. Rumpf (Cologne 1952), 151ff.

6. L. L. Tels-de-Jong, Sur quelques divinités de la naissance ¢t de la
prophétic (Delft 1959), passim. Cf. my review of this work in Guomon
32 (1960): 650-53.

7. M. Guarducci, Arch. Class 3 (1951): 99ff., and “Ancora sulla
legge sacra di Lavinio,” ibid. 11 (1959): 204ff. (cf. A. Degrassi,
[.L.L.R., no. 509).

8. We refer to St. Weinstock, JRS 42 (1952): 34ff., and RE, 8, 2
(1958): cc, 1712—13 s. v. Vesperna; R. Bloch, CRAI, 1954, 203ff.; H. Le
Bonniec, Le culte de Céres a Rome (Paris 1958), 463tf.; Ae. Peruzzi, Un
problema etimologico latino, Maia 11 (1959): 212ff.; K. Latte, Romische
Religionsgeschiclite (Munich 1960), 70, n. 1.

9. In spite of the efforts of Weinstock (who cites elsewhere the
passage of Festus, p. 505 L: Vesperna apud Plautun [fr. inc. 45] cena
intellegitur), the divinity of Vesperna seems suspect to me. I will
understand it as a matter of a lex sacra, until proof to the contrary (in
particular, an irrefutable attestation of this supposed divinity):
"presents to Ceres, in an evening offering, viscera boiled in the pot.”’

10. Published by M. Guarducci, BCAR 76 (1956-58), appendix pp.
3ff.; it is cited by A. Degrassi, I.L.L.R., no. 1271, with an important
bibliography from which it is advisable to single out A. Alfoldi, Die
trojanischen Urahnen der Rouer (Basel 1957); Early Rome and the Latins
(Ann Arbor 1963), 255ff.

11. F. Castagnoli, SMSR 30 (1959): 109ff.

12. Cf. A. Degrassi, I.L.L.R., no. 1271a, with bibliographic refer-
ences.

13. Cf. A. Alfoldi, Early Rome and the Latins, 268ff., and my article
“Hommages a Georges Dumézil,” Coll. Latomus, 45 (1960), 177ff.
(= R.C.D.R., Les Castores romains . . .).

14. In a letter of 15 March 1971, F. Castagnoli courteously informed
me of the then impending publication of the results of the excava-
tions at Lavinium, with cited details: "Nei due ultimi anni gli scavi
hanno riguardato un tratto delle mura sul lato orientale: sono mura
in opera quadrata con resti di una porta e una strada. Presentano piu
fasi, la pit antica databile al VI secolo.”

15. The same author is publishing a commentary on Ovid’s
Metamorphoses, of which the first volume, Kommentar, books 1-3
(Heidelberg 1969), has appeared. An edition “for the educated
public” of Fastes, by H. Le Bonniec (text, translation, notes), 2 vols.
(Catana 1969), has appeared.

16. Let me cite my two articles on Ovid, reprinted in R.C.D.R.

17. Radke, op. cit., p. 8: “Und doch bietet sich uns in immer
wiederkehrenden Fallen kaum etwas Anderes als der Name.”

18. It is by design that I have not included Venus, which would
have given the discussion a very personal turn. Always appreciating
the moral of the fable of La Fontaine, The Miller, His Son, and the
Donkey, T will not here oppose Radke’s denial of the public agree-
ment accorded to me by Hans Herter, Kurt Latte, Jean Bayet, and
Georges Dumézil.

19. Cf. the argument developed in my article on Dea Dia, Coll.
Latomus, 102 (1969), 2: 675-79 (= R.C.D.R., Dea Dua . . .).

20. Cf. R.E.L. 35 (1957): 424-31.

21. Ibid., pp. 428-29. The idea of making the cult of Castor come
from Tusculum was a common enough opinion (cf. Latte, R.R.G., p.
23) before the discovery of the archaic dedication on the ancient site
of Lavinium.

22. D. van Berchem, Hercule Melquart a I’Ara Maxima, RPAA 32
(1960): 61-68.

23. J. Carcopino (Aspects mystiques de la Rome paienne [Paris 1941])
sees in the Pontitii a function of Pythagorian origin, coming from
Taranto after 370. In the second edition of his book ([1969], p. 289),
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J. Bayet remarks with good reason that Hercules already appears in
the first Roman lectisternium of 399.

24 “But what might attract them (the Phoenicians) into this poor
region?” asks J. Bayet (ibid. [1969], 289).

25. Cf. M. Pallottino, Scavi nel santuario di Pyrgi, Arch. Class. 16
(1964): 58-63; 76-104; 104-17.

26. Cf. the observations of R. Bloch (Un mode d'interpretatio a deux
degreés: De I'uni de Pyrgi a llithye et Leucothée, Arch. Class. 21 [1969]:
64-65) on the presence of Thesan on a bronze lamella discovered by
M. Pallottino at Pyrgi and published by him: Un'altra laminetta di
bronzo con iscrizione etrusca recuperata dal materiale di Pyrgi, Arch.
Class. 19 (1967): 336—-41. R. Bloch wrote: “Thesan is nothing but *he
dawn known in Rome under the characteristics of Mater Matuta and
subsequently assimilated to the marine goddess Leucothea.” This
identification is all the more interesting because Mater Matuta—to
whom G. Dumézil restored her true identity, transcending all the
confused discussions (La religion romaine archaique [2d ed., Paris
1974], 66ff.), at the same time that he explicated the rites of the
Matralia of 11 June—had a temple not only at Rome and Satricum-
Conca, as R. Bloch called it, but also a cult, precisely at Caere (to
which Pyrgi served as port), as I have observed in R.E.L. 43 (1965):
74; cf. Ovid F. 6 475(f.

27. k. Altheim, Romische Religionsgeschichte (Baden-Baden 1951-53;
2d ed., Berlin 1956). It is advisable not to rely on a French work
published by the same author, La religion romaine antique (Paris 1955).
| have observed, in RHR 159 (1961): 242-45, that it is less a
translation than an adaptation, presented in language often incor-
rect.

28. | refer, for example, to the work of H. Le Bonniee, for Ceres
(1958); to my work for Venus (1954); and to my articles on the Castors
(1960) and Diana (1964), reprinted in R.C.D.R.

29. K. Latte, R.R.G., 15, no. 1.

30. Ibid., 9 and n. 3.

31. Ibid., 1ff.: Quellen.

32. Ibid., 9.

33. Ibid., 114: “"Der Gott, der Quirinus im Bewusstsein seiner
Verehrer zuruckgedrangt hat, war Mars.”

34. Ibid., 18: “The same divine figures appear under different
aspects according to whether the invocation expresses the needs of
agriculture or of military life.”

35. Ibid., 18: "Mars, der Gott der Welt jenseits der Siedlung, ist ftir
den Bauern der Wilde, von dem er wiinscht, dass er seine Fluren
verschonen moge, fir die Krieger, die die Grenzen der eigenen
Siedlung uberschreiten, ist er der gegebene Schirmherr und wird so
zum Kriegsgott.”

36. Cf. Degrassi, I.LL.R.R., n. 4, with notes and bibliographic
references.

37. Ctf. Latte, R R.G., 114.

38. The complete verse Satur fu, fere Mars; limen sali, sta berber can
be translated “Be satisfied, ferocious Mars; leap to the frontier and
mount guard.” Cf. the explicit explanation of G. Dumézil, La religion
romaine archaique, 2d ed., 239ff. It is possible that “be satisfied”
should be understood with the implicit idea of “by our offerings,” as
H. J. Rose has suggested.

39. According to the terms of Latte, R.R.G., 114: "Das Arvallied
wiunscht, der Wilde moge satt sein, und wenn man ihm beim
Flurumgang opfert, so mochte man seine Felder gegen ihn
schiitzen.”

40. Cf. A. Ernout and A. M. Meillet, Dictionnaire étymologique de la
langue latine (4th ed., Paris 1959), 230, s. v. ferus.

41. Latte, R.R.G., 1.

42. Cicero De divinatione 1.66. The passage from Ennius is attrib-
uted to a tragedy by Ennius, “Alexander”; cf. the edition by A. S.
Pease (Darmstadt 1963), 211.

43. “1 had been sent to make prophetic predictions; Apollo impels
me in spite of myself in my delirium to reveal fate.”

44. A brief reference to this passage (Ennius, scen. 57 V?) is made,
among other texts, in a note by Latte (R.R.G., 268, n. 1). For the
meaning of superstitiosus, see, most recently, E. Benveniste, Le
vocabulaire des institutions indo-européennes (Paris 1969): 2:274ff.; for the
etymology of fas, fatum, cf. ibid., 133ff. (the author refuses the
derivation from the theme dhés- in favor of the link with fari).

45. Latte, R.R.G., ("This poet, one of the most modern among his
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contemporaries, was quite a stranger to the spirit of old Roman
religion”).

46. Ovid F. 5.429-44.

417. Cf. A. Degrassi, Inscriptiones ltaliae, 13, 2 (1963): 388, with
reference to my article “Un passage lacunaire du calendrier préjulien
d’Antium éclairé par le commentaire d’Ovide” (F. 1.289-94), Coll.
Latomus, 44 (1960): 694-97; reprinted in R.C.D.R. In the editio minor
of the Inscriptiones Latinae liberae rei publicae (Florence 1957), 1:23,
Degrassi has again put a question mark after his restoration.

18. Cf., most recently, G. Dumézil, La religion romaine archaigue, 2d
ed., 99-103.

49. Cf. my article REA 70 (1968): 83-91.

50. An English translation, Archaic Roman Religion (Chicago 1970),
is based on the first French edition.

51. I return here to certain developments presented in my review
(RHR 172 [1967]: 217-20) and in my article (REA 70 [1968]: 83-91).
However, all the references on this subject are to the second edition,
La religion romaine archaique, 2d ed., and to the English translation.
Kohlhammer at first expected to publish this work in German. But
“the delays required by translation into German were prolonged,” so
it is the French edition which represents the latest state of the
author’s thought, and he has kept the book up-to-date.

52. G. Dumézil, La religion romaine archaique, 2d ed., 183-86.

3. K. Latte, R.R.G., 204-5.

4. G. Dumézil, La religion romaine archaique, 2d ed., 178-80.
5. Ct. Servius, ad Aen. 8.663.

6. G. Dumézil, Archaic Roman Religion, p. 161.

7. Cf. ibid., pp. 51 and 337-39.

58. An experiment of this type has been carried out for the gold
lamellae of Pyrgi: see “Tavola rotonda: Le lamine di Pyrgi” (Rome
1970).

59. In France, in the line of monographs devoted to divinities,
Jean-Louis Girard, a fermer student of the E.N.S., intends to write a
thesis on Minerva.

60. Les Freres Arvales, recrutement et origine sociale . . . (Paris 1975).

61. I have tried to cover some problems in the Annuaire de I'Ecole
des Hautes Etudes (Paris 1969-70), 256-57.

62. In the article on this question (Annuaire de 1'Ecole des Hautes
Etudes [Paris 1967-68], 31-55 = R.C.D.R., Religion et magie @ Ronte),
| have examined in particular the festival of the Robigalia.

63. Cf. Ovid F. 4.681-82. F. Bomer (Die Fasten, 2, ad loc.) has
denied the reality of this rite, which most commentaries take into
consideration.

64. This is the idea of J. Bayet (RBPh 29 [1951]: 5-32), whom H. Le
Bonniec follows on this point (Le culte de Cérés a Rome [Paris 1958], 122).

65. This is the suggestion of K. Latte (R.R.G., 19).

66. Cf. G. Dumézil, Archaic Roman Religion, p. 94, for the commen-
tarv on this carmen. It is advisable, this scholar demonstrates, to
respect the reading ferogue, for which most editors have arbitrarily
substituted the conjecture orogue.

67. Latte, R.R.G., 15: “Es gilt zu ermitteln, was in historischen
Zeiten noch lebendiger Glaube war.”

68. With respect to ““respect for traditions,” a supposed “‘remark”
about an augur who could not look at another augur without
laughing is often attributed to Cicero, who was himself an augur. In
fact, Cato’s remark, reported by Cicero, applies, not to the Roman
augur, but to the diviner who in that era was still considered a priest
of Etruscan allegiance. See the texts: Cicero De divinatione 2.51:
"“Vetus autem illud Catonis admodum scitum est, qui mirari se aiebat
quod non rideret haruspex haruspicem cum vidisset”’; De natura
deorum 1.71: “mirabile videtur quod non rideat haruspex cum
haruspicem viderit.”

69. Virgil Aen. 1.278-79: “I have not fixed limits for them in time
or in space: | have given them an empire without end.”
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RomanN Festivars

The very word for festival is a Latin term that derives from
festa—a neuter plural that corresponds to the classical expres-
sion festus (dies). This leads us back to the root *dlie-, which
serves to form the stem *dligs-. This stem is the base both for
the Latin noun fanum (with the root in its weak form) and the
words fesiae—which renders ferine—and festus (dies) (with the
root in its strong form). It is certainly difficult to define the
stem *dhés-, which according to Benveniste! “designates
some religious object or rite whose meaning we can no
longer ascertain; in any case, it is related to the sacred
sphere.”

The lack of precision of this definition indicates the degree
of present-day ignorance and induces us to learn about
ancient beliefs on the subject. The following are the state-
ments of Macrobius,” which go back to the origin of the
institution of the calendar: “Numa, having divided the year
into months, went on to divide each month into days, all of
which were known as dies festos (festivals) or profestos (work-
ing days) or intercisos (“interruptions” or “intermittents’:
morning and evening are festivals, while the interval be-
tween them is a period for work). The festival days are
dedicated to the gods, on working days men may transact
their private and public business, and the ‘interruptions” are
days shared between gods and men.”

This distinction remained in effect both for the calendar of
the republican epoch, which is supposed to have been
instituted by King Numa (and which is characterized by the
periodic insertion, every two years, of an intercalary month,
mensis intercalaris or mercedonius, to compensate for the deficit
of the lunar year—355 days—in relation to the solar year of
365 days),” and for the Julian calendar, which was
reformed in 46 B.c. by Julius Caesar and which, except for a
correction made by Pope Gregory XIII in the sixteenth
century, is still in use in societies of Latin tradition.

Nevertheless, the distribution of the days as presented by
Macrobius does not appear in a direct reading, of the distinc-
tive marks of the calendar. As this document was edited for
the use of men, the days bear a sign which indicates whether
or not they are suitable for profane use: I' designates the dies
fasti, in which it is fas, “religiously legitimate,”* to attend to
the concerns of everyday life: in particular, the praetor could
pronounce the three sacramental words, tria verba sollemnia,
“do, dico, addico”® which permitted the exercise of the legis
actio, legal procedure. The letter C signifies comitial days (dies
comitiales) on which the holding of comitia (assemblies) was
also authorized.®

By contrast, the letter N marked the days (dies nefastos) on
which non licebat lege agere,” because such days were reserved
“for the will of the gods,”’ deorum causa, to use Varro’s
expression.® The term nefastus thus does not have the pejo-
rative sense that it took on later,” but simply indicates that
the praetor was forbidden to pronounce the three sacramen-
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tal words and the magistrate was forbidden to hold assem-
blies. These days had religious overtones only to the extent
that if the praetor were to transgress the rule by mistake
(imprudens), he would have to perform an expiatory sacrifice
(piaculari hostia). And if, on the contrary, he violated the
prohibition knowingly—prudens—he would be struck with
impietas, an inexpiable wrong.'? Otherwise these dies nefasti
did not impede the holding of assemblies in the senate, the
meetings of the contiones, or the activities of the markets.'!

The true festival days—dies fasti—which carry proper
names in capital letters on the calendar, generally'* have the
sign NP: these two ligatured letters have given rise to a
series of debates which have never come to any certain
conclusions.'® But these are undoubtedly feriae publicae set
aside for the gods, dies deorum causa instituti according to
Varro’s definition.'* They are charaacterized by sacrifices to
the gods as well as by ceremonies and rejoicing.'” They imply
an obligation to rest: these are dies quieti, declares Cicero (De
legibus 2.55), days “exempted from all litigation,” on which it
is proper to celebrate “completed tasks, in the midst of one’s
servants.”'® Freemen are to renounce their lawsuits and quar-
rels, and slaves are to benefit from the right to rest from their
labors and their troubles.'” This prescription for rest was
combined with a precise set of rules, if we are to believe
Macrobius:'® “The priests used to maintain that the celebra-
tion of the festival was desecrated if, after it had been officially
proclaimed, anyone worked.” In practice, exceptions were
provided, for example for certain agricultural work,'” and the
lawmakers elaborated a kind of casuistry to this end. When
asked what one was permitted to do on the day of a religious
festival, Scaevola replied: ““That which if omitted would do harm
to someone.”*" Macrobius, who cites this response, immediately
gives two concrete examples: “If an ox fell into a pit and the head
of the household pulled it out with the aid of his laborers, he
would not be thought to have desecrated the festival; nor a man
who, seeing that the main beam of his roof was broken, propped
it up to avoid its imminent collapse.”*!

It is nevertheless interesting to note that this prescription
retained an absolute character vis-a-vis the high priestly
dignitaries, the king of the sacrifices and the flamens (among
whom the flamen Dialis was quotidie feriatus, “every day in a
‘festive’ state’’). Macrobius in fact specifies that “the king of
the sacrifices and the flamens did not have the right to see
anyone working on festival days; they also had a public crier
proclaim that all were to abstain from work; whoever ne-
glected this prescription was fined. Besides the fine, the code
provided that if a person did any work on these days
through carelessness, he was to sacrifice a pig in expiation;
on the other hand, if he had acted knowingly, there was no
expiation for him, according to the opinion of Scaevola the
pontiff.”*? Yet Macrobius mitigates this opinion of Scaevola
with a corrective:>® “There is no profanation, if the work
concerned the gods or the cult, or if an urgent situation of
vital interest presented itself.”

Among the feriae, private festivals, feriae privatae (such as
the Lemuria of 9, 11, and 13 May, which were celebrated by
the head of the household to drive the Lemures from the
house—or the Denicales, whose aim was to purify a family
that had been in mourning),** are to be distinguished from
public festivals, feriae publicac.

The latter, which were officially celebrated in the general
interest, pro populo, were subdivided into fixed and movable
feasts—feriae conceptivae, which were announced each year at
a variable date but within the same season (these are
especially agricultural festivals, such as, for example, the
Sementivac)—and feriae imperitivae, ordained by the civil or




religious authorities under exceptional circumstances (for
example, upon the appearance of a prodigy or to celebrate a
victory). Only fixed festivals, feriae publicae stativae, normally
appeared on calendars (which were used by the Corpus
Inscriptionum Latinarum).

Itis appropriate at this point to examine the distribution of
the various festivals over the course ot the year. Their
arrangement on the calendar, as well as their respective
meanings, furnishes valuable information: the calendar con-
stitutes an accurate mirror of the religious mentality of the
Romans. Historians of Roman religion also have a document
that is unique of its kind: the poet Ovid’s liturgical commen-
tary on the Fasti. In spite of its syncretist inspiration, which
mixes Roman religion with Greek mythology, Ovid’s poem
constitutes a useful and valuable source by virtue of its
internal stratification. This is because Ovid’'s method gener-
ally consists in presenting religious data on three levels: he
describes rites, he situates their institutionalization in history,
and he attempts to explain their meaning through a myth.

The question then arises as to whether the relationships
between these three levels are arbitrary or whether, rather,
they correspond to a complementar\ clarification of the
religious reality. A general response is not possible. There are
as many species as there are particular phenomena.”> What
must be emphasized is that as a born observer, Ovid is an
incomparable witness to liturgy: in this respect he often
helps us to elucidate the meaning of archaic ceremonies
beyond his own interpretation, precisely because he did not
hesitate to describe faithfully rites that appeared strange to
his contemporaries.

The regog,mtlon of an Indo-European heritage at Rome,
which in France has been the work of Georges Dumézil, has
made it possible to decipher archaic rites whose mythological
key had long been lost. [ am thinking, for example, of the 11
June Matralia in which mothers of households, by fondling in
their arms their sister’s child rather than their own, carried
out a ceremony whose meaning they did not know, but one
that cnrresponds to a procedure of sympathetic magic in
Vedic India: the goddess Dawn takes care of the Sun, who is
the son of Night, her sister.?”

These are nevertheless extreme cases; the majority of
religious festivals clearly remained intelligible to Romans of
the classical age.”” It is sufficient to take a look at the calendar
to realize that two groups emerge from the whole: the
festivals of martial import in the month of March inaugurate
military campaigns in the spring (14 March: Equirria; 17
March: Agonium Martiale; 19 March: Quinguatrus; 23 March:
Tubilustrium), and the pastoral or agricultural festivals take
place in the month of April (15 April: Fordicidia; 19 April:
Cerialia; 21 April: Parilia; 25 April: Robigalia).

Corresponding to the festivals that celebrate the opening
of the military year are the festivals that close it at the end of
military operations: the purificatory ceremony of the Tigillum
Sorortum of 1 October, the sacrifice of the winning horse of
the 15 October race, and the Armilustrium of 19 October.

As for agricultural or pastoral festivals, these take place
during two further periods of liturgical intensity, in summer
and winter. In the months of July and August they succes-
sively celebrated the Lucaria (19 and 21 July), the Neptunalia
(23 July), the Furrinalia (25 July), the Portunalia (17 August),
the Consualia (21 August), the Volcanalia (23 August), the
Opiconsivia (25 August) and the Volturnalia (27 August). All of
these summer festivals are intended to promote the harmo-
nious arrival of the products of the land or the prosperity of
the livestock. Then follows a liturgical recess: the months of
September and October are absolutely “empty.” The last
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agricultural festivals take place in December to ensure good
preservation of the winter harvest: these are the Consualia of
15 December and the Opalia of 19 December.

Thus it is evident that in Roman society the liturgical year
was modulated according to significant rhythms: for festivals
pertaining to war, it was punctuated by two periods that
corresponded to the opening and closing of the military
campaigns. As for festivals of a pastoral or vegetable nature,
the calendar was divided into three periods which corre-
sponded to the three seasons of greatest importance to plants
and animals: spring, summer, and winter.

While it may be that these two groups of festivals are
concerned with the two great preoccupations of ancient
society—defense and subsistence—they do not complete the
religious tapestry. It would be especially interesting to study
the ;,reateet festival: the Vinalia addressed to Jupiter. This
festival is exceptional in several ways—in its double articu-
lation in the calendar (19 August and 23 April), in the quality
of the god (he is the supreme god) and of the priest (the
flamen Dialis is the chief priest in the city), and by its object,
the annual renewal of the alliance between the sovereign god
and the Roman people.*®

One final aspect must be considered. Archaic festivals
often lent themselves to a certain rejuvenation in the course
of time. So it is that the liturgy of the Consualia, which
included a horse race, set the style for the ludi, those chariot
races that would animate the Great Circus. Thus the ritus
graecus, with its lectisternia and its supplicationes of matrons
invading the temples in times of panic, moditied the hieratic
appearance of the Roman ceremonies. But the basic end
remained the same: ferias observare® always consisted of
offering to the gods a time set aside from the profane
tapestry in order to obtain, to use the oft-repeated words of
Livy, pacem veniamque deum, “the favor and grace of the
gods.”

R.S./d.w.

NOTES

1. E. Benveniste, V.[.1., 2:133.

2. Macrobius S., 1.16.2: Numa, ut in menses annum, ita in dies
mensem quemque distribuit diesque omnes aut festos aut profestos aut
mtercisos vocavit. Festi dis dicati sunt, profestt hominibus ob administran-
dam rem privatam publicamque concesst, intercisi deorum hominumaquie
communes sunt. The dies intercisi are eight in number (cf. Varro De
Lingua Latina 6.31). It is also necessary to mention the three dies fissos
(24 March and 25 May, designated by the initials Q[uando] R[ex]
Clomitiavit] Flas], and 15 June, designated by the initials Q[uando]
St[ercus| D[elatum] Flas]), which are subdivided into a first, sacred,
part and a second, profane, part: cf. Servius ad Aen. 6.37.

3. The economy of this pre-Julian calendar is well known because
of the discovery of the Fasti Antiates veteres, a document found at
Antium and published for the first time in the N.S., 1921.

4. The etymology of fas is contested. E. Benveniste, V' .I.1., 2:133,
following the suggestion of the ancients, brings together fas and fari,
derived from the root *bha-: fas designates “divine speech,” the
divine law. On the other hand, G. Dumézil (La religion romaine
archaique, 2d ed., p. 144) prefers to connect fas with the root *dhé-
(zero grade: dhas-), which is the base of fanum and feriae, in giving it
the meaning “mystic basis,” “which underlies all the arrangements
and visible connections defined by the 1us.”

5. Do (iudicem), dico (ius), addico (litem): cf. Macrobius S. 1.16.14.
See A. Giffard, Ftudes de droit romain (Paris 1972), 19.

6 Cf. Macrobius S. 1.16.14.

. The expression is from Gaius Institutiones 4.29. Cf. Varro L.L.
6.')3
8. Varro L.L. 6 12.
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9. By the second century a.p. Aulus Gellius (Noctes Atticae 5.17)
indicates the evolution of meaning that has given nefastus the
pejorative value of “inauspicious,” which the modern language has
conserved and which was expressed in the classical period by the
adjective ater (or religiosus). See also Nonius Marcellus, p. 103 L.: atri
dies dicuntur quos nunc nefastos aut posteros vocant.

10. Cf. Varro L.L. 6.30.

11. A. Kirsopp Michels (The Calendar of the Roman Republic, p. 68)
has rightly stressed this aspect, in reaction against the interpretation
of the classical manuals. For example, Wissowa (Ruk?, p. 435)
presents the following table: making a deduction of 11 special davs
(8 mteraist days and 3 fissi davs), 344 days remain in the pre-Julian
vear; 235 belong to men (192 dies comitiales, 43 dies fasti), 109 to the
gods (all the ides, half of the calends—February, March, June, July,
October, December—a third of the nones—February, April, June,
July)—and the 45 days that bear a particular name and correspond to
the feruae publicae.

12. With the exception of some nine festivals: A. Kirsopp Michels
(op. cit., pp. 76-77) tries to explain the initial N by the Regifugium (24
February), the three Lemuria (9, 11, 13 May), the Vestalia (9 June), and
the Matralia (11 June), and the initial F by the Feralia (21 February). As
for the Vinalia of 23 April marked by the letter F and the Vinalia of 19
August which bears the initials FP, the author reserves judgment. I
have offered an explanation in my book R.R.V., pp. 129-30,
proposing, following a suggestion by Wissowa, to transcribe FP in
Feriae publicae (I wrote Feria publica, but the plural Feriae publicae alone
is used in the classical period); in this hypothesis, the stonecutter has
omitted by error the P at least for the Vinalia of 19 August.

13. After Wissowa, who has proposed (Ruk?, p. 438) the transcrip-
tion nefas (feriae) publicae, A. Kirsopp Michels (op. cit., p. 76) suggests
the reading (dies) nefasti publici.

14. Varro L.L. 6.12ff.

15. Cf. Macrobius S. 1.16.4.

16. Cf. Cicero De legibus 2.19: Feriis jurgia amovento, easque in
famulis, operibus patratis, habento . . .

17, 1bid. 2.29: cum est feriarum festorumque dierum ratio, in liberis
requietem habet litiunt et qurgiorum, 1 servis operum et laborum.

18. Macrobius S. 1.16.9: affirmabant autem sacerdotes pollut ferias, st
indictis conceptisque opus aliquod fieret.

19. Cf. Cato, De agric. 138; Pliny Naturalis historia 18.40.

20. Macrobius S. 1.16.11: Scacvola denique consultus quid ferits agi
liceret, rspondit quod praetermissunt noceret.

21. Ibid.

22. Ibid. 1.16.9-10.

23. Ibid. This corrective is attributed to someone named wnibro,
who is otherwise unknown.

24. On the Lemuria, cf. Ovid Fasti 5.421-44. On the Denicales, cf.
Festus, p. 61; 282, 16 L.
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RonaN DiviNATION

1. Divination or Auspices: Roman and Italic Traditions

In Rome the expression divinatio is of rather recent date; it
does not appear until Cicero, who defines it in the following
manner: “According to an ancient belief that goes back to
heroic times and that is confirmed by the general agreement
of the Roman people and of all nations, there exists among
men a certain form of divinatio, which the Greeks call mantiké
(prophecy); that is, a faculty for knowing the future ahead of
time—praesensionem et scientiam rerum futurarum’ (On Divina-
tion, 1.1; On Laws, 2.32).}

The word is a substantive derived from divinus, which is
itself connected with divus (= the ancient deivos, which,
through the laws of phonetics, ends up as deus), “divinity.”
The meaning of divinatio may be explained by the semantic
drift that took place in the case of divinus: this term, which
originally meant “of divine nature,” also took on the sense
“inspired by the divinity.”

It is in the writings of Cicero that the word divinus is first
used in the sense of “diviner” (see, for example, On Divina-
tion, 2.9, 10, 11). The new meaning arises from the first, the
diviner essentially passing for one of divine nature who is
inspired. This relationship is strong enough for Cicero to
commit the same semantic slippage on the level of the
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substantive: thus he uses divinitas in the place of divinatio (for
example, On Divination, 2.80). It is true that the choice of the
term in this context might have been influenced by a concern
for stvlistic symmetry: in this passage, the expression “ex-
perts in divination”” (divinitatis auctores) designates men who
are accused of being ignorant, “strangers to humanity”
(humanitatis expertes). But ordinarily the idea of divinatory
practices is rendered by the new word divinatio.

If the semantic extension of the word divinus (= diviner)
and the creation of the substantive divinatio are recent, how
are we to explain the discrepancy which seems to exist in
Rome between this new vocabulary and a reputedly ancient
set of practices? Did not Rome have a venerable institution
that answered to this sort of preoccupation——the college of
augurs?

In fact, the Romans of the first century s.c. did not agree
on the significance of this augural institution. Did these
“official interpreters of Jupiter” (On Laws, 2.20) simply have
the task of revealing, through the elucidation of the auspices,
Jupiter’s approval or disapproval of any given human initia-
tive? Or did they also have the charismatic virtue of being
able to predict the future? This is the basic problem that beset
the members of the college in the time of Cicero. And thanks
to Cicero’s allusions in his treatise On Divination, this debate
remains accessible to us.

As the debate is presented to us, the augur App. Claudius
Pulcher had no doubts at all about his divinatory powers
when in 63 B.c. he announced to the consul Cicero “the



imminence of a civil war that would be sinister and disturb-
ing”” (On Divination, 1.105): this predlctmn that foresees the
Catiline conspiracy was based upon “incertitudes connected
with the augury of prosperity”’—addubitato salutis augurio
(from Dio Cassius, 37.24.2, we know that this involved a
kind of request addressed to the gods to find out if it was
opportune to ask for prosperity for the people). He was
ridiculed by his colleagues, who called him a charlatan augur
(in the terms of the time: an “augur of Pisidia,” “augur of
Sora”). “He alone, over the past several years, has carried on
an art that consisted not only in reciting an augural formula,
but also in practicing divination”—solus enim, multorum an-
norum memoria, non decantandi augurii, sed divinandi tenuit
disciplinam. Such is at least the version of Quintus, the
brother of Cicero, who highly approved of this conception of
the augural art.

By contrast, another augur, C. Claudius Marcellus, also a
colleague of Cicero, professed quite a different opinion (On
Drvination, 2.75), which Cicero shared: “the right to augur—
in which a divinatory power would have originally been
acknmvled;,edAhas been subsequently mamtamed and pre-
served only in the interest of the state/” Cicero attempts to
justify this positivist conception, and in this sense he shows
a critical liberty in On Drvination that contrasts with the
nuanced declarations of On Laws: “by the evolution and
progress of learning.” “Romulus, who founded the city after
taking the auspices, was capable of thinking that the augur-
ing science consisted of prediction (the ancients were mis-
taken on several points)” (On Divination, 2.70).

And to demonstrate the illusory character of the auspices,
Cicero analyzes the procedure employed in the consultation
of the sacred chickens who, when little pellets of food fell
from their beaks—but how could they not fall>—were ex-
pected to furnish the consultant with the favorable auspices
of the tripudium solstimum (On Div., 2.71). He denounces the
mechanical nature of the questions and answers exchanged
between the magistrate-consultant and the augur and waxes
ironic about the automatic results of these “auspices ob-
tained through constraint.”

It is true that this “auspicial simulation” (Cicero’s own
expression) had already been denounced in equally categor-
ical terms by Quintus (On Div., 1.28). But Cicero’s brothe
had explained this decadence in augural practices as being
the result of ignorance and the negligent laxity of those in
charge at the college. Cicero, by contrast, goes much further
in his criticism, by denying the existence of any divinatory
value in the augural institution: “I am not one of those
augurs who presumes himself capable of telling the future by
observing birds and other signs” (On Div., 2.70).

The time has now come to ask whether the argument that
arose in the first century s.c. in the heart of the college of
augurs and that is reflected in Cicero’s treatise did not
originate from a certain confusion, the same confusion that
caused several very different modes of divine consultation to
be classified under one and the same heading. It is a fact that
the title of Cicero’s treatise covers some quite varied divining
techniques. When he introduces the different divinandi genera
(On Div., 1.12), Cicero finds it quite natural to group the
augurs together with the haruspices (specialists in the exam-
ination of victims’ viscera as well as of portents and lightning
flashes), the interpreters of the Sibylline Books, the astrolo-
gers, and the interpreters of oracles and dreams: a heteroge-
neous list, if ever there was one.

From this the question arises of the possible existence here
of a kind of improper contamination that wrongly classified
the official Roman augurs among those specialists reputed to
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possess prophetic powers. Certainly, a kind of golden legend
exalted the role of certain augurs. So it is that tradition kept
alive the memory of the augur Attus Navius, who lived
during the reign of Tarquinius the Elder (On Div., 1.31-32)
and who became famous for his exceptional gifts. “In order
to test his knowledge, the king had asked him if what he was
thinking could come to pass. After taking the augury, Attus
responded that such was possible. Tarquinius then told him
that he had thought that a piece of flint could be sliced in half
with a razor, and ordered Attus to perform the experiment.
Thus, a piece of flint was brought to the meeting place of the
Comitium, and before the eyes of the king and the people, it
was cut by the razor. Following this, Tarquinius made Attus
Navius his augur and the people began to consult him about
their affairs. As for the flint and the razor, they were buried
in the Comitium and covered with a puteal [a sacred enclo-
sure], according to tradition.”

What is striking in this account is that the reputation of
Attus was created by means of an incident that owes its
renown less to the practice of the augural art than to the
“miracle’”” of the flint cut by the razor. Undoubtedly Attus
had consulted the auspices ahead of time, but his success
owes more to the “marvelous” fracturing of the flint by the
razor than to the confirmation of his auguial performance.

Quite a different impression is made by the account of an
auspicial consultation, as it appears, for example, in the
narration by the poet Ennius of what took place under the
conditions that preceded the founding of Rome. The passage
was cited by Cicero (On Div., 1.107-8) and merits an atten-
tive reading. It depicts Romulus and Remus who, as augurs,
ask for a decision from the gods: “Then, with great care, the
aspirants for the ruling power apply themselves at the same
time to solicit the auspices and the sacred investiture (dant
operam simul auspicio auguriogue) . . . On the hill (not specified
further), Remus consecrates himself to the auspices and sees
only one favorable bird. As for the fortunate Romulus (at
Romulus pulcher), he waits on the summit of the Aventine and
sees the winged brood on its heights. The city will be called
Roma or Remora: this is what is at stake. Evervone is
concerned to know which of the two will be the master . . .
In the meantime, the white sun (sol albus) has hidden itself in
the depths of the night. Then, surging forth in the brilliance
of its rays, the light appears. And at the same time as a
beneficent bird (pulcherrima avis), winging swiftly away from
the distant heights, veers to the left, the golden sun appears.
From the sky three times four birds descend, sacred messen-
gers, who direct themselves toward the place blessed by the
omens (praepetibus sese pulchrisque locis dant). Romulus then
perceives (conspicit) that he is the one who has been ac-
corded, with the guarantee of the auspices, a seat and land to
rule over.”” (We know that in the language of augury pulcher
means either “beneficent,” in the active sense, or “benefi-
ciary of the auspices,” in the passive sense).

There is nothing in this account that allows us to interpret
the Roman augur as a dl\mer who foretells the future. For
what did “the two augurs” who were candidates for the
Roman throne ask? To be chosen for the sacral investiture
(augurium), which each of them solicited by observing the
birds (auspicium). The appearance of the s(rult(’r number of
birds (such appears to be the version adopted by Ennius), on
the left side (which is, according to augural techniques, the
favorable side), manifested the divine decision in favor of
Romulus.

Thus, the only goal of taking auspices is to obtain from
Jupiter the indication of his will: if the auspices are favorable,
the sovereign god is expected to approve the request and

95



ROME

conter the investiture. (The same goes for the inauguration of
King Numa, as described by Livy, 1.18.6-10.) If, on the
contrary, the auspices are absent or unfavorable, it is better to
suspend the process that is under way.

Thus our impression is verified: the institutional augur, as
he conforms to the portrait drawn by Ennius and Livy, makes
no pretensions about being able to predict the future but
limits himself to announcing the will of Jupiter by making
use of a consultation based upon a rigorous technique. To
him might well be applied the definition that Cicero claims
for himself (On Div., 2.70): “I am not among those augurs
who pretend to be able to foretell the future.” These did in
fact exist, but they do not belong to the official college: they
are designated by the scornful term “Marsian augurs,” and
they are found in the list enumerated by Quintus (On Div.,
1.132), along with village haruspices, traveling astrologers,
worshipers of Isis who tell the future, interpreters of dreams;
that is, “the imposter clairvoyants” (impudentes harioli), ac-
cording to Ennius’s expression. A rigorous technique? Actu-
ally, a great concern for sobriety in the practice of the augural
function is revealed by the numerous precautions taken in
the rules. There seems to have been a desire to forewarn
against any manifestation that might be too personal, or
against any tendency toward a “‘mystic” furor.

First of all, the augur never acts alone, on his own
initiative. He must be in liaison with a magistrate who
himself has the right to take the auspices, while the augur
has only the right to collect and announce them (in the case
of Romulus evoked by Ennius, tnere was the unusual
combination of the two functions in the same person).

Next the augur must lay out an enclosed and oriented
arca—the templum—within which he claims to make his
observations, according to specific conditions.

Note, finally, that all operations may be protected from
contrary or unforeseen circumstances. In other words, it is
possible to arm oneself in advance against unfavorable
auspices. Pliny the Elder speaks of this (Natural History,
28.17): “In the augural tradition, it is a rule that neither
imprecations nor auspices of any sort can affect those who,
before an undertaking, declare their refusal to take account
of them: there exists no greater sign of the goodness of the
gods.” The behavior of the augur M. Marcellus (third century
B.C.) is revealing: “When he wished to undertake something,
he would travel in an enclosed palanquin so as not to be
hindered by the auspices” (On Div., 2.77).

It would thus seem wise to limit ourselves to the historical
period and not to reconstruct, after the manner of Cicero,
“the augur of the origins,” who would have had “"a power to
see into the future” (On Div.,, 2.77). Nothing seems less
certain than this. Everything points, on the contrary, to the
fact that public augury in Roman religion had always con-
tented itself, according to the official definition, with being
the “interpreter of the very great and very good Jupiter.”
After this, what is left of Cicero’s criticism? First of all, the
denunciation of certain deviations which had, for example,
transformed the consultation of the sacred chickens into a
“simulation of the auspices.”

Next let us consider the remark that the conventions of
augury appear to be rather arbitrary. “Why,” observes Cicero
(On Drv., 2.82), "is there disagreement about the favorable
side, which is situated on the left for the Romans and on the
right for the Greeks?”” And he cites a verse from Ennius: Tum
tonuit lacvum bene tempestate serena (““Then it thundered on the
left side when the weather was clear: a happy omen”’) and a
verse from Homer, translated into Latin (Prospera Juppiter his
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dextris fulgoribus edit (“Favorable omens: Jupiter throws his
lightning bolts to the right”).

Moreover, there is even a disparity within the Roman
discipline of augury. “Why,” Cicero asks again (On Div.,
2.80), “do certain birds have the privilege of furnishing a
favorable auspice when they fly to the left, while for others,
it is when they fly to the right?” This sort of opposition,
which may seem strange, is recorded in the tradition. In the
“Comedy of the Asses” (Asinaria, 259-61) of Plautus, the
slave Libanus tries to find a solution to his financial prob-
lems; using the language of augury, he cries:

“Impetritum, mauguratumst; quovis admittunt aves.

Picus et cornix ab laeva, corvus, parra ab dextera

Consuadent; certum herclest vestram consequi sententiam.”
(“Omens asked for, auguries taken. Good: every direction
is allowed for by the birds. Green woodpecker and crow
to the left, raven and nightjar to the right agree. It's
decided; by Jove, I'll take your advice.””)

That the disagreement between the Greeks and the Ro-
mans over the favorable side was common knowledge seems
normal. But the fact that the most subtle knowledge about a
division of birds into favorable and unfavorable categories
according to their species had spread beyond the milieu of
the specialist shows to what extent the public mentality was
sensitive to this sort of preoccupation (Horace offers us an
analogous example at the beginning of Ode 27 of book 3).

It is not the task of modern scholars to respond to the
criticisms raised by the augur Cicero. Nevertheless, it is
perhaps possible to glimpse certain elements of a response. It
may be that the contradiction between the Greeks and the
Romans regarding the favorable side is only an apparent
one. Varro (cited by Festus, p. 454 L) gives the following
commentary: “When one looks, from the home of the gods,
toward the south, the eastern part of the world is found on
the left and the western part on the right; it thus follows, in
my opinion, that the auspices of the left were judged to be
better than the auspices of the right”” Thus, all is clear for
Varro: the Romans located the abode of the gods to the north;
in the pertormance of his functions (see Varro, On the Latin
Language, 7.7) the augur ordinarily faced south and thus
placed the east, the region of the rising sun, of birth and of
life, to his left.

Now the situation is reversed for the Hellene. He “turns
towards the gods to question them” (Bouché-Leclercq, Histoire
de la divination dans I'antiquité, 4, p. 23, Paris 1882). Thus the
Hellene oriented himself toward the north and from this
perspective placed the east to his right. Here again the
favorable direction corresponds to the direction of the rising
sun, toward which the doors of the temples opened. But in
relation to the observer, the orientation is reversed. These
notions of left and right thus appear to be quite relative,
because with reference to the basic orientation both of them
designate the same eastern direction, the source of favorable
omens.

But what about birds that give contradictory signs accord-
ing to whether they appear to the lett or the right? The
example from the Asinaria shows clearly that, in order to be
favorable, the green woodpecker and the crow should be to
the left, and the raven and the nightjar to the right. It must
be admitted that this harmonious conjunction of opposites is
more surprising. We might surmise that the general Roman
rule remains in force for the green woodpecker and the crow
(we should remember that the green woodpecker is the
preeminent bird of auguries: the “bird of Mars”; to cite



Ovid’s definition [in F., 3.37], according to legend he helped
to feed Silvia’s twins when they were abandoned in the
wilderness), while the raven and the nightjar were the
exception—an exception that can be explained by the intrin-
sic nature of these birds.

It is hardly possible to develop such hypotheses here.
Would the raven, who passes for the official messenger of
Apollo (see Aelianus, On the Nature of Animals, 1.48), thus
conform for this reason to the Greek perspective? As for the
parra (which we hesitantly identify here as the nightjar), it is
often considered by Latin authors to be a bird of evil omen,
by its very nature (see Horace, Odes, 3.27.1, and Varro, On
Agriculture, 3.5.18). Are we to imagine, then, that by passing
from the left to the right it changes its sign so that the
unfavorable becomes favorable?

It is evident that these questions cannot be resolved in the
absence of the libri augurales. Nothing remains but the very
minutiae of every prescription to prove the extent to which
the augural institution was “protected” by a network of
rigorous rules. In the end, it was the augurs alone who were
responsible for the interpretation of the auspices: it fell to
them to know whether the city would enjoy the pax veniaque
deum: in other words, whether or not it would have the
blessing of the gods. We can thus understand why their
function, far from being abandoned to the improvisations of
prophets, was tightly regulated.

In the end, the function of the official augur of Roman
religion does not include a divinatory role in the prophetic
sense of the word: the priest is charged only with transmit-
ting to the city the signs that manifest the agreement or
disagreement of the gods (and principally of Jupiter) with a
particular human initiative or undertaking. The native Ro-
man tradition thus presents a great contrast with the Greek
institution of oracular consultation. The Delphic Pythia was
not content merely to make Apollo’s opinion known by
prescribing purifications or dictating moral maxims; she also
gave oracles, which contributed the most to her prestige,
“and one must suppose that the god of Delphi would not
have enjoyed the reputation he had if he had never given
authentic answers.’?

Does this tradition that is so marked by sobriety and rigor
characterize Rome alone in ancient Italy? Actually, it is found
elsewhere in ltaly. Is it necessary to cite the ““Marsian
augurs”’? But these are mentioned by Cicero (Ou Div., 1.132;
2.70) only as charlatans who do not deserve to be taken
seriously. They claim to be the descendants of the son of the
sorceress Circe” and chiefly have a reputation as healers and
snake charmers.

History has also preserved the name of a confraternity
which, according to Tacitus,* was created by King Titus
Tatius to maintain the Sabine rites: these are the Sodales Titii,
who “derive their name from the birds of Titus (ab avibus
Titiis), which they customarily observe according to pre-
scribed augural procedures.””® But these sodales hardly offer a
foothold for further investigation, and if the “birds of Titus”
prove the existence of an augural consultation, it is one
which remains full of mystery.

At Iguvium, the Umbrian city that corresponds to the
modern Gubbio, it is quite another story. In 1444 seven
bronze tablets were found there, designated the Tabulae
lguvinae (“Iguvine Tablets”; Eugubio is a synonym for Gub-
bio). These contain, in the Umbrian language, precise pre-
scriptions for the Iguvium rite, concerning the various cere-
monies of lustration and sacrifice.” These ceremonies are
placed under the authority of the confraternity of the twelve
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Atiedii Brethren, who name an arfertur (the equivalent of the
Latin flamen) to preside over them.

The interest that these documents (in particular, tablets 6a
and b) hold for our purposes is that they provide us with the
terms of the formulas for taking auspices (6a.1-7), for
determining the femplum (6a.8—11), and for setting the limits
of the pomerium (6a.12-16). Even if there are divergences on
details, the analogy of homologous terms and ritual situa-
tions is striking enough to make the Tabulae Iguvinae a
precious document that provides, at another point in the
Italic domain, an instructive parallel to the tradition of
auspices and the institution of augurs that developed in
Rome.” In Iguvium as in Rome, there was a ritual observa-
tion of birds (aveis aseriater, 6a.1, corresponding to the Latin
avibus observatis) before anyone began a ceremony or an
important undertaking.

2. Divination: Sibyl, Haruspicy, Sortes

The sibyl, haruspicy, and sortes are techniques that came
from foreign lands and introduced extensive divination into
Rome as a means of predicting the future. In this regard, two
civilizations exerted a preponderant influence from a very
early period: the Hellenic and the Etruscan. They gave Rome
the benefit of their respective gifts of the Sibylline Books and
haruspicy.

In a striking formula, Pliny the Elder defines the unique
gifts of the Sibyl: divinites et quaedem caelitum societas nobilis-
sima (N.H., 7.119), “a power of divination and a kind of
glorious communication with the celestial world.” According
to an often-cited legend, the Sibyl of Cumae offered her
books for sale to King Tarquinius Superbus. The king bought
three, which he had deposited in the temple of Capitoline
Jupiter. It was there that the libri Sibyllini could later be
consulted, on order of the Senate, by priests specially ap-
pointed for that office, the viri sacris faciundis.® They were
especially consulted in case of serious crises or panic brought
about by military disaster or by an epidemic: so it was in 217
B.C., when Rome, battered by the defeat at Lake Trasimene,
feared ““Hannibal at the walls of the city.”” The consultation
of the Sibyls ordinarily involved expiatory sacrifices and
sometimes the introduction of new cults with a potential for
remedying the situation: for example, in 217 s.c., the report
of the wvirt sacris faciundis recommended that the Senate,
among other things, erect a temple to Venus Erycina and
another to Mens. The allusion is obvious: Venus from Mount
Eryx in Sicily, who had “patronized” the Roman victory in
the First Punic War, was entreated to intercede once again in
favor of her protégés, the Romans, who were now fighting
against Hannibal, the son of Hamilcar who was defeated in
the first war. As for Mens, the goddess of lucidity, the
Romans appealed to her in this time of disarray in conformity
with the old instinct that led them to invoke the functional
divinity that appeared to be the most appropriate to a given
situation.

This example shows that the use of these “prophetic
books” entailed no risk for the Roman state. Contrary to the
oracle of Apollo, which sometimes gave out ambiguous
declarations,'” the response of the Sibyl was always “fil-
tered” and submitted to verification and censorship by the
Senate. The measures prescribed following the consultation
of the books are always precise and reassuring. Cicero (On
Div., 2.112) credits this to the wisdom of the ancients and the
role played by the Senate. He adds this significant observa-
tion: “Let us thus leave the Sibyl well protected in her retreat
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Relief from the forum of Trajan. The scene on the left represents an extispictum (examination of the vital organs) carried out by a victimary
under the supervision of the haruspex. On the right, carved onto the facade of the Capitoline Temple of Jupiter, a group of figures wearing
togas (and, in the background, a figure wearing a cap with apex, designating the flamen Dialis) surround a figure facing forward—probably
the emperor Trajan. This group awaits the result of the divination before departing on a military campaign. Paris, Musée du Louvre. Photo
Giraudon,

(Quamobrem Sibyllam quidem sepositam et conditam habeamus) . . .
and, conforming to the example of our ancestors, let us use the
Sibylline Books to calm religious fears rather than to incite them.”

Along with the Sibylline Books, Rome also knew of other
“prophetic” books, at least episodically, in the Carmina
Marciana. Livy (25.12.1) attributes these versified predictions
to a Marcius who was said to have been an “illustrious
diviner” (vates illustris). In fact, his identity is imprecise:
although Livy, in agreement with Festus (p. 438 L) and Pliny
the Elder (N.H., 7.119), cites a single Marcius, another
tradition, represented by Cicero (On Div., 1.89; 2.113), men-
tions “brothers by the name of Marcius” (Marcios quosdam
fratres), exceptin one passage (ibid., 1.115) where he uses the
singular.

Whatever may have been their source of inspiration, these
Carmma Marciana were collected in 213 B.c. among the
superstitious works seized by order of the Senate during that
time, when Rome lived in terror of the approach of Hannibal.
But Livy states (1.1), “of two predictions, the confirmation
given to the one which had been published after the event
(i.e., the disaster at Cannes in 216) conferred a certain
authority upon the other (i.e., the promised defeat of Han-
nibal), whose time had not yet come.” In the second predic-
tion, an injunction was made to the Romans to celebrate
games in honor of Apollo, games which were to be renewed
each year; and the decemuviri sacris faciundis were commanded
to perform sacrifices according to the Greek rite. This last
prescription brought the intervention of the Senate, which
asked the decemviri to consult the Sibylline Books: so the
annual games in honor of Apollo, the ludi Apollinares, were
introduced in 212 B.c.
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The allusion in the Carmina Marciana to priests specially
appointed for the consultation of the Sibylline Books gives rise
to the suspicion that the “Marcian prophecy,” far from being
of native stock as Pliny the Elder claimed, was born in a
Hellenic milieu.'' It is thus possible that this prophetic
manifestation played a part in the inspiration of the Sibylline
Books.'?

The other divinatory technique is of Etruscan origin and
has the name haruspicinae disciplina, “’the teaching of harus-
picy.” According to a legend told most fully by Cicero, a man
ploughing his fields at Tarquinii one day saw “a certain
Tages” arise out of the earth from under the blade of his plow
and speak to him: his instructions were to constitute the
source of harus‘picy.“ In broad terms, this art is divided into
three spheres: the examination of exta (i.e., the viscera of
sacrificed animals) or extispicy;'" the observation of lightning
flashes (fulgura); and the interpretation of portents (prodigia
or portc’nlu).m We also know of the libri haruspicini, the libri
fulgurales, and the libri ntuales.'® These works are indicative
of the great effort exerted by the Etruscans to divine the
future by scrutinizing every available “sign” in the world.

For this was their major concern. To this end, the Etrus-
cans distinguished between these omens that were solicited
(impetrita) and the signs offered by the gods (oblativa), par-
ticularly those portents that were the object of special trea-
tises, ostentaria (one of these was translated into Latin by
someone named Tarquitius).'”

Nothing reveals the Etruscans” mentality more than their
attitude toward the observation of birds. Where the Roman
augur contented himself with recording Jupiter’s agreement
or disagreement according to the flight of birds (alites) or the



sound of their cries (oscines), the Etruscan saw a basis for
prediction. Such was the case with Tanaquila of Tarquinia,
the wife of the Lucumon who would become the first
Etruscan king of the Romans under the name of Tarquinius
the Elder. She had succeeded in persuading her husband to
leave Tarquinia to try his luck in Rome. “We had nearly
arrived at Janiculus, when Lucumon, seated with his wife on
his chariot, saw an eagle glide slowly downward, take off his
headgear, swoop upward above the chariot crying loudly,
and, as if invested with a divine mission, adroitly replace the
headgear on his head; then the eagle flew away across the
sky. Tanaquila, it is said, greeted this omen (id auguriunt) with
joy, being a woman who was expert, as the Etruscans
generally are, in celestial portents. Kissing her husband, she
exhorted him to expect a high and noble destiny: ‘This bird,
coming from that region of the sky on this day, has brought
a message; the auspice which it has given concerns the
highest part of the person: he took off an ornament placed on
a human head and put it back by divine order.”"'?

This is far from the simple Roman style of taking auspices.
All of the elements in this scene lend themselves to a
symbolic interpretation: the localization of Janiculus desig-
nates the place of election; the eagle, consecrated to Jupiter,
authenticates the message of the sovereign god; the choice of
the head of Lucumon, which is successively bared and
covered by the bird, augurs a future coronation. Whatever
the case, this new manner of taking auspices opens much
richer and more precise perspectives on the knowledge of
the future.

It is quite understandable from this that the Romans would
have hoped to benefit from these genera divinandi. Cicero
admits this at the beginnirg of his treatise on divination:*”
“As the teachings of the haruspices seemed to be quite
valuable for the solicitation and observation of presages (in
impetriendis consulendisque rebus) and for the interpretation
and conjuration of portents (in monstris interpretandis ac
procurandis), the Romans used all of this knowledge originat-
ing from Etruria so as not to appear to have neglected any
divinatory procedure.”

Thus, the Roman state became accustomed to relying
occasionally upon the help of the Etruscan haruspices. When
they appealed to their good offices, it was generally for
extispicy. It is true that this latter had something seductive
about it. According to its basic postulate, everything in the
world was joined together by virtue of a fundamental har-
mony (sumpatheia); in particular, the liver of a victim offered
to the gods constituted a microcosm which was divisible into
different zones corresponding to as many homologous zones
in the macrocosm of the world.?” An attentive consultation of
the state of the liver was thus expected to lead to conclusions
about the situation in the corresponding regions of the
world. This use of extispicy was not without certain conse-
quences for the Roman ritual of sacrifice, which included an
important stage in its order of different operations: the
examination of the exta, which had to be flawless, or the
sacrifice would be null and void. The simple inspection-
report of the exta, which was the task of the sacrificer, seems
to have had superimposed upon it, in the course of time, a
consultation of a divinatory nature. This contamination may
be verified in the description of sacrificial ceremonies in Livy.
Thus, before going into the decisive battle with the Latins at
Veseris, on the foot of Mount Vesuvius, in 340 s.c., the
Roman consuls offered a sacrifice. A haruspex was there who
announced to one of the consuls, Decius, “that, in the part of
the liver that concerned him, there was a lesion at one end”
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(Decio caput jocineris a familiari parte caesum haruspex dicitur
ostendisse).>!

This was the prediction of an unhappy event. In fact, in
the course of the engagement, the left wing commanded by
the consul Decius collapsed and its leader had recourse to
the most extreme solution for such a case: in order to save
his Roman legions he “devoted himself” by the official
procedure of the devotio, by linking his own death to the
destruction of the enemy army.”> Thanks to this self-
sacrifice, “’he turned against his own person all the dangers
and all the threats of the gods of heaven and of hell.”"**

By contrast, the haruspex had given Manlius, Decius’s
colleague, the assurance that his 5acr1f1ce had been wholly
successful (Manlium egregie litasse).”*

This account is highly instructive. It allows us to under-
stand why the use of haruspicy could have seemed useful.
According to Roman liturgical rules, the sacrifice would have
had to be declared null and void because of the defective
state of the victim’s liver. The officiant would have been
reduced to declaring: non litatum est (“the gods have not
given their agreement”’). And the consuls would have been
barred from doing the sacrifice again: at any rate, they would
not have been authorized to go into battle on the same day.

The intervention of the haruspex set a much more subtle
and nuanced procedure in motion, which allowed for the
possibility of success in spite of the announcement of dan-
gers. According to this exegesis, the sacrifice was far from
being a total failure: although Decius was threatened, Man-
lius was “wholly successful.”” It was up to Decius to be
cautious. And in fact Decius was able to avert this danger, to
remedy it with a procuratio. At the critical moment of the
battle he saved the general situation by turning upon himself
alone (and upon his enemies) the danycrq that the diviner
had announced.

Such a flexible and subtle procedure captivated the spirit of
the time. Of course feelings must have been mixed: to what
extent was this “foreign” technique credible? Cicero’s reflec-
tions are revealing: “How were the haruspices able to decide
that a certain part of the liver belonged to the enemy and
another to the consultant; that a certain lesion presaged a
danger and another an advantage?*> There are other allu-
sions in the same vein. Even if people wanted to use the
haruspiges, they would still always be ”forelgn and
barbarian.”* Who does not know the famous saying of Cato,
twice cited by Cicero: “It is amazing that one haruspex can
keep from laughing when he sees another haruspex” 2%’

Cicero was so free with his language here only because he
found himself within a circle of friends that were open to
argument (Soli sumus: licet verum inquirere . . . : ’We are alone,
ourselves, free to seek the truth . . /).*® And it would be
anachronistic to attribute the same critical spirit to the
Romans of the third and second centuries s.c. History shows
that the Senate became accustomed to consulting the harus-
pices more than once.

It must nevertheless be noted that the Senate addressed
itself at the same time to haruspices and to the interpreters of
the Sibylline Books, as if, impelled by an instinctive distrust, it
wanted to verify the accuracy of one procedure by checking
it against the other. One of these double consultations enters
into the period of tension that preceded the war against
Perseus, the king of Macedonia. This was provoked in 172
B.C. by a portent: the fall of a rostral column that stood upon
the Capitol (which preserved in its rostra—made of the prows
of captured ships—the memory of a naval victory).

Immediately, “"the Senate gave the order to the haruspices

99



ROME

to give a report and to the decemviri to consult the Sibylline
Books.””*" 1t is interesting to note the differences between the
two “answers.” The Sibylline interpreters limited themselves
to  proposing measures of purification and religious
devotion.™ The haruspices did not hesitate to predict the
future: “this portent would be for the better; it predicted an
extension of the frontiers and the extermination of enemies;
for the rostra, which the storm had blown over, were spoils of
the enemy that would be taken in the future.”?! By resolutely
adopting different perspectives, these two most representa-
tive divinatory procedures ran little risk of conflicting with
one another.

Were there other divinatory perspectives in Italy which
might have enjoyed some authority in the eyes of the Roman
Senate? It seems that there were not, even though Italy knew
important cults of the goddess Fortuna, whose oldest and
most renowned sanctuaries were situated in Praeneste and
in Antium.” There certainly was, especially in Praeneste, a
means to consult Fortuna by using tablets called sortes. Cicero
recalls the legend that was connected with the origin of their
discovery.” A Praenestian of noble family, Numerius Suffus-
tius, had a dream in which he was commanded to carve a
notch in a rock whose location was told to him. From the
crack, “wooden tablets (sortes) covered with ancient lettering
poured out.” Following a consultation by the haruspices, the
sortes were enclosed in a box made of olive wood. When a
consultant received a warning from Fortuna, they drew lots:
a child mixed up the tablets with his hand and drew them
out of the box.

Cicero hastens to add the following: “The beauty of the
sanctuary and the antiquity of the tablets of Praeneste
continue to be renowned to the present day—at least by the
masses. What sort of person is in fact their administrator,
what sort of prominent man consults them? Everywhere else
the sortes have fallen into disuse.”**

The official discrediting was not peculiar to Cicero’s time.
The inscriptions found at Praeneste at the time of the
archaeological excavations of the temple, which had been
sumptuously restored by Sulla, reveal only the devotion of
lesser people at the place of the goddess.> In a general way,
Lattus is correct in summarizing his evaluation in the follow-
ing fashion: “lIt is not the interests of the state, but the
questions of people worried about being tricked or preoccu-
pied with the outcome of some undertaking that receive an
answer here.”"

What was the real role of these sortes, which some have
seen as “Italic oracles”? Perhaps it is best first to indicate the
centers that may be considered authentic repositories of
prophetic tablets.

Nothing indicates that we should include Antium, which
was the seat of a cult of two Fortunas whom Martial would
later name “the truthful sisters.”*” In fact, we know very
little about how they were consulted, except for a late piece
of information from Macrobius, who mentions a procession
of statues for divinatory purposes.*®

Neither does it seem that Padua should enter into this
category, even taking into account the fact that Tiberius drew
lots with tablets there.> Apart from Praeneste, the only cities
that are explicitly mentioned in connection with sortes are
Caere and Falerii. But in neither case is there any consultation
of tablets. The tablets are mentioned by Livy each time in the
context of a group of portents that manifested themselves
during the Second Punic War, by which it was learned that
Hannibal would inflict heavy defeats upon the Roman armies.

During the winter of 218 s.c., the Romans were alarmed by
a series of events that were at once disparate and extraordi-
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nary. Among signs as diverse as “In the Picenum, a rain of
stones fell” and “In Gaul, a wolf carried off the sword of a
sentinel by pulling it out of its scabbard,” the following
account appeared: “At Caere, the divinatory tablets have
shrunk”—Caere sortes extenuatas. The following year, in the
spring of 217, the scene painted by Livy is even darker. (The
consul Flaminius, who had gone out on a military campaign
without regularly taking the auspices, had been killed in the
course of the disaster at Lake Trasimenus.) The portents
increased everywhere. In particular, ““at Falerii, the sky split
open as if torn, and from this opening a great light surged
forth; the divinatory tablets shrank spontaneously, and one,
bearing the inscription “Mars shakes his lance,” fell.”*!

This is a portent which repeats itself in two different cities
a year later. Neither in Caere nor in Falerii are the tablets
connected with a cult of Fortuna. Even if we could assume
that the sortes should ordinarily have been consulted there in
the same way as in Praeneste, there is no question of a
divinatory consultation here. It is only the miraculous char-
acter of the shrinking of the tablets that is emphasized, along
with, at Falerii, the aggravating circumstance of the fall of a
tablet bearing the announcement that Mars has been set in
motion. The best proof of this is that in both cases the Senate
ordered a consultation of the Sibylline Books in order to
provide for the procuratio of all of these manifestations of the
anger of the gods.

For—and we must make no mistake on this subject—the
attitude of the official authorities about the sortes reveals
deep tendencies that would only develop in the future. The
sortes might well have been devalued as far as their prophetic
function was concerned—their discredit would be complete
by Cicero’s time—but they still retained some importance as
warning signs. Thus, the shrinking of the sortes of Caere and
Falerii no longer involves their divinatory credibility: it enters
directly into the category of portents.

3. Divination: Portents and Omens

Approaching the first century B.c., we come to a turning
point. In appearance, the procedures are still the same: the
apparatus of the state goes into action when the destiny of
Rome seems to be in question. Portents are reported from
everywhere in ltaly (they were scrupulously gathered by the
annalists), and the alert is given to the city leaders. These are
addressed to the haruspices or the decemviri (and sometimes
to both priestly bodies). The consultation of specialists re-
sulted in diverse prescriptions: sometimes the offering of
expiatory sacrifices and sometimes the introduction of new
cults. The whole scenario is founded upon one basic postu-
late: through portents, the city was warned that it had
incurred the wrath of the gods; it should now place itself
once more in the favor, peace, and blessing of the gods—
pacem veniamaque deum.

So it was that once again the events of 169 s.c. unfolded. It
is the eve of the war that will be fought against Perseus, the
king of Macedonia. Livy gives a complete picture of the
portents: “At Anagnia, two portents were announced this
year: a torch appeared in the sky, and a cow spoke—she is
now being kept at the expense of the city. Also at Minturnae,
the sky was illuminated for several days with a brilliant light.
At Reate, it rained stones. At Cumae, the statue of Apollo in
the citadel wept for three days and three nights. At Rome,
temple guards gave reports: one, that a crested serpent had
been seen by several persons in the sanctuary of Fortuna,
and another, that two portents were seen in the sanctuary of
Fortuna Primigenia on the hill (of the Quirinal): a palm tree



had grown there, and in the middle of the day it had a rained
blood.”** (A consultation of the Sibylline Books was made
which prescribed that sacrifices be offered and that a solemn
supplicatio be made.)

But this time Livy prefaced his report with a confidence
that was out of character for him: “I am not unaware of the
fact that, because of the indifference that makes people
generally disbelieve in the portents given by the gods,
portents are no longer publicly announced nor are they
entered any more into the annals. As for myself, as I am
treating of an ancient subject, I have taken on an antique
mentality; a kind of religious scruple keeps me from rejecting
as unworthy of putting in my annals those events which our
ancestors, in their great wisdom, judged worthy of being ofti-
cially recorded.””*?

What are we to understand by this diagnosis by Livy, who
lived in the reign of Augustus (he wrote from 27 s.c. until his
death in A.p. 17)? There is no reason to doubt the growing
skepticism that he denounces. But the skepticism is mostly
about the procedures and processes that claim to reveal the
future. The basic elements used in their elaborate literary
works would continue to impress people. As we can see,
religious indifference curiously allied itself with an increase
in superstitious attention to portents.

People laughed at the haruspices and greeted the recom-
mendations of the Sibylline Books with circumspection, but
they still paid attention to phenomena that were out of the
ordinary, to prodigia or ostenta. People were still sensitive to
omens: this was a constant of the Roman mentality.

What are we to understand by the word omen? A recent
etymological essay suggested that it should be given the
meaning of “truthful presage.** A famous example of an
omen was cited by Cicero.*> When Crassus was embarking his
army at Brindisi (for the expedition against the Parthians which
would end miserably with the disaster of Carrhae in 53 B.c.), he
heard a merchant praising his tigs from Caunus (a city in Caria),
crying, “Cauneas!” (“figs of Caunus”). If he had grasped the
omen, Crassus would have understood: Cave 1e eas (“Take care
not to go there”).

Remember that Cicero, who permits himself to criticize
such matters openly among his friends in On Divination,
cannot keep from adding this commentary: “Once we take
this path, a stubbed toe, a broken bridle strap, and a sneeze
all become omens.” But Cicero may have been alone in his
desire to draw the line clearly between superstition and
religion.** His theoretical protests did not correspond to
general practice.

Omens invade all aspects of everyday life: they are ac-
cepted independent of any religious attachments and are
thought to have a certain internal necessity.*” Significant in
this regard is Suetonius’s presentation of the omens that
announced the murder of Julius Caesar.*® First, there was the
discovery made by the colonists who were established at
Capua under Julian law (regarding the division of lands into
lots): they found the tomb of the founder of Capua, Capys,
which contained a bronze tablet bearing the Greek inscrip-
tion: “When the bones of Capys see the light of day, a
descendant of Julus (i.e., Ascanius) shall perish under the
blows of close relatives, and following this, his vengeance
shall give rise to great disasters in Italy.”

Next there was the announcement made to Caesar: the
horses that he had previously consecrated to the river
Rubicon obstinately refused all food and wept copiously.
Then it was the warning given by the haruspex Spurinna
during his sacrifice: “Caesar should watch for a peril that will
come no later than the ides of March.” And then: “On the
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eve of the ides, a wren carrying a laurel branch flew up
toward the curia of Pompey (i.e., the Senate), where it was
pursued by birds of every species, who had come out of a
nearby grove; and in the curia itself the bird was torn to
pieces.” Finally, “the night before the day of the murder,
Caesar saw himself in a dream sometimes flying above the
clouds, sometimes shaking the hand of Jupiter; as for his
wife Calpurnia, she dreamed that the peak of the roof had
caved in and that her husband was pierced through by the
debris as he lay in her arms. Then, suddenly, the door of the
bedroom opened by itself.”

This list enumerates some very different kinds of omens:
of the word—are added
the haruspex’s prediction, the decisive omen of the wren
torn apart by members of its own species, and finally the
premonitory dreams of Caesar and Calpurma 1nterrupted by
the sudden opening of the door.™

What was Caesar’s reaction? In a sense, whether or not he
believed in all of these ““signs’’ is of little importance. (At one
point, Suetonius notes that Caesar “pondered for a long time
whether he should go to the Senate, because of these omens
and because of his poor state of health.” But later on he
stresses, on the contrary, Caesar’s indiffercice to the ritual
failure of his own sacrifices—cum litare non posset—as well as
his mockery of the haruspex Spurinna.) In this fatalistic per-
spective, the omens had to come true in any case. There is no
longer any question of claiming the privilege of the institu-
tional augur that Pliny the Elder recalled—the right to pro-
tect oneself in advance against unfavorable signs.”

In fact, even the most powerful men of the period suc-
cumbed to the obsession for omens. Although Caesar man-
ifested, more than once, an aloof skepticism that sometimes
bordered on insolence, his successor Augustus could hardly
be classified among the “strong-willed.””! From the very
beginning, Suetonius indicates to what degree Augustus was
attentive to signs and omene—mmpzaa et omma.”> The same
Cicero who railed against the mania that consisted in taking as
an omen every incident of everyday life (every time we “stub
our toes”) did not doubt for a moment that the founder of the
Roman Empire was subject to this very weakness.”” In fact the
first example that Augustus’s biographer gives to justify his
point is the following: “In the morning, if he (i.e., Augustus)
unthmkmglw put his left shoe on his right foot, he saw this as
a menacing omen.””*

The evidence about the life of Augustus shows to what
extent he was subject to all sorts of superstitions. He was
more receptive to omina than Crassuso was; thus “he never
undertook anything serious on the day of the nones, because
of the evil omen inherent in the word” (Nouis = non 1s, i.e.,
“Don’t you go there”).”> The omen could be favorable: the
future Augustus had the joy of encountering an ass and his
master before the battle of Actium. The animal’s name was
Nicon and his master's was Eutychus.” Another omen led
him to understand that he was nearing the end of his life.
“When in the midst of a great popular competition he closed
the lustration ceremonies on the Field of Mars, an eagle
described several circles above him and then flew toward the
next sanctuary and alighted above the first letter of the name
of Agrippa”: Augustus immediately charged his colleague
(who held the position of censor) to take his place in the
reading of the vows that would normally have been read for
the following lustrum.”

As for the prodigia, they studded the whole of Augustus’s
life, even from before he was born. Was it not reported that
“some months before his birth, a prodigy was produced
before the eyes of all announcing that Nature was to give
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birth to a king for the Roman people”?”® In the same vein,
the following story circulated: Atia came by night to a
ceremony in honor of Apollo. She had her palanquin placed
in the temple and “knew” a serpent while she slept. On the
following day, she had a spot in the shape of a serpent on her
body, which proved to be indelible: “Thus Augustus, born
nine months later, was considered to be the son of Apollo.””>”

And a series of portents accompanies his entire infancy
and adolescence: when he was still a little baby, he disap-
peared one day from his cradle and was found again at
dawn, “stretched out on the top of a tower, facing the rising
sun.”” He hardly knew how to talk when he ordered the
frogs that were disturbing his family’s country house to be
silent: “after that day, it is said, the frogs never croaked
again.”*!

Other portents indicated that his rise to glory was near. At
the moment when he first put on his toga of manhood, the
laticlave became unsewn on both sides and fell to his
feet-"which clearly signified that the Senate, which was
distinguished by this dress, would one day submit to him.”*

The biographer reminds us of another similar prodigy:
when Julius Caesar, in order to set up his camp close to
Munda, had several trees cut down, he spared a palm tree,
as an omen of victory—ut omen victoriae; this plant immedi-
ately put forth a shoot that in a few days outgrew its mother
stock and attracted a flock of doves that nested in it; this
ostentum, it is said, was Caesar’s main motive for designating
his grandnephew as his successor.”’*>

After the murder of Caesar, Octavian returned to Apollo-
nia (in Iliyria) to come to Rome; he “suddenly saw, at a time
of clear and peaceful weather, a kind of rainbow that ringed
the solar disk.””*

In the list of portents that tradition has transmitted,
lightning and thunder appear more than once. In his native
city of Velitrae, it was remembered “that the lightning once
struck a point on the ramparts: it was prophesied that one of
its citizens would one day attain the supreme power.”*

Apparently Augustus had a pathological terror of thunder
and lightning.” He erected a temple to Thundering Jupiter
to thank him for having spared him when lightning had
brushed his palanquin during an expedition and killed the
slave carrying the torch in front of him.”” Nevertheless, he
knew how to get information from such manifestations—
often by relying on the arts of the haruspices.

Lightning had struck the tomb of Julia, the daughter of
Julius Caesar, several times on the same day that Octavian
had seen the sun crowned by a rainbow on his way back to
Apolionia.”® It had struck a part of his own house, on the
Palatine: following the advice of the haruspices, Augustus
had a temple erected to Apollo in the same place.”” At about
the same time as the eagle had described its ominous circles
above him, lightning had struck his statue and erased the
first letter of his name, Caesar: according to the haruspices,
the letter C foretold “that he had no more than a hundred
(centum) days to live, but that he would join the ranks of the
gods, because aesar, formed by the rest of the letters of his
name Caesar, meant ‘god’ in the Etruscan language.”””

These wholly classical manifestations of prodigia and signa
did not constitute the only elements that made up the golden
legend of Augustus. His life set the stage for other divinatory
testimonies, above all for predictions drawn from
astrology—which was foreign to the old Roman tradition.

While attending a meeting of the Senate in 63 s.c., the
Pythagorean P. Nigidius learned of the birth of the future
Augustus from his father Octavius, and "“as soon as he
knew the hour of the childbirth, he announced that a master
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of the universe had been born.””! Later, during his stay in
Apollonia, Octavian accompanied Agrippa to the observa-
tory of the astrologer Theogenes. As Theogenes had made
marvelous predictions about his companion, Octavian re-
fused to give information about his own birth. He ended up
consenting: “Then Theogenes leapt from his seat to adore
him.””? Augustus must have drawn great confidence from
his horoscope, as he “later had his astrological chart
published” and struck silver coins bearing the image of
Capricorn.”

Other divinatory forms appear in the course of Augustus’s
exceptional life. These enter into a different category, accord-
ing to Cicero, who separates those interpretations based on a
technique (ars) from those made under the impetus of a
natural force (natura).”* The latter designated oracles and
dreams.

In fact oracular consultations almost never occurred. Sue-
tonius cites only one example, and this originates in an
initiative taken not by Augustus but by his father Octavius.
While the latter led his army across the wastes of Thrace, he
had a consultation on the subject of his son, participating in
a “barbarian ceremony”’ (barbara caerimonia) in a forest con-
secrated to Bacchus. The libation of wine caused a flame to
shoot up so high that it went beyond the roof of the
temple—an omen of sovereignty (the priests assured him)
that until then only Alexander the Great had received.”

As for somnia, prophetic dreams, they are abundant in this
“edifying” literature. First it is Atia “who, before going into
childbirth, saw in a dream her entrails rising up to the
heavenly bodies and spreading out over the perimeter of all
of the earth and sky.”” Octavius “himself dreamed that the
light of the sun was coming out from the womb of his
wife.””® Later, during the night that followed his visit to the
oracle of Bacchus in Thrace, Octavius had another dream:
“He saw his son, clothed in a superhuman majesty, carrying
the thunderbolt, the scepter, and the attributes of the very
great and good Jupiter, as well as a radiating crown, on a
chariot decorated with laurels and drawn by twelve horses of
a brilliant whiteness.”””

Outside of the narrow family circle, other people are
mentioned as having been witnesses in this review of pre-
monitory dreams. In 63 s.c., Q. Catulus, who had just
dedicated the new Capitoline temple (the old one had been
burned in 83 during the civil war), dreamed two nights in a
row. The first time he saw Jupiter choose from among
children who were dressed in praetexta (magisterial togas)
and were playing around his altar, to present an image of the
state to one of them; the second time, he saw the same child
on the lap of Capitoline Jupiter, and when he tried to take
him down, Jupiter held him back, explaining that he was
bringing this child up for the salvation of the state. ““The next
dav, Catulus happened to meet the future Augustus, whom
he did not know; greatly astonished, he contemplated him
and proclaimed his perfect resemblance to the child of his
dreams.””

Even Cicero is cited among the witnesses. According to
Suetonius, Cicero confided the following dream to Julius
Caesar: he had seen a child with very distinguished features,
who had come down out of the sky by means of a long gold
chain, stopped before the door of the Capitol, and received a
whip from the hands of Jupiter.”” When he later saw Octa-
vian, who was still unknown to most people, in Caesar’s
entourage, he immediately identified him with the figure in
his dream.

Augustus himself benefited from a premonitory dream
that saved his life in the battle of Philippi, undertaken in 42



8.C. against the murderers ot Julius Caesar. Once when he had
decided to stay in his camp because of the state of his health,
he was dissuaded trom this by one of his triends who had had
a dream. He did well to take his advice: the enemy pillaged
his camp, threw itself upon the palanquin where he norma]lv
would have been resting, and completely tore it apart.™

Such was the vast array ot divinandi genera that flourished
at the advent and during the reign of Augustus. To all
appearances, the picture is quite varied. Yet on closer inspec-
tion, the traditional forms of divination had not been sub-
merged, in spite of the invasion of oneiromancy and the
(more timid) incursion of astrology. Anvthing else would
have been astonishing during the reign of an emperor who
looked to maintain balanced quantities ot the traditional and
the innovative in his religious policies. When his biographer
writes that he was particularly sensitive to ostenta, it must not
be forgotten that in order to interpret them, he almost always
turned, following the old custom that had been adapted to
Roman ways, to qualified experts, the haruspices, for the
interpretation of lightning flashes as well as of the exta (the
victim's viscera) and the auspicia (the observation of birds).*’

For most of the portents provoked by lightning that have
been enumerated, the haruspices were consulted both to
interpret the event and to stave off its unpleasant conse-
quences.

The same specialists allowed Augustus to benefit from
their competence in extispicinary consultations. Thus, in the
course of a sacrifice that Octavian oftered during his first
consulate, “the haruspices unanimously interpreted as an
omen of prosperity and grandeur the fact that the livers of all
of the victims were folded inward.*? In the same way, thev
interceded near Perusia in the course of a sacriticial
celebration—and here the way that they acted shows with
what rapidity they could adapt themselves to circumstances.
Augustus, who had not been able to obtain the litatio (the
gods” approval of his sacrifice), had given the order to
increase the number of victims, when suddenly the enemy
rushed in and carried off all the sacred preparations. The
reaction of the haruspices: “All the perils and evils toretold to
the sacrificer would fall upon those who held the exta (the
viscera of the victims), and so it came to pass.”**

The observation of birds also allowed for exegeses ““in the
Etruscan style,” i.e., for symbolic interpretations that went
beyond the functions of the Roman augur. On several
occasions the appearance of an eagle is noted in the course of
Augustus’s career.

The first time is particularly significant. “While Octavian
was having his lunch in a forest close to the fourth
milestone on the way to Campania, an eagle suddenly stole
the bread from his hand; it flew high into the sky and then
suddenly descended slowly (leniter) and returned the bread
to him.”®* This “miracle,” which bore the promise of a
heavenly consecration, recalls the analogous portent of the
eagle that took away and returned Lucumon’s headgear on
the road to Rome.®

Another omen carries an equally transparent svmbolism.
The triumvirate had just been established (in 43 8.c.) between
Antony, Lepidus, and Octavian, when the troops of the
three were witness to the following sight at Bologna: “An
eagle, perched on the tent of Octavian, struck down and
killed two crows that had been harassing it from either side;
the entire army noted that one day there would be discord—
as had been shown—between the three colleagues, and
foretold the outcome.®®

Recall the ominous eagle of the ceremonies of the lustrum,
when Jupiter’s bird sent three omens that corresponded to as
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many crucial events in the lite of Augustus: his supernatural
consecration (for he would become Augustus), his victory
over his rivals (for he would triumph detlnm\ ely at Actium
in 31 8.c.), and his end, which was not far otf (for his fate
would be sealed in a.p. 14).™

But in the end, this is a distortion ot the ancient meaning
of the auspices. Certainly the allegorical interpretation ot the
behavior of birds is toreign to the strict rules ot augury. Yet
this practice, favored by the activities of the haruspices, did
not obliterate the respect for ancestral practices. Augury lost
none of its official importance.

The best proof of this is the tollowing testimony: “During
his taking of the auspices, at the time of his [Octavian’s] first
consulate, twelve vultures appeared to Octavian as they had
to Romulus in the past.””>®

The exceptional character of these auspices, which were
reserved for onlv two personages in Roman history, was
stressed by Augustan propaganda. The connection between
Romulus and Augustus, beneficiaries ot the same heavenly
favor, held a clear meaning tor the contemporaries of the
latter: at a distance of several centuries, the founder of the
empire had raised himself up to the glorious rank ot the
founder of the city.

Furthermore, Augustus would never have dreamed of
disdaining the dignitv of augury. Not only did he himself
hold this otfice—which would appear to have been the
earliest of his priestly positions™—but he also scrupulouslv
respected the Julian tradition which included giving major
power to the augural office.” And when he would later erect
a sanctuary to his deified father, he would take care not to
forget the attribute of the augur: on a gold denarius that
represented the cultic statue of the emperor standing be-
neath the portico ot his temple, Caesar appears w ith the
lituus.®

1. Divination and Syncretism

Although the reign of Augustus reveals a kind of equilib-
rium between the ancient traditions and new torms of
divination, it must be added that this equilibrium was
precarious. It would not take long to accomplish an evolution
that would make the old opposition disappear. Ve have
alreadv shown the fundamental difference betiveen Roman
augury and Etruscan haruspicy.

Roman augury was not divinatory in the strict sense of the
word: its task was to guard the good relations between gods
and men. The highest magistrate alone (who was clothed in
the imperiun) was invested with the right to take auspices: he
relied on the technical assistance ot the augur to ascertain the
agreement or disagreement of heaven with an enterprise.
The initiative taken by the king-augur Romulus retained an
exemplary value over the centuries: it is not by chance that
Augustus insisted on enjoying the same celestial privilege.

Haruspicy, by contrast, manifested divinatory pretensions
from the very start. To this end, it used three principal
procedures: the examination of the exta, essentially of the
liver; the interpretation of portents; and the observation and
conjuration of lightning. In contrast with the sobriety of the
augural art, haruspicy profited from the prestige of a tech-
nique that was more perfected and richer in promises: it
could predict the future!

As such, it aroused both the mistrust and the curiosity of
the Romans. Being realists, the Romans did not intend to be
deprived of the services of haruspicv any more than of the
“predictions” offered by the Sibulline Books, which, even
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