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Task 3 Essay CLCL7003 Ritual and Society Unit 2 Omens and Prodigies in Roman society
It is easy to dismiss, from a modern, rational, secular perspective that Roman divination and public portents as described by Livy, Julius Obsequens, Cicero, Tacitus[footnoteRef:1] and others were just superstitious nonsense and not important at all. This would be very much mistaken. Modern scholars have often interpreted public portents rather narrowly as either a hysterical reaction to a stressful situation or purely as a tool for political propaganda and manipulation.[footnoteRef:2] This essay explores why this was not the case for the Roman people and how divination played an essential role in the relationship between religion, politics and society as a whole. It also changed considerably with the coming of the principate.  [1:  Rasmussen 2003: 15.]  [2:  Rasmussen 2003: 25.] 

The role of divination was complex and bound into the fabric of the republic and essential to the pax deorum: a contract between the gods and Rome: in return for correct worship, the gods safeguarded Rome. That was the main reason for the insistence on correct ritual procedures. ‘Divination’ will be used as shorthand for a range of portents, prodigies and omens, including dreams, astrology and haruspicy  that the Romans viewed as a means of communication with the gods concerning the welfare of Roman society. To be in good order the state had to take note and the prodigies properly expiated.   
Divination was pervasive in Rome as everyone was interested at some level: from buying cheap horoscopes in the streets by the non-élite to the senate making serious proclamations on prodigies. The ultimate authority for decisions concerning portents reported to them lay with the senate that relied on advice from the experts for their views on interpretation. This discussion will revolve around the role of the senate and then subsequently the emperor, but it is important to consider the role and reaction of the ordinary people of Rome to omens and prodigies. To maintain the legitimacy and perpetuation of the system of divination, it must have been supported by the populus. It should be remembered that the Romans were a very pious people and considered forms of divination as a genuine means of communication with the gods and an important influence on public life. As Ripat argues [footnoteRef:3] the authority of the élites rested on the willingness and tacit support of the general population to accept that the senate had ultimate authority in these matters. Consequently, the senate’s interpretations held sway and became dominant over that of any individual reporting a divine message, which could be dismissed as superstitio. This often depended on the social status of the individual who may have felt that the sign was meant for him. More credence was given to reports by élites as it was felt that they were more worthy and well informed. That is, it was thought that the gods sent messages to the most appropriate people who as a consequence, gained esteem as a conduit.[footnoteRef:4]  However, once reported to the senate, portents were understood to concern the state, on which the senate had then to pronounce. This was a purely political body, not a religious one and yet the senate held the power of decision and fulfilled the mediating function rather than the priesthood. [3:  Ripat 2006: 156-157.]  [4:  Ripat 2006: 160.] 

One of the reasons for this was that there was no one person or institution that was in charge of religious activity in the republic. The priesthood, as a whole, was extremely diverse in recruitment, organisation and function. Indeed, there was a multiplicity of priests and procedures. Neither were their duties in any way comparable: some were very light as in the instance of the luperci who participated in just one annual festival, whilst other priests such as the pontifices had a wide variety of duties.[footnoteRef:5]This level of diversity in a traditional society was quite unusual, but indicative, it is suggested here, of Roman republican mores. That is, there was an avoidance of any individual having too much power and a tendency for group decision making. Unfortunately, there is a paucity of evidence regarding the precise roles of different priests in the various rituals and ceremonies.[footnoteRef:6]Divination was part of this diffuse range of religious activity. The taking of auspices, for instance, was held before any important meeting or event, be it social, political or military. In the republic Roman religion was not a monolithic construction, but it did influence both social and political life. For example, divination served as a guarantor of Roman norms and values and was a force for social stability. Religious observance engendered a framework for the whole of every-day life. [5:  Beard and North 1990: 25.]  [6:  Beard and North 1990: 28.] 

The main priesthoods to whom the senate turned for advice for the interpretation of messages from the gods were the college of augures, who dealt with the taking of auspices; the keepers of the Sibylline books (the XVviri sacris faciundis) who dealt with the interpretation of prodigies, as did the Roman pontifices; and those Etruscan haruspices who practised extispicy at acts of public sacrifice, but who were also involved in handling public portents at Rome.[footnoteRef:7]This latter group is particularly interesting, although confusing in many aspects as it is difficult to distinguish between Etruscan and Roman elements, which will not be attempted here.  [7:  Rasmussen 2003: 169.] 

Extispicy, that is the reading of the exta or entrails, was part of the normal sacrificial ritual and was used as a means of gaining approval or not for any significant action, be it military or political. It is thought that the liver was the main organ of interest and the shape, colouring and potential deformities were scrutinised. The gall bladder, heart, lungs and spleen could also be used.[footnoteRef:8] In 1877 an Etruscan bronze model of a sheep’s liver, a unique artefact, was found near Piacenza. This model reproduced in detail the various parts of the liver and has been dated between the second and first century BC. The upper side was divided into forty sections, each inscribed in an abbreviated form of Etruscan, over which there has been considerable uncertainty regarding meaning[footnoteRef:9]. Whatever the interpretation of the inscriptions, it is clear that the function of extispicy was important in both religious and political terms and could be termed as an ancient scientific discipline with a systematic methodology.  [8:  Cic.Div. 2.29. ]  [9:   Rasmussen 2003: 129.] 

Public augury was also an important part of Roman life. There has been much scholarly debate about the extent of manipulation of portents, for instance to gain political positions of power or to object to some particular decision in the senate. For example, the Bibulus controversy in 59 BC is often given as an example of political malfeasance[footnoteRef:10] and it is intimated that manipulation and exploitation of public portents became rife in the late republic. This may have been so in some cases, but it is highly unlikely that this was the norm as public portents formed the basis of political decisions and were part of the pax deorum. To attempt to defy the gods in any way would be viewed as a breach of the pax deorum thus putting the welfare of Roman society at risk. However, there is evidence that the priestly institutions were neglected in the last years of the republic: important priesthoods, such as the flamen Dialis were not filled and sacred buildings and temples were left in a state of decay.[footnoteRef:11]  Varro, amongst others, put this down to the neglect of religion by the citizens.[footnoteRef:12] The sources also show a decline in the recording and expiation of prodigies during this period.[footnoteRef:13]In Livy’s view, the gods still communicated through prodigies, but the appropriate public ritual was now in decline, which did not bode well for Rome. That is, he was saying that prodigies no longer appeared to be at the centre of political discourse. It seems to be something of a mixed picture. On the one hand, Dio recounts several prodigies that were recorded and expiated in the late republican period and then on the other hand he seems to be implying that the system was close to imploding.[footnoteRef:14]  [10:  Suet.Iul.20.1.]  [11:  Galinsky 1996: 289.]  [12:  Galinsky 1996: 290.]  [13:  Santangelo 2019: 156.]  [14:  Cass. Dio.HIst.50.10-11.] 

One of the most significant prodigies occurred in the late republic in 36BC when lightning struck part of Octavian’s house on the Palatine. This was brought to the attention of the haruspices and the ritual recommendation was enacted under Octavian’s close scrutiny. The beginnings of change can be seen here as the focus of the prodigy was on Octavian and not specifically on the senate or the welfare of Rome, but it would be wrong to assume that there was a sudden, dramatic change and to underestimate the long-term importance of prodigies.[footnoteRef:15]It should also be remembered that after the death of Julius Caesar, when Octavian first entered Rome, it was said that the sun shone on him and produced a rainbow and the appearance of a comet was interpreted as identifying Octavian, as he was then, as divi filius, which emboldened Augustus to play on his so-called divine status throughout his life.[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Santangelo 2019: 160.]  [16:  Suet. Aug.95.] 

There had always been gradual adjustments in religious practice, but this was increased after Octavian became Augustus. As was his usual way of achieving change, Augustus looked to the traditional piety of the past and adapted it for his own purposes. His elevation to pontifex maximus in 12BC[footnoteRef:17] enabled him to introduce religious reform as he pleased and at the same time blurred the distinction between public and private domains. Augustus proudly lists the repair and building of new temples that he did in his achievements, but this now excluded others from participation.[footnoteRef:18] This clearly indicated the linkage between the princeps and religion, including divination, and the state. One of his innovations was to move the Sibylline Books from the Temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline to the Temple of Apollo on the Palatine, which gave Augustus more control over the consultation and interpretation of the prophecies. He now controlled appointments to priesthoods and with his revitalisation of various cuts such as the Lares Compitales placed himself at the centre of religious life, which he used to conduct social policy. His regime was built on the reconstruction of the constitution through remembrance of the past, although these memories faded over the years and the same applied to his approach toward divination. Augustus embraced change, but that had to be under his control. However, even under the principate, the senate had significant influence as many members held priestly positions: some were augurs for example. Although the emperor was now central to decision making, he was not the only recipient of portents nor was he the prime interpreter. Nevertheless, as the principate evolved, prodigy reporting and expiation appears to take a less prominent role than in the republic. This may be purely because of the shift towards the welfare of one person, the emperor, and away from the state, but our surviving sources may be influential here, as neither Tacitus nor Dio placed the same emphasis on recording prodigies as had Livy earlier.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Suet. Aug.31.]  [18:  Aug. Res.Gest. 20.4.]  [19:  Santangelo 2019: 161.] 

Astrology and other predictive methods, such as dream interpretation, however, grew more popular at the expense of other forms of divination associated with traditional religion during the principate. For example, Augustus published his own horoscope and readily used the sign of Capricorn on coins and sculptural reliefs.  The construction of the Horologium in the Campus Martius was an expression of Augustus’ confidence as being divinely chosen, which was written in the stars.[footnoteRef:20]  Astrology could be a significant tool in creating the image of the emperor, but as distinct from republican times when the senate supervised divination, under the principate, astrologers were freelance. Unless they were personal court astrologers, this brought an element of danger to the emperor as he had less control over them. Tiberius was the first emperor said to have had an official court astrologer: Thrasyllus[footnoteRef:21]and Vespasian had Seleucus, amongst others. Hadrian became an adept astrologer himself as did Septimius Severus. As it was treason to foretell the death of the emperor, astrologers had to be cautious. However, despite the risks involved there are several accounts in which astrologers challenged the emperor with their predictions and suffered the consequences, such as Ascletario in Domitian’s time.[footnoteRef:22] Whatever the truth of some of these stories, they do show the importance that emperors and the élite in general placed on astrologer’s predictions. Periodically, if certain prophecies were considered to be a threat or deemed likely to cause unrest, the senate or the emperor issued a banning order on astrologers and others, such as actors, diviners and philosophers. Anyone likely to become the centre of attention and ignite popular disorder was feared by the élites. Underlying the expulsions lay the overwhelming imperative for control over the emperor’s public image and the promulgation of an imperial narrative rather than any alternative.[footnoteRef:23] [20:  Galinsky 2005: 65.]  [21:  Suet. Aug. 98; Tib. 14,62.]  [22:  Barton 1994: 9-11.]  [23:  Ripat 2011: 151.] 

In conclusion, divination in its various forms was of crucial importance to Roman society in the republic and not just in religious terms. Ritual behaviours were directly related to a variety of public actions, especially in the political and military fields. The importance given to the correct interpretation and expiation of public prodigies was considered crucial to a desirable outcome: ‘ignoring portents and religio-political procedure was a very serious matter indeed.’ [footnoteRef:24]The pax deorum was at stake here. This common frame of reference was part of what it meant to be Roman. It was a way in which society strived to stay in equilibrium and was a promise of continuity. The decline of the republican prodigy system coupled with that of the senate signalled a transfer of religious and political power. [24:  Rasmussen 2003: 258.
] 

In the principate, the importance of some aspects of divination changed: the reporting and expiation of prodigies decreased whilst astrology grew in importance. ‘Continuity and change’ was the embodiment of the Augustan era and this area of policy was no exception. The senate’s powers were reduced and the personalisation and monopolisation of divine signs now centred on the emperor. Both of these aspects indicated a fundamental transference of power in the Roman state. Any suggestion that divination was ‘superstitious nonsense’, a wholly modern view, completely misunderstands Roman society, religion and politics.  
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