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Introduction
Lupercalia is one of the better known Roman festivals, being celebrated in some form from ancient times up to the fifth century AD. It comprised elements of fertility rituals, purification rites and apotropaic magic. A ceremony took place in the Lupercal  (the cave where the wolf suckled Romulus and Remus, mythical founders of Rome), where two young men, leaders of the two priestly colleges known as the Luperci, underwent what was possibly an initiation rite,  including sacrificing  a goat. Then, naked or clad only in goatskin, the Luperci, ran around the Palatine, whipping people,  especially women who wished for children. After Mark Antony offered the crown to Julius Caesar during the Lupercalia (44 BC), the festival died away, to be brought back in a reformed way by Augustus (Hollerman, 1973: 261). Sources (Gelasius, ch 16), indicate that by 495 AD,  though still celebrated widely,  the solemnity of the rite had degenerated into a vulgar display. 
Date and Origins 
The Lupercalia was a fixed festival date - dies feriati -  in the pre-Julian Roman calendar (Beard, North, Price, Vol II, 1998: 61; Wiseman, 1995: 1), occurring annually on 15th February. This reference potentially places the origins somewhere between the early regal period, as argued by Mommsen (Wiseman, 1995: 1), and the fifth Century BC (Michels, 1967: 207-20). The earliest reference is from the third century BC by Eratosthenes (Wiseman 1995, 3). Cicero (Pro Caelio, 26), refers to it as belonging to a time before civilisation and it was traditionally beleived by the Romans to have been initiated by Evander, the legendary Arcadian founder of the first Latin tribe (Virgil, Aen, VIII, 327-58). The month in which it was held suggests a connection with Februa  (an instrument of purification), Februarius (the month of February), and purification  (Fast II, 19; Lewis and Short:1879).  It is likely that the festival of the Lupercalia is a composite of other ceremonies (Wiseman, 1995: 2).
Gods connected to the Lupercalia
There is no one god positively associated with the festival (see Varro's circular comment on the Luperci's identity and role (Varro, LL, v.85, vi.13 in Wiseman, 1995:1). Nor did a flamen  oversee the rites. Instead the role was overseen by Jupiter's priest (Wiseman, 1995:1). That it should be a priest of Jupiter, chief of the Roman Triad, probably indicates that despite this lack of specialist,  it was considered to be a festival of great civic importance and national security, as defendants claimed it to be in response to Bishop Gelasius' attack, 495AD (Beard et al, Vol I, 1998: ix).  

From at least the second century BC and onwards  (see Wiseman's comments on C.Acilius, 1995: 6), associates the festival with Faunus (Ovid, Fasti II, XV; Guirand, 1959: 207), because of the association with fertility and Faunus' licentiousness, as well as the symbolism of the goat sacrifice and use of goatskins. A connection in the Roman mind between the wolf and Pan, creates a complex relationship between the foundation myth and the festival. Archeological evidence of a mirror, depicting Faunus, dressed in goatskin, standing next to Romulus and Remus, lends weight to this argument (North, 2008:149). Livy associates the fertility god Inuus, an epithet of Faunus with the festival, Faunus being the Greek counterpart to Pan (Livy, 1.5.2). Contemporary references in literature include Virgil's allusion to the Lupercal or Wolf-cave 'named in the Arcadian fashion after the wolf-god, 'Lycaean Pan,' (Aen, VIII, 327-58). References to Pan, Faunus and Inuus are likely to be the result of later interpretations, including Greek cultic influences, as the festival developed from a pastoral/ spring cult into a fertility cult (Tennant, 1988: 88;  Ogilvie, 1965: 46-7) though there is not consensus on this point (Rissanen, 2012:127) 
Ovid refers to purifying the month with peace offerings for the dead ( Fast II, 35-36). Evidence of a connection between the festival and Mars, the Roman, Umbrian and Etruscan god of death and the Underworld (Wagenvoort, 1956: 210-211), is indicated by the rites taking place near the Palatine burial area, the chthonic symbolism of the cave and the sacrifice of a dog; dogs traditionally being guardian and gateway into the underworld. Arguments (Tennant, 1988: 89), supporting this theory include the fact that the wolf is Mars's special animal. Contrary to most academic theories, Gjerstad does not accept a connection between the wolf (lupus), and the festival, arguing that there is no trace of wolf in any of the rites (Gjerstad, 1962:11). Most scholars disagree, although the exact connection cannot be firmly established (Dumézil, 1996: 347). There is also limited evidence that Mars is the father of Romulus ( Cicero, De Div.1, 20, 40). 
The names 'Lupercus' and 'Lupercal' are likely anachronisms from an age whose rites have changed over time and whose significance has been subsequently forgotten. 

(Tennant, 1998: 83). In keeping with the more archaic aspects of the festival  (see below), the name of the god may have been kept secret in order to avoid offending him by making mistakes in the ritual ( Warde Fowler, 1899: 313). An alternative theory is that it comes from a time in Roman pre-history before the formation of gods ( Warde Fowler, 1889:34).
The Rites

Only Plutarch (Rom. 21, 4-10) gives evidence to the ceremony in the Lupercal  in which,  having sacrificed a goat (and sometimes a dog), two youths have their foreheads touched with the bloody knife, wiped with wool dipped in milk, after which they laugh ( Sachs, 1963: 276). This is possibly a later addition brought in with the introduction of Hellenistic Mystery cults (Franklin, 1921: 83), although it may equally come from earlier inhabitants of Rome ( Warde Fowler, 1911: 34). To date there is no obvious explanation for these actions and it is unusual in being seemingly magical in content, yet practised by a State priest in a city generally distrustful of supersitio (Beard et al, 1998: 222).
After this ceremony, the youths lead the Luperci, running, up, down or around the Palatine, starting at one fig tree and finishing at a second, figs notably symbolic of both fertility and goats (Wiseman, 1995: 8). 
Originally, these generally nobly-born young men of the Equestrian class were  naked  (Aen. 8.663; Livy. 1.52), which was unusual for Rome. After Augustus' reforms for the festival they wore loin-cloths of goatskin (Holleman, 1973: 261 -62). Contemporary explanations for nakedness refer to the Twins stripping off in order to run faster after missing flocks (Plutarch, Rom: 21, 9) or being already naked, practising athletics, before chasing robbers ( Ovid, Fast II, 365-72). A satirical explanation is the account of would-be rapist Faunus being tricked by the cross-dressing of Heracles and Omphale; hence he 'bids his worshippers to come naked to his rites.'(Ovid, Fast I, 303-359). 
Why the Luperci should run may be to preserve the magic obtained from the initiation until the end of the flight (Rose, 1926: 106). Alternatively, the flight could represent a remnant from a ritual chase whereby the victim was once hunted prior to sacrifice (Devoto, 1951: 239). Roman explanations include Butas' assertion that it was in imitation of the Twins running for joy to the Lupercal having defeated Amilius (Plutarch, Rom, 21,8). 
Central to the rite (North, 2008, 151, Fasti II, 435-42), the Luperci lashed women (and sometimes men) with goatskin whips, broken skin symbolic of impregnation, fertility and purification. Times of crises demanded more traditional rites and various reforms occurred as Rome's fortunes declined or rose (Wiseman, 1995:14-15). It is possible in later times it became more sexually violent (North, 2008:152), although Juvenal and Plutarch write that later rituals demanded that women raise only their hands to the whip (Hollman, 1973:264).
The end of the Lupercalia
In response to Bishop Gelasius' condemnation of Christians participating in the increasingly bawdy Lupercalia (495 AD),  Romans argued that Rome's safety depended upon it (Beard et al, 1998: ix).  Some time around the reign of Emperor Anastius (491-519 AD), following the increase of Christian influence, it died out in its recognisable form. Possibly, remnants of rituals lingered in Italy until recently (Sachs, 1963: 263-4). However, a commonly held belief that the feast was transferred to the Christian festivals of St Valentine's Day or the Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary are unfounded (Green,1931: 61). 
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