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Stele WA125189 and religious change in Africa Proconsularis during the Principate
Stele WA12125189, currently in the collection of the British Museum, is one of the so-called ‘La Ghorfa’ artefacts discovered in Tunisia, once part of Africa Proconsularis, in 1842.
 M’Charek’s 1995 reassessment of the stelai concluded that they in fact originated from the pagus Thuscae in the region of Maktar, a place which Jennifer Moore notes was ‘a geographic contact point for various cultures in Antiquity’.
 Both in terms of its provenance and in terms of its blending of indigenous, Punic and Graeco-Roman iconography, the stele can shed much light on the processes of religious change that followed the fall of Carthage in 146 BCE. While Moore believes that the creator of the stele incorporated Roman elements without fully understanding their true meaning, it will be argued here that the artefact’s iconography does show a reasonable awareness of the various indigenous, Punic and Greaco-Roman religious components it combines. The stele seems to have been the product of the complex socio-cultural matrix in which it was created and this can itself shed much light on the nature of religious change in Africa Proconsularis outside the cities and coloniae. On a more general level, the stele lends credence to the model of ‘Romanisation’ espoused by Benabou, in which indigenous North Africans were responsible for their own varying degrees of ‘Romanisation’ and to the scholarly concept of ‘bricolage’ as outlined by Haussler.
 In the absence of written sources illuminating the subject of religious change in Africa Proconsularis at this time (excepting tangential references in Sallust and Josephus), the stele gives us an important insight into the nature of local, indigenous religious life.  
A detailed reading of the stele’s iconography supports the proposal that ‘bricolage’ is a suitable model for understanding religious change in Roman North Africa. The upper zone of the stele is rich with religious symbolism from the Graeco-Roman world. The ‘sign’ of the indigenous goddess Tanit is anthropomorphic rather than aniconic in nature, suggesting Roman influence, while the presence of Liber Pater with cup in right hand and vine branch in left as well as Venus holding a ‘turned-down crescent’ in her right hand clearly testify to the use of Roman divine iconography.
 Moore argues that these elements were incorporated by the artist without any real understanding of their function, but their interaction on the stele suggests otherwise.
 The ‘sign of Tanit’, with its placement at the top of the stele, emphasises the primacy of that Punic goddess whose importance as one of the dii patrii of Carthage was complimented by her role as protector, nurse and nebulous symbol of fertility, while the presence of grapes, fruit and small birds and animals around the sign seems to confirm this. The choice of Liber Pater and a nude Venus as complementary deities, as well as their accoutrements (cup, vine etc), suggests that the purpose of the ex-voto was connected to Tanit’s influence over fertility; Liber Pater as god of viticulture and wine, honoured by the festival of the Liberalia in the city of Rome itself, and Venus as goddess whose remit encompassed, inter alia, sex and fertility, equate to choices which suggest a reasonably sophisticated understanding of the connections between the Roman and indigenous/Punic elements.
  Rives argued that the cult of Tanit was temporarily discontinued in the sacra publica of Carthage itself as a result of the Roman conquest, and that the presence of a great temple of Caelestis in the city, attested by Quodvultdeus as late as the 5th century CE, reflected a kind of nostalgia on the part of a thoroughly Romano-African elite.
 Nevertheless, the fact that the decision was made to re-activate this cult, albeit in a Roman guise, testifies to the enduring power of the Tanit/Caelestis cult over the urban population and suggests by extension the continued strength of the cult in areas such as Maktar, less directly touched by Roman influence. Thus the stele provides an important counterpoint to evidence from Carthage itself, as well as other North African coloniae such as Zama Regia, whose embassy to the provincial governor of 322 CE included four pontifices and two augures, indicating a degree of religious ‘Romanisation’ that should not be taken for granted elsewhere in the province.
  

We may infer that the propitiation of Tanit was the key purpose of the stele, suggesting considerable religious continuity in the pagus Thuscae; we can also propose that the ‘Roman’ elements were to some degree understood by the artist and possibly the patron. Indeed, it seems that the dedicant wished to advertise his sophistication rather than convey cultural naivety: the togate male in the aediculum appears to be holding a volumen his left hand, suggesting a desire to emphasise the dedicant’s learning in a Roman context.
 Thus the stele has value in its embodiment of a religious ‘bricolage’ beyond the Carthaginian elite and the relationship of its compositional and religious elements to one another suggests that this process was not a naïve one. Indeed, Alain Cadotte posits that interpretatio Romana in North Africa as elsewhere could be motivated by the need to assume a Roman appearance in situations of cultural contact, something which would hardly be surprising in an area of cross-cultural interaction such as the pagus Thuscae.

It is frustrating that the top part of the stele is broken off, so that only the ‘sign of Tanit’ remains. Complementary evidence from among the La Ghorfa stelae suggests that this part of the artefact may have contained the ‘disc-and-crescent’ motif.
 Moore admits that we do not know whether this represented the supreme god but proposes an association with ‘the heavenly nature of Jupiter’ owing to the lunar and solar shapes that flank the motif.
 If, as Moore suggests, the allusion here is to Jupiter and the Dioscuri or Sol and Luna, this again suggests that, in line with Benabou’s concept of ‘self-Romanisation’, the dedicants of the La Ghorfa stelae engaged in a process of ‘bricolage’ – interaction with the Roman presence in a region where many cultural influences intertwined, using Roman iconography as a ‘purposeful gloss’ on indigenous cult practices.  Evidence from elsewhere in North Africa suggests that this may indeed have been the case. Thus a stele to Baal from Thababursis in Algeria is capped by a lunar crescent, which according to Wilson represents Baal himself, while Roman period stelai from Ain Nechma carry the same motif. Wilson concludes that “Roman influence on the Ain Nechma stelai remains superficial”, so that Baal as represented by the lunar crescent most likely embodies the continuity of a key Punic cult.
 If so, then the iconography may have had similar connotations for the artist, dedicant and viewer of Stele WA1215189, suggesting a blurring of the indigenous, the ‘Hellenistic’ and the ‘Roman’ which might be expected in an environment of cross-cultural contact. 
An analysis of the ‘architectural’ features of the stele seems to confirm this. The presence of ‘bead and reel moulding’ in the pediment of the aediculum as well as the small acanthus acroterium suggest a purposeful attempt to place the dedicant in a Graeco-Roman context.
 The columns below the architrave are unfluted, a characteristic of the Tuscan order which may be a reference to Roman architectural forms, though Moore notes that the capitals are ‘more like stylized Aeolic types’. This again implies deliberate compositional selection, though whether on the part of the artist or the dedicant cannot be elicited with any certainty.
 The dedicant, meanwhile, stands togate in a frontal position. Legley argues that such ‘frontality’ constitutes a further mark of Romanisation since it is a characteristic of Italian funerary and ex-voto stelai of the early Principate.
 Wilson’s belief that this ‘may simply be a hallmark of simplistic artisan work, affordable by the lower strata of society who set up these stelai’ does not fully convince when one takes into account the material from which the stelae were made, indicating patrons of reasonable wealth, while the assemblage of specific cultural referents indicate a less than naïve understanding of the artistic and religious choices.
 Stelai from the Roman military foundation at Lambaesis in Numidia place a similar emphasis on frontal togate male dedicants equipped with volumen and grapes, suggesting that the dedicant in stele WA125189 has been deliberately represented in the Roman style rather than suffering the indignities of limited craftsmanship. While Moore believes that the dedicant’s toga is ‘schematic’, the overall assemblage of specific cultural signifiers from the Graeco-Roman world in tandem with the indigenous tradition represented by the ‘sign of Tanit’ and possibly the missing ‘celestial’ components, does suggest an element of ‘bricolage’ in the creation of the stele.
 
Finally, the unusual presence of a Latin inscription reflects the ‘purposeful Roman gloss’ which the dedicant placed on what was in essence a traditional Punic cult. The abbreviated formula R.V.S.L.H in part reflects a votive formula present across North Africa – v(otum) s(olvit) l(ibens) - identifying the purpose of the stele as being ex-voto in nature and placing it in a formulaic Latin context. Where the majority of the La Ghorfa stelae omit the name of both deity and dedicant, however, this stele does, in Moore’s reading, refer to the dedicant through the letter R at the beginning of the formula, a conclusion Moore reaches by comparing it to the so-called Rogatus stele (Bardo Cb-973).
 Moore concludes that the formula on this stele is ‘formulaic and awkward’.
 The inference to be made from this may be that the inscriptional element was not overly important to the dedicant and that it therefore forms another part of the bricolage process.
In summation, while acknowledging the dangers of making sweeping generalisations from an individual artefact, it seems that stele WA12125189 should be regarded as a key source for understanding religious change in Africa Proconsularis. In contrast to Carthage itself, where a Romano-African elite dispensed on an official level for a time with the dii patrii of pre-Conquest times, the emphasis on Tanit and her associations with fertility demonstrate religious continuity in an area less directly influenced by Roman presence, while the conscious assemblage (pace Moore) of Graeco-Roman religious motifs confirms the ‘purposeful gloss’ which these reasonably wealthy dedicants placed on indigenous beliefs, possibly influenced by the cross-cultural nature of the ‘contact point’ in which they were living. Given Benabou’s conclusion that the approach of the imperial state to indigenous religion which fostered ‘self-Romanisation’ it should not be surprising that within Africa Proconsularis the degree of ‘bricolage’ differed from coloniae such as Carthage itself to areas like Maktar where pre-Conquest cult practices may in essence barely have been touched.
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