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[bookmark: _GoBack]How did the Romans react to omens and prodigies? What light, if any, might Roman attitudes towards prodigies and omens shed on Roman society?

It is undeniable that omens, prodigies and portents held a highly controversial and crucial place within Roman history. From bolts of lightning to unnatural births, omens and prodigies came in many different forms, and the divining of such signs was vital in matters of both religious and political importance (Beard, North and Price, 1998b.). But what exactly do they tell us about Roman society? And how did the Romans react to these incidents? By examining the different accounts on omens and prodigies given to us by Roman writers such as Livy and Cicero and by modern scholarship, it is possible to gain an understanding of how the Romans felt about society and their place in it. Lisdorf (2014) would agree here, stating that the value of these stories is not in their historical accuracy, but in their ability to express common assumptions between Romans, such as correct religious practice and the importance of the senate in matters of crises. It must be taken into consideration however, that most of the evidence we have on the subject is dated from the Late Republic, therefore we must not fall into the trap of generalising or assuming that the procedures in dealing with omens or prodigies are consistent throughout Roman history (Beard, North and Price, 1998a, pp.37). We also need to consider how reliable ancient sources are in terms of bias. This particularly concerns the work of Livy, who many have argued was writing from a particular political perspective (Levene,1993; Beard, North and Price, 1998a. pp.79; Sailor, 2006; Satterfield, 2015, pp.439). Nevertheless, these sources are useful in the fact that they are contemporary and help us to gain an insight into various Roman attitudes towards omens and prodigies 

First of all, it is important we consider the context of the terms omen and prodigy, in order for us to fully understand their concepts. It is evident that both are seen as divine messages from the gods (Santangelo, 2013; Lisdorf, 2014), however it is clear that omens differ from prodigies (Rosenberger, 2007, pp.300). According to Ross (2016, pp.181), the difference between prodigies and omens during republican times is that omens were believed to “foretell success or disaster for a particular undertaking or individual” whereas prodigies were considered events that were significant enough for the senate to consider them a threat to society as a whole. The problem with this description is that it only relates to the Republic, it doesn’t give us any idea as to whether this was the case before or after that period. Nevertheless, it gives us context. Rosenberger (2007, pp.301) also adds that omens could be fabricated more easily. This is an important point to make as it highlights to us the fragile relationship between society and their religious beliefs and will be considered in more detail throughout the discussion. It is prodigies, however, that we consider in more detail, given the fact that we have more evidence on such occurrences. This could be as a result of the fact that they were passed to the senate for examination, therefore were considered important to record (Ripat, 2006; Lisdorf, 2014)

Prodigies were seen as signs of religious and social imbalance (Rasmussen, 2014, pp.201), an expression on earth of the wrath of the gods due to a violation of the pax deorum or “peace of the gods” (Corbeill, 2009, pp. 297-298; Pina Polo, 2011). In terms of dealing with a prodigy, many scholars believe that there was a certain framework (Beard, North and Price, 1998; Ripat, 2006; Santangelo, 2013; Satterfield, 2015). We must remember however, that this framework is purely a construction from evidence we have gathered from various ancient sources (see Cic. Har.; Beard, 2012). No ancient framework survives for this and as we are lacking in evidence on the interpretation procedures (Lisdorf, 2014, pp.96) we cannot assume that all prodigies were dealt with in the same way. Nevertheless, the consensus is that having witnessed a prodigy, the first step in dealing with one would be to report the prodigy to the magistrates. The magistrates would then report this to the senate, who in turn would decide if the sign should be accepted as a prodigy or rejected. If accepted, it would usually be handed over to the haruspices, Etruscan diviners who specialised in extispicy, or occasionally the Sibylline books would be consulted (Beard, North and Price, 1998, pp.27; Dillon and Garland, 2005). After interpreting the sign, the senate would be given a responsum or solution, a way in which the pax deorum could be built once again. This was often in the form of a ritual or dedication to a particular god. Religion in Ancient Rome was an orthopraxy and the highly ritualised way of dealing with a prodigy emphasises how important correct religious practice was to the Romans (Ando, 2008, pp.13). The relationship between society and the gods was of the utmost importance, and any break in that relationship was a serious problem. Ritual action could also be seen as political response to a religious problem. Orlin (2007, pp.60), demonstrates this when he suggests that the handling of prodigies established the senate as the final authority over all religious matters. It could be argued that this highlights the power of the senate as intermediaries between the Roman people and the gods, as they were responsible for rebuilding the peaceful relationship with the divine. It also provided the state with a means of coping with crises and also strengthened Roman identity and their religious beliefs (Rosenberger, 2011, pp. 296).

It is evident, that for a framework such as this to work, there must have been support from the masses regarding the importance of state divination. For the senate to be the first point of contact when dealing with an omen tells us that they were considered the overall authority when dealing with these matters. Thus, this highlights to us that there was a social hierarchy and that the reporting of prodigies helped to legitimise it (Lisdorf, 2014). Nevertheless, we must not overlook the role of the lower classes within this framework. Yes, the senate had the ultimate power. However, without the approval of the general public, authority would never have been given to the senate in the first place. Ripat (2006, pp.157) would agree here and argues that the general population were the acting force behind the “perpetuation of the system”. In turn, for support to have been given, one must assume that the public had autonomous beliefs as to what classified an omen or prodigy. For an omen or a prodigy to be important, a religious framework must first be in place for the sign to have any meaning at all (Green, 2009, pp.152). Therefore, it is evident that omens and prodigies give us an insight into the overall religious belief system and the social hierarchy of Roman society. However, we must question whether all signs were handed over to the senate as procedure demanded, and whether everyone conformed to such a framework. Ripat (2006), would argue that not all signs were handed over due to ambition within society, and that foreigners were particularly bad at conforming to Roman standards of behaviour, believing themselves to be the recipients of such signs not the state. Therefore, we can see that not all attitudes towards prodigies were the same. 

Omens and prodigies were also taken very seriously, especially in matters of war. Ignorance therefore was not an acceptable reaction to such divine warnings in Roman society and we can see this when considering the famous example of Gaius Flaminius. Cicero (De Div. 1.35-36; see also Liv. 21.63.13-14) explains that Gaius Flaminius, as a result of ignoring the omens and religious misconduct, caused the devastating defeat of the Romans during the Second Punic War. We can see here that Gaius himself is seen as the prodigy, as his religious violations and total lack of regard for mos maiorum, is unnatural, giving rise to other prodigies (Rasmussen, 2003). One could also argue that Gaius is a scapegoat, on which the Roman people could blame the defeat. Does this give us an insight into Roman society?  Rome was a nation of people who were big on culpability, who would use omens and prodigies to shift the blame if needed when a crisis got out of control. Gaius Flaminius already had a tenuous relationship with the senate during his first appointment as consul. Lisdorf (2014) advises us that Flaminius was frightened that the auspices had been tampered with by the senate therefore chose to ignore them. The fact that Flaminius knew just how easy it was to tamper with divine signs tells us that the Romans were also very suspicious and hesitant when dealing with omens and prodigies.  It could also tell us that not everyone held them in the same esteem, and that some believed them to be nothing more than superstition (North, 2004, pp.389)

Subsequently, it is evident that politicians often exploited omens and prodigies for personal gain, in times of crises and in turning points of their careers (Rosenberger, 2007). This can be seen during the reign of Augustus, where omens were used positively to legitimise Augustus as the sole ruler of Rome. For instance, during the games held in 44 B.C. over which Augustus presided, there were reports of a comet. Under normal circumstances this would have been considered a bad omen or a prodigy due to it being an abnormal occurrence (Pandey, 2013; Licht and Ramsey, 1997, pp.61). Instead, the comet was attributed to the apotheosis of Caesar, therefore instilling the idea that Augustus was of divine heritage. There are also reports of three suns converging into one during a sacrifice, signifying the merging of the three triumvirates into a sole ruler (Rosenberger, 2007, pp.302). One cannot deny, that these omens and prodigies are indeed being used for political advantage here and can almost be seen as Augustan “propaganda”. Therefore, highlighting that roman attitudes towards omens and prodigies were just as much political than they were religious. It also shows us that omens could be manipulated, taking us back to the statement given by Rosenberger (2007). 
 

Nevertheless, we can also see here that omens and prodigies could also be a problem, and that they could effectively cause political chaos and fear. This can be seen, for example, in the expulsion of the astrologers from Rome by Claudius (Ripat, 2011) and the fatalistic attitude of the emperor Tiberius towards prodigies and prophecies (Ann. 1.76; Shannon-Henderson, 2019, pp.27). We can see here an exploitation of religion by the very politicians who had the greatest responsibility in upholding those values. By blocking interpretation or expelling the diviners themselves, the information would not end up in the hands of the public, therefore stability in rule could not be questioned. For example, in 52 AD Claudius expelled astrologers from the city of Rome after a prodigy in the form of a riot took place in the Forum over a grain shortage. It could be argued that Claudius was concerned about the stability of Rome and his ability to lead, so much so that he expelled the very people who could interpret such omens (Ripat, 2011, pp.146). That way, there would be no further reports of any impending crises for him to deal with after the riot. This highlights the fragile position of politicians and leaders within Roman society. 

Omens and prodigies are also useful when considering social and cultural norms within Roman society. A useful example to consider here would be the conviction of the vestal virgins, after a prodigy was received regarding the daughter of a Roman equestrian. According to the account given by Plutarch (Quaes. Rom. 83. 1-3), the woman was riding home when she was killed by a bolt of lightning. Subsequently, she was found with her tongue hanging out of her mouth and her skirt up over her waist, displaying her sexual organs. This was seen as a prodigy and was connected with the allegations of unchaste actions performed by the Vestal Virgins. Some have argued that this is not the case, and that the impiety of the Vestal Virgins was itself a prodigy in its own right (Rasmussen, 2003 pp.41). Nevertheless, we can still see here that the Romans felt that the actions of the Vestal Virgins had breached the pax deorum, violating important religious and social values (Rasmussen, 2003). Parker (2004, pp.563) would agree, stating that the virginal status of the priestesses of Vesta symbolised the untouched city of Rome. For the vestal virgins to have been accused of licentious behaviour meant that the welfare and safety of the city of Rome was in question. Therefore, one can understand why this was seen as a problem serious enough to be a called a prodigium. As a result, the temple of Venus Verticordia was built as a solution to the prodigy, in the hopes that the goddess herself would correct the improper behaviour that had begun to appear within the sacred ranks and within Rome itself (Staples, 1998). This gives us an idea of the sacredness of virtue within Roman culture, especially regarding women. For it to be considered as endangered meant it was important enough to be considered in the first place. This also highlights how important it was to maintain good relations with gods, not only for individual welfare but for the welfare of the state also. It could also be argued that this particular prodigy highlights the changing views of women regarding their virtue and chastity. Wildfang (2006. pp.94), advises that this period had seen many social and political crises and that the atmosphere in Rome was one of change, in which religious beliefs were being questioned. Is it possible that women, including the priestesses themselves, had started to rebel against the outdated social structure? We can certainly see by the installation of the temple to Venus Verticordia that society felt that it needed to keep these women in check.  

Moving forward, it is evident that there are many recorded examples of omens and prodigies during the Republic, however they seem to dwindle as we progress into the Roman empire. This could be as a result of a shift in power in the political hierarchy of the state and the introduction of a sole monarch. Perhaps the lack of prodigies and omens indicate to us that the social climate is more at ease than it was throughout the late republic. Graham (2006, pp.135) would argue that omens and prodigies during the Roman Republic were symbols of internal strife and that they occurred naturally around times of crises. This we can see in the example of Gaius Flaminius during the Second Punic War as mentioned before. Or, as mentioned before, it could be as a result of a change in religious ideology, and that divination wasn’t seen as such an important feature of religious life anymore. Indeed Santangelo (2013, pp.3) informs us that with the introduction of the monarchy the range of divinatory options dwindled given that only certain forms of divination were seen as acceptable, such as the consultation of the Sibylline Books. 

One can conclude, when taking into consideration all of the different examples of omens, prodigies and the reactions of the Roman people towards them, that they do indeed give us a valuable insight into the culture and society of the Roman people. When taking into consideration the framework in which prodigies and omens were reported to the state, we can see the hierarchal system of the Roman Republic and how much power the senate had over matters of religion and politics. We have also seen fear and ignorance, highlighting to us the fragility of Roman politics and how people dealt with the divine in times of crises. We have seen cultural and social values such as piety, chasteness and virtue questioned by prodigies, highlighting the seriousness of such characteristics in everyday Roman life. We have also seen omens hijacked by senators and members of the elite for personal gain, again giving us a picture of just how easily religion could be manipulated by the state. Nevertheless, this essay only deals with some of the more famous examples of roman omens and prodigies. There are many others that could give us different insights into various corners of Roman society that have not been mentioned here. Also, we must take into account that ancient writers are sometimes bound by their political affiliations, or even prejudices and this must be taken into consideration when using them. Nevertheless, one can conclude that omens and prodigies did indeed hold highly crucial and controversial roles in Roman society.
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