Object Analysis - Saturn Stele from Lambaesis, Algeria
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	As the Roman Empire grew larger, the Romans were coming in contact with a great number of foreign cults and deities. They were always open and accepting to novel deities (Haeussler 2019) and in their minds they were translating them according to the interpretation Romana. This was a concept through which the Romans widely identified foreign deities with a deity of their very own pantheon (Ando, 2009). On the other hand, there was the concept of interpretatio indigena, which referred on how the provincial populaces of the Roman Empire construed and assumed the Greco-Roman cults (Haeussler, 2019). The continuous exposure of the provinces to Roman religious elements resulted in an evolving religious change in most Roman provinces, which is revealed in archaeological material evidence. This paper will focus on the analysis of a single artifact as a main source of understanding the religious change that occurred in the province of Africa Proconsularis during the Roman Principate (27 BCE - 284 CE). For the purposes of my argument I have selected a Saturn Stele from Lambaesis, Algeria dating from the 2nd or 3rd century CE, demonstrating a togate dedicant holding a scroll and a bunch of grapes (Leglay 1966A, PL. XXIV.5.) (Fig. 1).
	The selected stele is dedicated to Saturn/Baal with the purpose of satisfying a religious vow. Before proceeding to my object analysis, I would like to briefly introduce the identity of the god Baal and why was he translated to Saturn according to the interpretatio Romana (Haeussler 2019). Baal was the main god of Carthage. He was a weather god, but also the god of fertility and vegetation and his female partner was the goddess Tanit. He was usually depicted as a man of old age with curling like horns as a ram and was usually seated on a throne. Some theories state that the Carthaginians offered as sacrifice to Baal their firstborn children. There are written sources from antiquity describing the child sacrifice, but it is very likely that they were a product of Roman and Greek propaganda. Nowadays, whether or not the Carthaginians performed child sacrifice is a very problematic subject and there is no solid conclusion to the matter. Cleitarchus and Diodorus Siculus (20.14) have both referred to cruel child sacrifice rituals taking place in North Africa, and both referred in their writing to statues of Baal as a statue of Cronus[footnoteRef:1] (Haeussler, 2019), the Greek equivalent god to Saturn. "Saturn was the successor to the Punic god Baal" and this is why he was a prevalent god in many regions of Roman Africa (Moore, 2000). [1:  Cleitarchus: "There stands in their midst a bronze statue of Kronos, its hands extended over a bronze brazier, the flames of which engulf the child". Diodorus Siculus 20.14: "There was in their city a bronze image of Cronus extending its hands..." (Haeussler 2019)] 

	The iconography on this stele differs significantly from stelae fulfilling the same purpose in earlier Roman and pre-Roman periods, on which I will focus later in this paper. The pose of the depicted figure is reserved and very formal, and this is very common in Roman iconography when offering stances need to be depicted. Below the human figure on the stele there is a ram, which serves as a representation of a sacrificial offering. The relief is round and the overall style and representation of the figure is very realistic. It is an artifact on which the Roman influence is very heavily portrayed, and one of the reasons why is that it was found around a military site, the fort of the Third Legion in Numidia  (Wilson, n.d.). In order to explain how all these elements differ from earlier stelae from the same region, I will provide examples from Punic stelae of the pre-Roman period and from stelae dating to slightly earlier Roman times.
	In Pre-Roman times, when a stele was dedicated to Baal, the depicted figure will usually place their arms in a raised position and will sometimes hold some type of cake that served as an offering to the deity. These cakes were usually shaped as pastilles or pretzels. Some other times, the depicted figure would be accompanied by religious marks and also, palm branches were a really common iconographic element. The top of the stelae would typically be decorated by a crescent moon, which served as the representational symbol of the god Baal, but other marks, such as sun symbols or rosettes have also been observed. The pre-Roman stelae did not usually include inscriptions, but when they did it would be inscriptions pertaining to Baal stating that the dedicant fulfilled a vow. The stelae visually attested to the dedicant rather than the deity, who would generally be depicted nude. The figures were not of realistic style, but some bodily elements were portrayed, as we can see in a flat relief Stele to Baal with Punic Inscription from Thabarbusis, Algeria (Fig 2). These elements include the navel, nipples, genitals, mouth and eyes. There is also a neo-Punic inscription and one can see the commonly used palm branch and the symbol of Baal, the crescent moon, at the top. The hands of the figure tended to be fused with the offerings that the dedicant was holding, which was a feature that betrayed the lack of artistic skill of the creator of the stele (Wilson n.d.).
	Moving forward to early Roman times, we do not witness big a change in votive Saturn Stelae, but there is indeed a change. For comparison to my selected stele I will now describe a Roman period Saturn Stele from Thabarbusis, Algeria (Fig. 3). The relief is still flat and the depicted figure is still not realistic, disproportionate and two-dimensional. However, the dedicant is not depicted nude anymore, but dressed. Also, although the pre-Roman iconographic elements such as the palm branch and the crescent moon are still present, the sacrificial offerings now include a ram, and the inscription is not in neo-Punic, but in Latin (Wilson n.d.). The dedicant's name as we can see in the inscription is Flavius, but this does not necessarily mean that the dedicant was not African. When comparing this stele with the one described earlier from the pre-Roman times, we can conclude that there is indeed a shift deriving from the influence of the Romans, but it remains mild at this point in time.
	Now keeping in mind the comparative examples given, it is much easier to understand why the Saturn stele from Lambaesis serves as a key to our understanding of religious change in the province of Africa Proconsularis. The change in religious imagery can serve as strong evidence of this case. In the Lambaesis stele there are no cakes serving as offerings, as they are now completely replaced by the ram underneath the figure. Also, the palm branches that the dedicants were holding in earlier times have now shifted into bunches of grapes. As for the dedicant figure, it is now portrayed with a completely dissimilar attitude from that that dedicants had in earlier stelae. He is illustrated dressed in traditional Roman apparel (toga) and is carved in a very realistic style. The relief itself is rounder and there is a lot more attention to detail when it comes to the figure's hair and facial features (Wilson n.d.). It is almost as every element of the earlier pre-Roman style stelae has now disappeared, Baal is translated to Saturn, and the cult is nearly totally renovated. The only visual element on the stele that betrays a connection to earlier stelae is the crescent moon symbol, which is associated with Baal. The religious ritual depicted is now a dedicant presenting a ram for a sacrifice that is taking place on an altar. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	The naive art portrayed on earlier stelae discussed can serve as evidence that the cult of Baal/Saturn attracted the lower and medium strata of society. Additionally, the frontality and repetitive motifs of the carved stelae is another element pertaining to the creators of the stelae as being simple artisans, rather than trained and experienced artists. The Roman influence is indeed not of the same gravity on every area of the province. In certain places of the province the influence of the Romans is very little, and this is why religious change occurs only in a minimal degree, such as the shift from nude to dressed figures and from neo-Punic to Latin inscriptions. However, the Saturn Stele from Lambaesis reveals that in the most urban regions of Africa Proconsularis and in military sites, the local cult was transformed greatly. There was a very high degree a progressive "cultural assimilation" that expanded from changes in religious iconography to ritual practices and religious habits (Wilson n.d.). 
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Figure 1 - Saturn Stele from Lambaesis, Algeria, Second or 3rd Century A.D., Showing Togate Dedicant Holding a Scroll and a Bunch of Grapes. (Leglay 1966S, PL. XXIV.5.).
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Figure 2 - Stele to Baal with Punic Inscription from Thabarbusis, Algeria. (A. Wilson).
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Figure 3 - Roman Period Saturn Stele from Thabarbusis, Algeria (A. Wilson)

[image: Macintosh HD:Users:EVA:Desktop:Screen Shot 2019-04-08 at 2.10.22 PM.png]









1

image1.png




image2.png




image3.png





-
BT T T S ——
[ ————
o Tt o g i e R iy e i e v
B e P IS————
et n, s el s of e
[ R - —

R o i g el e T e s
o e i i it it o i e i .
S —

[T ——
i e o ey . demsing g s kgl

e Loy 964, PL V) . 1)



