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[bookmark: _GoBack]Polytheism is the belief in and/or worship of more than one god [Heinemann English Dictionary. 1995: 791]. It derives from Greek [poly – “many”, theos – “god”] and coined by Philo of Alexandria, however, the word fell from popularity until it was ‘rediscovered’ in 1580 by Frenchman Jean Bodin [Schmidt. 1987: 9]. Possibly because of this some scholars seem to be misled in suggesting that in is a relatively recent term, perhaps no earlier than the 17th Century CE, as Jan Assmann does [2007: 17]. Polytheism is also defined by its parallel to the term monotheism (religious belief/worship of one God and no other), the stark contrast between these groups is what provides our understanding of the term polytheism. 

Jan Assmann, in his paper Monotheism and Polytheism, explores the idea that polytheism cannot so easily be defined as monotheism [2007: 17]. This comes from the idea that monotheists believe in one God and no other, while polytheists have a much more liberal belief without the rules, regulations and commandments of monotheistic religions. Also, tied in is the idea that polytheistic ‘religions’ were not religions as we understand them today (with our monotheistic outlook), but more personal spirituality that may not be classed under the term religion at all. Assmann also points out that monotheism defines itself by its opposition to polytheism, while polytheism has no such dependence possibly due to the fact that it predates monotheistic religions [2007: 17]. However, what Assmann fails to discuss is the possibility that ‘polytheism’ is not necessarily always the correct term to be used when someone’s beliefs are not. This stems from the fact that monotheism is not just the definitive believe in a single omniscient God, but also the absolute belief that there is no other God or gods. Therefore, while polytheism is the belief in multiple deities, neither term gives explanation for a belief in one god without a dismissal of others. This is where these dual categories fall short. Here we must look to monolatry (the worship of one god, without the denial of other god’s existence). This term perhaps better explains the reality for many in ancient Rome, as they consistently worshiped the god most important to them, without denying the existence of others. Here we see the difference in belief and the reality of worship. It could also be argued that the cultic following of the Emperor created a religion in its self with a single man as the figure head. While this could easily be seen as the first step towards monotheism, it is also monolatry. 


Ancient Roman polytheism refers to their belief in multiple deities (many of which originated in ancient Greece, as well as others acquired from other civilisations) and the mythology that surrounded them. These were namely Jupiter, Juno, Neptune, Pluto and Minerva (in Greek – Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Hades and Athene) [Cotterell. 2006: 45-89]. Polytheistic religions, especially in the ancient worlds of Greece and Rome, were not like a religion we may think of today, such as Christianity, they were not set out with rules or with a single book which to follow. Instead, people were free to believe in what they wanted, although many may have identified with the vast array of gods, that isn’t to say that they all honoured the gods in the same way. Individuals would honour specific gods as and when they deemed necessary or essential (aside from public festivals). That isn’t to say that other gods outside of their ‘religion’ were false gods, they were just other gods, hence why it was so common for foreign gods to be incorporated into Roman mythology/religion. This can be seen in The Pantheon that Hadrian built for ‘all gods’ [Gates. 2011: 380]. This allowed for no restriction on beliefs and allowed for expansion within the current set of deities. In his book Fasti, Ovid himself explains how Rome was the place of all gods [Ovid. Fasti IV]. This goes to show that polytheism in ancient Rome was more that just a belief in their own gods, but an acceptance of most, if not all, gods and goddesses. In fact, we know that when conquering new territories, the Romans took great care to make sure that they incorporated local gods into their beliefs. This was a part of Romanisation and gaining the acceptance of the resident population, but it was more than that. The Romans were very superstitious and because of this they feared angering any local gods, as a way of appeasing said deities. As such, they incorporated them and made offerings in their honour. We can see a great example of this in Aquae Sulis (modern Bath) with the temple of Sulis Minerva. She was a goddess made to amalgamate the Roman goddess Minerva and the local water goddess Sulis [Freeman.1996: 489]. However, just because these other gods were incorporated into the Roman pantheon in these places, that is not to say that they were brought back to Rome. Thus, in a sense they do not come under the umbrella of polytheism in ancient Rome, but the much wider umbrella of the Roman Empire. 

Often today those who hold a belief in more than one deity (particularly when that ‘religion’ is considered ancient) are referred to as pagans, an arguably derogatory term used by early Christians for the other contemporaneous ‘religions’ (e.g. ancient Greek and Roman). The term Paganismus was used first by Marius Victorinus and Augustine in the 4th Century [Hornblower, et al. 2012: 1061]. It was later (as early as the 14th century) translated into the English paganism that we know today [Hornblower, et al. 2012: 1061]. While the early Christians may have used it instead of polytheism as an umbrella term to (distastefully) refer to those who were not of their faith (whether they may be polytheistic, monotheistic or atheists), today it is used proudly by those who practise ancient ‘religions’ (which are often polytheistic in nature). Thus, we see a link, even in ancient Rome, between the use of the word paganism and polytheism. Ultimately it seems that polytheism (even within ancient Rome) is a problematic term. This isn’t helped by the fact that our understanding of polytheism has changed over time, hindered by the term ‘pagan’ as it gives us a false and derogatory image of what is in fact just a different religious experience.  

Furthering the discussion as to whether or not polytheism is the correct term to apply to the religious practises in ancient Rome. One might argue that the Roman people fall under a more monotheistic set of beliefs, possibly without realising. Although they may have believed in multiple gods, they belonged to one body (i.e. Olympus) this arguably means people are believing in one institution, lead by a single figure – Jupiter. David Potter touches on this subject stating that ‘the gods represented the will of a single divine mind’, highlighting the idea that the Pantheon of gods came under one school of thinking [2009: 222-223]. Ultimately this is the way that the people went, narrowing their field of gods until there was one God they worshiped (this was the Christian God who appealed to new ideologies). 

The polytheistic character of ancient Rome is also apparent in their social calendar. Within the Roman calendar there were many festivals throughout the year, the exact number varying from year to year. Many of the months within are either named after a god or are under the protection of a specific god. We see due to the polytheistic nature of Rome how the pantheon of gods is not only important within their ‘religion’, but it also affects, what at first glance might seem, non-religious aspects of daily life. We know that in ancient Rome (as well in many other ancient civilisations) ‘the gods were everywhere and in all things’ [Garland. 2014: 197]. It is because of this that often when religion in ancient Rome is discussed, we must look past what today would be considered the boundaries of religion and into other aspects of the society. This seems to be especially pertinent due to the polytheistic nature of ancient Rome; were it a monotheistic society, as many in the West are today, there would likely be fewer festivals as most in Rome were dedicated to a specific god or goddess. 
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