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Object analysis: the ‘La Ghorfa’ stelae

In the following object analysis, I shall examine a group of artefacts known as the La Ghorfa stelae, forty or so limestone votive stelae that date from around 50–150 AD (Wilson 2015: 499). The precise context in which they were found is unknown, but it is likely that they originate from the region of Maktar in what is now central Tunisia, not from the area of La Ghorfa after which they are named (Moore 1999: 32). As such, they come from a region which was the Roman province of Africa, and are important pieces of evidence for the nature of the religious life in that region, exhibiting as they do Roman, Punic and indigenous African cultural attributes (Moore 2000: 11).

The La Ghorfa stelae are objects which portray a fusion not just of art styles, but of religious ideas. According to Andrew Wilson, “the basic elements of the Saturn stelae of the Roman period are already present on Punic/Berber stelai of the pre-Roman period” (2012: 403). The La Ghorfa stelae follow this pattern to a degree, as do other examples of votive stelae from North Africa, though they do exhibit features that set them apart from these. Roger J. A. Wilson calls the La Ghorfa stelae the result of a “genuine synthesis of Roman and African elements” (Wilson 2015: 499), yet the artistic arrangement on the stelae differs from both neo-Punic and Roman colonial stelae (Wilson 2012: 407), thus making them unique. There is a great deal of variation between individual stelae; as such their main characteristics will be discussed. 

A variety of pre-Roman (Punic) iconographies are visible in the stelae. A lunar crescent tops many of the La Ghorfa stelae, a symbol which represented the god Baal in the pre-Roman stelae and which was also positioned in the same place on those examples (Wilson 2012: 404). On a stelae known as CIL 8, 1008, which may in fact belong to the La Ghorfa group of objects (Moore 1999: 35), the dedication is explicitly to Baal, suggesting that the deity was still revered in the pre-Roman form that was unidentified with Saturn. This may lead us to assume that Baal was the deity to which the dedication was being made, but this may not be the case (as shall be discussed shortly). A symbol present on all of the stelae that have the highest register of sculpture still present is that of the symbol of the Punic goddess Tanit, a symbol which was used on pre-Roman stelae. On the La Ghorfa examples the sign has been anthropomorphised as a deity standing in a pose corresponding to that symbol, with the arms held out sideways, though uniquely carrying fruit (Moore 2000: 11). In Roman Africa, Tanit became identified with the Roman Caelestis, and often bore a resemblance to Cybele in artwork (Moore 2000: 35). Moore suggests that while Tanit-Caelestis (Baal-Saturn’s female counterpart) could conceivably have been the recipient of the dedication (Moore 2000: 12), the sign of Tanit on the stelae may not actually refer to any deity at all. No evidence exists for the symbol’s Punic association with Tanit, nor does it for the identification with Tanit-Caelestis or Cybele; and the anthropomorphised sign does not exhibit female characteristics that one may expect if it was depicting the goddess (Moore 2000: 51). The symbol may instead refer to notions of fertility (Moore 2000: 52). Nevertheless, it is a distinctly Punic symbol that persisted well into the Roman era, and may have had the same connotations made with it as it did in the Punic era. Flanking the Tanit symbol at the top of the stelae are Roman deities such as Dionysus and Venus (Wilson 2012: 407), demonstrating the clear Roman influence in the stelae; though Jennifer P. Moore suggests that the Dionysus figure could be the minor deity Liber Pater (2000: 52).

The dedicants depicted on the stelae are usually but not always clothed in typical Roman dress (Moore 1999: 52), but the pose in which they are stood is one typical of Punic tradition, that of holding an offering to the chest (Wilson 2012: 407). While the pose remains the same, they are surrounded by a Roman aedicula-type structure (Moore 1999: 32), demonstrating a blending of Punic religious practice with the trappings of the Romans. Eleven of the La Ghorfa stelae bear inscriptions, and of these, nine are in Latin. Of these, all but one are based on the votive formula which is familiar from across the Roman empire, v(otum) s(olvit) l(ibens) m(erito), or (votum) s(olvit) l(ibens) a(nimo) (Moore 1999: 32). Clearly, this very Roman practice of setting up objects which commemorate an individual fulfilling a vow to a deity was identified with the Punic act of erecting stelae to some extent. Most of the stelae, however, do not have inscriptions, a feature which would appear to have been carried over from Punic examples which were for the most part anepigraphic (Wilson 2012: 403). Owing to the paucity of information on those examples that do include inscriptions, there is a degree of speculation as to which deity (or deities) the stelae were dedicated to. All but one lack the name of the divinity, and the translation of the Punic deity Baal Hammon to the Roman Saturn is one that appears not to have been made in Maktar (Moore 2000: 37), the area from which the La Ghorfa stelae likely originate. Such an identification was popular in Roman Africa, and a number of other votive stelae depict the identification of Baal as Saturn, such as those from Ain Nechma (Wilson 2012: 404). The lack of a similar identification on the La Ghorfa stelae is even more curious given the fact that in pre-Roman Maktar, Baal had many followers (Moore 2000: 12); and that local cults could persist in a form that was unchanged by identification with Roman religion, something which is typical to the province (Moore 2000: 37). The La Ghorfa stelae demonstrate that even within a province there was local variation and preference in terms of religion. Equally, however, they also demonstrate that the pre-Roman religious character of a province (or at least a specific location in a province) could be lost. As such, the deity to whom the stelae were dedicated is not very clear, unlike the Saturn stelae that are more explicit. 

As noted earlier, the La Ghorfa stelae differ from both Punic and other Roman examples, possessing elements that set them apart from other stelae from Africa. At the lowest register of many of them, a scene depicting a bull sacrifice is present, something which corresponds to neither Punic or other Roman examples (Moore 1999: 32). The bull sacrifice scene may provide an insight into the form of the votive deposits that were made in the province, and would indicate that it was the votive sacrifice victim, but Moore considers it more likely that a bull would have been used instead for a celebratory banquet as no bovine remains have been found as stelae deposits (Moore 2000: 19). In addition, above the lowest register on some examples is a pair of what appear to be two large female figures who are holding up a tier upon which the dedicant stands. These figures are highly reminiscent of Palaeolithic fertility goddesses, and this notion may be one intended to be expressed by their incorporation on the stelae. 

The La Ghorfa stelae illustrate the fluid nature of religious beliefs and iconography in the   Roman province of Africa, but they also inform us about the ways in which certain features of pre-Roman Punic ideas did and did not continue into the Roman period. One may draw the conclusion that amongst the people who set up the La Ghorfa votive stelae the explicit identification of Punic deities with Roman ones was not made; instead, the Punic imagery that may (or may not, as in the case of the ‘Tanit’ symbol) have been associated with these deities persisted (such as the crescent moon symbol associated with Baal) as holdovers from that era, as scholars like Moore have suggested. As such, we are provided with a tantalising glimpse into religious life in Africa, and can perhaps conclude that for whatever reason in Maktar certain interpretations between Punic and Roman deities were not made as they were elsewhere in the province. Andrew Wilson believes that the high quality of the sculptures and the emphasis on architecture indicate that the stelae originate from a highly urbanised area of the Tunisian Tell (2012: 407). We can speculate that perhaps in those areas Punic elements were much less ascribed to, owing to an increased Roman presence. 
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