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Analyse the roles of, and relationship between, cosmology and divination in Ancient Rome:

Ancient Rome was a powerhouse of architecture, literature, and art, and is well-known and studied within these spheres by scholars, students, and armchair historians alike. What is considered with less enthusiasm is the cosmology and divination of the Romans, despite the fact that divination played a central and significant role in public and private life, politics and religion, and everything in between. Whilst cosmology is a trickier concept to explore for the Romans, divination was all-important to all class of Roman people and made up the day to day of their lives. This essay aims to analyse the roles of cosmology and divination within ancient Rome and the relationship, if any, between them. Looking at the relevant divinatory practices and just how important these were to the Roman people and why and considering the functions these divinatory practices held. Before finally examining the cosmology of the Romans and how this relates, if at all, to the uses of divination with ancient Rome.
Divination was a key part of the foundation myth of ancient Rome[footnoteRef:1]. As such it was something which the Romans felt deeply important to who they were and how they connected with their gods. The Romans believed that divination, augury in particular, had been used by the mythical founders of the city, Romulus and Remus, to decide the spot where the city would be built[footnoteRef:2]. Before this the Etruscans, the native Italic people, were adept at using divination and it was deeply entrenched into their religion and cosmology. In their early contact with the Roman people their divinatory practices were spread and shared with ancient Rome who not only worked with Etruscan diviners but learnt the ways of divination to make them their own. Yet as the chosen divination type used by Romulus and Remus was augury, it was augury that became the predominant divinatory ritual within ancient Rome, and in particular for use by the Roman government. To the Roman people, much like the Etruscans before them, divination was a means of communicating with the gods, and like the rest of the ancient mediterranean world they believed they could obtain answers from them through divination[footnoteRef:3]. As such divination rituals were a key feature of all ancient mediterranean religions, however the Romans were an astute and technical minded people and divination became almost a science to them.  [1:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.]  [2:  Dougherty, Martin, J. 2022.]  [3:  Bowden, Hugh. 2023.] 

In ancient Rome the two most important types of divination were the auspices and prodigies which made up the public state divinatory practices, especially in the Republican era[footnoteRef:4]. These were practiced by the state for all serious and or political events and alongside astrology were also practiced by individuals for personal or political reasons[footnoteRef:5]. There were specific colleges within the Roman government that homed the state diviners with the college of Augurs being the most influential of them all. The augurs did not foretell the future but divined the will of the gods based on observation and interpretation of the flights of birds and other astrological events[footnoteRef:6]. However this ‘will of the gods’ was not a direct conversation or demand from the gods, but instead more like guidance or advice[footnoteRef:7]. As such the Roman senate did not always like the advice given and would choose to ignore the auspices and try again another time to get a more favourable response. The college of Augurs themselves only ever consulted the gods on the request of the senate, unlike individual augurs who would call on the gods for personal or financial reasons as they wished[footnoteRef:8].  [4:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011..]  [5:  Bowden, Hugh. 2023.]  [6:  Tuck, Anthony. 2020.]  [7:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.]  [8:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.] 

As the college of Augurs were the most influential divinatory collective within ancient Rome, they had the authority to dictate meetings, overrule laws and decrees by the senate and force consuls to leave their office[footnoteRef:9]. This was because the practice of augury was considered the most ancient and significant of the various ways to divine the wills of the gods and the Roman people could not prosper without the approval of the gods. The college of Augurs were much more political than religious in this respect. They were not the only diviners with power with Roman government though. Sibyls and Decemvir were two other kinds of diviners that the Roman senate would call on in times of great need. The Sibyls were prophets and oracles much like the Oracle of Delphi in Greece and were well-known throughout the ancient mediterranean world. They divined the will of the gods via ecstatic muttering and chanting. The Decemvir were the keepers of Rome’s infamous sibylline books which were held in the Temple of Jupiter and were strictly only ever consulted in times of dire need in Rome[footnoteRef:10]. The sibylline books were believed to hold prophecies decremental to the survival of Rome. The Romans believed that the books began as a set of nine and a travelling Sibyl had attempted to sell them to one of Rome’s early kings, the king refused to pay what he deemed was too high a price and so the Sibyl began burning the books until finally only four remained and the king paid the price of nine for the remaining four[footnoteRef:11]. The Decemvir were charged with protecting the sibylline books and interpreting the prophecies there when called on by the senate. [9:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.]  [10:  Dougherty, Martin, J. 2022.]  [11:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.] 

Divination was not just a tool of the Roman government but also something practiced by all kinds of Roman citizens too. In ancient Rome most people were skilful of some form of divination and could practice it for personal or religious reasons, or occasionally to make a living[footnoteRef:12]. Pliny the Elder believed a smorgasbord of things could make one adept at divination from certain herbs or animals being ingested to picking certain flowers or plants, one such example is particularly bizarre and is as follows: “It should be unique evidence of fraud that they look upon the mole of all living creatures with the greatest awe, although it is cursed by Nature with so many defects, being permanently blind, sunk in other darkness also, and resembling the buried dead. In no entrails is placed such faith; to no creature do they attribute more supernatural properties; so that if anyone eats its heart, fresh and still beating, they promise powers of divination and of foretelling the issue of matters in hand”[footnoteRef:13]. Whether these acquired skills of divination were beyond the learned type of divination—such as augury—or were more connected to what the Romans believed was natural divination—such as dreams—is not made clear in Pliny’s account but it is significant that the Romans believed divination could be acquired in such ways.  [12:  Dickie, Matt, W. 2001. ]  [13:  Elder Pliny. 1991.] 

Omens played a significant role in the day to day lives of all class of Roman citizens and could be reported by anyone for interpretation by the haruspices. The haruspices were diviners skilled in haruspicy which is the divining of the gods will through reading entrails and was passed on to the Romans from the earlier Etruscans[footnoteRef:14]. It was with the practice of haruspicy that divination became a science-form. Haruspicy was a skill that was taught and unlike augury could not be put aside and tried again if the reading was unfavourable. It not only required the skills to read the markings and shapes of the entrails, but also the medical knowledge needed to access and remove the particular entrails used for the practice. A blend of magic and medicine, or a mixture of science and mysticism. [14:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011. ] 

Where augury relied on birds, and haruspicy—entrails, omens were read from the astronomical events in the sky and as such is a precursor for modern astrology[footnoteRef:15]. This was the most common type of divination used by the masses as opposed to the augurs and haruspices of the senate. This is not to say common citizens did not practice augury or haruspicy, but that omens could be witnessed by anyone at any time without any skill or training. The Roman army was made up of mainly commoners amongst the lower ranks and so it was easy for them to learn the skills of augury and haruspicy as part of their conscription. In the Roman army every action was decided by divination—whether augury, haruspicy, oracle by lot or omens—and it was part of the day-to-day activity of each legion to make a sacrifice and perform a divinatory ritual before each campaign[footnoteRef:16]. The result could influence the date or time a campaign began, dictate its movements and encourage or forestall an attack. Much like the divinatory rituals within the centre of Roman government, the divinatory rituals performed by the Roman army dictated all actions and no event was undertaken without advice from the gods.  [15:  Dougherty, Martin, J. 2022.]  [16:  Bowden, Hugh. 2023.] 

Needless to say, divination was a vital part of all religious, political and personal life in ancient Rome. So much so that even their architecture was connected with it, namely the Via Sacra or, Sacred Way. The Via Sacra was the official templum used as the divide for augury readings and checking for omens of the astronomical kind[footnoteRef:17]. This was the public ritual space in which the Roman senate undertook the divinatory practices that were key to their office and part of their senatorial activities[footnoteRef:18]. To the Roman mind divination was a form of magic, and as such had different varieties or methods, these were artificial and natural, solicited and unsolicited. Artificial was knowledge based practices such as augury or haruspicy, whereas natural were things such as omens or oracles that required little or no skill to receive[footnoteRef:19]. There were other key differences between different types of divination also. The auspices, for example, were only valid for 24 hours and could in theory be undertaken by anyone with knowledge to read the flights of birds. Due to this it was common that if the Romans found the reading unfavourable, they would wait until the next day and repeat the auspices. Then there were omens which were the only type of divination that could actually foretell the future. Omens were almost always favourable, and it was common that unfavourable omens would be faked for political means[footnoteRef:20]. This made omens quite unreliable, but nevertheless they were taken seriously by the Roman people. [17:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.]  [18:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.]  [19:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.]  [20:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.] 

Divination had many uses and covered many events within ancient Roman life, and even natural earthly events were understood by the Roman people to be signs from the gods. Things such as meteor showers, lightning storms and deformed animal or human births were viewed as signs of the gods displeasure and that the people’s relationship with them needed restoring by religious ritual, offering or sacrifice[footnoteRef:21]. However divination practiced by individuals outside of the government divinatory colleges was seen by some elite members of society as a plague needing to be stopped. This prejudice even reached the emperor at various times in Rome’s history. Augustus, Tiberius and Nero were all known to have held certain distrust for individual diviners and even, in Nero’s case, for the senate backed diviners of Rome’s various colleges[footnoteRef:22]. Augustus banned individual diviners during his reign and later during the reign of Tiberius this ban was reinforced. Later still in around 52 CE, Nero exiled astrologers from Rome due them giving him an unfavourable reading of the date of his death. This shows that despite divination being such an integral part of Roman life that didn’t mean it was safe from anger, punishment and distrust. This grew as time went on and helped the Christian demonisation of magic and divination that eventually came to Rome.  [21:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.]  [22:  Ogden, Daniel. 2002.] 

What made ancient Rome different to other ancient mediterranean civilisations and the ancient near eastern ones where divination had its origins was the disconnection between that and cosmology. The Romans did not hold any connection between their divinatory practices and their cosmology as the primal gods that were the centre of their cosmological belief were not the gods who answered divinatory rituals. The Romans firmly believed that their relationship with the gods was transactional, they could make an offering or sacrifice, preform a divinatory ritual and the gods would tell them what they wished to know, the primal gods were beyond human connection and therefore of no transactional use to the Romans[footnoteRef:23]. The cosmology of ancient Rome did one thing, it explained the mysteries of the Earth and the Universe, nothing more, nothing less. To the Romans these primal gods and mysteries of the universe were of little importance and just a means of explaining why things were as they were[footnoteRef:24]. The Romans used these primal gods to explain the existence of the earth, sky and sea but beyond that they were ignored—unworshipped and unthought of. The primal gods had no place within Roman religion and were mostly only considered to give origin to the gods they actively worshipped and talked with via divinatory rituals[footnoteRef:25]. [23:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.]  [24:  Dougherty, Martin, J. 2022.]  [25:  Dougherty, Martin, J. 2022.] 

In Hesiod’s Theogany he tells of the creation of the earth: “In truth, first of all Chasm came to be, and then broad-breasted Earth, the ever immovable seat of all the immortals who possess snowy Olympus’ peak and murky Tartarus in the depths of the broad-pathed earth, and Eros, who is the most beautiful among the immortal gods, the limb-melter—he overpowers the mind and the thoughtful counsel of all the gods and of all human beings in their breasts. From Chasm, Erebos and black Night came to be; and then Aether and Day came forth from Night, who conceived and bore them after mingling in love with Erebos. Earth first of all bore starry Sky, equal to herself, to cover her on every side, so that she would be the ever immovable seat for the blessed gods; and she bore the high mountains, the graceful haunts of the goddesses, Nymphs who dwell on the wooded mountains; and she also bore the barren sea seething with its swell, Pontus—all of them without delightful love; and then, having bedded with Sky, she bore deep-eddying Ocean and Coeus and Crius and Hyperion and Iapetus and Theia and Rhea and Themis and Mnemosyne and golden-crowned Phoebe and lovely Tethys. After these, Cronus was born, the youngest of all, crooked-counseled, the most terrible of her children; and he hated his vigorous father”[footnoteRef:26]. This cosmological story was adopted wholesale by the Romans and seemed answer enough for them about why the universe exists, how the earth, sea and sky came to be and where their active gods and goddesses came from. However, the primal gods of Hesiod are Grecian, and so they were Romanised. [26:  Hesiod. 1988.] 

The Roman cosmological belief was centred around Saturn—the Sky god—and Ops—the Earth goddess—who joined in union after Saturn overthrew his father, Caelus, with the help of his mother, Tellus. Caelus was heaven, and Tellus was Terra, or Earth. Saturn and Ops gave birth to the gods Jupiter, Juno, Neptune, Pluto, Ceres and Vesta. These newborn gods were the deities that the Romans actively engaged with through ritual, religion, and divination[footnoteRef:27]. However, this didn’t explain the universe in much detail, so the Romans adopted the even more of the cosmology of the Greeks as told by Hesiod. Chaos, the primal force that came before everything else now had five children—Tellus, Nox, Tartarus, Scotus, and Cupid. Tellus then gave birth to Caelus, her husband, and united the earth and skies. Sol became the personification of the Sun, Luna the moon and Aurora the dawn[footnoteRef:28]. Sol and Luna however were different to the other primal gods as they were major Roman deities. As such both Sol and Luna were also worshipped and connected with through religion, ritual, and of course—divination. The remaining active gods of the Roman pantheon came from elsewhere, Hesiod tells of Venus’ birth: “And when at first he had cut off the genitals with the adamant and thrown them from the land into the strongly surging sea, they were borne along the water for a long time, and a white foam rose up around them from the immortal flesh; and inside this grew a maiden. First she approached holy Cythera, and from there she went on to sea-girt Cyprus. She came forth, a reverend, beautiful goddess, and grass grew up around her beneath her slender feet. Gods and men call her “Aphrodite,” the foam-born goddess and the well-garlanded “Cytherea,” since she grew in the foam, and also “Cytherea,” since she arrived at Cythera, and “Cyprogenes,” since she was born on sea-girt Cyprus, and “genial,” since she came forth from the genitals[footnoteRef:29]. Of Diana and Mars he states: “Leto, mingling in love with aegis-holding Zeus, gave birth to Apollo and arrow-shooting Artemis, children lovely beyond all Sky’s descendants”[footnoteRef:30]. Before finally of Minerva and Vulcan he shares: “He himself gave birth from his head to bright-eyed Athena, terrible, battle-rouser, army-leader, indefatigable, queenly, who delights in din and wars and battles; but Hera was furious and contended with her husband, and without mingling in love gave birth to famous Hephaestus, expert with his skilled hands beyond all of Sky’s descendants”[footnoteRef:31]. With such cosmological tales the Roman gods were connected and their origins as well as that of the earth explained in a way they could understand. [27:  Hesiod. 1988.]  [28:  Dougherty, Martin, J. 2022.]  [29:  Hesiod. 1988.]  [30:  Hesiod. 1988.]  [31:  Hesiod. 1988.] 

It is significant that Luna was not the only goddess of the moon however, and in fact only represented the heavens and full moon. She was joined by Diana who represented the moon on earth and crescent moon and Trivia who as goddess of magic represented the dark side of the moon. Together the three covered all aspects of the moon and were goddesses also of fertility and protection[footnoteRef:32]. It is both Luna and Sol that very tentatively connect Roman cosmology with Roman divination. They are not the only connection, though. Constellation myths told the stories of the stars and gave explanations for the existence of star constellations visible in the nights sky. They connected Roman belief, popular myth and cosmology, and whilst they were unconnected to divinatory practices such as augury or the haruspices, they did play a role in astrology and astronomical omens[footnoteRef:33].  [32:  Dougherty, Martin, J. 2022.]  [33:  Rupke, Jorg. 2011.] 

Hyginus is one of the only surviving Latin writers who’s Constellation Myths tell many of the stories connected to astronomical bodies. These constellations are almost all heroes and creatures favoured by the gods and given tribute in the stars, and all were considered by the Romans to be divine spirits living in the heavens[footnoteRef:34]. Many of the tales came from Hesiod’s lost poems and were alluded to or replicated by Hyginus and other later authors. The zodiac was amongst these constellation myths and connected to these divine spirits, for example—Leo, was the Nemean lion, Taurus, the Cretan bull and Sagittarius was Chiron[footnoteRef:35]. The zodiac signs became an important part of astrology and whilst Roman astrology developed from earlier near eastern astrology, modern astrology developed from the Roman[footnoteRef:36]. Beyond the zodiac constellations the other constellations also connected to divine spirits with the most famous being Andromeda, Cassiopeia, Orion and Perseus which were all named after fallen heroes to live on amongst the stars.  [34:  Hyginus. 2015.]  [35:  Hyginus. 2015.]  [36:  Ogden, Daniel. 2002.] 

The Romans believed that all the constellations revolved around a set point, much like the planets around the sun. They believed the zodiac constellations ruled the heavens, and that each zodiac held sway over the position they had on the eastern horizon prior to dawn. This belief linked to astrology and diving a person’s fate, personality or future depending on which zodiac they were born under or held sway over a particular event or date[footnoteRef:37]. Each zodiac had different traits and meanings usually based on the creature or hero that dwelt within the constellation. For example the Nemean lion became the constellation Leo which was part of the zodiac constellations and those born under this zodiac were believed to be brave and bold like the Nemean lion itself[footnoteRef:38]. The connection between the constellations and astrology was the only significant link between Roman cosmology and divination. Whilst the primal gods Sol and Luna could technically be called upon like the other gods via divinatory rituals, only the zodiac constellations played a key role in actual divinatory practice.   [37:  Theoi.com]  [38:  Hyginus. 2015.] 

Astrology was not as commonly used as other kinds of divination in ancient Rome. Therefore whilst the constellations and divination connected with the practice of astrology it was little used and not as significant as divinatory practices such as auspices, haruspicy or oracles[footnoteRef:39]. Divination was a magical practice, but also a religious and political one. The Romans believed strongly in the power of divination and left almost every aspect of their lives in the hands of the diviners and the gods. This shows the strength of faith the Roman people had in both their gods and the art of divination. There is little more to discuss about Roman cosmology. As it played such a background role to the religious and ritual sphere there are very few examples of surviving literature about it and little to no art depicting any cosmological scenes. Where divination was significant to all aspects of Roman life, cosmology was not.  [39:  Ogden, Daniel. 2002.] 

In conclusion this essay has acknowledged and explored the different types of divination used in ancient Rome—from augury to astrology—why they were used and what they used for and how significant divination was to the Roman people. It has discussed the priorities of certain divinatory practices to the Roman people, such as the college of augurs belonging to the senate and looked at where these practices and practitioners came from. It has explored the cosmology of the Romans and the stories that they used to explain their world and their gods before discussing how this cosmology was not linked in any significant way to their divinatory practices or rituals with the exception of astrology which in itself played only a small role in Roman divination. It is clear that whilst divination permeated all social levels and spheres of Roman life, cosmology was mainly only a means to teach the origins of the world around them and the gods they believed in. Furthermore, as Pliny the Elder firmly believed, magic—and divination—were the precursors to medicine and science[footnoteRef:40]. So divination held further importance to the Roman people than they originally intended or even imagined, and over time the magic and divination that made up their religious and political worlds would expand and develop into the sciences of medicine and astronomy before finally evolving into the scientific world that continues to expand to this day.  [40:  Elder Pliny. 1991.] 
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