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Week 2- Polytheism and Monotheism- Polytheism in Ancient Rome

Ancient Roman Religion was an integral part of Roman culture, history, and most importantly, identity. As well as having their own pantheon of gods, the expansion of the Roman Empire meant the Romans were exposed to new deities, and often adopted them as their own (Rüpke 2007). For example, Greek and Roman gods are intrinsically linked as many of the Greek gods were possibly adopted and given Romanised names. The main deities within the Roman pantheon were Jupiter, Juno, Pluto, Neptune, Mars and Venus (Queenan 2010). There were many more gods, and each had different aspects and were associated with different iconography. For example, Milano (2018:3) states that “polytheism exhibits strong tensions between unity and multiplicity.” This means that whilst there is only one Jupiter, technically there are more than one version of him because of the different aspects he possesses. In the cases where the Romans took over land bringing their polytheism with them, it was not uncommon for them to actually combine deities. One of the best examples comes from the city of Bath (Roman Sulis) because the deity known to be worshipped there was called Sulis-Minerva. This goddess was a combination of the Celtic goddess Sulis and the Roman goddess of wisdom Minerva. The importance of this meant that the people being taken over did not necessarily feel like they had been, as they were allowed to retain one of the most important things in culture, religion (Rüpke 2007).

The study of ancient religions has been ongoing for centuries with many different approaches, mainly favouring structuralism, especially with regards to French scholarship. However, when it comes to Ancient Rome a functionalist approach has been favoured, most notably by Georges Dumézil who primarily did work in the 1930s and remained integral to his work released in 1966 entitled ‘La religion romaine archaïque’ (Milano 2018). However, as a scholar Dumézil remains a contentious figure for this proposal: “Dumézil associated Roman gods and goddesses- and, more controversially, institutions and characters from early Roman history- with a certain set of functions, which he believed derived from a prehistoric, Indo-European past (Milano 2018:3).” Another important piece of research that helps scholars study Roman polytheism is Anna Clark’s work on Divine Qualities. Focusing on evidence from Republican Rome, Clark underlines how a group of deities have great importance when it comes to looking at both individual and group identities within Roman society (Clark 2007, in Milano 2018). However, the contemporary evidence from Rome at this time is difficult to come across with only fragmentary inscriptions to rely upon, often meaning that it is difficult to get strong evidence regarding Roman polytheism from them. This is where works from contemporary authors, like Plutarch, remain invaluable. Although from a later point in history, they enable scholars to retain a good idea as to Roman religion in the lead up to this time. Plutarch’s work called Roman Questions focuses on the Roman cults of Isis and Osiris, who were both originally Egyptian deities, and is exceptional for both its ethnographic emphasis as well as its unique and contemporary perspective (Rüpke 2007). 

Roman religion is often termed as polytheistic, due to their worship of multiple deities instead of one. However, scholars such as Rüpke (2014) have argued that ‘polytheism’ itself is a controversial term because it was first used by a Jewish thinker called Philo around the first century CE in Alexandria, who used it to describe non-Jewish religions. Therefore, Rüpke (2004:117) instead suggests that “ancient polytheism is the sum of cult acts performed in individual cities.” The Romans certainly had a calendar full of religious celebrations, from the Lupercalia on the 15th February to the Saturnalia in December to name a few. The most important contemporary source that describes Roman festivals during the Augustan Period is Ovid’s Fasti. Although this text is incomplete, it still provides scholars with a unique insight into Roman celebrations. 

Roman religion was characterised by a series of religious rituals which occurred almost daily and both animal sacrifice and votive offerings were an indicative characteristic of these rituals. These aspects provide scholars with information about Roman polytheism because they were often dedicated to a certain god or goddess. They would also often leave requests asking the gods to help them with a certain subject or potentially punish someone. Rituals such as the making of figurines, and even the myths surrounding these deities are a fantastic example of Roman polytheism that remain popular well into the modern age (Rüpke 2007). Rome’s religion was supervised by priests who were highly respects and envied throughout Roman society as Forsythe (2005:135-136) explains: “all priesthoods were held for a lifetime term, and they were always filled by members of aristocratic families. Given their relatively small number and the influence that they could sometimes have on the conduct of public affairs, Roman priesthoods were highly coveted and regarded as marks of honour and political recognition. Furthermore, since priestly offices tended to be passed on from father to son or at least retained within the same aristocratic family, tenure of the priesthoods seems to have played an important role in the self-definition of the patriciate.” The priests were incredibly important for maintaining religious order throughout Rome, and eventually the Empire and helped to steer it through turmoil and strife.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Another more intimate and individual example of Roman polytheism comes in the form of the Lares and Penates. Within each Roman household there was usually a shrine used by members of the household to placate these household deities. In return, the Lares were bound by duty to protect and watch over the family (Merrill 1920). The evidence of these household shrines shows that whilst the Romans were content with having a larger pantheon to watch over both them and Rome itself, they also needed deities of a smaller scale to use more personally. Roman religion was also slightly entwined with the mystical because of their reliance and belief in omens and messages from the gods. They even had a special branch of priests known as augurs who interpreted these messages, which often came in the form of birds or lighting or thunder. Although slightly unpractical to us, to the Romans a bad omen meant the delay of war or displeasure of the gods, something they did not want to risk (Forsythe 2005). Roman polytheism can clearly be seen by going to any museum in the world with Roman statues; their depiction of deities in their artwork allow us to see a contemporary view of their deities from a Roman perspective. However, most of these statues seem to be copies of Greek ones. Therefore, we do have to question Roman religion slightly. It is difficult to know what was the base of Roman religion, simply because they adopted aspects from so many others. However, the evidence for polytheism in Rome is overwhelming thanks to contemporary evidence from the period.
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