How useful is the distinction between public and private religion when studying cultic practices and beliefs in Pompeii?

The ancient city of Pompeii offers a rich body of evidence regarding the study of religious life in the Roman world, preserved through the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE. Temples, domestic shrines and wall paintings provide unparalleled insight into how religion functioned within an urban community. Public religion is largely understood as state-sanctioned, communal worship, political authority and official priesthoods, whereas private religion refers to domestic or personal cult practices, usually conducted within the household. Though the distinction is useful as an organisational framework, evidence suggests a more flexible nature to religious life that is embedded and frequently crossed the boundaries of public and private.
The distinction between public and private religion is particularly useful when used to examine civic cults and officially sanctioned religious practices in Pompeii. Public religion was deeply and closely connected to political authority, social hierarchy and community identity; it was typically expressed through the monumental architecture, public ritual and formal priesthoods. The urban layout of Pompeii reflects this idea, especially in the forum, which functioned as the political, economic and religious centre of the city.
At the northern end of the forum stood the Temple of Jupiter – a dedication to the Roman god built during the 2nd century BCE but remodelled in the Roman period due to an earthquake in 80 BCE – its prominent position emphasised the importance of Rome’s traditional state gods and symbolised a loyalty to the authority of Rome. The idea of this temple’s association with Jupiter has been doubted by Paul Zanker,[footnoteRef:2] although he does suggest its use was to visibly reinforce Roman civic authority onto Pompeii with its grand size which greatly reduced the size of the shrine of Apollo – the town’s Hellenistic patron god – as well as a sign                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         of the expectation of Pompeii to receive Roman citizenship.[footnoteRef:3] Likewise, the Temple of Apollo, one of the oldest Pompeiian temples,[footnoteRef:4] illustrates the long-standing centrality of public worship in Pompeii’s religious life. These were not spaces dedicated to personal worship but rather communal ritual, festivals and sacrifices, which were conducted on behalf of the entire city. Participation in such cultic behaviours reinforced a level of civic unity and affirmed Pompeii’s place within the broader Roman world. A further demonstration of the usefulness of the private and public distinction was the imperial cult. Some scholars consider the temple along the eastern edge of Forum –built following the earthquake of 62 CE[footnoteRef:5] – as a dedication to the Romam Emperor Vespasian (reign 69—79 CE); if so, this temple, as well as other imperial shrines[footnoteRef:6], reveal how religion was utilised to openly express political allegiance and imperial ideology. Worship of the emperor was not primarily considered a matter of personal belief but a public demonstration of loyalty to Rome and an acceptance of the existing social order. Priesthoods that were associated with public cults – such as the flamines[footnoteRef:7] and pontifices[footnoteRef:8] – were often held by elite members of society, thus highlighting the close relationship between religious authority and political power. In this regard, the distinction between public and private religion is highly effective; it allows scholars to identify forms of worship that were deeply embedded in civic obligation rather than personal piety. [2:  Paul Zanker, Pompeii: Public and Private Life (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1998), p. 55]  [3:  Zanker, Pompeii: Public and Private Life, p. 59]  [4:  Mary Beard, The Fires of Vesuvius: Pompeii Lost and Found (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2008)]  [5:  Planet Pompeii, Tempio del Genius Augusti (Tempio di Vespasiano) https://www.planetpompeii.com/en/map/the-temple-of-vespasian.html [accessed 9th January 2026]]  [6:  Pompeii in Pictures, VII.4.I Pompeii Temple of Fortuna Augusta, https://pompeiiinpictures.com/pompeiiinpictures/R7/7%2004%2001.htm [accessed 9th January 2026]]  [7:  Britannica, Flamen (2017) https://www.britannica.com/topic/flamen/additional-info#history [accessed 9th January 2026]]  [8:  Britannica, Pontifex (2020) https://www.britannica.com/topic/pontifex [accessed 9th January 2026]] 

The distinction is also useful when studying domestic religion within Pompeii, where archaeological evidence provides detailed insight into household cultic practices. Private religion was normally centred on the home and focused on protection and prosperity for the household and not the wider community. Perhaps the most prominent evidence of private worship comes from lararia – “a small room in a Roman house used as a type of private chapel or shrine where images of the lares and penates were placed”[footnoteRef:9] – which can be found in the House of the Vetti[footnoteRef:10] and the House of Menander[footnoteRef:11] [footnoteRef:12], these shrines often included wall paintings depicting snakes a symbol of good fortune, safety and prosperity;[footnoteRef:13] offerings; and figures of household gods. These household altars, as noted by Orr, are difficult to fully determine if they were truly used as domestic shrines[footnoteRef:14] but it is highly likely. The presence of these altars suggests regular ritual activity formed part of ordinary domestic life; through such practices, religion was integrated into routines like meals and family celebrations. The distinction between public and private religion helps scholars understanding of religious life in Pompeii as not confined to temples or public festivals, it was truly rooted into the domestic sphere. It highlights how religion practice could be intimate and focused on concerns such as health, fertility and protection. This framework is particularly useful for reconstructing lived religious experience, as it draws to the role of family and household in shaping religious behaviour. However, even within domestic religion, the distinction has limitations. Household cults often mirrored public religious imagery and values, likewise the gods worshipped privately were not fundamentally different from those venerated publicly. Thus, suggesting that while the distinction is useful for identifying context, it does not represent a complete separation of religious ideology. [9:  Oxford Reference, Lararium, https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100051750 [accessed 9th January 2026]]  [10:  Pompeii In Pictures, VI.15. 1 Pompeii. House of the Vetti or Casa dei Vetti or Domus Vettiorum, https://pompeiiinpictures.com/pompeiiinpictures/R6/6%2015%2001%20service.htm [accessed 9th January 2026]]  [11:  Pompeii in Pictures, I. 10.4 Pompeii Casa del Menandro or House of the Menander or House of the Silver Treasure https://pompeiiinpictures.com/pompeiiinpictures/R1/1%2010%2004%20peristyle%20p2.htm [accessed 9th January 2026]]  [12:  George K. Boyce, Corpus of the Lararia of Pompeii, Vol. 14 (Rome: Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome, 1937) p. 28]  [13:  See the World, Snakes of Pompeii https://seetheworld.travelforkids.com/snakes-of-pompeii/#:~:text=In%20ancient%20Roman%20religion%2C%20snakes%20were%20symbols,Amorini%20Dorati%20(House%20of%20the%20Gilded%20Cupid)** [accessed 9th January 2026]]  [14:  David Geral Orr, Roman Domestic Religion: A Study of the Roman Lararia (unpublished master’s thesis, University of Maryland, 1969) https://www.ostia-antica.org/fulltext/orr/orr-1972.pdf [accessed 9th January 2026]] 

Despite its usefulness, the distinction between public and private religion becomes increasingly problematic when challenged with the intricacy of religious practice in Pompeii. Many forms of worship occupied spaces or social contexts that were neither fully public nor private, thus blurring the boundaries. Widespread throughout the Roman Empire, the Cult of Isis provides a particularly strong challenge to the distinction. Located behind the city’s theatre, the Temple of Isis functioned as a public place of worship with formal rituals and priesthoods, for example a fresco from the temple’s eastern portico depicts worship of Isis with the priests having shaved heads and wearing Egyptian style garments, this is a clear contrast to capite velato – a man using his toga to veil his head – which was a distinct Roman marker for pietas and a status signifier as a priest.[footnoteRef:15] Although worshipped publicly, the Cult of Isis was highly personal and emotionally engaging, offering healing and individual devotion; unlike other cults, it was open to marginalised groups such as women, freedmen and slaves which allowed them to actively participate in religious life. In this case, a public cult space facilitated a personal religious experience, making a separation of private and public belief unclear.  [15:  Irene Band Romano, Classical Sculpture: Catalogue of the Cypriot, Greek, and Roman Stone Sculpture in the University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology (University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, 2006), p. 169] 

The evidence from Pompeii demonstrates a distinction between private and public religion is both useful and limited. It is valuable as a tool for scholars to organise a diverse and vast body of material and draw attention to differences in religious space and function within society. However, the distinction becomes less convincing when applied rigidly or to interpret religious beliefs. Pompeii reveals a fluid religious culture in which practices overlapped, spaces were multifunctional and personal motivations shaped public rituals; therefore, the distinction should be applied cautiously and in consideration of broader social and archaeological analysis. 
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