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A critical analysis of material evidence from Roman Palmyra and a discussion of why I consider it to be a key source of understanding of religious change in the province of Syria in the Roman empire.
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Figure 1: Dien 2004
[bookmark: _GoBack]Palmyra was a thriving city in the Syrian desert (see Figure1), falling in prime location to be a part of the facilitation of an extensive trade network stretching from the Mediterranean Sea to the Gulf, along the Euphrates, and beyond to the ‘Oriental East’ of India and China, from the Hellenistic period to the end of Roman. Palmyra relied heavily on the trade as a source of income and consequently forged connections with many other groups in the surrounding areas: the Palmyrenes travelled outwards from the city and received travellers from Greece, Rome, and other cities around the Mediterranean.[footnoteRef:1] This is evident from a selection of the numerous inscriptions found around Palmyra, which consist, among others, of dedications to local people living or working in other cities, dedications to local people by others from outside the city, and the fact that all of the inscriptions are written bilingually in the local variation of Aramaic and Greek, showing that there was enough Greek speaking peoples passing through to warrant communicating the honours of local citizens in texts that they could read.   [1:   Sear 1982: 248, Gawlikowski 1994: 27] 


The Seleucid territory of Syria became a province of Rome in 64 BC when Pompey was initiated to settle the eastern lands.[footnoteRef:2] The arrival of the Romans was largely one of ease: the Seleucids couldn’t exert any substantial form of resistance, allowing the Romans to seize Antioch, and the Roman occupation held hope for “greater political and economic stability” than had been the case in recent time under the Seleucids.[footnoteRef:3] Palmyra itself, amongst other cities and peoples, was left to be largely independent (a precedent started by Pompey upon his conquering of Syria and one that remained until the reign of Tiberius, when Germanicus enacted reforms in 18-19 AD, though even then “Roman control over Palmyra was no more than nominal”.[footnoteRef:4]), though it certainly enjoyed privileged status in the Roman imperial period and associations with Rome.[footnoteRef:5] Both retired soldiers and local peoples were settled in pre-existing or newly constructed cities around the Syrian province, a process which aided the spread of Roman culture, including religious culture.  [2:  Bryce 2014: 221]  [3:  Bryce 2014: 221]  [4:  Bryce 2014: 278]  [5:  Bryce 2014: 278] 


The situation of Palmyra as a major trading hub resulted in the extensive mixing of people, their cultures, and their customs. Scholars acknowledge the uniquely ‘Palmyrene’ identity that resulted from not only the commercial and political situation it was in, but also from drawing on the “more or less remote and often legendary past”[footnoteRef:6] which stretched back far beyond the foundation of the city to the time before the urbanisation of the nomads that would eventually settle Palmyra. The influence of Rome certainly aided this process of cultural mixing with its patronage and strengthening of the trade routes and road systems that allowed the network to flourish under its control.[footnoteRef:7] Ted Kaizer in his 2008 article Man and God at Palmyra outlines some of the aspects of Palmyrene culture, specifically those relating to the religious life of the city, that demonstrates the “typically ‘Palmyrene’ identity” mentioned above: the iconographic material, showing “a high degree of individuality and certain connections with the so-called ‘Parthian’ art” and the “unique language situation” (the bilingual inscriptions) being two parts of a ‘complicated’ system that was the result of the coming together of “various cultural backgrounds”.[footnoteRef:8] Kaizer also mentions the effect the long-term and persistent interactions between Palmyra and the wider world had on the development of Palmyrene culture, “with the indigenous substratum being transformed, or ‘renegotiated’.[footnoteRef:9]  [6:  Kaizer 2008: 180]  [7:  Bryce 2014: 224, 278]  [8:  Kaizer 2008: 179]  [9:  Kaizer 2008: 179] 


The religious life of Palmyra followed much the same pattern as that described above with the overall culture of the city, it being a ‘necessarily heterogenous [diverse] religious society’.[footnoteRef:10] It is interesting to note Kaizer’s use of the word ‘necessarily’, as this emphasises the acknowledgement of the extent to which the mixing of people truly impacted the culture and religion of the city. The divine world in Palmyra serves as an example of interactions on many levels coming together to form a unique religious culture. This world was inhabited by “a large variety of indigenous and other ‘Oriental’ deities, with any relation to a ‘Greek counterpart’ in the bilingual inscriptions is “usually seen as of secondary importance”.[footnoteRef:11] Palmyra also seemed to conform to “general patterns of religious culture” under the Romans, following various Classical frameworks, including the “symbolic language of the phenomenon known as ‘euergetism’” [footnoteRef:12], a practice which is accounted for in the dedicatory inscriptions, including two for contributions towards the construction of the temple of Bel as [image: ]well as contributions towards the protection and facilitation of the caravan trade.  [10:  Kaizer 2008: 180]  [11:  Kaizer 2008: 180]  [12:  Kaizer 2008: 180] 
Figure 2: adapted from Sear 1982

I will be focusing my discussion on the temple of Bel, and a selection of iconographic and material evidence that has been associated with it. The temple was dedicated in 32 AD[footnoteRef:13], with construction having started a number of years before hand: the earliest inscription that we possess today is dated to 19 AD with a dedication to Iedeibēlos [Greek]/Yedī’ebel [Palmyrene] on behalf of the ‘Palmyrene and Greek merchants’ for his substantial contributions towards the construction of the temple.[footnoteRef:14] Bel was a Semitic god that was worshipped in Palmyra prior to the arrival of the Romans, and it seems that the temple was built on a pre-existing cult site as it sits on an axis that does not line up with the great  [13:  Gates 2003: 390]  [14:  CIS 3924] 

[image: ]colonnaded street or other town-planning.[footnoteRef:15] The architecture of the temple is a key example of the indigenous peoples ‘modifying’ Greco-Roman structures in order to fulfil their needs and conform more closely to their own customs and traditions; while the theatre, colonnaded street and arched gateway, for example, are constructed in forms found throughout the Roman world, serving more of a functional rather than personal or tradition-based role, the temples and tombs “reflect local practices”.[footnoteRef:16] The features of the temple which follow Graeco-Roman tradition are described by Charles Gates: the large precinct lined by porticoes, the rectangular shape, the north-south orientation, a typical Roman-style colonnade, and a cella decorated with Ionic columns.[footnoteRef:17] These features give the temple a Classical appearance, but altogether the temple is far from typical, also including a large number of Eastern features and stylistic qualities. There are many differences that deviate a great deal from the common Classical temple, one of which being that the entrance doorway, elaborate in style, to the temple is situated on the long edge of the temple, rather than the narrow edge (the pronaos) which is a typical feature in Graeco-Roman temples.[footnoteRef:18] This is likely due to layout of the inside of the temple, inside which are two thalamoi (chambers) where a typical Graeco-Roman temple would have only had one.[footnoteRef:19] These thalamoi were positioned either side of the door inside the temple. On the outside of the temple, the cornice is surmounted by ‘acanthus-clad crowstep merlons’ which are triangle stone placed point-upwards along the upper edge of the temple.[footnoteRef:20] Another major difference found in this temple is the stairs that lead up to the roof. I will discuss this feature further below when I will cover the use of incense, libations and sacrifice conducted at the temple.  [15:  Gates 2003: 390]  [16:  Gates 2003: 390]  [17:  Gates 2003: 390]  [18:  Sear 1982: 249]  [19:  Sear 1982: 249]  [20:  Sear 1982: 249] 
Figure 3: Gates 2003 - Temple of Bel plan


Temples were sites of different types of ritual worship, including incense, libations, and dining. Ted Kaizer discussed all three of these aspects, and Rubina Raja discusses in depth the ‘dining tokens’ that have been found in numerous temples in Palmyra and what they can tell us about the nature of deity worship in the city. A lot of our evidence about the ritual activities come from iconographic sources, showing worshippers performing the various rites.[footnoteRef:21] We cannot be sure as to the exact role that incense, libations and sacrifice played in the Palmyrene’s worship, but we can theorise from the evidence at Palmyra and from elsewhere in the Roman Near East its role in the worship. The reliefs in the temple show that incense was the most common act performed in Palmyrene worship, and we know that elsewhere in the Near East that incense was often offered to frame the burnt offerings: can a similar conclusion be drawn for Palmyra?[footnoteRef:22] What we can be sure of is that the reliefs suggest that the incense was popular outside of its relative cheapness, and so must have formed part of the Palmyrene religious identity.[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Kaizer 2008: 180]  [22:  Kaizer 2008: 182]  [23:  Kaizer 2008: 182] 


We can assume that the sacrifice of both large and small animals took place in Palmyra, though it is only at the temple of Bel that there was appropriate provisions for the sacrifice of large animals such as bulls, as seen on a relief on a sarcophagi.[footnoteRef:24] There is also evidence that sacrifice of small animals took place on the roof of the temple of Bel, of which access to was by way of three narrow staircases, which is an architectural feature and thus religious practice that was not common in the Roman world. It also seems that the sacrificed meat was burnt in order to consume it (as well as being burnt entirely), but not, it seems, in great public feasts which was a common tradition in Rome and much of the empire. There were dining halls associated with the temple complexes, but none of them could accommodate even a large proportion of the populous, which along with the dining tokens, suggests that the consumption of the meat not set aside for the deity them self was consumed in a more intimate setting than one might expect in Roman tradition.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Kaizer 2008: 184]  [25:  Kaizer 2008: 185] 


The dining tokens, of which there has been more than 1,500 found, are an invaluable source of information on the religious life, including its organisation, in Palmyra.[footnoteRef:26] To link to the point above, they can help us to better understand the role of sharing out the sacrificial meat. These tesserae were found “mainly in and around the banqueting hall in the Sanctuary of Bel”, though the deities depicted on them vary meaning that these dining acts were not reserved just for the deity in whose temple they took part in.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Raja 2015: 165]  [27:  Raja 2015: 168] 


Palmyra was to some extent amalgamated into the Roman empire in 64 AD when Syria was conquered by Pompey, though maintained a high degree of independence from Rome. Palmyra was a centre of caravan trade, having merchants from the Far East (China, India for example) and the Mediterranean world pass through the city or using it as a trading point. The Palmyrene people also spread out through the Near East. This resulted in a high level of communication between and mixing of peoples of different cultures throughout the entire Roman world and beyond. Palmyra was also a border city between the generally hostile Roman and Parthian empires, though it maintained positive relations with both due to being a part of the Roman empire but also being of Semitic heritage, thus enamouring themselves to both parties.[footnoteRef:28] This long history, for a large part under the Romans, led to a unique Palmyrene culture and identity, including in terms of their religious life. Palmyrene religion adopted and followed some traditional Roman practices, generally following a Classical framework, though they certainly adapted them to work within their own cultural heritage framework at the same time. The temple of Bel is a good example of this, with a lot of the architectural features and construction following Roman tradition, but with its two thalamoi and accessible roof, it shows the result of the cultural amalgamation that shaped Palmyra for hundreds of years.  [28:  Raja 2015: 165] 
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