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This fresco from the city of Dura-Europos depicts a sacrifice being performed by Julius Teretius (the figure with his hands over the flames) along with soldiers from a Roman legion. This fresco was found in the Temple of Bel or the Temple of the Palmyrene gods (both are debated, although some suggest it could be a temple to Zeus)[footnoteRef:1]. There is some debate as to whether the religious figures from the fresco are either Palmyrene gods or deified emperors[footnoteRef:2], but based on the location it was found it is probable that they are Palmyrene gods. If that is the case then this fresco depicts Roman soldiers and their leader/tribune worshiping gods other than Roman. Roman soldiers were not usually from the areas where they would be stationed so it could be assumed that they may have brought their religious customs with them, but this fresco shows them worshiping the gods of Palmyra, a city located about 250km east of Dura. These gods would still be local, as Palmyra had been an independent kingdom for some time. This makes it even more interesting as instead of erasing the religious culture of a kingdom that had fought Rome it was allowed to continue. This has however been seen across the Roman Empire as gods and goddesses from multiple cultures that had fought against Rome and lost were still in use, sometimes in the city of Rome as well. [1:  Dirven. 2007; on the temple possibly being a temple to Zeus, Elsner, 2001 mentions it, but does not go into further detail.]  [2:  Dirven. 2007] 

This fresco is also important as it is additional evidence to another aspect of Roman religion: Orthopraxy in Roman religion during the 1st to 3rd century AD. Romans were more concerned with the proper practice in their religion rather than the actual beliefs of the people in their Empire. 
The Romans were a superstitious people and believed in the need for certain rituals to be performed every year, this meant that as long as these rituals were performed correctly every year the empire was safe and would continue. Rome and the Roman government/Emperor did not care whether those performing rituals believed in their gods and goddesses, they just had to do it. It was about correct practice over belief. This fresco is additional evidence to this mind set because if the figures are Palmyrene gods being worshipped and sacrificed to then this fresco shows the continuation of native gods not only under Roman occupation, but also worship by Roman soldiers. The soldiers would still perform the required rituals and sacrifices for the Roman Empire, but they would also participate in other rituals and sacrifices that were possibly beliefs they brought with them or picked up from the local community. There was no need to give up previous religious beliefs in the Roman Empire. 
There was not much of a change in the Roman provinces when it came to religion. The Romans were not interested in spreading ideals or promoting a new religion, that wasn’t an issue for many cultures in the ancient world, it was more important with the rise of religions that were entwined with politics or monarchies such as Christianity. The Roman system did not rely on conversion to keep the people of their provinces in line, but rather allowed them to continue with their native religion and would at times associate, combine, or add important gods and goddesses with/to those from the Roman pantheon. It was easier to impose additional rituals to be followed rather than outlaw native rituals. Also as stated the Romans were more concerned with correct practice, not belief. As such Julius Terentius was able to make sacrifices to Palmyrene gods with his men and commission a fresco to celebrate the event and honour the Palmyrene gods. There was no need to worship in secret or in fear, it could be done so out in the open.   
As argued by some scholars however, the figures could be deified Emperors[footnoteRef:3]. If that is the case then this fresco is still showing the spread of the Imperial cult to the far reaches of the Roman Empire. We know that the Imperial cult was practiced across the Roman Empire based on temples dedicated to the deified Augustus found outside of Rome and Italy. This fresco, if it is a ritual of sacrifices to deified Emperors, would support the Imperial cult as being a major practice outside of the city of Rome. However, it is not likely that this is a fresco depicting an Imperial cult based on where it was discovered, inside a temple dedicated to Bal or the Palmyrene gods. A fresco depicting the Imperial cult would probably be found either in a temple dedicated to an Emperor or probably within a temple that housed more so Roman gods than foreign. The argument for the figures being deified Emperors is certainly something to consider, but it is not likely even given the way they are dressed. The style would probably be more so related to the spread of the art style rather than only depicting Romans in Roman dress. [3:  Dirven. 2007] 

Some could argue that the fresco is a show of resistance to the Romanization of the region[footnoteRef:4]. This argument however would not make much sense for this particular image. For one it was commissioned by the leader of a Roman military troop and was displayed rather publically. The image as a depiction of a ceremony dedicated to local deities rather than Roman could be taken as resistance, but as discussed the Romans didn’t outlaw the practice of local rituals, they added new ones. Also if it was meant to be a resistance piece one would think that the message would be disguised more. The art style is indeed very Roman, but if the deities depicted are generally agreed to be Palmyrene rather than Emperors than it was probably not trying to disguise which gods were being worshipped by Julius Terentius and his men. There was no need to hide their ritual sacrifices to local deities. Evidence has been found that shows military units would celebrate both Roman festivals as well as local ones. If other units did this so openly there would be no need for Julius Terentius to hide the fact he participated in local customs as well.    [4:  Elsner, 2001] 

This fresco showcases that religion in the Roman Empire was not only the gods and goddesses of Rome, but also that of local and foreign gods. These rituals and practices were allowed to continue and not in secret. Soldiers would also participate in these local practices along with the formal Roman religious festivals and sacrifices that were required. This fresco also shows local gods being depicted in a Romanized style showing a mix of local culture with Roman art.  
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