POLYTHEISM, ANCIENT ROME – ENCYCLOPAEDIA ARTICLE
Introduction and Article Synopsis
“No one shall have gods to himself, either new gods or alien gods, unless recognised by the State. Privately they shall worship those gods whose worship they have duly received from their ancestors. In cities they shall have shrines: they shall have groves in the country and homes for the Lares”. Cicero 
Book 2 of De Legibus , written by Cicero between 52-43 BC, articulates what might be termed the civic and domestic polytheism of Ancient Rome (Aldhous-Green, 2018). However, use of “polytheistic” to describe Roman religions is contested by some contemporary scholars, as indeed is the term “religion”. Furthermore, accounts of the religious beliefs and practices of Ancient Rome by classical and, particularly, Christian writers are now widely interpreted by academic researchers as subjective; and increasing use has been made of non-literary sources. Nevertheless, comprehensive integration of written and material records, as well as theoretical frameworks from the social sciences, has recently enabled a more polymorphic and culturally nuanced understanding of the worship of Roman gods (and goddesses) over a twelve-hundred-year period from the 8th century BC until the establishment of monotheistic Christianity. 
Terminology in Modern Scholarship
“Polytheism is simply a less polemical substitute for what monotheistic traditions formerly called “idolatry” and “paganism”.  (Assman, 2007)
North (2017) takes issue with this position and prefers to retain “pagan” as  a general descriptor for the religions of Ancient Rome, although he still uses “polytheism” in his article on the “Religious History of the Roman Empire” in the Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of Religion. Whilst the following account accepts North’s contention, that “our understanding of the religious life of the ancients is interwoven with the problems of the vocabulary we use to describe it”, limited space prevents a proper exploration of this semantic problem. Therefore, Assman’s concept of classical polytheistic religions together with Bendlin and Renger’s paradigm in Brill’s New Pauly (2006) are adopted below.
Ancient Classical and Christian Sources
A large part of the difficulty in conceptualising  the religious heritage of Ancient Rome derives from the critical commentaries of early Christian authors who heavily influenced much historical scholarship until the second half of the 20th century (North, 2017). An added challenge is that ancient classical commentators tended to write from the vantage of an elite, antiquarian or nostalgic worldview. For example, Pliny the Elder suggests in his Natural History that “forests were once the only temples of the gods”, suggesting animistic origins for Roman polytheism, notwithstanding the supremacy of Greek deities (Schilling, 1992) Yet ever shifting perspectives in the Academy have recently brought revived interest in the role of so-called nature religion in Ancient Rome (Hunt, 2016).
Characteristics of Roman Polytheism
Whilst Schilling’s work has been criticised by later scholars for a “top-down” approach, its focus on the historical “sophistication of elite thought about religion” continues to bring a “highly logical” perspective to Roman polytheism (Smith, 2018). In his 1992 contribution to Roman and European Mythologies, Schilling describes this polytheism as an “open pantheon made up of deities that in some cases go back to time immemorial, and in other cases had been received at various dates, often following crises or epidemics”. Rome’s “complex polytheistic heritage” is expanded upon in a 1998 Religions of Rome sourcebook (Beard, North and Price), as are the roles of the college of pontiffs and the college of viri sacris facundis in managing “traditional cults” and introduced foreign deities through the so-called Sybilline Books and Indigitamenta (Schilling 1992).
Assman (20007) proposes that “the most cogent theory” of classical polytheism belongs to the Roman Varro’s “concept of a “tripartite theology”” in the fragment Antiquitates rerum divinarium 6-10, Cardauns:
“His theologia naturalis (cosmic theology).…corresponds to the cosmic nature of divine manifestation; his theologia civilis (political theology).…corresponds to the cultic dimension; and his theologia fabularis.…responds to the dimensions of historia divina (mythical theology), the stories about the gods….” 
[bookmark: _GoBack]This “general structure”, Assman maintains, is “perfectly well applicable not only to the Greek and Roman religions that Varro had in mind, but also to ancient Egyptian and Babylonian religions” which influenced later theology, including that of Ancient Rome. Polytheistic religion according to this paradigm is a “structured whole,  a pantheon” that represents the “coherence of the divine world” (Bendlin and Renger, 2006) Such integration and balance represent the two cornerstones of religious behaviour within polytheistic systems, where meaning is derived through selection from a potentially infinite range of options - gods, cults, rituals, and concepts (Bendlin and Renger, Brill’s New Pauly 2006).
[bookmark: _Hlk535573194]However, Fowden’s narrative of “Polytheist Rome” is one of religion embedded in topography and the built environment, rather than revealed through theology, with the city itself representing a “sacred centre” (Fowden, 1994). This approach reflects what Scott (2017) describes as the “spatial turn in classical scholarship”. Jenkyns (2013) argues that Romans acted as if the gods were fellow residents and neighbours, quoting Livy: “No place in this city is not full of sacred customs and of gods” (5.52.2. Rome had a particular religious status (Beard et al.) and the Lupercalia was a festival linked to the founding of Rome. The presence of divine power in places, objects and people - later particularly the emperor - was identified as “numen” by poets of the early empire, such as Ovid, who cites Terminus, or the boundary stone, as possessing this numinosity from ancient times (Fasti 2 639-684). The concept of “numen” certainly supports notions of the embeddedness of religion in Ancient Rome, and Fowden proposes that the development of sanctuaries underpins Roman polytheism.
Pax Deorum (“peace of the gods”) was the fundamental concern of Roman state religion. This was conceived as a mutually beneficial harmonious relationship between Rome and its deities, whereby the gods safeguarded the city and later empire’s welfare and its citizens provided appropriate worship (Johnson, 2013). Management of the Pax Deorum by religious and secular officials was highly regulated. According to Livy: “We have a city founded upon auspices and augury; there is no place in it which is not filled with cultic practices and the gods; the days devoted to solemn sacrifices are as fixed as the specific places where they may be performed” (Champion, 2017). In his book entitled “The Peace of the Gods”, Champion identifies the Pax Deorum as a cornerstone of the polytheism of Ancient Rome, incorporating a “total interpenetration of religious and political authority”. Thus, centuries later the Emperor Constantine’s conversion to Christianity was instrumental in the decline of Roman polytheism (Knapp, 2017).
Henotheism and Ancient Monotheisms 
In The Golden Ass by Apuleius (2nd century AD), the Isis of the Metamorphoses reveals herself to Lucius as “the supreme divinity, …, the uniform manifestation of all gods and goddesses, …, whose single godhead is  venerated all over the earth under manifold forms, varying rites, and changing names” (Met. 11.5). This account shows the enduring presence of henotheism in classical polytheism, something explored by Henk Versnel with reference to the gods Isis, Dionysos and Hermes (1998). Christians re-interpreted ancient monotheisms (Weiss, 2009), including the cult of Mithras in Ancient Rome, suggesting  latent religious, as well as political, potential for symbiosis with monotheistic Christianity.  
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