Polis Religion

The reality of the term known as a Polis religion can be seen in the last work of Plato ‘The Laws’.[footnoteRef:1] In one passage from this work of Plato one can see the definition of a Polis religion: ‘Whoever believes in gods in accordance with the laws has never yet willingly undertaken a sacrilegious deed or allowed an unlawful word to pass from him’.[footnoteRef:2]  This means that the officials of the state or Polis control the aspects of that state’s religion as seen in certain Greek Polis.[footnoteRef:3] However, during the height of the Roman Empire many religions and cults came to encompass the lands of the known world which were ruled by Rome.[footnoteRef:4] The aim of the following analysis is to determine if the term Polis religion can be generalised across the Roman Empire during the first and third century AD.  [1:  Burkert 1985: 333]  [2:  Burkert 1985: 333]  [3:  Burkert 1985: 333]  [4:  Rupke 2007: 71-83  ] 

One of the main reasons for the proposed generalisation of Polis religion in the Roman Empire can be seen in the state officials who were responsible for overseeing religious affairs. In Rome, the official in charge of the performance of public or private religious affairs was known as the Pontifex Maximus from the college of Pontifices.[footnoteRef:5] A similarity can be seen in the Greek polis of Athens in the Archons of the city’s administration.[footnoteRef:6] The similar position of Pontifex Maximus can be seen in the Archon Basileus also known as the King Archon.[footnoteRef:7] This official position was in control of the traditional cults of the city and organised religious festivals.[footnoteRef:8] However, the Archon Basileus was also in charge of magistrate duties such as the Prorrhesis which was the announcement of a murderer’s identity to ensure his exclusion from public sacred places.[footnoteRef:9] Although both positions held similar roles in terms of religious affairs, the Archon is different due to the inclusion of magistrate duties for his position and the Pontifex Maximus sole role in organising public rituals such as the sacred spring.[footnoteRef:10]  [5:  Rupke 2007: 39]  [6:  Ogden 2007: 186]  [7:  Ogden 2007: 224]  [8:  Ogden 2007: 224]  [9:  Ogden 2007: 185-186]  [10:  Warrior 2002: 44] 

Another reason for the proposed generalisation of Polis religion in the Roman Empire derives from the Lex Ursonensis. This was the foundation charter for the Caesarian colony at Urso.[footnoteRef:11] One passage describes the legal arrangements for Aediles surrounding religious public affairs, the passage is as follows: [11:  Rupke 2014: 113-136] 

Whoever shall be Aediles, during their magistracy they are to organise a show or dramatic spectacle for Jupiter, Juno and Minerva, during three days, for the greater part of the day, as far as shall be possible, and during one day (games) in the circus or (gladiators) in the forum for Venus, and each one of them is to spend on that spectacle and on that show not less than 2,000 sesterces from his own money, and it is to be lawful to take from public funds 1,000 sesterces for each Aedile, and a Ilvir or prefect is to see that that sum is given or assigned, and it is to be lawful for them to receive it without personal liability.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Rupke 2014: 125] 

This quote demonstrates how the Roman state was in control of the official religion of the Roman Empire as seen in the organised spectacles dedicated to the gods in the Charter for the colony.[footnoteRef:13] Overall this illustrates how certain examples found in the Roman empire can be used as case studies to show how there could have been a generalisation of polis religion in the Roman empire.  [13:  Rupke 2014: 125] 

However, the main reason for polis religion not being a generalised entity across the Roman empire is due to the inclusion of different cults that spread across the Empires provinces. Many cults came from the oriental provinces which began to spread across many of the Latin provinces.[footnoteRef:14] These cults worshipped the gods of Egypt with Isis being one of the most popular.[footnoteRef:15] In Rome itself, a great temple dedicated to the worship of the goddess Isis and the god Serapis was built on the Campus Martius in 38 AD.[footnoteRef:16] Isis processions through the streets of Rome are recorded as late as 394 BC.[footnoteRef:17]  [14:  Cumont 1956: 22]  [15:  Ferguson 1970: 36]  [16:  Cumont 1956: 84]  [17:  Cumont 1956: 84] 

Another example of the influx of foreign cults into Roman provinces is the popular cult of Mithras. This cult first originated in the provinces of Rome all the way to Germania superior which is where the first evidence of the cult can be found.[footnoteRef:18] A cavalryman named Tacitus dedicated his altar to Mithras which shows that this cult had support among the soldiers in the provinces.[footnoteRef:19] Inscriptions involving the cult can be found in Rome as well with a reference to a Mithraic relief from a poem by Statius in 90 AD.[footnoteRef:20] Other evidence from the reign of Marcus Aurelius and Commodus come from Mithraea inscriptions dedicated to the health and safety of the emperor.[footnoteRef:21] Overall these two cults show that among other religious groups, this diverse range of cults from abroad and across the empire show that in some cases polis religion cannot be applied to the Roman empire. [18:  Gordon 2000: 21]  [19:  Gordon 2000: 21]  [20:  Gordon 2000: 22]  [21:  Gordon 2000: 23] 

In conclusion, the main case for polis religion being a frequent entity in the Roman empire can be seen in the officials in charge of religious affairs such as the Pontifex Maximus.[footnoteRef:22] Also, the charters detailing organising of spectacles shows the legal demands concerning the gods.[footnoteRef:23] However, the influx of cults from abroad such as the cult of Isis and Mithras which became popular among the people of the provinces and the capital show that the religious affairs of the Roman empire were more diverse than the term polis religion.  [22:  Rupke 2007: 39]  [23:  Rupke 2014: 125] 
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