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Religious Life in the Roman Empire – Portfolio Task Two

Author: Christopher Garwood (1102458)
Due: 6 April 2018

Assignment: Critically discuss one artefact or inscription of your choice and discuss why you consider it to be a key source for understanding religious change in a province during the Principate. 


Introduction

The 2002 discovery of what is known as the Ashwell Hoard in Ashwell, Hertfordshire brought to the attention of scholars, artefacts that mentioned a hereto unknown British goddess, Senuna.  However, these artefacts also give some indication of the kind of religious change that had occurred in Britain under the Romans during the Principate period.  There were many artefacts found as part of this particular hoard but the object that will be considered here is a gold votive offering found in a Romano-British temple site.  This object is demonstrative of the kinds of rituals and gods important to the local community at that time.

Artefact Description

The artefact considered for this study is a gold votive offering that does not have a title per se but is listed in the British Museum’s research publication as object A14 Gold Plague (2003,0901.14), henceforth A14.  The object is a thin piece of gold with a weight of 7.23g and a height of 118.8mm.[footnoteRef:1]  The object has been assessed as being in good condition both in its own right and with respect to other pieces found at the site and was found as part of a stack of similar votive offering plagues.  The artefact has both an image and an inscription, the latter being below the former.  The height of the figure in the image measures 44mm.  The overall object appears to show traces of what is believed to be its manufacturing process and there appear to be signs of wear on certain parts of the image although researchers believe that this may be due to factors not related to damage following burial.[footnoteRef:2]  The object along with the rest of the hoard are believed to have been buried during the late third or possibly early fourth century AD. [1:  Jackson and Burleigh, 2018: 46.]  [2:  Jackson and Burleigh, 2018: 46-47.] 

The image on the artefact has been identified as the goddess Minerva.[footnoteRef:3]  She is depicted standing forward but facing to her left.  She has both a crested helmet and shield as well as a spear.  However, the spear point is not evidence because of the deliberate bordering of the image.  Likewise, her feet are obscured by the space in which part of the inscription is found.   [3:  Hobbs and Jackson, 2010: 131.] 

The inscription is in Latin made by <insert means> and reads “Bell… Memorianus | uotum | f(ecit) d(eae) Se | nun(a)e” which translates as “Bell … Memorianus has made his vow to the goddess Senuna.”[footnoteRef:4]  The archaeologists who discovered the votive plague noticed that the inscription, or at least the part of it with the name of the goddess, may not have been visible.[footnoteRef:5]   [4:  Jackson and Burleigh, 2018: 47.]  [5:  Jackson and Burleigh, 2018: 47.] 


Representing Religious Change

In order to determine the significance of this artefact with respect to religious change in Roman Britain, it is important to consider that any single artefact is in fact a snapshot of a particular time and thus unto itself cannot necessarily show an evolution of religious change.  However, change can be inferred by the assumption that before the Roman occupation of Britain, the indigenous populations had their own belief systems and rituals to accompany them.  King and Henig notes the importance of such things as animal bones found at various pre-Roman sites in Britain.[footnoteRef:6]  From this, the artefact could then be assessed from the view point of how much was the artefact influenced by the Roman presence and to what degree is hybridization of religions apparent. [6:  King, 2005: 329-369.] 

The truncation of the image of the goddess should not be interpreted necessarily as the result of laziness or expediency on the part of the creator or of a diminution of importance Roman influence at this time.  It may be that this object demonstrates that only as much as was needed to make the identity of the deity clear was considered to be enough for such an offering.  This is of course speculative but this presentation seems to be common across the other votive plagues found with A14.  However, consideration should also be given the fact that this was a gold plague and presumably the person offering would have some expectation of quality of product in addition to the type of metal used.
The inscription also seems to demonstrate change in practice if not necessarily belief.  What is of note with this inscription is the fact that the one offering the plague has placed his name before that of the goddess in contradiction to the usual order on such objects.[footnoteRef:7]  The research so far available on this object does not indicate why this might be and there appears to be a mix of this ordering with the expected ordering among the plagues found along with A14.  It may also be of note that the name on the inscription is not a hybrid name of Roman and non-Roman.  Beard et al note the commonality of use of such hybrids as for example Sul Minerva.[footnoteRef:8]  This would suggest that the Ashwell object is in some significant in not displaying that commonality and perhaps suggesting a uniqueness of ritual observance in Britain or at least in this particular geographical part of Britain.  The positioning of the inscription is also of note in that the possibility of it not being visible presents a lack of clarity in understanding the relative significance of the Roman versus the British aspect of this offering. [7:  Jackson and Burleigh, 2018: 46-47.]  [8:  Beard, North, and Price, 1998: 317.] 

This combination of image and inscription demonstrate a hybridization of religious practice in terms of votive offerings in this part of Britain and thus makes this particular artefact significant.  The extent to which the particular goddess Senuna figured in worship is still not fully understood but she may have been a goddess of a spring and it is reasonably assumed that she and Minerva are co-identified with each other.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Hobbs and Jackson, 2010: 131.] 


Artefact Location

In addition to the artefact itself, it’s location may also have some bearing on understanding religious change in Britain under the Romans.  The site of this object has been determined to be a temple site and this suggests that the A14 artefact and it site represent a particular ritual for this particular goddess.  The exact nature of that ritual has not yet been determined and it may be that Senuna’s association with springs may offer some ideas.  The significance of A14 is that it was found stacked with other similar votive offerings, some with similar dedications.  The preservation of A14 may allow inferences in understanding religious change to those plagues not as well preserved.
In addition to its physical location, the object’s temporal location may also inform.  The objects were believed to have been buried in the late third or early fourth century, just as the Principate period of the Empire was ending.  However, it may be reasonable to assume that this practice of merging Roman imagery and Latin text about a non-Roman goddess had been established prior to this to the extent that multiple people saw fit to use the same or similar kinds of votive offerings found along with A14.

Comparing to Other Artefacts

The A14 plague is one of several in the Ashwell hoard.  It is one of the better-preserved plagues with both an inscription and image.  This state of preservation gives A14 a significance in terms of presenting researchers with fewer concerns of conservation.  The Ashwell Hoard has been deemed “unprecedented” in terms of temple treasure discovered in Britain.[footnoteRef:10]  While this unto itself might not represent any direct evidence of religious change in Roman Britain, the find’s significance for understanding religious change lies in the relative scarcity of comparable finds. [10:  Jackson and Burleigh, 2018: 121.] 

Henig’s description of votive plagues found earlier and elsewhere in Britain and of note with these is the dedication to Roman or Roman-British hybrid gods.[footnoteRef:11]  Unlike artefact A14 found at Ashwell, there appears to be no separation of image and text as there is with A14.  Artefact A14, while demonstrating a hybridization of religion seems to do so across the object while still keeping the image of Minerva and the text to Senuna separate. [11:  Henig, 1984: 145-152.] 


Conclusion

The A14 votive offering found as part of the Ashwell Hoard has significance both in terms of its contribution to revealing a hereto unknown pre-Roman British goddess and it its representation of religious change in Britain in the last Principate period.  The identification of the image as being Roman but with an inscription that references Senuna demonstrates the hybridization of religions in Roman Britain at that time.  This artefact also helps to inform the kind of gods important to the community at that time. The other votive artefacts found with A14 also help to place its significance within the hoard itself.  
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