Alexander Goodman 1400461 	                                             CLAH7017 Religious life in the Roman Empire

Critically analyse 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.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The relief of Hercules/ Smertrios slaying the Hydra from Alzey is an important religious object dating from between 220AD to 230AD.[footnoteRef:1] This object was found in Alzey (ciuitas Vangionum) in 1929. The relief is part of a larger statue base, with five faces; Hercules is depicted on three of the faces, whilst Juno and Herperides are each represented on one of the other two faces. The shaft is made from sandstone and stands at 134cm high, 0.445m wide and a depth of 0.35m.[footnoteRef:2] The relief on the back of the statue base depicts a god like figure who is about to strike a snake, that he has gripped in his hand. Interestingly the god is depicted with a club, which suggests similarities to the Greek hero Hercules. The theory that Hercules is the identity of the main figure in this relief is commonly held. The snake can be interpreted as conforming to the Hercules narrative, more specifically his twelve labours and can therefore, be understood as the hydra, the foe in Hercules’ second labour where Hercules defeated the nine headed hydra.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Lupa Project, 2015.]  [2:  CSIR II(1) 15495.]  [3:  Apollod. Bibl. 2. 5. 2.] 


Hercules has been presented as a religious figure through numerous dedications in Gaul. Hercules’ religious importance is due to the functions that Hercules fulfilled for society. Hekster suggests that Hercules’ functions in Gaul, were similar to those in the Roman counterpart. Hercules was seen as a god connected to most of the military, a protecting figure to travellers and merchants and as a god to ensure success to individual’s careers. This can be seen, through the dedications at Brohl, Norroy-les-Pont and Hermnes.[footnoteRef:4] Monitrieux argues that Hercules’ role in religious affairs is more extensive than these associations. Hercules, according to Monitrieux, was also considered to be connected to agriculture, particularly transhumance. In the Alzey dedication, Hercules is presented as having another religious attribute that of a religious hero connected to the underworld.  This is achieved through the depiction of the apples of the Hesperides alongside Hercules, which are used to establish a connection to the ‘otherworld’. The imagery of the snake in the relief has also been interpreted to aid this theory of the underworld. It is argued by Monitrieux that the snake could be a symbol of regeneration or a link between the living and the dead. For both Monitrieux and Haeussler the snake represents, not just a link to the underworld but a representation of the cycle of life.[footnoteRef:5] Evidently Hercules held many religious attributes for the public, the importance of Hercules and his connections to various aspects of life may well be explained by his appearance on the majority of the Jupiter-Giants-columns in Eastern Gaul. On the Viergöttersteine, Hercules appears next to three Panathenaic gods; Juno, Minerva and Mercurius.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Hekster. 2014: 7. Monitrieux. 2002: 215.]  [5:  Haeussler. 2012: 158. Monitrieux. 2002: 226.]  [6:  CSIR II (1) 14819.] 


With the inclusion of Hercules in Gaul, questions are raised as to whether there was some alteration to the traditional Greek character of Hercules to acquire substance from local indigenous religious beliefs and mythologies. Hercules appears in an inscription from Samnium where he is called Hercules Gallius, which alludes to a separate Greek Hercules and a Hercules used in Gaul.[footnoteRef:7] This is disputed however, as Hercules’ heroic deeds were already known in pre-Roman Gaul. At that time his indigenous counterpart was the god Ogmios, who is considered the god from where all life originated. The idea of Hercules being well established in Gaul is also visible through Parthenios of Nikaia’s work. Parthenios considered Hercules to be the original ancestor of the Gauls.[footnoteRef:8] This link with Gaul can also be seen by Hercules’ inclusion into the myths of local springs and natural areas. Just as Hercules was associated with local natural sacred springs in Gaul, he can also be found in other areas of the Empire where Hercules was referred to as Aquae Herculis, specifically in Britain, the Peloponnese and Numidia.[footnoteRef:9] Hercules’ claim of being the original ancestor of the population of Gaul, and being connected to the local environment of Gaul makes Hercules’ heroic figure an important figure of the daily religious life of the public.  [7:  CSIR II (1) 14819.]  [8:  Haeussler. 2012: 249.]  [9:  Hekster. 2014: 7-8.] 


The idea of the figure on the Alzey statue base belonging solely to Hercules has however been challenged. This is due to the discovery of a relief from Lyon which was dedicated to the Celtic god Smertrios. Like the Alzey statue base, the Lyon dedication depicts a god wielding a club, striking down a snake. The Lyon dedication displays a similar figure of a god and snake with the same mannerisms and stance as the Alzey relief. The significant alteration between these two figures is that the Lyon dedication is depicted with a beard, opposed to the clean shaven Alzey example.[footnoteRef:10] This discussion, referencing various gods together such as the inclusion of Hercules and Smertrios as the same character in reliefs could aid a scholarly debate into the term: interpretatio romana presented by Tacitus.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Haeussler. 2012: 158.]  [11:  Tac. Germ. 43.4. ] 

The term interpretatio romana is accepted by most scholars as a “broad identification among Greeks and Romans of a foreign godhead with a member of their own pantheons”.[footnoteRef:12] It was a method for understanding between the native none classical gods and the classical pantheon. The interpretation of these gods by the classical pantheon means the definition of native deities usually are dependent on examples of the Roman gods, this means interpretatio is most evident when two gods are named together, such as Sulis Minerva.[footnoteRef:13] This in turn means the specific link is important to fully understand the function and role of the native gods. This would enable the Greek and Roman populous to understand and relate to foreign gods in the same way as their own pantheonic gods, but with alternative local names.  [12:  Ando. 2005: 41.]  [13:  Webster. 1995 :154] 

Given the many similarities between the depiction on the Hercules Alzey relief and Lyon Smertrios dedications one must assume that these two figures were seen as heroes who are comparable to each other, where both are relatable and understandable in a religious context by the local community. Hercules, the Greek hero and Smertrios a god originating from Gaul have religious similarities in common. Haeussler suggests this can be seen through three ideas; the hero, the semi-god and the champion of immortality.[footnoteRef:14] Haeussler believes that these heroes were probably suited for this role, because myths of hero’s were used to explain religious understanding of examples of positive and virtuous lifestyles to the general population.[footnoteRef:15] The link between Hercules and Smertrios is however still open to debate, Smertrios is not solely connected to Hercules. Smertrios has been attributed the name “the purveyor”, which is also used as an epithet for the Roman Pantheionic gods Jupiter and Mars.[footnoteRef:16] I would argue that this indicates there is a much wider linking of characters of divinity. Smertrios is not exclusively Hercules, just as Heracles was not just confined to solely linking with Smertrios. Hercules according to Lucian was connected to Ogmiosas, the god of eloquence.[footnoteRef:17] One could argue the gods, Hercules and Smertrios, were connected in this instance, due to similar religious attributes, and not because they are replicas or alternative versions of foreign gods. If one were to apply this to the various reliefs of Hercules in Gaul, and the use of the god Smertrios on similar reliefs such as the dedication from Lyon. One can see how Smertrios may be the local equivalent god for Hercules, to enable the Roman and Greek cultures to relate and understand the Celtic god. This connection of characters of divinity can be interpreted as the use of Interpretation Romana. [14:  Haeussler. 2012: 158.]  [15:  Haeussler. 2012:  157-158.]  [16:  Haeussler. 2012:  158.]  [17:  Lucian. Heracles. 256.] 


The Alzey dedication of Hercules slaying the hydra, is an important religious object from the early first century AD. It not only enables us to see how the figure of Hercules could have been used in relation to the understanding interpretatio romana with regards to Smertrios and Ogmios. It also enables one to see how the figure of Hercules had developed and spread over time across cultures and religious practise. The idea of Hercules being a hero and therefore a less important god than the traditional Olympians or Panathenaic gods seems to have dwindled. Hercules was already well established in Gaul, for four centuries before the Alzey statue base was created. Hercules importance is evident when one considers Hercules to be the counterpart to the god Ogmios, who was the god of the origins of all life, and perhaps one of the most important gods in Gaul. The importance that is given to Hercules in Gaul is seen clearly as Hercules dominates the statue base in Alzey, where three of the faces are dedicated to him, surpassing the goddess Juno, who was a renowned Panathenaic god. The statue base in Alzey displays a representation of a highly regarded religious figure, one who is vital to the religious life of Gaul, on that basis this dedication is therefore a highly important religious object as it aids the wider discussions on the religious life of Gaul and Rome.
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