How useful is the distinction between public and private religion when studying cultic practices and beliefs in Pompeii?

The distinction between public and private religion in the cultic practices and beliefs of Pompeii is a somewhat muddled one. Much of the practice of religion is a cultural expectation of the roman world, and many of the practices of public religion echo in that of private religion, and vice versa. The question of how useful is public and private as a distinction is to the study of cultic and religious practice and belief is thus a somewhat convoluted topic.
A useful tool for interpreting public and private religion in the Roman world is given to us by Graham (2021) in the defining of “distal” and “proximal” religious knowledge[footnoteRef:1]. “Distal” knowledge typically encompasses the more public and cultural understanding of the religion that would be acquired through cultural membership of the Roman religion, whereas “proximal” knowledge encompasses the knowledge gained through personal interaction with the religion through ritualised activities.[footnoteRef:2] It should of course be noted that distal and proximal knowledge are not a 1:1 match with public and private religion, however they are a useful framework for the discussion of the differences the practice of religion, as they provide a less overlapping dichotomy. [1:  Graham, E.-J. (2021). "At home with the Lares: lived religion rematerialised at Pompeii."]  [2:  Graham, E.-J. (2021). "At home with the Lares: lived religion rematerialised at Pompeii."] 

An important part of Pompeii’s religious world to look at in the study of public and private religion are the Lares. Lares are typically considered a form of spirit, likely guardians of places,[footnoteRef:3] and there is some speculation that they were also revered in some respects as the spirits of ancestors[footnoteRef:4]. Lares were present in both public and private religious life, showing a bridge between the two. In public, the Lares’ shrines were typically found at street corners or other roadside locations, while in private many houses possess small shrines containing Lares, which are notably usually situated in a separate shrine to the rest of the household gods and spirits.[footnoteRef:5] Some iconographic differences in depictions exist between the two,[footnoteRef:6] however the differences are relatively minimal in terms of actual purpose within the religious activity relating to them. The Lares provide an example of the lack of hard distinction between public and private religion that can be found in the religious practices of Pompeii. While the proximal connection between the two formats may differ slightly, the distal understanding of the Lares is broadly similar in both public and private circumstance. This demonstrates the lack of clear boundaries between the public and private practices and beliefs of the people of Pompeii. [3:  Flower, H.I., 2017. The dancing Lares and the serpent in the garden: religion at the Roman street corner.]  [4:  Waites, M.C., 1920. The nature of the Lares and their representation in Roman art.]  [5:  Graham, E.-J. (2021). "At home with the Lares: lived religion rematerialised at Pompeii."]  [6:  Graham, E.-J. (2021). "At home with the Lares: lived religion rematerialised at Pompeii."] 

One example of how the distinction between private and public religious activity shows itself is in its organisation and influence. Private religion typically lacked any dedicated spaces larger than a small shrine in a niche of a domus, such as would house Lares[footnoteRef:7], however public religious practice had organised leading figures and practitioners. A notable example of this was the public priestess Eumachia. The practitioners of public religion were typically notable and somewhat powerful figures. In Eumachia’s case, she possessed a notable amount of influence, enough to have one of the largest buildings on the forum of Pompeii.[footnoteRef:8] This demonstrates an important difference in the level of influence projected by the leading practitioners of public religion. This does give a use case for the distinction between public and private religious practice. [7:  Graham, E.-J. (2021). "At home with the Lares: lived religion rematerialised at Pompeii."]  [8:  Discentes. (2025). The Building of Eumachia and Female Patronage in the Roman Empire.] 

It is important to address that there were some instances in which the religious activities of Pompeii were both public and private to a certain extent. A number of mystery cults were present in Pompeii, which blurred the line between the public and private. Found among these was the cult of Isis, a blend of Egyptian and Roman religion[footnoteRef:9] that was possessed of both public and private elements. Paintings found in areas associated with the cult of Isis, such as the temple of Isis in Pompeii[footnoteRef:10], depict the cult in scenes of public ritual. As it was a mystery cult, the temple of Isis conducts induction rituals,[footnoteRef:11] which would likely bring the inducted member into a group that could be considered a more private form of cultic activity. The exact nature of the mysteries is unknown, but knowledge of their existence seems to have been quite widespread, with them featuring in the Roman novel “Metamorphoses” by Apuleius[footnoteRef:12]. This does bring into question exactly how private the mysteries were, and where exactly that line could be drawn. While both the distal and proximal experiences of an inductee would change dramatically, and the number of participants would certainly be decreased, it is difficult to define if it would be considered private or not without additional information. This demonstrates that the distinction between public and private religion may be unhelpful when discussing cultic practices and beliefs as much of the information that would allow us to draw the line between public and private. [9:  (2007) Nile into Tiber : Egypt in the Roman world : proceedings of the IIIrd International Conference of Isis Studies, Faculty of Archaeology, Leiden University, May 11-14, 2005]  [10:  (2007) Nile into Tiber : Egypt in the Roman world : proceedings of the IIIrd International Conference of Isis Studies, Faculty of Archaeology, Leiden University, May 11-14, 2005]  [11:  Strabley, E. (2025). Temple of Isis at Pompeii.]  [12:  Apuleius. Metamorphoses (The Golden Ass), Volume II: Books 7-11.] 

There is a notable useful reason for the distinction between public and private religion in Pompeii, which is that the practice of public religion often takes on a semi-political aspect. Rome has always used its religion and cultic practices as a tool of politics and imperial control, and Pompeii is no exception. The Sanctuary of Venus is a good example of the role that public religion took in Pompeii. It was constructed shortly after the colonisation of Pompeii by the Romans, and is congruent with the patron goddess of the city, Venus.[footnoteRef:13] The temple of Venus (and the worship of Roman gods and construction of Roman temples in general), were used in public worship as almost a form of religious submission or homage to the Roman empire itself.[footnoteRef:14] As such the visible public usage and perception of religious practice could be used as a tool in and of itself. While the religious practice in private, and the proximal experience of the people of Pompeii would likely vary, The temple of Venus was (at least at its inception) an expression of Roman dominance. This is perhaps the most important differentiation between public and private religious and cultic activity, as while the private religious activity is typically apolitical in nature, public religious activity has a political element, even in absence of conscious political intent. It should be noted, however, that the political importance of the gesture would have been lessened over time, as Pompeii became more culturally and religiously homogeneous with the rest of Roman Italy after its colonisation.  [13:  Carroll, M. (2010) “Exploring the sanctuary of Venus and its sacred grove: politics, cult and identity in Roman Pompeii.”]  [14:  Carroll, M. (2010) “Exploring the sanctuary of Venus and its sacred grove: politics, cult and identity in Roman Pompeii.”] 

Overall, the distinction between public and private religion for the purposes of studying cultic practices and beliefs is not very useful. The line between the two is very blurred and the overlap between the two, such as is found in the ritual activity surrounding the Lares, precludes the distinction from having any great usefulness, because the public and private religious practices are simply not separate enough for it to matter. There are, however, several exceptions in which the distinction between public and private religion is an applicable factor. The first major exception to this being the aspect of religious activity that is political, which is only truly present in the public acts of religious and cultic activity. The second exception being the power that could be gained through public cultic activity and positions, such as was displayed by the public priestess Eumachia.
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