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PREFACE

Standard history books on Greece and Rome often reduce religion to one or two
chapters. In the ancient world, religion as a separate, conceptual category did
not exist. The term was first articulated in the seventeenth century to describe
systematic theology. In the ancient world, religion was not just something that
involved temples and sacrifices. Religious views were integrated into all of life
and helped to create ethnic identities. It was the very heart of understanding
oneself as a person of status and worth, and one’s place in relation to the past
(the ancestral customs), to the family, the city-state, and the Empire. Ancient
culture and religion were synonymous.

The Academic Discipline of Religious Studies

A relatively recent addition to the academy (within the last 70 years), Religious
Studies utilizes all of the liberal arts and social science approaches to the
study of human history and society. Rather than a value judgment of correct
religious values or worldviews, Religious Studies scholars focus on the origins
of religious authority (institutions), beliefs, rituals, sacred texts, and ethics.
These phenomena have influenced human relationships, social structures, and
governing powers in a given society. The emphasis is on the way in which reli-
gious worldviews function in society and help to provide meaning to human
existence. This textbook utilizes a multidisciplinary approach in Religious
Studies to the religions of Greece and Rome.

Features of this Textbook

Chapter I emphasizes the presence of divinity in all aspects of ancient life.
Modern preconceptions, however, often create obstacles to understanding
this integration of religion and culture. It is important to address the problem
of anachronism, the bane of all historians because we are human. The use
(and misuse) of descriptors such as “cult,” “pagan,” and the modern polarity
of polytheism versus monotheism remain challenges in the construction of

ancient societies.
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Greece and Rome did not emerge in a vacuum; trade and war meant that
cultural traditions were exchanged from the earliest times. The second half of
this chapter outlines the basic features of ancient religion shared by everyone in
the region, such as sacrifice, ritual, priests, prayers, and divination. This elimi-
nates the necessity of having to repeat the basic elements as we proceed. Many
terms are in bold type and are defined in the Glossary.

Chapter II provides a brief outline of the civilizations of the neighboring
regions. Although we cannot always directly trace the influence of these cul-
tures on Greco-Roman customs, both of these later societies absorbed some of
the shared elements. The evolution of religious worldviews went hand in hand
with remembered history. Brief histories of Greece and Rome are presented as
background material. Rather than simply a standard timeline of events, I have
emphasized those events that became incorporated into the ethos and religious
cultures of Greece and Rome.

Chapter III begins with an explanation of the nature and function of myth
in the ancient world. I have provided the basic stories of the Greek pantheon as
well as a few other divinities and heroes who were also popular. Chapter IV,
outlines the Roman equivalents, including Italian deities.

Chapter V highlights the temple structures and specific duties of priests and
priestesses. Beginning in this chapter, the rest of the book follows a similar
pattern by presenting the Greek materials first and then the Roman aspects of
the same elements. This does not necessarily indicate that Greek ideas are older
or prior to Roman (and Italian) concepts, but rather the fact that we have a
plethora of evidence of the Roman borrowing of Greek culture.

Chapter VI follows the order of the gods presented in each pantheon and
outlines the details of the calendar of religious festivals. This chapter emphasizes
the communal nature and function of these rituals in ancient society. The
festivals were crucial to the agricultural cycles as well as celebrating founda-
tional myths and appealing to the protection of the gods.

Chapter VII focuses on the elements that constituted Greco-Roman culture,
such as economic class, honor/shame, patron/client, and slavery. The family was
the basic social unit in antiquity. This chapter highlights the religious roles of
each member of the family in Greece and Rome.

Chapter VIII details the various ways in which Greeks and Romans sought to
determine the will of the gods. It was important that individual, communal, and
government actions be validated through divine approval. This chapter details
the various methods utilized by the ancients to determine the correct balance
between human activity and the gods.

The Mystery cults require a separate chapter to demonstrate the elements
these cults added to the regular forms of worship. Chapter IX presents the
background and evolution of the more popular Mysteries, followed by what is
known of their ritual aspects.

All ancient cultures had concepts of what happens after death. Chapter X
presents the evolution of these ideas and their relation to concepts of ultimate
justice. The importance of funeral rites is presented in detail. Much of our evidence
of Greco-Roman views on the afterlife is found in funerary inscriptions; this



Preface Xi

chapter highlights the function of the epitaphs with some examples. Students
will discover that concepts of the afterlife and funeral rituals are among the
most conservative elements to have survived from the ancient world.

In addition to archaeological artifacts and inscriptions, we have a font of
ideas on religion from the various schools of philosophy in the ancient world.
Chapter XI describes the worldview of many of these schools and includes
some critiques of popular religion. The modern world considers laws and law
codes as “civic” or “secular” Chapter XII demonstrates that constitutions and
governance in antiquity were consistently understood to be revealed by the
gods, for the communal good.

While the contributions of Greece and Rome in art, architecture, drama,
philosophy, and politics are extolled in modern times, there is little analysis of
the influence of Greco-Roman religious concepts on the emergence of Christi-
anity and Western worldviews. Chapter XIII highlights the elements of ancient
religions that remain important in our contemporary quest for meaning.

Boxes

An important element of Religious Studies methodology is the attempt to teach
our students how to read and think critically. Religion reflects human experi-
ence. The evaluation of various artifacts of historical evidence in its own context
is vital to reconstructing that experience - context explains content. Citing one
of my favorite historians, Mary Beard:

the study of ancient history is as much about how we know as what we know ...
an engagement with all the processes of selection, constructive blindness, revolu-
tionary reinterpretation, and willful misinterpretation that together produce the
“facts” ... out of the messy, confusing, and contradictory evidence that survives.!

To that end, I have included boxes, some of which contain more detail on an
ancient aspect, and some that address how we analyze ancient materials to
reconstruct religious beliefs. How do scholars go about the business of piecing
together the combination of archaeological remains, myth, epic poetry, literature,
drama, art and architecture, poetry, and philosophical treatise?

Each chapter is followed by “Suggestions for Further Reading,” with both
traditional studies and more recent examinations of topical issues.

Using this Textbook

When I first created a course on Greco-Roman popular religion in our
Department of Religious Studies at the University of Pittsburgh, I encountered
several obstacles. Although it was an upper-division, undergraduate elective that
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was cross-listed with Classics, most of my students had very little background
in ancient history and culture (“Western Civilization” courses are no longer
required). Of necessity, most of the lectures were dedicated to supplying this
background before I could get to the purpose of each unit. Secondly, students
were required to buy two sets of textbooks; textbooks that provided both
cultures did not exist. Third, most of the available textbooks are written by
Classicists who automatically assume a certain level of knowledge, consistently
referencing history and historical characters, myths, drama, and philosophical
treatises without explanation. And fourth, there were very few books from the
viewpoint of the discipline of Religious Studies. This textbook attempts to pro-
vide solutions to these problems in similar courses on Greco-Roman religions,
history, and culture. At the same time, one combined text will help to reduce
costs to the students.

For professors who teach courses on the combined Greco-Roman religions,
this text can essentially serve as an outline for the syllabus. It provides an
overview of ancient culture and history of the general region as well as the
basic background of Greek and Roman civilizations. Many features of ancient
religions and cultural elements are included in a Glossary. One of the evaluation
methods that I use in the course is an assigned research paper on a particular
god or goddess which traces the ancient cult from Greece to Rome through
comparative analysis. This method provides students with an opportunity to
understand both the similarities and the differences of these two cultures.
This textbook is structured so that they can easily identify similarities and
differences.

For professors who teach the ancient civilizations of Greece and Rome from
a historical point of view, this textbook can serve as a supplementary resource
that can provide more detailed information on the importance of religion in the
life of Greeks and Romans.

Note

1. Mary Beard as cited in Jane Kramer, “The Petition: Israel, Palestine, and a
tenure battle at Barnard,” New Yorker, April 2008, 50.
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Living with the Divine

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

* Appreciate the differences between the modern field of Religious Studies and
traditional methods of studying religion.

* Recognize the central role of the divine in all aspects of life in the ancient
world.

* Distinguish the basic elements of religious practice shared by ancient Greece
and Rome. (Terms in bold type are also described in the Glossary.)

The ancient civilizations of Greece and Rome have had a lasting
influence on Western culture. Artists and dramatists celebrated
their stories in their triumphs and tragedies and architects still
imitate their building designs. Greek and Roman literature (both
mythology and philosophy) provided models for understanding human nature,
the human psyche, and reflections on our existence. From these two cultures
we inherited our alphabet, democracy, juries, tragedy, comedy, the Olympic
Games, epic poetry, law codes, philosophy, the gymnasium, the republican
form of government, the veto, our modern calendar, the names of our planets, a
welfare system, funeral rites, the keystone arch, aqueducts, amphitheaters, sta-
diums, road construction, cement, apartment buildings, and last but not least,
take-out fast-food.

Studying patterns of human development and behavior in the past can
illuminate similar challenges as we continue to evolve. The way in which Greeks
and Romans faced economic crises, natural and human-made disasters, and the
never-ending challenge of war and conquest can teach us much about our own
responses to similar problems. The history of ideas is equally important. The
Founding Fathers did not just wake up one morning and invent a new form of
governance and a new culture. Inheritors of European models, these men were
well schooled in works of Greek and Roman thought and they attempted to
utilize the structures of ancient Greece and Rome to create a new government
and society.

While applauding this great contribution to the Western tradition from
the perspective of our scientific and secular world, we often fail to recognize
that many of these achievements were done within the context of a religious
worldview. In the modern world, we define ourselves and our culture through
categories such as nationality, political affiliation, and religious affiliation. For
example, you might say that you are a citizen of the United States, a Democrat,
and a Catholic. We also tend to separate secular from sacred. In the ancient
world, the category of religion as a separate entity did not exist. In fact, there
was no word for religion in most ancient cultures. Religion was the way humans
lived each day and bound themselves to the powers in the universe; it was the
glue that held culture and society together.

How did these ancient people understand their world? How did they cope
with the overwhelming mysteries of life and death? The cycles of nature and
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the seasons provided constancy, yet, without warning, crops failed, diseases
invaded the body, storms brought destruction, earthquakes toppled cities, and
empires succumbed to foreign armies. At the same time, children were born,
couples married, harvests were gathered, people were elected to high office, and
armies won great victories. We cannot determine the precise time, but at some
point people began to believe that unseen powers were responsible for every-
thing, both good and bad. Because of this understanding, humans thought of
their surroundings as existing on two planes: the physical world of everyday
life, and the supernatural world of the divine. The divine was unknown and
dangerous, and thus had to be separated from mundane things. In modern
academic parlance, we refer to these two planes as “the sacred” and the “profane”
Although separate, the two planes continually interacted.

This textbook is a survey of the way in which ancient Greece and Rome
managed the relationship between the sacred and the profane, and the ways
in which their religious views interacted with everyday life. Our framework
will survey these cultures from 800 BCE to 400 cE. In general, each chapter
will discuss the religious concepts and practices of ancient Greece, followed
by those of Rome. This is not a claim that the religious traditions of Greece
are chronologically older than Rome, but recognizes that Rome borrowed ideas
from Greece and it will avoid having to repeat similar ideas and practices when
we discuss Rome.

The study of any religious system can be interesting and rewarding, but the
religious views of Greece and Rome offer a special fascination of extremes:
from the epic heights of glory in battle to the lowly god of a cupboard, from
philosophical meditation on the universe, to the practical negotiations for a
throw of the dice. The divine realm was always present to people in the ancient
world. It was active in people’s dreams and present in all their daily activities,
from plowing a field to leading an army to victory (or defeat). While we will
often find common cause with ancient cultures, discovering many elements that
we share as human beings, their literal belief in this multiple divine presence
and interaction is one of the great differences between the modern world and
the ancient one.

For centuries in the Western tradition, the study of religion was largely the
purview of theologians. Theology, the study of god, is actually the study of the
nature of god, and the way in which humans can relate to an established system.
Theologians are committed to participation in this relationship; it is an
“insider’s” point of view, or what we call “faith” The Enlightenment (seventeenth
to eighteenth centuries) launched a new direction in the study of religion,
recognizing that humans construct religious concepts, based upon their expe-

riences. The study of religion became an important element in the emerging

3

The Modern Study of Religion
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social sciences that considered human experience as a whole. In other words,
religion was not external to human beings but something they created in order
to find meaning in their existence.

The next step in a new approach to the study of religion was a revolution in
the study of sacred scriptures, beginning with the Bible. No longer willing to
accept the divine inspiration behind these stories, scholars joined with the new
sciences of archaeology, anthropology, and sociology to begin to investigate the
historical societies that produced these sacred texts. Sacred texts and literature
could now be studied as evidence of the way in which ancient people under-
stood their cultures.

In the twentieth century, the field of Religious Studies became a separate
discipline, devoted to analyzing the way in which humans construct and articu-
late religious views, without judgment as to the truth of the claims of such views.
Often simply referred to as “the academic study of religion,” Religious Studies
examines religious experience from a multidisciplinary approach, utilizing the
disciplines in the liberal arts and social sciences: classics, history, literature,
anthropology, archaeology, sociology, philosophy, and psychology. In addition
to these fields, the study of religion employs analysis in economics, politics,
ethnic studies, ritual, gender studies, the arts, global studies, and cross-cultural
approaches. The goal of Religious Studies is to understand religious systems
in their historical, social, and cultural contexts, recognizing that changes in
context contribute to changes in human understanding in any given age.

All religions, including ancient ones, have formal features that are categorized
as conceptual, social, and performative. The conceptual contains a set of beliefs
that help to create a worldview. Worldview in this sense indicates the way in
which humans conceive their relationship to each other and the universe, how
the universe operates, and why things are the way they are. For example, two
main functions of ancient myth were to demonstrate the origins of the gods, the
origins of humans, and to establish the context of the duties and responsibilities
of both in a partnership that would keep the universe in a harmonious balance.

Religious beliefs operate within communities with distinctive patterns of social
relationships. The hierarchy among the gods and their distinctive functions
reflect the hierarchy and functions of distinct social roles in society. Such beliefs
validate the social order and establish the rules for social behavior.

All religions are performative in that participants do things; they act in special-
ized manners to make the sacred manifest. Ritual acts are a fundamental means
of communication between humans and the divine. At the same time, ritual acts
help to establish a sense of communal bonding that transcends personal involve-
ment and concerns. Thus the modern study of religion is the study of human
society in all its aspects, and this is the approach that is utilized in this text.

While not separating religion from everyday life, the ancients also did not
have a word that we often render “religion” The modern term, which came
into use in the seventeenth century, most likely took its meaning from the
Latin root, religio, sometimes translated as “scrupulous observance of the
cult,” or those things “that tie or bind one to the gods” Nevertheless, I will
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apply the term “religion” to the ancient practices and beliefs as a convenient
means to generalize the focus of this study.

Other terms of convenience, culture and race, are also often applied to the study
of ancient societies. It is important to distinguish these concepts as understood
in the modern world, from their counterparts in antiquity.

In the ancient world, large nation-states based on the modern model did not
exist. No one in the ancient world identified themselves by nationality in the
manner one might today. People did not say “I am from Greece.” Instead, people
identified with a hometown, a village, or a city (“I am from Athens”). When
they said, “T am Greek,” or “I am Roman,” they were often referring to a cultural,
ethnic identity that could transcend a geographic area.

People were categorized according to a shared common ancestry, history,
homeland, language, rituals, and mythology. According to Herodotus (c. 484-
425 BCE), these were the traits that made someone Greek, or not. In modern
nations, ethnic groups, or ethnic minorities, are those that differ from the dom-
inant culture in some way, such as language or cultural traits. Minorities in the
modern sense sometimes include the concept of race, or racial categories based
on physical differences. The modern concept of racial distinction (and racial
prejudice) as we understand it did not exist before the fifteenth century. Many
Greeks and Romans attributed differences in skin color to climate and geog-
raphy, as well as to social class (if you were darker, it might indicate that you
worked in the fields out in the sun). Cultural traits created the barriers between
people, not physical characteristics.

There was certainly cultural prejudice in the ancient world. For the Greeks, most
other people were barbarians (particularly in the Hellenistic period) and Romans
used the pejorative term “un-Roman” for everyone else. However, both Greece and
Rome allowed for changes in ethnic status: once you were granted citizenship, you
were “one of us” Or, at least this was the theory. Then as now, your enemies had
long memories and could always recall your roots when it was politically useful.
For many Romans, some cultural roots would always remain. Even if Gauls (living
in what is modern France) succeeded in obtaining a seat in the Senate, Romans
thought they would never learn to appreciate wine or good food!

In the modern world the term cult, which typically carries a negative conno-
tation, refers to a religious group whose beliefs are radically different from the
mainstream. Groups we call cults have been behind some of the more horrific

Culture and Race

Cults
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headlines in America, such as the Charles Manson family (1969), the Branch
Davidians at Waco, Texas (1993), and the Heaven’s Gate mass suicide (1997).

The word cult was originally derived from cultus, with a general meaning of
worship, from the Latin, colere, care, or cultivate. So cultus included everything
involved in the proper care and worship of the gods: the temple or shrine, the
incense shovels and burners, trumpets, wands, knives, bowls, prayers, hymns,
sacrifices, and everything needed for the cleaning up process. Rather than the
modern understanding of cult in relation to theological or spiritual differences,
we will use the term traditional cults when we refer to the worship of the
divinities in the ancient world.

Too Many Gods?

Historians of early Christianity have traditionally attempted to explain the
various factors that contributed to the rapid rise of Christianity in the Roman
Empire. A popular theory is that the sheer number of gods and goddesses
populating the Mediterranean basin created anxiety: too many gods, too many
myths, too many empty rituals that caused fear and anxiety in the average per-
son. According to this consensus, insecure people could find solace in Christian
monotheism and the promise of eventual salvation. Numbers do not necessarily
cause anxiety. As an example, consider Hinduism. The number of Hindu deities
may be as high as three million, but individual Hindus do not have to memorize
all of them. Most Hindus select one or two as the object of their devotion, while
also recognizing and respecting the many powers in the universe.

The large numbers of ancient divinities are a problem for us because we deem
such a system irrational. Ancient people found nothing irrational about their
system — it was just the way things were. We do find evidence of emotional anxiety
everywhere in the ancient record. Then as now, death, disease, famine, disasters,
and war heightened religious responses. However, this type of anxiety could be
relieved by appealing to the gods in a variety of ways at many different sacred
places. Rather than feeling confused or helpless in light of this diversity, ancient
people may have found reassurance in the number of religious options available.

Polytheism and Monotheism

The modern term for belief systems that include multiple powers is polytheism (the
belief in multiple deities), or sometimes pantheism (the belief in all powers).
Polytheistic systems are often explained by contrast with monotheism, or the
belief in the existence of a single god. Polytheism and monotheism are polarities,
with many variations in-between. Scholars also use the term “henotheism” to
indicate the belief in many powers, but elevating one deity to a higher position
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over the others. Another term, “monolatry;” is the recognition of the existence
of other gods but choosing to worship only one.

In the Western tradition, monotheism means not only the concept of the
existence of a singular god, but specifically refers to the God of the Bible - the
God of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (always written with a capital “G”).
This understanding became the standard way to compare the ancient world
to the modern in terms of religious evolution; some moderns still assume
that humanity developed progressively from primitive (polytheistic) to modern
(monotheistic), with the God of the Bible. However, the term is used incor-
rectly when it refers to the ancient world, where our modern concept of
monotheism did not exist. All ancient people were polytheists in the sense that
they acknowledged the existence of other gods (powers), even if they proclaimed
the superiority of one god over all the others.

The Jewish Scriptures demonstrate that the god of Israel acknowledged the
existence of the gods of other nations. Ancient Jews conceived of hierarchies of
powers in Heaven, including “sons of god” (Genesis 6), angels and archangels,
cherubim, and seraphim. Late in their history they designated another power to
compete with God who eventually became the Devil. Early Christians accepted
these levels of powers in Heaven (and Hell), and the apostle Paul often referred
to the existence of the gods of other nations in his letters. It was much later in
the development of Jewish and Christian monotheism that this term came to
mean the existence of only one god. What made Jews and Christians unique in
the ancient world was their refusal to participate in the worship of these other
gods, but they did not deny their existence. Thus, ancient Jews fit into the con-
text of a pluralistic worldview, but differed in their exclusive worship of one god.

A popular way to describe religion in the Roman Empire is the claim that Rome
practiced toleration of religion, a concept associated with that of religio licta,
or the granting of legality to religious beliefs. Toleration is a misnomer because
it assumes an official policy. There was no official policy of toleration issued
by Rome, either during the Republic or the early Empire. (This would change
in the latter part of the third and early fourth century, when Christianity was
granted an “edict of toleration.”) Both Greece and Rome simply followed the
same tradition as everyone else from time immemorial - all the gods of differ-
ent ethnic groups were acknowledged and respected. This included the gods of
your enemy as well. Romans practiced evocatio, where gods of the enemy were
invited to switch sides before a battle; Rome promised temples and worship if
they did so.

While there were no official, government policies of toleration, that does not
mean that we have an ancient equivalent of “freedom of religion.” People could
not freely and openly disrespect the gods. Particularly in ancient Greece, impiety

7
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Paganism

(not showing respect for the gods) and sacrilege (damage or interference with a
sacred object, sites, or rituals) carried death sentences. Such actions threatened
the prosperity of everyone. One of the most famous cases in ancient Athens
was the trial and conviction of the philosopher Socrates (469-399 BCE), who
was charged with impiety by corrupting the youth of Athens through his teach-
ings. Other philosophers were known to express their opinions about disbelief
in the traditional gods, such as Xenophanes (sixth century Bce), who mocked
the idea that the gods looked like us, but there was a very limited audience for
such writing, unless the views were expressed publicly. For the most part, the
average person who did not believe in the gods (an atheist) did not advertise
these thoughts.

Ancient Greeks and Romans accepted religious pluralism as a fact of life,
based upon tradition, and that is probably the more accurate way to describe
their attitude. While this plurality was acknowledged, there were also bound-
aries that could not be crossed. Another term that is used for convenience
when we analyze religion in the ancient world is conversion. Conversion means
moving from one religious system to another. This assumes the existence of for-
mal, codified systems of belief, which were absent in antiquity. For the most part,
religion was ethnic — you were born into it, so it would be difficult to reject or
change physical lineage. Greeks and Romans could move in and out of tradi-
tional cults without any process of conversion in the way we understand it. The
closest we have to the modern concept would be found in those who joined the
followers of Pythagoras or Orpheus, which required lifestyle changes. Similarly,
those who left traditional cults to follow Judaism or Christianity could be said to
convert in the modern sense. Recruiting people for either of those systems was
highly frowned upon until the fourth century, as those systems required a denial
of one’s ancestral traditions, a cessation of participation in their traditional cults,
and the abandoning of the very elements of one’s identity.

There were hundreds of traditional cults and religious associations in the
Mediterranean basin, but there is no simple word that can represent all of them.
Pagan became the generic term for anyone who was not Christian or Jewish,
and originated around the fourth century. It derives from the Latin paganus,
which means either rustic (not a city dweller) or civilian (and never enrolled
in the army). Rustic was a term for people who lived outside of the urban
centers; Christians used it as a derogatory term equivalent to “hillbillies,” for
those who resisted conversion. The term pagan was also associated with tradi-
tional cults that focused on nature and fertility, and became an umbrella term
for anyone who refused the new faith. Later, in medieval Europe, the term was
applied to people who continued to practice aspects of Celtic and Teutonic
traditional cults in the same way.
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In the second century a group of Christian bishops wrote treatises against the
religious beliefs of non-Christians and demonized those beliefs. They claimed
that the gods who resided in pagan temples were actually agents of the Devil.
In their polemic against the traditional cults, they included standard charges of
sexual immorality (like modern political campaigns that go viral when there is
a hint of sexual scandal). The church leaders turned to the Jewish Scriptures for
their ammunition against pagans, and found it in a host of sexual metaphors
against the ancient Canaanites. Canaanite religion was based on fertility and
the Israelites claimed that sexual immorality was at the root of this idolatry
(worship of idols, or images). They charged that Israelite participation in such
sins brought disasters to the nation.

Similarly, for early Christians, paganism became associated with sexual
immorality, and the term “orgy” was interpreted as sexual excess. The Greek
word orgia simply meant “religious ritual,” but it became a popular descrip-
tion of some of the more ecstatic rituals of traditional and Mystery cults which
required an initiation. The ancients did have a different attitude toward the
body from ours and we can still be shocked by their sexual openness, although
this attitude is greatly exaggerated. Hollywood has contributed to the view of
ancient Greeks and Romans as sexually promiscuous. For many people, pagans
remain associated with unbridled sex, drinking, violence, and every form of
perversion. A more recent example of this can be found in the cable TV series
Spartacus. For others, the term pagan also conjures up images of Satanists, or
worshippers of the Devil.

There were so many traditional cults and religious associations that contained
innumerable differences so a one-word description does not suffice. The other
complication is that ancient peoples had the freedom to belong to several
different cults at the same time. So we are stuck with the word, and until we can
invent another generic term — pagan is simply easier. Throughout this text, I will
attempt to avoid the term when I can, using traditional cults as a more general
term. Ironically, the Western Christian tradition adopted many of the elements
of pagan religious culture, as we will see in Chapter XIII.

This section outlines the shared concepts and vocabulary in Greek and Roman
religion that will be highlighted in detail throughout the following chapters.
For the sources of this shared material, see the boxes “How Do We Know What
Ancient Greeks and Romans Believed?” and “How Do We Know About Religion
in Ancient Greece and Rome?”

Religion in the ancient world consisted of the belief in something beyond
oneself, belief in the powers of nature and the unseen powers that controlled
one’s destiny. Modern scholars describe this as a belief in “the sacred,” “the
holy,” or “the other,” emphasizing the concept of transcendence, or something

9

Basic Features of Greco-Roman Religions
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beyond the individual that is nevertheless manifest in everyday experience.
For the ancients, the collective concept for that “something” was simply the
divine.

The divine consisted of elements of nature personified as gods and goddesses:
the sea, the winds, the earth, the sky, the sun, the moon, and the planets, as well
as supernatural beings such as a daemon, spirit, numen, or the Fates. There were
deities for occupations, disease, fertility and puberty rites, marriage (and the
honeymoon), sailors (and pirates), war, peace, death, and the afterlife. Super-
natural powers could be called upon to produce and watch over your children,
keep snakes out of the house, bless the farm equipment, topple your political
rivals, defeat the enemy, and take revenge against your heirs. To people in the
ancient world, the divine was manifest everywhere and in everything: the
person, the home, the farm, the city, the social classes, the crafts, the military,
and whatever form of government was currently in charge.

The divine meant “godlike,” or containing powers that were different from
those of human beings. While we associate the divine with beauty or goodness,
in the ancient world, the divine was a category of all powers that transcend-
ed humanity, including the monstrous or evil ones. There were powers of the
underworld that could be summoned when necessary. The term we use for these
specific divinities is chthonic (Greek, chthonios), meaning “beneath the earth”
The line between the heavens and the underworld was not always defined in
absolute terms. The living called upon all types of divinities.

Another element of the divine was the personification of abstractions such
as peace, fear, night, sleep, death, fidelity, or virtue. We find these supernatural
figures as fully functioning characters in epic poetry and art works. We can
only determine if these abstractions were worshipped in the usual sense when
we have archaeological or inscriptional evidence. For instance, we can confirm
poetic references as well as shrines and altars to Youth, and Rome had an altar
to Peace (Ara pacis Augustae, Augustan Altar of Peace).

Myths and Sacred Stories

All cultures in the Mediterranean basin created stories to explain the origins
of both the gods and humans, or what are known generally as creation myths.
Many of these myths also functioned as etiologies, or explanations of why
things occur the way they do, or why a culture evolved the way it did. In this
sense, a mythical etiology explains not just the remote past, but contemporary
society. Etiologies answer questions such as: “Why are men treated as superior
to women?” or “Why do we sacrifice to the gods?”

In modern usage, myth implies something that is not true. However, myth
by its very nature is not subject to verification, and the ancients were not
concerned about whether their stories were true or false or whether different
and competing mythologies contradicted one another. There were several
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different myths about a particular god or goddess, arising from several different
areas, but as far as we know, this did not create anxiety. Nor did most people
worry about the incredible elements of these stories, any more than fans of
vampire literature today are concerned that these stories describe things that
are improbable.

There are multivalent meanings behind sacred stories within individual
contexts of each culture, but some of the more important myths were celebrated
as foundation myths, related to the founding of a city or town or a genealogy of
famous ancestors. In Athens, the great Panathenaea festival in honor of Athena
drew people from near and far, and celebrated Athena’s gifts to the city as well
as her protection. Rome had two dominant foundation myths, that of Romulus
and Remus (who created the city of Rome), and the story of Aeneas, the son of
Venus, who had escaped the fall of Troy and connected Roman traditions to the
larger cultural and religious elements of Greek tradition (see the box “How Do
We Know What Ancient Greeks and Romans Believed? Epic Poetry, Drama,
History, and Philosophy”).

How Do We Know What Ancient Greeks and Romans Believed? Epic Poetry,
Drama, History, and Philosophy

The literary heritage of ancient Greece and Rome is quite extensive. The works of Homer (The Iliad and
The Odyssey) and Hesiod (Theogony and Works and Days) provide detailed descriptions of religious
practice as well as cosmology and genealogies of the gods. The Homeric Hymns were composed by
anonymous bards to celebrate individual deities. The lyric poetry of Pindar (522-443 BCE) and others
describes the gods as being above the moral judgment of humans. The Roman poet Horace (65-8 BCE)
speculated on moral philosophy, Ovid (43 BCE to 18 cE) described religious beliefs and festivals of
Rome (Metamorphoses, Fasti), and Vergil (70-19 BCE) created an epic poem of the founding of Rome
by Aeneas, The Aeneid.

The literary world of drama sheds light on religious views, some serious, some comic. The first plays
in Athens most likely arose from the Dionysus festivals in that city, which evolved into contests for the
best plays. The tragedies of the three best known playwrights, Aeschylus (525-455 BCE), Sophocles
(497-406 BCE), and Euripides (480-406 BCE) often dealt with the relations between humans and gods,
while the comedies of Aristophanes (446-386 BCE), such as The Clouds, served as critiques of both reli-
gion and the political life of Athens. Very little of Roman tragedy has survived, but we have the comedies
of Plautus (254-184 BCE), which presented stock characters of both gods and men.

Many ancient historians described religious or cultural practices. For Greece we have Herodotus,
Thucydides (460-395 BCE), and Xenophon (430-354 BCE), and for Rome, Polybius (200-118 BCE),
Strabo (63 BCE to 24 cE), Livy (59 BCE to 17 cE), and Dionysius of Halicarnassus (60-7 BCE). The study
of philosophy began in the seventh century BCE in Miletus (modern Turkey), but by the fifth century
BCE, many schools of philosophy were centered in Athens. Philosophy focused on reason as the way
in which to understand both the cosmos and the nature of humans, but shared affinities with religious
beliefs in that each school taught a way of life. Philosophers criticized and reinterpreted traditional
religious beliefs, while simultaneously offering their own moral and spiritual understanding. Most phi-
losophers in Rome were disciples of the Greek classical schools, particularly the Platonists, Stoics, and
the Epicureans.
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Table .1  The
pantheons of Greece
and Rome

The divinities of a people are collectively known as pantheons, or the collec-
tion of officially recognized gods and goddesses. The traditional listing of the
Greek and Roman pantheons are limited to the more important deities, although
a complete listing would include hundreds more. In Table I.1, you will find the
major deities and their titles (which also indicate their spheres of influence). It is
necessary to emphasize that the Romans did not simply borrow the Greek gods,
but recognized similar functions and traits with their own divinities, combining
these elements with their preexisting gods. For instance, they recognized the
aspects of Aphrodite in their images and concepts of Venus which also included
ancient Italian beliefs of this fertility goddess.

The term “sacred,” derived from the Latin sacrum (Greek, hieros), is used
in the same sense as “holy” It describes anything associated with the divine,
including places, people, and objects. All ancient cultures designated areas of
sacred space as powerful vectors for communicating with the divine. Sacred
space is a place, building, or landscape that is either charged with meaning
or used for ritual activity. Sacred space brought together the material, social,
and spiritual worlds. Altars, temples, and temple complexes were sacred,
as well as some monuments and tombs. Once an area was declared sacred,
it was understood as being protected by a sacred zone, as a sanctuary. In
Greece, sacred lands were set off by the erection of temenos walls — cut-out
“barriers” — while sacred buildings had peribolos walls, which designated a
sacred court. Indicating the separation between sacred and profane, these
barriers limited access to all except priests and those who had business in
the sacred space.

Greek name Roman name Title

Aphrodite Venus Goddess of Love/Beauty
Apollo Apollo God of Light, Music, Prophecy
Ares Mars God of War

Artemis Diana Goddess of the Hunt
Athena Minerva Goddess of Wisdom
Cronus Saturn Father of the Gods
Demeter Ceres Goddess of Grain/Crops
Dionysus Bacchus God of Fertility, Wine

Enyo Bellona Goddess of War

Eros Cupid God of Love

Hades Pluto God of Underworld
Hephaestus Vulcan God of Fire/Metal-working
Hera Juno Queen of the Gods

Hermes Mercury Messenger of the Gods

Pan Pan God of Woods and Pastures
Poseidon Neptune God of the Sea

Rhea Ops Goddess of Plenty

Zeus Jupiter King of Gods
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In the countryside, sacred space could be found in groves of trees, caves,
mountain-tops, lakes, rivers, springs, or any landscape that appeared exception-
ally beautiful. We usually don’t know what originally made these areas sacred,
but a common explanation was that someone had encountered the divine at a
particular spot. Collectively termed hierophanies or epiphanies, these encoun-
ters were literal manifestations of the divine through sight, voice, smell, or
sound (like a clap of thunder), and were also experienced in dreams. Or,
someone might have encountered a nymph, a divine power associated with caves
and beautiful landscapes. Often, these sites were marked with a votive offering,
or an offering made to a deity in acknowledgment of a prayer answered, a wish
fulfilled, or a visitation from a god or goddess. The erection of an altar or shrine
would indicate that a particular landscape was sacred, with an inscription to let
other travelers know what happened at this spot.

The most common sacred space was a temple, a building used to house the
god or goddess, or a symbolic representation of the divine. Temples consisted
of colonnades and a cella, or a room (Greek, naos, which also means temple)
to house the cult statue or image (Figures 1.1 and 1.2). In Greece, the cella was
often in the middle of the building, and in Rome, the cella was at the rear.
Temples also contained tables to hold offerings and braziers, or fireproof con-
tainers for burning incense. Most Greek temples were built upon a three-step
platform, while Roman temples were higher, with steps leading up to a portico.
With very few exceptions, temples were not crowded with worshippers. The
inside was not forbidden, but most ritual activity and sacrifices took place
outdoors, under an open sky where people gathered around the outdoor altar.

Within a town or city, sacred space was most commonly located in tem-
ples and shrines near the agora (Greek), or the forum (Roman). Temples and
shrines close to these central meeting places facilitated the divine protection and

temple (Temple of
Neptune, 460 BCE).
Source: iStock/Getty
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Figure 1.2 Roman
temple (Maison
Carrée in Nimes,
France, one of the
best-preserved
Roman temples, an
Augustan provincial
temple of the

Imperial cult). Source:

elophotos/Adobe
Stock.

supervision of the community in all its facets. Urban temples and shrines were
numerous and offered opportunities for people to demonstrate their respect
for the gods and their beneficial contributions to the community. Much of
the city of Rome itself was deemed sacred territory within the pomerium (the
plowed line for the original city drawn by Romulus). No weapons or burials
were permitted within this zone, and magistrates holding imperium (sacred
power for certain offices) could not exercise it within the sacred precincts of
the city.

Another popular site for temples was an acropolis or a fortified higher section
of a town with a citadel for defensive purposes. The acropolis in Athens and the
one in Corinth were famous for their large temple complexes (for Athena in
Athens and Aphrodite in Corinth), and the Temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline
Hill in Rome was built on the older fortifications. Temples to the sea deities
were crowded along the quays and seashores. Port cities contained temples and
shrines from many different traditional cults, as a convenience for sailors and
commercial travelers.

Temples contained cult images (from the Greek, eikon, or image), usually in
the form of a full-length statue of a god or goddess. (See the box “How Do We
Know About Religion in Ancient Greece and Rome? Archaeology, Architecture
and Art”) Icons could be abstract but from an early date ancient people fash-
ioned icons with anthropomorphic features, as replications of human beings.
The gods looked like us, but with either beautiful, ideal features, or grotesque
features depending upon the deity’s function. Although we associate ancient
sculpture with white marble, the statues of the gods and goddesses were painted
with lifelike features, flesh tones, and brightly colored clothing. The symbols
of their areas of responsibility were held in their hand, worn on their head, or
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placed near the base. Far more than just wood or stone representations, these
sacred images were treated with respect as a bridge that could connect humans
to the divine.

The earliest cult images of ancient Greece may have been carved wooden
forms. Ancient artists also crafted terra-cotta, bronze, and ivory images,
although most of the ones that have survived are the small votive statues at cult
sites that may replicate cult images. By the Classical period, marble and bronze
were the preferred materials, although many of the bronze examples have only
survived in Roman marble copies. Chryselephantine sculptures were icons that
used gold and ivory for the face, eyes, hands, and other accoutrements, with
the two best known examples found in the statue of Zeus at Olympia and the
statue of Athena in the Parthenon in Athens, both by Phidias. Such wealth and
splendor devoted to a cult image reflected the high status of the community able
to produce such a luxurious item. In addition to cult images, sculpted figures
depicting mythic themes were carved on the pediment and frieze, the area on
top of the columns of a temple.

Male gods could be depicted either with minimal clothing or completely nude.
In Greece, this conformed to an appreciation for the male body, usually with
sculpted muscles and always in the highest athletic state of fitness. For centuries,
female deities were always clothed, which conformed to social conventions of
women not showing their bodies outside of the home. There were several later
anecdotes (and jokes) over the shock and scandal of the first nude depiction of
Aphrodite created by the sculptor Praxiteles (c. fourth century BcE) for the
citizens of Knidos, a work that also became quite a famous tourist attraction.

5

How Do We Know About Religion in Ancient Greece and Rome? Archaeology, Architecture and Art

How do scholars begin to reconstruct the religions of ancient Greece and Rome? The material elements
of our knowledge of ancient religious life come from the archaeological remains of houses, temples,
monuments, tombs, inscriptions, and art (including pottery).

Archaeological excavations of houses have uncovered areas dedicated to household deities. The
architecture of temples and sanctuaries reveals the importance of these sites in relation to their placement
in urban centers, and the resources dedicated to such monumental buildings. Temple friezes, or the area
above the columns, often depicted sculpted or painted scenes from mythology, while the frieze on the
Parthenon in Athens depicts a religious procession before the 12 gods of Olympus. In the areas surround-
ing temples and shrines, archaeologists have found all of the implements necessary in the activities
of worship, such as knives, incense holders, vessels, votive pits, and even buried bones of sacrificial
animals. Grave pits, tombs, and catacombs reveal ancient beliefs about the afterlife shown on the walls
as well as information about daily life that were included as artifacts in tombs.

Added to this plethora of material remains are the votive inscriptions, one of our best sources for
ancient practices and concepts. These inscriptions demonstrate the extent of pilgrimage and travel, and
illustrate the religious views and beliefs of ancient peoples. There are literally thousands of votives scat-
tered over the lands of the Mediterranean, and oracle sites contain the inscriptions of visitors usually
thanking the god of the oracle for guidance, and also list sacred laws. Similarly, inscriptions on tomb-
stones attest to the piety and personal beliefs of individuals.
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Art, in the form of statues, votive figurines, paintings, vases, and wall murals (in houses, temples, and
tombs) most often incorporated elements of the gods as well as heroes. Around the eighth century BcE,
potters began to draw human figures on their wares, particularly for a variety of vessels required in funeral
rites. These figures are shown participating in sacrifices, prayers, and religious processions. Scenes from
mythology became popular, along with the stories from Homer. The ancients used pottery for tableware,
amphorae (to transport or store food, olive oil, and wine), mixing bowls, drinking cups, and small vases
for perfumes and cosmetics. There was thus a constant reminder of the divine in daily use.

Acts of Worship

Rituals are those acts involved in the cultus of ancient religious systems, or the
actions involved in the proper worship of gods, goddesses, and various powers.
Rituals could be enacted in sacrifices, prayers, offerings, processions, dance,
drama, and festivals. Rituals assumed heightened importance at particular
times in one’s life, in what are known as rites of passage (birth, maturation,
marriage, death). In the areas of sacred space (usually a temple or temple com-
plex), rituals involved the daily life of the temple area. There were purification
rituals and rituals for the proper cleaning and storing of cult items. All ancient
people practiced religious rituals in their own homes as well as in public or
community ceremonies.

Rituals involve more than just ritual acts, or the repeated behavior the
term usually refers to in the modern sense. Ritual, from the Latin ritualis,
for things involved with ritus, or rite, was also an umbrella term for doing
things the proper way they have always been done (Latin, mos maiorum).
Thus, tradition is fundamentally important in all rituals; the ritual act must be
performed meticulously and according to tradition to ensure its correctness.

Rituals include both words and actions which connect the acts to a known
and embedded system of meaning for those of a shared culture. For instance,
just as they do for us today, calendar or memorial rituals brought the past and
the present together for the community. Rituals involved in feasting and fes-
tivals served as public acknowledgments of the shared values of a community,
and could act as a solution to communal tension. The shared values always
included the community’s ancient ties to a god, goddess, or hero (legendary
historical characters) or famous ancestors. Thus what appeared to be merely
a civic festival was always rooted in the divine connections to the community.
Rituals worked in this same manner in the social and political realm, validating
the social order and its contemporary leadership.

Sacrifices were offerings of something of value - food, wine, and most
commonly, animals - to propitiate (appease) a deity, to show piety, to atone for
a violation, or to receive a benefit from the divine. The animals were slaugh-
tered (having their throats cut) on outside altars, or stone rectangles that served
as a table of sorts. Some of the blood was then collected and splashed against



