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This compelling new book offers an entirely fresh approach to Roman religion, bringing some exhilarating theoretical perspectives to bear on a series of well-chosen archaeological case studies. Emma-Jayne Graham argues persuasively and systematically for a materially informed approach to Roman religion, drawing on current work in the areas of posthumanism, new materialism, lived religion and sensory studies. Her clear and accessible text engages with some of the most vital questions that face scholars of Roman religion and materiality today. Reassembling Roman Religion will change how we think about the relationships between Roman people and their gods, and the other ‘more-than-human’ things who lived among them.

–Jessica Hughes, Senior Lecturer in Classical Studies at The Open University, UK








Reassembling Religion in Roman Italy

This book examines the ways in which lived religion in Roman Italy involved personal and communal experiences of the religious agency generated when ritualised activities caused human and more-than-human things to become bundled together into relational assemblages. Drawing upon broadly posthumanist and new materialist theories concerning the thingliness of things, it sets out to re-evaluate the role of the material world within Roman religion and to offer new perspectives on the formation of multi-scalar forms of ancient religious knowledge. It explores what happens when a materially informed approach is systematically applied to the investigation of typical questions about Roman religion such as: What did Romans understand ‘religion’ to mean? What did religious experiences allow people to understand about the material world and their own place within it? How were experiences of ritual connected with shared beliefs or concepts about the relationship between the mortal and divine worlds? How was divinity constructed and perceived? To answer these questions, it gathers and evaluates archaeological evidence associated with a series of case studies. Each of these focuses on a key component of the ritualised assemblages shown to have produced Roman religious agency – place, objects, bodies, and divinity – and centres on an examination of experiences of lived religion as it related to the contexts of monumentalised sanctuaries, cult instruments used in public sacrifice, anatomical votive offerings, cult images and the qualities of divinity, and magic as a situationally specific form of religious knowledge. By breaking down and then reconstructing the ritualised assemblages that generated and sustained Roman religion, this book makes the case for adopting a material approach to the study of ancient lived religion.

Emma-Jayne Graham is Senior Lecturer in Classical Studies at The Open University, UK. Her research focuses on aspects of material religion, the archaeology of Roman Italy, mortuary practices, and ancient disability. She is co-founder of TheVotivesProject.org.
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Preface

The origins of this book lie in my wish to bring together the disparate strands of research that I have been pursuing over the last decade concerning the body, sensory experience, material things, votive cult, and place, as well as the range of theoretical perspectives I have brought to the individual study of each. Little did I realise when I first set out with the intention of saying something more joined up about the relationship between these things that it would be assemblage theory itself which would allow me to do that.

This is also a book that I hope will be disruptive. I hope it will challenge the reader to think outside of the traditional comfort zone that studies of ancient religion have built up around themselves over more than century. For this reason, I ask some intentionally difficult questions: What is religion? What is a god? What was ancient magic? How were material things active participants in ritual? I have asked these questions because they relate to fundamental aspects of ancient religion that we often take for granted and regularly leave unchallenged but which need constant and critical re-interrogation. I ask them also because I believe that the answers we can get when we approach these problems from an almost exclusively archaeological perspective, especially one informed by current theoretical models concerning material things, are quite surprisingly different from those with which many scholars of Roman religion are familiar. Re-materialising Roman religion means that the gods immediately appear closer and yet less definable, and means that religion makes sense as a strategy in the lives of individuals but multiplies exponentially every time we try to pin it down. Complex as they are, we need to pay attention to these more challenging questions and their sometimes unsettling answers if the discipline of ancient religious studies is to move forwards and keep pace with cognate areas within the arts and humanities and social sciences. So this book is intentionally provocative in terms of its questions, the evidence and methodologies that it employs, and the answers that it puts forward, in the hope that, even if the conclusions I draw do not find acceptance, at least in the asking and the answering they will encourage further critical reflection and prompt others to feel able to challenge the status quo.

This book is also the product of a complex assemblage of things, objects, places, institutions, events, cups of tea, and most importantly, people. Thanks to Amy, Lizzi, Ella, and the team at Routledge for your patience and guidance, and to the anonymous reviewer for their perceptive comments on the first draft of the manuscript. I am also especially grateful to the many museums, institutions, and individuals who provided photographs and granted permission to reproduce the images that appear in the chapters which follow. I would like to particularly thank archaeological illustrator Matilde Grimaldi for her excellent work on the maps, plans, and sanctuary elevations. Professor Luca Attenni and Professor Francesco Gabellone also very kindly allowed me to reproduce original artworks for Pantanacci and Tarracina, respectively, and my thanks also go to Liana Brent, who allowed me to use photographs from her very timely visit to Palestrina on a beautifully sunny day. The Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the Open University generously provided funding to cover all image reproduction costs, and I am indebted to Liam Baldwin in the Faculty’s Visual Resources Unit for researching, sourcing, and acquiring all of the images on my behalf. Some of the research was carried out during a number of short visits to the British School at Rome (BSR), where I was repeatedly reminded of the amazing resources and the generosity of the BSR Library and its staff, as well as everyone else at the BSR. I owe key aspects of at least two chapters to the time I was fortunate enough to spend there. Thanks also to the brilliant Open University Library staff, who managed to source a number of specialist books and articles when I needed them. Early versions of some chapters benefited from the positive responses of audiences at conferences and workshops in Rome (‘Sensing Divinity’ at the BSR/École française de Rome), Eisenach (the final workshop of the LAR project), Canterbury (TRAC), and London (Institute of Classical Studies ‘Sanctuaries and Experience’ and Kings College London ‘The Forgotten Other’, with particular thanks to my co-organiser Ellen Adams). I must express my thanks as well to everyone with whom I have discussed large or small aspects of the project over the years, including Jane Draycott and Helen Slaney, as well as those who helpfully shared their own work in progress with me. Thank you especially to all those of you with whom I had hasty conversations about very complicated ideas during conference tea breaks or over post-seminar dinners. Of course, any errors or omissions remain my own.

Since joining the Department of Classical Studies at the OU, I have been fortunate to work with the most incredibly supportive and inspiring colleagues that anyone could wish for, and it is no exaggeration to say that without the positive and encouraging atmosphere of such a welcoming department, this book would never have seen the light of day. Eleanor Betts, Jessica Hughes, and Phil Perkins all read drafts of chapters and provided insightful and challenging comments that greatly enriched both the research experience and the final manuscript. Eleanor has been a constant source of sensory stimulus, and I have never yet come away from a conversation with Jess, my fellow TheVotivesProject.org buddy, without feeling excited and enthused about everything to do with material religion. I am especially indebted to her for a conversation in the OU campus car park one evening, after which the fundamental structure of the book suddenly became clear to me – thanks Jess, and sorry I kept you from getting home! Stuart McKie and Adam Parker continue to open my eyes to the complex materialness of ancient magic and have politely put up with my endless questioning about whether something is ‘religious’ or ‘magical’, and why. Maureen Carroll has offered unfaltering support ever since my undergraduate days in Sheffield, and I am forever grateful that she introduced me to ‘the Romans’, although I am sure neither of us ever imagined that it would lead to a book combining posthuman archaeological theory and Roman religion. I extend my thanks also to friends with whom I have not really discussed the book at all but instead have shared a great many other things in recent years: Nat, Andy, Jago, Emily, Claire and Sally, and Jess and the members of the OU Tennis Club. Not to mention my family, who don’t really understand what I do but who have always been there even when, as I write this, we are temporarily apart: my sister Charlotte (who is amazing), Dan, Nina, and Rory, and my wonderful Mum and Dad for their unwavering support for absolutely everything.






1 Introduction

Writing during the late first century BCE, Greek author Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Roman Antiquities 1.38) described how each year on the Ides of May (13th May), a select group of Roman citizens, praetors, and priests were joined by the Vestal Virgins on the Pons Sublicius, a wooden bridge spanning the Tiber. After ‘offering the preliminary sacrifices according to the laws’, members of this group cast 30 rush figures into the river. Connecting the effigies (sometimes referred to by modern scholars as ‘puppets’ or ‘poppets’) with the obsolete practice of human sacrifice, Dionysius describes them as ‘made in the likeness of men, which they call Argei’ and notes that they were bound ‘hand and foot’. Other ancient writers provide subtly different accounts of the same event: Plutarch (Roman Questions 86) labels it the ‘most important ceremony of purification, in which they now throw images from the bridge into the river, but in days of old they used to throw human beings’; Varro (On the Latin Language 7.44) refers to the disposal of 27 rush effigies ‘by the priests, acting on behalf of the state’; whereas Ovid (Fasti 5.621–662) suggests that the task was actually performed by the Vestals when he writes, ‘the Virgin is wont to throw the rush-made effigies of ancient men from the oaken bridge’. Festus (L 450.29) uses the term scirpeus (of rushes) to describe the figures, although in the passage already cited Ovid makes use of both ‘rushes’ and ‘straw’.

It is not entirely clear from any of these accounts what was really happening when this group of people gathered on the wooden bridge in the middle of May, and the rite of the Argei has long posed problems for scholars of Roman religion: Who was present, and did the group always include the flaminica Dialis (the wife of the flamen Dialis) ‘wearing a stern face’, as suggested by Plutarch (Roman Questions 86)? Were the effigies made from rushes or straw? How many were there, and what were their dimensions? It is worth observing that the ancient texts are opaque on this point: Ovid (Fasti 5.621) and Varro (On the Latin Language 7.44) describe them merely as simulacra (‘likenesses’ or anthropomorphic images), while Dionysius and Plutarch, writing in Greek, use eidōla (εἴδωλα), also implying some sort of likeness of an intangible or absent figure. Both leave open the possibility that their dimensions were anywhere between miniaturised and life size. Other questions persist: Were these so-called puppets really intended to act as substitutes for the victims of human sacrifice, or might they instead have represented the bodies of Hercules’ Argive companions (Graf 2000, p. 98; DiLuzio 2016, p. 204; on substitutions for human sacrifice more generally see Prescendi 2007, pp. 199–202)? Not to mention, why was it performed at all?

Historians of Roman religion also continue to speculate about the potential connection between the effigies and a series of local shrines located throughout the city, which may have been visited as part of a ritual procession that preceded their disposal in the river, as well as a possible link to the Lemuria festival of the preceding few days, during which the ghosts and spirits of the untimely dead were removed from Roman homes (Holland 1961, pp. 313–31; Graf 2000; Wildfang 2001; Schultz 2006, p. 106; DiLuzio 2016, pp. 203–4). Louise Holland (1961) connected the ritual with the disposal of the remains of the spelt that the Vestal Virgins had spent the weeks leading up to the Ides of May processing into mola salsa (the dry mix of salt and flour that was sprinkled on animal victims as part of all state sacrifices). She concludes (Holland 1961, p. 322) that ‘the hurling from the bridge in the May rites was the final step in a ritual sequence which had the general purpose of ensuring the food supply’, proposing that the leftover materials were bundled into human-like shapes before being safely disposed of in the Tiber, as was common for other forms of sacred waste (stercus) removed from the House of the Vestals (Graf 2000, p. 100). Others have pointed out, however, that linking the Argei to general rites of agricultural fertility leaves the specifically human form of the effigies largely unexplained, and is at odds with the fact that ancient commentators, on the whole, refer more consistently to rushes rather than straw (Wildfang 2001, pp. 239–40, n. 36). Although equally anxious to stress the role of the Vestals, Robin Wildfang (2001) argues that this occasion might be better contextualised in relation to the more general purificatory role of this specialist group of priestesses. Celia Schultz (2006, p. 106), on the other hand, alerts us to the ‘myriad alternatives’ that remain on offer as explanations for the rite on the bridge:


the straw bundles represent a consecrated harvest and the ritual is designed to ensure plentiful crops; the Argean ritual is tied to religion observed by the curia in Rome and to the practice of augury; the ritual fits into a complex of rites observed in May and thus shares their concerns (private feminine matters, public political issues, or the appeasement of spirits of the dead).


Safe to say, it is not my intention to offer any new explanation for the rite of the Argei here. Instead, I draw attention to it because it neatly introduces the key issues and questions that shape the present study, offering us an example of a ritualised activity in which the relationship between humans and a host of other material things was crucial to the performance and experience of Roman religion. This relationship, and why it matters so much for the production of ancient religious knowledge, lies at the heart of the argument I will make over the coming chapters for adopting a more materially aware approach to ancient lived religion. The example of the Argei also offers a good starting point because it exemplifies very well how the religious agency produced when humans and things act together continues to be downplayed, if not entirely ignored, in the attempts of generations of historians and others to understand Roman religious experiences. In reading most modern commentary, intent on interrogating the meaning of the rite on the bridge, you could be forgiven for almost forgetting that real people and real objects came together at a precise moment in time and at a specific location in the urban fabric of the city, in order to perform a range of bodily movements and aural gestures, all whilst actively engaging with intangible divine or otherworldly authorities. Since I will argue that ancient lived religion was in fact produced by active engagements between real people (bodies and minds) and other real things (objects, materials, spatio-temporal locations, and the divine), it is worth spending a little more time with the Argei before delving into the wider aims of this study. Looking more closely at how this particular ritualised event has been studied, and acknowledging what may be missing from investigations that seek its ‘meaning’, serves to highlight not only what I perceive to be the limitations of traditional approaches to Roman religion which disregard the significance of material things, but also the fresh opportunities for understanding that arise when material things are reintroduced to the equation on a more or less equal footing.

Revisiting the rite on the bridge

Studies of Roman religious activities often seek to establish their meaning. This is certainly true for the Argei, as already demonstrated by the attempts cited earlier to determine what the ritual gestures and their accompanying material components (the rush figures) meant, signified, or represented (a parallel example can be found in Harriet Flower’s extended discussion of the woollen balls and dolls of the Compitalia: Flower 2017, pp. 166–74). From this perspective, the significance of the rite of the Argei, for modern historians at least, lies primarily in its presumed connection to the beliefs of the people of Rome – beliefs which, in turn, are considered to be expressed or communicated by these activities and which become detectable to us as a result. The logical next step is to assume that there must be a single ‘right answer’ to our questions about what the effigies, and the act of throwing them into the river, represented or encoded in the minds of Romans that we have yet to fully make out (e.g. DiLuzio 2016, p. 204). After all, what could possibly be the point of including roughly made human-like figures in these activities unless they were a proxy for something else, something potentially more widely ‘meaningful’ than a bundle of rushes, such as an abstract notion of purification, fertility, or expiation, or otherwise physically absent things or persons (the victims of sacrifice, the Argives, the residents of different locales in the city of Rome, a successful harvest)? As a result, it is widely accepted that the anthropomorphic Argei figures and the manner of their disposal must have surfaced or expressed what Harriet Flower (2017, p. 3) has described for Roman religion more generally as ‘the logic and significance behind the actions performed’. That is, they elucidate pre-existing and widely held ideas about what Romans deemed to be necessary at that moment in the calendar or under particular circumstances which should be potentially reconstructable.

In current work, then, the ritual gesture of sacrifice and disposal, along with the human effigy itself, stood for something else, and it is that ‘something else’ that scholars of ancient religion are frequently interested in accessing. Regardless of how difficult this might actually prove to be, a significant consequence of this search for symbolic meaning is that it downgrades the prominence of the real bodies and real material objects within a lived rite. The potential significance of religion as a lived experience is therefore disregarded when the priests and priestesses who performed the ritual each year merely stand collectively as representatives of different aspects of civic cult, rather than being individual living people of different age, gender, and status whose experiences of the ritual might vary depending upon how their role required them to move, how their senses and memories were stimulated by the location or objects involved, or what they understood themselves to be doing. Similarly, the rush figures become comparatively unimportant once their perceived relevance is embedded in their capacity to materialise something other than themselves: an idea, a belief, a concept, a fear, or a tradition; a real, mythical, or absent human being; an intangible relationship between human and divine – almost anything other than a physically tangible bundle of rushes shaped into human form. But these ritual actions actually occurred in the physically experienced world outside of written texts; indeed, they were actively lived each year by the participants, and if we are to truly understand why they happened – and, moreover, why the experiences they produced really mattered – we must give a sense of materialness back to the group of people and things on the bridge.

Of course, the tendency to privilege representation over action extends beyond both the Argei and studies of ancient religion, pervading the much wider field of historical, archaeological, and cultural anthropological studies connected with the material aspects of human societies. Nicole Boivin (2008, p. 20), for instance, has argued:


The physicality of the world continues to be ignored, as does the way that engagement with that materiality is at the crux of the human enterprise. Instead, what is presented is a world of material surface, to which concepts emerging from a higher plane are attached. What is presented is a notion of material entities as things that represent.


I suggest that we need look no further than the modern scholarly treatment of the Argei figures for a demonstration of the consequences of this attitude to the material world. By disregarding their own materialness, and by thinking of them as mere stand-ins for intangible concepts or absent others, approaches to the Argei reveal precisely how easily things can be ‘robbed of their solidity, their physicality, and their ability to change our lives’, becoming ‘mere consequences of our thoughts, actions, and beliefs’ (Jones and Boivin 2010, p. 337). Researchers concerned with Roman religious practices such as the Argei have therefore yet to fully confront the related concern that by being preoccupied with representation we may have seriously distorted ‘our understanding of how such semiotic entities or structures operate in various processes of material engagement’ (Malafouris 2013, p. 90). The material world of Roman religion is still often relegated to the role of scaffold upon which can be hung the reified beliefs and ideas held by many to be the core of Roman religion. Even scholars critical of this approach perpetuate the idea of fixed religious affiliations, with material culture used to express these pre-existing religious identities and pre-formed ideas, rather than something capable of producing them (e.g. Rebillard 2015). As a result, the Argei figures and other material things subsequently remain a visible expression of human thought, rather than material entities that were important in their own right – something that becomes even more concerning in the context of the study of religion when we remember that there is always more to ritual than mere representation: rites ‘do something rather just say something’ (Boivin 2008, p. 50, original emphasis).

In this case, then, we might legitimately ask, not what did the figurines represent, but what did their material presence do? That is, what did their very materialness accomplish within the ritual performance that would not have been accomplished without them? To that we might add questions about what the consequences of their material form were for the human participants in the rite, or put another way, what did they do to the people involved? How did they stimulate their senses, and how did those lived experiences result in particular forms of religious knowledge? I suggest then, that persistent attempts to decipher what the gesture of throwing figures into the river meant have caused us to forget to consider how it meant (see Moser 2014, p. 16; Van Oyen and Pitts 2017). Revisiting the materialness of the figures provides one way of correcting the skewed understandings that have resulted from an overly restrictive focus on ways in which religious knowledge was represented in the material world, rather than how it was produced in combination with it. To resolve this, it is crucial that we begin to think more carefully not just about what people did with material things in the course of Roman religious activities, but what those material things did to people.

How might we do this? One important first step is to remember that objects must ‘always be “situated” and contextualised within a range of possible situations’, as argued by Rubina Raja and Lara Weiss (2015, p. 140). Beyond this, however, the solution commonly proposed to tackle the limited understandings generated by a surface approach to material things is to focus more closely on ‘the physical properties of things and their role in determining the impacts of material objects and environments on society’ (Jones and Boivin 2010, p. 337; see also Van Oyen and Pitts 2017, pp. 14–17). Effectively, this means extending our analyses to include everything with perceptible physical properties and scrutinising the full range of qualities that those things might bring to their relationships with humans, rather than focusing on their (visually) symbolic properties alone. The reasons for doing this, as well as the ways in which we might go about it, are explored in more detail in Chapter 2 and are put into practice in Chapters 3–7. For now, it is enough to suggest that our understanding of the rite of the Argei can be transformed by recognising that the materialness of material things was central for the doing of ritual activities. Put another way, we can better understand how the Argei ritual was actively accomplished not only through the intentions and actions of the participating humans (priests, Vestals, praetors, and others) but also by the agency that resulted from the active combination of those humans with material things. Those things included material objects (effigies, wooden bridge) and the wider material world (flowing river), as well as the properties of the location of the ritual in space and time (the Pons Sublicius on the Ides of May) and of the divine themselves. This standpoint therefore posits that factors other than tradition, belief, or human agency were vital for the performance of the rite and, moreover, for Roman religious ritual more broadly.

For instance, we might reflect more carefully on the material composition of the rush figures as physical objects in the world. Louise Holland (1961, pp. 322–3) came closest to an acknowledgement of the significance of their materialness in her consideration of the straw/rushes question, as well as her related comments on how these might be shaped into human forms. Even so, her ultimate aim was to identify the materials used in order to better determine their representational meaning. Other scholars have specifically described the ‘drowning of the rush mannequins’ as the climactic moment of the rite (Graf 2000, p. 100), but paying attention to their materialness compels us to re-evaluate this. Unless bound with something heavy that is left undescribed in the ancient sources, the figures were essentially lightweight bundles of dry materials that more than likely floated when they met the water of the river, remaining visible on its surface as they drifted downstream with the current rather than sinking and dramatically disappearing from view. The high drama that their disposal has been assumed to have evoked might not, therefore, have been nearly so striking, or at least not in the way that is usually supposed. The sight of the figurines being gradually taken away en masse by the river was potentially an evocative scene, one which also offered a very demonstrable and unequivocal removal of the effigies from the city, perhaps even being the action of ‘doing’ which achieved the ritual ends of the occasion. This was a scenario afforded by the combination of the material properties of the river, the material properties of the rush or straw figurines, and the impact of these on the experiences of the human participants. In light of this, we might also consider who was responsible for throwing the Argei into the river from the Pons Sublicius and why their direct engagement with the lightweight, dry, coarse, perhaps sweet or earthy-scented material of the rushes might matter. How might it impact upon their experiences and consequent understandings of the ritual, its relationship with the wider context of religious activities, and their own part in them? If it was the Vestals, and if the effigies were indeed made from the waste products of their mola salsa production (and even if they were not), the tactile sensation of the dry stalks in their hands would have been a familiar one, but in the elite male hands of the praetor or one of the pontiffs, unused to handling raw materials, their sensory perception of the figurines might have conjured alternative embodied memories or clearly distinguished their experience of the ritual from other aspects of their lives.

Religious experience was therefore more than merely cognitive; it was always the product of bodies and minds actively combining with other material things. Examining more carefully how the material entities embedded within the rite of the Argei combined with the bodies and minds of the participants, as well as how those bodies and minds were the product of individual experiences dependent on personal characteristics of gender, age, status, and situational role, not to mention memory, points towards new ways of understanding the rite on the bridge that privilege the importance of religion as a lived experience. In turn, this prompts a move away from understandings grounded in the purely representational qualities of materials and the search for their ‘meaning’.

In this book, I argue that we need to apply this way of thinking more systematically and more rigorously to the evidence available for ancient religious practices in order to advance our understandings of Roman religion beyond descriptions of ritual that emphasise the purely representational role of material culture and other physical things (Van Oyen and Pitts 2017 make a similar case for the representational value of Roman objects more generally). Doing this will enable us to shift our attention towards new understandings of what happens when humans and material things assemble within ritualised contexts, and how the agency produced by these relationships is capable of making the sort of difference to the world that modern scholars would describe as religious (definitions of agency, religion, and ritual are explored in more detail in Chapter 2). From this perspective, experiences and understandings of the world that can be categorised as religious cease to be the product of anthropocentric explanations of an unpredictable world or material symbols for intangible concepts. Rather, they become the product of multiple relational assemblages of human bodies, minds, and what posthumanism describes as non-human or more-than-human material things (Harris and Cipolla 2017, pp. 163–4). Moreover, the capacity of religion to be lived in subtly different ways is newly spotlighted, as individuals and groups are seen to form highly personal relationships with other material components, at the same time as those other components contribute their own varied characteristics to that relationship (these ‘affordances’ are explored later). In this way, the experience of religion as a constantly becoming, lived form of knowledge concerning the world can be acknowledged to vary from person to person, even for those involved in the same ritual performances such as the rite at the Pons Sublicius on the Ides of May.

Another book about Roman religion

It may quite legitimately be asked, however, whether we really need another book on Roman religion. After all, descriptive syntheses and historical narratives of the religion of Rome and its empire, individual deities, types of ritual activity, imperial cult, specific regional or provincial settings, and diachronic or introductory surveys abound (there are far too many to list here, but standard works include Beard et al. 1998; North 2000; Scheid 2003; Rüpke 2007a; Rives 2007; Rüpke 2018a). But the answer is certainly yes, if that book, in the manner of the present study, seeks to change quite radically the way in which ancient religion is approached and understood. Indeed, I will argue in subsequent chapters that studies of Roman religion are not only ripe for a fresh approach which maximises the potential interpretative power inherent in understanding religion as a materially lived experience, but also that this context also offers one of the best testing grounds for the application of newly emerging archaeological theories. The theories of particular interest here can be loosely grouped under the heading of ‘new materialism’, and comprise posthumanist ways of thinking about past relationships between the human and more-than-human world that have largely been developed in response to prehistoric societies, activities, people, and things – an arena which despite being extremely rich lacks the same sustained depth and combined wealth of textual and archaeological evidence for ritualised action available for the Roman world. Asking new questions about Roman religion, and adopting innovative methods and theoretical perspectives in order to answer them, can therefore only be of benefit to both the classical and wider archaeological community.

And continue to question we must. As current works on Roman religion remind us, there remains much that is still unknown or poorly understood about a topic that university library bookshelves, bending under the weight of hundreds of relevant tomes, might suggest was more than adequately served (to invoke a material metaphor that perhaps no longer applies in an increasingly intangible digital world). By way of non-scientific example, a glance at the table of contents for the Journal of Roman Studies reveals that 15 of the last 21 volumes (1999–2019) have featured at least one article (in several cases more than one) on a religious-related topic, covering pagan and Christian contexts as well as ranging across textual, epigraphic, iconographic, and archaeological sources. Indeed, the number of interventions on religious topics seems to be increasing. Regardless of whether this represents a renewed impetus in this area of research or the result of editorial decision-making, it suggests that there is still much to be discussed about religion and the Roman world. This is evidenced further by recent international projects (such as the Lived Ancient Religion project at Max-Weber-Kolleg, Universität Erfurt and the Baron Thyssen Centre for Ancient Material Religion at the Open University), major conferences, seminar series, and exhibitions (e.g. Living With Gods at the British Museum, London in 2017–18; Imagining the Divine at the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford in 2017–18; Agents of Faith at the Bard Graduate Center, New York, 2018–19). At the same time, a continuing plethora of articles, edited collections, and monographs on subjects ranging from the bloody practicalities of Roman animal sacrifice (Weddle 2013; Aldrete 2014; Schultz 2016) and the cognitive and psychological processes of Mithraic initiation (Panagiotidou and Beck 2017) to the role of the individual in prompting religious change (Rüpke 2014; Gordon 2015b) certainly suggest that new questions about ancient religion continue to emerge. Not all can or will be answered, but they demonstrate the enduring need for creative thinking and new methodological and interpretative approaches as we seek to better understand the complex who, what, when, how, and why of this aspect of ancient cultural experience.

Within this, the identification of new evidence or novel ways of interrogating existing sources runs parallel to the much rarer application of original theoretical ideas derived from work in anthropology, sociology, and religious studies (especially the recent emphasis on material religion: Boivin 2009; Morgan 2010a; 
Plate 2015), and even cognitive science and evolutionary biology have a role to play in continually reinvigorating the ways in which ancient religion more broadly is approached (Whitehouse 2002, 2009; Whitehouse and Martin 2004). The Lived Ancient Religion (LAR) project, spearheaded by Jörg Rüpke, has proven quite how successfully a mosaic of interlinked approaches dedicated to unpicking how experiences, practices, and concepts are ‘appropriated, expressed, and shared by individuals in diverse social spaces’ (LAR 2020) can reinvigorate ancient religious studies, shifting its focus away from traditional spaces, such as entire cities or peoples, in favour of the space of social experience itself. Some of the ideas developed in the present book can be linked to the positive shift in position that the LAR project and its outcomes continue to demand, especially concerning the embodied individual and the situational aspects of ancient religions (Albrecht et al. 2018; Gasparini et al. 2020). The specific theoretical underpinnings of this study are rather different from those explored by members of the LAR project, but ultimately they are about seeking alternative paths to not dissimilar ends: understanding what it means when we say that ancient religion was ‘lived’.

Nevertheless, despite innovative work in related disciplines, much of which now characterises religion as the product of an intricate relationship between humans and their engagements with the material world, the best received studies of Roman religion – or perhaps those which fit best with the long-standing expectations of the sub-field – often remain rooted in the narrowly traditional textual world of the urban elite individual (Rüpke and Spickermann 2012; Rüpke and Woolf 2013; Rüpke 2014), and more often than not focused upon the large scale, that is on public or civic forms of worship and discrete, identifiable cults (e.g. North 2000; Scheid 2003; Rives 2007). The latter in particular have successfully been challenged by the emphasis on different types of social space embedded in the LAR approach. The prominence of the textual world of the elite has nonetheless proven more intractable. It is too much of a generalisation to suggest that if it was not written down, or can at least be related to something that was, then new interpretations of religious practice that take the material world as their starting point are not always taken seriously, but an unspoken hierarchy certainly persists and this attitude undoubtedly still pervades: after delivering a conference paper on Etruscan and Roman terracotta infant votive offerings of the third and second century BCE, I was once helpfully informed by a colleague that my argument was very convincing, but since no Latin text describes what I had hypothesised, then I could not possibly be ‘correct’! And yet, thousands of terracotta infant votives exist and testify to a very real practice performed by the elite and non-elite of communities across central Italy. The fact that not a single ancient text mentions them need not condemn them to obscurity or us to perpetual ignorance of their significance within ritualised experience. One of the aims of this study is to demonstrate that it is possible to break away from the tyranny of the written text and to identify ways in which to access the real and varied experiences of a much wider range of ancient people who participated in ritualised activities on differing scales. This can be achieved without constant recourse to a restricted number of textual sources (which themselves are not exactly unproblematic) and, just as importantly, without disrupting the well-established notion of ‘Roman religion’ that they have helped to produce.

That is not to say, however, that broader archaeological studies of Roman religion, particularly those concerned with material culture, have not flourished in recent years (e.g. Raja and Rüpke 2015; Mol and Versluys 2015; Blakely 2017a; Moser and Knust 2017a; Moser 2018), and the move towards appreciating ritual practices through the lens of material religion as well as phenomenological perspectives provided by the recent ‘sensory turn’ within material culture studies of all types is well evidenced by current work (Betts 2016; Rieger 2016; Graham 2017a; Hughes 2017a, 2017b, 2018a, 2018b; Weddle 2017; Kamash 2018). What is noticeable, however, is the absence of sustained engagement with some of the more fundamental and challenging developments in archaeological theory at large, especially posthuman perspectives which call into question the centrality of human agency (a gap also recognised by Webb and Selsvold 2020). Despite the introductions to several newly published edited volumes acknowledging, for instance, the potentials of actor network theory (Latour 2005), work by Ian Hodder (2012) on entanglement, and Bjørnar Olsen’s (2010) arguments about ‘things’ (see, for example, Raja and Weiss 2016; Blakely 2017b; Moser and Knust 2017b), classical archaeology as a sub-discipline seems reluctant to fully give itself over to the sorts of material engagement theories that have revitalised the investigation of earlier (and some later) periods, with individual chapters in such volumes remaining largely unaffected by the theoretical positions described in their opening pages. At the same time, edited collections (such as the special edition of the Cambridge Archaeological Journal on assemblage theory published in 2017), and introductory level texts concerning archaeological theory more generally, tend not to feature Greek or Roman case studies or indeed even mention the classical Mediterranean (e.g. Harris and Cipolla 2017). It can sometimes seem as if archaeological theory wants Romans as little as Roman archaeology wants archaeological theory, ultimately making each as blinkered and potentially impoverished as the other.

Nonetheless, as demonstrated by the example of the Argei, continuing to assume that material things provided little more than a direct visual expression of, or means of communicating primarily cognitive concepts concerning human relations with, the divine is more problematic than has often been recognised. As cultural anthropologist Birgit Meyer and sociologist Dick Houtman (2012, p. 5) have observed, ‘Privileging the abstract above the concrete reduces material culture (as well as words and gestures) to expressions of an underlying meaning or to the status of “mere” signs’. The consequences, they argue, are not insignificant because such a diminishing of material things determines how religion – past and present – is both perceived and subsequently studied. They write, for example, of the development of an ‘antagonistic’ relationship between things and beliefs as something that ‘has long informed the study of religion, yielding a focus on beliefs and questions of meaning as privileged domains of inquiry’ and which ‘entails the devaluation of religious material culture – and materiality at large – as lacking serious empirical, let alone theoretical interest’ (Meyer and Houtman 2012, p. 1; also Boivin 2004, p. 64). We might therefore better understand ways of being in the world (including those associated with ancient religions) if we draw on the insights offered by the new materialist positions advanced by contemporary archaeological theory. These have the capacity to alter our perspective in order that, rather than unfolding in a predetermined way alongside the material world, Roman religion might be understood to unfold as part of it.

A new materialist makeover for Roman religion

It is my aim to demonstrate over the coming chapters that Roman religion can and should be approached from a new materialist perspective, and that doing so proves that there is a place for classical archaeology at the theoretical table. To do this, I will focus on examining the relationships between human and more-than-human things in the course of ritualised activities, with a particular focus on how these engagements produced religious agency. That is, I will suggest that certain differences were made to the world when humans and things were brought together in ritual contexts, and that these differences and the lived experiences they produced were rationalised by the human participants as ‘religion’ or forms of ‘religious knowledge’. In this way I intend to re-evaluate the role of the material world within Roman religion in much the same ways as have been successfully achieved for studies of contemporary religion and other branches of archaeology (e.g. Boivin 2004; Pollard 2008; Hamilakis 2013; Strang 2014a, 2014b; Fowler 2017; Crellin 2017). To this end, I take up the challenge to look more closely not at ‘what material culture can tell us about religious concepts in the ancient world (meaning), but at what it does; what active role it plays in its historical context (use/agency)’ (Mol and Versluys 2015, p. 452).

As outlined in more detail in Chapter 2, new materialism as a whole is part of a broader trend towards posthumanism within archaeological research. It seeks to move away from anthropocentric approaches to the interpretation of the past by advocating for flat ontologies in which non-human or, more specifically, more-than-human things (including objects, the natural environment, animals, and the intangible ‘divine’ or otherworldly, all of which have potential capacities of their own) are placed on an equal footing with humans in our analyses. It consequently emphasises the materialness of both humans and more-than-humans as autonomous things with their own particular affordances, that is, with ‘emotive or sensory qualities’ (Pollard 2008, p. 48). These qualities or affordances are understood to have the capacity to make a difference to the world (i.e. to produce agency) by affecting other things. For this reason I prefer to use the term ‘more-than-human’ rather than ‘non-human’, except when I intend to make a clear distinction between anthropomorphic things, since it works more effectively as a reminder of how the affordances of things of all forms might have causal effects that we perceive to be very similar to those of humans.

Carl Knappett (2004, p. 44) notes that James Gibson (1979) first conceived of affordances as ‘the potentialities held by an object for a particular set of actions’, but has subsequently argued that affordances are better understood as relational, or situated within a wider context of cognition and perception: ‘The affordance of an object is neither solely an independent property of the object itself, nor is it exclusively an intentional state within the mind of the person engaging with it, but a relational property’ (Knappett 2004, p. 46). In other words, a thing needs to be brought into a relationship with something else in order for either to actually do anything. So, the potential affordances of a material object such as a rush figure, for example, can only make a difference when they are combined with other things such as the human body or the surface tension of a flowing river. This brings us to a particular branch of new materialism concerned with assemblage theory, since one way of thinking about how particular relationships between things might form under certain circumstances and not others is to characterise them in terms of situational assemblages in which ‘things are not just important in and of themselves; rather, what matters is the relations which things exist within’ (Crellin 2017, pp. 112–3). For this reason too, sensory perception plays a key role in examinations of how some but not other potential affordances might manifest in these relationships.

Unlike studies which have made a case for the value of these theories in a largely abstract way, or in relation to anthropological and prehistoric contexts, this book sets out to explore what happens when these theoretical approaches are systematically put into practice for historical contexts and, more specifically, when they are used to investigate a set of questions about a particular aspect of the ancient Roman world: What did Romans understand ‘religion’ to mean? What did religious experiences allow people to understand about the material world and their own place within it? How were experiences of ritual connected with shared beliefs or concepts about the relationship between the mortal and divine worlds? How was divinity constructed and perceived? These are not new questions, but they will be approached in new ways since I will not assume that they can be answered by exploring what individuals and communities thought they were doing when they performed sacrifices, dedicated offerings, and visited sacred locations, or how these ideas were represented within, or symbolised by, material, epigraphic, and textual evidence.

Nor will I presume that answers lie in the ways in which those understandings were subsequently perpetuated, recorded, and shared with others, most often via written narratives which conferred a degree of incontestable order or commonality on otherwise personal experiences. On the contrary, since it has been established that lived religion is not merely about contemplating or discussing doctrine and belief but about actively doing things with other things – going to a location, performing a sacrifice, making an offering (see McGuire 2008; Rüpke 2011a; Moser 2018) – I seek answers to these fundamental questions in an exploration of what the relationships forged between ancient persons and other things as part of this active doing of ritualised activities actually did to the world, and how this produced lived religion. That is not to imply that cognition, thinking, or even believing are unimportant either to this study or to religion more broadly (see the discussion of religious knowledge in Chapter 2 and the investigation of divinity in Chapter 6). Crucially, however, they need to be repositioned so that they no longer automatically take precedence over other things in our investigations. What this means is that we can reduce the anthropocentrism of our understandings, but without removing humans entirely. After all, ‘Paying much more attention to things than was hitherto common does not leave us with an antihuman perspective’ (Olsen 2010, p. 139). Indeed, what we are ultimately left with is a greater understanding of the very particular role played by humans in a more complex relational world of things.

Some parameters: material, time, and space

In the next chapter I will explore more comprehensively the key concepts introduced here and the methodologies I will adopt in order to apply them to an investigation of religious practice in Italy during the (broadly conceived) Roman period. Where appropriate, these concepts are also developed further in the context of particular case studies in individual chapters. Before this, however, a few words are necessary about the evidential, chronological, and geographical parameters of this investigation.

Importantly, it is not my intention for this book to offer a comprehensive study of all aspects of Roman religion, not even of all aspects of religious activity across Roman Italy. Instead, I make use of a series of case studies selected for their capacity to provide a testing ground for the application of my hypothesis that lived religion can be understood as the dynamic, individualised, and in-the-moment product of relationships between the things that comprise religious assemblages. This means that I have identified contexts for which there is sufficient information concerning human engagement with more-than-human things, including the form those things took and, as a consequence, their potential material affordances or qualities, as well as the discrete role of particular things within ritual activities. Inevitably, this means that certain aspects of practice which commonly form the focal points of scholarship on Roman religion, such as banqueting, divination, calendars, myth, prayer, and dramatic performance, are not discussed at any length, and despite an emphasis throughout on individuals, most of the contexts I explore focus on activities in primarily public settings, putting family and household religious activities to one side for future work. I agree with Jörg Rüpke (2018a, p. 255) in his rejection of the very concept of ‘domestic’ religion as distinguishable from any other form of religion, and the absence in the following chapters of detailed examination of activities at household level or within the home should not be taken as an indication that these are either unimportant or were experienced in radically different ways, but merely that it was not possible to include everything (on this topic: Bodel 2008; Giacobello 2008; Van Andringa 2009, pp. 217–69; Brandt 2010; Flower 2017). Of course, as with any project, alternative case studies might have strengthened or complicated my conclusions, but I hope that the choices I have made will prompt further critical investigation of the application of new materialist approaches to a wider range of evidence and contexts, including the Roman empire outside of Italy, as well as the broad range of religious actions associated with Judaism, Christianity, and so-called elective or mystery cults.

Relatedly, for what I hope are obvious reasons in light of the theoretical approach outlined earlier, the evidence that I invoke for each chapter is predominantly archaeological and iconographic in form. This does not mean that I reject textual sources entirely, since written accounts frequently provide insights concerning which objects and other things were incorporated into ritualised activities as well as how and with whom they engaged. Nevertheless, encountering the material world through the culturally complex lenses of text, replete with the intricacies of genre, authorial voice, cultural interpretation, and imagination, is not the same as encountering real, physical things. As the Argei have already revealed, the things we meet in written form prompt questions that are very different from those with which I am primarily concerned. Although it is possible to imagine the sensory and somatic affordances of the rush figures as described by Dionysius and others, as things they remain much less immediate and their qualities far more readily contestable than those that can still be detected for extant artefacts or locations. For this reason I prefer to concentrate on the still tangible whenever possible.

In terms of chronology, the material under scrutiny derives from a broad period beginning in approximately the fifth century BCE and ending during the fifth century CE, although the majority of examples explored in depth belong to a more restricted period between the middle Republic and early imperial period. This is a period during which the evidence for the material aspects of religious activities is most rich and diverse, but this is not a diachronic study, nor is it my intention to argue for continuity of experience across this time frame, even if I am concerned with demonstrating that the fundamental ways in which different forms of religious knowledge were produced by ritualised assemblages remained consistent.

Similarly, although the examples I discuss cover a relatively wide geographical area, they centre largely on Rome, Latium, and the immediately surrounding regions of central Tyrrhenian Italy (Figure 1.1). Not all of these territories can strictly be defined as politically or culturally ‘Roman’ during the whole period under investigation, but all share common ritualised practices that allow for a certain consistency in terms of the material mechanisms involved in the production of lived religion. Whether that religion was thought to be ‘Roman’, ‘Etruscan’, or ‘Italic’, or was not even defined at all, is of less importance to me here than the fact that religious knowledge was produced in all of these contexts via relationships between humans and the more-than-human world which shared fundamentally similar forms. In any case, it is not my intention to identify something universal that might be described as ‘Roman religion’, but to explore how religion was produced and experienced on multiple levels as a result of certain material conditions. Nonetheless, in order to avoid chronological complexity, the dating system that I adopt follows that usually applied to the historical development of Rome and Latium, in that I refer to the early, middle, and late Republic rather than to the Hellenistic period or other chronological divisions. This means that use in some chapters of the rather non-specific phrase ‘early Roman Italy’ is not meant to imply the cultural assimilation of these territories and regions with Rome but to indicate a certain flexible span of time between the early and late Republic. The reader will certainly identify gaps in both chronological and geographical coverage that might have been filled had space allowed or had attention been directed to alternative case studies or different moments in time. It is hoped that these gaps will be forgiven in light of the benefits offered to the project by the presentation of an argument more consistently underpinned with evidence that is appropriate to the hypothesis under investigation.
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Figure 1.1 Map of Italy showing key sites mentioned in the text

Drawing: Matilde Grimaldi.

Putting theory into practice

Looking ahead, then, I begin in Chapter 2 with a more thorough examination of the theoretical and methodological approaches that underpin my exploration of the case studies which follow. Here I look more closely at the concepts of lived religion and religious knowledge as experienced at both the communal and individual levels, suggesting that although a more materially aware approach to religion involves placing greater focus on individuals and what I will characterise as their proximal experience, this need not be at odds with our understanding of the wider distal experience of Roman religion as a shared form of cultural knowledge. I also introduce recent work on assemblage theory and the thingliness of things, exploring more thoroughly how agency results from the relations between things, and why it is significant that this agency might be experienced in different ways. The terms ‘religion’ and ‘ritual’ are also defined.

The importance of place, especially its fluidity and temporality and the ways in which discrete forms of ‘religious place’ are produced when locations are actively incorporated into ritualised assemblages of things, forms the basis of Chapter 3. Here the focus falls on some of the highly monumentalised sanctuaries that were built across Latium during the late Republic: the sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia at Praeneste, the so-called tempio grande at Tarracina, and the temple of Juno Gabina at Gabii. Examining these through the lens of sensory experience, especially of kinaesthetic experiences involving bodily movements, I argue that these structures were much more than elaborate expressions of religious and political power. Instead, they were locations at which religion was produced by temporally specific and often highly personalised combinations of sensing human bodies and the material world through which they moved. In this way, place was both a component of ritualised assemblages and itself a product of them, ultimately leading to the potentially surprising conclusion that it was never possible to experience the same religious place more than once.

Having highlighted the temporal fluidity and constant becoming of religious place, Chapter 4 moves on to explore ways in which the production of religion might be highly personal even in relation to a communal or shared experience. I examine the smaller-scale assemblages that existed as part of a much wider ritual activity by drawing attention to the ways in which cult implements were integrated into ritualised assemblages featuring individuals of different age, gender, and social status. Smell, touch, and other broadly haptic sensory experiences come to the fore in this chapter, which reveals how the experiences even of those who were actively participating in the same ritual were different and explores what the consequences of this might be. This chapter makes it possible to identify specific groups or types of individuals, bringing us closer to identifiable individuals than most of the other chapters allow.

Chapter 5 stays in the realm of the small-scale portable object by continuing to examine the incorporation of material things into the embodied sensory performance of ritual activities, but this time with an emphasis on their relationship with the living human body. Drawing primarily on a discussion of terracotta anatomical votives, I ask how the relationships between humans and the more-than-human world were complicated when the latter was directly related to the physical form of the human body. What did it mean to hold an object that was made from a different material but which you considered to be a proxy for your own body? This chapter therefore offers an opportunity to explore still further the lived experience of highly personal, body-centred experiences of religion.

The intangible yet crucial presence of the divine receives explicit attention in Chapter 6, in which I explore the potential role of both anthropomorphic and non-anthropomorphic material forms of divinity. Asking whether the divine can be part of an assemblage of things as anything other than an idea or a human representation, I argue for a new approach to the thingliness of divinity, one that acknowledges the divine as things with affective qualities capable of making a difference to the world when they are part of ritualised assemblages with other things.

Chapter 7 seeks to reassemble the ritual assemblages whose constituent parts (place, objects, bodies, divinity) have been examined in earlier chapters. To do this I make use of a single case study – the fountain of Anna Perenna at Rome – demonstrating how we might analyse an assemblage in terms of all of its components. In addition, by spotlighting questions about the nature of ‘magic’ in the ancient world, specifically its relationship to wider religious strategies, I suggest that focusing on the thingliness of the components of an assemblage, and the ways in which they produce agency and subsequent forms of religious knowledge, can contribute to wider debates in the study of Roman religion. This chapter is followed by a short conclusion in which I draw attention to some ways in which the application of assemblage theory might be extended to address other questions concerning ancient lived religion.






2 Reassembling religion

To argue that Roman religion was a form of agency produced by ritualised assemblages of humans and other things, we must adopt new ways of shaping how we investigate and write about this category of ancient experience. In particular, we must take care to define the boundaries of our expectations concerning ‘religion’ and the terms used to communicate our insights and findings. Doing this also makes us better placed to react positively to the recent challenges laid down by Brent Nongbri (2013), who has convincingly argued that religion is a wholly modern concept, or at least that our approaches to it have privileged ways of understanding, communicating, and perpetuating religion that are based on late modern concepts which are largely monotheistic and, even more predominantly, Christian in inspiration. Rather than dismissing religion entirely from our explorations of the ancient world, he suggests that we respond to this reality by finding ways to ‘be honest about the category’s origins and not pretend that it somehow organically and magically arises from our sources’ (Nongbri 2013, p. 153). What this means in practice is that by removing the assumption that religion was a ‘natural’ or pre-determined aspect of Roman experience, we are required to make an argument for why aspects of that experience can be understood with reference to the modern term ‘religion’. In the present study, I make this argument by positing that ancient individuals and communities rationalised as ‘religious’ the agency that resulted from their lived experiences of particular types of assemblages of things. This hypothesis was introduced in Chapter 1, but before it can be properly tested it is necessary to scrutinise more rigorously how and why it might emerge as a possibility at all, as well as to interrogate the theories and methodologies that will allow it to be evaluated. At the very least, it must be made clear how relationships between human and more-than-human things might produce agency in the first place, what those things were for the contexts under scrutiny here, why materialness matters for lived experience, and how we go about identifying ritualised assemblages. I shall therefore begin by addressing the connected concepts of lived religion and religious knowledge before examining how the development of posthumanist archaeological discourse concerning new materialism, thingliness, and assemblages can usefully be combined with questions about ritualisation in order to demonstrate that there was such a thing as ‘religion’ in the ancient Roman world, and that it resulted from what people did with things and what those things did with people.

Lived religion

The immense value of approaching ancient religion through the lens of lived religion has been confirmed by recent projects (Rüpke 2011a; Albrecht et al. 2018; Gasparini et al. 2020). The concept was, however, originally developed in relation to contemporary religions, where it was explored most notably for the Christian communities of the modern Western world by Meredith McGuire. She argued that approaching religion from this perspective ‘is useful for distinguishing the actual experience of religious persons from the prescribed religion of institutionally defined beliefs and practices’ (McGuire 2008, p. 12). For McGuire (2008, p. 4), the significance of religion as experienced by the individual is its ‘ever-changing, multifaceted, often messy – even contradictory – amalgam of beliefs and practices’, which allow it to vary from person to person or from group to group. What is more, although lived religion might diverge from aspects of the official practice of the religious community to which an individual considers themselves to belong, it always remains – or at least is perceived to remain – connected to it. These observations about religion-as-lived have proven inspirational for studies of Roman religions, many of which, including those developed in relation to the influential Lived Ancient Religion project (LAR 2020), now strive to identify the role of the individual within religious practices, particularly with reference to religious change, processes of individuation, and questions about wider social issues of status and identity (e.g. Rüpke and Spickermann 2012; Rüpke and Woolf 2013; Rüpke 2014; Gordon 2015b; Raja and Rüpke 2015; Albrecht et al. 2018). The concept of religion as the product of dynamic lived experiences also provides an overarching framework for the more specific arguments I will develop in the present study concerning the agency of ritualised assemblages that include human individuals. However, in contrast to the works cited earlier, I seek to pay closer attention to how ancient lived religion was not a product of human individual intentionality or self-awareness alone but a result of experiences of material engagement, addressing directly one of the elements of McGuire’s original study: the living human body.

McGuire’s examination of the everyday dynamics of lived religion is underpinned by the notion not of individual minds but of embodiment:


If our conception of religion is too narrow, then we fail to comprehend how central people’s material bodies are in the very practice and experience of religion. All religions engage individuals through concrete practices that involve bodies as well as minds and spirits.

(McGuire 2008, p. 98)


For her, lived religion is constituted primarily by bodily practices, meaning that


religious ritual is like a chain of such embodied practices, each link having the potential to activate deep emotions and a sense of physical connectedness, as well as spiritual meanings. The practices for engaging in ritual are embodied – embedded in the participant’s mind-body as a unity.

(McGuire 2008, p. 100)


The dynamic practice-based foundations of lived religion that McGuire describes have been embraced for contemporary and early modern contexts (Morgan 2010b), and have begun to find a place in studies of the individual within Roman religion too, even if these have sometimes tended to limit themselves to an acknowledgement of emotional response (e.g. Patzelt 2018; Salvo 2020), religious change and the communicability of action (e.g. Rüpke 2015), the significance of illness and pain (e.g. Petridou 2020), and to some extent, visual perception (for discussions of experience and embodiment and the lived ancient religion approach see Patzelt 2020; Rieger 2020a). There are good reasons for this slow adoption: the physicality of the body and its relationship with other material things in the course of these practices has been largely sidelined by pressing questions about ancient religious individuality that concern themselves with how individuals could (and might even choose to) affect wider religious change. Indeed, for the LAR project itself, ‘The long-term aim was from the beginning to provide new narratives of religious change in the Roman Empire’ (Albrecht et al. 2018, p. 570). As a consequence, however, what has emerged as important is the value of lived ancient religion for identifying when an individual’s experience might differ from that of a wider collective, either intentionally or unintentionally, and how their own recognition of that difference might be implicated in the process of making changes to collective religious practice, identity, or knowledge. McGuire’s approach, on the other hand, is actually far less concerned with if or how these differences are recognised.

When individual experience is viewed as something that was pitted against or contrasted with the communal practice of religion, as it has been in some studies of antiquity (Leemans 2014, pp. 187–8), and when it is considered significant only for its potential long-term consequences, we find that the experience as it was lived in the moment by a person’s body inevitably becomes less important. This is evident, for instance, when Fritz Graf (2014, p. 115) makes the following direct contrast:


What is individual religion? Its opposite term is collective religion: this makes individual religion the beliefs and/or the ritual action of a single person differentiated from and sometimes in opposition to the beliefs and actions of an entire group; it derives its individuality from choices the individual has made.


Not only does this make lived religion an exclusively anthropocentric experience based on human choices alone (a wider problem that I will examine later), it is also not what it would seem that McGuire intended when she wrote about individual lived religion. For her, all religious experience is fundamentally embodied and individual, and instead of any opposition between individual and collective there exists only a recursive relationship: ‘religious or spiritual practices are ways individuals engage their socialized senses in the activation of embodied memory. Bodies matter very much, both in the individual’s spiritual life and in the development of a community – a community of memory’ (McGuire 2008, p. 100). McGuire asserts that religion is the very diversity of individual lived experiences produced via the body during ritualised practice, even if those experiences might sometimes become integrated into wider discourse or rationalisations and therefore become, or at least appear to be, part of a collective. Moreover, this process, which can be described as one in which religion is in a constant state of becoming, makes religion sustainable on the large scale as well as meaningful and purposeful at the personal level. In the course of the following chapters, then, when I invoke the concept of lived religion in the context of the relationships forged between humans and other things in the process of Roman ritual activities, it is to this highly diverse, dynamic, temporally specific, and individually embodied experience to which I refer, not to religion as a ‘universally applicable first-order concept that matches a native discursive field in every culture across time and throughout history’ (Nongbri 2013, p. 158).

From lived experience to religious knowledge

Another concept that I will make frequent reference to is ‘religious knowledge’. It is important that this is not confused with more familiar, but conceptually different terms such as belief, orthodoxy, and epistemology. As already noted, throughout this book I will outline an argument for understanding Roman religion as a specific type of agency produced by the relationships that took place between humans and other things in the course of ritualised activities. By this, I mean that we can categorise the difference that those relationships made to the world with reference to the modern term ‘religion’. However, although acknowledging the process through which it was produced confirms the existence in the Roman world of something that, following Nongbri’s concerns, we can confidently describe as ‘religion’, it actually reveals very little about how and why religion was important for ancient understandings of or ways of being in that world. In order to begin to fully appreciate how religion was produced and why it mattered that this process involved highly contextual and situationally specific lived experiences, we must consider how those experiences were transformed into forms of knowledge about how and why to act under certain circumstances. Hence, I use the term ‘religious knowledge’ to refer to those ways of thinking about and acting in the world which derived from the lived experience of religion and which continued to shape how individuals and groups understood, and perhaps in some instances entered into discourse about, the role of religion in that world.

Essentially, this means using a study of ontology (being and becoming in the world) to explore questions of epistemology (worldviews or knowledge construction). That is, religious knowledge refers to the ways in which people knew how, why, and when to act based on their experience of how a difference might be made to the world through particular ritualised activities, rather than merely with reference to shared doctrine. In more basic terms, religious knowledge might be defined as what ongoing lived experiences taught a person to recognise as ‘religion’. This is not entirely dissimilar to the Religious Learning Network Model recently advanced by Blanka Misic (forthcoming), who adopts a primarily cognitive approach to understanding how religious ideas were comprehended and transferred in Roman antiquity through the creation of narratives based on observation, interaction, and communication, except that I align my own study with the concept of knowledge as derived from the experience of agency. Regardless, this means that despite the emphasis I place on the equal role of more-than-human things in the production of religion, what is not at stake in this book is the fact that religious knowledge itself is ultimately an anthropocentric way of understanding the world shaped by human minds which have themselves been influenced by discrete socio-cultural contexts, and indeed political, economic, military, evolutionary and other contexts that are not the focal points of this study (e.g. Malafouris 2013). More precisely, I define religious knowledge in terms of whether it was derived from distal or proximal forms of experience.

Distal and proximal knowledge

Distal (‘away from’) and proximal (‘nearer to’) are terms used in anatomy to describe locations relative to the centre of the human body. Accordingly, distal forms of knowledge can be connected with the big picture of human experience, usually comprising knowledge attained at a distance and in ways that are largely detached or based on representation (Bailey 2014, p. 33). It is also a form of knowledge which might be centred on ideas which are broadly considered to be already complete or fixed, and which therefore emphasise a state of order and hierarchy (Bailey 2014, p. 33). For that reason, distal knowledge has been described as privileging ‘the ready-made… . what is preconceived, what appears already constituted and known’ (Cooper and Law 1995, p. 239). As a form of knowledge predicated on representation at a distance, it can be associated especially with highly visual lived experiences but also smell and sound, which mediate between near and far, affecting the sort of ‘atmosphere of something shared’ that has been described for ancient religion by Ashley Clements (2015, p. 47). It might also be compared to concepts of collective memory. For our purposes, distal religious knowledge can be thought of as a way of understanding how to be in the world with reference to the overarching configuration of Roman religion, or what was already known to be the case. This makes it a broadly shared but still experience-based form of knowledge that was rooted in the generally accepted framework of established practice to which all individual acts of sacrifice, offering, prayer, or other religiously motivated actions deferred.

At Rome, this was knowledge that might be affirmed by witnessing public festivals or ritual acts, as well as by iconographic representations and epigraphic allusions which gave these ways of acting permanent expression. So, when a member of the community of the city of Rome encountered a relief image depicting an altar scene, such as that in Figure 2.1, they could recognise what it was and how the activity it showed belonged to a wider set of formalised practices related to the maintenance of pax deorum, ensuring a certain type of order within the world. They might connect it with other monuments and real ritual performances that they had witnessed expressing the same ideals. It did not matter if they had not performed the rites themselves, since they gestured towards a collective understanding of religion shared across the whole community, something which was itself reinforced by regular ritual performance (for priests as mediators of shared knowledge see Rüpke 2020, p. 38). Distal knowledge nonetheless remains a form of practice-based knowledge since it arises from (sometimes implicit rather than explicit) participation in, or active acceptance of, a set of broadly shared ways of acting rather than from a set of written rules or doctrines alone, although those might also have a role to play. Roman festival calendars (fasti), for instance, offer a good example of how distal forms of knowledge might arise from a combination of authoritative information that dictated what should happen and when, and real-world experiences of those individual events (see Rüpke 2011b for more on fasti). In short, distal religious knowledge concerns the set of ideas and shared practices that dictate how to do things, when to do them, where, and why, which are common to all participants, from performer to spectator.

[image: Figure 2.1]
Figure 2.1 Compital altar showing a scene of sacrifice performed by four veiled vicomagistri accompanied by a flute player (tibicen), lictor, bull, boar, and two attendants (a popa holding a hammer [malleus or dolabrum] and possibly a victimarius). Early imperial period, Rome. Musei Capitolini, Centrale Montemartini, Rome, inv. 855. German Archaeological Institute, Rome.

Proximal knowledge, on the other hand, as something nearer to the centre of the body is a deeper, more personal, autobiographical, or individual way of knowing. Usually considered to be highly context specific and the product of direct embodied and sensory engagements with the world, proximal knowledge has the potential to be more fragmentary, fluid, or ‘unfinished’ than distal knowledge (Bailey 2014, p. 33, drawing on Cooper and Law 1995). It is a form of knowledge which is constantly created and reworked by a person’s own changing experiences in the here and now. Douglass Bailey (2014, p. 33) suggests that ‘proximal knowledge opens up interpretation’ and denies what he describes as the ‘finality’ that comes with distal knowledge. For the purposes of this study, proximal religious knowledge is best described as a way of knowing derived from highly personal embodied experiences of religion-as-lived, and from the engagement of human bodies with other things in ritualised contexts. It can therefore be suggested that despite engaging in the same ritual act, the four vicomagistri, the lictor, and the two attendants seen participating in a sacrifice in Figure 2.1 would all have experienced that activity in subtly different ways because of their discrete role; their status, gender, or age; their memories of participating in or being a spectator at similar events; and most especially because of the different ways in which they engaged with the material world in order to accomplish the sacrifice: the victimarius would use a knife to kill the animals, the tibicen played the flute, and the vicomagistri placed substances on the altar. In turn, these personal embodied experiences resulted in highly individualised forms of proximal religious knowledge, the implications of which are explored more fully in Chapter 4.

Proximal knowledge, then, is the product of personal emotional, sensory, and embodied experiences, meaning that it was a form of knowledge that related to a person’s role, their bodily movements, their memories, the specific things they engaged with, even the limits of their own bodily capacities. Importantly, however, we must remember that proximal religious knowledge was always at least partially afforded by distal forms of knowledge concerning why an activity or ritual performance was taking place and why it was performed in a certain way. The participants crowded around the altar in Figure 2.1 all shared an understanding of what was happening and why (distal knowledge), even if these understandings were further nuanced and textured by their own specific experiences (proximal knowledge). The two consequently inform each other in a reflexive cycle.

Why not public and private?

To some extent, the distal and proximal ways of knowing that I have described are not dissimilar from other positions that have been advanced for understanding the complex relationship between wider Roman religious systems and the practices and experiences that occurred on more ‘local’ levels. Where they differ, however, is their emphasis on a dynamic multiplicity of individual lived experiences and the ways in which these actively worked across and between different forms of knowledge, rather than existing as larger dichotomised agglomerations of practice that are more difficult to reconcile, such as public/private or state/individual (in which ‘individual’ really refers to many thousands of people). For instance, the pluralistic ‘open system’ proposed by Andreas Bendlin (2000) in opposition to the so-called civic compromise model of Roman religion seeks to resolve the relationship between public/private religion at Rome. Using personal health concerns as one of his examples, Bendlin stressed the ways in which public and private spheres were entwined, with state religion institutionalising cults which functioned primarily on a private level. Accordingly,


Life at the intersection of the public and private cannot have resulted in the homology of these domains; on the contrary, it led to the creation of innumerable religious hybrids of societal as well as sub-societal expectation and individual realisation.

(Bendlin 2000, p. 132)


Even here, however, ‘private’ continues to subsume individual experience and knowledge into something that can be contrasted collectively with ‘public’, and Bendlin is doubtful of the possibilities for identifying individual private religion.

The distal and proximal framework might also be compared with Jonathan Z. Smith’s (2003, p. 23) proposal for a religion of ‘here, there, and anywhere’, in which he juxtaposes domestic practices (‘here’) with those of public, civic, and state contexts (‘there’) while also acknowledging the widespread prevalence, especially in late antiquity, of ‘religious formations that occupy an interstitial space between these other two loci’ (‘anywhere’). Like the distal and proximal framework, his model draws attention to the different scales at which religious activities were experienced, but it differs by grounding them spatially, with reference to different types of location. This is problematic, not only because it implies a fundamental difference between so-called domestic and public religion that has largely been rejected (Rüpke 2018a, p. 255), but also because Smith does not acknowledge that despite being ‘tied to no particular place’ (Smith 2003, p. 30), his intermediate category of ‘anywhere’ cannot be completely devoid of spatial elements. Even if he means to imply that the religion of ‘anywhere’ is located in the human mind or body, these always continue to share a relationship with space and place and actively facilitate movement between different locations. As explored in Chapter 3, human bodies are never just ‘anywhere’; they are always emplaced and emplacing, a part of the creation of the here and now. Using spatial terminology to categorise the doing of ritualised activities by living humans (and their relationships with other things) is therefore not especially useful.

Similarly, David Frankfurter (2015), in a recent essay on magic and authoritative tradition in the ancient world, has revitalised Robert Redfield’s (1956) framework of ‘Great Traditions’ and ‘Little Traditions’. Like Smith and Bendlin, Frankfurter seeks to characterise the relationship between the large and small scales of ancient religion, arguing that, in this case, magic was a ‘Little Tradition’ (or to use his preferred revised terminology, a ‘Local Tradition’) which made claims to religious authority by engaging with and interpreting a larger authoritative system in relation to its own immediate circumstances. Once again, the broad principles of this framework spotlight the dialectic between different scales of practice and forms of religious knowledge. However, Redfield’s ‘Great Tradition’ tends to overemphasise institutional and text-based forms of authority, which are anachronistic for many ancient ritualised contexts. Moreover, it retains a strong sense of hierarchy, despite allowance being made for some borrowing between the two scales:


The invariably literate specialists of the Great Tradition draw upon local gods of the Local Tradition and systematize them in literature or cult, and … the ritual specialists of the Local Tradition – often seers or shamans – reinterpret the authoritative gods of the Great Tradition for relevance in the local domain.

(Frankfurter 2015, pp. 14–15, original emphasis)


From this perspective, although the Great Tradition may appear to come ‘from the bottom up’, ultimately the agenda continues to be set by a specialised group in what is, in fact, a rather circular process: it is the Great Tradition specialists who choose which aspects of the Local Tradition to authorise, and these in turn then offer the local specialist a limited range of approved practices, rituals, ideas, and materials which they can subsequently reinterpret, offering little scope for true innovation and downplaying any in-the-moment lived experience in favour of post hoc rationalisation. Not to mention the fact that the local specialists make choices that relate to or support their own claims to authority, rather than necessarily reflecting the lived experiences of the local community. There is certainly scope for local (re)interpretations within this model, but after the initial selection of what is to be deemed authoritative – that is, as soon as a relationship forms with the Great Tradition – the longer-term acceptance of these will always be subject to the limits and expectations imposed by the authority of the Great specialists and the needs of Local specialists, as opposed to all individuals themselves. I remain to be convinced that this accurately reflects the way in which religious knowledge was produced or perpetuated in all the periods of Roman history under scrutiny in the current study, even if it does offer Frankfurter a useful framework for his study of magic in late antiquity (see also Chapter 7). Priesthoods and forms of state or civic cults were certainly associated with the perpetuation of Roman traditional religious authority, but that is not necessarily the same as religious knowledge as it is understood here. Despite legal restrictions and regulations concerning the activities of priests, this authority appears to have remained as much a textually imagined tradition as the sort of truly institutionalised system envisaged by Redfield, in which a select group actively and regularly ‘systematises’ the broader picture of religious practices (on this topic more generally see MacRae 2016).

The framework of distal and proximal religious knowledge is also not the same as the pairing of ‘doctrinal’ and ‘imagistic’ modes of religiosity proposed by Harvey Whitehouse (2002, 2009). Both certainly offer ways of thinking about the different scales at which religious experience can be produced: Whitehouse’s ‘imagistic’ mode shares some affinity with the sorts of proximal experiences described earlier when he emphasises how religious ritual might produce highly emotional experiences that can vary from participant to participant. However, in a model developed for non-ancient contexts, Whitehouse draws a contrast between the use of these modes within literate (doctrinal) and non-literate (imagistic) societies in a way that will never sit well with what is known about religion in Roman Italy. He is also concerned primarily with the ways in which religious notions might be transferred or transmitted from one generation to the next, presupposing that these notions, ideas, or beliefs are pre-existing, ready-made, and effortlessly shared (in his 2002 article he also frequently conflates ‘belief and ritual’ in problematic ways). Whitehouse provides scope for change in his model – ‘if people do not think that particular beliefs and rituals are important enough to pass on, they will mutate or become extinct’ (Whitehouse 2002, p. 295) – but it is not clear if new ideas might also be actively formed by these modes of religiosity themselves, or if there can only ever be a set of original or prototype concepts, each of which can be abandoned or changed, but only at the point of reception. This contrasts with an argument that religious knowledge is constantly in the process of becoming as the product of lived experience. Indeed, recent work by Blanka Misic (2015) has demonstrated that ‘modes of religiosity’ cannot be readily applied to complex ancient contexts, noting that in the context of Mithraic cult an integration of both of Whitehouse’s modes is more appropriate.

Since none of these alternative models is entirely satisfactory for the purposes of this study, I prefer to make use of the distal and proximal forms of knowledge outlined earlier. These have the benefit of helping to shift attention away from the sort of purposeful individuation described by others (Woolf 2014, pp. 153–4; Leemans 2014, p. 206) while also continuing to acknowledge that the transformation of religious agency into religious knowledge occurred on multiple, overlapping scales. Thinking about religious knowledge as combining both proximal and distal ways of knowing offers a way of understanding the relationship between what might be considered to be a collection of religious activities that characterise a broad cultural phenomenon (i.e. ‘Roman religion’) and the personal experiences that engagement with these produced (‘lived Roman religion’). It helps us to appreciate that personal lived experiences were not always, or indeed very often at all, about bringing about change or offering any sort of threat or challenge to a culture’s shared religious knowledge, nor were they necessarily even that obvious to the persons involved. Stanley Stowers (2012, p. 50) has suggested that


the further away (in physical distance, as well as socially and culturally) celebrants were from the very small number of elites who could be accommodated at civic temples and shrines, the more their religion would look like everyday religion, even on civic holidays.


The absence of self-reflection this reveals should not be surprising, since for much of our lives humans experience the world as lived in the moment, and only occasionally, when prompted by external questions (in the contemporary world perhaps connected with issues concerning social justice), reflect actively on how our experiences are constructed or how they might differ from others (Arnhold 2013, pp. 154–5). Everyone in the crowd at a football match or the audience in a theatre assumes that they have experienced the same event, even if they might acknowledge that some had a better view or that personal circumstances created slightly different emotional responses. Indeed,


Different participants can, and often do, attach different discursive meanings to the same practice. The notion that religious rituals must have a singular, clear, authoritative meaning that all participants understand and agree to is simply not a universal feature of religious practice.

(Ullucci 2012, p. 61; see also Chaniotis 2006; Knust and Várhelyi 2012, p. 4)


Positioning distal and proximal knowledge as the entwined products of an active relationship between multiple scales of experience consequently provides a more nuanced understanding of how religion could produce a dynamic bricolage of individual experiences and understandings of the world and how to live in it. In this way it also re-orientates our discussions away from the concept of religion as a set of prescribed and/or institutionally sanctioned beliefs and practices, something which Nongbri (2013) argues is anachronistic for the ancient world.

New materialism, assemblages, and the thingliness of things

The next logical question must be: how did human bodies, minds, and other more-than-human things actually combine in order to produce ancient lived religion and its subsequent rationalisation into forms of religious knowledge? I have described both as dynamic, relational, and constantly in the process of becoming, but what this really means, and how we might detect these processes in the evidence for Roman religion, also needs to be established. This is where concepts underpinning new materialist archaeology, and especially those concerning agency, thingliness, and relational assemblages, come to the fore.

Agency and the affordances of things

Any discussion of the thingliness of things must first be prefaced by a comment on agency. Often thought of as the power that makes things happen, agency is sometimes described as the primary or secondary capacity of something to bring about changes within the world. As hinted in Chapter 1, new materialist archaeologies (and indeed posthuman perspectives more broadly) assert that agency is inherent neither to humans nor to other more-than-human things but is better understood as the difference-making that results from relations between things (Pollard 2008, p. 48; Jones and Boivin 2010, pp. 350–1; Webb and Selsvold 2020, pp. 2–6). That is, only when things come together can agency be produced, and as a consequence changes happen in the world only when things interact in such a way as to cause a difference. Accordingly, agency is not an autonomous force possessed by or dormant within a person or a thing, but it emerges when the qualities of those persons and things are combined in relational ways: ‘agency is a quality of a relationship’ (Harris and Cipolla 2017, p. 134). Lambros Malafouris (2013, p. 18) characterises this type of agency-producing relationship using the related term ‘material engagement’. From this perspective, agency can be understood to be the product of performative contexts or of active relationships between things, and it consequently becomes easier to recognise its temporal ‘of the moment’ qualities.

This reappraisal of the concept of agency has been increasingly adopted by archaeologists and prehistorians seeking to better understand the role of the material world in the production of human societies. In turn, it has prompted a re-evaluation of the very material things with which humans share relationships, and much greater emphasis is now placed on the inherent and mutual materialness of both humans and the more-than-human world. In other words, conceiving of agency as the production of relations between things means that archaeologists are required to determine what it was that each of those things was capable of bringing to any relationship and the terms under which this might occur. This is sometimes described in terms of the qualities or potential affordances of things; that is, the affective properties of the material of which anything is composed (Knappett 2004, 2005). What this really means is what the materialness of flesh or other organic and inorganic material, including stone, metal, wood, clay, mud, water, oil, bone, ivory, textile fibres, papyrus, leaves, fruit, and so on, might afford to the senses of other things (e.g. hardness, scent, malleability, foliage growth, taste, or visual, aural and acoustic properties) or what these qualities might otherwise allow to happen. Material affordances are effectively the qualities of material things which might cause other things to behave, act, move, think, feel, or otherwise change, and which when brought together can make things happen.

It is important, however, to acknowledge that these properties themselves have only the potential to affect other things, and they only realise that potential when they are brought into different types of relationship with other things. Alone, they have no ability to affect, since in order for this to occur those properties must be brought into relation with another thing, one with mutual properties that allow it to be affected or to affect in return. For example, a stone on its own in a vacuum is motionless and maintains a particular temperature, but it makes no difference to anything else (there is not even air for it to displace); bring that stone into a relationship with a human person and the result might be that the stone is lifted or moved by human hands, but its own materialness might also prompt in that person the sensation of cold, its hardness or weight might suggest its use as a tool or even change that person’s perception of the world by causing pain, in the case of a toe stubbed against its hardness or its weight causing it to be dropped on a foot made from soft flesh, breakable bone, and pain receptors. It is therefore the combination of the potential affordances of at least one thing with those of another thing that results in agency. In this way agency is situationally specific, it is of-the-moment, a product of particular things coinciding at particular moments in time and/or space. The greater the number of things that interact, the more complex and multifaceted the potential agency becomes, as more potential affordances become available. Nevertheless, it is important to note that many of the possible affordances of things will always continue to remain potential affordances, and not all will necessarily be prompted at the same time. This concept of agency as the product of relations between things therefore suggests that it might be experienced in different ways as a consequence of the combination of different things under different conditions or circumstances. This brings us back to religious knowledge, which was shown earlier to be based on particular distal and proximal experiences of multiple manifestations of agency that can be categorised as religious.

Thingliness

But what counts as a ‘thing’ in this context? So far I have alluded to humans (bodies and minds) as well as a broader category of more-than-human things. The latter might include human-made objects and worked materials (i.e. what is conventionally called material culture), raw materials (stone, clay, wood etc.), animals, plants, built and natural landscapes, and otherworldly beings (e.g. gods, ancestors, demons) (see Graham 2018). Fundamentally, a thing is anything that has the potential to afford action or make a difference to the world when combined with other things (Olsen 2010). As noted in the previous chapter, the category of more-than-human serves to put the potentialities of all things on a par with those of humans rather than in direct opposition to them, as might be implied by a human/non-human dichotomy. Moreover, the term is not intended to imply a hierarchy: in this case ‘more’ does not mean ‘better’ but refers instead to a thingly world that has more to it than merely human things.

Uniting all of these widely varied types of material entities, including humans, under the single heading of ‘things’ helps to diminish any presumed hierarchy between them: a human is as much a thing with potential affordances as is a tree, altar, knife, flute, or bull. It also makes it easier to identify and emphasise the qualities of things in their own right, countering any temptation to reduce them to the symbolic or representational purposes to which they are often put by humans. Bjørnar Olsen (2010, p. 156), for instance, has shown that talking about things, rather than about objects, helps to differentiate the inherent material qualities of more-than-human entities from those qualities that humans impose upon them.

The terracotta item in Figure 2.2, for example, can be approached as more than just an object representing a body part when we consider it from the perspective of its own material or thingly nature: it is cold, hard, reddish-orange-brown fired clay, which means that it weighs a certain amount, feels dry to the touch, remains motionless but can be moved by other things, sounds hollow when knocked against something else, and so forth. Observations such as these remind us that despite looking like a part of the human body, this is also a thing in its own right, with potential affordances that relate to its full physicality in the world on its own terms, not merely the choices made by the humans who shaped that material into a particular form or used it in a particular context. Of course, although they need not always take priority, the potential visual affordances of the curated form of that materialness (i.e. what it resembles) must also not be wholly overlooked. It is therefore not entirely unimportant that this item, which was most likely used in the context of votive cult, looks like a lower leg and foot, since this specific quality offers the potential for it to become involved in the production of a particular form of religious agency, one in which it is understood as an extension of or proxy for the human body. Its visual qualities therefore open up the possibility for a host of relationships to form based on the capacity of raw clay to be shaped and fired in such a way as to replicate the human form (this is explored further in Chapter 5). However, what is crucial is that the representational role of this terracotta model does not necessarily triumph over other aspects of its materialness: it looks like a human body part, and might be made to act in a representational capacity as a human body part, but it does not feel, sound, taste, smell, or move like one (Graham 2017a, 2020a).
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Figure 2.2 A terracotta anatomical votive in the form of a leg and foot, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library inv. A129321. Wellcome Library, London.

Ian Hodder (2012) has suggested that the materialness of things creates relationships of dependence and dependency, tying humans and things together or entangling them in ways that are largely inescapable. This, he argues, is because the affordances of things are largely ‘continuous from context to context’ (Hodder 2012, p. 94), meaning that they will always create the same set of potential opportunities and limitations on action. For example, because of its affordances stone is lent to certain uses, such as building, carving, monumentalisation, and the production of certain tools, but not others, such as tents or clothing. Put another way, his observations suggest that because the fired terracotta item in Figure 2.2 will always feel hard to the human hand and always look and smell a certain way, it can only ever offer the potential for experiences based on those material qualities, thereby limiting the agency which it might potentially help to produce when it is entangled with the sensing human body.

Two reservations can be raised concerning this approach to the entanglement of things. The first is that the emphasis Hodder places on dependency implies that once a thing is entangled in a particular manner, it will always be entangled in that manner, meaning that ‘the material properties of things serve to entrap people’ (Harris and Cipolla 2017, p. 104). If entanglement can lead to entrapment, then this suggests an inherently unequal relationship between things. As the discussion of assemblages will suggest, the relationships between things are more dynamic, multi-directional, and ‘vibrant’ than this model allows. Secondly, although Hodder is right to observe that potential affordances are to some extent continuous whether they are perceived or not (terracotta feels hard, cold, and dry irrespective of who touches it, when, and where), and regardless of the many factors that might influence the ways in which they are perceived (the tactile properties of terracotta may be unfamiliar to modern hands compared with those of early Roman Italy where fired clay was ubiquitous), we must be careful not to overlook the dynamism of the materialness of the thing itself by focusing on only one moment in its existence. In the case of our terracotta item in Figure 2.2, what we now encounter in a museum storeroom as a cold, hard, dry model of a lower leg was once a soft, damp or wet, malleable lump of clay that might gently warm to the touch of a craftsperson in a workshop. Its affordances could therefore change in relation to situational context, or to use the terminology adopted in the following section, as it moved in and out of different assemblages (e.g. from workshop/craftsperson/clay, to sanctuary/dedicator/fired clay, or even to museum/researcher/fired clay).

Although archaeological theorists continue to adopt slightly different approaches to the thingliness of things (e.g. Latour 2005; Witmore 2007; Bennett 2010; Olsen and Witmore 2015), those who align themselves with posthumanism, new materialism, and the related perspectives of so-called symmetrical archaeologies all advocate (a) attending to things of all types in more critical ways, especially via a more nuanced understanding of their potential affordances, and (b) adopting a perspective on things that promotes relational ontologies. New materialist archaeologies in particular seek to focus on non-hierarchical or flat ontologies in their investigation of the significance of relationships between material things. These are ontologies in which humans are not automatically privileged, but are merely ‘one kind of entity among many others’ (Harris and Cipolla 2017, p. 200). How these more equal relationships come about brings us to assemblage theory.

Assemblage theory

I have already begun to use ‘assemblage’ to characterise the coming together of things in order to produce agency, but it is now necessary to define this term more precisely, especially because it is a word which is already widely used within archaeological discourse to describe a collection of objects, artefacts, and other forms of data recovered from a given site or specific archaeological context (e.g. an assemblage of artefacts deposited in a single pit, or the assemblage of animal bones recovered from the site of a sanctuary). I shall continue to use it in this conventional sense elsewhere in this book in order to identify collections of excavated or otherwise recovered archaeological evidence. However, more frequently I will employ it to designate a specifically relational bundling together of things. This is a definition of assemblages which aligns with recent work associated with a range of archaeological periods and contexts (e.g. Conneller 2011; Hamilakis 2013; Crellin 2017; Hamilakis and Meirion Jones 2017; Harris 2017), although it derives originally from the work of Jane Bennett (2010, p. 23), who employs it for what she describes as ‘ad hoc groupings’ of ‘vibrant matter’. For Bennett, things are always constantly in flux, and assemblages are the setting in which this constant vitality of things causes them to actively resonate with one another, with their relationships ultimately producing agency. From an archaeological perspective, a series of characteristics for this sort of assemblage was recently proposed by Chris Fowler (2017, p. 96, original emphasis), who succinctly summarises what assemblages of things do, while drawing attention to how complex they might be:


An assemblage is a specific arrangement of diverse, heterogeneous, interacting components that has specific effects; an assemblage acts, and acts in a way that none of its components can without being in such a configuration. An assemblage has no single point of origin nor a singular organizing principle, but results from multiple and successive relations, processes and events. Its properties and effects emerge contingently. Assemblages are not only arranged purposively by knowledgeable human beings, although knowledgeable human beings are important features of the assemblages archaeologists study. Assemblages occur at varying scales of space and time, intersect, and can bleed into one another. Assemblages are always in the process of becoming, yet are also definable entities. They are temporary, yet may be of very long duration.


This set of distinguishing features for assemblages should follow as a logical consequence of the discussion of agency and the thingliness of things earlier in this chapter, emphasising as it does that agency is relational, context specific, dynamic, and the product of the affective properties of things when they are assembled in particular configurations. Yannis Hamilakis (2013, pp. 126–8) has written more specifically of ‘sensorial assemblages’ dependent upon the ‘co-presence of heterogeneous elements such as bodies, things, substances, affects, memories, information, and ideas’, arguing that ‘sensorial flows and exchanges … are the “glue” that holds it together’. But the qualification of the term in this way is unnecessary when we acknowledge, as Hamilakis does, that all assemblages of things are ultimately sensorial in nature because their components all have variable affective capacities (see also Hamilakis and Meirion Jones 2017; Betts 2017; Graham 2020a). Indeed, sensory perception will repeatedly come to the fore in subsequent chapters as I explore how the affordances of the different thingly components of assemblages produced discrete lived religious experiences and consequent forms of knowledge concerning the world.

Some of the features of assemblages as described by Fowler are usefully illustrated by an example from an essay by Miranda Aldhouse-Green (2012) on magic and the mundane in Roman Britain. She uses the example of an Indian Hindu ceremony, in which an ‘ordinary pot’ is transformed via a series of ritual activities into a ‘vessel possessed by the goddess’, to demonstrate how important it is to consider the multivalence of individual items in the archaeological record (Aldhouse-Green 2012, p. 199). However, her example also demonstrates how material things might move in and out of different assemblages and how particular aspects of their materialness can emerge or contribute to the production of action in each configuration. It is the constant reconfiguration of the relationships between the pot and other things that makes it possible for it to transform its ontological status. Here I highlight what I consider to be the six different assemblages to which the pot temporarily belongs:


A [1] specially made, but nevertheless ordinary, pot is taken in [2] procession to [3] the river where it is ritually cleaned, [4] decorated with flowers and [5] offered worship as the goddess’s power is invited to enter into it for the duration of the festival. Certain [6] items may be put into the pot, such as coins, white, sacred unboiled rice, sand and river water.

(Foulston 2002, p. 169; cited in Aldhouse-Green 2012, p. 199)


In this example we can identify assemblages involving the mundane use of the pot, perhaps in a domestic context, its gathering together with the moving bodies of multiple humans, followed by the water of the river, flowers, and ritual activities associated with a discrete period of time, and a selection of other material things that might otherwise not have featured as part of its original mundane function, the placement of which were afforded by its material capacity to hold other things and its new ontological status.

The Hindu pot can be compared with assemblages from the Roman world concerning ritual purification, in which material things that made a mundane difference to the world in one configuration of things acted to produce a different type of agency when incorporated into another set of relations. Various material things were incorporated into Roman purificatory acts, ranging from water, fire, and sulphur, to human-made objects such as the brooms which were employed for specific funerary-related purification (Lennon 2013). On their own, these things were not automatically ritually cleansing; their role as agents of purification (or indeed anything else) was enabled only by the relationships that were formed between them and other things when they were part of particular assemblages. Take water, for instance, which as part of one assemblage of things was drunk for its life-sustaining properties, in another its liquid properties washed physical dirt from the body, in another its capacity to be heated allowed for food to be cooked, and in still another its visual and aural properties produced decorative or pleasurable experiences. The same might be true of fire, which can be combined purposefully by humans with other things in order to facilitate cooking, heating, and lighting, but which might itself combine, without human input, with other material things in order to cause destruction to structures whose own qualities make them flammable. Neither water nor fire are, on their own or in certain combinations, innately ritually purifying.

An even more pertinent example is offered by the action of a person temporarily adopting the role of exverriator as part of the process of removing a corpse from a house for burial (Lennon 2013, p. 143; Festus s.v. exverriator; Ovid, Fasti 2.23–26). This role involved sprinkling the threshold of the house with spelt before sweeping it clean. On its own, a brush or broom is neither physically cleansing nor purifying, since it cannot remove real or symbolic dirt without combining with the moving body of a human and with the dirt itself. In order to accomplish this task, the material properties of the broom which allow it to collect and move small particles of dirt, dust, or other materials must combine with the body and mind of a human component, as well as with the material qualities of the threshold and the dry spelt grains that had been scattered across it. But of course, sweeping the threshold of a Roman house was also likely to have been a common activity, a mundane part of daily life (at least for some members of the household), so when it was used by the exverriator in much the same way, its agency to remove death pollution came about because it was situated within an assemblage that differed from that of everyday household chores: this new assemblage included the body and mind of the exverriator but also the presence of a corpse, the spiritually polluted bodies of mourners, and specific types of grain. Not much is known about the circumstances surrounding the tools used by someone acting as exverriator, but it is reasonable to imagine that the same broom could be used for housework. In that instance it achieved different, non-ritual ends by combining with a different set of things.

The broom used by the exverriator could remove both real dirt and death pollution because its material properties combined with the varied assemblages to which it belonged, at the same time as it was itself an assemblage of things, comprising a wooden handle and the stiff yet flexible fibres or twigs used to create a brush, tied with twine or other material by the dextrous fingers of a human person. After all, as Crellin (2017, p. 113) has observed,


Assemblages are always temporary (though that is not to say that they do not leave traces in the archaeological record); they are never fixed in time and space. Any component can at the same time be part of numerous different assemblages, and can itself be seen as an assemblage.


We will return shortly to the question of the relationship between ritual and the composition of assemblages, but for now this example reveals how the affective properties of the same thing might work differently in the world as it moves from one assemblage to another, each bringing different aspects of its potential affordances to the fore.

I will make use of assemblage theory in the following chapters to explore how the particular relationships that certain assemblages fostered between humans and the more-than-human world produced a variety of dynamic and temporary forms of lived religion which ultimately resulted in a multitude of proximal forms of religious knowledge. Indeed, it might be useful at the outset to model ‘Roman religion’ as effectively consisting of an assemblage of assemblages, with the latter comprising the myriad proximal lived experiences of communities and individuals that were produced by discrete assemblages of things. Assemblage theory therefore offers a further way of understanding the recursive relationship between different forms of religious knowledge, making it possible to imagine how different things might move between assemblages, with different agency resulting from the relationships formed in each, but also how relationships existed between those assemblages themselves. The potential affordances of an altar, cult image, incense box, knife, or other implement of cult practice might feature in different capacities within different assemblages of things, for example, but so too might human things: a magistrate serving in a priestly capacity would participate in different assemblages both before and after he took on that status, and when he performed civic sacrifices in public or smaller-scale rites in his home. Differently configured assemblages might therefore produce dissimilar yet not entirely unrelated lived experiences because there remained things, gestures, patterns of behaviour, and ideas that continued to be shared between them. Each proximal experience of religion-as-lived that was produced by an assemblage was therefore one component of a much bigger conglomeration of largely distal experiences which both sustained and simultaneously enabled change within Roman religious knowledge as a whole. This has several implications which make it possible to better understand the myriad scales at which religion functioned in the Roman world and the extent to which this mosaic of proximal knowledge was a strength rather than something that threatened the integrity of religion as a shared aspect of Roman culture, as the case studies which follow this chapter demonstrate.

Bringing things together: ritualised assemblages

Assemblage theory therefore brings us to one final question: what is it about some assemblages and not others that results in the production of religious agency? Chapter 6 will address this question very directly, positing that in order for the agency produced by a relational assemblage of things to be described as religious, it must include things that are divine, supernatural, otherworldly, or to borrow Jörg Rüpke’s (2018a, p. 9) terminology, things that are ‘not indisputably plausible’. In Chapter 7, I will continue to question the thingly nature of divinity and use the concept of assemblages to challenge the distinction that is frequently drawn between religion and magic. Relatedly, however, if the perceived or imagined presence of divinity is one aspect necessary for an assemblage of things to produce religion, then it could also be argued that an assemblage can only truly be defined as religious if the minds of the human participants decide, either before or after the fact, that this is the case. And yet this implies, contra to what has been established in this chapter about the importance of religion-as-lived, that lived experience itself is of no significance whatsoever for producing religion. It is for this reason that I have chosen to balance my investigation of religious knowledge (the ultimate ‘product’ of these assemblages) with an equal focus on the other end of the process: what causes the assemblages which specifically produce religion to come together in the first place? The short answer to this is ritualised practice, which brings us back to the doing of lived religion with which this chapter started.

It is not possible to do justice here to the huge amount of archaeological, historical, anthropological, sociological, and wider religious studies scholarship generated in recent decades around the question of ritual and how to define it (see overviews by Bell 1992, 1997; Brown 2003; Swenson 2015). For the Roman world, Jaś Elsner (2012a) has offered a summary of some of the pitfalls surrounding the use of the term ‘ritual’ and its application to ancient contexts (also Stavrianopoulou 2006; Malone et al. 2007; Rüpke 2015). In particular, Elsner draws attention to the dangers of conflating ‘ritual’ and ‘religion’ and, although he is ultimately rather pessimistic, he suggests that a profitable way forward is for scholars to define more carefully how the term is being applied to a particular cultural context or set of material. To that end then, in the context of this book, ritual is the action (or actions) that causes certain things, and by implication not others, to be incorporated into an assemblage that has the potential to produce religious agency. That is not to say that ritual is itself a form of purposeful agency (since agency is relational and cannot be possessed by anything), or even that ritual is entirely autonomous and separate from the religious agency that these assemblages ultimately produce. After all, the nature of the ritual actions themselves will always be connected with and shaped by particular distal forms of religious knowledge. Rather, ritual provides a very particular contextual setting for the generation of assemblages of relational things which, from a human perspective, are connected with producing religious agency. In this way, the activities that concern us in this study can be considered to be religious rituals, or to use Catherine Bell’s (1992) term, they involve the religious ‘ritualisation’ of an assemblage.

Ritualisation lends itself well to an investigation focused on relational assemblages. Edward Swenson (2015, p. 334) has pointed out that ritual behaviour ‘entails the generation or reconfiguration of distinct relational fields’, with the result that it ‘commonly activates a specifically relational ontology’. In this sense, rituals as performance, or in other words as an active context of doing, provide the relational dynamism that brings the components of a religious assemblage into quite specific relationships with one another. In this way, the definition and understanding of ritual that I have adopted follows Bell’s (1992, p. 59) approach to ritualisation by dealing with ways of acting that are ‘designed and orchestrated to distinguish and privilege what is being done in comparison to other, usually more quotidian, activities’. Ritualisation compels the dynamic doing of a host of actions that may or may not be formally prescribed, and it therefore encompasses all of the diverse actions that might be part of making a vow, performing a sacrifice, dedicating an offering, speaking a prayer, consulting an oracle, carrying out a purification, and all the many other ‘doing’ activities that constituted the larger distal assemblage of Roman religion. These ways of doing were, to a greater or lesser degree, unlike the ways of doing that occurred in other contexts, at other times, or in other places (see Stowers 2012). Although Bell qualifies the ritualisation of action in relation to what she calls the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’ – a dichotomy that is rejected here as overly simplistic and anachronistic in the pre-modern context of Roman religious ritualisation (see Nongbri 2013) – the basic premise of her argument remains relevant: activities become ritualised because of their situational context.

Similarly, Bell’s emphasis on ritual as practice is especially relevant to an exploration of religion-as-lived, given that ‘formality, fixity, and repetition are not intrinsic qualities of ritual so much as they are a frequent, but not universal strategy for producing ritualized acts’ (Bell 1992, p. 71). This means that ritual activities can extend from the highly formal repetition of official civic activities, such as public sacrifices (Chapter 4), to the ad hoc personal actions involved in the deposition of an anatomical votive (Chapter 5) or the writing of a curse tablet (Chapter 7), all of which retain their own internal situational dynamics and varied experiential circumstances as much as they persist as comparable forms of ritualised practice (as has been similarly argued for the practice of ancient sacrifice by Stowers 2012). Crucially, since ritualisation is situational and strategic, it cannot be characterised in any specific way, even within a single cultural context: there was no single form of ‘Roman religious ritual’, instead there was a host of ritualised practices which shared familiar elements, including engagement with the divine (see Bell 1992, p. 71). What the present study seeks to do is delve deeper into the mechanics of ritualisation as described by Bell in order to examine how it results in particular forms of knowledge. This is, then, where assemblages come into the picture, for when Bell (1992, p. 83) states that ritualisation ‘temporally structures a space-time environment through a series of physical movements … thereby producing an arena which, by its moulding of the actors, both validates and extends the schemes they are internalizing’, we are prompted to investigate what it is about the ‘actors’ (things) in that ‘arena’ (assemblage) that produce specific forms of ‘schemes’ (knowledge).

As Fredrick Fahlander (2008, p. 134) reminds us, though, material things ‘only have a potential in some situations to be social in the sense of stimulating, prompting or determining social action’. I therefore propose that it was the performance of certain ritualised activities, prompted by distal religious knowledge, which allowed aspects of the potential affordances of the things within an assemblage, and not others, to manifest and ultimately to form relationships with other things that resulted in agency that was experienced as lived religion and rationalised as proximal religious knowledge. After all, rituals are about practice, movement, relationships, communication between things of all types, and above all about time (Brown 2003). Ritualised contexts therefore create a particular moment of practice in which a religious assemblage can exist. As Swenson (2015, p. 334) continues, ‘action is ritualized (materially altered) to more effectively strengthen, dissolve, or realign social and material dependencies (between people, places, things, gods, etc.)’. It is through a particular ritualised practice, which involves certain thingly components and which ‘activates’ some (but not necessarily all) of the potential affordances of those things, that a religious assemblage can therefore produce agency. Consequently, as noted earlier with the example of the exverriator and the broom, the same things might make up an assemblage that is not religious in nature, because the creation of that assemblage is the result of something other than ritualised behaviour: the body and mind of an archaeologist might combine into an assemblage with votive offerings and the location and context of their deposition, but since their relationship is not religiously ritualised, a religious assemblage does not form, and their assembling with those things will produce a very different type of experience and knowledge of a non-religious nature. Or, to borrow an example introduced earlier but explored further in Chapter 6, outside of ritualised activity the materialness of water might be related to its properties as ‘just’ water – a liquid that was used for drinking, bathing, and cooking – but in another context, one in which religious ritual activities caused different aspects of its affordances to come to the fore, its materialness might be divine.

As a corollary, without the existence of the sensing human body and analytical mind within an assemblage, a bundle of things cannot be an intrinsically religious assemblage: a deposit of votive offerings at the site of ritual activities cannot be an assemblage that actively produces religion, even if it might commemorate or mark the presence of a former religiously ritualised assemblage. This, in turn, re-emphasises the importance of the temporal aspects of assemblages. Indeed, following work by Pauketat (2013), Swenson (2015, p. 336) argues that ‘the compressed materiality (and temporality) of the ritual frame creates an enhanced “sensorial regime” precisely through the performative assembly of things, which powerfully evokes memories and induces intense affective experiences’. It is the latter that are subsequently understood by the human components of the assemblage as pertaining to religion, leading to the production of discrete forms of proximal lived religious experience and knowledge. By necessity, this means that we cannot entirely escape an element of anthropocentrism in our studies of ancient religious relational assemblages, since it is the decision-making powers of the human component(s) that ultimately determine whether or not an assemblage forms through ritualised doing, but as noted earlier, the nature of religion as a human-devised concern or way of subsequently interpreting or rationalising this agency is not at question in this study.

Conclusions

In sum, the approach that underpins my examination of lived Roman religion in subsequent chapters can be summarised by the following statements:


	Humans and more-than-human material things of all types are equally thingly in nature.

	Things all have multiple potential material affordances or qualities that have the capacity to affect other things and to be affected by them in turn.

	When things bundle together into assemblages with other things, some of their affective qualities can combine in order to produce agency, where agency is defined as ‘making a difference to the world’; agency is therefore a relational quality of an assemblage of things.

	Assemblages exist under all circumstances, but when particular assemblages are specifically stimulated into being in the context of ritualised actions, they become ritualised assemblages.

	The agency produced by religiously ritualised assemblages can be described in terms of religious agency (i.e. the difference made to the world is experienced, or lived, by the human components of the assemblage explicitly as agency concerning what they understand to be ‘religion’).

	Religion in ancient Roman Italy was therefore the result of highly personal or proximal sensory, embodied, and cognitive engagements with ritualised assemblages of material things and the religious agency that those relationships produced.

	Religious agency, experienced in the moment of ritualisation as lived religion, produced proximal forms of religious knowledge which were also rationalised with regards to distal understandings of the world (sustaining distal religious knowledge).



To start our investigation of the ways in which ancient religion was the product of ritualised assemblages of things, we will begin by thinking in the next chapter about the locational settings in which these acts of doing occurred. As will become clear, place is itself always in the process of becoming and a product of assemblages comprising multiple, shifting, and vibrant things but, at the same time, it can be incorporated into the ritualised assemblages that produce lived religion.






3 Place

In the mid-nineteenth century, a small inscribed bronze tablet was recovered not far from Pietrabbondante, at Capracotta near Agnone (British Museum no. 1873,0820.149; Figure 3.1). The tablet, found in Samnite territory between the Sangro and Trigno valleys, was most probably produced in the third or second century BCE (the date most commonly assigned in recent publications is c. 250 BCE; Bispham 2007; de Cazanove 2007). It is inscribed on both sides using the Oscan language, with the text itself outlining the administration of a grove or garden dedicated to Kerres (Ceres) (Crawford 2011, p. 1203; Teruentum 34). The inscription refers to 15 altars associated with the same number of divinities (or possibly groups of divinities), many of which are given the epithet Cerialis (‘of Ceres’), indicating that they were directly connected with the tutelary deity of the grove (Stanley Spaeth 1995, p. 2; de Cazanove 2007, p. 52; Santangelo 2020). The text also sets out how four other divinities (again with connections to Ceres) were to be incorporated each year into a series of ritual activities to be performed just outside the grove as part of the Floralia festival (27th April), and describes a special ‘burnt offering’ celebration to be held at an altar within it (de Cazanove 2007, p. 52). Rafael Scopacasa (2014, p. 79) has suggested that the grove itself was ‘probably run by the local well-to-do’, given that the text also notes that the grove ‘belonged to those who paid a tenth of their proceeds towards its upkeep’.

What is clear is that this sacred grove, composed like others of ‘natural woodlands or entirely man-made plantings of trees’ (Carroll 2018, p. 14), as well as the area immediately outside it, was the location for periodic ritual activities (Scopacasa estimates at least one a month). During these activities its status as a religious place would have repeatedly come into sharp focus, albeit with a distinctly different feel every time a new ceremony was celebrated either inside or outside the grove, each involving a different set of people and things, including alternating attention to specific deities. The calendar outlined on the tablet suggests that the grove ‘received changing groups of worshippers, not all of whom will necessarily have come from the strictly local remit’ (Scopacasa 2014, p. 79). What is more, the setting of the grove, and the qualities it offered on these occasions, must have varied across the cycle of the seasons, offering to each group a changing set of potential material engagements: during the Floralia in late springtime the freshness of new growth, at other points in the year foliage and flowers in full bloom, or a more barren winter landscape (on place and seasonality: Graham 2018). The ritualised activities performed at the grove, and the things with which they caused worshippers to engage, will also have varied depending upon which attributes of Kerres were celebrated and which altar formed the focal point (whether inside or outside the formal grove), all of which contrasted with what we might presume was an especially well-attended and elaborate annual burnt offering sacrifice.
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Figure 3.1 Two sides of a bronze tablet inscribed with Oscan text, from a grove dedicated to Kerres (Ceres), Agnone (near Pietrabbondante, Samnium), third or second century BCE. Dimensions: 27.94 × 16.51 cm. British Museum no. 1873,0820.149.

Source: © Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

Significantly, then, although the grove continued to exist as a physical location year-round, experiences of it as religious place occurred in direct relation to particular gatherings of people, celebrating different divinities with specific types of activities, at discrete moments in the annual cycle. During at least some of these occasions the movement of people to the sanctuary, perhaps from some distance, would have been responsible not only for a substantial increase in the size of the local ‘core’ community, who were responsible for overseeing the upkeep of the grove on a more regular basis, but also a notable reconfiguration of the lived experiences of religion that might occur there. Ritualised mobility ensured that none of these gatherings would have been completely alike, nor would experiences of the grove have stayed unchanged from ceremony to ceremony, in part due to the natural cycle of the seasons, but also because each event involved a distinct assemblage of human and more-than-human things, including the deity in question.

The example of the grove at Agnone is instructive for thinking about the role of place in the production of ancient lived religion, not only as new groups of people engaged in diverse and temporally discrete activities at the same location, but in relation to the ways in which this was facilitated by movement within, as well as to and from, the grove. After all, sacred place is sustained not only by


the ritual activities which take place therein, but also the entrances and exits, the routes to and fro (whether local or global), and, – in the case of those sites that attract pilgrims – the mental and virtual as well as physical excursions to them.

(Knott 2005, p. 43)


As the locational aspects of the grove at Agnone periodically became the focus of the attention and movements of a wider, more transient, group of worshippers, subtly varied experiences of religion were inevitably produced. As Tim Cresswell (2014, p. 14) has observed, ‘Mobile practices constitute the choreographies that make places particular’, and the periodic mobility that brought ritualised assemblages into being at distinct moments in time at Agnone is what we see preserved and celebrated by the inscribed liturgical calendar.

The ritualised assemblages of material things discussed in all chapters of this book can be contextualised in relation to experiences of place such as those highlighted for Agnone, encompassing the performance of discrete ritual activities which brought to the fore the physical qualities of locations as diverse as urban and non-urban sanctuaries, caves, fountains, altars, and temple structures, as well as other groves and physical locations in the landscape. It is therefore necessary to begin by assessing the significance of place before examining what happens when ritualisation forges relationships between it and various other material things. Focusing on a discrete group of ‘terrace sanctuaries’ built across late Republican Latium, including the sanctuaries of Fortuna Primigenia at Praeneste, Juno Gabina at Gabii, and the so-called tempio grande at Tarracina, this chapter argues that we should stop defining Roman religious place in relation to a checklist of architectural features and instead ask new questions about how religious place as lived afforded proximal and temporally specific experiences of religious agency. In particular, I suggest that sanctuary topographies were at the same time a product and a producer of distinctive types of bodily movement which, when also part of ritualised assemblages, contributed to experiences which manifested as lived religion.

Defining religious place

From the early 1990s, questions about ‘space and place’ have proliferated in studies of Roman landscapes, architecture, and socio-cultural relations, in large part due to the influence of the so-called spatial turn within archaeology and cognate disciplines. Studies of the ancient world now frequently draw on geographical theories (e.g. Tuan 1977; Pred 1984; Cresswell 2004, 2014) which distinguish between ‘space’ as abstract, unformed, and something to be moved through, and ‘place’ as a static but meaningful ‘container of experiences’ (Casey 2000, p. 186). To this end, place is regularly associated with ‘the creative production of identity’ (Cresswell 2004, p. 39; examples of ancient studies include Bjur and Santillo Frizell 2009; Laurence and Newsome 2011; O’Sullivan 2011; Jenkyns 2013; Ostenberg, Malmberg and Bjørnebye 2015; Moser 2018). According to this widely adopted standpoint, space is about movement, and place is where that movement pauses (perhaps only temporarily). Recently, however, these customary assertions about the primarily static nature of place have been robustly challenged by the notion that places possess multiple and mutable forms: they are ‘constantly in the process of becoming’, existing ‘only in the present, for moment-by-moment and experience-by-experience, place gives way to new place’ (Rohl 2015, p. 6). Places are, according to these standpoints, more than a set of coordinates or an identifiable geospatial location in the landscape. Instead, they are an ever-changing, multiple, and temporally specific product of a ‘sensuous interrelationship of body-mind-environment’ (Howes 2005, p. 7), or in other words, assemblages of human and more-than-human things brought together in the now by the performance of particular types of action. In particular, anthropological and geographical explorations of the ways in which moving bodies and their sensory engagement with the world are woven into the production of meaningful place(s) have begun to demonstrate the role of particular locales in the creation of certain kinds of knowledge and identities, including those that can be described as religious (Edensor 2000; Ingold 2004; Thrift 2004; Moser 2018; Rieger 2020b).

Although they may not use the same terminology, these new understandings of place effectively frame it in terms of the many fluctuating experiences that can be derived from temporary assemblages of things in which the potential affordances of location play a particular role. Religious place can, accordingly, be characterised as a locational experience arising from a coalescence of things brought together specifically by ritualised action. Importantly, for both place and the variation of it that is understood as religious place, one of those things concerns the materialness of the locale in which activities occur. This might itself comprise a collection of material things, each with their own potential affordances and all subject to temporal change. In the case of a Roman sanctuary this assemblage might include, but not be limited to, natural topography or setting, a temple, porticoes or other structures, marble or stone steps, tiled roofs, bronze statues, terracotta offerings, bronze tripods, ceramics, oil lamps, burning incense, blood, animals and animal products, trees and plants, water gushing from fountains or collected in basins, and communal gatherings involving large numbers of human bodies or individual actors. When encountered outside of a ritual context, perhaps in the course of maintenance activities, any number of these might afford an experience of place that was not primarily connected with religious agency.

Religious place therefore entails a particular manifestation of lived experience, one in which experiences of the affordances of the physical setting of embodied ritualised actions become especially significant in the production of religious agency. There may have been, for example, something about the lived experience of activities performed at one location rather than another that was understood to be connected with celebrating, appeasing, or acknowledging certain types of divine power. In this context we might think of the natural wooded setting of the grove of Kerres at Agnone and its fluctuating environmental properties at different moments in the seasonal cycle, and how these coincided with the ritual activities celebrating the goddess of agriculture and related deities. The extent to which that setting and its potential affordances become significant might also vary depending upon the ritualised context or the composition of a group of worshippers. As a result, Roman religious place was ever-changing, multiple, and (crucially) temporally specific, as Peter Biehl (2007, pp. 178–80) has observed for cult places more generally:


Cult places can be understood as always to be in the process of becoming or to be more like events rather than static end products. They not only exist as material entities, they also happen. They are continuously being made and remade, and are always changing… . A cult place, therefore, is the continuous process through which human agency, experiences, culture, power relations, social structure, and the transformation of the material world become integrated and reproduced.


As these words indicate, there is more to place than physical location in space. Underlying Biehl’s assertion that religious places ‘happen’ is a temporal dynamism absent from most accounts of ancient religious place which begin with a list of architectural features (Edlund-Berry 2011, p. 9), which implicitly consider sanctuaries as merely the passive settings in which ‘religious experiences’ took place or stress how ‘knowledge was both written into and read off from’ architecture (Revell 2009, p. 117; also Scott 2012, p. 8). In contrast, acknowledging that religious places are locational experiences which are continually produced and remade in the context of different ritualised assemblages of things highlights their fragility, suggesting that religious places continually teeter on the edge of existence, never reproduced or re-experienced in the same form and always ceasing to exist once the assemblage sustained by certain ritual activities changes or is dispersed. As Claudia Moser and Cecelia Feldman (2014, p. 1) have pointed out, ‘Sacred space does not exist a priori but is the outcome of actions, intentions, and recollections – it is the result of past and present interactions among humans, material implements, architecture, and landscape’. Consequently, going to the same location in the landscape need not always mean experiencing the same place, as the example of Agnone demonstrates.

In this way, ‘Sacred space is not the stimulus for ritual; ritual, as sacred-making behaviour, brings about “sacred” space. Ritual takes place, and makes place in this sense’ (Knott 2005, p. 43 original emphasis). In what follows, place is therefore framed less as a fixed location and more as a ‘ “time-space event” … a gathering that brings together people and things in the here and now’ (Moser and Feldman 2014, p. 6; also Rieger 2020b, p. 354). That is, as a dynamic experience in which locational affordances were significant within the bundle of things that ritualisation brought together, rendering place the temporal product of relationships between the affordances proffered by the physical materialness of a location and other things. From a human perspective, this includes not only the visual, olfactory, auditory, tactile, and gustatory affordances of a physical locale but also the ways in which its material qualities might affect certain types of movement, action, and other behaviours. However, place did more than situate ancient ritualised assemblages in space and time: by possessing its own material thingliness derived from its connection with a physical location, place as an experience could also be an active material component within ritualised assemblages. As a consequence, when temporally specific experiences of place were entwined by ritualisation with other things, they had the potential to produce religious place.

For these reasons, I will argue that no ancient experience of religious place was ever predetermined or fixed but was situationally specific and constantly in the process of becoming as ritual activities were performed. Rather than assuming that sanctuaries, shrines, and other supposedly sacred places held a singularly special status simply by virtue of certain shared physical characteristics (e.g. altar, temple, cult statue), and that they maintained that status regardless of whether there was anyone there to experience it or any ritual activities being performed, this approach suggests that there was nothing automatically or persistently ‘religious’ about a location, set of buildings, or architectural form. Indeed, it contends that even what archaeologists would conventionally recognise as a Roman sanctuary (a site featuring an altar, and perhaps an aedes or temple building or possibly a cult image) might only ever have the potential to be experienced as religious place at discrete moments in time when it was combined into a ritualised assemblage with other things. This was a potential that may have been recognised by ancient people, perhaps manifesting as distal knowledge concerning locations at which certain types of lived religion were possible, thus becoming enshrined in tradition as locations at which particular types of difference might be made to the world (i.e. religious ones). It might be argued, for example, that when non-ritualised or mundane maintenance activities were being performed at the Agnone grove, it was experienced as a significant but not necessarily religious place, or that when ceremonies were performed outside of its confines, the different materialness of that specific setting, including the act of exclusion from the grove itself, produced religious experiences that were different from those which resulted from ritual activities performed within it. In this way, the dynamic fluidity and temporal aspects of religious place made it possible for particular forms of both distal and proximal religious knowledge to emerge. Religious place, therefore, need not always be restricted to locations that have come to be conventionally recognised in modern scholarship as sanctuaries, or as otherwise sacred sites, but might emerge anywhere and at any time (Graham 2019, forthcoming a).

Dynamic places

Religious place is dynamic, and in part this is also because the human and more-than-human things that combine to produce it are themselves in constant motion: the very ‘doing’ of ritual activity requires the physical motion of bodies and other things in space, while the temporal qualities of a ritualised assemblage mean that its components always retain the capacity to combine into new configurations as well as to dissipate and disperse. That is to say, without the capacity for things to move in and out of different relationships, religious place cannot ‘happen’. Furthermore, ancient physical locations were rarely as static as they may have appeared. Seasonal changes and environmental conditions would have regularly brought about predictable and unpredictable alterations to the potential affordances of the natural environment at all locations (Jones and Cloke 2008; Lodwick 2017; Graham 2018). Building work, the depositing or repositioning of dedications, and the erecting of statues, not to mention more mundane repair activities, will also have served to make perceptible and less perceptible changes to the human-made material landscape of any location and the potential affordances it contributed to any ritualised assemblage in which it was incorporated. Similarly, the significance placed by visitors on particular material features of a location, and the greater or lesser degree to which they interacted with them as a consequence of wider social, political, or cultural circumstances, would always remain in flux (Van Andringa 2015, p. 33).

More pertinent to this chapter is the motion of the human bodies which shared a relationship with religious place as part of ritualised assemblages. These bodies sensed and responded to the potential affordances of place, as well as offering their own dynamic motion to them. It has been established that humans ‘do ritual with their bodies’ (Naerebout 2015, p. 107 original emphasis), meaning that kinaesthesia (the experience of the body in motion) and proprioception (the awareness of one’s body in space) were also integral to the performance of the ritual actions at the heart of these assemblages. In these contexts, bodily motion might be ‘explicit’ (intentional pilgrimage, processional movement, dance, prostration, the presentation of an offering, the stunning of a bull, and other gestures) or ‘implicit’ (the movements necessary to manipulate an offering, complete a sacrifice, don ceremonial clothing, purify oneself with water, or those that were produced as a response to the affordances of these things). Paying attention to these acts of motion becomes even more necessary when we recognise that ‘being in motion is somehow different from being stationary, both in terms of the kinds of engagement with the world that it prompts, and the kinds of knowledge and identities that it therefore engenders’ (Ricketts Hein et al. 2008, p. 1268). Movement, especially movement of the human body that both facilitated and was facilitated by ritualised action, was therefore fundamental in the production, experience, and subsequent rationalisation of ancient religious place. In order to explore the significance of religious place in the production of ancient religious agency and religious knowledge, we are therefore obliged to assess how, and under what circumstances, the affordances of human bodies and material things engaged with one another as a consequence of the motion prompted by ritualised assemblages with a significant locational component.

In order to do this I will focus on just one type of movement – pedestrian motion in the form of walking – although, as already noted, multiple other forms of motion and discrete physical gestures might also be associated with ritualised activities, including the physical demands of long-distance pilgrimage, processional movement, prostration, and prayer (Luginbühl 2015; Graham 2016, 2019, forthcoming a). Certainly, walking on its own was not a particularly special activity. It is one of Frederick Naerebout’s (2015) ‘mundane’ types of movement that for the majority of worshippers belonged to everyday life as much as to religious activity (see also Macauley-Lewis 2011; O’Sullivan 2011). Nevertheless, Roman writers recognised that walking was also a producer and communicator of identity and social status, especially in relation to the contexts in which a person walked (O’Sullivan 2011). Walking, moreover, provides a baseline for the locomotive experiences of the majority of human beings (although certainly not all: Graham 2016), and although it may be experienced in the form of a slow shuffle, a measured stride, a speedy march, and everything in between, walking is how ancient people frequently experienced motion and through which they interacted most deeply with the physical world. Mary Hollinshead (2012, p. 31), working on the premise that people would walk around ancient Greek sanctuaries, has pointed out that ‘an individual’s experience of a site would be shaped by the pathway (space) and the sequence of perceptions (time) created by a prescribed route of access’. Examining some aspects of experience at the monumentalised sanctuaries of Latium reveals how the movement inherent in ritualised action supplied the dynamism required to successfully unite an assemblage of things that included religious place in the production of lived religion.

The monumental sanctuaries of Latium

From the end of the first quarter of the second century BCE to approximately the middle of the following century, a series of extravagantly monumentalised sanctuaries were constructed at locations across the region of Latium (Coarelli 1987; Rous 2010; Stek 2013; Hollinshead 2015, pp. 89–95) (Figure 3.2). Referred to variously as ‘theatre-temples’ (a term first coined by Hanson 1959), ‘terrace sanctuaries’, or sanctuaries of ‘Hellenistic’ type, these locations lend themselves readily to a discussion of movement and religious place thanks to the well-evidenced architectural remains at each location, including complex arrangements of terraces, steps, ramps, porticoes and other forms of passageway, open and closed spaces, possible theatre structures, and in some instances, sacred groves. These sanctuaries therefore remind us of the need to think about how religious place both afforded and was afforded by various types of pedestrian movement: up, down, circumambulatory, fast, slow, in a group, alone, purposeful, meandering, and so on. Although their many differences will become increasingly apparent and significant, the construction and use of these sanctuaries in their monumentalised form can be assigned to a well-defined period of time (approximately 125 years), a restricted geographical area (the majority are 30–35 km from Rome, with others no more than approximately 100 km away: Rous 2010, p. 113; see Figure 3.2), and an undoubtedly complex but identifiable shared historical context (the expansion and consolidation of Roman political, cultural, and economic influence across the Italian peninsula and the reconfiguration of the cult landscape). Although the archaeological and epigraphic evidence for each sanctuary is far from complete, levels of knowledge concerning their form are also approximately equal, making it possible to discuss them in parallel. The key features of these sanctuaries are summarised in Table 3.1.
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Figure 3.2 Distribution of monumentalised sanctuaries in Republican Latium

Drawing: Matilde Grimaldi, based on an original from Rous 2010.

Table 3.1 Key features of the monumental sanctuary sites of late Republican Latium, arranged in approximate chronological order of monumentalisation

	Site
	Period of use
	Monumentalised
	Associated with
	Key features
	Landscape context




	Fregellae
	Uncertain
Deliberately destroyed 125 BCE
	Second quarter of 2nd century BCE
	Asclepius

Salus

Mefitis?
	Usually reconstructed with two L-shaped wings formed by porticoes flanking the northwest/southeast oriented temple. A pozzo on the northern side of the podium, close to the front, served as a treasury. According to Crawford and Keppie (1984), the complex was destroyed deliberately and suddenly, leaving only small fragments and architectural mouldings on the floors of the porticoes. Reconstructions include a theatre/theatral steps.
	Spur hill of city



	Gabii
	8th/7th century BCE hut remains
6th/5th century BCE votive deposits
Early shrine to Fortuna late 4th–early 3rd century BCE possibly with lucus
	160–150 BCE

	Juno Gabina
Earlier shrine to Fortuna
	Elevated podium temple (peripteros sine postico) flanked on three sides by porticoes, facing an altar above a semi-circular theatre-like structure of about 12 rows of stepped seats on the slope below the temple (approx. spectators = 1,200). Regular cuttings in the rock of the upper terrace indicate the presence of an artificial sacred grove (with two phases), one pit behind the temple points towards a sacred tree with longer history. End walls of the porticoes are aligned with the façade of the temple, while the lines of the back walls continue as a temenos wall which brackets the theatre, with a short deviation on east side. Intermediate wall bisects temple-altar group and theatral area with small opening on axis of temple and theatre. Entrances on sides of temenos and portico, possibly also via theatre.
	Urban area, on Via Praenestina.
Sacred grove within temenos:
Phase 1: 34 pits (1.5 × 1.6 m) plus one behind temple showing several successive re-cuttings (at least three)
Phase 2: 70 pits (1.2 × 1.3 m)





	Diana Nemorensis (Aricia)
	Activity from Neolithic and middle Bronze Age

3rd/2nd century BCE votives

2nd century ce site declines

Active use ends c. 3rd century ce

	Phase 2 of temple: second half 2nd century BCE


Upper terrace: late 2nd century BCE

	Diana Nemorensis

Egeria

Virbius/ Hippolytus

Isis

Bubastis
	A paved road leads over crater edge on southwest and down to sanctuary on flat area at northeastern part of the lake.

Lower terrace:

Phase 1: Archaic use with late 4th/early 3rd century BCE temple (30.20 × 15 m), single cella oriented towards lake with staircase between two short wings, clay decorations.

Phase 2: second half 2nd century BCE temple orientation changed to transversal cella (stairs moved to the side), small circular shrine.

Phase 3: probably middle 1st century BCE expansion of temple (c. 35 × 28.80 m); also arcaded precinct and portico (late Republic, Hellenistic style) of 44,000 m2, small theatre (not aligned) and baths, pool, granary, textual sources report gilded temple roof.

Upper terrace: mostly late 2nd century BCE–2nd century ce; evidence for mid/late Bronze Age activity (deposit of axes), late Republican nymphaeum (to Egeria?) reached by stairs or ramp, to the east an area not built on returned late Bronze Age ceramics and carbonised vegetal material and was possibly memorialised as the site of original lucus.
	Several kilometres from nearest urban centre.

Densely wooded and non-urban, crater lake (speculum Dianae); local microclimate; springs; Ovid (Fasti, 3.267–8) mentions maze-like hedgerows

Many luxury villas in the imperial period



	Praeneste
	End 2nd century BCE–?
	Late 2nd century BCE (probably 110–100 BCE)
	Fortuna Primigenia
	Multiple terraces connected by a central monumental stairway. Successive terraces of concrete and vaulting. Polygonal masonry wall at the base (100 m long, 7 m high), with symmetrical diagonal ramps leading from either end, walled on the downhill side, converge on ‘terrace of hemicycles’ (IV). Exedrae at east end of this terrace with monumentalised pit/well and altar possible location of oracular consultation. Steep central stairway (6.40 m wide) leads up in two ranks to terrace V and then the large terrace VI with porticoes on three sides. At the back a semi-circular theatral structure faced the open piazza with curving portico in front of a small tholos behind.
	Urban

Built into a steep hillside, overlooking the forum of the town

Impressive views across the surrounding plain from the upper levels



	Tibur
	Possible Archaic use

4th century BCE wall

Possible Augustan theatre restoration; library still used 2nd century ce


Decline by 4th century ce; abandoned first half 6th century ce

	98–82 BCE

	Hercules Victor
	On a slope, accommodates Via Tiburtina in substructure (Via Tecta); vaulted concrete substructure; halls off the Via Tecta with skylights. Octastyle podium temple (sine positico) abutting a Π-shaped two-story portico with arches framing a broad court. Below temple podium and aligned with it is a semi-circular theatral cavea, possibly built after the temple, its upper level reaching that of the court (c. 65 m diameter; approx. spectators = 3,600). No altar located. Temple not completely central and two sides of portico are different (arched and square openings). Access route to the court remains unknown (steps and ramp are postulated but not evidenced). Possible plantings in piazza. Any earlier structures have been completely subsumed (earlier travertine wall near temple is 4th century BCE). Copious epigraphic evidence suggests that the sacred area was crowded with monuments, statues, offerings, and works of art.
	Suburban/extra-urban

On Via Tiburtina, on the south side of the gorge of the Aniene river about 300 m from town walls

Located on a transhumance route, with the sanctuary hosting markets and providing a temporary stopping point



	Tarracina
	Unknown
	
Piccolo tempio: second half 2nd century BCE


Tempio grande: second quarter 1st century BCE

	Presumed Jupiter Anxur (unproven)

Feronia?

Venus Obsequens?
	The so-called tempio grande was constructed on a series of three terraces cut into the bedrock of Monte S. Angelo. The location was perhaps intended to ensure maximum visibility from both the urban centre and the surrounding plains as well as from the Tyrrhenian Sea. Two of the terraces have arched façades and are underpinned by large vaulted substructures that were originally decorated. The main terrace houses an adapted form of the Etrusco-Italic hexastyle podium temple with engaged or half-columns added to the side and rear cella walls (pseudoperipteros) with four columns on each side of the pronaos. The temple is placed at an angle and does not share an axial alignment with the terrace or the open area in front of the temple. A portico behind the temple was possibly connected with the oracular walled enclosure to the east of the temple. The temple terrace was accessed by a staircase cut directly into the side of the western terrace and by stairs from the upper terrace (campo trincerato), which is surrounded on three sides by a structure with heavy foundation walls, possibly with a defensive function and association with the city.
	Extra-urban

Overlooking sea at the edge of a steep cliff (227 m high)



	Lanuvium
	Archaic period hut remains

Late Iron Age votive material
Votive activity from 4th century BCE into imperial period
	Second quarter of 2nd century BCE (probably 66–62 BCE)
	Juno Sospita
	Built on two promontories of the Colle S. Lorenzo. An existing single cella Etrusco-Italic style temple of middle Republican date (4th century BCE), featuring 

two rows of four columns in the pronaos, was retained and redecorated in the late Republic. This temple building was supplemented with additional structures in an organic process of development, possibly intended to create a new façade for visitors approaching the sanctuary along the main road leading towards and bisecting the sanctuary. A narrow terrace and retaining wall was constructed behind the temple, and a two-storeyed portico built to the northwest. A gateway provided access; the road may have been crossed by an arch. The layout of the sanctuary is neither axial nor focused on the temple, which is not directly aligned with the road.
	Southern edge of hill within urban area




Source: Information adapted from Coarelli (1987) and Rous (2010).


Similarities in architectural expression have produced assessments of the monumental Latial sanctuaries which focus on their architectural influences and emulation of Hellenistic styles, as well as their relationship with broader cultural processes, most notably those connected with the so-called Romanisation of Italy (for an overview of the debates see Rous 2010). Nevertheless, as Benjamin Rous (2010, p. 251) has demonstrated, processes of circular reasoning have obscured many of the subtle, and indeed less subtle, variations between this group of sanctuaries, leading to uncritical readings of their form and development:


On some level there is a strong sense of commonality between the sanctuaries; the way in which they are placed in the landscape and are built to attract the eye seems to be a feature underlying all monumental sanctuaries. There is thus something that undeniably binds these monuments together as representatives of a consistent process. However, it is just as clear that each of these sanctuaries should be examined on its own merits, and that it is not enough to simply consider them as ‘variations on a common theme’ if these variations are then systematically neglected in favour of the common.


Attempts to produce a coherent typology for the monumental sanctuaries of Latium, led by the influential work of Filippo Coarelli (1987), have also resulted in these particular sanctuaries becoming appreciated largely for their visual appearance and grandiose architecture rather than as the location for ritualised performance(s). Despite Coarelli’s (1987) plea for scholars to pay more attention to the religious functions of these sites, his own study ultimately falls into a familiar pattern of architectural description, chronological phasing, and a quest to determine a single underlying ‘explanation’ or model for their monumentalised features. What is more, Coarelli’s decision to treat these sites as an identifiable group has inadvertently shaped subsequent approaches, which in turn tend to assume that they possess a shared logic (Rous 2010, p. 16). Consequently, these sanctuaries are frequently ‘explained’ as a reflection of prevailing fashions or political competition, their architecture prompted by the need to respond to, emulate, or react against the widening social, political, and cultural influence of Rome during this period (e.g. Wallace-Hadrill 2008, pp. 111–6; Stek 2013, 2014). Their role in the production of temporally specific experiences of religious place is consistently minimised if not overlooked entirely.

Putting these debates temporarily to one side, the following examination of the Latial sanctuaries seeks to consider different questions. Rather than seeking to identify a single experience of religious place that was intentionally shared across these sanctuaries (and/or beyond them), I will use them as a set of related case studies through which to explore how lived religion and subsequent proximal religious knowledge were produced when ritualised actions caused the material thingliness of the sanctuary location to coalesce at certain moments in time with moving human bodies. To do this, I highlight three of their broadly shared features which prompt a deeper consideration of movement: terraces, steps, and ramps; passageways; and (artificial) groves.

Moving on up: the sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia, Praeneste

One of the most striking aspects of the Latial sanctuaries is their frequent elevation above the immediate landscape. Although several occupied natural high points, in some instances this was further accentuated by artificial terracing which enhanced or capitalised on the natural topography. The most imposing example is offered by the sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia at Praeneste (modern Palestrina), where a series of narrow linear terraces (numbered I–V) built up to a much wider open space bounded by a three-sided portico (terrace VI, the so-called piazza della cortina), with a further terrace (VII) supporting a theatre cavea and a curved portico located in front of a circular temple or tholos at the very summit of the structure (Figure 3.3). Terrace IV, known as the terrazza degli emicicli, was further separated into two parts by the sanctuary’s central staircase, with what appears to have been an area dedicated to animal sacrifice located on its western side, and on the eastern platform either an oracular shrine or one used exclusively by mothers to worship Fortuna (for the oracle see Cicero, On Divination 2.41–42; for the case for mothers see Zevi 1994). A succession of ramps and staircases, including the steps of the cavea, provided access to the various levels of the complex, and scholars regularly note that these asserted control over movement within the sanctuary, primarily through the manipulation of sightlines. Coarelli (1987, pp. 43–7, fig. 14), for example, demonstrated that as a visitor to the sanctuary ascended, the series of terraces acted to periodically reveal or obscure key monumental components, an experience which was accompanied by a progressive reduction and final expansion of space (Figure 3.4). In particular, he contrasted the experience of climbing the narrow access steps of the sanctuary with the spacious view of the surrounding territory that can be enjoyed when emerging onto the piazza della cortina (Figure 3.5). Framed by the wings of the triple portico, which aligned with the peaks of Monti Lepini and the Colli Albani, Coarelli (1987, p. 55) suggested that this view represented the subordination of the landscape (nature) to architecture (culture) (see also Rous 2010, p. 174).

Visual perception dominates Coarelli’s account of space and place at Praeneste, as it does that of others, which sometimes suggest, rather opaquely, that ascending the sanctuary and encountering the view put visitors ‘in a religious frame of mind’ (Griffith 2013, p. 241). It is not entirely clear from these arguments, however, how the directed movement that they hypothesise was experienced, how it impacted on other senses (including kinaesthesia), how it afforded a specifically ‘religious’ lived experience, or for that matter, whether there were alternative experiences potentially on offer. That is to say, it remains to be explored exactly how interaction between the moving body and the materialness of the sanctuary were combined into assemblages that had the potential to produce religious experiences. For instance, motion itself is remarkably absent from Coarelli’s reconstructions. The cross-section view of the sanctuary at Praeneste on which he depicts the various sightlines that came into play at the foot and top of each ramp or set of steps is based as much on the promise of movement as it is on actual mobility, with sightlines predicated on the perspective of a stationary person looking in a single direction at certain fixed points (Figure 3.4). However, when combined with the qualities of human bodies, stairs afford the potential for a changing perspective on the world. Designed to facilitate movement from one point to another and through the motion that they therefore afford, steps gradually alter the perspective of the pedestrian. Looking straight up at the angle presented by the steps, a new view is gradually revealed as a person climbs any set of stairs, quite literally moving into view rather than suddenly appearing as if from nowhere (Figure 3.6).
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Figure 3.3 Reconstruction of the late Republican monumental phase of the sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia, Praeneste

Drawing: Matilde Grimaldi, based on an original from Kahler 1958.
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Figure 3.4 Cross-section of the sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia at Praeneste, showing possible upwards sightlines

Drawing: Matilde Grimaldi, based on an original from Coarelli 1987.

Moreover, a pedestrian does not stop perceiving or feeling as their body moves between the bottom and the top of a staircase: the sense of proprioception is vital for the maintenance of balance as they move, and the effort of climbing is sensed haptically in the muscles of the legs and perhaps via the various tactile qualities of the steps as sensed differently through bare or shod feet and the rest of the body (this might be especially significant if they were wet and slippery after a rain shower). Unless a staircase is entirely enclosed, turning to look sideways or making use of one’s peripheral vision also serves to foreground the act of movement, enabling the body to sense its own motion through space as its position relative to the physical world changes. As Mary Hollinshead (2015, p. 6) has pointed out, studying monumental steps reveals how they ‘prescribed people’s body posture, position, and movement, even as they linked and framed structures and spaces to create integrated architectural complexes’. In this way, the moving body negotiating a set of material steps, such as those at Praeneste, produced a distinctive lived experience, one which in this instance was connected with types of bodily motion allied to the ritualised activities that had brought them together and caused them to climb the steps of the sanctuary at a certain moment or as part of a discrete group. It therefore connected motion with the distal forms of religious knowledge that initially shaped movement through the sanctuary.
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Figure 3.5 View from the piazza della cortina (terrace VI) of the sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia, Praeneste

Photo: Liana Brent.

On a functional level, a flight of steps affords movement across an almost vertical plane, and an ancient visitor to Praeneste encountering its steps would have understood, through familiarity with being in a world in which steps were encountered and regularly negotiated, that they were designed to connect one or more points situated at different levels and that by engaging with them their perspective on the world would be altered. As Bjørnar Olsen (2010, p. 7) has observed, ‘our familiarity with organized spaces and with materiality and things, in short our material habitual competence, permits us to project a potential for movement and actions that can rapidly be modified to accommodate specific differences’. In other words, familiarity with typical architectural features – that is, the materialness of the world our bodies inhabit and our bodily experience of it – means that a person encountering a set of stairs knows not only how to physically negotiate them, but also what the consequences of doing so will be, and perhaps also to some extent what that will entail for their kinaesthetic appreciation of that location. In this way the materialness of steps affords cognitive awareness that a particular type of movement has the potential to take place, or indeed has taken place before (Hollinshead 2015, p. 26). When combined with the kinaesthetic experience of the action of climbing, the materialness of steps consequently affords both a lived experience and the reinforcement of those shared distal expectations. However, the proximal experiences of ritualised action that resulted from material human bodies engaging with the materialness of the steps at Praeneste could also vary hugely. The cavea aside, all of the sanctuary’s staircases are relatively steep (Hollinshead 2015, p. 93; see Figure 3.6), meaning that for visitors with physical impairments or reduced mobility, experiences of moving up (and down) these steps, combined with the similarly very steep ramps and a potential throng of other moving bodies, may have ranged from the arduous and painful to the impossible. The monumental stairways, therefore, did not merely afford a particular type of access, they also had the potential to afford a denial of access.
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Figure 3.6 The central staircase from terraces IV–VI, sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia, Praeneste

Photo: Liana Brent.

The ramps which served as the central means of access to terrace IV and, therefore, to the rest of the sanctuary above also deserve further scrutiny in the context of lived experiences of religion involving movement. It has been suggested that each of these ramps was provided with a sort of ‘dual carriageway’ system in which one pathway, against the outside wall of the ramp, was covered by a roofed colonnade of narrow Doric columns, with the side closest to the substructures of the terrace left uncovered (Fasolo and Gullini 1953; Figure 3.7, see also the detail of Figures 3.3 and 3.4). It is unknown whether these pathways had clearly defined functions or whether their use was regulated at all. It might be supposed that pedestrians used the covered pathway, with animals and wheeled traffic restricted to the open side (Coarelli 1987, p. 46) although, as I will note shortly, the limited room for manoeuvre at the top of the ramps and the use of stairs alone to reach higher terraces throws this proposal into doubt. Alternatively, formal processions may have been separated from casual visitors, or one pathway assigned to ascending and the other descending. Perhaps there were no strict regulations at all; after all, many streets in Roman cities (especially in eastern regions of the Mediterranean) were provided with colonnades in order to provide shelter from the weather, as well as to aggrandise certain routes (Burns 2017). Nevertheless, it is difficult to understand why the ramps of the sanctuary at Praeneste, unlike the two which lead to the far eastern and western ends of the terrazza degli emicicli, were enclosed in such a way when they acted to entirely block the view across the urban area of Praeneste that would otherwise be visible, unless Coarelli (1987, pp. 46–7) was correct when he supposed that the vista was intentionally restricted in order to enhance the impact of its ‘big reveal’ at the summit.

Architectural manipulation aside, it can also be suggested that ascending the steep ramp was important for the production of discrete experiences of the sanctuary as religious place. If worshippers used one ‘carriageway’ for ascending and the other for descending, for example, then the ramp clearly demarcated different communities of worshippers: those who had and those who were yet to participate in certain ritualised performances. These groups were visibly and physically separated by a colonnade which continued to allow them to glimpse one another, actively drawing attention to what their differential movement signified rather than seeking to disguise or hide it. In this instance the action of kinetic bodies, moving in different directions, would have acted to emphasise this distinction still further, as those bodies moved physically away from one another. Those ascending the steep ramp via a shaded, dimly lit colonnade, with their view largely restricted to what was directly ahead of them, their own regular steps mimicking the repetitive columns, may also have experienced a feeling of heightened anticipation afforded by the physical setting through which they moved. Those descending were granted freer, easier movement that was open to the sky, perhaps paralleling their own emotions having completed their task, demonstrated their devotion, received a reply from the oracle, or fulfilled their vow. The ramps at Praeneste may have constituted a single material location, but due to ritualised movement they had the potential to be experienced as multiple and highly dynamic manifestations of religious place.

What is more, although the ramps on the façade of the sanctuary are often described as providing access to the upper terraces for both humans and animals (Egelhaaf-Gaiser 2007, p. 208), the 22-degree pitch of these slopes is steeper than is comfortable for the human ankle’s angle of flexion, resulting in the distortion of the normal gait (Hollinshead 2015, pp. 20–1, who also notes that a pitch of 5–15 degrees is recommended by modern architectural standards) (Figure 3.8). As a consequence, climbing the ramps and/or the steps at Praeneste afforded an experience of place that was felt in the body of all visitors, compelling them to move in an unusual and potentially uncomfortable way, compounding the experience of those whose bodily experiences of movement were already altered by impaired mobility. After all, anatomical votives from other sites of roughly comparable date suggest that people with physical impairments were frequently to be found at sanctuary locations, whilst palaeopathological evidence from Roman-period cemeteries indicates the presence of temporary and more permanent mobility impairments within ancient communities (Graham 2016, 2020b). Nobody approached Fortuna Primigenia in an entirely comfortable manner, and the religious place produced by this ritualised assemblage of locational qualities and moving bodies was therefore distinct from that of other lived experiences and was highly personal. These observations suggest that religious place at Praeneste could be formed in different ways by differentially moving bodies, and could entail a great variety of kinaesthetic and proprioceptive experiences, ultimately determining inclusion and exclusion from a religious community, as well as producing a wide range of proximal forms of knowledge.
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Figure 3.7 Western access ramps at the sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia, Praeneste. The ‘dual carriageway’ main ramp can be seen on the right.

Photo: De Agostini Picture Library/A. De Gregorio/Bridgeman Images.

[image: Figure 3.8]
Figure 3.8 View of the eastern ramp on the façade of the sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia, Praeneste. The pitch of the slope is 22 degrees.

Photo: Ugo Bongarzoni.

The potential kinaesthetic affordances of the sanctuary at Praeneste that produced lived religion when they were experienced as part of ritualised activities, such as those associated with calendrical rites, communal processions, personal dedications, and consultation of the oracle, could also combine with other potential sensory experiences of its physical materialness. Subsequent use of the site has largely removed or destroyed evidence for votive cult, although Rous (2010, p. 23) has described this as ‘probably the “core business” of cult places’ like that at Praeneste, meaning that individuals may also have engaged with the materialness of the sanctuary in a more spontaneous and highly personal way than studies of its architectural form have tended to allow (for more on votive cult see Chapter 5). Daniele Miano (2018, p. 34), discussing the evidence for worshippers from different social backgrounds at Praeneste, reports more than 60 inscriptions which are ‘certainly or probably votive gifts to Fortuna’. Moreover, the presence of either an oracular shrine or a shrine connected with the worship of Fortuna by mothers on the eastern part of the terrazza degli emicicli (terrace IV) certainly suggests that individuals or groups visited the sanctuary on particular occasions (the oracle was probably open to the public only on specific days) and in relation to a variety of ritual activities that will have involved assemblages comprising a range of material things, including different experiences of religious place. The multisensory lived experiences of religion produced by the two parts of the terrazza degli emicicli and the extent to which they were linked to their existence as different types of religious place can therefore be compared and contrasted by way of example.

The oracle at Praeneste, connected with the earliest phases of cult at the site, was possibly associated with a pit (7.50 m deep) marked in material form by a tall tholos on the eastern platform of the terrace (Coarelli 1987, p. 50; see Figure 3.3). A nearby quadrangular base was situated within the hemicycle of the colonnaded terrace wall, commonly described as the base for a large seated statue, an interpretation perhaps influenced by Cicero’s description of the site of the oracle at Praeneste as being ‘hard by the statue of the infant Jupiter, who is represented as sitting with Juno in the lap of Fortune and reaching for her breast’ (Cicero, On Divination 2.41; Coarelli 1987, p. 50). In contrast, on the western side of the terrace, in place of the statue base and in front of the colonnaded hemicycle of the rear wall, stood a circular altar with traces of burning (Coarelli 1987, p. 50). A lateral ramp leading directly to the terrace may have been intended to facilitate access for the animal victims which were probably a part of the sacrificial rituals celebrated in this part of the sanctuary, although whether the same is true for the ramp associated with the eastern part of the terrace, where there is neither an altar nor evidence for burning, is difficult to determine. Either way, it seems very unlikely that animals would have been led through the narrow, awkwardly positioned entrance to the western part of the terrazza degli emicicli at the top of the main façade ramps (see Figure 3.7). Furthermore, it is also unclear how animals could have accessed the piazza della cortina, normally considered to be the part of the sanctuary dedicated to major communal gatherings and ritual activities such as large-scale sacrifices (Hollinshead 2015, p. 94). What is certain is that quadrupeds intended for sacrifice could not have been part of a communal procession that made its way through the entire complex via the steep axial access stairways. Access to the piazza della cortina for sacrificial victims may have been possible via the triple-sided portico, although the absence of evidence for an altar structure within the piazza may in fact indicate that this was never intended to be the location for animal sacrifice at all, but was used for other types of communal ritual. Together, these observations seem to indicate that animals were only ever part of the ritualised assemblages associated with experiences of religious place in one part of the sanctuary: the western part of the terrazza degli emicicli. Animal victims must have quite literally moved into a ritualised assemblage of human and more-than-human things at certain moments and in relation to very particular locational settings only. As a result, the sights, smells, and sounds of animal sacrifice may have been restricted to particular areas of the sanctuary complex, reinforcing the temporality and diversity of experiences of it as religious place.

Negotiating the bottleneck caused by the confluence of the main façade ramps, axial staircase, and the entrance on to either side of the terrazza degli emicicli would have afforded a number of changes of direction for moving humans too (see Figure 3.3). Rous (2010, pp. 105–6) has suggested that the location of fountains close to this point would have captured the senses, producing a new sensory experience which compelled visitors to pause, perhaps as they purified themselves with the water, before making choices about whether to continue upwards or to move into one of the narrow terrace areas. These multisensory encounters may have further highlighted the distinction between locations connected with different lived experiences of religion: ritualised action meant that humans also had to quite literally move into and out of particular configuration of things. The two parts of the terrazza degli emicicli were therefore only notionally symmetrical in terms of their materialness, and they were entirely distinctive in terms of the types of ritualised activity that was connected with each and the consequent sensory affordances that these may have emphasised. The dissimilar experiences of place available on the eastern and western platforms of the terrace would have combined with a different assemblage of (other) material things in the context of singular forms of ritual behaviour: sacrifice and (probably) oracular consultation. In this way, the terrace accommodated two broad experiences of lived religious place, each of which was subsequently combined into a host of assemblages in order to produce highly proximal and temporally specific forms of lived religion. These experiences of lived religion were not just predicated on the performance of particular rituals (i.e. the reason for going there in the first place) but also were shaped by the assemblages of place and other things that these actions bundled together.

Moving through: the portico and oracle at Tarracina

Many of the monumental sanctuaries of Republican Latium also feature linear, covered passageways or colonnades. With the exception of the sanctuary of Juno Sospita at Lanuvium (which is less well attested archaeologically), porticoes are part of the landscape at all of the Latial sanctuaries, where they might be linear (Tarracina), curved (Praeneste), or arranged in the characteristic pi-shape (Π) frequently considered one of the ‘typical’ features of terrace sanctuaries (see Rous 2010, pp. 199–202). These three-sided forms (a porticus triplex) sometimes, but not always, framed or flanked the main temple structure (this was the case at Fregellae, Gabii, Praeneste, and Tibur). Some sites also feature subterranean or semi-subterranean vaulted colonnades, often built into the sanctuary’s terraces (found to some degree at all sites with the exception of Gabii, and perhaps primarily structural in origin), while others incorporate semi-enclosed ramps (Praeneste) or fully enclosed tunnels (the Via Tecta at Tibur, but also smaller underground passageways associated with oracles at Gabii, Tarracina, and Tibur). The majority of these passageway features appear to have been designed to control and funnel movement in certain ways between particular parts of a sanctuary or to provide sheltered areas for different activities. It has been suggested, for instance, that the porticoes at Fregellae were used for incubation rites connected with the cult of Asclepius (Lesk 1999, p. 68). They also more than likely provided storage and administrative spaces for the practical activities involved in the general operation and management of a major sanctuary. However, examining the evidence for the linear portico located at the back of the complex associated with the so-called tempio grande at Tarracina (modern Terracina), further reveals the extent to which a personal or proximal lived experience of religious place could be created in connection with particular ritualised assemblages and set against a broader distal experience of the sanctuary as religious place.

At the tempio grande at Tarracina (erroneously identified in earlier scholarship as dedicated to Jupiter Anxur and still occasionally referred to in these terms, even though the connection remains unproven), a single portico structure was erected directly behind the primary temple building (Figure 3.9). Unlike at many of the other terrace sanctuaries in Latium, this portico neither framed, surrounded, or was connected to the temple, nor did it serve to define the limits of the temenos. Instead, it appears to be almost hidden, fitted into the space between, and overshadowed by, both the back wall of the temple and the cliff face, which demarcated the northern limit of the main terrace, its ends projecting unequally to either side of the temple building (Figures 3.9 and 3.10). The colonnade itself is not preserved, although Coarelli (1987, p. 119) suggests that it comprised Corinthian columns, and traces of decoration linked to a later imperial period restoration may indicate that it was originally painted. More than 30 metres in length, with at least three broad steps running along its entire length, the portico projects approximately 11 metres beyond the temple structure on the western side, where it may have coincided with the start of a flight of steps leading to the upper terrace. It projects around 5.5 metres beyond the temple at its eastern end where, although the portico abutted the cliff, its southeastern corner aligned with the entrance to an adjacent walled enclosure. Within the enclosure were found the remains of a votive deposit and an aedicula with brick Ionic columns built above a concrete base (6.90 × 5.96 m) marking the location of a hole cut into the bedrock that communicated with a subterranean grotto approximately 7 metres beneath the surface (Coarelli 1987, p. 119; Griffith 2013, p. 241). Together, these features have been interpreted as indicative of the presence of an oracle, separate from a second oracle which may have occupied a grotto within the terrace substructure (Coarelli 1987, p. 117).
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Figure 3.9 Plan of the main terrace of the tempio grande at Tarracina

Source: Drawing: Matilde Grimaldi, based on an original from Borsari 1894.

Scholarship has consequently connected the portico with the oracular enclosure, suggesting that this was where pilgrims waited for their opportunity to consult the oracle and where they underwent any necessary ritual preparations (e.g. Coarelli 1987, p. 119; Rous 2010, p. 201). Assuming that this interpretation is accurate, we might reasonably propose that the portico was probably accessed initially from the open area outside its western end, adjacent to the northwestern corner of the main temple structure (see Figure 3.10). This location was close to the two sets of stairs which provided access to the main terrace from above and below. The portico would subsequently have provided a sheltered and secluded ‘waiting room’ or preparatory area for visitors anticipating entry to the oracular enclosure at its opposite end. Although this interpretation effectively reconstructs a queue of pilgrims forming in a covered space, with a single shared direction of movement from west to east, the broad steps along the front of the portico caution against it being interpreted as completely restrictive. Movement in and out of the portico most probably remained possible along its entire length and may have been more fluid than the linear structure implies. After visiting the oracle, suppliants would exit the oracular enclosure at the same point as they entered (there is only one entry/exit through the enclosure wall), from which they might either walk back along the length of the portico – either within it or along the space between it and the temple – or move along the eastern side of the temple between the wall of the oracular enclosure and the podium of the temple. From here they would emerge into the irregular open space at the front of the temple building with its spectacular view across the sea.

[image: Figure 3.10]
Figure 3.10 Reconstruction of the tempio grande (temple of Jupiter Anxur), Tarracina

Source: Reconstructive study by Francesco Gabellone, CNR IBAM, Lecce, Italy.

The space immediately outside the portico, and especially inside the colonnaded structure itself, would have been at best gloomy and at worst quite dark – even more so when compared with the wide, exposed, south-facing terrace at the front of the temple structure with the expanse of sea beyond. Its location, despite being south facing itself, meant that the portico was hemmed in on three sides by the natural topography and on the other by the mass of the temple building, severely restricting the amount of natural light that could enter its full length even on the brightest of summer days (Figure 3.11). Intriguingly, for a long, narrow structure that affords linear movement from one end to the other, the only sections of the portico where natural light might enter the colonnaded passageway in a significant way were at either end, where it projected beyond the mass of the temple podium (although this may also have been partially limited by the proximity of the cliff at the eastern end). On days when the weather conditions were poor, and during the winter, this lack of natural light is likely to have been exacerbated even further. It is therefore possible to propose a reconstruction of the lived experiences of those visitors who spent time within, and moved through, the portico before they could gain access to the wisdom of the oracle in relation to a traditional tripartite rites of passage structure: they entered via the most brightly lit end of the portico, moved into its darkest section as part of their preparation for consultation with the oracle (the ‘betwixt and between’ or liminal zone), before moving back into the light as they entered the oracular enclosure. Once they left, they may have moved further into the full brightness of the day at the front of the main temple.

[image: Figure 3.11]
Figure 3.11 Reconstruction of the portico behind the temple at Tarracina, showing the shadow cast by the temple structure and the gloominess of its interior

Source: Reconstructive study by Francesco Gabellone, CNR IBAM, Lecce, Italy.

The fact that ‘the curtailing or removal of visual cues (through a complete darkening of the room or reduced lighting) leads to a loss of orientation, but … can also focus the eye and heighten the attention’ (Egelhaaf-Gaiser 2007, p. 209) may have been particularly significant in an oracular context at Tarracina. If not entirely dark, the central part of the portico must have remained predominantly gloomy, even when lit by the flickering light of oil lamps or torches, casting dynamic shadows and emitting smoke and the scents of burning. The sensing bodies of those who would consult the oracle were therefore combined by the performance of ritualised activities into assemblages that included the physical qualities of a portico that choreographed their kinaesthetic experience and their haptic, visual, and olfactory experience of light and darkness, as well as potential shifts in temperature. With the majority of sightlines also blocked above and behind by the cliff, and to the south by the imposing yet featureless back wall of the temple, moving through the portico at Tarracina would have entailed a very different experience from that of moving through the elevated and airy porticoes at Praeneste or Tibur, where colonnaded walkways opened on to broad vistas across open piazzas and the surrounding countryside, or at Gabii where the spaces between columns framed aspects of the temple elevation and the associated sacred grove (discussed next).

At Tarracina, the experience of place that was embedded within the ritual act of consulting the oracle was one of enclosure and sensory deprivation, or at least sensory manipulation, with the visitor physically and visually removed from the wider sanctuary setting and the ritual activities associated with its other physical features. This was emphasised still further as a person moved between lighter and darker sections along its length. This will not only have produced an experience of lived religion that was specific in its incorporation of experiences of place, but it did so in a way that distinguished it from the religious place experienced in other areas of the same sanctuary, such as those connected with the altar located in the open space at the front of the temple. Examination of the portico at Tarracina therefore highlights quite how disparate religious place might be, even within the material constraints of a single sanctuary site.

Beneath the sacred boughs: the grove of Juno Gabina

As hinted by the example of the grove at Agnone with which this chapter began, the experiences of place which contributed to the production of lived religion by becoming incorporated into ritualised assemblages might also involve the affordances of the natural or organic features of a sanctuary location. This is most evident in the form of so-called sacred groves (nemus), known from a number of monumentalised and non-monumentalised sites across central Italy (van der Meer 2015; Hunt 2016; Carroll 2018). The most well-known example of a sacred grove incorporated into a monumental complex can be found at the Latial sanctuary of Juno Gabina at Gabii, where excavations revealed that the area behind and to the sides of the main temple structure was filled with rows of pits which once held trees, bushes, or shrubs (Almagro-Gorbea 1982) (Figure 3.12). The sacred grove was evidently considered to be a principal component of the sanctuary landscape because it was reworked at least once, perhaps after the plantings of the first attempt to create an artificial wood had failed to thrive. The arrangement of the planting pits indicates that there were at least two phases of planting, although these phases cannot be dated with accuracy (the first decades of the first century BCE have been proposed for the second set of pits: Carroll 2018, p. 23). The later arrangement of pits, some of which cut through earlier ones, also increased the original number (from 34 to 70) at the same time as they reduced their size from 1.50 × 1.60 m to 1.20 × 1.30 m (Almagro-Gorbea 1982, pp. 52–5; Coarelli 1987, p. 16). Alison Griffith (2013, pp. 242–3) has described these planting pits as evidence for a ‘simulated sacred grove’, thus distinguishing it from a naturally occurring grove such as is imagined for Agnone and other locations, such as the grove of Dea Dia tended by the Fratres Arvales at Rome. A smaller pit, located directly behind the temple, was recut multiple times and in at least one incarnation also had a slightly different orientation, leading to the proposal that this was the site of an especially sacred tree, its earliest phases conjectured to relate to the origins of the sanctuary (Almagro-Gorbea 1982, pp. 54–5). The species of vegetation planted within the pits remains unverifiable, although it has been suggested that the smaller plantings of the second phase may have been myrtles (Carroll 2018, p. 23).
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Figure 3.12 Plan of the excavated remains of the temenos area of the sanctuary of Juno Gabina, Gabii, showing the two phases of planting pits around the temple podium and the pit for a presumed ‘sacred tree’ directly behind it

Source: Drawing: Matilde Grimaldi, based on an original from Almagro-Gorbea 1982.

The presence of the simulated grove at Gabii has sometimes been used to suggest that the otherwise featureless open spaces of other Latial sanctuaries, such as those at Tibur (Coarelli 1987, p. 89) and Praeneste (Carroll 2010, p. 81), were also originally planted with formal rows of trees and other vegetation. However, despite some limited evidence for pits (without associated archaeobotanical remains) and deposits of loam at both sites, compelling evidence in the form of the regular, symmetrical rows of planting pits found at Gabii is otherwise absent from these sites. What is more, as demonstrated earlier, there is no reason to assume that these monumental sanctuaries were designed in accordance with a common model (see Rous 2010). Specimen plants and trees may have been planted at all of the so-called terrace sanctuaries, but evidence for this is also difficult to identify. Nonetheless, Gabii was not unique in late Republican Italy for its incorporation of a curated, artificial, or simulated grove: evidence attesting similar regular planting pits at the sanctuary of Venus at Pompeii has been dated to around or shortly after 80 BCE (Carroll 2010, p. 74). Other monumentalised sanctuary sites in Latium itself also incorporated existing natural and topographic features into their design rather than creating them artificially. The sanctuary of Diana Nemorensis on Lake Nemi (near ancient Aricia, Latium), where the wild landscape was appropriate for the nature of the cult, is probably the most well-known example (Ovid Fasti 3.263–74; Green 2007; Ghini and Diosono 2012).

The vegetation which framed the temple of Juno at Gabii is traditionally interpreted in terms of its symbolism and as an ‘artificial attempt to recreate and therefore preserve the natural domain of the deity’ (Griffith 2013, p. 243). It has also been suggested that it was designed to present the temple structure as if it were occupying a lucus, an inaugurated clearing dedicated to a deity, in a similar way to that evidenced at Nemi (Coarelli 1987, pp. 16–17; Neudecker 2015, pp. 221–2). Aside from the suggestion that the grove ‘enhanced the ambience of the sanctuary’ (Griffith 2013, p. 243), the planted precinct at Gabii has rarely been considered from a phenomenological perspective or in terms of its significance for the production of lived religion in relation to experience of place. The regular planting pits, however, imitated the formal linearity of other aspects of the monumental architecture – the colonnaded porticoes and the axial relationship between cavea, altar, and temple – as well as replicating the verticality of the columns of the colonnade and temple. The trees or plants that grew within them consequently afforded as well as constrained movement in particular ways and via specific routes in the same way as was afforded by the colonnades and other material structures of the sanctuary. The vegetation within these pits should therefore be considered as much a part of the sanctuary’s topographical materialness as its other artificial features.

The significance of the architectural combination of trees and columns at the sanctuary of Venus at Pompeii has been noted by excavator Maureen Carroll (2010, p. 81), who observed how vegetation not only served to visually highlight and frame the central temple but, with reference to movement between different material settings, contributed to the production of particular experiences of religious place: ‘the experience of passing from the public and secular to the private and sacred might have been heightened by having to cross through a row of trees to step into the courtyard from the surrounding porticoes’. The main temple of Venus, like that of Juno Gabina, could be accessed via the triple portico that framed it. As a result, a person’s first glimpse of the temple was always partially obscured by both columns and vegetation. Indeed, although smaller and with little room to allow the spread of roots (Neudecker 2015, pp. 226–7), the second phase of planting pits at Gabii in effect brought the vegetation much closer to the portico. Even if the resulting trees or shrubs were smaller, the greater number of pits increased their density, perhaps indicating a desire to draw attention to the boundary between the two spaces as well as affording different sensory experiences in relation to particular locational characteristics within the wider sanctuary. In turn, negotiating this area of the sanctuary required the visitor to move through the vegetation in prescribed ways, with the trees and plants potentially obscuring and then revealing that route, perhaps as individuals or groups made their way towards the oldest or most significant tree located at the rear of the temple podium.

The location of the temple of Juno within the sanctuary area, which as Figure 3.12 shows was sited towards the front of the space framed by the triple portico, contrasts with the layout of other Latial sanctuaries at Tibur, Fregellae, Tarracina, and Praeneste, where the temple structures were connected with or sited immediately adjacent to the portico. At Gabii, the location of the temple effectively moved the largest communal space of the sanctuary (theatre cavea aside) to the area behind it, rather than serving as an imposing backdrop for an open piazza or platform at the front of the complex. It is unlikely to be a coincidence that the area behind the temple podium was also the location of what appears to have been a particularly venerated tree, and regular ritual activities of a type that was different from those associated with the highly visible altar at the front of the temple, around which a group could directly congregate, almost certainly occurred in this part of the sanctuary. The excavator reports the presence of ex-votos connected with its earliest phases, and continued attention to the maintenance of the tree indicates that it was probably the focal point for at least some ritualised activities, even if their form remains unknown (Almagro-Gorbea 1982, p. 55). As a result, the two areas, each with their distinctive materialness and resulting experiences of place, became components within different ritualised assemblages.

It is also important to note that the large majority of trees, or other forms of vegetation, were located on the north side of the temple where the protective embrace of the porticoes and the mass of the temple itself will have created a particularly shady, cool, and enclosed environment. Depending upon the density and species of vegetation, as well as the season, this area of the sanctuary may at times have been potentially quite gloomy, the foliage of any taller trees perhaps also filtering out some of the natural light that could permeate the surrounding portico. Moving from the southern exposure associated with the altar at the front of the temple, or the artificially lit and highly ordered space of the portico, into the dim coolness of the sacred grove, with its contrasting periodic self-regeneration, organic dynamism, and ‘material vulnerability’ (Hunt 2016, p. 76) would have afforded a very particular lived experience of religion. Notable shifts in temperature, light, and sound were afforded by the movement from one part of the sanctuary to another, whilst the scents of flowers, fruits, leaves, sap, bark, and soil will have contrasted with the smells of incense, smoke, cooking meat, and blood associated with other areas and with other ritualised activities. As a person moved into and through this part of the sanctuary, the sounds of simultaneous activities in the portico or at the altar may have become distorted, muffled, or otherwise reduced by the presence of vegetation, the counteracting acoustics of the wind passing through and meeting resistance in their leaves, possibly also the sound and movement of birds and insects (see Lodwick 2017 and Graham 2018 for more detailed discussion of the sensory affordances and ‘planty agency’ of ancient natural environments). Indeed, the sacred grove may have afforded a very effective noise buffer, since ‘trees and shrubs can reduce noise by five to ten decibels for every 30m width of woodland, especially sharp tones, and this reduces noise to the human ear by approximately 50%’ (Forestresearch, n.d.).

Activities performed within the sacred grove therefore took place in relation to an environmental and sensory context that was substantially different from other parts of the sanctuary, and one, moreover, which will have been subject to a range of temporal fluctuations brought about by variable weather conditions and seasonal change (rain dripping from leaves, sun-baked soil, flowers in bloom, leaves changing colour or being shed). The ritualised assemblages that formed in each area were therefore nuanced in terms of what they afforded and the types of religious experience, and religious agency, that they produced. The sacred grove at Gabii was consequently a particularly dynamic setting for the performance of ritual activities and one in which the elements required for the production of experiences of religious place might be especially fluid.

Conclusions

The monumentalised sanctuaries of late Republican Latium were locations at which ritualised actions brought the movement of the human body together with the potential material affordances of particular components of the sanctuary landscape, resulting in the production of very discrete, proximal, highly localised and temporally specific, lived experiences of religious place. This choreography of religious place was intimately tied to the nature of each location through the types of movement and experience that the natural and artificial components of its materialness afforded, but also to the range of ritualised activities that were performed there, often by different individuals or groups. There was always scope for people to experience these places in disparate ways, either because of the changing seasons and their impact on the senses, the very disparity of the human body itself, or the choices that were made about how, where, when, and with whom to perform particular ritual activities.

The extent to which these human-made material features and artificial manipulations of the natural environment were intended to generate the consequences that I have outlined here is unknowable, although not unimaginable. Ancient people may not have conceptualised the consequences in the same terms that I have used, but they certainly experienced them and may have capitalised on opportunities to purposefully create or perpetuate them. Either way, these consequences arose because of the relationships that ritualisation afforded when it brought together particular sets of things into assemblages and which enabled some of their potential material affordances (and not others) to become accentuated. These then combined in order to make a specific sort of difference to the world. In these instances, those differences related to experiences of place that distal knowledge concerning how to act when performing sacrifice (the subject of the next chapter), making offerings, and consulting oracles, as well as why it was important to do that, caused to be understood as religious. At the same time, however, these experiences and the agency that ritualised assemblages produced entailed deeply proximal lived experiences which ultimately shaped or textured this distal knowledge with reference to personal or proximal ways of knowing.

It is only through an investigation of religious place, conceived of as the product of the affordances of location, time, human and more-than human things, united by ritualisation and, in the instances discussed here, specifically those which involved movement and motion, that these sanctuaries can begin to be understood in ways that move beyond the descriptive, the architectural, the competitive, the political, the communal, and the primarily visual. Rather than cataloguing the presence of steps, porticoes, or groves at these sanctuary locations, and indeed at all sites at which ritual activities were performed, I suggest that exploring how these were encountered as material things, and how ritualisation formed relationships between them and the other thingly components of an assemblage, brings us closer understanding the role of sanctuaries and religious place within the lived experience of ancient religion.






4 Objects

The Arch of the Argentarii (Figure 4.1) occupies what is today an unassuming position: partly incorporated into the southwestern corner of the church of San Giorgio in Velabro, it is located close to the much larger ‘Arch of Janus’, in the area of the ancient Forum Boarium at Rome, where the attentions of modern tourists are drawn more readily by the visually captivating Round Temple and Temple of Portunus in the nearby Piazza Bocca della Verità. Those who do discover the rectangular piers and horizontal lintel of the Arch of the Argentarii will encounter a monument that was originally dedicated to the imperial family in 204 CE by the argentarii et negotiantes boarii huius loci qui invehent, usually assumed to be a local guild of silversmiths, bankers, or money-changers and the cattle merchants of the local market (CIL VI.1035; Elsner 2005, p. 86). The arch – which brings us forward in time by several centuries from the Republican sanctuaries explored in the previous chapter – is much more well known among scholars of ancient art than tourists, especially for the sculpted relief decoration that covers almost the entirety of its exterior and interior faces (for a full discussion see Elsner 2005). Among the triumphal images of Hercules, Victories with palm fronds and garlands, legionary standards with eagles, and soldiers with captives, other parts of the arch depict animals being driven to sacrifice as part of a procession that includes a victimarius and a popa, and the moment of the victim’s death as a popa prepares to strike a bull. The reliefs in the passageway continue this ritual theme, originally depicting two altar scenes centred on the emperor Caracalla accompanied by Plautianus and Plautilla on the western pier, and on Septimius Severus, Julia Domna, and Geta on the eastern pier. The removal of the images of Geta, Plautilla, and Plautianus as a consequence of their subsequent damnationes has had the result of placing the visual focus firmly on the figures of Caracalla and the veiled Septimius Severus (and his wife Julia Domna), both of whom are depicted in the act of using a patera to pour a libation onto a tripod altar. Beneath these two reliefs, and above a pair of bull-slaying scenes featuring attendants bearing various implements, including incense boxes, are two further short friezes depicting sacrificial implements, or instrumenta sacra, among which can be identified an incense box (acerra), an axe, paterae, a bucranium, jugs or pitchers (urcei), a bucket (situla), a set of sacrificial knives in a triangular sheath, a ladle (simpuvium), an aspergillum, a flamen’s cap (galerus), and a lituus (Figures 4.2 and 4.3).
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Figure 4.1 The Arch of the Argentarii (Rome) dedicated in 204 CE, as seen in the 1860s

Photo: Artokoloro Quint Lox Limited/Alamy.

The instrumenta sacra friezes are frequently overlooked even in extended discussions of the iconography of the arch and, as a result, are commonly assessed in primarily decorative terms, their role reduced to providing a visual means of underscoring ‘the sacrificial significance of the arch’s subject-matter’ (Elsner 2005, p. 95). According to these arguments, a person encountering images of objects so emblematic of public sacrifice, great state ritual occasions, and the honour associated with the right to wear the cap of a flamen or to bear a lituus could surely not fail to understand what the arch celebrated, or how they themselves were intended to interpret its message of celebratory triumph for the imperial family in both military and religious spheres. In this way, the visually uncomplicated short friezes depicting instruments of sacrifice have been seen as crucial ‘visual symbols (frankly cultural clichés used frequently on coins) that are generally allusive of triumph’ (Elsner 2005, p. 96). As Susan Ludi Blevins (2017, p. 237) has recently noted in her study of similar friezes on other monuments, more complex arguments can and have been made concerning the role of this type of iconography in asserting ‘the social status of the priesthood while conveying the message of piety on the part of some individual or group toward the gods, the res publica, or family’. Laetitia La Follette (2011–12, p. 16) has also suggested that ‘the objects chosen for representation were tailored to their specific cultic context’, and cautions against divorcing them from their ritual functions. It is, for instance, no coincidence that the jug and patera, both essential for the act of libation, appear with regularity on the sides of private altars at which such rituals occurred. Moreover, framing these images as a ‘sacred still life’, La Follette (2011–12, p. 19) observes that reliefs of cult objects are ‘explicitly dynamic’, and that by depicting them ‘as if frozen in mid-action, the implements call attention to their function in ritual’. We can observe, for example, the partially opened acerra and angled axe, urceus, and aspergillum in Figure 4.3 as good examples of objects depicted as if they were in use. La Follette (2011–12, p. 29) concludes that the function of reliefs featuring instrumenta sacra, ‘was to re-present, or reenact, cultic actions rather than people’. This last point, coupled with the location of the two short friezes in the main passageway of the Arch of the Argentarii, where they quite literally provide the ground on which the participants in the two altar scenes stand, as well as the choices that were evidently made about which specific objects to depict (the two friezes are not the same), suggests that they deserve closer scrutiny.
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Figure 4.2 Western (left) and eastern (right) passageway reliefs of the Arch of the Argentarii, showing altar and sacrifice scenes, and friezes depicting cult instruments

Photos: Emma-Jayne Graham.
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Figure 4.3 Western passageway frieze of the Arch of the Argentarii, depicting instruments used in cult (acerra, axe, patera, bucranium, pitcher, aspergillum, and bucket)

Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham.

In particular, they prompt questions about the materialness of the objects themselves. After all, even if this type of iconography was visually clichéd, it is also certain that no sacrificial ritual could be performed without the objects’ real counterparts. Moreover, while the idealised narrative scenes located above and below the friezes on the arch may have been ‘symbolic simplifications’ of the realities of a sacrificial occasion and never intended to be an accurate account of any single real event (Elsner 2005, p. 83), there can be no question that the cult implements depicted were based on real material objects. Interpreting them as mere symbols of human action diminishes the significance of the physical things to which these sculpted simulacra alluded, disregarding entirely the central role they had in affording the rituals of sacrifice to which the monument as a whole made reference. As Philip Kiernan (2015, p. 45) has argued for miniature objects, archaeologists and art historians too rarely take note of the more complex ways in which signifying objects relate to realia.

In this chapter, it is my aim to bring the real material objects on which these and other similar images were based back into discourse concerning Roman public state rites by exploring their active role as material things in the ritualised assemblages associated with the performance of certain sacrificial activities. Friezes such as those of the Arch of the Argentarii, and others such as those on the Temple of Divus Vespasian and Divus Titus in the Forum Romanum (Figure 4.10), indicate that Romans recognised the centrality of physical objects in the performance of sacrifice (and indeed in relation to particular sacrificial roles, as argued by Ludi Blevins 2017). Moreover, in depicting them in the act of being used they also sometimes chose to draw attention to this fact, pinpointing and celebrating the moment in which these material things combined with human things in order to produce religion (e.g. Caracalla and Septimius Severus are engaged in lived religion by actively pouring from paterae). By focusing on the human figural scenes that often accompany depictions of sacrificial instruments, or in other words assuming that human figures must be more significant for our understandings of how Romans thought about what they were doing during the course of the act of sacrifice, other material things integral to the production of religion have consequently become, at best, a sort of generic ‘symbol’ of sacrifice, and at worst little more than an appropriately ‘ritual-themed’ yet largely generic decorative device. Even recent studies which emphasise how the imagery of relief friezes featuring cult objects might ‘bring the sacrificial ritual to life in the viewer’s imagination, complete with movement, sound, and action’ remain grounded in visual analyses which privilege the ‘mental recreation’ of experience, rather than seeking the role of the material object in creating lived experience itself (Ludi Blevins 2017, p. 254).

This chapter asks questions about how the potential affordances of these material things may have functioned within ritualised assemblages, endeavouring to move beyond a general categorisation of the types of objects used by humans to bring about specific aspects of the ritual process, such as knives to cut, paterae to pour, buckets to hold, or the flamen’s cap and the lituus as symbols of office (e.g. Stewart 1997). To this end, it focuses on the relationships that might be formed when the potential affordances of material things such as these were brought together with humans by ritual, and what happened as a result. In particular, I am concerned with determining the consequences of the agency that was produced by these relationships for the lived experiences of an individual (or, at least, certain types of individual) and in turn its role in the production of personal, deeply proximal forms of religious knowledge. While it is certain that, on a largely practical level, material instruments of cult were necessary for enabling ritual to be performed, the following discussion demonstrates that material things such as those singled out for examination here – incense containers (acerrae) and the distinctive leather cap worn by the flamines (the galerus) – might also be a much more necessary component within the production of religious knowledge than has been previously acknowledged, in some instances being necessary in a host of hitherto unimagined ways. As a result, this examination of the materialness of cult instruments speaks to the new materialist concept that agency is a product of the intertwining of both human and more-than-human things in assemblages, in this case particular types of portable objects and certain types of bodies that were brought together through ritualisation.

Cult instruments re-materialised

It almost seems unnecessary to state that without portable material things, ancient Roman ritual activities could never have been performed. After all, it should be obvious that any major public festival culminating in animal sacrifice, for instance, depended upon humans manipulating, among other things, incense (and the container in which it was kept), wine (and the vessels used to hold and decant it, including at the very least a jug and patera, and perhaps also a ladle known as a simpuvium), a towel for drying wet hands (mantele), mola salsa (a dry mixture of salt and spelt prepared by the Vestal Virgins, the basket or wooden board on which it was transported as well as a knife used to apply it to the beast), a hammer or axe (of various types: bipennis, dolabra, malleus, scena/sacena, secures/acieris), a knife or set of knives (culter, secespita, clunaculum), and vessels for collecting blood and entrails (e.g. a situla) (for full discussion of each of these see the entries in ThesCRA vol. 5, 2005). The physical realities of these material things sometimes fade into the background in analyses of sacrifice that focus on human actions, but without the particular affordances of certain material things, animal sacrifice could not have happened at all: the bare hands or spoken words of a sacrificant were not sufficient to accomplish ritual killing. If we accept the argument put forward by Celia E. Schultz (2016) that the immolatio, or sprinkling of mola salsa, was the ‘crucial moment’ of any sacrifice rather than the moment of slaughter, this too could not be achieved without humans forming relationships with the physical qualities of more-than-human material things which together enabled a certain type of difference to be made to the world (i.e. the dry salt and flour of the mola salsa, its container, the knife used to transfer it to the victim). This fundamental fact, which as established in earlier chapters is true of the relational qualities of agency much more broadly, often go unnoticed in scholarly accounts of ancient ritual activities in which the actions performed by people take centre stage and are, as such, deemed most crucial to their success.

Thinking about how more-than-human material things were also implicated in ritualised activities nonetheless prompts us to remember that in many instances each of these material objects formed singular relationships with individual participants, producing a series of discrete and highly personal relational assemblages: only the victimarius was permitted to wield a culter to slit the throat of the animal, and only the presiding priest or sacrificant could take a grain of incense from its box and place it on the flames of the altar. In turn, this produces a set of questions about how the discrete relationships within these temporarily sustained and context-specific assemblages produced the necessary agency for the ritual to progress and ultimately to succeed, as well as how the personal lived experiences of the human components of those thingly bundles were affected by the relationships they shared with a restricted range of objects. Indeed, some individuals were even occasionally identified by these relationships: most well known is the simpulatrix, a woman ‘devoted to divine matters’ who was named for her use of a ladle (simpulum) for the pouring of wine at sacrifices (Festus [Paulus] 455L; Schultz 2006, p. 33; Flemming 2007, p. 96). Here we encounter a largely semantic blurring of human and more-than-human things to create an impression of a composite thing that was ultimately responsible for the production of particular religious agency, but it is a linguistic blending that may reflect a broader lived reality.

At the same time, of course, things of all types might also move in and out of differently configured assemblages, their potential affordances offering opportunities for subtly distinct relational experiences with what was ostensibly the same object: an attendant passed the presiding official a dry towel (mantele) upon which to wipe his wet hands after the pouring of a libation and received a damp one in return, and a patera might also move back and forth between attendants and priest, each of whom interacted with it in a different way. These experiences might also be even more complex, as in the case of the sounds produced by the combination of a tibicine and its player, which were heard by all but which were not necessarily experienced in comparable ways depending upon proximity (immediately adjacent to the priest, compared with a distant onlooker) and the differential aural capacities of discrete bodies (Figure 4.4). Simultaneously, the tibicine player felt the movement of their breath and the reverberations of the flute in a uniquely haptic and highly proximal way that was not shared with the others present. These intimately lived relationships between material object and human ritual participant, and the consequences of the agency their combined affordances produced, have tended to get lost in studies of sacrifice. This includes those which have sought to understand its process and the significance of its constituent elements (e.g. Scheid 2003, pp. 79–110, 2005, 2007; Prescendi 2007; Rüpke 2007a, pp. 137–53; Elsner 2012b; Schultz 2016, 2018), and those which aim to identify and classify the ‘instruments’ that were used by people as part of their performance of any ritual act (e.g. Siebert 1999; Aldrete 2014; Siebert 2015; see also individual entries in ThesCRA vol. 5, 2005). In both of these approaches the focus of analysis has been on identifying and interpreting the actions of human participants (and ultimately the rationale for them), leading to statements about how the priest (not the patera) poured the libation, the popa (not the malleus or dolabrum) stunned or incapacitated the ox, and the victimarius (not the culter) slit the animal’s throat.
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Figure 4.4 Marble relief showing Marcus Aurelius performing a sacrifice outside the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus, c. 176–180 CE. The arrangement of figures is artificially compressed, but note the crowd of attendants interacting with various objects and the proximity of the flute player. Musei Capitolini, Palazzo dei Conservatori, Scalone, MC 0807.

Photo: De Agostini Picture Library/G. Dagli Orti/Bridgeman Images.

Human agency therefore remains at the forefront of analyses of ritual activities such as public sacrifice and, it might be argued, rightly so, since it was humans after all who devised these patterns of behaviour and who chose to perform them in certain locations at particular times. After all, these assemblages were ritually generated by the broadly fixed routines that Romans understood were required for the accomplishing of religion (i.e. distal religious knowledge). It was the stability of these routines that ensured that things regularly came together in broadly comparable ways, forming relationships that reinforced these shared distal forms of knowledge. It was, moreover, a human who picked up an axe and moved their body in such a way as to drive it into the neck of an animal (for the practicalities and logistics of this see Aldrete 2014). An axe did not possess the intentional agency required to do that of its own accord. However, rethinking agency as a property emerging from the relations that form between the material things within an assemblage, instead of in terms of intentionality, forces us to question this position. Looking more closely at what it was that afforded the death of an animal victim reveals that the result of the axe meeting its neck can be understood more accurately as the outcome of a relationship between the qualities of a human thing and those of a more-than-human thing: the materialness of the human body could grasp the materialness of the axe and was also able to swing it, but the material characteristics of the axe, including the weight of the metal head and its capacity to be sharpened to a cutting edge, also brought a certain set of affective qualities to that relationship, combining with the swing of the popa in that ritualised context to make a difference to the world that manifested in the form of a ritually slain animal. This result, and the way in which it affected the experience of those involved, was not necessarily always identical due to the level of skill or bodily strength of the popa, as well as the sharpness or tensile strength of the metal that made up the axe’s head: it might glance off, or it might sink in and be difficult to remove.

What is more, despite modern accounts of sacrifice tending towards a sanitisation of the process of killing animal victims (although for the contrary see Weddle 2013; Aldrete 2014), understanding this in terms of the agency produced by an assemblage of things means that the material thingliness of that victim must also be understood to have contributed qualities to the relationships that produced it. In short, the capacity of an animal’s flesh to be cut and its arteries to bleed, even for it to die, affected the sort of relationship between human, axe, and victim which ultimately produced the agency of sacrifice. In this sense the eventual death of the animal was a product of the relational affordances of a set of both human and more-than-human material things that was generated by a ritualised context. In other words, sacrifice, like all of the various other ritualised activities performed in Roman Italy, was not merely about what distal knowledge of religion compelled people to do, but about what ritualisation allowed people and other things to do together. Accordingly, not every participant in the same ritualised event necessarily shared the same lived experience or, as a result, developed identical proximal religious knowledge, since the relationships they formed with the various more-than-human (and indeed other human) things that were implicated in ritualised assemblages were distinctly heterogeneous. These variations in lived experience might arise in part from their designated duties and how they were expected to behave, but they were also closely related to the affective qualities of the material things that this process of ritualised action caused them to form relationships with. Emphasising how all participants in any form of communal ritual event might share distal forms of knowledge concerning its ability to produce broadly religious agency, whilst also experiencing it in ways that produced proximal or personal forms of religious knowledge concerning that agency, offers a way to spotlight the production of multiple lived religions even as a result of a single public ritualised event.

Individuality and family at the Terminalia


Moving briefly away from the public sphere and from large-scale sacrificial events, an example of a smaller scale, family-focused ritual recounted in an ancient written source serves to demonstrate how this worked in practice. In her study of the religious activities of women during the Roman Republic, Celia E. Schultz (2006) highlights Ovid’s account of the annual Terminalia festival (celebrated on 23rd February), describing it as a good example of a domestic ritual in which multiple members of a household might participate. She notes that ‘no one is excluded from the action’ and that different family members each take on different ‘ritual obligations’ (Schultz 2006, pp. 128–9). Commenting on the same passage, Meghan DiLuzio (2016, p. 47) has suggested that such ‘patterns of ritual practice in the household provided structure and meaning to a family’s relationship with the gods and with one another’. Closer examination of the passage in question, however, reveals that as lived experiences these obligations and relationships were predicated on engaging with a range of discrete material objects, some of which are mentioned directly (given in bold here), while others are implied by the actions of each person (added in square brackets):


An altar is built. Hither the husbandman’s rustic wife brings with her own hands on a potsherd the fire which she has taken [with a tool?] from the warm hearth. The old man chops [axe] wood, and deftly piles up the billets, and strives to fix the branches in the solid earth: then he nurses the kindling flames with dry bark, the boy stands by and holds the broad basket in his hands. When from the basket he has thrice thrown corn into the midst of the fire, the little daughter presents the cut [knife] honeycombs. Others hold vessels of wine. A portion of each is cast into the flames. The company dressed in white [special clothing] look on and hold their peace.

(Ovid, Fasti 2.645–54)


Although the passage is idealised in its attribution of roles to individuals of particular age and gender, it provides a good example of how the lived sensory experience of a ritualised activity, in this case an imagined celebration of the Terminalia, might be something that was shared and communal, at the same time as it was composed of distinctive personal interactions between different sets of human and more-than-human things. In several instances the gestures described are so similar to one another as to appear to involve much the same sensory experience (e.g. throwing grain, honeycomb, or wine onto the fire; being required to hold a basket or vessel), while the shared sensation of the warmth of the flames and the scent of grain and honeycomb charring in the fire and the collective wearing of white (perhaps special) clothing must have reinforced a sense of communal experience and knowledge. At the heart of this ritualised activity were the flames of the fire, with which all of the participants formed a relationship, each affected by its visual, thermal, aural, and olfactory affordances in broadly similar ways. Nonetheless, in each instance, fire was only one component in a subtly different assemblage of things.

The experiences of each participant must have been affected in some way not only by the different activities that they performed – collecting the fire, nursing the fire, holding a basket – but also by the material properties of the more-than-human things with which they each interacted. Indeed, closer inspection suggests the possibility of very discrete, personal experiences. The young boy’s experiences of casting an offering onto the fire, for example, involved handling a ‘broad basket’. By implication this was held in two hands for much of the rite, the dry, woody, or scratchy wickerwork pressed into his palms, before he grasped dry grains in his fingers, some of them perhaps escaping and flowing smoothly over his hand, the act of clutching them perhaps disturbing a musty yet familiar odour of corn. In contrast, the young girl may have held the sticky, sharp-edged, and sweet-smelling honeycomb in one hand, or perhaps in a vessel (Ovid’s text does not make this clear in the way that it does for several of the other food items which are specifically described in relation to their containers: ‘potsherd’, ‘basket’, ‘vessels’). The enticing sugary sweet scent of the honeycomb, and perhaps some residue of the honey itself, may have adhered to her fingers after she had picked it up and made the offering. Similarly, the old man’s preparation of the firewood and his striving ‘to fix the branches in the solid earth’ implies physical effort that none of the other participants shared, and he alone touched the wood that was to burn on the altar, whereas his wife must have felt the heat of the hearth and the sharp edges of the (slowly warming?) potsherd as she brought the flame with which to light the dry kindling.

Each participant shared in the same broad set of ritualised behaviours, which were performed with the same intent and purpose in mind, and which almost certainly entailed an experience which affirmed their household connections and relationships with one another (including those of a hierarchical nature). And yet, the experiences of the Terminalia as lived by each of the individuals in Ovid’s text was subtly different, in part because of their identities as wife, husband, son, and daughter, but also as a result of their engagement with different material objects, each with its distinctive material affordances. In turn, these lived experiences may have affirmed those individual identities at that moment in time and in relation to the distal knowledge they shared concerning the practice of religion and the religious calendar, even if those identities would ultimately be subject to change as the children became adults and found themselves part of a differently configured ritualised assemblage during subsequent Terminalia celebrations.

It is only very rarely possible to write about the experiences of named or otherwise identifiable ordinary people of the Roman world, but this methodology for scrutinising the potential relationships forged between human and more-than-human things under particular ritualised circumstances suggests that it is possible to identify potentially individualised experiences, even when these took place as part of a communal or public practice that sought to unite participants by means of a common understanding or knowledge. Furthermore, it reveals that when framed as distal and proximal ways of knowing, the relationship between personal and communal forms of knowledge can be shown to be fundamental for the affirmation of particular forms of identity and ways of being in the world. The remainder of this chapter applies this way of thinking to more-than-human things implicated in public or state rituals in the form of two case studies focused on incense boxes and the distinctive spiked leather cap of the flamines.

Incense boxes and the tactility of scent

On the north wall of the Ara Pacis Augustae, the image of a young man clutching a small box emerges from the bustling crowd of a procession scene (Figure 4.5). He is usually identified as a cult attendant for the Septemviri epulones (‘the Priesthood of Seven Diners’), and the box he grasps is an acerra, designed to hold incense for use in sacrifice. The box is ornate, carved in relief with the image of a tripod, flute player, and bull. Ahead of him in the procession stands another figure with a similar casket, this one featuring a scene of a victimarius and a bull (Hölscher 2005, pp. 223–4) (Figure 4.6). On encountering this scene, ancient beholders of the frieze who understood the function of these boxes, and who had perhaps participated in or witnessed the sort of public events that the Ara Pacis celebrated, might be prompted to imagine or recall the scent that would be released as their lids were lifted and the contents dropped onto the altar’s flames. This is commonly assumed to have been frankincense (of the genus Boswellia), but was possibly also myrrh (of the genus Commiphora), or Kyphi, a compound form of incense (Van Beek 1960; Bradley et al. forthcoming). For the modern beholder, identifying the box as an acerra confirms the importance of incense within Roman religious activities, perhaps especially the olfactory powers of burning resins to evoke or signal divine presence (Clements 2015). However, for the attendants who were once responsible for manipulating boxes like these during real ancient events, the experience of interacting with them through the course of the procession and subsequent rites at the altar extended beyond the olfactory and cognitive: it was also a profoundly personal and an intensely haptic experience. For them, the intangible power of the incense within the box was experienced with sensory reference to the material which encompassed it, and which was felt directly and haptically through their bodies. They could clutch it in their hands, feel its dusty residue on their skin, their experiences mediated through the relief decoration of the otherwise smooth, cool, polished ivory, wood, or metal surface of the box digging into their fingers and palms.
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Figure 4.5 Detail from the north frieze of the Ara Pacis showing a cult attendant for the Septemviri epulones grasping a decorated acerra in his left hand, with a mantele (towel) draped over his forearm

Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham. Museo dell’Ara Pacis, Roma. © Roma, Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali.

To date, studies of the use of ancient incense in religious contexts have, not unreasonably, emphasised its olfactory properties over other potential sensory affordances. After all, the purpose of burning incense was to release and perceive the full potential of the scent of these resinous substances, which, as Susan Ashbrook Harvey (2006, p. 7) reminds us, were smells that were ‘acutely effective in conveying divine presence or absence… . Smells provided concrete encounters that appeared to defy articulation or form, yet necessitated a physically informed mode of understanding’. As anyone who has experienced the use of incense in contemporary religious settings will know, the scent of freshly burned incense might be especially acute during the performance of a ritual but gradually disperses afterwards. The fluctuating intensity of incense might therefore heighten the distinctiveness of a time-limited ritualised assemblage. What if, however, other ‘physically informed mode[s] of understanding’ beyond that of its scent were also associated with the use of incense? What did the materialness connected with these encounters with ritual scent ‘feel like’; for example, who felt it, and why might that matter in the context of this broader study of the ways in which religious knowledge was created through lived experience of ritual, rather than existing only as something to be expressed through ritual behaviours? Thinking about the nature of religious knowledge as a reflexive combination of distal and proximal forms of knowing (as outlined in Chapter 2) can be helpful for addressing these questions and for understanding how a personal individual form of knowledge might emerge in the context of a communal ritual.
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Figure 4.6 Detail from the north frieze of the Ara Pacis showing a cult attendant grasping a decorated acerra in his right hand

Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham. Museo dell’Ara Pacis, Roma. © Roma, Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali.

To recap, distal knowledge concerns big picture knowledge, in this case the widely shared understanding of how and why Roman religious activities were performed in certain ways, whereas proximal knowledge describes a way of knowing that, whilst connected to this bigger picture, is predicated on context-specific, personal experiences and sensory engagements with religious activities as they were lived by the individual. It is in this context that touch becomes especially significant for the acerrae, since ‘engaging with an object through touch’, according to Douglass Bailey (2014, p. 27), ‘affords a particular, proximal way of knowing that is much deeper than traditional analyses and interpretations which restrict insight to representational knowledge’. These are claims that can be tested in relation to the Roman acerra, an object which was at once a (distal) visual symbol for the olfactory use of incense and its (distal) capacity to ‘construct divinity, and evoke, as well as invoke, divine presence’ (Clements 2015, p. 46; see also the previous discussion of the Arch of the Argentarii), and a tangible object which offered a tactile (proximal) experience for some, but not all, participants in public sacrificial ritual.

Identifying incense boxes

Much of the evidence for the use of incense boxes is iconographic, although the term acerra derives from literary sources (see for example Festus [Paulus] 17L; Horace, Odes 3.8.2–4; Virgil, Aeneid 5.744–5; Ovid, Metamorphoses 13.703–4; Ovid, Ex Ponto 4.8.39–40; Ovid, Fasti 4.933–4; Martial, Epigrams 4.45; Pliny the Elder, Natural History 35.70; Suetonius, Tiberius 44.2). As already noted, acerrae appear on architectural friezes depicting collections of cult instruments, including those of the Arch of the Argentarii discussed earlier, and three currently in the Sala dei Filosofi of the Musei Capitolini (inv. 608, 609, 611), which originate from one or more unidentified structures perhaps of the late Republic (Stuart Jones 1912, pp. 261–4; ThesCRA vol. 5, 2005, Pl. 18). More frequently they are shown in active use within cult performances on reliefs depicting altar scenes associated with sacrifice and lustration, where an acerra is often shown clasped in the hand or hands of an attendant (examples can be found in Scott Ryberg 1955; Huet 2008, 2017). The identity of these attendants is important, although their precise age and social status is difficult to distinguish from the iconography alone and it is possible that their identity varied depending upon the nature of the occasion itself, such as whether it was public, semi-public, private, or part of a specific festival, as well as in relation to changes to public rites over the course of the imperial period (Mantle 2002, p. 87). In the scenes of public or state cult to which I draw attention here, attendants bearing acerrae are predominantly young males, although girls appear in the same role on private reliefs and in other contexts (see Scott Ryberg 1955; DiLuzio 2016, p. 116). Tonio Hölscher (2005, p. 224) has suggested that the designation camillus, commonly applied to all of these attendants, is inaccurate, preferring to refer to them more generally as ministri. However, the more widely used term camillus is employed here because the reliefs which form the focus of the current investigation do in fact appear to show acerra bearers with the familiar characteristics of camilli: male youths, often with long hair (Mantle 2002). Written sources indicate that camilli (and camillae) must be freeborn, with both parents still alive (Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 2.22.1; Macrobius, Saturnalia 1.6.14; Festus [Paulus] 38. 82L). Meghan DiLuzio (2016, p. 72) has suggested that in some cases they might be the children of the priestly couple officiating at a sacrifice, such as those responsible for the public rites of the curiae.

The caskets that are depicted in iconographic form present slight differences. The majority are square or rectangular, sometimes with figured relief decoration comparable to that seen on the Ara Pacis (Figures 4.5 and 4.6) but in other instances entirely unadorned. In many examples the box is shown open, such as on both the so-called suovetaurilia of the Louvre relief dated to the middle first century CE (Scott Ryberg 1955, p. 106, fig. 54a) and a relief in the Museo Nazionale Romano (Palazzo Massimo) perhaps associated with the third century CE emperor Claudius Gothicus (Scott Ryberg 1955, p. 196, fig. 116e; Huet 2008, p. 109) (see also Figure 4.4). Acerrae are also shown half-open, as in the example on the passageway frieze showing cult instruments on the west pier of the Arch of the Argentarii, as well in the scene directly below it, in which a camillus carries a clearly different acerra (Figures 4.3 and 4.7). Reliefs such as these and others suggest that the lids of acerrae could be hinged. Sometimes, as on the Ara Pacis (Figures 4.5 and 4.6), the Louvre suovetaurilia relief, scene CIII of Trajan’s Column (early second century CE; Scott Ryberg 1955, p. 113, fig. 57), and a panel on the Arch of Constantine depicting a scene of the lustration of troops that may originate from a monument associated with Marcus Aurelius (Scott Ryberg 1955, p. 114, fig. 59), they are shown clasped in one hand, usually cupped from beneath using either the right or left hand, with the fingers curled around the base and over the front face. Elsewhere they are shown held in two hands, gripped from below and the side, the box usually held in front of the body (Figure 4.7). Among others, examples include the Claudius Gothicus relief mentioned earlier, as well as the Marcus Aurelius altar scene in Figure 4.4, in addition to scene XX of the Column of Marcus Aurelius (late second century CE; Scott Ryberg 1955, p. 114, fig. 58) and a column base of Diocletian recovered from the Roman Forum (Scott Ryberg 1955, p. 118, fig. 61b). The two acerrae shown on the north frieze of the Ara Pacis both have small, circular button-like protrusions on the base that probably indicate feet and which are not dissimilar to the square feet shown on the instrumenta sacra frieze of the Arch of the Argentarii. Rarely, however, are incense boxes in altar scenes depicted with the high and sometimes very elaborately curved feet that feature on examples from friezes such as those of the Musei Capitolini (Stuart Jones 1912, pp. 261–4). It is possible, therefore, that some were designed to be more portable than others.
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Figure 4.7 Detail of the passageway relief scene beneath the frieze of cult instruments on the western pier of the Arch of the Argentarii showing a long-haired camillus with an acerra


Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham.

Only one example of an object likely to be part of an acerra has been identified archaeologically (Antiquarium Comunale inv. 17321; Angelucci and La Rocca 1976). Of unknown provenance, and uncertain date (it is commonly assigned to the Augustan period), all that remains is a small ivory sheet (7 × 11.2 × 1 cm). One side is unworked, while the other bears the relief image of a togate figure in the act of placing something (possibly incense) onto a tripod altar. This central figure is accompanied by others, including what appears to be a second sacrificant standing to the left of him with his hand extended back towards a shallow dish, possibly to wash or purify his hands. This is held by a shorter attendant who, at the same time, pours into it from a pitcher. To the right of the scene stands an additional short attendant, with a wide dish balanced on his upturned left hand held up at shoulder height, and an unveiled adult male figure standing immediately behind the tripod. Hypothesised reconstructions by Eugenio La Rocca suggest that the plaque was originally set within a deep frame as the front panel of an ivory incense container with a total width of around 15 cm (Angelucci and La Rocca 1976, figs. 7–8). This is comparable with iconographic evidence for acerrae which have been estimated to range between 15 and 30 cm, with a height of around 5–15 cm (Hölscher 2005, p. 223). Although wooden and marble acerrae are sometimes implied by the ancient texts cited earlier, La Rocca reasons that since ivory is known to have been widely used for small caskets it is likely, in this case, that the whole container was manufactured using this material (Angelucci and La Rocca 1976, p. 13, n.37). Moreover, it seems highly unlikely that boxes intended to be carried in procession were made from heavier materials such as marble.

The thingliness of acerrae


The potential tactile and haptic affordances associated with these objects, and their subsequent impact on proximal forms of knowledge, can be investigated by adopting a broad understanding of touch such as that advocated by sculptor Rosalyn Driscoll (2011, p. 108), who extends it beyond ‘contact with something by the skin’ to encompass ‘kinaesthesia, proprioception, balance, temperature, pain, and pleasure – indeed the whole body’. As we have seen, iconographic evidence suggests that in many instances acerrae were grasped from beneath using a single hand. This was a gesture which compelled the bearer to twist their hand and arm into a position which, although natural, is potentially uncomfortable if held for long periods of time, even more so when bearing weight. Neither the relief images nor the ivory panel from Rome suggests that incense boxes were large or cumbersome items, and the resins they contained also could not have contributed much weight. However, when combined with this slightly awkward grip, the material substance of the box itself – perhaps wood or ivory, but possibly also bronze or other metals – will certainly have been sensed by the muscles of anyone who held it in this way for any length of time. Of course, monumental reliefs provide only an abbreviated impression of real events (see Elsner 2005, 2012b), so it remains unclear how far this form of grip was merely a device intended to place the visual spotlight on the box rather than its bearer, or in the cases of decorated acerrae like those of the Ara Pacis, to avoid obscuring their decorative features. Nevertheless, real examples may have been held in this way for precisely the same reasons. What is more, supporting evidence for this manner of carrying objects as part of ritualised activities can be found in reliefs illustrating other portable cult objects, such as the lares and other small statues that were sometimes incorporated into ritualised processions. Brian Madigan (2013, p. 8) has pointed out that small statues are also shown carried in one hand and supported from underneath, and he notes that ‘the regularity in the appearance of these gestures argues for their following a ceremonial decorum’, going on to suggest that there may even have been accepted ways in which objects connected with cult were to be held. Since attendants are repeatedly shown holding acerrae in one hand in both procession and altar scenes, it can therefore be assumed with a reasonable degree of certainty that at least some camilli carried or held them like this, and were perhaps even expected to do so.

It required concentration for the camillus to grip an angular acerra in one hand while moving his body as part of a procession, with all of its attendant solemnity, formality, and need for watchful movement. He had to retain his balance in a bustling crowd without dropping the precious cult object, even as his hand perhaps became increasingly sweaty through nervousness and (in the case of ivory or metal) contact between his skin and an organic material that warmed to the touch. This also involved deeper haptic experiences concerning specific muscular exertions in his shoulder, arm, wrist, hand, and fingers, and more general proprioceptive experiences of his body as a whole. Even the movement and gait of any camillus who grasped the box more securely in two hands will have been affected by the haptic influences afforded by interaction with its material properties, compelling him to walk and stand in a particular way. Carrying an acerra could consequently have a significant impact on the bearer’s awareness of his body in space, compelling him to move in a way that was markedly different not only from other members of the assembled group but from the way in which he moved, and therefore haptically perceived the world, during other activities. The relationship between his material body and the material object therefore produced a particular way of being in the world at that moment that was intimately connected to the specific role that he was playing, a way of being that both characterised it and signalled to him that it was different from other activities. In short, this was a relational assemblage at work, producing lived religion and, in turn, proximal religious knowledge.

And what about the incense container as a material thing itself? As hinted already, the raw materials from which acerrae were probably manufactured possessed their own potential material affordances, with ivory, wood, or metal presenting the hand that grasped them with particular sensory feedback. This might include differential experiences of temperature, which may even have varied as the heat from the bearer’s hands was reflected or absorbed, potentially also leading to the production of sweat and an increasingly slippery surface. Its smoothness (ivory, metal) or friction (wood), potentially affected still further how readily it could be grasped, with those affordances possibly even changing throughout the duration of the procession and ritual as an increasingly clammy hand combined with a damp surface. The exterior of the box may also have gathered residue from its contents because pieces of frankincense produce a fine white dust when they are rubbed together, as they would be if collected together in an acerra that was moved around (Van Beek 1960, p. 71). Although most of this was probably confined to the interior, repeated use (including refilling prior to any major ritual) may have caused some of this dust to escape, and if not to coat the exterior at least to settle in exposed areas, perhaps concentrating around the front edge of the rim and lid. When the camillus used his free hand to open the lid, his fingers would have contacted any residue, putting him discreetly and (since it was known only to him) entirely privately alongside the presiding official as one of only two participants in the ritual to come into direct tactile contact with the unburned incense: a potentially empowering experience given its degree of secrecy and potential subversion of ritual expectations.

Returning to the idea that proximal knowledge is the product of discrete assemblages of things formed by active ritual performativity, it should also not be forgotten that touch is inherently dynamic and explorative in nature, that it involves motion not just of the whole body but of the fingers, which may seek to discover what it is that they come into contact with. Public sacrificial rituals in Rome could be protracted events, so we might imagine a restless youth waiting for his cue to offer the incense at the crucial moment, his fingers idly – or perhaps purposefully – exploring the materialness of the box that he grasped, its contours affording that exploration as he followed what he could reach of the lines of its edges and decorative elements, detecting the object’s own biography as revealed by its dents, cracks, repairs, or areas of heavy wear, and situating himself as a new part of that narrative. Clasping it in front of his body, its primary relief image turned away from him and his visual appreciation of its contents restricted when the lid was opened, and with other visual and auditory distractions surrounding him, ensured that any personal tactile exploration took place at least partially unsighted (even if the box’s decoration had been seen before and would be again afterwards), leaving interpretation of its tactile affordances quite literally in the hands that grasped it. Such explorative touch might be particularly powerful in cases where the box bore figurative decoration reminiscent of the scene in which the camillus currently found himself: even if it wasn’t entirely identical, he might feel and probe with his fingers a miniaturised version of the very activities that he was living at that moment, subversively touching the sacrificial victim, the altar, the priest.

Tactile knowledge

The capacity of miniaturisation to lend itself to particular forms of tactile empowerment and knowledge are manifold, as Douglass Bailey (2014, p. 29; see also 
Bailey 2005; Foxhall 2015), advocating what he terms as a ‘cheirotic approach’ to prehistoric figurines, explains:


At a physical level, a person handling a miniature gains subtle empowerment and strengthening: in relation to what is represented in small-scale, one is made to feel larger in size and advanced in hierarchical position; a soothing sense of wellbeing follows.


Moreover, miniaturisation is frequently described as actively ‘inviting’ human touch, its ‘seductive properties’ becoming ‘particularly alluring when miniatures represent animal, human or supernatural beings that are usually more powerful’ (Langin-Hooper 2015, p. 68). These statements are especially useful for thinking about the miniaturised decoration on an acerra such as that seen on the Ara Pacis frieze or on the ivory plaque from Rome, since each had material affordances that encouraged tactile exploration and affected particular sensory and cognitive experiences. For example, stroking the back of the animal victim or the outstretched arm of the priest as he made an offering was unthinkable in reality, but sensory engagement with an acerra might facilitate just that, offering its bearer an illicit yet at the same time very public, temporary subversion of social and religious norms that placed him in a position of (imagined) power. Similarly, the real altar standing not far from his body was forbidden to him, but he possessed complete tactile freedom to explore the miniaturised version that he held in his hands. In this way, the real and the small-scale worlds were brought into dialogue with the in-the-moment experiences of the camillus himself. As Stephanie Langin-Hooper (2015, p. 65) has suggested for figurines from Hellenistic Babylonia, ‘to imagine one’s body entering the small-scale world of the miniature is an act of dramatic play, to which the outside world is a constant referent (for without the real-scale world, the efficacy of the miniature disappears)’. Tactile exploration of an acerra might therefore lend itself to very profound proximal knowing that emphasised the subversion of the real social world, at the same time as the nature of what was being touched rather crucially situated that knowledge back into the context of the shared, distal knowledge of the wider context of the ritual performance in which the box was being manipulated. Through this mutually reinforcing dialogue, the individual camillus thus produced or confirmed a personal understanding of his identity, role, or place within Roman religion as a shared cultural phenomenon.

It is clear from iconographic evidence that not all acerrae were decorated, and therefore not all offered the potential for the experiences that I have just described. Nonetheless, the absence of deeply textured miniaturised scenes undoubtedly contributed equally, yet differently, to the production of a particular form of proximal religious knowledge when it was combined into a similar ritualised assemblage. This knowledge was not necessarily, or even at all, at odds with that produced for a camillus who interacted with a highly decorated box; it was simply different from it because the thingliness of one of the components within the assemblage was dissimilar. In this way, there could never be a single, identical experience shared by all those who were ever responsible for carrying an acerra as part of a Roman ritual performance: personal embodied experience and the religious knowledge that it produced was closely entwined not just with the body of the individual but also with the material nature of the things which combined into assemblages on these particular occasions. Even the same young man might experience subsequent ritual events differently if he interacted with another container, or indeed if his role required him to carry an alternative item, such as the soft fabric mantele, a pitcher of liquid, or a small statue. In this way he would come to understand the significance of an occasion not only in relation to the relatively fixed-by-custom or distal ritual activities being performed – which he experienced via sight, sound, and smell – but in relation to the unfixed proximal tactile and haptic affordances of the material objects with which he interacted at each moment. Such subtle distinctions are obscured by traditional approaches which privilege the visual and olfactory experience of communal ritual performance.

Extending this further, it is possible that the specific task of ‘holding things ready’ also contributed to the construction or affirmation of a particular identity for a young camillus. These discrete haptic experiences potentially produced a reassuring feeling of belonging or of importance; perhaps they were evoked during later experiences or when he was older and no longer performing the same role, or when he encountered relief friezes featuring his counterparts, or when his role in a subsequent event was to hold something else; perhaps they contributed to an affirmation of status in contrast with others in the community who were excluded from that experience. Regardless, investigating the acerra as a material object, with physical properties and varied forms, reveals that any experience in which the human body and material things combined within ritualised assemblages were largely temporal and situationally specific. Lived religion was therefore an experience of agency that was of the here and now, while the resulting religious knowledge that this produced was correspondingly personal and subject to change. In effect, this makes it possible to understand how the lived experience of ritual as a camillus, and the religious knowledge that it produced, was distinct from that of, say, the sacrificant himself to whom we shall turn next.

Experiencing priestly headgear: the 
galerus
 and 
apex



At the centre of the passageway frieze of cult instruments on the eastern pier of the Arch of the Argentarii is the image of a distinctive leather cap (galerus) with disk and olive-wood spike (apex), the spike itself (birga) wrapped with a woollen filament (apiculum) (Ludi Blevins 2017, p. 242) (Figure 4.8). This was a combination which was permitted to be worn by only a restricted number of adult male citizens: the flamines. The three most important of these figures (flamines maiores), selected by the pontifices to serve a single divine figure in perpetuity, were the flamen Dialis (Jupiter), flamen Martialis (Mars), and flamen Quirinalis (Quirinus). After 42 BCE a fourth was added to their group, charged with serving the cult of the deified Julius Caesar (flamen Julialis), and further flamines were subsequently assigned during the imperial period to the cult of successively divinised emperors (e.g. the flamen Augustalis) (Várhelyi 2012, pp. 2691–2; Rehak 2001, p. 285). The titles of a further ten traditional flamines minores of slightly lower status are also attested, and Festus indicates that there were originally perhaps 15 flamines in total, although by the late Republic the currency of some of these roles may have diminished or changed (Festus [Paulus] 144L; DiLuzio 2016, pp. 53–4; also Vanggaard 1988).
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Figure 4.8 Eastern passageway frieze of the Arch of the Argentarii, depicting instruments used in cult (lituus, urceus, patera, galerus with apex, bucranium, aspergillum, simpulum, and knives in a triangular case)

Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham.

The conduct and lifestyle of the flamines, especially that of the flamen Dialis, were the subject of strict regulations, summarised in the second century CE by Aulus Gellius (Attic Nights 10.15). These rules are commonly interpreted in light of their need to maintain a much higher level of purity compared with other priestly officials, and this extended even to their dress. The flamen Dialis was expected to wear the toga praetexta when he went out in public, but all of the flamines donned a heavy woollen cloak (laena) and a galerus with apex when sacrificing (other lower ranked priests might wear a galerus topped with a small knob: Cleland et al. 2007, p. 77). In both ancient sources and modern scholarship the ensemble of cap and spike is sometimes referred to simply as an apex, although since this downplays the role of the cap in favour of the spike alone, in what follows I will more commonly refer to it as the galerus or galerus/apex.

The galerus itself was a close-fitting leather cap with straps (offendices) that were fastened under the chin, presumably to ensure that it stayed in place at all times (Esdaile 1911, pp. 215–9; Festus 23L). Valerius Maximus (Memorable Deeds and Sayings 1.4), writing in the early first century CE, noted that when the cap (which he refers to using the term apex) slipped from the head of Q. Sulpicius when he was offering sacrifice sometime around 223 BCE, he was subsequently stripped of his office. A few decades later, Plutarch (Marcellus 5) recounts the same story, indirectly signalling that it must have been deemed by members of Roman society to have been a not untrivial incident. How the straps of the galerus were fastened remains uncertain (Esdaile 1911), but the persistent suggestion that they were ‘tied under the chin’ (Rehak 2001, p. 285) is difficult to reconcile with the specific statement by Aulus Gellius (Attic Nights 10.15.9–10) that the flamen Dialis must have ‘no knot (nodum) in his head-dress (apice), girdle, or any other part of his dress’. Possibly a form of button and loop system was used, since the details of the chin straps of the flamines depicted on the Ara Pacis certainly appear to suggest the presence of a fairly substantial fastening that the wearer must have been conscious of against their throat (Figure 4.9). Aulus Gellius (Attic Nights 10.15.32) also notes that the cap of the flamen Dialis was distinguished from those of the other three flamines by being made of white leather (consequently known as an albogalerus).
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Figure 4.9 Detail from the south frieze of the Ara Pacis showing three of the four flamines (from the left, S-22, S-23, and S-24), each wearing a galerus with apex

Photo: Mrs. G. Fittschen-Badura.

If the cap fits: wearing the galerus/apex


It is clear that part of the significance of the cap and spike, and its visual representation on monuments and coins, was as a symbol of high religious office and of the concomitant social status that went with it (e.g. Ludi Blevins 2017). Meanwhile, scholarship has also debated how its appearance on the heads of figures in the Ara Pacis procession frieze might be used as a source of historical information concerning which particular flamen roles were occupied at any one time (Rehak 2001). To the best of my knowledge, however, no study has ever considered what it was like to actually wear one of these remarkable pieces of headgear, an item which the flamen Dialis at least was expected to don whenever he went out in public, perhaps even at all times in earlier centuries (Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights 10.15). Indeed, it can be argued that the galerus/apex not only signalled that a flamen was actively performing sacrifice, but that its combination with the ritualised action of the priest’s body was also responsible for affording religious agency.

Appearances of the galerus/apex on friezes depicting cult objects regularly show it on its own, unworn, and sometimes with the straps represented as slack cords (see Ludi Blevins 2017) (Figure 4.10). However, as with the acerrae discussed earlier, the Ara Pacis provides a useful iconographic starting point for assessing the potential material and sensory affordances of the galerus/apex and for considering the ways in which its materialness may have combined with the thingliness of the human body as part of a ritualised assemblage. Importantly, this relief showing men wearing the caps reminds us that the galerus/apex was more than the symbol or visual signifier of office that it has become in modern scholarship. Indeed, it was a real material thing, with a host of potential qualities that might enter into relationships with other things when it was worn by the body of a flamen who actively engaged in the performance of sacrifice. This is what can be seen at the centre of the procession frieze on the south wall of the Ara Pacis, where the images carved in relief show four flamines, distinguishable from the other figures by their boots, laena-draped shoulders, and most clearly by their leather caps with disk and spike (Rehak 2001; Gawlinski 2015, p. 101) (Figure 4.9). The relief suggests that the cap was worn very tightly to the head, covering the wearer’s hair. Nonetheless, it also clearly shows strands of hair escaping from beneath the cap at the nape of the neck and the forehead, suggesting that it was not considered necessary to cover, control, or otherwise contain all of the hair of the flamen. The ears are also left exposed, with straps extending from either side of the ears to meet under the chin. This was also observed by Katharine Esdaile (1911) in relation to several other iconographic representations of the galerus depicted in isolation and in the act of being worn (despite using the term apex, her study is clearly concerned with the leather cap in that it pays close attention to the form of the cheek pieces and fastenings). On the Ara Pacis relief, the olive-wood apex is shown fixed to a disk which sits towards the back of the crown of the head, in much the same position as a modern Jewish kippah would be worn. The disk is entirely flat and is not moulded to follow the contours of the head. Perhaps when combined with the projecting spike this caused it to rock slightly as the bearer walked or moved. Indeed, the apex disc worn by the flamen figure commonly referred to as S-24 – who Paul Rehak (2001, p. 286) notes is distinguished only from S-20 (not shown in Figure 4.9) by the fact that he holds in his right hand a wooden comoetaculum (a wand used to prevent him from coming into physical contact with other people) – clearly stands proud of the curvature of his head, and when the head is held upright it projects slightly backwards rather than presenting a vertical spike.
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Figure 4.10 Detail of the frieze of cult instruments on the Temple of Divus Vespasian and Divus Titus in the Forum Romanum showing a patera, securis, malleus, galerus (without apex but with the filium to which it could be attached), and a (damaged) bucranium. Late first century CE.

Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham.

Wearing one of these caps for the purpose of sacrifice as a flamen, rather than as a regular priest or sacrificant, will have prompted a subtly different sensory experience, one that the wearer will undoubtedly have been aware of because of his previous experiences of performing sacrifice before he was elevated to flamen. It seems improbable, given the status of the role of flamen, that the men who were appointed had never before performed sacrifice, but they will almost always have done so capite velato (‘with covered head’), that is whilst veiled with a part of the toga pulled up over their head (Cicero, De Natura Deorum 2.10; Festus 142.20L; Livy 1.18.3; 8.9.5; 10.7.10; Varro, On the Latin Language 5.130; Rüpke 2007a, p. 95; Glinister 2009). Indeed, this is such a common image on altar scenes of all types that it is used as the primary means of identifying the man or woman who is officially presiding, as well as serving as a more generic synonym for pietas within Roman culture (Gawlinski 2015, p. 102; Rothe 2019, pp. 46–9). As Fay Glinister (2009, p. 195) observes, iconographic evidence shows that ‘only the person sacrificing covered his or her head; other participants or onlookers might be crowned with a wreath, or entirely bare-headed’. Covering the head with material was an embodied gesture which set the performer of a sacrifice apart from everyone else, but which also brought with it the potential for a different lived experience of the religious agency that their actions produced. Although both forms of head-covering – sacrificing capite velato or wearing a galerus/apex – must have produced an experience that was hot and possibly rather stifling in the heat of the Roman summer, there were also important differences between these experiences which arose as a consequence of the materialness of the head-covering itself. First, we must consider the lived experience of sacrificing capite velato, as one that was shared by everyone who acted as the principal official in such ritual acts.

When draped over the head, the heavy woollen toga would have been felt in the form of pressure on the head, perhaps becoming increasingly heavy on wet days as rain soaked into the material and stretched the wool, dragging it downwards. As the veiled figure moved, the fact that the veil was part of the already cumbersome toga they were wearing may also have been evident, a raising of the arm potentially shifting the veil or even threatening to pull it off entirely (on the very real difficulties of wearing a toga correctly see Rothe 2019, pp. 55–9). Moreover, the fabric almost certainly smelled. It may have shared the same odour as the toga that covered the rest of the man’s body, something dependent upon whether or not the wool was damp and how recently it had been laundered (although it is unlikely that it smelled of the urine used in this process, as has often been assumed: see Flohr 2017), but this was a scent that was heightened and potentially more palpable when it enclosed the head and was brought much closer to the nose and mouth. Some may even have smelled slightly ‘fishy’ as the result of the dye used to produce the toga praetexta’s distinctive purple border (although how long this scent was retained by woollen fabric remains uncertain) (Bradley 2015, p. 141).

Perhaps most significantly, sacrificing capite velato served to bring these proximal sensory experiences of lived religion into dialogue with the person’s distal knowledge by mediating all subsequent sensory experiences of the wider proceedings of the ritual. Although the porous woollen veil certainly would not block out all sounds (in the same way that the hood on a modern hoodie or coat does not stop the wearer from hearing), it will have muffled or distorted them, particularly any sounds emanating from behind them (as anyone will know if they have ever worn a hood when walking in the rain and been surprised when an unheard person has approached them from behind). As noted earlier, iconographic evidence suggests that the flute-players (tibicines) involved in public rites were stationed for the crucial moments of the ritual close to and often behind the principal officiating figure (Figure 4.4). The affordances of the woollen veil, including its capacity to absorb sound waves, will have worked to distance the officiant from the sounds produced by the flute, potentially reducing their volume. What is more, any veil covering the sides of the head will more than likely have blocked the tibicine from view, so that the source of the sound was also obscured. Similarly the veil, like a modern hood, will have limited peripheral vision, causing the visual attention of the sacrificant to become focused on the people and objects most directly in front of them. Of course, as noted earlier, iconographic representations of altar scenes necessarily abbreviated proceedings, and space restrictions on relief panels compelled the sculptor to arrange the figures in a way that may not reproduce historical realities (see Elsner 2012b; Huet 2015). Nevertheless, it seems very unlikely that as a mere attendant of low social status a flute player would ever be positioned directly between the sacrificant and the altar, or indeed between them and the onlooking public audience of spectators.

It has been noted many times that sacrificing capite velato may well have been one of several strategies intended to cut the priest off from any potential surrounding distractions that might cause a ritual to be disrupted or performed incorrectly (e.g. Rüpke 2007a, p. 95; Glinister 2009, p. 198; Rothe 2019, p. 48). This is confirmed by ancient sources such as Pliny the Elder (Natural History 28.11), who asserted that ‘a piper plays so that nothing but the prayer is heard’, the sound produced by the tibicine and his flute effectively masking other noises, whilst ‘pulling the toga over their ears’, suggests Plutarch (Roman Questions 10), was ‘a precaution lest any ill-omened and baleful sound from without should reach them while they were praying’ (see also Fless and Moede 2007). However, these ancient explanations are rarely associated with the materialness of the veil itself, instead being connected by modern scholars merely with the act of covering the head and an acknowledgement that it was important to block out the wider world in order to ensure an appropriate level of concentration and focus. The diverse lived experiences of this gesture were, however, also important and were a product of the combination of the thingliness of the sacrificant’s body and its capacity to see and hear, with the materialness of the toga. Together these allowed (or afforded) an uninterrupted ritual, but they also suggest that the sounds made by the tibicine may have been directed primarily at other participants rather than the presiding official, allowing those without veiled heads to perform their roles without aural distractions. What is more, while the veil acted as a visual focusing device, by diminishing even the sounds of an adjacent tibicine it also enclosed the priest within their own restricted space for the period of time that they were performing prescribed ritual acts, almost certainly texturing their proximal sensory experience and the sense of empowerment that came with the special status that such a configuration of garments brought. It quite literally afforded the sort of direct, personal connection that was demanded of them. However, at the same time, the porous woollen toga allowed for a certain amount of continued connection and communication between the world within the veil and that outside. It mediated between distal and proximal experiences, helping to place emphasis on the significance of the proximal experiences of the sacrificing official whilst actively drawing attention to the fact that this was taking place in relation to a much bigger picture, in terms of both the sacrifice itself and the broader role of sacrifice within Roman religion.

This discussion has taken us away from the galerus/apex with which this section began, but looking closely at the affective qualities of the use of a veil within ritualised activities makes it possible to highlight quite how different might have been the experience offered by a tight-fitting leather cap, held in position with chin straps, which left the ears exposed and peripheral vision unaffected. Leather is porous, but despite being breathable it is not able to absorb and dispel moisture to the same extent as wool, meaning that on a warm day the tight-fitting galerus will have caused the head of the flamen to feel hot, the contact between body and leather potentially leading to the production of a rather sweaty and uncomfortable sensation as hair, scalp, and leather were pressed closely together. On cooler days this sensation may have been diminished and, unlike the veiling loop of the toga, a water-resistant leather cap will have provided more protection from the rain, even if the result was for rainwater to drip off it onto the clothing. The galerus also undoubtedly had a distinctive odour, a combination of ingrained sweat from repeated use (in the case of the flamen Dialis, it was perhaps worn every day) and the rich earthy fragrance of leather joined with the residual scent of the vegetable and other biological agents used to tan the animal skin (see van Driel-Murray 2009). It should not be forgotten that the capacity to sweat is a potential material affordance of the human body which, under certain conditions (including when the skin makes contact with certain less breathable materials), makes a difference to other things. It can make fabrics damp, for example, and as noted for the acerrae, surfaces can become slippery and the friction between hand and material object can be reduced. These effects are produced only when things combine.

The odour associated with the galerus then, in the context of a public sacrifice, was only ever directly experienced by the flamen who wore one (although it was perhaps to some degree detectable to those who stood very close by). It was also distinct from what they and others experienced when sacrificing capite velato. It may, nevertheless, have stirred memories of other experiences, certainly if the flamen had ever worn a close-fitting military helmet lined with leather, even if these memories were rendered dissimilar by the weight of the metal of a helmet compared with the comparatively lightweight galerus. Despite the fact that the galerus was probably less cumbersome in comparison with the veil of the toga, the restrictive strap beneath the chin, the fastening perhaps chafing against the throat, and the gentle unbalancing motion of the swaying apex which drew constant attention to its presence, ensured that the wearer could not easily forget that they were wearing a form of headgear that was quite unlike that of any of their peers and the other participants in the same ritual event, including perhaps the camilli with their long, free-flowing loose locks of hair. Indeed, a flamen who had once served as a camillus may even have been prompted to recall their former experiences, comparing them with those of the present moment, reinforcing their in-the-moment sense of identity and social or political standing. In addition, while the flamen Dialis may have been required to wear the galerus/apex most of the time, silence on this detail for the other flamines, coupled with the fact that perpetual wearing of the cap was one of the things that marked the flamen Dialis out as the most important of all of them, suggests that they were permitted to remove them after the performance of their ritual duties. At this moment, the wearer’s senses would have detected a change from one status to another, as the close-fitting cap was removed and cooler air was felt on the scalp and in the hair as the flamen moved from a specifically ritualised assemblage of things into a non-religiously ritualised one that incorporated the everyday mundane world.

Whereas sacrificing capite velato ensured that the visual and aural senses were at least blunted if not substantially altered, the galerus ensured precisely the opposite. The design of the cap intentionally left the ears of the wearer uncovered, as can been seen on the Ara Pacis and those depicted on friezes (see Esdaile 1911), bringing about no change to their personal aural capacities. Similarly, peripheral vision was entirely unaffected by the galerus. The flamen was therefore potentially able to engage fully with the distal experience of the ritual as it was shared by all of those present: to hear the tibicine and to see, smell, and hear all of the attendants and the animal victim(s). Even though the cap fitted closely to the head of the flamen, the materialness of the galerus did not enclose them within their own highly proximal world – indeed, it actively prevented that from occurring, a situation certainly not without a degree of irony, given the long list of things that Aulus Gellius (Attic Nights 10.15) informs us the flamen Dialis must not see or hear in order to be able to sacrifice successfully. Evidently whatever lay behind the original adoption of the galerus/apex as ritual clothing for the flamines, it was never intended to contribute towards the upholding of these prohibitions, indeed it appears to have placed the onus firmly on the flamen himself to ensure that he did not inadvertently come into contact with forbidden things. It seems odd, then, that if the flamines were as important as ancient sources tell us they were, that precautions were not taken to prevent them from being disturbed even at the crucial moments of the ritual. Maybe part of the honour and responsibility of the role was afforded by knowing that these men were tried, tested, and reliable, the galerus acting as proof that they were infallible, that they did not require an artificial means of imposing focus since they were already completely devoted to the deity they served. This would have made it an even more significant portent when the galerus/apex of Q. Sulpicius fell off as he was performing his duties.

In this way, and much like the acerra, the galerus/apex demonstrates how the relationship between the thingly properties of the human body (in this case its sensory capacities) and other material things could be important for creating dialogue between distal (shared) and proximal (personal) experiences that served to produce personal narratives which affirmed a person’s place in the world at that moment, shaping their understanding – or, that is, their knowledge – of ways of being that were connected with religion. Indeed, the potential of headgear to affirm particular types of identity and ways of understanding religious activities from certain standpoints might be extended to a consideration of the many other types of headwear known to have been worn by particular groups, including those associated with women: the veils of the flaminicae (rica, ricinia) or the suffibulum of the Vestals. Indeed, the experience of the flamen Dialis compared with that of the flaminica Dialis is especially striking: she wore an elaborately high hairstyle (tutulus), a woollen mantle, and a wreath of pomegranate twigs perhaps derived from a cushioning device used to support the carrying of vessels on the head (arculum: Festus 15L; DiLuzio 2016, pp. 26–7), all covered with the brightly coloured diaphanous gauze-like veil of the flammeum (Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights 10.15.28). Together these must have served to shut her off from the distal world of religious action, enclosing her within her own highly personal sensory world derived from the physical sensations of the complex hairstyle and potentially uncomfortable wreath, warming woollen veil, and restricted peripheral vision caused by the flammeum. The latter may even have been pulled over her face (Petronius, Satyricon 26.1), entirely enveloping her head and obscuring or at least distorting her vision (for a full discussion of the symbolic significance of all aspects of the dress of the flaminica Dialis see DiLuzio 2016, pp. 36–42 and p. 50).

Conclusions

This chapter has shown that proximal religious knowledge produced by engaging with the thingly qualities of objects always took place in relation to the wider sensory and ideological framework of any ritualised activity or assemblage. Indeed, it was the very ritualisation of activities, such as the public rites which have been the focus here, that not only brought sensing human bodies and other material things into a relationship but which also served to determine which of the potential affordances of each might become significant, ultimately resulting in a lived experience of agency that was rationalised as religion. Carrying an incense box may have put the camillus at the heart of the action and offered him a singular personal experience of major public ritual that was his alone, but he also shared elements of a broadly comparable sensory experience with all of the other active participants and spectators who were present at that moment. He was, in effect, engaged in moving in and out of multiple, interconnecting, and overlapping ritualised assemblages of different scale, simultaneously living religion on both a personal and communal level, prompting dialogue between these multi-scalar experiences that reinforced both his proximal and distal knowledge of religion. The same was true for the flamen Dialis, whose experience of wearing the galerus/apex made his personal experience highly distinctive and proximally embodied at the same time, as it allowed him to remain fully cognisant of and engaged with the wider communal experience of a public sacrifice. As Valérie Huet (2015, p. 145) points out, ‘Taking part in ritual in Rome is about identity, acknowledgement of belonging to a community’.

It can therefore be argued that the lived experiences identified in this chapter help us to understand how the different aspects of this process were actually lived, including those that emphasise both personal and communal forms of identity (on individual and group experiences see also Arnhold 2013). The place of an 
acerra bearer in this religious context was intimately connected not only with the olfactory capacities of the incense it contained which were to be shared with everyone, but also with the feel of the box he carried in his hands and how he experienced it via his body and its movement, including his curious fingertips, aching muscles or joints, and his awareness of the motion of his own body in space. For a flamen Dialis, his actions as part of the ritualised behaviours of a public sacrifice reinforced his authoritative position as well as the community’s knowledge of how the world should be. Yet, on an individual level, his experiences of sacrificing as a flamen rather than as a private individual or less senior priest were sensed as distinctly different from other ritualised moments when he had sacrificed capite velato, affirming the particular agency that his actions had to make a very particular type of difference to the world.

The engagements between human and more-than-human things that I have singled out here demonstrate first how assemblages of particular things can create broad-based understandings of the religious world in which an individual played an active part, reinforcing the extent to which this was something shared by everyone within the community, and not least the ways in which their actions enacted one of the ordering principles of that community and its shared knowledge about how the world worked. These understandings were a form of distal religious knowledge: lived religion reproduced the ordered, hierarchical way of doing things that provided stability and commonality. Secondly, however, they also show how more-than-human things had a crucial role to play in producing religious knowledge for individual participants, in this case knowledge that was predicated on lived religion involving personal and primarily sensory experiences. Accordingly, instrumenta sacra were more than clichéd symbols and did much more than merely facilitate human intentionality when it came to the performance of ritual. By becoming enmeshed in ritualised assemblages, their discrete qualities combined with those of individual humans to enable the very production of religious agency itself. Communal ritual could therefore also be lived in such a way as to produce proximal forms of religious knowledge that were based on deeply personal experiences – experiences which for most participants related not only to a cognitive recognition that they had a specified role to play or possessed a certain status, but also to the potential material properties of the objects with which that ritualised behaviour compelled them to engage. The implications of these observations are explored further in the next chapter, which asks what happens within assemblages when the material things that living human bodies interact with in the course of ritualised activities are in fact also bodies. What are the consequences when the ontological boundaries between human and more-than-human objects become blurred?






5 Bodies

A rocky escarpment rises in a densely wooded area a short distance to the north of the monumental temple dedicated to Juno Sospita at Lanuvium (Latium, approx. 33 km southwest of Rome; see Table 3.1) (Figure 3.2). The face of the cliff is traversed by a series of fissures and cavities through which natural spring water has worked its way for thousands of years. During the Roman Republic, this area – known today as Pantanacci – was used for the quarrying of peperino stone and for the passage of an aqueduct and, later, an imperial period necropolis (Attenni and Ghini 2014, p. 153). In 2012, thanks to the swift intervention of the Guardia di Finanza who successfully thwarted a clandestine excavation, at least one of the larger cavities in the crag was revealed to have also served as a location for cult activities involving the dedication of offerings to an unknown deity. Over a thousand ceramic vessels and terracotta models in the form of figurines and body parts had been routinely deposited between the fourth and second centuries BCE in a wide, low-roofed cave where a shallow natural basin collects the spring water that still filters through its walls (Attenni and Ghini 2014, p. 156; Attenni 2017; Attenni and Ghini 2017). Among the assemblage of offerings, 33% of the items studied to date comprises impasto and black-glazed vessels, including small cups and miniature skyphoi (Attenni and Ghini 2017, p. 63); the remainder primarily comprises a large quantity of terracotta anatomical votives (Attenni 2017, p. 29 reports a total of at least 1,500 terracotta votives, but only 1,020 of all types of object from the cave have been studied at the time of writing). Among the terracotta items, nearly all known types of anatomical model were represented, except for eyes, with a high proportion of uteri (8%), statuettes (7%), and male heads (5%), as well as an unusual set of oral cavities (4%) (Attenni and Ghini 2014, p. 158, fig. 9; see also Attenni and Ghini 2017, p. 67).

The cave and its assemblage of votive offerings is significant for the number of individual objects recovered and the range of forms represented. It is also remarkable for the almost unique opportunity it provides to explore a cult site in which the dedicated items remain in situ. Unlike so many other votive assemblages of the period, which are recovered from the pits into which dedicated objects were periodically cleared to make space for the display of new offerings (known variously as stipes, favissae, or bothroi), the cave at Pantanacci preserves the original (or near original) location of the objects that were dedicated there. Hence, anatomical models of body parts are found carefully inserted into small, artificial niches cut into the walls of the cave or placed in slots cut into the ground close to its walls and ‘protected’ by surrounding retaining stones, with access to both provided by large slabs of flat peperino stone that the excavators suggest were laid down to create a level floor surface to aid the movement of dedicants (Attenni and Ghini 2014, pp. 156–7). The centre of the cave, where a layer of silt indicates that the spring water was probably once collected, was left free from offerings, but ceramic vessels and sometimes anatomical votives were also positioned on flat stones in such a way as to allow the naturally occurring water to flow from the walls directly over them, leading to a build-up of calcium on their surfaces (Attenni and Ghini 2014, pp. 156–7). What is more, while coarse impasto and much finer black-glazed miniature ceramic vessels were filled and sealed with fine clay, some of the anatomical models were also stacked together, one inserted into the concave cavity of another. Evidence for burning detected on the walls and some of the stones and tiles within the cave, along with the charred remains of peas, nuts, shellfish, poultry, and sheep, also suggests that foodstuffs were offered to the divine alongside these more durable objects (Attenni 2013, p. 6; Attenni and Ghini 2014, pp. 156–7).

The cave at Pantanacci, with its preservation of the material components of deeply personal activities performed in accordance with what appear to be potentially highly localised traditions (the covering of objects with clay), has relevance for any study of lived ancient religion, but particularly one such as this which seeks specifically to explore the impact of the relationship between human and more-than-human material things in the production of religion. Not only do many of the objects implicated in the cult practices at Pantanacci make visual reference to the human (and animal) body in the form of figurines and anatomical votives, but the circumstances of their recovery makes it possible to investigate how those living and artificial bodies interacted during the course of dedicatory rites in ways that are more difficult for sites where offerings are only found in secondary deposits. Some of these are hinted at by an image produced by the excavators shortly after the discovery of the cave (Figure 5.1). This reconstructs a possible scene at Pantanacci: cult participants are shown holding various objects (terracotta votives, woven baskets of food, ceramic vessels) and gesturing with their bodies while others are depicted moving towards and around the cave as they crouch or stretch to place their offering in its chosen place; meanwhile, flowers float on the spring water of the pool and lamps, braziers, small fires, and torches flicker and cast shadows in the semi-darkness. It may be fictionalised, but the image prompts questions about these experiences and compels us to recognise that they were a product not only of human intentions but also the agency that resulted from engagements between humans and the more-than-human world, including the unique locational qualities of the natural rock cavity and the material objects that were introduced to it.

In the previous chapter, I suggested that via sensory perception the individual human body operated in conjunction with the material affordances of the things that it manipulated and was manipulated by in the course of particular ritualised activities. These material engagements, in turn, produced specific forms of understanding and, consequently, highly personal or proximal forms of religious knowledge that acted simultaneously to locate the performer in relation to a wider context of shared distal knowledge. To investigate in more detail the powerful combination of material human and more-than-human things, this chapter takes this argument one step further, extending it to an earlier period (the middle Republic), another context (personal votive cult rather than public sacrifice), and to different types of object (models that replicated the very body that came into sensory contact with them). In order to do this, it is necessary to problematise the presumed boundary between living and artificial bodies and to consider the ways in which it might be intentionally blurred, as well as why that might be desirable in the context of certain ritualised activities.
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Figure 5.1 Reconstruction of votive activities at the cave of Pantanacci (near Lanuvium, Latium)

Source: Luca Attenni, Donors at the Shrine. Used with permission.

Anatomical votives: an overview

The cave at Pantanacci is one of several hundred sites from mid-Republican Italy to be associated with so-called anatomical votives. Well over a decade ago now, Fay Glinister (2006, p. 13, n. 11) estimated that anatomical votives could be associated with around 290 individual sites, although the addition of the assemblage from Pantanacci, as well as other recently identified locations and newly published assemblages, means that this figure continues to be revised upwards (e.g. Fidenae: Barbina et al. 2009; di Gennaro and Ceccarelli 2012; Monte Li Santi-Le Rote at Narce: De Lucia Brolli and Tabolli 2015). Anatomical votives are usually considered to be almost ubiquitous within assemblages of objects dedicated at sites used for the celebration of votive cult in mid-Republican Italy. They are commonly dated, rather generically on stylistic grounds and often without supporting stratigraphic or contextual evidence, to a period between the late fourth and second or early first century BCE. They nevertheless have clear antecedents in copper-alloy (i.e. bronze) figurative models of heroes and deities (Scarpellini 2013) as well as terracotta human heads which appear in slightly earlier periods (Söderlind 2002). The reason for their decline and disappearance in Italy from the late second century BCE onwards remains the subject of debate, with an explanation yet to be offered which is entirely satisfactory or wholly accepted (Schultz 2006; Glinister 2006; Flemming 2016; de Cazanove 2017; Graham 2017b). Their comparatively restricted period of popularity in Italy nevertheless points towards a discrete and context-specific material response to a human concern about how to enact and sustain mortal-divine relations, rather than the sudden emergence and decline of that concern itself. If, indeed, anatomical votives were connected, as they commonly are in modern scholarship, with universal human worries about health, well-being, bodily integrity, fertility, and security, it seems unlikely that these issues were of concern for only a few centuries. We are simply fortunate that, for a restricted period of time, those concerns were addressed using a form of material culture that was durable enough to survive in the archaeological record.

So what is, or was, an anatomical votive? At its most fundamental level a votive, or ex-voto, is a gift of thanks made to a divine being subsequent to the making of a vow, perhaps as an acknowledgement of its fulfilment on the part of the mortal participant, or as thanks for divine intervention (Osborne 2004; Dasen 2012; Hickson Hahn 2012; Graham forthcoming b). The reciprocal and formal relationship entailed by the vow is summed up by the Latin phrase do ut des (‘I give so that you may give’), with the material offering itself usually deemed to relate to the circumstances of the vow. Anatomical votives are a specific type of votive dedication which directly references the human body usually, but not always, by means of its fragmentation into disparate parts (e.g. Dasen 2012; see Hughes 2008 for a compelling critique of the necessity for the body to be represented as fragmented) (Figure 2.2). On the one hand, then, they appear to be easily definable as


dedicated objects which display or take the form of recognisable parts of the body’s interior or exterior, most commonly its individual elements (or sometimes pairs of body parts in the case of eyes, ears and breasts), which are depicted as isolated, detached or fragmented from the somatic whole. They include models and relief images of limbs, eyes, ears, hands, genitals, hearts, bladders, uteri, intestines, lungs and a wide range of other parts of the body which are notable largely because they are represented as autonomous objects. It is this which marks out anatomical votives as a category of offering distinct from those which take the form of full-length standing or seated statues and figurines which represent the complete and nonfragmented human body.

(Graham and Draycott 2017, p. 5)


Yet while they may be easy to recognise, anatomical votives nevertheless remain difficult to interpret. Scholars from a range of backgrounds, including artefact specialists, medical and religious historians, scholars of the ancient body, and material culture theorists, continue to pose new questions about their form, function, and meaning within the sphere of ancient life, health, identity, and ritual practice (for a critical overview of recent approaches, see Graham and Draycott 2017, pp. 10–17). Doing so is, however, further complicated by the fact that although anatomical ex-votos are known from across the ancient Mediterranean region and beyond, appearing at both Middle Minoan peak sanctuaries (2000–1650 BCE) and in imperial Roman provincial contexts, not to mention featuring in much more recent Catholic contexts, the impression of continuity that this presents can be misleading. Closer inspection reveals a much more complicated picture of local and chronological variation in both the form and function of anatomical votives (Hughes 2017a).

Those of mid-Republican Italy, with which this chapter is concerned, were most often modelled using clay pressed into pre-made reusable moulds which produced three-dimensional models which were then fired. They vary from miniature to life-size (Figure 5.2), with occasional examples of body parts depicted with over-life-size dimensions. These models recreate both internal and external body parts and organs, such as uteri (Figures 5.3 and 5.13), hearts, bladders (Figure 5.4), and sometimes collections of internal organs shown as a single mass or viewed through an incision in a model of a torso (Recke 2013; Haumesser 2017; Flemming 2017; Fabbri 2019) (Figures 5.5 and 5.9). Terracotta dominates the mid-Republican Italic assemblages, although there are also many copper-alloy (bronze) examples, which more commonly take a miniaturised form and tend to come from more northerly or interior Italic sites where small metal figurines dominate (e.g. the bronze ear and inscribed bronze breast from San Casciano dei Bagni, Siena: Iozzo 2013; see also Scarpellini 2013; Fabbri 2019, pp. 153–7). The anatomical votives of ancient Italy therefore differ from the stone relief carvings which depict only external body parts found at sites in Classical period Greece, such as at Athens, and even from the terracotta models of external body parts (one possible stomach aside) known from the Asclepieion at Corinth (Roebuck 1951). They also differ from the miniature metal sheet ex-votos dedicated at southern Italian Catholic shrines in more recent centuries, as well as other forms elsewhere (Weinryb 2016a). The importance of acknowledging this diversity within anatomical votive practice has been demonstrated most vividly by Jessica Hughes (2017a) in her comparative study of body part votives from contexts in Classical Greece, Republican Italy, Roman Gaul, and Lydia and Phrygia in the second and third centuries CE. Focusing on the significance of the decision by people acting in each of these cultural and historical contexts to fragment the body, but also the differences between the nature and use of anatomical votives in different regions and periods, Hughes asserts the need to consider ‘how different populations received and reshaped the votive tradition’ which, ultimately, can ‘help us to reconstruct how the votives were adapted and modified to fit different craft traditions, as well as changing beliefs about the human body and mortal-divine relations’ (Hughes 2017a, p. 20).
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Figure 5.2 Terracotta anatomical votives in the form of a (slightly over-) life-size hand and a miniature forearm, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library inv. R2707/1936 and unknown. Wellcome Library, London.

These variations notwithstanding, anatomical votives have customarily been associated with a tradition of petitioning or thanking the divine for intervention in the health and well-being of the dedicant, with the form of the object usually supposed to represent the area of the body that was subject to illness or disease, or which required some other form of positive intervention by the divine (e.g. Comella 1982–83; Potter and Wells 1985; Girardon 1993; Turfa 2004, 2006a, 2006b; Edlund-Berry 2006a; Glinister 2006; Recke 2013; Flemming 2016). As a result, many are also linked to the sphere of fertility, especially those of varying type which have collectively been interpreted as representations of uteri (although not without hesitation by some scholars: King 2017), as well as breasts, phalli, and vulvae, and some very rare examples of pregnant torsos (Baggieri et al. 1999; Turfa 2004; Weinryb 2016b). Nevertheless, alternative evaluations of anatomical models diverge from the purely medical, as well as from largely misguided attempts at retrospective diagnosis: eyes, for example, might reference mysteric vision and cultic enlightenment (Petridou 2017) or provide acknowledgement that a deity was ‘watching over’ someone (Figure 5.6); feet such as the examples shown in Figures 2.2 and 5.8 might be connected to pilgrimage, travel, or the idea of metaphorical movement from one state of being to another (Graham 2016, forthcoming a); uteri might be representative of the fertile future of a newly married couple, or an attempt to express in material form a complex combination of ‘folk tradition’ and medical concepts of the ‘wandering womb’ (Flemming 2017).
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Figure 5.3 Two terracotta anatomical votives in the form of uteri. Dimensions: 7.2 × 10 cm and 15.2 × 9.5 cm. Provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library, London.
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Figure 5.4 Terracotta anatomical votive model of an internal organ, probably a bladder, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library inv. A636057. Wellcome Library, London.

Olivier de Cazanove (2013) has expressed discomfort with what he describes as more ‘abstract’ interpretations such as these but, typological studies aside, Anglophone scholarship on anatomical votives has increasingly acknowledged that at least part of the potential agency that the anatomical votives of the ancient world might help to produce lies in the abundance of interpretations that might be ascribed to, or affected by, the material nature of these models of the fragmented body (Hughes 2008, 2017a; Petsalis-Diomidis 2005, 2010, 2016; Draycott and Graham 2017; Graham 2017a, 2020a). To this end, recent work has framed anatomical votives in relation to questions about bodily fragmentation and disability (Hughes 2008; Adams 2017; Graham 2016), as well as exploring the relevance of ideas concerning alternative, largely non-Western forms of personhood (Graham 2017b) and human-animal hybridity (Hughes 2010, 2017a). Other studies have begun to consider anatomical votives as material objects in their own right, that is, as things which possess their own discrete more-than-human characteristics with the capacity to affect the living body via the senses (Graham 2017a, 2020a; Hughes 2017b; 2018a, 2018b).

This chapter brings these new approaches together to explore how, in particular contexts, living bodies combined with the material duplication of those same bodies (or parts of them) to produce lived religion. Focusing primarily on issues of sensory perception, especially the tactility of votive things, and using the assemblage from Pantanacci as a point of departure, it will therefore consider the role of votives as more-than-human things within certain types of ritualised assemblages. To this end, I employ the concepts of relational agency, ritualised assemblages, and distal and proximal religious knowledge explored in previous chapters to consider the consequences of votive things in the production of religious agency, including how they might generate lived religion that could be experienced as both deeply personal and communal. In the process I will place a much greater emphasis than many existing studies have on the materialness or thingly qualities of different types of votive body parts as a factor that was central to these processes of religious knowledge production.
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Figure 5.5 Terracotta votive bust of a truncated male figure with an open torso, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library inv. A634998. Science Museum, London.

[image: Figure 5.6]

Figure 5.6 Terracotta anatomical votive in the form of an eye, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library inv. A114897. Wellcome Library, London.

Hand in hand with anatomical votives

One of the striking things about the anatomical votives of the central regions of mid-Republican Italy is the extent to which the vast majority can be connected in some way with the sensory functioning of the living body, or with the potential of the bodily senses to provide metaphorical ways of understanding the self. I have already noted that eyes might be connected with enlightenment, but more traditional interpretations have always associated them with requests for the healing of visual impairments or eye conditions. Given their frequency as offerings at some sites, this connection has even led to the suggestion (far from universally accepted) that certain ancient sanctuaries offered specialised ophthalmological services or treatments (Oberhelman 2014; contra Turfa 2006b, who argues that there was no space for medical professionals at Italic sanctuaries). Similarly, ears are often taken to imply that many ancient people experienced hearing impairments, although an alternative might be that the petitioner sought to thank the divine for hearing their prayer (or to express a wish that they would do so), or used it to acknowledge that they had themselves heard or would listen to what a god intended for them. The much later second century CE orator Aelius Aristides, for example, was repeatedly instructed by Asclepius to undertake particular tasks or journeys (Petsalis-Diomidis 2010). In terms of smell and taste, noses and tongues remain rare finds in assemblages of anatomical votives, although the Wellcome Collection in London includes at least two unprovenanced examples of possible tongues (inv. A636143 and inv. A636144) as well as a pair of ‘tongue and tonsils’ (inv. A634928). The unusual series of oral cavities found at Pantanacci which depict the lower jaw, tongue, throat, and oesophagus may also have been connected with gustatory conditions which affected the sense of taste and smell. As noted earlier, feet might reference injuries, mobility impairments, or a much more general sense of movement, such as the sense of moving from one state of being to another (unwell to healthy, adolescent to adult, unmarried to married, and so forth) (Graham forthcoming a). Even models of open torsos might be connected with the lesser known sense of interoception, that is, the sense of the state of one’s internal body. This is commonly described in relation to being able to sense when one is, for instance, hungry, nervous, or nauseous, but might also relate to a general sense of illness or, in an ancient context, to an unexplained imbalance of the humours. Additionally, it might be noted that votives moulded in the form of swaddled infants appear in the same deposits as anatomical votives and show fabric wrappings tightly covering newborn bodies while leaving the sense organs free, including the ears and feet (Graham 2014) (Figure 8.1). It is not difficult, therefore, to detect a connection with the senses, and of the importance of sensory perception, among the known types of anatomical votive, including those where it might be least expected.

One sense that is only occasionally mentioned in connection with votives is that of touch (for an exception, see Hughes 2018a). This is despite the fact that the models themselves required the human body to touch or otherwise manipulate them order to fulfil their function as dedications, and that they signify parts of the body that might be intimately involved in the affordance of tactile or more broadly haptic experiences and understandings of the world (e.g. feet, but more especially hands). Until recently, scholarship had left unquestioned what it might be like to touch, manipulate, hold, or carry objects which not only represented but embodied, even became one’s own body in the course of a votive dedication. Yet, look closely at Figure 5.1 and the woman shown approaching the cave entrance can be seen clutching a model of a hand in her own left hand, suggesting that it is high time that we began asking questions not just about how votives related to the senses but how they were themselves sensed, or in other words questions about what it might have meant to hold your own hand.

As a starting point for this, we can turn to the words of Merleau-Ponty (1968, p. 133), according to whom bodies grasp and affect the world via things, but ‘only if my hand, while it is felt from within, is also accessible from without, itself tangible … if it takes its place among the things it touches, is in a sense one of them’. His observation emphasises, as I have done elsewhere in this book, that living hands (i.e. our fleshly bodies) are as much a part of the material world as other material things. Living bodies, he suggests, are responsible for making the material world and, in turn, are made by it. For him, the significance of objects lies in what he termed their ‘flesh’, in other words the fact that not only humans but all objects, plants, and animals – in other words everything that is categorised in this book as a more-than-human thing – have mutually affecting properties which are inherent to their existence as physical things. As already discussed, this way of thinking has informed new materialist archaeologies, especially the stress it places on how all things share ‘membership in a dwelt-in world’ in which they all have ‘the capacity for making a difference to the world and to other beings’ (Olsen 2010, p. 9 original emphasis). This capacity of things to affect other things was introduced in Chapter 2 before being explored in relation to the locational qualities of place (Chapter 3) and the sensory affordances of specific material objects incorporated into public ritual action (Chapter 4). In the previous chapter, it became apparent that the affordances of objects used by some participants in public sacrifice affected their bodies, via the senses, to create particularly personal lived experiences of religion and consequent religious knowledge. Merleau-Ponty’s description of his own hand in relation to ‘the things it touches’ and its own reciprocal tangibility therefore reinforces the role of this mutual affectivity in understanding the relationship between human bodies and things principally because it allows things that are conventionally characterised as objects to be reframed as things that are the equal of human bodies. Put another way, hands grasp and manipulate objects, but as things those objects also manipulate the grasping body itself, since their material properties (e.g. weight, temperature, texture, and form) affect and determine how it is manipulated in that moment (Graham 2020a, p. 222). As we saw with the incense boxes, things grasp us back.

With these ideas in mind, it becomes possible to build on what has been established so far about the production of religious agency and knowledge as it was afforded by the largely ‘practical’ items demanded by the needs of public sacrifice in Chapter 4, to explore more complex material things. That is to say that although potential material affordances underpinned my investigation of incense boxes (acerrae) and the spiked leather cap (galerus/apex) of the flamen Dialis, in those instances the participants in sacrificial ritual action were not faced with the prospect of interacting with things that might blur the conceptual boundaries between their body and another ‘body’ in quite the way that anatomical models might. Without doubt, when Merleau-Ponty wrote of the reciprocal tangibility of his hand, he was not thinking about it being grasped back by another more-than-human thing that also took the form of a hand, but of course in the context of the ritualised assemblages associated with ancient anatomical votive cult that might become a very real possibility, one that deserves closer scrutiny.

In an earlier study (Graham 2020a), I approached this issue from the perspective of object theory, arguing that it was the material thingliness of terracotta anatomical votives of hands which allowed them to exist simultaneously as (a) a representation of a hand, (b) a stand-in for the actual living hand of the dedicator, and (c) an individual, objective “hand” that was a material thing in its own right. To explain, imagine for a moment that you are holding a life-size terracotta model of a hand like that in Figure 5.7. You might note that to all intents and purposes it looks very much like a hand, and perhaps under certain circumstances you might even imagine using it to represent or stand in for your own hand. By moving it around, you can even hold it in a way that makes it feel dimly familiar to other hands that you have touched or clasped in the past. However, it will reveal itself to be something entirely other – a thing in its own right – when you try to engage with it in other ways: when you squeeze it, or expect the fingers to bend in order to clasp your own in the form of a handshake; when you smell, taste, or hear it (by knocking it against another object or surface); or when you wait for it to move autonomously. Thus we can begin to appreciate not just the potential visual affordances of the model, which would afford its use as a representation of a/your hand but also its full material thingliness, complete with a range of potential affordances that might affect the way in which your living hand experiences it, or in other words which allow it to affect you in return. In this way, votive offerings such as hands ‘possess the potential to be more than they appear because of (a) what they physically are, (b) what they are made to do, and (c) what they make people do or understand as a result’ (Graham 2020a, pp. 228–9).
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Figure 5.7 A terracotta anatomical votive in the form of a hand, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library inv. A95397. Wellcome Library, London.

This sort of approach to the study of anatomical votives allows our understandings of them to move beyond the visual and the representational, and responds directly to Bjørnar Olsen’s (2010, p. 34) concern that ‘studies of material culture have become increasingly focused on the mental and representational: material culture as metaphor, symbol, icon, message, and text – in short, as always something other than itself’. He proposes instead that researchers ‘pay less attention to things’ “meaning” in the ordinary sense – that is, the way they may function as part of a signifying system’, and more attention to the question, ‘What is the significance of things “in themselves?” ’ (Olsen 2010, p. 172; see also Chapter 2). This is, admittedly, something that is hard to do in practice, but as I continue to emphasise in this book, extending this sort of analysis to different types of thing, and paying attention to the potential affordances of all things, particularly when ritual compels them to form relationships with other things, offers one way of addressing Olsen’s question. Here that entails considering the multiple ways in which votive cult might require the active participant not just to grasp a model that served its purpose by standing for the idea of a hand or replacing a living hand with a proxy, but also to be grasped back by that hand.

Blurring bodily boundaries

Responding to Olsen’s plea that we move beyond understandings of objects as signifiers has significant implications for transforming how we think about and interpret the potentialities of anatomical votives in ritualised assemblages. Needless to say, conventional interpretations have emphasised an almost exclusively signifying standpoint, whereby it can be claimed that since a model of a hand is shaped to look like a hand, it must represent or substitute for a real hand or, at the very least, the concept of a hand and everything it might stand for, from illness and injury to marriage and oaths (dextrarum iunctio) and even manumission (Graham 2020a, p. 221). Paying closer attention to the thingliness of the votive object itself transforms such claims into something far more interesting by opening up a host of other potentialities: although a model of a hand certainly presents visual affordances that allow it to resemble a living hand, as a more-than-human thing in its own right it also possesses other affective qualities with the potential to combine with the mutually affective affordances of the human body in ways that extend beyond the visual or representational. As we have seen, these might include affordances connected with rigidity, lack of autonomous movement, and so on. In contrast to its visual affordances, these offer to an assemblage a set of potentialities that are substantially different and independent from those made available by a living hand. We are reminded too, that these other qualities need not necessarily always be offset by the immediate representational capacities of the model, and that they are important for extending the range of potential relationships that we can reasonably suppose might be forged between the components of an assemblage. In fact, much like the props used in theatre performances (Carlson 2001; Sofer 2003; Mueller 2016), because anatomical models of hands still retain the capacity to ‘ghost’ other objects (real hands) and the ideas associated with them (what hands might be expected to represent) alongside these other qualities, human sensory attention might be expressly drawn to the dissonance produced by this multiplicity of divergent qualities and to the fundamental material ‘otherness’ that it implies, leading to an acknowledgement that this model is definitely not always a hand (Graham 2017a, 2020a, p. 228). When the complex thingliness of votive hands is fully recognised in this way, they can be better appreciated as things with the capacity to exist somewhere between a proxy for a real hand and a representational hand, simultaneously being both and neither. As a result they might be considered to acquire a set of quotation marks that signal their strange ontological status as something in between, that is as “hands” in their own right.

The religious agency that might be produced when living bodies interacted with more-than-human “hands”, “feet”, “eyes”, and so forth as part of a ritualised assemblage was therefore much more complex than conventional scholarly understandings of the ex-voto as a material stand-in or purely visual reference point for the fulfilment of a vow have tended to assume. From this new perspective, the representational capacities of anatomical votives to look like parts of the body continue to be important; after all, it was necessary that they look like a hand, a foot, or an eye for them to retain their correlation with the situationally specific petition or vow and the person who made it. At the same time, however, emphasising their material thingliness means that it becomes possible to acknowledge that it was also inescapably apparent that an anatomical votive did not feel, taste, smell, sound, or move quite like the living body. Whether this ambiguity was openly acknowledged or not, it may well have been these uncanny qualities as they were perceived by the human body and mind that enabled anatomical votives to affect a very particular manifestation of religious agency appropriate for the distally shaped context of votive cult. That is to say that the capacity of an anatomical votive to be an extension of the human body and a more-than-human thing at the same time was, in fact, entirely suited to a context in which distal religious knowledge determined that the votive petitioner might expect to experience or understand the world as slightly other than it normally was. After all, votive cult was often about seeking, controlling, and celebrating personal transformation, be that of the ill or injured body, of bodies moving through the life-course, or of changing fortunes, status, or identity.

When it came to specific concerns about health, fertility, and well-being, making a votive offering frequently involved communicating with the divine in such a way as to intentionally blur the edges of one’s body anyway, quite literally opening oneself up to transformation and inviting the positive beneficence of the divine to enter or otherwise combine with it (Graham 2017b; Petridou 2017, 2020). It has been suggested, for instance, that open torso models could speak directly to the process of surgery, in some instances even featuring the suture holes necessary for the body’s reassembly in a new form (Recke 2013, pp. 1078–9), a concept that might even be extended to include the prospect of ‘divine surgery’. This is in effect what is evidenced elsewhere by contemporary epigraphic sources, including the fourth century BCE ‘miracle tales’ (iamata) from Epidaurus in Greece, where Asclepius is reported to have intervened directly in the body via sometimes quite violent surgical acts (Edelstein and Edelstein 1945 [1998]; LiDonnici 1992; Dillon 1994).

What is more, in a less literal sense, the type of intervention that anatomical votive cult in Italy seems to have expressly sought is generally characterised as involving a process of exchange as part of the do ut des arrangement: when making a vow and dedicating an anatomical offering, mortals effectively surrendered their own body to the divine, even if via a proxy or in the manner of pars pro toto (a part for the whole), while in return they anticipated that a deity would permeate their living body with their otherwise intangible healing or protective essence. This acknowledgement of the inherent dividuality of human and divine bodies, or in other words their capacity to exchange either partible or permeable aspects of themselves and thereby create a relationship in which they became temporarily enchained, allows us to imagine how the context of votive cult was one that promoted the idea that humans and gods could effectively come to comprise aspects of one another (C. Fowler 2004, p. 9; Graham 2017b; see also Chapman 2000; Fowler 2016). The result of a human-divine communication featuring an anatomical votive as one component of its ritualised assemblage might therefore be the blurring of mortal and divine bodies and the forging of new composite or even communal bodies (Graham 2017b; the consequences of this sort of dividuality are explored further in Chapter 6). It is reasonable to suppose that the shifting thingly qualities of an anatomical model, of a thing that both was and was not the petitioner’s body, might be an especially effective component in producing the religious agency necessary for such a circumstance.

Additionally, Jessica Hughes (2017a, p. 103) draws attention to the role of anatomical votives in the production of fuzzy bodily boundaries when she argues that body-part votives helped to establish ‘a specially demarcated ritual space in which boundaries were transgressed, and in which it was possible for bodies and objects to move between one state and another’. Examining models of internal organs presenting human and/or animal viscera, as well as an unusual pair of polyvisceral plaques from Tessennano which actively create human-animal hybrids by depicting the trachea in the form of a snake with eyes, Hughes (2017a, p. 97) asserts that


for all viewers, regardless of whether they were sick or healthy, [these] models of innards would have marked the sanctuary out as a distinctive space within the landscape – a space in which familiar ways of experiencing the body were disrupted and even inverted.


She goes on to explain how ‘this ambiguity would in turn have given a powerful message about the equivalence or even interchangeability of the two types of body, which in other parts of ancient life were kept at much greater conceptual distance’ (Hughes 2017a, p. 99).

All in all, then, and following the argument developed in Chapters 3 and 4, both the places in which anatomical votive practices occurred and the agentic consequences of the thingly assemblages that those ritualised actions caused to emerge point towards lived experiences of religion that embraced and encouraged a multiplicity of blurred boundaries. At the heart of this were material things which simultaneously represented or became proxies for human bodies while always retaining their own ontological status as things in their own right.

Fluid bodies at Pantanacci

To what extent might a more nuanced and multi-layered understanding of anatomical ex-votos as more-than-human things alter the ways in which we think about how the other body parts represented in votive assemblages from mid-Republican Italy contributed to the production of lived religion? To explore this, let’s return to some of the objects recovered as part of the votive assemblage from Pantanacci.

Feet

Among the petitioners engaging in dedicatory rituals at Pantanacci in the scene pictured in Figure 5.1 is a mature man leaning on a stick. He accompanies the woman shown clutching a hand model as they both make their way towards the cave. The man uses his free hand to carry a life-size clay model of a foot not dissimilar to that shown in Figure 5.8. The scene may have been imagined by a modern illustrator, but both hands and feet, along with arms and legs, were recovered from the deposits in the cave, indicating that people did make journeys to it in order to make such offerings (Attenni and Ghini 2014, p. 158). With no evidence recovered for a workshop or kiln in the immediate vicinity of the cave (although until further investigation confirms this, it remains a possibility), all petitioners would have been required to carry their offerings from further afield as this man is shown doing. Examining the illustration in light of the earlier discussion, however, raises new questions about the experiences of the real-life equivalents of this fictional man as they became ritually assembled with an anatomical votive in the form of a foot/“foot”.

Feet are parts of the living body which, under normal circumstances, are experienced in multisensory ways: they can be seen, touched by the fingers and hands, and sometimes also smelled (especially if infected or diseased). Feet can themselves sense the world in tactile and haptic ways as their skin comes into contact with the ground, detecting its contours during movement or the textures and friction provided by different floor coverings and footwear. Equally, under normal circumstances, they cannot be held or carried in the way in which the man in Figure 5.1 is seen to clutch the model around the heel, the toes turned towards his back, resting it close to his hip. Living feet do not afford this experience, which is one that requires the body to be fragmented, dismembered, or otherwise not as it should be. Unlike the woman who grasps the model of a hand, the man in Figure 5.1 is therefore shown experiencing a foot, be it his or that of someone else, in an entirely unnatural way. To use the terminology introduced earlier, this was something that was afforded entirely by the object’s thingly status as a “foot” rather than its role as a proxy for his real foot. The “foot” itself most likely exhibited many of the same material affordances as that of the hands described previously, presenting the beholder’s senses with qualities that made it feel cold, hard, dry, heavy, solid, unyielding, rough around the edges but smooth on the flatter surfaces, that made it look like a very rigid foot with the inflexible toes joined together, and which caused it to smell of earthy terracotta. As before, affordances such as these perhaps affected a sense of strangeness or foreignness, an experience which was not at all like any associated with the foot which it was to substitute for when given as an offering (this is of course something that might also apply in circumstances involving other body parts too, as we shall see).
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Figure 5.8 A terracotta anatomical votive in the form of a foot, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library inv. A655537. Wellcome Library, London.

And yet, if the man was engaged in making an offering in conjunction with a request or thanks concerning an injured, diseased, or otherwise painful foot (which in the fictionalised image the viewer is led to assume, based on his use of a walking stick), then perhaps the ways in which these affordances affected him worked within the ritualised assemblage of which they were both part to produce religious agency that his existing distal knowledge permitted him to understand as entirely appropriate. The dislocated, stiff deadweight of the “foot” may have recalled his experience of a living foot that was comparably unwieldy, heavy, unresponsive, and thus ‘abnormal’, a foot over which he had perhaps lost control, not only in a mobility sense but perhaps also in terms of his ability to stop it causing pain or discomfort, a foot that both was and was no longer entirely his own. Alternatively, if experiencing numbness caused by nerve damage (neuropathy) or poor circulation (perhaps caused by diabetes or peripheral vascular disease), the congruence between the apparently unfeeling thingliness of the “foot” and the equally unfeeling living foot may have been equally as striking. Given that the model was to be dedicated and left behind in the cave, this conceptual and physical blurring of foot with “foot”, and therefore between things experienced as they are and as they should or might be, potentially offered a means of substantiating the process of separation and surrender that dedication itself involved. In other words, the “foot” that both was and was not his made it possible to actually experience the giving up of a physical part of himself to the divine. At that moment, the man’s foot would no longer really be entirely his own anyway, since it would subsequently have been bequeathed to the divine, in both its terracotta “foot” form as a sacred dedication and in the sense that the divine had taken (or was anticipated to take) ownership of his living foot in order to heal it. In this way, the combined material thingliness of both his body and the ex-voto afforded religious agency, that is, the act of ritual dedication caused them to assemble in a way that made a particular sort of difference to the world that the petitioner understood in relation to his distal (religious) experiences and expectations.

Of course, at a proximal level, another person bringing a foot/“foot” to the cave would have experienced something comparable yet dissimilar, either as a result of different personal circumstances, the specific qualities of the model they engaged with, or because they associated that “foot” with their movement to the cave as a pilgrim, or because they sought to give thanks for a successful journey or for some other form of social mobility or metaphorical movement (Graham 2016, forthcoming a). Regardless of the meaning that the petitioner’s mind ascribed to the votive object – its signifying potential – the material affordances of the anatomical model itself, and its capacity to affect experiences in which it was both foot and “foot”, had the potential to allow something out of the ordinary to occur on each of these occasions. Under normal circumstances, it was impossible for any person to walk away from the cave at Pantanacci having left their foot behind, but the ambiguities of the votive “foot” afforded exactly that outcome. Approaching anatomical votives as fully fledged thingly components of ritualised assemblages thereby makes it possible to better understand how these bundles of things enabled a type of agency that was special or out of the ordinary.

Internal organs

An ancient person might not expect to hold their own feet in the course of their lifetime, but they might at least expect to see and touch them. In contrast, most would almost certainly hope never to do the same with any of the organs in the interior of their body. And yet, in the course of anatomical votive cult, this became a very real possibility. Anatomical votives in the form of internal body parts appear to be unique to Italic assemblages and took a number of different forms, including isolated organs (uteri are the most common, but stomachs, bladders, lungs, and hearts are also known: Turfa 1994; Flemming 2017; Fabbri 2019) as well as piles of excised viscera (Figure 5.9) and teardrop-shaped polyvisceral plaques (Figures 5.10 and 5.12), both of which represent the organs collectively but without reference to the somatic exterior. As we have already seen, torso figurines might also be shown as if they were cut open, revealing a section of the body’s interior in situ, such as that in Figure 5.5 (Decouflé 1964; Turfa 1994; Recke 2013, p. 1081; Haumesser 2017; Hughes 2017a, pp. 81–3). Several of these types were recovered at Pantanacci: individual models of uteri (at least 65 examples) and bladders, as well as miniature polyvisceral plaques and miniature open torsos similar to the one shown in Figure 5.11 (11 out of the 37 male full- or half-torso figurines from Pantanacci show polyvisceral details: Attenni and Ghini 2014, p. 159). To these should perhaps also be added the set of oral cavities which reveal the inside of the head and upper digestive system in an unnatural manner by slicing away the maxilla, palate, and skull.

Many ancient participants in votive rituals will probably have been familiar with the internal organs of animals as a result of encounters with them during sacrifices, butchery work, and in the course of agricultural life and its inevitable veterinary crises (Söderlind 2004; de Cazanove 2013). Others who had experienced the violence of warfare or who acted as physicians or healers may have seen, smelled, or touched the internal organs of their fellows or patients, although the frequency of such experiences is difficult to estimate (Turfa 1994). Accordingly, any existing knowledge of the nature of the interior of the living mammalian body, however limited, will have underscored its smooth, elastic, flexible, slippery, and vulnerable nature, something which contrasted starkly with the affordances proffered by interaction with an anatomical model of those same organs. Open torsos, polyvisceral plaques, and individual models essentially transformed the slick and pliable, powerfully smelling somatic interior into something that was hard, inflexible, rough, dry, impervious, and strong.
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Figure 5.9 A terracotta anatomical votive in the form of a pile of excised viscera, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library inv. A635752. Science Museum, London.
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Figure 5.10 A terracotta anatomical votive in the form of a teardrop-shaped plaque showing internal organs, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library inv. A636802. Science Museum, London.
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Figure 5.11 A terracotta anatomical votive in the form of a miniature figure with an open torso, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library inv. A23134. Science Museum, London.

[image: Figure 5.12]

Figure 5.12 A terracotta anatomical votive in the form of a teardrop-shaped plaque showing internal organs, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library inv. A635755. Wellcome Library, London.

Holding your own internal organs in terracotta form, with the knowledge that although they might look similar to those that you have seen elsewhere they are otherwise completely different, is likely to have had a similarly dissonant impact on petitioners as interacting with “hands” or “feet”. However, once again the specific materialness of the thing in their hands – its shape, texture, sound, and smell – and how that related to the version experienced by the living body, had the capacity to nuance that experience and the agency and knowledge that it helped to produce in important if subtle ways. Once again the model’s affordances emphasised the out-of-the-ordinary nature of the activities they were performing: in this instance it really was impossible to remove one or more internal organs and pass them to the divine before leaving the cave not only alive but healthier than before! Yet this is the agency that the model’s thingly qualities effectively facilitated under ritualised circumstances. Indeed, the affectivity of this assembled combination of human and more-than-human things not only afforded a difference to the world that was otherwise impossible, but it also afforded a bodily transformation that might be significant in terms of how this agency was rationalised as proximal religious knowledge. Put another way, the material qualities of terracotta models of “viscera” permitted the conversion of an innately ungraspable aspect of a person’s body into something solid, firm, and most significantly, much less vulnerable (Figure 5.12). It made a person’s somatic interior into a physical thing that could be grasped, and into which they could invest their hopes and expectations of the divine, but it did so in a way that continued to underscore its strangeness, never allowing them to lose sight of the knowledge that they were engaging in activities that were in many ways unreal and only possible in that ritualised moment. The boundaries of the petitioner’s living body, between inside and out, were therefore distorted at the same time as it also became a body that they now shared with the divine. In ordinary life, somatic boundaries such as these were very well defined, but in the ritualised context of votive activities this knowledge was reworked and turned upside down (or inside out): it was not only acceptable but necessary for the world to be temporarily other than it should be, and for slippery vulnerable intestines to be solid and impervious. Once again the votive object as a thing straddled the boundaries of bodies and of experiences, its thingly qualities blurring them and highlighting the authenticity of these experiences as much as their sheer impossibility, combining with the living body and mind to produce lived religion that was grounded in the qualities of the physical world.

In instances where votives such as these were connected with therapeutic requests for internal maladies, the inversion of reality that they afforded may also have contributed towards situationally specific understandings of the agency of divine healing that this produced, encouraging the petitioner to conceptualise their ailment in a particular way and, in the process, to make it materially tangible. As anthropologists Andrew Strathern and Pamela J. Stewart (2008, p. 67, emphasis added; see also Strathern and Stewart 1999) have pointed out,


Curing – the treatment of a specific isolatable disease syndrome – can usefully be distinguished from healing – the treatment of the person and their social relations as a means of dealing with the experience of illness and its resolution in recovery or otherwise.


It seems unlikely that lived experiences of being in the world led many ancient votive petitioners to expect an instant and total reversal of their symptoms, the removal of a debilitating condition, disease, or tumour, or the disappearance of an infected wound. This was agency that even ritualised assemblages could not be relied upon to afford. However, if the ritualised activities involved in the making of vows and giving of offerings are conceptualised as a ‘means of dealing with the experience of illness’, then the material thingliness of the votive offering itself can usefully be understood as playing a role in the production or perpetuation of a different sort of agency on which that knowledge was predicated. As Meredith McGuire (1990, p. 285) has observed, ‘since our important social relationships, our very sense of who we are, are intimately connected with our bodies and their routine functioning, being ill is disruptive and disordering’. The solidity of an open torso, internal organ, or visceral plaque reasserted in the real world the sense of positive order, of confidence, and of stability and safety that occurred when the divine had charge of that part of a person’s body. Even in the case of votive uteri, the form of which has posed many problems for scholars seeking to reconcile their strange shapes with modern anatomical knowledge (Turfa 1994; Baggieri et al. 1999; Flemming 2017; King 2017), the creation of something tangible that could afford exactly this sort of difference making was potentially more important than anatomical accuracy (Figure 5.13). The same might also be true for those instances in which a vow concerned a more abstract issue, perhaps an acknowledgement that the person was opening themselves fully to the powerful essence of the divine and establishing a relationship that was as firm, solid, and durable as the thingly offering itself.

Miniature bodies and body parts

As with other votive assemblages from across mid-Republican Italy, many figurines from the cave at Pantanacci rework the whole body in miniature, including those with and without an open torso, and depict particular body parts in under-life-size dimensions, such as the unusual oral cavities. As noted in Chapter 4, the act of miniaturisation, or of interacting with something that (in this instance) presents a body or a part of the body with dimensions that are less than those of the ordinary world, can be especially empowering (Bailey 2005; on miniature votives: Kiernan 2009; Hughes 2018b). Just as the fingers of the camillus holding an acerra explored the scene of sacrifice in which he was a participant, so too might clutching a smaller version of one’s own body (or that of a loved one) afford agency over that body and the disordered or concerning situation in which it found itself. The small size of the more-than-human material thing, coupled with the affectivity of its firmness and resilience to external force, made it controllable, perhaps rendering concerns about that body more manageable. Certainly it must have affected a lived experience which emphasised to the bearer how this agency was also effectively that of the all-knowing, all seeing, all-encompassing deity who was being petitioned, paralleling how they might experience the living body which sought their assistance and offering the dedicant a sort of god’s-eye view (or god’s-hand experience?) of how a deity might be capable of enclosing that body in their own – holding a human body and its destiny in their very hands.
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Figure 5.13 Four terracotta anatomical votives in the form of uteri of different types, provenance and date unknown. Wellcome Library invs. A636083, A636082, A636075 and A155134. Science Museum, London.

Animal figurines and body parts

Votive activities also involved the manipulation of bodies belonging to others, including those of infants, wives, and husbands, but also very different types of body. Many anatomical votive assemblages from across the central Italic regions also feature miniature figurines of animals, including some life-size and miniaturised models of animal body parts (Söderlind 2004; Edlund-Berry 2004, pp. 369–71; de Cazanove 2013; Hughes 2017a, p. 77). Together, these models represent the type of animals with which the humans of mid-Republican Italy interacted as part of their daily lives, in particular those connected with agricultural activities, such as bovines (primarily cows and oxen), horses, sheep, goats, and pigs, or with hunting (wild boar, dogs, deer, and birds). Rarer examples include lions, elephants, owls, swans, and even three seals (from the South Sanctuary of the Sanctuary of Thirteen Altars at Lavinium: Söderlind 2004, p. 291). The majority of animal anatomical votives (i.e. those which fragment the body rather than presenting it whole) take the form of heads, limbs, and hooves, and at Pantanacci this includes one life-size horse hoof (Attenni and Ghini 2014, p. 159).

A very unusual example of a life-size model of a sheep’s liver (Figure 5.14), found at the temple of Scasato at Falerii Veteres (c. 300 BCE), remains perhaps the only certain reproduction of an animal’s internal organ, even if it remains possible that some of the organs presumed to be human were partly based on those of animals (Comella 1986; Turfa 1994; de Cazanove 2013, p. 27; Hughes 2017a, pp. 87–8). This terracotta liver model is customarily associated with the more well-known ‘Piacenza Liver’, a bronze model of the first century BCE inscribed with information about the heavens or, perhaps more accurately, presenting cosmic order projected onto metabolic order, which has been interpreted as an aid to divination (de Grummond 2013, pp. 542, 547). The extent to which the two models both share a real connection to divination remains uncertain, since the terracotta liver from Falerii Veteres was recovered from a votive context, is life-size, uninscribed, and quite unlike the miniaturised bronze from Piacenza. It is possible that it was dedicated not because the model itself had played an active role in divination (or the teaching of future haruspices), but as a substitute for a real liver connected with the health and well-being of an individual animal or, perhaps, with the liver-handling activities of a haruspex.

[image: Figure 5.14]

Figure 5.14 Life-size terracotta model of a sheep’s liver, c. 300 BCE. From the Scasato temple, Falerii Veteres (Etruria).

Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham. © Su concessione del museo Nazionale Etrusco di Villa Giulia.

Jean Macintosh Turfa (2004, p. 106) once observed that ‘a votary carrying his red-painted heart or multicoloured visceral plaque to the altar would have resembled the haruspex, about to perform his divination’. It should also be remembered, however, that a haruspex himself might choose to make an offering related to the ongoing success of his particularly skilled role, perhaps formally acknowledging the close relationship with the divine that enabled him to perform the appropriate divinatory acts or perhaps even marking the successful completion of his training and the dedication of his life to interpreting divine will. It was surely in the best interests of any haruspex to remain on the best possible terms with the gods! Nonetheless, a haruspex offering a terracotta model of a liver must have experienced its thingly qualities in a significantly different way from those of a real, recently excised sheep’s liver. All of the contrasts noted previously for human internal organs will have applied, but in this instance the heightened familiarity and expectations of the haruspex would have become even more disrupted and inverted: for a man used to actively and intentionally manipulating a soft organ that was slippery with fresh blood, the dry, resistant clay of the votive “liver” presented an obstacle, with some of its affordances actively resisting his attempts to manoeuvre it in a familiar way. As a result, the material thingliness of the terracotta votive “liver”, when combined with the capacity of the human body to be affected by its qualities, had the potential to produce agentic effects which reinforced the difficulties inherent in the act of reading animal entrails (extispicy), even the fact that the divine world might sometimes resist interpretation.

From individual to communal bodies

Even if the activities performed as part of a ritual act of dedication were largely prescribed by distal religious knowledge concerning its do ut des nature, and despite the fact that the mould-made origin of the objects discussed here caused some of them to be almost identical in physical form, when ritualised behaviour obliged them to combine with the material bodies, memories, sensory capacities, expectations, hopes, and physical movements of individual human dedicants, votive cult practices produced a spectrum of lived experiences of religious agency. In turn, these constructed subtly nuanced proximal forms of knowledge concerning an individual’s body and their place in a complex world comprising mortals, gods, and other things. Nevertheless, the knowledge produced by these experiences was also rationalised in relation to existing understandings of how this religious world worked and how to maintain it. Distal forms of knowledge were, after all, necessary for structuring the performance of these ritualised activities and for bringing people to a location which exhibited traces of similar activities enacted by other members of their community. Much as votive cult was performed and thereby lived on an individual level, it might also be closely entwined with the production of shared communal forms of religious knowledge too.

At Pantanacci, it appears that dedicants interacted with and rearranged previously dedicated offerings. Items were sometimes ‘stacked’ (e.g. a mask inserted into the concave section of a swaddled baby), and the excavators suggested that the niches and cavities into which they were inserted were selected in order to facilitate a sort of grouping together of similar types of object (Attenni and Ghini 2014, p. 156). There was certainly an inclination towards augmenting or otherwise altering the material qualities of offerings of all types in order to make them into something other than they were before they were dedicated. This includes filling or covering ceramic vessels with clay and actively encouraging spring water to continually wash over some of the miniature ceramic vessels. From the early published data about the site it is not clear when these interventions took place, but it is probable that it was part of the act of dedication itself – although, of course, the stacking of anatomical votives would only have been possible if there was already an item to add to or ‘enhance’, unless we are to imagine offerings of very different type being made at the same time by the same person. In effect, these equally religiously ritualised actions created new and unique things as well as new assemblages of things, assemblages that extended beyond the personal one-to-one of anatomical body part and its respective living counterpart to combine multiple more-than-human and human things into new configurations.

The augmentation of one type of body or body part with another provides an interesting contrast to attempts evident from elsewhere in the cave to segregate different types of model by grouping them together, suggesting that there were a number of potential actions available to the community who worshipped there, as well as different interpretations of what was appropriate for particular circumstances. Nevertheless, this range of contrasting actions also points towards the performance of a series of communal acts, or at least the decision to engage actively with the actions of other members of the dedicatory community and the things that they had left behind. This raises a new set of questions. Did people return regularly to make repeated offerings, choosing to physically join together or otherwise associate these separate dedications? Did people actively seek out their own previous offerings or those of family, friends, or perhaps even strangers? To what extent did petitioners know whose offering belonged to whom when they were largely identical in appearance? What happens to the distinct material affordances of a model of one body part when it assembles with those of another? These questions cannot be answered based on the evidence from Pantanacci, but they resonate with many of the observations already made in this chapter, re-emphasising the transformative agency of ritualised activities that brought together people and material things. At the very least, the significance of such agency to those who frequented the cave appears to have been closely connected to the reassembling of things and the very physical joining of one body with another in order to create a new, composite one. In many ways these composite bodies remained incomplete and fragmentary, but they were physically and conceptually united in perpetuity as new thingly “bodies”. These choices also stress how ritualised assemblages featuring votives might be endlessly changeable, their reconfiguration offering new opportunities for the production and experience of different forms of lived religion suitable to different situations or the needs of the wider dedicatory community.

Evidence for similar forms of behaviour is absent at sites where anatomical votives are not found in situ, and these acts of reassembly may have been entirely unique to the community who frequented that particular cave at Pantanacci. It is not impossible, however, to identify other instances of the intentional reassembling of things into specific combinations that may or may not have affected particular types of religious agency. The third century BCE ex-votos recovered in situ from a series of rooms in multiple buildings at the sanctuary at Gravisca (Etruria), for example, certainly demonstrate a similar type of intentional grouping (Comella 1978, pp. 9–10). Here, material things appear to have been assembled in relation to specific buildings or rooms: anatomical ex-votos appear only sporadically in building α, but much more frequently in buildings β and γ, where in the latter they were concentrated especially in space G (all uteri) and in the former between Cortile I and oikos M (Comella 1978, p. 89). The distribution of types between these spaces also differs, with Cortile I containing almost all of the anatomical votives from this building (including ears, hands, feet, breasts, and female genitalia) but just over half the number of uteri that were recovered from oikos M (74 compared with 145: Comella 1978, p. 89). This is conventionally explained as a response to the identity or concerns of the divinity with which each particular space was associated, and may have been a part of the primary dedication process. Cortile I, for instance, is considered to have been the destination for offerings associated with the matrimonial aspects of the cult of Aphrodite-Turan, and M possibly with the reproductive sphere of Hera-Uni (Comella 1978, p. 92), although the reasoning behind this interpretation is rather circular. Moreover, the distribution of offerings within these discrete spaces was also ordered in specific ways. Space G, a large covered area, revealed groups of offerings: uteri were deposited to the north and at the centre, with heads and different types of statuette located to the southwest (Comella 1978, p. 92). Bringing specific types of model together in this way may have afforded a particular type of agency, with the congregation of large numbers not only attesting to the success of previous dedications but also collectively contributing to the ongoing production of religious agency in that setting.

A similar sort of division is evident for the offerings dedicated to an unknown deity or deities at a small altar shrine at Fontanile di Legnisina, Vulci (Etruria). The Etruscan deities Uni and Demetra are named on inscribed offerings found at this site, but the excavator also speculates about an association with a range of other chthonic figures such as Aplu, Hercle, and Menerva (Ricciardi 1988–89, p. 152). Here, an altar and enclosure were set up adjacent to the base of a steep slope, into which a small natural grotto opened. When excavated, the whole area including the grotto and the area inside and to the north of the enclosure was found to be covered with votive offerings of all types and featuring a great many anatomical votives (like Gravisca, uteri were dominant, with 284 examples). In the passageway of the grotto behind the altar were found metal objects along with a concentration of models of female genitalia and uteri which adhered to only one of the three different uteri typologies reported from the site as a whole (Category I, modelled in the round on a base or pedestal: Ricciardi 1988–89, p. 171; Flemming 2017, pp. 117–8). Other models, including other types of uteri and swaddled infants (seven examples), were found in the northeastern area of the enclosure, to the north side of the altar (Ricciardi 1988–89, p. 153). In addition, terracotta statuettes were also found mostly within the confines of the enclosure, with bronze figurines between the altar and the boulders behind it, whereas the ceramic materials were primarily located outside and to the north of the enclosure – observations which led excavator Laura Ricciardi (1988–89, p. 153) to speculate that other groupings might also have once been in evidence. Examples like this prompt interesting questions about the nature of the religious agency that might have been produced by assemblages comprising multiple, almost identical versions of the same sort of thing, in this case “uteri”.

It is unfortunately not entirely clear how far these evidently curated assemblages of objects at Gravisca and Fontanile di Legnisina reflect an act of primary dedication or secondary reorganisation by those responsible for the maintenance of the sanctuary. Nor is it clear what sort of diachronic processes might have affected their arrangement. It also remains possible that visitors to any sanctuary interacted with previous offerings in ways that are no longer visible to us, causing them to be brought into new ritualised assemblages along with their own individual material offering and living body. Offerings might be temporarily moved around to make space for new additions, in the process causing them to become stacked or grouped, and each dedicant may have made very individual choices about where to place an offering in relation to the others that were already on display: should I put my uterus next to the other uteri because this is what others have done (perhaps inadvertently, or even intentionally, prompting future visitors to do the same), or should I place it apart from them in order to ensure that when faced with such a multitude, the deity notices mine? Of course, such behaviour depends upon the rules and regulations concerning access to the location of deposition, so perhaps for large formal sanctuaries like Gravisca this was left to priests and caretakers and was not as easy as it was for (possibly) less formally controlled sites such as Pantanacci and Fontanile di Legnisina. Nevertheless, even if this degree of primary dedicatory freedom was specific to Pantanacci, it still suggests that under certain circumstances we should consider that the assemblages of human and more-than-human things that produced religious agency in the context of votive dedicatory behaviour might extend beyond a single offering to encompass other discrete assemblages of similar or different types, and perhaps even the bodies of the wider dedicatory community. In this way, it becomes possible to perceive how the intensely proximal experience of an assemblage forged in the context of the ritual dedication of a single ex-voto for an individual was also embedded and entwined with other assemblages of things and with a wider distally experienced world of things.

Conclusions

This survey of just some examples of anatomical votive types suggests that the material thingliness of votive objects, and the potential that they offered to the production of discrete instances of religious agency, coupled with their capacity as more-than-human things to ghost human ones in both familiar and unfamiliar ways, could produce a bewildering mix of intimacy and distance, of similarity and difference, and an almost uncanny sense of something which both was and was not the dedicant’s body. As things, votive objects certainly point towards concepts of the body and relationships with the divine in this period that were fluid and constantly in flux, which may have been derived in part from or reinforced by the tangible and materially physical thing of the anatomical ex-voto itself. This chapter has also established why this fluidity makes a particular sort of religious sense in the context of ritualised activities which were, after all, largely about the potential for transformation and surrendering control of one’s body, future well-being, and identity to the divine. Accordingly, when it comes to votive offerings, lived religion involved experiencing religious agency that derived from the qualities of an assemblage comprising specific somatic needs, complex bodies, and personal encounters with material things with an ontological status that was difficult to pin down. And yet, despite involving fundamentally personal experiences which produced proximal forms of knowledge concerning mortal-divine relationships, votive cult also produced and reinforced communal forms of knowledge concerning the distal world of religion. Holding one’s own hand might also mean holding the hand of another member of that community or even being held in return by the gods themselves. Reaching this conclusion means, however, that it is now time to turn our attention to the divine and their role within ritualised assemblages such as those that have been explored in this and previous chapters: were the divine also material things and, if so, what were the consequences for ancient lived religion?






6 Divinity

In Sala III of the Terme di Diocleziano (Museo Nazionale Romano), the visitor comes face-to-face with three slightly under-life-size terracotta models of young women seated on thrones with their feet resting on low stools (Figure 6.1). Arranged into an uncompromising V-shape and positioned at the end of the largest room of the museum with stairs to the second floor directly behind them, the three women dominate the space and challenge the visitor to pass without paying them due attention. Produced between the late fourth and early third century BCE, the substantially restored statues were recovered from a sanctuary that appears to have been connected with Demeter and Kore, within the località Casaletto in the territory of Ariccia (ancient Aricia, Latium). Over-life-size clay busts of the two goddesses found at the same location are displayed on either side of the seated figures, at least two of which have also been identified as representations of the supposed tutelary deities. At the front of the group, a figure made using pinky beige–coloured clay has been identified as Demeter, based on the ears of corn that decorate her throne, jewellery, and diadem, as well as that which she clasps lightly in her right hand as her elbow rests informally on the arm of her wide throne. Her chiton-covered legs are slightly apart, the right stretched forwards as she reclines in a relaxed manner, her face turned upwards, gazing away from the viewer. Over her (missing) left shoulder sits Kore, her slightly less well-preserved body dressed in the same manner but her pose upright and taut. She is made from a reddish clay and holds a model of a piglet in her left hand. To her right sits an unidentified figure made from the same reddish clay, also dressed in a chiton and cloak but with no clear attributes to indicate whether she should be recognised as a specific divine figure. She wears a diadem, button-shaped earrings, and pendant jewellery that the museum label points out is comparable with examples from Magna Graecia. Her head is slightly too small for her awkward and stiffly posed body, and her thick neck is modelled with folds, but she sits enthroned in the same fashion as the figures identified as Demeter and Kore, one foot placed slightly forwards and resting on a stool.

In some respects, it is the modern arrangement of these three similar yet clearly individualised figures in the centre of the gallery space which presents a challenge to the visitor. Although they are neither physically dominating nor made from precious or elaborate materials, their collective material thingliness affects the visitor in unexpected ways: we are compelled to walk around them, to defer to their presence and to regard them, even as at least one of them refuses to look us in the eye. As objects in space, they currently ask the beholder to consider who they might be, what relationships exist between them, what their status is, and how we should respond to it. They were more than likely positioned differently in their original setting, yet their material form and co-presence (perhaps accompanied by similar models and smaller clay figurines of the same or different design: Figure 6.2), as well as their location within a sanctuary, was undoubtedly equally physically and cognitively affective in the early third century BCE.
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Figure 6.1 Three terracotta models of female figures seated on thrones, from a sanctuary connected with Demeter and Kore within the località Casaletto, Ariccia (Latium), late fourth to early third century BCE.

Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham. Su concessione del Ministero per i beni e le attivita culturali – Museo Nazionale Romano.

But what are the terracotta female figures from Ariccia? Are they elaborate votive offerings dedicated to one or both of the female divinities connected with the sanctuary? Maybe they functioned as cult statues, in which case they might be the recipients of offerings or the focal point for ritualised activities. If they are cult statues, does that mean that they are goddesses or merely representations of them? As Lambros Malafouris (2013, p. 117) has suggested for other types of figurine, whether such objects were iconic representations of a deity or the very embodiment of that deity may actually have depended upon how individual people engaged with them, since ‘both possibilities are equally afforded and can be seen as active even in the context of the same ritual process’. The information provided by the Museo Nazionale Romano is restrained in its interpretation, suggesting merely that each is a ‘statue’ (statua), resisting the temptation to assign them to a more specific category of ‘cult statue’, even if the manner of their display at the end of the gallery parallels the location of cult statues towards the centre or back of a temple cella, where they might be glimpsed from a distance before being approached. Nevertheless, it is easy to understand why the appellation ‘cult statue’ might be applicable: they are clearly larger as well as more elaborate and expensive than the typical types of terracotta figurine recovered from votive deposits of this period and region; at least two bear the attributes of known goddesses; and all three are enthroned, implying elevated status. What is more, the widespread absence of archaeologically attested ‘cult statues’ at many of the excavated sanctuaries of mid-Republican central Italy suggests that, if such things existed at all, they may well have been produced using materials such as terracotta (Rask 2011; Kiernan 2020).
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Figure 6.2 Terracotta statues depicting seated women, from Lavinium (Latium), fifth century BCE


Photo: De Agostini Picture Library/G. Nimatallah/Bridgeman Images.

Perhaps they are something else entirely. Their identification with Demeter and Kore is prompted by certain distinctive attributes (corn and piglet), but it is not completely clear, for instance, whether the so-called Kore had received or intended to offer the model of the piglet in her hand, and while the statue described as Demeter is veiled, the unidentified woman is not. Indeed, it is the third figure who complicates any straightforward reading of these objects as ‘cult statues’: based on her physical appearance and absence of characteristic attributes, she cannot be aligned easily with an alternative iconographic form of either goddess. Maybe she is another currently unidentified female deity, or perhaps she is a votive model of a mortal woman who had access to the financial means necessary to commission an especially elaborate dedication. Similar questions have been asked about other representations of seated women that seem to evade straightforward categorisation as strictly divine or human, including the tufa ‘matrons’ from the sanctuary of Mater Matuta at Capua (Carroll 2019) (Figure 6.3). These most probably depicted mortal women, possibly with the many babies that they had conceived, miscarried, or successfully given birth to over the course of their generative lives. Nevertheless, their appearance and posture – seated, sometimes with their feet on a low stool – may indicate a more complex interweaving or assembling of divine and mortal characteristics.

The presence in the Ariccia trio of a less demonstrably divine female figure therefore complicates their interpretation: Are they deities or humans? What might make one terracotta model the embodiment of divinity and another not? Were these boundaries fixed? Did the materialness of these three different figures afford specific experiences of lived religion, or was it only their appearance that mattered? Maybe they were intended to represent humans dressed as deities, perhaps reflecting a woman’s role as priestess or attendant within the cult or the enactment of a particular ritualised activity. Near life-size terracotta models of mortal women are certainly known from other similar sanctuary sites, such as those from the sanctuary of Portonaccio at Veii currently housed in the Museo Nazionale Etrusco di Villa Giulia. Ranging from 440 to 220 BCE in date, these two-thirds life-size figures are shown standing, rather than seated, in the act of making dedicatory gestures typical of offerants rather than recipients (outstretched arms with upturned palms and raised hands). What is more, as Zsuzsanna Várhelyi (2017, p. 96) has recently argued for later periods of Roman history, intentionally placing statues of non-divine figures alongside those of deities, and more importantly engaging them directly in the same types of religious activities, could blur the ontological boundaries between them. The model of a mortal might become as much a focal point for ritual as that of a deity, with consequences for both. We might consider, then, that the ambiguities introduced by the presence of the third woman in the Ariccia ensemble are a useful reminder that such figures should be considered strictly as neither, illustrative instead of a blending of the personae and essence of both divine and mortal that was a consequence of the ‘in between’ environment of the sanctuary that was introduced in Chapter 5.

Uncertainties concerning the formal status of the female statues from Ariccia therefore raise a host of questions concerning the ways in which divinity was present in Roman ritualised settings, including what it meant when individual images of a divine figure coexisted within the same setting. In the case of Ariccia this meant at least two of Demeter, which were perhaps accompanied by smaller votive figurines depicting the same figure. Plutarch’s account in the Life of Coriolanus (37.4) of how the unexpectedly successful fundraising efforts of the Roman matronae led to one of the two statues they financed in the temple of Virtus Muliebris speaking out loud to thank them, attests not only to Roman ideas about how humans might engage with divinities via material statues, but also to the apparently non-problematic possibility of their contemporary duplication. For the purposes of this study of the thingliness of lived religion, however, the Ariccia figures raise issues that are potentially much more difficult to address, including the burning question of whether the affordances of divinity were limited to those of a human-made anthropomorphic cult statue or might manifest in other ways. Relatedly, was it even possible for divinity to belong to a truly non-hierarchical assemblage of material things? In other words, this chapter asks whether cult statues were the only thing that really mattered when it came to the thingliness of the divine.
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Figure 6.3 Tufa ex-voto dedicated to the goddess Mater Matuta, from Capua (Campania)

Photo: De Agostini Picture Library/Bridgeman Images.

Can gods be things?

Jan Bremmer (2018, pp. 108–9) recently observed that the emphasis on the individual within studies that privilege lived religion means that ‘it sometimes looks as if lived ancient religion consisted mainly of actions, be they by men or women, priests or lay people, free-born or slave. This focus on actions and agents means that the gods receive relatively little attention’. It is certainly true that, as far as the earlier chapters of this book have been concerned, the presence of the divine within the assemblages of things that I have examined has been largely taken for granted. It is also fair to say that the precise thingly nature of these divine entities has been for the most part sidelined, even though the actions of people who made votive offerings, performed sacrifices, or experienced religious place have been framed with reference to the perceived existence of a divine world – one which was, moreover, crucial for those people’s subsequent rationalisation of the differences to the world that those actions were perceived (or anticipated) to make as ‘religion’. My own acceptance of the divine as an unexamined element fundamental to the existence of what I have been describing as ‘Roman religion’ might, of course, reflect some of the realities of a lived ancient world in which the tradition of pax deorum genuinely did establish that the gods were simply ‘there’ or, if they were not ‘there’ permanently, might be summoned or convinced to manifest temporarily. From that standpoint, it is the continually unquestioned existence of the divine which provides the rationale for specific ritualised activities that prompted the assembling of certain things: the gods need sacrifices, their will must be determined, a promised gift will secure our agreement, and so on. Nor am I alone in beginning with this assumption: others have suggested that ‘methodologically … it is important neither to engage in a debate about their existence nor to expect to find their traces empirically… . Analyzed as “signs,” the “gods” have neither an essence nor biographies’ (Rüpke 2007b, p. 7).

Nonetheless, recourse to the ancient (almost, but not total) uncritical acceptance of gods as somehow natural and self-explanatory of the role of divinity within religion remains, to be blunt, something of a cop-out. If Roman religion is to be understood as the product of ritualised assemblages of things – and I maintain that doing this offers us the best way of understanding it – then it behoves us to attempt to grasp the thingly qualities, or fundamental ‘essence’, of all the potential core components of these assemblages, including the most intangible. Consequently, it is necessary to examine more thoroughly the place of the divine as things in their own right within the ritualised assemblages that produced religion in Roman Italy, and to address some of the issues raised by both the statues from Ariccia and Jan Bremmer’s comments concerning the absence of the gods within a lived religion approach (albeit probably not in the way that he was expecting). To do this, I turn my attention in this chapter to the very thingliness of divine presence, asking whether Roman gods could be things in the same sense as the other things that I have examined in this study, venturing beyond rather simplistic statements concerning the universality of divine presence in the ancient imagination to interrogate more closely how the affordances of divinity manifested materially within relational assemblages that produced not only particular forms of lived religion and religious knowledge but also the concept of divine agency itself.

This is not an easy task, and it has to be noted at the outset that the very notion of divine agency is immediately problematic in the context of a study predicated on the idea that all agency is relational and that none of the things within an assemblage inherently possesses its own autonomous agency. That is to say, once we acknowledge the inclusion of things which are usually understood to wield ultimate power within our otherwise non-hierarchical assemblages, we risk everything falling apart. If, as I have argued throughout this book, agency is the product of an assemblage of equally relational things rather than something inherent to one or more of its components, it must follow that divine agency (sometimes styled divine ‘power’) was not the innate possession of a divine being but a product of how divinity related to the other components of a ritualised assemblage. The implication appears to be, therefore, either that deities cannot be inherently all-powerful, since power (agency) only exists as a product of relations between things, or that this power is artificially ascribed to whatever it is that is conceptualised as being ‘divine’ by the presence of human brains in an assemblage (the latter is the favoured approach of recent work on ancient lived religion: Albrecht et al. 2018, pp. 571–2; also Iara 2020). In other words, either the divine do not bring anything special at all to an assemblage (at which point we lose the significance of the gods entirely), or divine power is all in the heads of humans, where it is shaped by human expectations and interpretations, becoming purely anthropocentric and, if pushed to the extreme, entirely imaginary, or at least lacking in comparable material thingliness.

Regardless of whether this last point is true or not (and here I refer the reader back to my earlier discussion of religious knowledge as cognitive rationalisation in Chapter 2), it is certain that religious agency is produced only in circumstances in which a component of a ritualised assemblage involves something which can be considered supernatural, otherworldly, or somehow superior to humans. As Jörg Rüpke (2018a, p. 7) notes, activity only becomes religious ‘when and where, in a particular situation, at least one human individual includes such [superior] actors in his or her communication with other humans, whether by merely referring to those actors or by directly addressing them’. Although the theoretical underpinnings of this statement differ from those that I adopt in the present study, it is the inclusion of superior, non-human participants that (for Rüpke) marks out activities, and (for me) characterises ritualised assemblages, that are capable of making a difference that is fundamentally religious in consequence. The first proposal – that the specialness of divinity cannot be distinguished from other things – must therefore be rejected. The second proposal, that divine beings are effectively ‘all in the head’, is also far from satisfactory, since all it achieves is an inversion of the status quo, replacing the all-encompassing dominant affectivity of the divine that caused the imbalance in the first place with the newly privileged affectivity of human imagination. Both options are difficult to reconcile with the idea of a flat ontology, in which no component of a relational assemblage is more dominant than any other.

To what extent, then, is it ever possible for divinity, or anything considered to possess affordances that might combine with those of others in order to produce agency that is equated with the supernatural, to be part of a relational assemblage predicated on non-hierarchical relationships? Must the inclusion of the divine within such assemblages always be considered in human terms, that is, either through cognitive rationalisations which interpret the world with reference to human expectations and experiences or through representations and material forms that are initiated and shaped by humans, such as cult statues? And, moreover, what do we do about the relational imbalance that the divine brought to such an arrangement? We are left to ponder not only whether gods are things, but if so, whether there are ways to flatten their relationship with other things without resorting to anthropocentrism, or in other words without always shaping the thingliness of gods in humanity’s image. I will address this issue in this chapter by asking how far it is possible to escape from traditional forms of understanding concerning the more-than-human divine components of an assemblage that frame it in purely human terms.

A question of (im)material agency

The immediate question, then, becomes one about whether immaterial things within a relational assemblage can be material on their own terms. Conceiving of divinity as having material affordances is undoubtedly challenging to get our heads around without thinking about how these might manifest either in the imagination (e.g. ‘the divine smell nice’) or in a secondary, usually visual form (e.g. a cult statue). It is akin to trying to imagine the smell of a penguin without first conjuring at least a mental image of a penguin and its habits. It is not, however, completely impossible to identify how immaterial things might interact with physically material things, as demonstrated by one example of an intangible thing with tangible affordances that regularly makes a difference to our own world: anyone who has used an umbrella on a blustery day will have experienced the tangible affectivity of the otherwise intangible thingliness of the wind. Wind has no material form, at least not if we acknowledge that the physics of the Earth’s atmosphere and the combination of nitrogen, oxygen, carbon dioxide, argon, and other trace gases that make up the air that we experience is an aspect of materialness imperceptible to humans without the use of modern technology. Yet wind can make a difference to the material world and to human behaviour. It can blow down trees, it can whip up water, it can damage buildings, it can transport scents as well as move pollen over large distances, it can enable an aeroplane to take off, and it can cause your umbrella to turn inside out. It cannot be seen other than via its effects on other things, it cannot be held or contained, but it can touch us and it can affect, making a difference to how we (and other, more-than-human things) behave, act, and respond to the world. In this way, and only as part of an assemblage with bodies, buildings, trees, and umbrellas, wind has a demonstrable material impact on the physical world. This is because when it combines with other things, these relationships afford a particular outcome or agency. Wind can only be affective when it is part of an assemblage, and these relationships allow an otherwise intangible component to become perceptible.

What happens if we consider gods in the same terms, as intangible things with affordances that are perceptible in certain ways only when they combine with the qualities of other things? An ancient example might be found in Aurora, goddess of the dawn, whose real-world affectivity as perceived by ancient people came in the form of the sensory experience of sunrise: her divine affordances were manifested in the changing light and reappearance of the sun, the subtly rising temperature or presence of dew on the ground, the sound of birdsong. These sensory affects, produced by an assemblage of things that featured the affordances of the material world brought into relation with the theorised presence of the immaterial deity, gave the otherwise intangible (even imaginary) goddess a tangible presence in the world. Significantly, David Levene (2012, pp. 56–7) points out, with reference to Ovid (Metamorphoses 13.587–90), that Aurora was not otherwise given ‘artificial’ material form by ancient communities: her thingliness resided in the very affordance of dawn itself, made tangible through the perceptible qualities of the other things with which she combined at that moment. A divinity therefore need not necessarily be innately material in order for presumed divine affordances to become tangible, even if, ultimately, it will always be human interpretation of any resulting outcomes that allows for them to be understood as a consequence of divine characteristics. In many ways, this means that religion remains a fundamentally anthropocentric interpretation of the agentic consequences of immaterial and material affordances, since other more-than-human components in an assemblage lack the cognitive capacity to process intangible affordances in the same way, even if they may have a physical effect upon them (the warming of the air, the wetness of water) (see Kindt 2012, pp. 42–3). However, as noted in Chapter 2, what is being questioned here is not the human-centred cultural concept of religion but the processes that underpin it.

Earlier chapters have demonstrated the capacities of the material affordances of things to make a difference in the world in ways that are quite separate from any wilful intent to do so, and reconfiguring agency as relational, rather than purposeful or intentional, also offers a way of reconciling the notion of ritualised assemblages as non-hierarchical with the apparent supernatural superiority of these ‘quite “special” actors’ (Rüpke 2018a, p. 12). It is, however, much easier to conceive of non-purposeful agency in the context of things, such as incense boxes or votive models which are not expected to possess the capacity to be purposeful, than it is when it comes to the divine. Cultural conventions and persuasive myths, from at least Homer onwards, and centuries of scholarship concerning ancient religion have conditioned us to conceive of Roman gods as wilful, demanding, and potent individuals – effectively as a superior extension of very human-like ‘agency’ (Ullucci 2012, pp. 62, 72, n. 26). Jörg Rüpke’s (2018a, p. 9) recent adoption of variations on the phrase ‘actors who were not indisputably plausible’ offers a useful starting point for moving away from these expectations, and the accompanying culturally loaded terminology of ‘gods and goddesses’, by suggesting that the divine are a broader group of actors. But Rüpke’s ‘actors’ remain primarily human-like in their relationships, and he uses this (rather cumbersome) phraseology interchangeably with, amongst other qualitative terms, ‘superhuman’, ‘otherworldly’, and ‘superior’. Doing so immediately places divinity back on an unequal footing, reinforcing the extent to which it is imagined to possess a will, a purpose, desires, and intentions which because of its exceptional status it can more readily act upon, certainly in comparison with the more narrowly limited abilities of mortals.

For these reasons, the arguments already adduced for agency as the product of engagement between things rather than inherent within individual things become especially significant. If we can shift our perspective on ancient divinity away from one in which it not only inherently possesses agency but also has more of it than every other component within the assemblage, towards one in which agency is the shared product of the affordances of the whole assemblage, including the affectivity of the immaterial and the cognitive interpretations that its human components subsequently place on the effects of that agency as religious, then it does become possible to start to flatten out those relationships. The need for ritual itself also becomes clearer since this, rather than so-called divine agency, is the driver for the production of these assemblages: ritual is the activity that enables the thingliness of divinity to forge particular relationships with other things that are subsequently understood and experienced as religion. It is therefore essential to continue to rethink the thingliness of divinity and to find ways of understanding how humans and other components in an assemblage interacted on more equal terms.

By way of example, I have chosen to explore this from two angles, examining how different ways of being affected by the qualities of divine thingliness could produce disparate forms of religious knowledge. First, I will consider what happens when intangible concepts of divinity are given material character in the form of images and statues. Then I will examine the opposite standpoint: rather than giving the divine material form, how might divine affordances already be tangible within the physical world? This means examining ways in which divine thingliness might manifest through human-made artefacts that were not designed for the purposes of representing the divine, as well as natural elements such as water.

Imaging divinity

For many people, myself included, to think about Roman gods is to first think about the so-called cult statues or cult images that continue to feature at the heart of a wealth of scholarship concerned with the nature of ancient divinity (e.g. Gordon 1979; Donohue 1997; Stewart 2003; 2007; Elsner 2007; Iles Johnston 2008; Lipka 2009; Estienne 2010; Mylonopoulos 2010a; Rüpke 2010; Weddle 2010; Bremmer 2013; Madigan 2013; Estienne 2015; Várhelyi 2017; Kiernan 2020). Much of this work has focused on Greek contexts, where the evidence provided by both sculptural forms and textual sources points towards considerable ancient interest in the ‘matter’ of the gods and the relationship between images and deities (e.g. Steiner 2001; Platt 2011). Evidence for cult images in Roman Italy, particularly for the earlier periods of its history, remains much scarcer (Rask 2011; Kiernan 2020, pp. 26–37), with scholars (and indeed some Roman writers themselves) compelled to rely for their understanding of the existence, function, and status of cult images on a handful of textual sources ranging from the late Republic to late antiquity (Mylonopoulos 2010b, p. 3; Estienne 2015, pp. 382–3). As a result, scholarly energy has gone especially towards scrutinising the terminology associated with images of the divine in these texts, seeking to articulate the complex relationship between a set of terms which, when used in particular contexts, might signal that a statue was intended to be a container for divinity, a representation of a divine figure, an embodiment of a divine figure, or might even be considered to be a divine figure. This includes the question of whether a god or goddess might temporarily inhabit an image, with the statue acting as an empty shell that was only periodically filled with divine presence (e.g. Stewart 2007; Estienne 2010; Bremmer 2013; Estienne 2015; Kiernan 2020). Approaching these issues has not been an easy task, and even though Sylvia Estienne (2010) has suggested that certain Latin terms were used more commonly for images of gods than for humans (signum and simulacrum), Ioannis Mylonopoulos (2010b, p. 5) points out that ‘neither seems to refer to a specific function, but rather to a form of representation: while signum is more generally any visual sign of the invisible, simulacrum seems to describe an anthropomorphic image’. Indeed, Estienne (2015, p. 383) notes elsewhere that


recent research on statues in Greece and Rome have rightfully questioned the notion of ‘cult statue’: philologists scarcely find any traces of it in the Greek or Latin vocabulary, archaeologists generally face serious difficulties in identifying it due to a lack of usable context, whilst art historians try, often in vain, to retrieve its reflection from votive or numismatic material.


What is certain is that Romans of both the late Republic and imperial period were themselves unsure about such matters (Ando 2008, p. 21). What has come down to us therefore represents attempts to systematise the complex, and sometimes obscure, cultural practices that Roman commentators witnessed and participated in. As has been pointed out by others, the efforts of Roman writers to intellectualise or at least schematise the divine world are characteristic of the intellectual spheres of the imperial period and may not reflect the realities of either lived experience or earlier periods of Roman and Italic history (see Ullucci 2012, pp. 57–8; Bremmer 2013, p. 15; Macrae 2016; Rüpke 2018a, pp. 289–90; 
Bispham and Miano 2020, pp. xii–xiv). One factor in this may have been the increased role of writing in religious activity from the late Republic onwards, which compelled participants to develop not only a more precise understanding of the nature of the divine but also standard ways of communicating and sharing those understandings. As practices changed, and especially as epigraphy became a means of signalling and commemorating religious acts, such as the making of vows or curses (Schultz 2006, pp. 100–2), it increasingly mattered that a person could refer to one god rather than another or, for that matter, all gods:


When it came to the question of how to address the gods, public literacy enabled a precision that the vagueness and variability of an oral approach could not easily achieve. Anyone wishing to write had to name the elusive deity.

(Rüpke 2018a, p. 294)


As a consequence, divinity became increasingly fixed by titles and perceived attributes as well as by the varied contexts in which people chose to invoke them. This sort of rationalisation extended also to those who oversaw cult activities and who produced inscribed calendars or ritual regulations, which in turn served to promulgate these expectations concerning divinity. According to Jörg Rüpke (2018a, p. 159), ‘Where ritual actors produced texts, they tended to do so in order to deliberately introduce and implement standards that would have the effect of stabilizing and homogenizing changes in practices’ (also Rüpke 2011a, p. 196).

The religious landscape of Rome changed during the course of the middle and late Republic, as forms of communication, including the construction of temples and statues and the issuing of coins bearing the images of divine figures, were incorporated into contemporary forms of political discourse. Consequently, the ability to name and to identify a deity, and by implication to develop a shared knowledge of the ideals and virtues associated with that figure, acquired a new importance. In this context, the divine as recognisable individuals with distinctive characteristics became increasingly important, motivated by what Richard Gordon (1979, p. 13) described as ‘ “non-religious” ends’ (see also Rüpke 2018a, p. 189). In turn, this resulted in new ways of communicating both politically and culturally with reference to gods and goddesses (see Stewart 2007, p. 167 on the multiplying of images). It is therefore the socio-political exploitation of divine imagery, rather than anything connected with changed ideas about the nature of divinity itself, which explains why ‘it was only the more popular deities who were fixed by iconographic focalization’ (Lipka 2009, p. 91). The nature of the (non-religious) discourse in which the divine were now implicated was determinative, meaning that to speak about or to visually present divinity on a communal level required a level of precision that was unnecessary at the level of personal lived religion. Hence divinity acquired a set of standardised names and common attributes or areas of expertise, all of which could be rendered in written and visual forms. It was no good depicting the bust of a deity on a coin if nobody knew which god it referred to or, more importantly, what that association was intended to communicate about the person responsible for its issue. Indeed, Richard Gordon (1979, p. 16) argued long ago that it was the use of divine images in non-religious contexts that ultimately ‘legitimated this particular concatenation of choices, and helped turn image into god’.

Interestingly, it is also against this increasingly intellectualised and politicised backdrop that many of the highly localised deities of early Roman Italy disappear from view or are transformed. A largely undifferentiated mass of subtly diverse divinities was no longer relevant to the ways in which religion was being used within the social and political world of Rome and its territories, which required an ever-more standardised and restricted pantheon. This does not mean that earlier understandings of divinity ceased to be incorporated into ritualised assemblages or that local communities simply chose to put their traditional encounters with the divine to one side, but choices with long-lasting consequences were made about which of these deities it was useful to represent in a wider range of contexts, and how (witness Lipka’s point cited earlier about only the most ‘popular’ deities being imaged). The deceptively neat categorisations implied by the uncritical use of signum and simulacrum in Roman sources, and even the ability to represent, distinguish, and name individual deities, are therefore a product of a particular cultural milieu that potentially obscures the complexities of divine image-making within religion as it was lived.

Unfortunately, archaeological identification of extant cult images for all periods of Roman history, especially Republican Italy and the periods immediately preceding it, has proven equally difficult, running into the problems outlined here for the statues from Ariccia. Locations associated with cult activities, including those with architectural elaboration such as the construction of an aedes, altar, or other cult buildings, have provided comparatively little unequivocal evidence for the presence of cult images as the visual focal point for ritual activities (Rask 2011; Iara 2020; although for examples from the Roman provinces, see Kiernan 2020). The broadly held assumption that they must have once existed has led to fragments of sometimes rather grandiose or over-life-size statues coming to be used as a basis on which to speculate about the nature of tutelary deities at some sites. This is true for the sanctuary at Vicarello near Lake Bracciano, discussed further below, where fragmentary stone sculptures have been assigned to ‘cult images’ of Apollo and Asclepius (Bassani 2014b, p. 163). This can sometimes result in rather circular arguments about the nature of cult at sanctuaries that lack supporting epigraphic evidence. It remains possible that stone, bronze, or wooden statues were removed or destroyed when sanctuaries ceased to be used, but the widespread absence of in situ anthropomorphic cult images across central Italy appears too consistent to be explained by this alone.

Determining whether any object was the singular focus of cult activity is additionally problematic when the evidence is partial or fragmentary, and when, as demonstrated by the Ariccia trio, the ground rules for what form such objects might take are far from certain. Art historians have stressed the probable use of prestigious materials for the production of cult images, but at the same time they note that ancient authors do not privilege these materials over others: the apparent antiquity of wood was as prized as gold (Mylonopoulos 2010b, p. 9). In reality, very little archaeological evidence survives, at least for Italy, so Jörg Rüpke (2018a, p. 214) can claim that ‘in Roman statuary gold was reserved for gods, and marble and bronze created an association with wealth that was not produced by either wood or terracotta’ without invoking any material evidence to support these statements. Indeed, the difficulties of determining whether an extant statue is a genuine cult image or merely a statue depicting a god is the reason why I have chosen not to include more images in this chapter, on the grounds that they may be misleading.

As the figures from Ariccia and the mothers from Capua demonstrate, discussion also continues to focus on the difficulties of distinguishing between votive offerings and cult images. Katherine Rask (2011, p. 94) has argued that ‘every cult statue can be considered a votive, but not every votive need be considered a cult statue’, whereas Ioannis Mylonopoulos (2010b, p. 7), on the other hand, considers standpoints such as this unnecessarily restrictive: ‘We should rather distinguish between permanent cult statues and those images of gods that occasionally or under specific circumstances could be momentarily transformed into a cult statue’. A more fluid approach to the role of figured images in cult contexts is therefore necessary, one that acknowledges how the material presentation of divinity might actively work to reinforce the ambiguous affordances of divinity.

Anthropomorphic viewing

Despite these problems, textual sources and some limited archaeological evidence suggests that material things considered by Romans to be cult images did exist across ancient Italy, and in some contexts they were undoubtedly integrated into ritualised assemblages. Although I would stress that we must acknowledge more openly that cult images were not an essential component within all ritualised assemblages, and that their presence should not be considered to any degree the norm at least for large parts of early and mid-Republican Italy, it would be hasty to completely exclude them from any examination of the ways in which the immaterial divine might be made material. Where they did exist, cult images essentially afforded a visualisation of the intangible, otherworldly nature of the divine as understood by the human imagination, created in dialogue with the cultural and political agendas noted earlier. Rendering the thingliness of divinity in any physical form also afforded specific types of physical interaction with the divine that might otherwise be unavailable. What has tended to be overlooked in art historical studies of cult images focused on questions of categorisation, form, and iconography is how this process of materialisation itself – what we might describe as the deliberate re-thinging of divinity – could also affect very particular relationships between humans and divinity.

An exception to this can be found in the work of Peter Stewart (2007), who has suggested that a cult image might serve to presence the distributed personhood of the divine in multiple locations. He draws on the writing of Alfred Gell (1998), who


sees in the idol (for example) not merely a visual representation of the deity, but a bodily extension of its personhood – a sort of prosthesis. In one sense it owes its existence as an idol to the agency of the god, or at least we abduct the agency of the god from such physical forms.

(Stewart 2007, p. 168)


Definitions of agency aside, Stewart’s argument can be used to suggest that, when and where they existed, the replicability of cult statues provided a means through which certain affordances of divinity itself, including its innate partibility, could be distributed across space. I will return to the matter of divine partibility shortly, but for now it is evident that this made cult statues so much more than artificial images of a god designed to be visual prompts for communication. To this must also be added an acknowledgement that rendering the distributed personhood of divinity in material form quite literally brought it down to earth, situating it firmly within the physical world as it was perceived by humans, and temporarily reducing, or at least appearing to diminish, aspects of the otherwise hierarchical relationship caused by the apparent specialness of divinity. The use of anthropomorphic images might therefore make the divine ‘more convincing as social partners, partly because it made them resemble living human beings who are accepted to perform as agents’ (Stewart 2007, p. 163). It is debatable whether this truly flattened relationships between divine and human things or merely substituted one thing for another, since in the transformative process from intangible divinity to cult image the divine effectively lost – at the discretion of humans – at least some of its unique thingly qualities (i.e. its very intangibility). The material affordances of cult statues always remained a consequence of human choices, technologies, the availability and cost of materials, and cultural expectations of what might be appropriate when giving divinity a body – almost always, although not exclusively, a human body (Gaifman 2012, p. 79).

Nevertheless, the consequences of the active decision to produce and use anthropomorphic cult images in some contexts deserves closer examination, since it was without a doubt neither inevitable nor accidental. In some contexts the human-like form of the cult image and the particular way in which it was visually encountered almost certainly facilitated the development of a particular type of relationship between the human and divine components of a ritualised assemblage, whether this was intentional or not. Jaś Elsner (2007) has described this as the religious gaze, a specific form of viewing that can also be connected with a specific form of knowing, or epiphanic vision (see also Platt 2011 on primarily Greek contexts). Elsner (2007, p. 24) describes the process of encounter as follows:


The viewer enters a sacred space, a special place set apart from ordinary life, in which the god dwells. In this liminal site, the viewer enters the god’s world and likewise the deity intrudes directly into the viewer’s world in a highly ritualised context. The reciprocal gaze of this visuality is a kind of epiphanic fulfilment both of the viewer-pilgrim, who discovered his or her deepest identity in the presence of the god, and of the god himself, who receives the offerings and worship appropriate to his divinity in the process of pilgrimage rites.


For Elsner, the cult image was a nexus for the relationship between human and divine, since it was through mutual looking as the culmination of a series of other activities that their relationship was formed and a person was able to comprehend their place in a lived world that interacted with an otherworldly one. His description is steeped in tension and drama, involving the great ‘reveal’ of the reciprocity that bound the two participants, although admittedly it is a little difficult to reconcile this with how most people would have encountered divine images, placed as they were at the back of darkened rooms or potentially even off limits entirely (Madigan 2013, p. xxvii; Weddle 2010, pp. 213–20). Images of the divine were also not always the ultimate destination of a long pilgrimage (Graham 2019), nor even encountered only in formal cult-related locations (statues of gods, demi-gods, heroes, nymphs, and so forth were common features in Roman gardens, for example). Despite this, the levelling power of the reciprocal gaze as described by Elsner offers another way in which the hierarchical relationship within an assemblage might be flattened. From this standpoint, regardless of what the cult image was thought to be (a temporary container, representation, or embodiment of divinity), it was the reciprocal gaze which locked two of the components of the assemblage into a more equal relationship: each looked at the other with parity, each was dependent upon the other to maintain that gaze, each existed in a particular way because of the presence of other in that place at that time and, moreover, the act of looking itself sustained their relationship, producing an encounter the effects of which the mortal participant understood as religious in nature. If one participant looked away the relationship broke down, and the agency produced by their engagement was lost. It was the anthropomorphic form of the image, combined with the human capacity to engage it visually, that afforded a relationship capable of producing that type of religious agency.

Reconfiguring cult focalisation

Transforming the immaterial divine into something material with particular visually perceived qualities that afforded a mutual gaze might produce situationally specific forms of proximal religious knowledge, but a cult image was also a complex three-dimensional material object that occupied space and which a ritual context might cause to become assembled with a range of other things. Accordingly, Katherine Rask (2011, pp. 96–7) proposes that we reconfigure how we imagine encounters with cult images, paying greater attention to the ways in which these were invariably just one aspect of the experience of moving around a complex sanctuary landscape, ‘passing various statues and points of focus along the way’. She notes that ‘the relative importance of different sculptures in a sanctuary probably depended more on features other than location, such as temporality, the festival calendar, or even the personal motives of visitors’. Cult images were at once a potential part of an assemblage that produced religious place, as well as belonging to the proximal experience of individual ritualised assemblages based around particular activities. It is important that cult images are reinserted into these broader, multi-layered lived experiences of religion rather than continuing to be privileged in isolation or for their visual characteristics alone.

We might, for instance, reconsider the statues from Ariccia (Figure 6.1), questioning not what or who they represent or even what sort of gaze each facilitated (the statue of Demeter seems to actively avoid the direct gaze of a viewer), but how they enabled the thingliness of divinity to be experienced in situ, how they incorporated divinity within the kinaesthetic and multisensory ritual activities of cult participants, and how this, in turn, combined with experiences of religious place to produce or sustain particular forms of religious knowledge (Figure 6.4). In this case it is not certain whether they would ever all have been encountered by a single cult participant (none has been precisely dated beyond the broad period of the late fourth–early third century BCE), so it might be expected that such relationships emerged, developed, changed, or ended as statues were introduced or removed, and as their positions relative to one another were altered. Specific ritual circumstances might cause one cult participant to address one of the figures at the same time as another focused on a different one, or one statue may gradually have emerged as more popular as the wider social or political context of the period prompted particular concerns or demands that made it especially relevant. Rather than being a fixed component of all ritualised assemblages statues like these might therefore move in and out of them in different situational contexts, resulting in disparate lived experiences and consequently varied forms of knowledge. Responding to Rask’s proposal to diversify how we think about these encounters certainly suggests that viewing statues in terms of their visual properties alone is unnecessarily limiting.
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Figure 6.4 Detail of a terracotta statue identified as Demeter, from a sanctuary connected with Demeter and Kore within the località Casaletto, Ariccia (Latium), late fourth to early third century BCE


Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham. Su concessione del Ministero per i beni e le attivita culturali – Museo Nazionale Romano.

Arguments for the ‘religious gaze’ also depend upon the presence of a cult image that took human-like form, in other words a statue which could at least appear to gaze through recognisably human eyes back at the person who encountered it, exactly mirroring their own gesture of looking. Indeed, visuality persists as a key ingredient in modern scholarship on divine materialness, as evidenced by the statement that ‘Graeco-Roman religion … depended on a rich and complex system of image-making and viewing’ (Platt 2016, p. 163, emphasis added). This is true even of studies of aniconism which reject the tyranny of anthropomorphism, since they too tend to assume that there was a need for at least something that could be seen or gazed upon (e.g. Gaifman 2017, p. 338; discussed later).

However, when cult statues are categorised as things rather than purely as images, it becomes evident that they had a much fuller range of potential material affordances. As things, cult statues occupied space and could affect humans and other things in multisensory ways at the same time as they might themselves be affected by the qualities of other things, including processes of material deterioration or decay: the famous case of the wooden statue of Artemis of Ephesus becoming blackened by attempts to preserve it offers a good example (Pliny, Natural History 16.213–14). There is also plenty of evidence to indicate that Romans did far more than merely gaze upon, or be gazed at, by cult statues: they moved towards and away from them, moved other parts of their body in gestures of prayer in relation to them, and uttered words or other sounds (Graham forthcoming a). They also washed, anointed, dressed, undressed, and adorned them with garlands and gifts, and also sometimes repositioned or carried them in procession (Madigan 2013). What is more, even if it was Seneca’s intent to mock as superstitious those who engaged in practices of simulated care for the statues of the Capitoline Triad at Rome when he described ‘hairdressers for Juno and Minerva’ and those who gesture ‘with empty hands to imitate the act of anointing’, his account of these actions implies that for some individuals, even mimicking the movements involved in physical contact with cult statues might be as significant a form of experiential and sensory engagement with this manifestation of divine thingliness as any real tactile or other sensory experience (Seneca, On Superstition, cited in Augustine, The City of God 6.10).

Polly Weddle (2010) has catalogued the evidence for these and other interactions with cult images, including examples where visual interaction with statues might be obscured by piles of offered clothing, ribbons, hair, flowers, garlands, crowns, foodstuffs, and other votive objects (e.g. Ovid, Fasti 6.569; Pausanias, Description of Greece 2.11.6; 3.26.1; 8.31.8; 10.35.10). These dedicatory activities were afforded precisely by the material qualities of a statue – that is, not only the way in which they were individually modelled with outstretched hands or a lap which invited the placement of offerings, and a human-shaped body that could be dressed or draped with garlands, but the comparative durability and strength of stone, bronze, wood, or other materials. Their capacity to absorb oils or to change colour and lustre when anointed may also have contributed to the type of sensory engagements that cult statues afforded, while an ever-changing set of offerings must have continually disrupted and complicated these experiences on both a sensorial and temporal level. When ritual activities brought the affordances of the cult statue into a relational assemblage with these other things, including organic offerings of flowers, foodstuffs, liquids, perfumes, and incense, it produced not only a dynamic, ever-changing vision of divinity but an equally varied and vibrant smellscape within its immediate vicinity. Olfactory experience of the affordances of divinity might therefore blend the metallic scent of bronze, the earthiness of terracotta, and the tang of oils and paint (e.g. Pliny, Natural History 33.111–12) with that of fresh and decomposing organic matter at the same time as it interacted with the aroma of incense clinging to the clothes of participants, the dress of the statue, or other fabrics adorning the cult space. Proximal encounters with cult statues are therefore revealed once again to have been more multidimensional than an exclusive focus on the gaze allows, and they may in fact have been as olfactorily unpleasant as they were delightfully otherworldly.

Nor was the thingliness of cult statues any less complex than other things when it came to their own materialness. Ancient statues were often composed of separate pieces joined together; this might involve a blend of multiple types of material, including the amalgamation of terracotta, wood, and bronze, as well as the widely reported use for cult statues of chryselephantine sculptural techniques combining gold and ivory (Lapatin 2001; Stewart 2003, p. 47; Rüpke 2018a, p. 129) (Figure 6.5). That ancient people expected statues to comprise a composite of materials is hinted when second century CE writer Pausanias (Description of Greece 2.11.6), albeit something of a ‘connoisseur’ of cult images, is reluctant to draw conclusions about the material used for the whole statue of Asclepius at Titane (near Corinth) based on only the few exposed body parts visible to him:


One cannot learn of what wood or metal the image is, nor do they know the name of the maker, though one or two attribute it to Alexanor himself. Of the image can be seen only the face, hands, and feet, for it has about it a tunic of white wool and a cloak.


Perhaps in this instance it was simply not very easy for Pausanias to distinguish materials from a distance, but his words imply that he at least expected statues to be made using different materials. Certainly faces and heads, but perhaps also hands, might be fitted into the main body of a statue made from another material (see Stewart 2003, p. 47), making not only the identity of a statue interchangeable but also its gestures.

Romans were very aware of the complex composition of cult statues, and might have mocked those who considered them the pinnacle of divine perfection, as is revealed by Lucian’s comment that ‘if you stoop down and look inside’ an outwardly beautiful image of a divinity,
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Figure 6.5 Statue of seated Minerva in the style of Phidias, made from multiple materials (the face and neck are modern plaster), Augustan period. Found at Piazza dell’ Emporio, Rome. Museo Nazionale Romano Palazzo Massimo.

Photo: funkyfood London – Paul Williams/Alamy.


you will see bars and props and nails driven clear through, and beams and wedges and pitch and clay and a quantity of such ugly stuff housing within, not to mention numbers of mice and rats that keep their court in them sometimes.

(Lucian, The Dream, or The Cock 24)


Consequently, cult statues were themselves composites, assemblages of multiple material components, the balance of pliable and rigid qualities of which together produced an anthropomorphic image. Statues were therefore even more susceptible to material deterioration and fragmentation than the living human body, meaning that this specific type of manifestation of divinity also actively worked to flatten the hierarchical relationships between divine and human by virtue of its imperfect mirroring of those bodies (something we might compare with the anatomical votives discussed in the previous chapter). If the divine could be made material from elements with different affordances, it could also be broken down into those constituent parts: its artifice was made sensorially evident through its very materialness, and in this form even divinity was not so superior that it did not sometimes need a helping hand. As such, a cult statue might once more serve to make divine thingliness into a more convincing component within the social relationships prompted by ritual assemblages. Returning, then, to the question of whether cult statues mattered, the answer must continue to be in the affirmative even if such a statement requires qualification: cult statues mattered at least sometimes, and not always in the same way. To determine whether they were the only things that mattered, we need to explore some alternative possibilities for the material manifestation of divinity.

Dividual divinities

Unsurprisingly, anthropomorphism stalks the pages of most studies of cult imaging practices, but was it ever possible for the thingliness of divinity to be material without taking this form? In her work on Greek aniconism, Milette Gaifman (2012, p. 13) observes that ‘at the root of the problem is the assumption that the human figure was the default mode for any visualization of the divine’, preferring instead to identify a ‘spectrum of iconicity’ in which divinity might be presenced in a variety of forms, even via the evocation of its absence (e.g. an empty chair) (Gaifman 2017, p. 342; also Iara 2020). What her work on this topic demonstrates is that the active decision by humans to materialise divinity need not always involve the choice to give them human-like bodies, even if the assumptions behind some of the alternatives might entail a residual degree of anthropomorphism (e.g. an empty chair presumes a human-like body). Examining evidence from Greek and some Roman contexts, Gaifman argues that studies of (Greek) cult images should re-orientate their attention towards ritual focalisation, since ‘Greek anthropomorphism was not universal, neither conceptually nor materially’ (Gaifman 2012, p. 12). Accordingly, she proposes that ‘aniconic’ should


describe a physical object, monument, image or visual scheme that denotes the presence of a divine power without a figural representation of the deity (or deities) involved. Similarly, ‘aniconism’ can be defined as the denotation of divine presence without a figural image both in religious practice and in imagery and visual culture more broadly.

(Gaifman 2017, p. 338)


Gaifman thus extends the range of ways in which divine thingliness might be affective within an assemblage beyond the traditional anthropomorphic cult statue, and this, coupled with the previous acknowledgement of the innate partibility of divinity, offers further ways of thinking about the affective thingliness of divinity in Roman Italy. In Chapter 5, the concept of dividuality was briefly introduced in relation to collections of anatomical votives dedicated at sites across central Italy between the fourth and late second or early first century BCE. There, I argued that the exchange of material body parts, in return for the healing essence of the divine, and the relationships of enchainment that this produced, might blur the boundaries between human and divine bodies. Briefly returning to this discussion in the context of the present exploration of the thingliness of divinity helps us to begin moving away from thinking about how humans actively materialised divinity in the form of figural representations towards alternative ways in which divine affordances became manifest in the wider material world.

Ethnographic studies assert that dividuality might involve various forms of partibility or permeability, and that it is a potential quality of both human and more-than-human things, including the supernatural and the dead (although in ethnography these things are more commonly described in terms of relational personhood and therefore as ‘persons’: Fowler 2016). Partibility is usually understood to involve the extraction of a tangible or intangible ‘part’ of a thing that is believed to be integral to their state of being, which is then transferred to another, whereas permeability comprises circumstances in which the qualities or essences of one thing permeate another in order to alter their respective compositions (see C. Fowler 2004, pp. 7–9). The two are not mutually exclusive and both relate to the idea of agency as the consequence of active relationships between the different qualities of things. Some of the archaeological implications of dividuality have been explored by John Chapman (2000; see also C. Fowler 2004, pp. 66–71, 2011, 2016), who relates them to the concept of enchainment, whereby these acts of exchange produce relationships that effectively ‘enchain’ the participants to one another for an undefined period of time. In Chapman’s case studies from prehistoric southeastern Europe, these exchanges primarily concern objects used as an extension of, or proxy for, the social persona of the participants, but in other contexts enchainment might also come about in relation to the potential permeable, and therefore immaterial, qualities of things as they are afforded by particular relationships.

Anatomical votive cult exemplifies this process surprisingly well, since the ritualised assemblages associated with it were underpinned by relationships of exchange that capitalised on the different dividual capacities of humans and more-than-human divinity: an ex-voto was given as a pars pro toto proxy for the human body in return for immaterial divine intercession, perhaps in the form of healing ‘essence’ (Graham 2017b; Graham 2020a). That is to say that when humans and the divine came together as part of this type of ritualised assemblage, their relationships drew on the partible affordances of the human body (its capacity to be fragmented) and the permeable affordances of divinity (its capacity to intercede in the human body). Even more significantly, anatomical votives subsequently materialised both of those types of dividual affordances within the setting of the sanctuary: the ex-voto effectively commemorated, in material form, an occasion on which the immateriality of divinity had interceded within the human body of which that model was an extension, serving to give tangible form to an otherwise intangible divine essence. In other words, it created divinity as a very particular expression of relational personhood (Fowler 2016, p. 404). As sanctuaries became filled with anatomical (and perhaps other) models, so divinity developed an ever-greater material presence in the physical world, with lived experiences increasingly sustained in relation to this composite community of human/divine body parts and the divine ‘person’ they enabled. As a consequence, anatomical votives can be aligned with Gaifman’s (2017, p. 338) definition of aniconic divinity as ‘a physical object, monument, image or visual scheme that denotes the presence of a divine power’. It is highly unlikely that this was connected with any conscious intent to manifest divine thingliness, but Catherine Bell (1992, p. 68) reminds us that ‘practice sees the problem it is intent upon; it does not see what it itself produces in the very operation of practice’. Accordingly, the ritualised practices described here for anatomical votive cult might be characterised as a ‘mute’ form of practice that is ‘designed to do what it does without bringing what it is doing across the threshold of discourse or systematic thinking’ (Bell 1992, p. 72).

Of course, anatomical votives flourished in central Italy for only a specific period of time, meaning that their capacity to materialise these particular affordances of divinity did not provide a long-term means of ‘thinging’ divinity. Nevertheless, that does not undermine the argument that in certain contexts ritualised assemblages might cause the respective dividual affordances of mortals and gods to present in distinctive material forms with consequences for the production of particular forms of religious knowledge. The value of this example therefore lies in what it suggests about needing to adopt a much wider awareness of the many ways in which divine affordances might manifest variably within the material world. Crucially, it also extends this possibility to things that, unlike cult images, humans did not intend to be materialisations of divinity. In other words, it shows that cult images were not the only media through which the affective qualities of divinity might manifest – or come to be understood to manifest – within a relational assemblage, and our understandings of the potential materialness of the immaterial divine need not always assume the presence of a human impulse to visualise the gods. Nonetheless, anatomical votives still involved a material manifestation of divinity that relied to some degree upon their mutual anthropomorphism. For our final example, we must seek out ways in which divine affordances might have manifested materially without direct human intervention.

Divine natures

The assertion by Nicole Boivin (2009, p. 274) that religion (and therefore divinity) does not pre-exist or await material expression encourages us to think about how the thingliness of divinity might be present in the physical world as a set of potentially perceptible affordances prior to, or separate from, any human representation or production of signs such as cult images. Adopting this position means that we can no longer assume that divinity simply ‘had’ attributes, a recognisable character, or ways of behaving that could be captured in or expressed by artificial and primarily anthropomorphic material forms. Instead, it posits the reverse: that religion (and therefore divinity) arose as a consequence of the relationships with the material world that people experienced within the context of ritualised assemblages. In particular, this standpoint prompts us to consider the ways in which divinity might emerge as a tangible thing through engagement with material things that have not been manipulated by humans, such as those within the natural environment.

Nature has long featured in discourse concerning ancient divine presence (e.g. Holland 1961; Edlund 1987; Green 2007; Hunt 2016), but this rarely extends beyond rather generalised observations concerning the human tendency to recognise in trees, unusual rock outcrops, or other natural features the sort of pre-existing idea of divinity that Boivin rejects. This is exemplified by statements about water seeming ‘to make more obvious claim upon man’s worship than anything in nature, except the light of the sun itself’ (Holland 1961, p. 9; see also Giontella 2012, pp. 13–14), and about the landscape of thermal waters being ‘marvelous and extremely suggestive’ and therefore ‘capable of also arousing a religious feeling’ (‘paesaggi meravigliosi ed estremamente suggestivi, in grado senz’altro di suscitare anche un sentimento religioso’: Zanetti 2014, p. 63). Such statements continue to prioritise the human aspect of all relational assemblages featuring natural materials, as does Ailsa Hunt’s (2016, p. 14) otherwise excellent work on sacred trees as materially vulnerable living things that ‘urged people to ask and explore questions about where they stood in relation to the divine’. More specifically, Hunt emphasises the role of human imagination in the production of what she terms ‘theological thinking’ concerning sacrality and divinity. She describes, for instance, how for the Fratres Arvales, who tended the sacred grove of Dea Dia throughout the Republic and Principate, ‘the religious significance of each tree was not deeply bound up with its matter: rather it was what the living tree stood for’ that was most significant (Hunt 2016, p. 162, original emphasis). Despite the minimal role of lived experiences of arboreal activities in her study, Hunt (2016, p. 82) does draw valuable attention to the ways in which ‘the nature and degree of “material overlap” between the tree and the god is left as an open question’, encouraging an approach to ritualisation that focuses not on trees as the object of worship but as material prompts for reflection about human/divine relationships. In this way, Hunt confirms that divine thingliness could affect religious knowledge alongside, but entirely separate from, a cult statue or image. Her work therefore paves the way for a more materially driven exploration of how things within the natural environment might not merely attract attention but could exist as active components within a ritualised assemblage.

At first glance, this suggestion might seem reminiscent of animism, especially the ‘new animism’ described by Graham Harvey (2005), who encourages us to explore the full range of possible engagements between human and more-than-human persons (see Jones and Boivin 2010; Whitehead 2018). From an animist perspective, when more-than-human things are considered by humans to be divine, they are often understood to take the form of rocks, trees, animals, and other aspects of the environment with which those humans form relationships. However, while it is not unrelated, there are important differences between new animism and the arguments that I have been developing here, not least the fact that even in this revised form animism still implies that the more-than-human component in those engagements possesses some sort of innate divine identity or agency. Indeed, Harvey’s (2006) definition of animists rests on the ways in which they ‘encounter other persons, only some of whom are humans, as cultural beings’, and not on their fundamental materialness as autonomous things with multiple potential affordances. Animism, much like fetishism, therefore continues to present divinity as something which exists, however nebulously conceived, as discrete and potentially purposeful. In this way, divinity exists within a tree, not as a potential affordance of the materialness of all trees. What I want to suggest, in contrast, is that paying attention to the potential material affordances of the more-than-human world reveals the possibility for a much wider range of experiences and concepts of divinity than these previous approaches have allowed. In part this is because the nature of relational assemblages means that these potential affordances may only manifest in the form of divinity under certain ritualised conditions. That is to say that the materialness of trees may sometimes affect in a divine way, but when part of another assemblage of things it might not.

Fluid divinity

Several ancient contexts offer themselves as profitable testing grounds for these ideas, including natural portents, oracles, and even prophetic or healing dreams. I have chosen to focus on water, since water was a material substance with a well-established association with ritual activities across central Italy from the prehistoric period to late antiquity (and beyond). As argued in Chapter 2, where it was used briefly to demonstrate the principles of assemblage theory, water also has the capacity to contribute towards multiple forms of agency when combined with a variety of other things as part of diversely constructed assemblages, making it a useful thing to think with in this context. Water could, for example, actively effect the human body and mind via multisensory perception as well as, in cases of thermo-mineral waters, through very perceptible changes to how they function.

Water and sacred sites in Roman Italy

Water was a feature of many of the locations at which ritual activities were performed throughout pre-Roman and Roman Italy, ranging from springs, rivers, and streams, to waterfalls, pools, fountains, steam, ice, and rain (for surveys, see Holland 1961; Gasperini 1988; Pacciarelli 1997; Chellini 2002; Edlund-Berry 2006b; Giontella 2006, 2012; Annibaletto et al. 2014; Betts 2016). As Maddalena Bassani (2014a, 2014b, 2019) has shown, many of these apparently sacred sites were located at the source of thermo-mineral waters which have since been demonstrated to offer therapeutic affordances. These include anti-inflammatory and antiseptic properties, and when drunk or absorbed via mucus membranes (including those of the lungs), thermo-mineral water might actively relieve symptoms and conditions ranging from those affecting the respiratory, gastrointestinal, and cardiovascular systems to osteoporosis and hypertension, as well as stimulating the immune system and relieving the symptoms of skin conditions (Annibaletto and Basso 2014). Rather than simply ‘symbolising’ the sort of health giving properties that might be associated with divinity, water with particular properties could therefore actively work with the human body to bring about tangible changes to a person’s being that might be rationalised as the result of engagement with the divine.

In addition to thermal and/or mineral water, recent scholarship concerning prehistoric and Roman Italy has drawn a further distinction between ‘normal’ water, represented by ‘any life-sustaining body or source of surface water where the water is ostensibly colourless and tasteless’, such as freshwater lakes, streams, pools, and springs, and ‘abnormal’ water which ‘has colour, taste or smell (e.g. gaseous springs), is volatile (e.g. rapids, waterfall, thermal springs), is stagnant, or causes illness’ (Betts 2016, pp. 67, 70, table 1 for a comprehensive categorisation and explanation for the presence of these types; Whitehouse 1992, 2016). To this last category we might also add a range of temperatures, with thermal waters in southern Etruria, for example, averaging between 30°C and 60°C (Annibaletto and Basso 2014, p. 79; for water to be considered thermal it must be above 4°C warmer than the air and 2°C warmer than the soil: A. Bassani 2014, p. 32). Even though the scientific properties of abnormal water were unknown to ancient individuals and communities, and even though water might adopt different forms in different places or at discrete moments that might each prompt a variety of responses, its impact on the health of the body and its ability to affect changes both to it and to a person’s experience of the world remained comparatively constant as a result of this broad set of possible affordances. As Veronica Strang (2014a, p. 140) notes:


The perceived qualities of things and their meanings and uses may change rapidly according to temporal and cultural context, and new relational forms will emerge, but their material properties provide consistent cognitive stimuli and phenomenological experiences and encourage recurrent ideas, values and practices.


Thermo-mineral water and its associated vapours seem to have attracted the attention of Italic people from at least the Bronze Age onwards (and probably prior to that, as attested by finds in caves from the Neolithic and Copper Age), but water which lacked mineral and/or thermal qualities also featured within ritualised assemblages (Whitehouse 1992, 2016; Giontella 2012, pp. 24–32; Betts 2016; see also Table 6.1). At Vicarello near Lake Bracciano, which was a location that would later become one of the most well-known thermal complexes of Roman Italy, both thermo-mineral water (temperatures up to 48°C) and non-mineral cold water attracted ritual activities from an early period (Giontella 2012, pp. 95–9; M. Bassani 2014a, p. 152, 2014b, pp. 162–3). Here, votive offerings including aes rude, aes grave, and large numbers of coins were recovered from a spring within a nymphaeum. The nymphaeum evidently provided a focal point for ritualised activities, although water was also collected in a smaller basin that may have been used for bathing or drinking, both of which were activities that could entail a degree of ritualisation (Giontella 2012, p. 96; Bassani 2014b, pp. 162–3). Unusually, for a site in constant use during the middle Republic, and especially one connected directly with hydrotherapy in later centuries, no anatomical votives have been found at Vicarello. As Claudia Giontella (2012, p. 96) points out, this may have been because offerings of this type would have risked blocking the spring, or because they were dedicated elsewhere in a yet to be discovered deposit. Nevertheless, large quantities of ceramics and vessels made from precious metals (fifth to fourth century BCE) have been recovered (Giontella 2012, p. 97), throwing doubt on the assumption that larger objects were avoided for fear of obstructing the flow of water. During the imperial period the site was substantially modified and transformed into a thermal bathing complex, and it is with this multi-purpose complex that the well-known silver cups (first century CE) must be associated.

Vicarello exemplifies a wider pattern of temporal changes in the use of thermo-mineral waters. From the late Republic, and particularly during the imperial period, very few newly established sanctuaries arose in locations associated with curative springs, and at those that already existed the emphasis placed on religious activities appears to have decreased. Such activity ceased completely at many sites, whereas others moved increasingly towards the adoption of functions connected more generally with health and hygiene, as witnessed by the creation of larger thermal complexes. This has been described in terms of the ‘industrial exploitation of thermo-mineral resources’ (M. Bassani 2014a, p. 151), and it coincides with a change in the types of offering being dedicated at those sites which did retain a religious character alongside their spa-like function: most traditional forms disappear, including anatomical votives, although coins continue to be deposited. This change of function also coincides with an increased focus on thermo-mineral waters in written sources, an interest which reaches its peak between the second half of the first century BCE and the first century CE, with a second period of renewed interest in the fourth to sixth centuries CE (Zanetti 2014, p. 55). Despite these chronological changes, water remained potentially available as a component within ritualised assemblages at a number of locations which appear to have been experienced as the settings for lived religion.

Table 6.1 The number of ‘sacred’ sites within Roman Italy that were located in conjunction with different types of thermo-mineral waters

	
	Hot
	Cold
	Tepid
	Hot and cold
	Other
	Unknown
	Total




	Sites categorised as ‘area sacra’
	11
	18
	0
	1
	0
	3
	
33



	Total sites
	79
	42
	1
	5
	3
	8
	
138




Source: Data extracted from Annibaletto et al. 2014, pp. 283–93, Appendix.


Evidence for some form of exploitation or engagement with thermal and/or mineral waters was reported for a total of 138 locations in a survey of specifically thermo-mineral sites of all types across Roman Italy (Annibaletto et al. 2014). A clear majority of these were public or private thermal complexes or general settlement sites, but at least 33 (24%) are categorised as ‘area sacra’, at some of which there were multiple water sources as well as multiple focal points for activity (see Table 6.1; M. Bassani 2014a, p. 143 writes of ‘about 70 contexts’ associated with ‘area sacra’, but these are not illuminated in detail or catalogued individually). The unexpectedly greater number of religious sites associated with cold mineral waters in this survey is most likely a consequence of the fact that many hot springs and pools were later developed into thermal complexes, either obliterating evidence for ritualised activities or making it more difficult for researchers to recognise whether these continued alongside bathing and other therapeutic or hygiene-based behaviours. Sites such as Vicarello, which combined both hot and cold waters as well as ritual and leisure activities, certainly suggest that others also probably continued to combine a range of different functions and experiences.

All of the sites connected with religious activity in Table 6.1 indicate the presence of ‘abnormal’ water, with the exception of three where the mineral composition has not been scientifically analysed. At these sites the mineral properties of the water also varied. As a result, each had the potential to offer a discrete, situationally specific sensory experience, especially for locations where water was sulphurous, emitted other forms of gas and vapour, was perhaps accompanied by a distinctive flavour, or was volatile, still, clear, reflective, or an atypical colour, such as the very blue pool at Lago della Regina (part of the collection of springs at Aquae Albulae near Tivoli). Experiences also varied when water was experienced in the open air or confined within a cave or other natural cavity that introduced its own particular sensory affordances (Betts 2016, pp. 69–72; Whitehouse 2016, p. 57). As Ingrid Edlund-Berry (2006b, p. 172) observes, ‘While not all hot water is sulphurous, all sulphurous water is smelly’, and this was something certainly noted by ancient people themselves (e.g. Vitruvius, De Architectura 8.3.1–2). Writers of the Roman imperial period also drew attention to other qualities of water: Pliny the Elder (Natural History 31) and Seneca the Younger (Natural Questions 3) both reported on the ways in which water behaved, smelled, and tasted, as well as distinguishing between water that was classified as ‘good’ and ‘poor’ (see also Vitruvius, De Architectura 8.4; Edlund-Berry 2006b; M. Bassani 2014a, pp. 30–1; Zanetti 2014).

As a consequence, and following the arguments presented in Chapter 3, abnormal water could be an integral component in the production of religious place, although this on its own does not imply that water was also the material manifestation of divinity. To explore whether it might share thingly qualities with divinity we must look more closely at how people engaged with the materialness of water, particularly the ways in which aspects of its potential sensory and therapeutic affordances might be brought to the fore by its inclusion within certain types of ritualised assemblage.

Water in ritualised assemblages

The earliest ritual activities connected with water are most commonly signalled by the deposition of ceramic and copper-alloy (bronze) offerings, including figurines of men and women, and during the early and middle Republic by increasing numbers of terracotta objects. Coins, however, characterise the majority of offerings made at thermo-mineral pools and springs during the early and middle Republic: at Vicarello almost 4,000 were found, dating from the fourth to second century BCE alone, along with many others from later periods (Bassani 2014a, p. 153; Giontella 2012, p. 96). Replacing the use of aes rude, coins continued to be deposited at watery sites into the imperial period, and it may be that this form of offering was considered especially relevant when the relationship between mortal and divine incorporated water (Crawford 2003; Livi 2006, pp. 100–3; Horsnaes 2017, pp. 55–6; see also Chapter 7). Indeed, unlike the making of offerings at sites where dedicated objects were placed on or around an altar, a statue, an aedes, or other cult structure, making deposits directly into water involved a gesture which – thanks to the material qualities of both metal and water – involved the quite literal absorption of the offering. A coin or other heavy item became fully encompassed within a pool or flow of water, crossing from one (human) world to another more-than-human one (see Betts 2016, p. 64). Like anatomical offerings, coins which remained visible at the bottom of a pool or stream might remind others of the potential relationships that engagement with the water could produce, whereas others sank out of sight into dark, cloudy, or fast-flowing water (something that will be explored further in Chapter 7).

Hundreds of miniature ceramic vessels have also been recovered from sites at which ritualised assemblages featured water. These strongly suggest that water was collected and perhaps poured out, moved around, used to anoint, or most probably drunk as part of ritual activities (Bertani 1997, p. 81; Betts 2016, p. 75; also for earlier periods: Whitehouse 2016, p. 55). In several instances, rather than being discarded at random these small ceramic vessels were strategically placed in order that they might continue to collect water. This was the case for the cave at Pantanacci near Lanuvium (Latium) discussed in Chapter 5, where miniature ceramic vessels were placed in niches and against the walls, from which (cold, non-mineral) water emerged; the accretions still adhering to them indicate that they were not moved (Attenni 2013, p. 6). At the same site, some anatomical votives were arranged in order that they too would come into contact with the cave’s spontaneous supply of trickling water. For the latter it is tempting to observe the parallels that these actions suggest with the permeation of divine essence discussed earlier. If the water could bring about healing or improve well-being, it effectively shared those affordances with the divine, and it was perhaps intended that the models would ensure continued and direct contact with these divine qualities in perpetuity. Moreover, as Eleanor Betts (2016, p. 73) has observed, ‘Whether or not human manipulation has affected its physical form (for example, by restricting the point of emergence), the natural, physical (and measurable) characteristics of a spring, as it appears to consciousness, create an association with abundance’. She argues that such abundance might be culturally connected with ‘wealth, health, plenty, life, fertility’, whilst the ‘presence of pottery seems to reflect a concern with the abundance of foodstuffs, which also has implications for the health and survival of the community’. The ceramic vessels at Pantanacci might be interpreted in this light since, not insignificantly, the cave at Pantanacci appears to have played a role in communal ritual activities intended to ensure the future prosperity of the community as part of what is usually categorised as a ‘fertility’ rite (Propertius 4.8.3–14; Aelian On animals 11.16; Graham 2019, pp. 28–9). The repeated filling or covering of these vessels, joined with the water flowing over the fragmented terracotta bodies of the community itself, might have afforded abundance, since their strategic placement ensured that they were never fully emptied of their divine contents. What is more, in some instances that abundance took a more lasting and solid form as accretions spontaneously built up on the vessels. Rather than merely representing abundance, it can therefore be posited that the endless supply of water appearing effortlessly from within the rock walls of the cave had the capacity to be divine abundance in its own right.

Whether water was drunk from these vessels and others like them from different sites, either as part of the activities surrounding their initial deposition or at a later date, remains unknown, although it seems probable given the widespread use of vessels designed for imbibing small amounts of liquid. At Pantanacci, water was also collected in a shallow pool created by the arrangement of stone blocks that prevented some of the water from flowing away (Attenni 2013, p. 6). No votive offerings were found in the area of this pool (its presence is attested by a layer of silt), which suggests that it was engaged with in ways that were different from the moving water that emerged from the walls. Perhaps a small quantity of water from this pool was drunk by people who used the ceramic vessels for this purpose before depositing them in locations that would lead to them becoming spontaneously refilled. A similar situation appears to have existed at the site of Grotta del Re Tiberio at Riolo Terme (near modern Bologna) where, from the Bronze Age, cold but mineral rich water percolating through the walls of a cave was collected in both natural and artificial cavities and where, during the fifth and fourth centuries BCE copper-alloy votive offerings were deposited (two figurines, one female and one male: Bertani 1997; Giontella 2012, p. 84). Over 300 miniature cups were also found at this site, collected in areas close to the entrance of the cave where it has been assumed that the majority of ritual activities took place, beginning in the fifth century BCE but continuing into the Roman period (Bertani 1997, p. 81 Giontella 2012, p. 84; Betts 2016, p. 75).

Furthermore, the recovery of clay and metal ladles (simpula) at some sites, including examples from the sixth century BCE at Celle, in the vicinity of Civita Castellana (Etruria), and ‘over one hundred “ladles” from Lagole di Calalzo’ (Veneto) have been interpreted as indicating the practice of cult activities that involved libation (Bassani 2019, p. 16). Such instruments, whilst also connected with sacrifice and priestly roles (Chapter 4), might be used to scoop water out of a communal collecting structure or pool for distribution. So too might the inscribed bronze trulla, dedicated to the divinity of the (cold, mineral) waters at Lagole di Calalzo in the Veneto region by T. Volusius Firmus (Buonopane and Petraccia 2014, p. 222, fig. 134). The fact that the most famous finds from Vicarello are also drinking vessels – four inscribed silver cups providing the itinerary for a pilgrimage from Cadiz to Rome – may also be significant, possibly even commemorating long-standing libation traditions at the complex. It is also known from much later sources, such as the De Balneis Puteolanis, a manuscript compiled around the end of the twelfth century by Peter of Eboli which survives in the form of several copies made between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries, that visitors to the large thermal complexes of Baiae and Puteoli (Campania) also drank thermo-mineral waters as part of their hydrotherapy experience (Yegül 1996, pp. 138–9; see also Suetonius, Augustus 82).

These experiences of engaging with different types of water were situational and temporally specific, and they were also influenced by the precise materialness of the water being consumed and its specific affectivity within the individual body. Not unlike the divine healing essence that was attested by anatomical votives, abnormal water could have very real effects on bodily well-being which, in the context of a ritualised activity, might be affordances of divinity. As Milette Gaifman (2012, p. 248) points out, ‘When signalled by the aniconic, the presence of the divine may be completely inconspicuous to some, while apparent to others. The ordinary and the extraordinary are not always distinguishable’. This might be especially true in instances of religious activities that involved engaging with water, with the potential divine qualities of the water revealed only in combination with particular human bodies, minds, and other things. For instance, some people may have experienced a change in their bodily composition by imbibing divinity in the form of water, whereas others may have distinguished these qualities in other ways, perhaps through perceivable changes to the material of ceramic vessels as their qualities came into contact with those of water, changing colour, becoming shiny, developing a residue, or over a more protracted period, becoming encrusted, the two things effectively assembling to become something new.

When it combines with other things within an assemblage, water has the potential to produce a range of lived experiences and different forms of agency. From this standpoint, whilst it remains a material thing in its own right, with its own range of potential affordances, it becomes possible to understand how one of these qualities might be otherworldly in nature. Water might therefore be described as possessing potential affordances that make it comparable with the sort of autonomy and unexplained power to effect the very bodies of humans that religious knowledge subsequently associated with supernatural or divine forces. That is of course not quite the same as saying that a spring was equated with a god or goddess, or that it was thought to represent them in physical form. What I am not arguing is that the divinity of water was the result of some sort of primitive animist explanation of the world that sought to find the divine in nature (e.g. Buonopane and Petraccia 2014, pp. 217–8). Instead, rather than concept, what is of concern to me is experience, or in other words, the way in which water offered an in-the-moment lived experience of divinity that might produce personal, proximal knowledge of divine power or presence, not a broad narrative or overarching explanation or rationale for divine power as a whole.

What is different here, then, is the suggestion that in certain circumstances water may itself be divinity as a result of its own range of potential material affordances. After all, some water does have the capacity to bring about (apparently) unexplained changes to the body, as well as to change its form from liquid to solid and gas, to sometimes but not always smell, to spontaneously boil, to produce steam, and to gush forth in seemingly endless quantities, but also to inexplicably disappear or dry up, to lie still, to reflect, and to conceal. The material qualities of water, when drawn into particular relationships, are capable of blurring otherwise expected boundaries and, like other ways of conceiving of the nature of divinity, water is both infinite and potentially finite, controllable and yet uncontrollable. For example, as Annibaletto and Basso (2014, p. 82) point out, steam, vapour, and gases resulting from thermo-mineral water can only be experienced and exploited for therapeutic purposes in situ. Additionally, not all the gases produced by thermo-mineral springs and pools are necessarily curative and may in fact be actively harmful. This has prompted some writers to connect the discovery of curse tablets at the site of Soffioni in Arezzo with the harnessing of its poisonous fumes (Annibaletto and Basso 2014, p. 82; Bassani 2019, p. 18). There might be a very fine line involved in interacting with the divine matter of water, a balance to be struck quite literally between kill or cure – a concept not dissimilar to the fickleness of the divine as expressed as a form of distal religious knowledge in other contexts. Encountering divinity was never straightforward, nor were the outcomes a foregone conclusion. As Rüpke (2007a, p. 163) points out, the gods were never compelled to uphold their side of the bargain in any mortal-divine relationship: ‘there were no strings attached: the outcome was open’. All of these properties are more-than-human and should cause us to reflect critically on water not as a representation of divinity but, in the context of ancient Italy at least, as a divine thing in and of itself.

Conclusions

Verity Platt (2016, p. 163) recently asked ‘Why is ancient perception of the gods so seemingly ocularcentric?’ Although she later acknowledges that not all divine encounters were visual, highlighting the potential for divine presence to be experienced as a voice or scent, her question goes largely unanswered. It may, however, have a deceptively simple answer: ancient perception of the gods was not necessarily ocularcentric at all, but studies of the ancient gods have made it appear so by continuing to focus on the visual affordances of anthropomorphic cult images as the only means by which divinity might manifest, lending them unwarranted priority and status in our discussions of human-divine relationships. Given what has been noted here about the potentials and problems that anthropomorphic visualisation prompts in terms of the balance of relationships between different components in an assemblage, we would do well to consider the full thingliness of any material manifestation of divinity.

This chapter has consequently argued that we must quite radically alter the way in which we think about ancient ‘gods and goddesses’ and the ways in which we seek to identify the role of divinity in the production of lived religion and religious knowledge. Rather than always seeking visual representations or striving to identify named deities at particular sites – often, as argued by Maureen Carroll (2019), a fruitless and pointless task – we should think instead about the qualities of divinity and why and how they mattered. The specific identity of a god may have been very significant on a personal, individual level, but in terms of understanding how Roman religion worked, that is, how it was produced, we need to shift our perspectives away from those dominated by sight, by anthropomorphism, and by the identification or at the very least categorisation of gods by type (‘fertility’, ‘healing’, ‘female/male’, ‘martial’, etc.). Instead we can adopt one that is in many instances quite literally more fluid but which also considers the nature of divinity on its own, less anthropocentric terms. In the next chapter we will turn our attention to thinking about how these perspectives on the varied thingly qualities of divinity can be reassembled with the mutual thingliness of the other key components of ritualised assemblages that this study has identified (i.e. place, objects, and bodies), and to an assessment of the resulting consequences for wider debates about the nature of Roman religion.






7 Magic

A person making their way through the wooded suburban region between the second and third milestones of the Via Flaminia at Rome during the late fourth century CE may have encountered a shrine in the form of a Greek-style krene fountain. According to what were (by that time) 200-year-old votive dedications embedded in the more recent tufa opus vittatum structure, this was the site of dedications made to a divinity known as Anna Perenna and her nymphs, who resided by this spring in its suburban sacred grove or nemus (Nymphis sacratis Annae Perennae, second century CE: AE 2003 252 and 253; Piranomonte 2010, pp. 199–200; Piranomonte and Simón 2010, pp. 2–3; Carroll 2018, p. 21). That same person may have caught a glimpse of something shiny as they leaned across a trough lined with opus signinum and bipedales to peer into the depths of the carbonated, iron-rich spring water disgorged into a larger basin from an unseen spout at the base of the back wall (perhaps a branch of the nearby Acqua Acetosa: Chellini 2002, p. 232). Cultural familiarity with the Roman practice of making offerings in watery places may well have suggested to them that the dappled sunlight playing across the water’s surface was also being reflected by coins offered to the goddess and nymphs. Looking closer, angular objects of variable size might also have been discernible beneath the surface, recognisable as objects that had been dropped deliberately into the cistern. Reading the inscribed dedications on the façade, our visitor may have been reminded of Anna Perenna’s annual springtime festival, which in the past had been held on 15th March (according to the Fasti Vaticani of 15–31 CE: CIL I2, 1 p. 242) but by their own fourth-century lifetime had moved to 18th June (Calendar of Filocalus of 354 CE: CIL I2 1, p. 266; Piranomonte 2010, p. 192; McIntyre and McCallum 2019). Hers was a festival of pleasure, sex, and the excessive consumption of wine, and perhaps they had themselves participated in the celebration, believing that they would live for as many years as the cups of wine that they drank (Ovid, Fasti 3.523–542; 655; 675–96). Another visitor, coming to the site a century or so later, would encounter a very different scene. The fountain and dedicatory inscriptions continued to proclaim the spring’s sacred connections, but the cistern was now closed by a large block of tufa, the trough filled with pieces of late fourth or early fifth century CE wine amphorae (Piranomonte 2010, p. 26). The amphorae filling was perhaps a nod to the boisterous drinking of the old festival or a purposeful ‘ritual closing’ of the fountain which put it firmly out of use, or maybe it was merely what happened when an abandoned place became convenient for the disposal of rubbish.

It is unlikely that it occurred to either of our two late antique visitors to question how the items left at the fountain should best be described, since they clearly belonged to a long tradition of dedicating purpose-made and non-purpose-made objects at locations connected with divinity (on these different types of offering: Hughes 2017b). Such questions would not be raised for another millennium and a half, when the fountain was rediscovered in 1999, buried and partially destroyed by a car park in the modern Piazza Euclide in the Parioli district of Rome. Excavation revealed that the contents of the cistern had been preserved by quasi-anaerobic conditions caused by the continued flow of spring water long after the fountain’s closure. The preservation of votive figurines, miniature kyathoi (dipping vessels with a single high handle and low foot), and Campanian pottery enabled the excavators to attribute the earliest dedications at the spring to the fourth or third centuries BCE. Seven pine cones and many fragments of eggshell, a copper-alloy caccabus (a flat-bottomed bucket or pot), and 549 coins signalled continued use of the fountain from a period that extended from the reign of Augustus to Theodosius, with notable peaks of activity around the Domitianic and Trajanic periods, as well as the reigns of Marcus Aurelius and Commodus, Aurelian, and the final third of the fourth century CE (Piranomonte 2010, p. 201).

Some of the coins had been placed inside fourth or early fifth century CE terracotta oil lamps, a further six of which had rolled pieces of lead or copper bearing curse texts inserted into their nozzles. Fifty-four lamps (from a total of 74) had apparently never been lit, and several bearing the Chi Rho symbol were characterised as a type used exclusively by Christians, the so-called catacomb lamps of the fifth century CE (Piranomonte 2010, pp. 202–3). Alongside the curse tablets inserted into the lamps a further 16 were found in the basin, one of which was made using copper (Piranomonte 2010, p. 204; Piranomonte 2015, p. 76). A series of three terracotta and 24 lead canisters were also recovered (according to the most recent publication: Piranomonte 2015, p. 81), the latter comprising Russian doll or Matryoshka-style nests of triple beakers, all closed with a lead lid and sometimes sealed with resin (others count nine canisters (Piranomonte and Simón 2010, p. 3), 18 canisters (Piranomonte 2010, p. 204), and even 27 canisters (Blänsdorf 2015, p. 295), and it is not always clear whether these numbers refer to groups of three or the total number of individual containers; the final synthetic publication is therefore much anticipated). In seven instances these canisters contained miniature anthropomorphic figurines (poppets) made from a combination of wax, flour, milk, herbs, sugars, and animal bone (height: 7.2–9.5 cm; see Polakova and Rapinesi 2002, pp. 48–51).

Some of the lead containers and the lead and copper tablets also bear incised images of bird-headed figures identified as the demon Abraxas, who in some cases has ΙΧΝΟΠ/ΧΝΚΘ/ΘΘ incised on his torso, an acronym for ‘Jesus Christ the Nazarene Son, Jesus Christ the Nazarene, God, God, God’ (Nemeth 2012, p. 619; Piranomonte 2015, pp. 79–81). As Jürgen Blänsdorf (2015, p. 298) points out, this is the earliest testimony of a more widely known heresy whereby Christ is made to be the son of Abraxas. Another tablet shows a man wrapped in ropes and flanked by snakes, accompanied by an apparent love spell: ‘quem pereo fantasia’ (‘he whom I love with all my thoughts’: inv. 561972; Piranomonte 2015, p. 81). Others mention the names of Egyptian deities (e.g. Seth: inv. 475549), outline other types of largely judiciary curse, and present the distinctive linguistically nonsensical charakteres of magical spells (Blänsdorf 2010, 2012, 2015; Piranomonte 2015, pp. 76–80) (Figure 7.1).

As a consequence of these finds, the fountain that was once dedicated to Anna Perenna has become one of the most important attestations of magical practice in the ancient world. It is significant not only for the quality and uniqueness of the objects recovered in situ from the cistern, but also because the fountain was the setting for both traditional ‘religious’ votive activities (performed by pagan and Christian dedicators alike) and those of an apparently ‘unofficial’ or ‘magical’ nature. Indeed, our imagined late-fourth-century visitor may have left their own offering seeking good fortune – perhaps a single unused lamp dedicated via spoken prayer to the nymphs, to Anna Perenna herself, or to another unknown divinity, possibly even Christ – shortly before another visitor uttered a very different prayer as they offered their own lamp, this time containing a rolled piece of metal bearing a text which condemned Fanius, Herculius, and Fapricilianus to be taken ‘down below’ (inv. 475566; Blänsdorf 2012, p. 155).
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Figure 7.1 Lead defixione from the fountain of Anna Perenna at Rome. The incised image shows four snake-like creatures framing an armless anthropomorphic figure with large eyes wearing a crown (Anna Perenna?), accompanied by other ‘magical’ charakteres. The text invokes the Nymphs of Anna Perenna and curses the sight of a man called Sura. Museo Nazionale Romano inv. 475567.

Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham. Su concessione del Ministero per i beni e le attivita culturali – Museo Nazionale Romano.

Ritualised assemblages at the fountain of Anna Perenna

Despite the presence of binding spells and imagery associated with magic, it is difficult to assert that the fountain of Anna Perenna was straightforwardly incorporated into ritualised assemblages that produced clearly demarcated lived experiences of either ‘religion’ or ‘magic’ (definitions of which are discussed later). Indeed, many of the elements of the ritualised assemblages encountered in previous chapters that focused exclusively on the production of religious agency can also be found in relation to the fountain: the phenomenological role of architecture, nature, and time in the production of lived experiences of religious place, dedication of and engagement with material objects, anthropomorphism, sensory encounters between different types of natural and manufactured material things, the close relationship between water and the affordances of divinity, miniaturisation, and the embodied performance of ritual activities. Yet the fountain and its associated finds are invoked much more commonly in discourse concerning Roman magic than Roman religion. Indeed, Jürgen Blänsdorf, who was responsible for transcribing and translating the texts from the site, appears to dismiss outright the possibility of any connection between the two types of ritualised activities that are attested by the archaeological remains: ‘From the beginnings in the early Roman Republic until the first centuries of the Empire the cult of Anna Perenna obviously was not the place for magical practice’ (Blänsdorf 2015, p. 295, emphasis added). But is it really so obvious when the materials and ritualised assemblages involved in the production of both religious and magical knowledge at the fountain shared so many apparent similarities? For instance, although the use of binding rituals may be inferred from the organic poppets, engagement with anthropomorphic figurines was never restricted exclusively to the sphere of magic, as the bound rush figures of the Argei and the terracotta votives examined in earlier chapters confirm. Without the written texts preserved on some of the metal tablets, containers, and poppets it may not be quite so easy to draw such definitive conclusions about any of these objects and the ritualised assemblages of which they were once part.

Consequently, the finds from the fountain raise important questions about the relationship between lived ancient religion and lived ancient magic. On the one hand, this location was associated with activities that modern scholars (and some ancient writers too) categorise as belonging to the realm of ‘traditional’ religious practices: there were inscribed votive altars and bases acknowledging public forms of cult and offerings of coins and other objects. On the other hand, this location was associated with activities thought to belong firmly to the realm of magic: curse tablets (defixiones), binding spells, and organic poppets. Indeed, the excavator Marina Piranomonte regularly divides her thorough presentation of the materials from the fountain into those that she considers ‘religious materials’ and ‘magic materials’ (e.g. Piranomonte 2015). Nevertheless, as explained earlier, we must question how easily these can really be distinguished from one another. The use of terracotta lamps as both pagan and Christian votive offerings and as part of magical rituals perhaps suggests that they cannot, as does the almost continuous deposition of coins over the course of many centuries. The latter implies that the perceived multi-purpose status, nature, and function of the fountain as a setting for a broad range of ritualised actions – that is, its capacity to move in and out of ritualised assemblages of different types rather than being conceptually confined to one – remained constant throughout its protracted use. Perhaps, instead, it was the vibrant nature of the ritualised assemblages to which the fountain and these other things temporarily belonged that actually determined whether the resulting agency was rationalised in terms of magic or religion. That is to say that the particular situational configuration of these ‘of the moment’ ritualised assemblages, which otherwise incorporated more or less similar things, may have caused some potential material affordances to come to the fore but not others, their affects consequently understood as either magical or religious with reference to the proximal and personal concerns of the individual human who perceived them. If so, what were these affordances, and how could ritualisation cause those of a coin or a lamp to afford religious knowledge on one occasion and magical knowledge on another?

Addressing this question essentially means acknowledging that things might have a host of multiple and always merely potential material affordances, only some of which particular ritualised contexts might cause to emerge. In turn, it requires us to examine once again how very discrete forms of proximal knowledge might relate to shared, distal understandings of religion as the source of multiple otherworldly strategies for life, albeit in not necessarily consistent ways, including those which both ancient and modern people might sometimes describe as magical. In this chapter I intend to examine this more carefully, with reference to the materialness associated with the fountain of Anna Perenna. More specifically, I will consider whether the subsequent alignment of these forms of knowledge with the largely heuristic categories of magic and religion might be the outcome of the ritualisation of particular assemblages of relational things rather than a power inherent within those things alone, questioning the very idea of innately ‘magical materials’ or ‘religious materials’. I therefore seek to expand upon Bernd-Christian Otto’s (2013, pp. 231–2) observation concerning the potential benefits of ‘analyzing curse tablets [and other materia magica] within the conceptual framework of “religion” ’, especially the scope it offers for challenging ‘idealized views of established ancient “religions” ’.

At the same time, the diversity of evidence from the fountain of Anna Perenna offers an opportunity to reassemble the religious assemblages that have on occasion become fragmented in previous chapters, as I have sought to tease out and focus more closely on aspects of their constituent parts: place, objects, human bodies and minds, and divinity. Using the archaeological evidence from the fountain site it is possible to think about how these thingly components, each with their own potential qualities and affordances, worked together within their respective ritualised assemblages to produce particular forms of lived religious knowledge. That is, instead of focusing exclusively on the affordances of one type of object, such as an acerra or cult statue, or on the significance of the production of place, the fountain of Anna Perenna offers us a chance to consider place, object materialness, bodies, and the thingliness of divinity together in relation to a discrete ritualised context. The theoretical approach of this chapter therefore remains the same as before, albeit now refocused where possible in order to encompass all components of an assemblage equally. What differs from earlier chapters, however, is that in this case we are also dealing with agentic consequences which can be understood to have produced very particular types of religious knowledge, notably those considered to relate to magic.

This chapter consequently serves two purposes. First, I seek to demonstrate the value of analysing the overlapping thingly components of ritualised assemblages, with reference to a single case study: I explicitly set out to reassemble the assemblages that lie at the heart of ritualised practices. Second, by spotlighting questions about magic in the ancient world, specifically its relationship with broader religious strategies, it is my aim to demonstrate the analytical value of using assemblage theory to contribute towards wider debates in the study of Roman religion, especially by focusing on the thingliness of the components that produce religious agency and subsequent religious knowledge. This compels us to think hard about how for individuals, lived ancient religion was the product of immediate assemblages at the same time as those experiences belonged to a wider distal assemblage of other proximally experienced assemblages, and what the consequences of that might be. Put another way, it requires that we address the plurality of lived religions in the ancient world, and in particular how this might include experiences and forms of religious knowledge that could differ from one another in more or less considerable ways. In the case of the fountain of Anna Perenna, that means examining more closely one particular form of proximal knowledge sometimes characterised as ‘magic’ and its relationship with not necessarily mutually exclusive distal forms of ‘religion’.

Religion and magic

How to define ancient magic and the degree to which it should or should not be aligned with broader religious strategies, or included in narratives of ancient religious practice and experience, has prompted significant scholarly debate (e.g. Gager 1992; Ogden 1999; R. Fowler 2004; Gordon and Simón 2010a; Wilburn 2012; Otto 2013; Stratton 2013; Frankfurter 2015; Stratton 2015; McKie and Parker 2018). A few of the key issues within this debate must be highlighted here, since they have an important bearing on the way in which I will use the term ‘magic’ in this chapter and the argument I will present for approaching magical assemblages from the same perspective as religious ones. In fact, questions about definitions and parameters lie at the core of most recent work concerning ancient magic. The 1980s witnessed concerted efforts to critically discredit early twentieth-century Frazerian-inspired ideas about the universal primitiveness of magic as erroneous religion, and the approaches of Frazer, Evans-Pritchard, and others which tended to frame magic as ‘the orientalized, under-rationalized, over-spiced and -fermented versions of classical Greek, Roman, and Egyptian religion’ (Frankfurter 2015, p. 11, with reference to Barb 1963). Subject to equal criticism were positions which presented magic as an ‘improper’ or ‘dubious religious activity’ or, in Durkheim-inspired traditions, as ‘socially disapproved religion’ (R. Fowler 2004, pp. 283, 285).

More recently, these discussions have largely (although not entirely) shifted towards attempts to understand the coexistence of magic and religion. Rather than routinely placing magic in direct opposition to the assumed purity and piety of ancient religion (although see Fraser 2015, p. 115 on magic as ‘the ideological antithesis of religion’), current work has begun to ask situationally specific questions about magic as one of several loosely connected forms of ritual action or as one strategy among many that could be selected for negotiating certain life situations, including those associated with personal crises or the mitigation of risk (Eidinow 2007; Gordon and Simón 2010b, p. 25; Otto 2013, pp. 321–2). In discussions of this type, what were once overtones of illegitimacy and perniciously corrupted forms of religious ritual have now more or less become undertones which surface only occasionally, more often than not still detectable as a particular inflection within the language used to write about ancient magic. Terms such as ‘deviant’, ‘illicit’, ‘negative’, ‘illegitimate’, and ‘dangerous’ continue to recur as basic framing assumptions, even in studies that seek to adopt purely culturally specific emic approaches. Kimberly Stratton (2013, p. 245), for example, seeks to avoid imposing post-Enlightenment concepts yet still assumes that emic definitions must relate to ‘ideas about illegitimate and dangerous access to numinous power’. There is perhaps good reason for this, since we must take care not to sanitise or act as apologists for ancient magic, and it remains far from certain that magical activities were socially or politically unproblematic, regardless of how readily available they may have been. This is complicated further by the fact that ancient evidence itself points towards a ‘bewildering inconsistency in drawing the boundaries’ between what was and was not acceptable behaviour (R. Fowler 2004, p. 284).

John Gager (1992) has challenged the use of the word ‘magic’ itself, calling for the complete abandonment of what he considers to be an entirely pejorative and unhelpful term. Kimberly Stratton (2015, p. 86), however, argues that such a response is too extreme, given that ‘applying the term “magic” to certain ritual practices or people in antiquity is not necessarily anachronistic’, and that since ‘ancient terminology for magic often carried highly pejorative connotations in antiquity, so accounts of practicing magic ipso facto should not be regarded at face value but should instead be understood in terms of a discourse of alterity’. Other scholars also reject the sort of fully relational interpretations of magic and religion favoured by Gager. Jan Bremmer (2015, p. 11), for instance, presents a collection of dichotomies – ‘secret/public, night/day, individual/collective, antisocial/social, voces magicae/understandable language, coercive manipulation/ supplicative negotiation, negative gods/positive gods and so on’ – that he suggests can be used collectively to ‘alert us to a specific type of religious activity that we call magic’ (for other examples of overtly etic approaches, see Wilburn 2012, p. 9; Chadwick 2015, p. 37; Wilburn 2018, p. 111). Bremmer (2015, p. 12) nonetheless cautions that ‘magic remains a fuzzy concept’, and although his descriptive characteristics might offer a way of identifying the presence of magical activities within a particular society, they do not necessarily tell us anything about what members of that society thought about that practice. Richard Gordon (1999, p. 163) aptly summed up these problems of definition with the observation that notions of magic in the ancient world were formed ‘discontinuously and, as it were, with everybody talking at once’.

These studies, especially those concerned with textual evidence, have attempted to pay closer attention to whether the definitions of magic that we adopt are primarily etic or emic in formulation. This has resulted not only in discussion of the respective utility of the term, but also a more nuanced understanding of cultural discourse in the production of magic as a category, and how it is used and understood or perceived by people, including those who are practitioners of magic and those who are not (Gager 1992; Sørensen 2006; Eidinow 2007; Gordon 2009; Otto 2013; Stratton 2013, 2015). Many twenty-first-century studies now accept that ancient magic is a heuristic category of scholarship as well as something that was actively produced and sustained by the societies and communities who produced the narratives and discourses that we use to study it, and that these categories may not always align perfectly. Indeed, Kimberly Stratton’s (2015, p. 84) statement that ‘no one in the ancient world considered his or her own ritual practices to constitute magic; magic was always a disparaging accusation designed to malign and marginalize another individual or group of people’, might be understood to imply that magical practice could only ever be talked about rather than actively experienced. There are, then, important implications for those who seek to study ancient magic through its lived practice (attested primarily by archaeological and material evidence) and those who approach it as a form of social (textual) discourse, requiring scholars to address the relationship between these heuristic and lived categories. This is something that should recall the sorts of questions that I have raised elsewhere in this book about proximal experiences of personal lived religion and their relationship with the distally encountered and often textually represented world of ‘Roman religion’ more generally.

This renewed attention to ancient discourse and issues of authority and power has meant that questions about agency have also emerged. Esther Eidinow (2017) suggests, for example, that greater attention should be paid to the ways in which the targets of ancient magic played a part in the shaping of discourses concerning those practices. At the same time, other studies have drawn upon research in anthropology, psychology, and cognitive science to consider the ways in which magic ‘worked’ from the perspective of the target as well as society more generally (Kiernan 2004; Eidinow 2007; Gordon 2013; McKie 2017). Archaeological discoveries, such as those already noted from Rome as well as a large number of curse tablets excavated at the imperial period temple site of Isis Panthea and Mater Magna at Mainz (Mogontiacum), have also expanded the material evidence available for practices connected with the use of defixiones specifically within the Roman world – a cultural context that was notably less well represented in earlier studies (e.g. Faraone and Obbink 1997). These excavations have also produced a more nuanced data set concerning the spatial contexts in which magical rituals were performed and in which people actively engaged with certain objects, facilitating new enquiries about the material experience of ritual. This includes investigations of particular types of materia magica (e.g. lead tablets, bells, poppets: Eckardt and Williams 2018; McKie 2018; McKie and Parker 2018) and of the sensory or embodied experience of binding spells and curses (Gordon 2015a; McKie 2016; Veale 2017; Sánchez Natalías 2018; Salvo 2020). The fact that the two most recent discoveries of significant quantities of materia magica have come from sites that can be also be connected incontrovertibly with an ‘official’ religious sphere – an urban temple complex associated with Isis and Mater Magna at Mainz and an suburban fountain with connections to Anna Perenna at Rome – has reinvigorated interest in whether ancient people distinguished magic as ‘ontologically distinct’ from religion, and if so, how (Otto 2013, p. 322). Attending to thingliness and ritualised assemblages may offer one way of addressing this relationship.

These ongoing debates mean that anyone choosing to write about the topic must establish from the outset how they define magic and its relationship (or lack of relationship) with religion in relation to their own investigations. With these points in mind, the standpoint I adopt here loosely follows that of Gordon (2013), Frankfurter (2015), Eidinow (2017), McKie (2018, 2020), and others by understanding magic as a strategy or way of acting that belongs to a wider and more general sphere of ‘religious’ action. I do not agree on all points with any of these authors, but I align myself with their generally shared argument (albeit articulated differently in each case) that attempts to separate magic from religion are unhelpful. This forms the underpinning framework for the investigation that follows, but it is also an understanding that I intend to substantiate further by demonstrating why any separation is not only unhelpful but also deeply problematic. Adopting this position means allowing for the possibility that magic was one among many, not necessarily distinguishable, classifiable, or even singular options available to people who sought personal or individualised solutions to life events or personal crises with recourse to lived religion. In this sense, magic is better conceived as the adoption of a particular strategy or way of making a certain sort of difference to the world, in the same way that typically religious activities such as votive practice have been described elsewhere in this book. Although he adopts a different theoretical stance, a similar argument for approaching votives as a strategy of religious action rather than a predetermined terminological category has also recently been advanced by Jörg Rüpke (2018b). I understand magic in much the same way, and I argue that what made the agency of a relational assemblage of things recognisably magical, rather than religious, may therefore be sought in the ritualised formation of that assemblage and the ways in which it enabled specific potential material affordances to come to the fore. When combined with other things and/or different ritualised practices, all things might therefore have the potential to offer affordances that could be perceived as producing agency (i.e. making a difference to the world) that was rationalised as magical, religious, or neither, but there could never be an inherently or singularly ‘magical thing’.

Contextualising the fountain of Anna Perenna

Investigating the fountain of Anna Perenna necessitates a move forward in time to a period that is significantly later than most of the examples that the chapters of this book have examined thus far. However, its selection as the focal point for this chapter follows the principles that I established at the start: the examples chosen for scrutiny in this investigation of thingliness are those which offer the best contexts through which to explore and establish the value of adopting assemblage theory as an analytical tool for the study of lived ancient religion. In addition to presenting an ideal set of material evidence, the fountain also offers an opportunity to spotlight the applicability of assemblage theory to the examination of religious activities in a much wider set of historical circumstances. After all, if lived religion involves experiencing the agency produced by ritualised assemblages of relational things, as I have argued, this statement should hold true across space and time, regardless of social, cultural, political, or other historical circumstances. That is not to say, of course, that these are unimportant, especially when it comes to determining the specific characteristics of the religious knowledge that lived religion ultimately leads to. It is not insignificant, for example, that the defixiones and poppets from the fountain of Anna Perenna belong to a period during which recourse to magic may have been a religious strategy that was more readily adopted than it was during earlier periods (Fraser 2015), or that it may have taken material forms in this era that render it especially detectable to the historian and archaeologist. It must also not be forgotten that the materials from the fountain date in large part from a period of wider socio-political uncertainty and religious upheaval, as attested by the presence of references to Christianity (or at least to Christ) on some of the inscribed lead canisters and tablets. All of this is pertinent to understanding the wider significance of the agency produced by the particular ritualised assemblages connected with the fountain in its historical context, but the emphasis in the following discussion falls instead on the steps that must be taken prior to developing these extended interpretations. It is my concern here to establish how the ritualisation of assemblages of things could produce a particular form of religious agency and knowledge that was, in the first instance, rationalised as magic. Only after that has been determined does it become possible to attempt to understand why this may have been important in the context of Rome during the fourth and early fifth century CE and in relation to other late antique religious practices (issues that will remain largely unanswered for the time being). To do this, we can take each of the four primary thingly components that have already been established as significant within ritualised assemblages and consider how experiences of this process of ritualisation may have enabled their potential affordances to result in the production of certain types of agency that can be described as magical.

Place

As the locational setting at which certain types of ritualised assemblage might form, as well as an active component within those assemblages (see the arguments developed in Chapter 3), the fountain of Anna Perenna itself was evidently crucial for the production of a range of lived experiences that could be rationalised as both broadly religious or more specifically magical. These occurred despite the fact that its physical material form remained largely unchanged over the course of many centuries and from ritual activity to ritual activity. The presence of an opus reticulatum structure possibly indicates an earlier period of construction at the fountain, although its full extent and form is impossible to determine because of the presence of the modern car park pilings (Piranomonte 2010, pp. 191–3). Nevertheless, the primary structure of the fountain as represented by the fourth century CE opus vittatum trough and basin appears to have remained much the same throughout its extended period of use.

The most compelling evidence for the continuity of the fountain’s ritualised use as a shrine is provided by the three monumental inscriptions incorporated into its structure during its late antique remodelling. Although it appears that other votive offerings may have been cleared away from the basin during this rebuilding work (Piranomonte and Simón 2010, p. 3), the deliberate retention of the second century CE altar and two statue bases, with their inscribed faces turned outwards in order to remain visible, implies that the fountain was never modified for the express purpose of accommodating a change from a ‘religious’ to ‘magical’ function in later centuries or to facilitate a changed set of ritual activities. Even if this building work did coincide with a change of emphasis in activities or the intended divine recipient(s) of those rites, the continued celebration of earlier civic religious practices involving the setting up of votive dedications recording the success of vows made to Anna Perenna on the occasion of her festival was evidently not problematic. In other words, the continued celebration of the fountain’s traditional associations with official civic cults did not conflict with its incorporation into magical ritual, nor did the fountain require material modification in order to facilitate non-traditional or alternative ritualised practices. As a result, the material form of the fountain most likely affected sensory experiences and movement that was similar, if not entirely the same, for both votive and magical dedicatory acts.

In order to deposit any item into the basin, as part of any form of ritualised activity, a person was required to approach the fountain before stretching over the open trough to submerge their gift in the water of the basin. Any sense of magical or religious place that was produced in relation to the materialness of the fountain was constructed from those shared haptic and kinaesthetic experiences. This means that understandings of it as either type of place were not exclusively, if at all, dependent on the materialness of the fountain but on something else within that specific ritualised assemblage of things. The production of either religious or magical place in association with the fountain was, in short, temporally and situationally specific, or more accurately, ritualised assemblage specific. In part, then, the fountain of Anna Perenna was neither an inherently religious nor magical place because of the nature of its architecture or location, even if it had the capacity to be experienced as both as a result of the rituals performed there. It was, to use the terminology employed to describe religious place in Chapter 3, constantly in the process of becoming as both, neither, and probably also as multiple other kinds of place (after all, the materialness of the basin also eventually lent itself to rubbish disposal).

So was it the choice of ritual that brought certain aspects of the thingliness of the fountain into particular focus, and which determined the sense of place that was subsequently produced? It is not clear that the labels ‘religion’ or ‘magic’ would necessarily have been applied to the rituals performed by the various visitors to the fountain even if, in cases such as the use of binding spells and charakteres, the type of agency associated with the latter may have been the desired outcome. The selection of which actions to perform were more probably connected, at least consciously, with a particular situational need and an understanding of which strategy would best enable it to be achieved. In other words, a person could toss a coin into the basin in the hope that it would bring about a perceptible change in the world without needing to self-identify as a practitioner of magic or religion. Of course, at the same time, the ritual formulae they uttered or imagined as they did this may have caused that ritualised assemblage to be cognitively associated more with magic than with religion, but this brings us back to the idea that I have already rejected concerning religious agency as a simple extension of human agency, the anthropocentric product of the imagination.

Emphasising the ritualisation process alone also denies the role of the materialness of the fountain in the production of place. It is clear that the qualities of the fountain structure itself did not vary from ritualised assemblage to ritualised assemblage, offering to each the same potential qualities and affordances linked to engagement with and sensory perception of its hard, cold, rough-edged stone and tile opus vittatum construction, the pinky red, rough texture of the waterproof opus signinum of the basin, minimal visual monumentalisation or sculptural elaboration, the (cold) spring water, and its wooded setting (albeit one that might be subject to seasonal variation). However, differential experiences were perhaps afforded by the temporal qualities of place, which may have allowed certain affordances to come to the fore or resulted in the subduing of others in the context of its incorporation into ritualised assemblages. For instance, it is sometimes assumed that many rituals which sought to bind victims took place during the night (Piranomonte and Simón 2010, p. 6; Rüpke 2018b, p. 228), a time at which the fountain may have afforded a very particular sense of place. As the light from lamps flickered on the surface of the water and their reflection obscured the deepest depths of the basin, these affective qualities of the fountain may have combined very powerfully with the nature of a ritualised act that sought to keep another person from acting in the world by sending (and keeping) them ‘below’. Indeed, a similar argument has been advanced for the steam produced by the thermal waters at the temple of Sulis Minerva at Bath (McKie 2017). Many of the lamps deposited in the cistern had never been used, but that does not mean that the actions of those who deposited them were not illuminated by other oil lamps. The contrast between the now obsolete lamp submerged in the unilluminated, impenetrable darkness of the water where it was forever incapable of holding a flame and the fully functional, living one that continued to actively light the air above it, could have afforded a potent emotional experience in the context of a ritualised assemblage that comprised the uttering of a binding spell over the fountain and the offering. It is therefore possible that temporality played a crucial role in bringing to the fore certain locational affordances which, in turn, produced a sense of place that was distinctive from that experienced by a person who deposited a coin or a lamp, or uttered a prayer, in the full light of day (we shall return to the affordances of the water shortly).

Nonetheless, we should be reminded at this point of the use of similarly dim, lamplit, and watery contexts for votive activities, such as those performed within the cave at Pantanacci (Chapter 5), in which what we might term a magical sense of place was apparently neither desired nor achieved. This is not to mention the possibility that binding rituals were also performed during the day: there is no evidence from the fountain itself to confirm that this was exclusively a night-time activity. This raises potentially significant implications for wider discussions of magic and religion, since it suggests that in terms of the experience of place, in at least some cases there could be little to distinguish between the performance of rituals that produced what we might term religious and magical forms of agency. Instead it is more useful to think about the role of place in terms of how it might root magical practices within a wider distal sphere of religious ritualisation. Seeking to identify discrete senses of identifiably magical or religious place at the fountain of Anna Perenna, or elsewhere for that matter, may therefore be entirely misguided. Indeed, such an observation lends support to the suggestion that both votive practice and the use of defixiones were discrete material expressions of a more broadly coherent set of strategies or ways of negotiating the world that were not entirely distinguishable (a point also made by McKie 2020, pp. 451–2). In this way, the experiences of ritual performance associated with the physical setting of the fountain of Anna Perenna emphasise the complex bricolage of activities and forms of religion that were produced at any individual location.

Objects

The wealth of objects recovered from the basin of the fountain offers an excellent opportunity to consider how things, when combined into assemblages of varying composition, may have produced diverse, highly proximal forms of religious or specifically magical knowledge that shared a relationship with a much wider set (or assemblage) of distal practices and shared cultural understandings. Most importantly, the diversity of objects connected with magical activities by the excavators – specifically clay lamps, lead and copper curse tablets, inscribed lead containers, and anthropomorphic figurines made from wax, bone, and other organic substances – suggests that lived experiences of the performance of ritualised activities, including those anticipating similar (magical) outcomes, could potentially involve assemblages formed of different arrangements of things. In short, magic, like religion, could result from a multitude of varying things combined into differently constituted assemblages.

For the purposes of this discussion, it can be assumed that these assemblages included the potential senses of broadly religious place already discussed, as well as human sensing bodies and perceptive minds and the presence of at least one thingly component which, through its capacity to affect, was experienced as divine or otherwise ‘not indubitably plausible’. It can therefore be postulated that because of the diverse potential affordances offered by each (e.g. a terracotta lamp compared with a lead container), the inclusion of discrete material objects into one of these assemblages might produce subtly varied forms of magical (or indeed religious) agency and, as a consequence, proximal forms of knowledge. As a result, there could never have been a singular lived experience of magic (or religion) at the fountain. Instead, the existence of an array of related, albeit unique, overlapping assemblages suggests that the proximal experiences derived from each also belonged to a more broadly shared way of acting and understanding of the world.

It also spotlights the possibly crucial role of objects in helping to determine how the resulting agency was rationalised in relation to a particular type of religious strategy rather than human intention alone. To test this, we can follow the example of the acerra examined in Chapter 4, working through the potential affordances of these things while also assessing the extent to which these qualities might relate to the magical and/or religious expectations of the human component(s) of the assemblage. In particular, I want to draw attention to the lead containers, considering them for the first time not as innately ‘magical objects’ but from the perspective of proximal sensory experience. The figurines, or poppets, that were sealed inside at least seven of these vessels could be treated in much the same way and will receive closer scrutiny in the following section.

The lead canisters preserved by the spring water of the fountain share certain commonalities, including their essential material form – three cylindrical lead containers, nested tightly inside one another, with an external lid – and their dimensions (external heights including lids range from approximately 3.5 to 16.5 cm, and external diameters from 4.2 to 9.8 cm: Polakova and Rapinesi 2002, pp. 48–52). Nonetheless, what is most noticeable about these vessels is the degree to which they are all individualised. In some instances they are distinguished by differently shaped lids (conical, domed, or flat), by the presence or absence of a resin seal, by being deliberately crushed out of shape, or through their internal arrangement. The inner cup is sometimes inverted or closed with its own lid, and in one case the appearance of a complete three-layered canister is given by the use of three rolled lead sheets (inv. 475543; Polakova and Rapinesi 2002, pp. 41–2, 49) (Figure 7.2). Furthermore, in all cases discrete combinations of charakteres, Latin words, and images were incised onto the surface of the inner vessels in accordance with the binding spell that is presumed to have been uttered at the moment of deposition. Even when Abraxas (who does not feature in all cases) is mentioned in the text or shown in illustrated form, the nature of these incised words and images varies, displaying evidence for different hands and perhaps also people of varying social status with access to different levels of education (Blänsdorf 2012, 2015). Whereas they may collectively point towards a set of broadly shared sensory affordances based on smell, weight, reflective and refractive qualities, malleability, and colour (although darkened when tarnished and exposed to light, lead can be blueish-white and lustrous in colour when fresh), each therefore also offered a set of affordances that was unique to one ritualised assemblage. It was these very qualities that allowed the handmade multi-layered container composed of several individual sheets of lead to be crushed, wedging the layers together more firmly and deforming the shape of the container (inv. 475543; Rapinesi and Polakova 2012, pp. 179–81; see Figure 7.2). It was also these qualities which allowed a lead sheet to become moulded over the brim of both terracotta and lead containers (Piranomonte 2010, p. 205).
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Figure 7.2 Lead container from the fountain of Anna Perenna at Rome, composed of three rolled lead sheets containing sediment with traces of small crustaceans (ostracods). The sediment may have built up after deposition in the freshwater environment of the fountain but could also have been brought from elsewhere for intentional insertion into the canister. Museo Nazionale Romano inv. 475543.

Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham. Su concessione del Ministero per i beni e le attivita culturali – Museo Nazionale Romano.

Related to this, Celia Sánchez Natalías (2018) has recently drawn attention to what she describes as the metaphorical role of materials within the texts of curse tablets. These suggest that ancient people were very aware of the material affordances of the world around them and the ways in which these could come to the fore in particular situational contexts (i.e. when they became part of particular assemblages). At Mainz, for example, curse tablets refer to the melting of the target, and there is evidence for several being subjected to complete or partial melting by exposure to fire at the location of the cursing ritual itself; elsewhere the weight of lead may have been suggestive to the petitioner seeking to submerge a tablet in a pool of water (Sánchez Natalías 2018, pp. 11–13; see also McKie 2016; Salvo 2020). In addition, since each of the canisters was deposited in the fountain at Rome as part of a single ritualised gesture which immediately put it out of sight and out of reach, there was little or no opportunity for practitioners to engage with the containers used by others: their experiences were produced entirely in relation to the specific vessel in their own hands.

Marina Piranomonte (2015, p. 79) has sought parallels for the lead canisters, tentatively suggesting comparison with sets of bronze ink containers found at Pompeii and in Pannonia, although she advises against a definitive identification given the use of different materials and, I would also add, the fact that these parallels were produced as single pots rather than as sets of three nesting vessels. She has also suggested that they may have been used to contain Theriaca, a medicinal substance thought to cure a range of illnesses (Piranomonte 2015, p. 79). Celia Sánchez Natalías (2015) argues that their typology indicates an intention to represent miniature cinerary urns, following the recommendation in some recipes of the Papyri Graecae Magicae (PGM) to place modelled figurines into small lead cinerary urns, but again this does not explain the need for three close-fitting vessels, which are not normally a feature of ancient cinerary urns. Although they may have been loosely modelled on full-size cremation urns, the dimensions and tripartite arrangement of these containers suggests that they were more than likely made specifically for the purpose to which they were put, rather than being reused funerary urns, or even newly purchased ones. Indeed, Sánchez Natalías overlooks the fact that by the fourth century CE cremation had long been replaced by inhumation as the dominant form of corpse disposal at Rome (Graham 2015). It is unlikely that purpose-made cinerary urns of any type were still widely produced or sold, meaning that their form may therefore not have been as well known as she supposes. Of course, it should not be a surprise that these containers might resemble other vessels widely available within the contemporary cultural sphere, but attempts to identify direct parallels leads towards a search for representational or symbolic meaning through analogy at the expense of a focus on the material thingliness of the objects themselves.

Questions do remain about the degree of tactile familiarity that a petitioner making use of one of the containers from the fountain may have had with vessels of similar type, although the gestures of deforming by crushing, carefully stacking and sealing, and the difficult act of incising the curved surface of some of the vessels before concealing them inside others (not to mention placing a small figurine inside) is likely to have been a fairly singular experience that did not reflect everyday practice or routine. The petitioner was compelled to touch, to turn, and to weigh all of the elements which were eventually combined to create a single container, as well as to incise into its soft surfaces. Their fingers will have brushed the indentations of text and image, the fresher, brighter shine of the words becoming more visibly prominent than the background into which they were etched (see McKie 2014). The curved surface of the vessels also offered an unusual and potentially awkward writing surface compared with everyday tablets or parchment. Unlike the raised relief decoration of commonplace objects such as ceramic and glass tableware, the shallow, negatively incised words and images were embedded or impressed into the canister. Tactile familiarity with other incised objects such as writing tablets, wheel-abraded glass, intaglios, or signet rings was possible, but there remained notable differences. The inscriptions on the containers were produced and experienced as complete in the same temporal moment rather than being pre-formed. The petitioner therefore experienced the transformation of the material object through their gesture of active inscription combined with the capacity of lead to readily afford or invite such inscription (unlike other materials such as stone, harder metals, and to some extent fired clay which may be more resistant). They also weighed the multiple elements in their hands, perhaps able to hold only two at once, compelled to put elements down and pick them up again as they inscribed them, inserted one into another, or manipulated them in other ways. The softness of the metal offered little in the way of auditory feedback as it was scratched or folded (McKie 2014), but the metallic tang of lead was perhaps evident as a lingering smell-taste, along with a metallic dryness on the fingers. As the body manipulated the thingliness of the lead, then, its own thingliness was manipulated in return. In comparison with the deposition of a single curse tablet – which may have been a hurried, closely controlled, inward-looking, body-centred affair as a person hunched over their thin, flat sheet of metal (McKie 2016, p. 21; McKie 2017, pp. 101–2; Veale 2017) – the process of preparing these canisters was a sensorially more complex one, with the intentions of the human petitioner acting in partnership with the material affordances of the material.

Jürgen Blänsdorf (2012, p. 147) has expressed the opinion that these gestures, and thus direct interaction with the lead containers (and other lead and copper curse tablets), as well as the production and moulding of the poppets inside them, were performed by petitioners themselves, although Marina Piranomonte (2015, p. 78) prefers to assume the presence of multiple magical ‘professionals’ or specialists. She also, occasionally, interprets small fingerprints in the resin of one container – identified as those of either a youth or a woman – as possible evidence for the presence of ‘a professional sorceress’ (Piranomonte and Simón 2010, p. 8; although she definitively rejected this as the only explanation in 
Piranomonte 2010, p. 205). It is perhaps telling that references to the fingerprints possibly belonging to a ‘youth’ have fallen out of recent publications in favour of a ‘female’ (e.g. Faraone 2003). It is nevertheless questionable whether there is enough evidence to support the continuous presence of established specialists at the fountain over the course of many centuries: it is not clear that experts were required in relation to the deposition of coins or curse tablets and the use of books of formulae or specialists has largely been rejected for other major cursing sites (McKie 2016, 2017; Veale 2017). Nor does a total of approximately 24 containers suggest especially regular or frequent business related to the more complex ritual activities. The overall sense of personalisation and variety evident in both the curse methods employed, and the form and language of the texts and images, seems to suggest quite strongly that even if there was a specialist on hand to guide the proceedings, or even if the petitioner had consulted someone in advance of the event itself, that these containers and their contents were manipulated and engaged with directly by those who sought to bind or otherwise target another individual. In this way, then, the highly personalised production and sensory, especially tactile, engagement with the containers is likely to have been especially evocative of the moment, and of that person’s place in a specific ritualised context, in much the same way as the camillus holding an acerra experienced a sense of proximal knowing that was linked to his own bodily movements and experiences in conjunction with the sensory affordances of an incense box.

By bearing similarities to other objects such as curse tablets which were engaged in bringing about similar ends, but by offering the petitioner their own specific in-the-moment experience, the lead containers contributed to the production of a close proximal knowing that, because of the petitioner’s awareness of what they were doing, why, where, and when, remained situated in relation to a distal context that blurred both the magical and the religious. The same will have been true for persons who deposited a curse tablet at the fountain without using a set of canisters and a poppet, since the material affordances of each object offered a subtly different experience, even if it was still contextualised within a broadly shared set of strategies for bringing about a difference to the world. Both also incorporated the same location into these ways of knowing, and therefore related them to a sense of place that as outlined earlier was broadly connected with ritualised activities and divinity, even if the specific sense of place was itself always temporal and not easily defined. Of course, such observations also beg the question of whether proximal knowledge concerning other religious experiences might also have varied in instances where votive offerings or other material things such as acerrae were crafted directly by the petitioner or user.

Bodies

The finds from the fountain of Anna Perenna also prompt continued reflection on the significance of the thingliness of the human body. The use of poppets made from wax and other organic substances, for example, recalls arguments made in earlier chapters concerning the ways in which certain qualities of both the living human body and its material proxy might engage relationally with other thingly components of a ritualised assemblage. In Chapter 5, for instance, I explored ways in which the materialness of anatomical votives might work with the human sensorium in order to produce particular forms of religious agency pertinent to personal anxieties concerning the integrity or wellbeing of the body, as well as relationships with divinity. The potential affordances of the anthropomorphic, miniaturised models of the human form recovered from the fountain can be assessed from the same standpoint.

Studies of poppets or figurines and their use in magical activities, including some of an artefactual nature and others described in the written recipes of the Papyri Graecae Magicae, have established that ancient people understood these to be a means of bringing an intended victim or target under control (Faraone 1991; Ogden 1999; Wilburn 2012; Armitage 2015; Bailliot 2015; Curbera and Giannobile 2015; McKie 2018). Importantly, this so-called figurative image magic should not be confused with the more popularly known but culturally distinctive ‘voodoo doll’ (Armitage 2015, p. 87), and ancient poppets were almost certainly not used to directly cause violence to the absent body of the target. Piercing with nails, twisting, fragmenting, melting, or other forms of manipulation undoubtedly occurred, but these gestures were not performed with the intention of inflicting pain or other forms of physical punishment on a living body via a direct one-to-one correspondence. Instead, ancient poppets were connected with the concept of binding an intended target in such a way that they were unable to escape the intentions of the person performing a ritual or spell. Binding allowed a person not only to physically dominate another but also to assert control over their social persona. Accordingly, Stuart McKie (2018, p. 121) has argued that figurines such as this sought to bring the target ‘under the power’ of the person who made it, ‘restraining or containing the victim, making the overall intention of the binding spell impossible to resist’. What is more, placing the poppet inside another container (or inside a series of three containers at the fountain of Anna Perenna), also acted to cut the target off from their social relationships, isolating them physically but also psychologically and socially (McKie 2018, p. 121; also Piranomonte 2010, p. 206). In this sense poppets were a means to an end rather than the end itself, and it is in this active and relational context that their materialness needs to be understood.

Significantly, bound figures also appear as incised images on some of the curse tablets from the fountain, as they do from other sites across the Roman world (Gager 1992, p. 15; Ogden 1999). Such illustrations are usually equated straightforwardly with poppets and are consequently understood by modern scholars in much the same terms: one merely being the two dimensional equivalent of the three-dimensional other (Bailliot 2015, p. 97; Sánchez Natalías 2015, p. 194). In part this is because the earliest studies of binding were based on illustrations appearing on curse tablets which were found, catalogued, deciphered, and studied before most (although not all) of the known poppets had been recovered archaeologically. As Curbera and Giannobile (2015, p. 124) note, the number of excavated poppets from the whole of the Greco-Roman world extends only to around 90, compared with around 2,000 curse tablets. Unsurprisingly, visuality, iconography, and the search for the symbolic ‘meaning’ of bound figures within magical practice dominate modern analyses. However, such interpretations do not do justice to the material thingliness of either of these types of object, and they certainly diminish the very particular material affordances of the poppet by suggesting that its importance lies primarily in its representational form and capacity to visually signal something otherwise absent (either because it is elsewhere or because it is something that is yet to occur). Although I do not intend to argue that the binding interpretation of the poppets found at Rome is incorrect – there is no reason to doubt that these reflect an alternative materialisation of the same concept – I suggest that it is nevertheless necessary to pay more attention to their specific material affordances and to consider how these may have combined with those of other things in order to affect proximal experiences and forms of knowledge related to binding as a distinct strategy within a wider set of religious ways of acting. In particular, we might question how the thingliness of poppets made an absent body tangible in ways that were affective and not merely representational.

Using what should by now be familiar terminology, I therefore propose that poppets such as those incorporated into ritualised activities performed at the fountain of Anna Perenna materialised the affordances of an otherwise absent thing when they became part of a ritualised assemblage containing place, the body and mind of the practitioner, divinity, and other material things, such as the lead containers. That is not quite the same as saying that the targets themselves were made materially manifest, since the potential affordances of their material form as human things differed greatly from the bone, flour, and other substances used to create the miniaturised poppets. The human sensorium could detect these differences and, despite their complexity, would not be easily fooled by them into perceiving that this was the real body of the target, even if, like votive “hands” and “feet”, the questions that this sensory tension produced were ultimately crucial in the production of particular forms of knowledge. Regardless of any anthropocentric intentionality behind the use of figurines to manifest the social and physical persona of another (something which is not dissimilar from that connected with cult images, as explored in Chapter 6), it was the array of potential affordances offered by the materialness of those poppets as things, as much as the ideas with which they were connected, that became available to the relationships sustained within that assemblage. This is also not entirely dissimilar to the ways in which the affective qualities of anatomical ex-votos were shown to afford relationships between things in Chapter 5: they simultaneously were and were not what they purported to be, with their material form remaining crucial not only for drawing human attention to that paradox but also for enabling particular forms of religious agency to emerge as a consequence of material engagement rather than purely cognitive processes. In that instance, the durability and hardness of a terracotta anatomical votive was shown to contribute towards the fixing of relations or circumstances that might otherwise be fluid or flexible. In the case of the poppets, however, it may have been the almost limitless malleability afforded by their materialness that was important. This was a type of physical relationship and experience that was not afforded by the two-dimensional drawing of a bound figure on a tablet and which therefore points towards a plurality of different forms of lived magic.

Made from various combinations of wax, flour, milk, herbs, and sugars, and in all but one case moulded around a sliver of animal bone (sometimes with text written upon it), the poppets from the fountain of Anna Perenna could easily be manipulated or deformed by the mutually affective qualities of human hands. One had its lower legs and feet broken off and placed separately within the container (inv. 475540; Figure 7.3); another was depicted in the act of being attacked by a serpent and was pierced by iron nails (inv. 475550); and the only female figurine was found folded backwards (inv. 475556) (see Rapinesi and Polakova 2012). The engraving of letters on the torso of some of the poppets, including references to Abraxas, also presents a form of manipulation that was afforded specifically by their materialness, particularly the capacity of the malleable substances to retain an incised impression. Although at such moments these figurines had yet to be permanently contained by the triple lead canisters to which they would eventually be consigned, these gestures of manipulation served to bring them fully under control as much as any binding words could.
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Figure 7.3 Poppet from the fountain of Anna Perenna at Rome made using organic materials. The feet were deliberately detached and placed separately within the innermost of three lead canisters. Museo Nazionale Romano inv. 475540.

Photo: Emma-Jayne Graham. Su concessione del Ministero per i beni e le attivita culturali – Museo Nazionale Romano.

The qualities of the final form of these figurines, which afforded fragmentation, bending, piercing, or twisting, were also not the limit of their malleability: ‘As the mixture was worked, the texture would have changed, from sticky and wet to drier and more solid, perhaps not unlike the making of bread or pastry dough’ (McKie 2018, p. 121). In this way, certain affective qualities of the mixture could come to the fore during their initial production, affording a genuine transformation not only in terms of constructing an anthropomorphic shape out of a formless dough but also through a much flatter relationship between the dough, human movement, digital manipulation, and the materialness of human skin. A malleable mixture offered increasing resistance to the hand, causing it to press harder or feel drier, the substance undergoing notable changes in texture and consistency which were accompanied by the mutual relinquishing of control to the human manipulator as it hardened. This was a truly dynamic relationship. The hands-on production process was not part of most of the other ritualised actions that we have explored thus far, such as the dedicating of an anatomical votive, but in the context of an assemblage connected with the production of highly personal magical agency it may have been especially significant for producing an appropriate type of agency, as well as consequent proximal understandings of the activities being performed and the tangible relationship between the body of the practitioner and that of the otherwise intangible target.

Exploring material engagement with miniature anthropomorphic figurines can also offer further insights into broader questions concerning the relationship between magical and religious agency as possible products of very similar ritualised assemblages. Although poppets such as those already discussed are sometimes described as self-evidently ‘magical’ objects, it is clear that there was nothing inherently or exclusively ‘magical’ about the presence of a model of a human figure within a ritualised assemblage (something that has also been pointed out by Flower 2017, p. 12). Nonetheless, existing studies tend to presuppose that, at the very least, ritual activities or magical incantations caused the transfer of some form of human or otherworldly magical agency to poppets (e.g. Sánchez Natalías 2015, p. 9). Yet, as several of the case studies in earlier chapters have demonstrated, an anthropomorphic figurine or model, whether whole or fragmented, was like any other thing in that it could not possess agency, magical or otherwise. When agency is framed in this way as the product of relational assemblages of things, poppets can no longer be understood in such simplistic terms as possessing or coming to possess some sort of innately magical agency. Instead, we must acknowledge that the poppet’s role in the entrapment or binding of a target – which was itself a form of agency that might be rationalised as a magical strategy – was the result of its own affective qualities working with those of other human and more-than-human thingly components within a particular assemblage. I have already outlined how the materialness of a poppet might bring this about as a proximal experience in relation to the sensing human body. But we might also ask exactly why the resulting agency was interpreted as a specifically magical strategy, or was understood to make a difference to the world that was unlike that of traditional religious agency, when in the case of both cult statues and anatomical votives comparable experiences played crucial roles in the production of unequivocally religious agency. Resorting to explanations for this that focus on human intent to bring about harm or to intervene and manipulate the body and mind of another person without their consent merely makes magic as anthropocentrically imaginary as divinity becomes when it is conceived in terms of divine power.

How are we to understand, then, the affectivity of real and proxy human bodies in rituals that range from those which are categorised in both ancient and modern terms as existing firmly in the sphere of official religious activities, and those that are deemed to be marginal or magical? I would suggest that our inability to tease these apart on anything other than a proximal or individual level is in fact fundamental for understanding magic as a proximal religious phenomenon that shares a relationship with distal religious knowledge. That is, I would argue that the capacity of religious figurines and magical poppets to move between differently configured assemblages spotlights precisely how magic was a proximally experienced and situationally rationalised strategy for life that was embedded within the bigger distal picture provided by Roman religious knowledge. In this way, magic was a form of proximal lived religion that material engagement and the relational assemblages that brought this about caused to be rationalised in ways that were more markedly different from other proximal experiences of lived religion but nevertheless not at odds with it.

We can go some way to illustrating this by briefly considering the poppets from the fountain of Anna Perenna in parallel with the rush figures of the Argei with which this book began. Both were anthropomorphic, made of non-human organic materials, schematised in terms of their iconographic form, thrown into water, and capable of affecting materialness for an absent other. As demonstrated, it was ritualised action that caused certain sensory qualities of each of these figures to come to the fore at discrete moments. In the case of the Argei, the visual qualities of the figures were highly significant (and were, no less, the primary quality to which ancient writers drew the attention of their audience), and the performance of the ritual which assembled those qualities with other things also guaranteed that they were seen, whether as part of a procession around the city or in the highly public rite on the bridge before they were visibly tossed into the Tiber and, most likely, seen floating away with the current (see Chapter 1). For some participants, such as the Vestals, this could also be a direct and personal tactile experience, as the dry bundles of rushes or straw affected discrete sensory and haptic responses. The poppets deposited at the fountain of Anna Perenna involved a similar highly proximal tactile experience but became invisible once they had been sealed inside their respective containers, that is, at the moment of the culmination of the ritual process. Their material presence could therefore be heard, or at least their weight could be felt as the container was moved around, but they could not be seen or touched directly. Considered in this way, neither type of figure was capable of producing religious or magical agency until it was combined into particular relationships by the process of ritualisation. It was the ritualised assemblage which offered an overlapping and complex series of potential relational experiences between its components and from which agency of a particular form ultimately emerged.

I do not mean to suggest by this that ritual itself has agency or the capacity to determine or distinguish between religious strategies that are traditional or magical. Rather I posit that the type of agency afforded by different ritualised activities depends upon the multiple, varied, and unique relationships afforded by ritualised assemblages in their entirety. In this way, a bone, flour, and milk poppet could be substituted for an Argei figure without rendering the ritual on the bridge immediately magical for those who, as onlookers, experienced and understood it in relation to their distal knowledge of Roman religion and the ritualised significance of throwing anthropomorphic figures into the river (although it remains possible that the real-world possibilities of this happening were constrained by distal knowledge which dictated the type of figure that was deemed appropriate). However, its own materialness would have altered the proximal experiences on offer to those who were themselves components within the ritualised assemblage as opposed to distal onlookers. Its material qualities would have produced proximal religious knowledge that was subtly different from that which resulted from a performance of the ritual in which they engaged with a bundle of rushes shaped into human form, but it nevertheless did not automatically cause this to become rationalised as a magical rite since the other components and the ritualised action that brought them together remained the same. Swapping the figures merely afforded different sensory experiences and forms of material engagement that could continue to be cognitively rationalised in relation to the wider relational assemblage. The same holds true when we reverse this imaginary situation: a rush effigy would have produced a very different proximal experience of a ritualised assemblage seeking to bind and condemn another person, but on its own it was incapable of determining whether that experience should be rationalised in relation to magical or religious agency.

Divinity

Understanding the incorporation of the thingliness of divinity into the assemblages formed in relation to the fountain of Anna Perenna is, as it was before, perhaps our most difficult task. As with the other components of these ritualised assemblages that have already been discussed, it is evident that rituals described or categorised as religious and/or magical shared commonalities in the ways in which they brought divine things into each assemblage and the role of their consequent affective qualities in making particular sorts of difference to the world. At the fountain of Anna Perenna there is, for instance, evidence for the inclusion of the titular deity herself, as well as the nymphs who were connected with her, but also Abraxas, and perhaps Christ too. The archaeological evidence indicates that there was no concerted attempt to diminish Anna Perenna’s connection with the fountain once it began to become a focus for binding rituals, either by removing or defacing the three inscriptions which directly proclaimed her divine presence and connection with the same waters that were to be used for the deposition of curse tablets and other defixiones. It is therefore probable that each ritualised assemblage that was formed in association with the fountain included one (or more) of these divine things and that part of the process through which that happened involved the pre-determined intentions of the human component(s). After all, the material affordances of water could affect divinity more generally, without the need to pin it down to a single identifiable figure, meaning that the fountain continued to be a place at which a range of experiences of divine thingliness might be incorporated by the human mind into a ritualised assemblage.

Importantly, in light of the investigation of divinity in the previous chapter, it would appear that a cult statue did not feature within any of the ritualised assemblages that formed in relation to the fountain, whether the agency these produced was rationalised as broadly religious or more specifically as magical. Any attempt to distinguish between these forms of ritualised behaviour with reference to the inclusion or exclusion of a central anthropomorphic divine focal point is therefore impossible. Indeed, this observation supports the arguments I have made previously about divine thingliness not always taking anthropomorphic material form, nor necessarily being experienced, perceived, and interpreted with reference to anthropocentric ideas. Perhaps, as suggested then, and as hinted earlier when considering the role of water in the creation of senses of place, the presence of water at the fountain itself afforded the divine component of different ritualised assemblage; Anna Perenna was after all intimately connected with water in the Roman imagination (Wright 2019). In this case, divine affordances might have manifested through the capacity of water to receive and at least partially or temporally conceal offerings of all types, be they votive or otherwise.

Divine thingliness consequently brings us immediately back to the issue of distinguishing between experiences that might be categorised (by modern scholars) or rationalised (by ancient practitioners) as exclusively magical or religious. Not only is it difficult to ascribe to the fountain the presence of a particular deity or supernatural being, but the presence of water with its continuous, yet dynamic material qualities suggests that it may be entirely misguided to attempt to do so. The fountain in the modern Piazza Euclide, and the ritual activities which occurred there in late antiquity, might have incorporated Anna Perenna herself, but may equally and perhaps contemporaneously have incorporated Abraxas or other unknown types of divinity. In each case, however, water may have manifested the affective qualities of each of those otherwise differently conceived divine components.

From assemblages to agency to knowledge: magic proves the rule

Addressing each of the main types of components within the various assemblages that formed in relation to ritualised activities at the fountain of Anna Perenna is necessary for understanding the multiplicity of potential affordances that might come to the fore at different moments or as part of different ritualised performances. The investigation of these components has drawn attention to the relational aspects of these things with other things, most notably the relationship between the sensing human body and the materialness of place, objects, and divinity, but also between place and divinity. Significantly, reassembling these assemblages in such a way as to foreground these complex relationships, rather than emphasising one component at the expense of others, reveals that just like religion, magic did not involve, and could never offer, a consistent experience or indeed exist as a single form of agency. Material affordances within differently composed assemblages nuanced and textured the experience of ritualised action, meaning that the agency resulting from an assemblage that was formed in relation to the otherwise constant locational and divine affordances of the fountain but featuring a lead curse tablet, was related to but, crucially, produced differently from that which was configured with a defixione and poppet. That is not the same as suggesting that there was inherently magical agency trapped within a lead tablet, and that this was different from that inherent within a poppet. There certainly were inherent material qualities that might be afforded by a lead tablet that differed from those of a poppet, but the result of the relationships that these afforded when they were part of a ritualised assemblage was never dependent upon on anything being fundamentally magical in nature (whatever that might actually mean). The same affordances (e.g. softness, malleability, weight) might work with those of other things to produce alternative forms of agency when combined in different configurations by the process of ritualisation.

Evidence for the ways in which the deposition of lamps and coins produced different experiences of religious agency that may or may not have been rationalised as a specifically magical strategy is harder to identify and interpret, since the processes of material engagement that their incorporation into ritualised assemblages involved are far less certain. Nevertheless, it might reasonably be expected that the same process held true, in that the ritual gestures and inclusion of different experiences of divine thingliness along with an object (or objects) and the body and mind of the practitioner produced a form of agency that was rationalised as magical but experienced in a different way from the assemblages associated with the deposition of a curse tablet or container (with or without poppet).

In summary, however, it can be suggested that assemblages produced magical agency which, like other forms of religious agency, was experienced in diverse, highly proximal ways in the context of a broader set of shared distal ways of understanding the world. As such, it really was a case of ‘everybody talking at once’ (Gordon 1999, p. 163, emphasis added), their lived experiences shared and to some extent overlapping as much as they always remained distinct. Plural and individualised forms of lived religion were thus produced and experienced in relation to the fountain of Anna Perenna, but those that were rationalised in relation to specifically magical knowledge were not dependent on human agency or the use of particular spells. Even more significantly, since magic involved multiple strategies embedded within a broader set of religious understandings of the world, there was therefore no single form of magic. At the same time the corollary must also hold true: there was no single form of religion either.

Conclusions

One of the aims of this chapter to was to spotlight questions concerning the relationship between magic and wider religious strategies for making a difference within the ancient world, and to suggest that assemblage theory could help to resolve these, not by producing clearer definitions of ‘magic’ and ‘religion’ but by focusing more closely on the relationship between them. By examining the material remains from the fountain of Anna Perenna in this context, I have been able to argue that as forms of agency magic and religion were produced in the same way and as a consequence are better understood as proximal shades of the same set of broad distal understandings of the world. Magic, I propose, was a proximal experience of lived ancient religion that was positioned in relation to a broader distal collection of religious knowledge in much the same way as can be seen for votive cult and other lived religious experiences. What is more, we should not be surprised to find that ancient lived religion and ancient lived magic operated in the same way and might be difficult to distinguish beyond the level of the individual. This is not simply because they shared a ritualised context, but because of the common process by which ritualised assemblages produce agency.

It can therefore be concluded on a more general level that it was not the presence of something inherently ‘magical’ that produced ancient religious knowledge that was rationalised with reference to ideas about magic, but the particular ritualisation of an assemblage that activated some, but not other, potential material affordances of the components of which it was formed. Together the relationships that emerged resulted in changes to the world that were experienced in both proximal and distal terms and subsequently interpreted most frequently as religious, on occasion as magical, and perhaps sometimes even as an undifferentiated combination of both (e.g. tossing a coin into the fountain for good fortune without explicitly aligning that action with any wider narrative or explanatory framework). It therefore becomes easier to understand why magic could be presented in ancient discourse as an illegitimate form of religion if people chose to do that in order to achieve particular social, cultural, political, or other ends, because the fundamental processes at play in producing both were so closely entwined.

The other primary aim of this chapter was to re-assemble the assemblages at the heart of ritualised practices by considering all of the primary types of assemblage component that might be associated with a single case study, rather than singling one out for more detailed attention. The discussion presented above has thereby illustrated the extent to which the components of assemblages were both multiple and overlapping. Sense of place, discrete types of object, water, divinity, and human bodies of all types moved in and out of varying arrangements, some of them recurring several times whilst others remained unique to certain temporal-specific lived experiences. What has become especially clear is how difficult it is to examine the thingliness of objects without incorporating the thingliness of bodies, for instance, and how all components must be contextualised in relation to their role in the production of place as well as its subsequent recursive affordances for lived experience. It is through an understanding of these mixed-up and overlapping complexities of relational assemblages, therefore, that we can begin to glimpse a new way of conceptualising the intimate relationship between the practice of religion and that of magic in the ancient world.

In the brief examples presented here, place, object, bodies, and divinity combined consistently over the course of several hundred years, with only minimal variations, and when they did so they did not always result in the same outcome. This was partly because of the different arrangement of components within each assemblage and how that led to the development of particular material relationships, and partly because different ritualised action caused each of these assemblages to form and thus enabled different potential affordances to come to the fore. As can be seen, these two factors were also closely entwined and dependent upon one another, making it impossible to identify one as a single determining factor. It was, therefore, the very ritualisation of an assemblage and the relationships that the components of that assemblage might form that was essential. In this way, magic operated exactly like religion.

It has not been my aim to redefine magic by adding yet another new definition to an already overflowing pot of options, nor has it been my intent to argue for a specific way of approaching it as either an emic or etic category. Instead, I hope to have shown that the wider approach that I have adopted throughout this book for the exploration of religion also offers a useful way of exploring particular aspects of what consequently becomes a much more loosely defined field of ancient religion, comprising as it did individual lived experiences. Many archaeological studies prefer to adopt an explicitly etic approach to magic, defining it in a particular way before assuming that it can subsequently be identified archaeologically. To a certain extent this is both logical and practical: how else can we decide what to include in our analysis if we do not first set some parameters? But as this chapter reveals, thinking about materialness, thingliness, assemblages, and ritualisation can lead to new ways of approaching materia magica that are neither fully emic nor etic but which allow its thingly components to speak for themselves without us needing to impose such parameters.






8 Conclusion

Throughout this book I have argued that temporary and situationally specific relationships between human and more-than-human things were crucial for the performance and experience of Roman religion as lived, and for the subsequent production of both distal and proximal forms of religious knowledge. Using a series of self-contained yet complementary case studies, I have sought to demonstrate that the significance of lived religion can only be fully appreciated when we adopt a much more material-centred posthumanist approach to ancient ritualised practice and reframe religion as the product of a complex relational world of things. This means asking questions not only about what people did with material things as part of their religious ritual experiences, but also about what those material things did to people and their experiences in return.

In order to do this, I drew upon new materialist theories concerning assemblages and the thingliness of things which posit that all things, including humans, exist within a flat ontological state whereby their mutual status as things means that they all have the potential to afford action, but only when combined with each other. That is to say that humans and other more-than-human things, including objects, raw materials, the natural environment, animals, and divinities, share a fundamental thingliness as potentially affective entities in their own right. In this way, each thing offers to others a distinctive range of potential qualities, any number of which may or may not become foregrounded when those things become configured, or assembled, in certain ways. The qualities made available by each of these things can affect, and in return be affected by, the mutual qualities of other things.

As a result of these vibrant properties and dynamic yet non-hierarchical relationships, it becomes possible to understand how ways of being in the world, including those that are perceived to relate to religion, are determined as much by the material affectiveness of the world as by human intentionality. This is because humans are unable to act alone: even if, in contrast to many (although not all) other things, humans possess conscious intentions they are incapable of acting upon those without engaging with the materialness of the physical world of which they are themselves a part. A person may, for instance, intend to perform an animal sacrifice, but they cannot do so without engaging with the materialness of an animal victim, as well as a set of other material things that enable the ritualised death of that creature to come about. When human and more-than-human things are bundled together into assemblages, then, some of their potential affective qualities can combine in order to make a perceivable difference to the world. These differences are more commonly described using the term ‘agency’ which, in turn, can therefore be understood to be a relational property rather than an autonomous force. Agency emerges when things form relationships; it is not an independent property that can be possessed by, ascribed to, or somehow inherent within one thing alone. Adopting this standpoint, which emphasises the relational qualities of things and the role of those qualities in producing agency, makes it easier to understand how the material world can offer to human experience opportunities and potentials that extend beyond the representational or symbolic. It consequently makes our approaches to the study of antiquity considerably less anthropocentric and allows the material world to become an equal partner in both human and more-than-human ways of being.

Assemblages responsible for the production of agency can form in any number of situational contexts and circumstances (indeed, we are all part of multiple assemblages at all times, including as I write this and you read it), but those which have been of special interest to me in this study of Roman religion are those which were stimulated by ancient ritualised actions. In these cases, the process of ritualisation may itself have been prompted by existing forms of cultural knowledge concerning ways of acting in the world that might be understood to make particular types of difference to it that were categorised in relation to ‘religion’: performing a sacrifice, dedicating a votive offering, making an anthropomorphic figurine, or as I stated earlier, shared knowledge that the gods need sacrifices, a promised gift will secure an agreement, divine will must be determined, and so on. Under these circumstances, the agency produced by an assemblage which coalesced in a ritualised context, and the vibrancy of relations between its thingly components that ritualisation specifically prompted, was perceived as making a difference to the world which was subsequently rationalised and described as religious. In turn, this difference-making action was effectively experienced as lived religion. Religion as lived consequently involved proximal sensory, embodied, and cognitive engagements with material things that ritualisation caused to be experienced in particular ways, at the same time as its effects were also rationalised in relation to more broadly shared distal forms of religious knowledge.

Reassembling Roman religion

To test these ideas in relation to religion in Roman Italy, the chapters of this book have spotlighted a series of case studies focused on some of the different types of things that may have been brought together as part of the ritualised assemblages that produced Roman lived religion. These things were examined under the broad headings of place, objects, bodies, and divinity before being reassembled as part of an investigation of the role of ritualised assemblages in the production of one specific proximal experience of religion commonly described as magic. What these case studies reveal is that the material world was deeply embedded within Roman lived religion in ways that have until now been under-appreciated.

Where once the elaborate architecture of monumental sanctuaries was viewed entirely through the lens of the material representation of power (both mortal and divine) and as a material backdrop against which pre-formed religious ideas were performed and communicated, the materially informed approach to movement around these sanctuaries that was adopted in Chapter 3 revealed that multiple but not necessarily competing experiences of religious place were possible. Rather than communicating a single message about the divine (or for that matter members of the local human community), the sanctuary as religious place offered individuals an opportunity to produce their own highly personal religious knowledge. Sanctuaries must therefore be reframed as offering particular locational qualities to complex time-space events or assemblages through which a host of proximal forms of knowledge concerning religion could be produced. Similarly, in Chapter 4 the reconfiguration of cult objects as things that participated equally in ritualised activities, rather than merely existing as sometimes clichéd symbols of ritual or priestly authority, demonstrated not only the crucial role that the qualities offered by material things might play in producing proximal forms of religious knowledge, but also how those lived experiences might be entwined with wider dialogues concerning Roman religion as a distal or shared form of knowledge. Even within ritualised activities that involved public performances there was space for a plurality of personal lived experiences. Rather than undermining or calling into question the principles of Roman religion, these individualised experiences brought about by very particular instances of material engagement were shown to underpin and sustain distal forms of religious knowledge, offering a means through which individuals could situate themselves within a wider religious world.

Chapter 5 continued to build on these arguments by using one particular category of evidence to explore more closely how the thingliness of objects and the thingliness of the human body might interact in the production of ways of being in the world that involved religion. Here I used anatomical votives to argue that the blurring of boundaries between bodies of different thingly form could enact human-divine relationships in very specific and highly personal ways. The example of votive cult also reinforces how communal forms of knowledge concerning religion in Roman Italy might be produced and sustained in dialogue with individual lived experiences. These relationships between divinity and mortal humans were explored further in the following chapter, in which I problematised the concept of divinity as an entirely intangible thing and sought to establish how the divine might engage with, and be engaged by, other components within a ritualised assemblage. By investigating the thingly qualities of both anthropomorphic statues and non-anthropocentric manifestations of divinity in the form of divine partibility and the manifestation of divine qualities within the natural world, Chapter 6 presented alternative ways in which the matter of the gods might form relationships with other things.

Finally, in Chapter 7, the value of these approaches to the relational thingliness of assemblages was assessed in relation to both the multiple components of a very specific assemblage – the finds from the fountain of Anna Perenna at Rome – and a much wider debate concerning the relationship between religion and magic. Reassembling the material things from the fountain and assessing the ways in which ritualisation combined them in order to produce agency made it possible to suggest that ancient magic should be understood as a form of proximal religious knowledge resulting from individualised ‘in the moment’ assemblages, rather than an distinct category of action that existed in opposition to religion.

As a result of these case study analyses it can be concluded that we must revise our understandings of lived Roman religion quite substantially to acknowledge that it was as embedded within the material world and the engagements that it afforded as all other ways of being were (and, for that matter, still are). Religious knowledge was, therefore, predicated on what people came to recognise as religion because of their lived experiences of the agency affected by ritualised acts that were part of a fully material and thingly world. Roman religion can therefore be explained as comprising a collection of highly personal ways of being in the world, encompassing hugely varied yet complementary lived experiences generated by engagement with other things in the course of ritualised activities. The proximal forms of knowledge that this prompted were nevertheless continually framed by a mutually reflexive relationship with the less diverse and less temporally shifting set of distal forms of religious knowledge that were collectively understood to represent ‘Roman religion’.

I noted at the outset that it was never my intention that this book provide a comprehensive survey, and it has of course not been possible for me to explore how these ideas relate to every (known) facet of Roman religious practice. The reader will also inevitably have found some substantial gaps in my coverage of both time and space, even within the relatively confined and self-imposed parameters of central Roman Italy. Yet when we remember that one of the consequences of the ‘being in the world’ that comes with our humanity means that every aspect of lived ancient religion involved engagement with the mutually affective qualities of the thingliness of places, objects, bodies, and divinities (and the many things that fall under each of those headings), the potential application of the arguments presented here to how we understand religion in posthumanist terms as an embedded phenomenon of the ancient world more generally should be evident. Indeed, it has been my aim here to demonstrate that religion is always more than a set of ideas; it is something that people and things do together, something which is performed into existence by the changes that are made when things engage with one another under particular circumstances, in this case those involved in ritual action. It is simply not possible to do religion of any sort without people being part of a non-hierarchical assemblage of mutually affecting things, and doing religion was what millions of Roman people did on a daily, weekly, monthly, and annual basis as part of their culturally informed ways of acting in the world. Only a small minority of ancient Romans wrote about religion or sought to intellectualise or rationalise it, and even they also did religion and engaged with the material world in the process. They too were embedded as embodied thingly beings in a material world, and the ‘Roman religion’ they purport to describe could only ever be based on a combination of distal forms of knowledge and their own proximal knowledge derived from lived experience. In sum, I propose that if we are to ever get to grips with the big questions about what religion is, how and why religions change, and why religion even matters to people in the first place, it is high time that investigations of ancient ritual practice and of ancient religion as lived find ways to loosen the roots of their assessments from within fragmentary textual discourse concerning distal religious knowledge and endeavour to make their assessments increasingly posthuman in nature. Taking proper account of the thingliness of things offers us a starting point.

Ritualised assemblages and religious change

Overarching mechanisms of religious change have not been of direct concern to me in this book, but the arguments I have presented for understanding religion as the constantly becoming product of assemblages of things suggests that there may be grounds for exploring these issues further. Paying attention to the thingliness of things, and especially to the ways in which things become configured and reconfigured within assemblages, creates an opportunity to test out some especially original ways of approaching much older questions concerning religious change. The material thingliness of divinity explored in Chapter 6, for example, drew on evidence that effectively moved backwards in chronological time over the course of the chapter. Beginning with cult statues familiar from the imperial period, it ended with an examination of the role of water as a long-term component in the ritualised assemblages of pre- and early Roman Italy. In part this was a consequence of the availability of appropriate evidence, but it remains possible that this evidence was available (or unavailable) precisely because the materialness of divinity and the human-divine relationships that it afforded did change over time.

This hints at something that there has not been space to explore more fully in the present work: the ways in which assemblages might form in different ways at different times, even in relation to the same broadly ritualised context, and not just because of the temporally specific presence of the unique qualities of an individual human thing. Chapter 6 evidences very well how relationships with divinity could, and certainly did, change across the centuries, even when those changing relationships were evidently not prompted by any significant alteration in distal knowledge concerning religion. In other words, a major change in distally perceived and communally shared ideas about ‘the gods’ need not always happen in order for lived experiences of engagement with them to differ: Apollo might manifest in one location as a cult statue and in another as the healing properties of water without first requiring any long-term conceptual or narrative changes. Changing relationships may also have been brought about by alterations in material forms caused by factors entirely unconnected with ritual, such as the availability of new raw materials, technological developments, and even changes in the degree to which particular forms of object or their material composition were fashionable or desirable. With some further investigation this could, for example, offer a more theoretically sustained way of considering the currently unexplained emergence and subsequent decline in popularity of terracotta anatomical votives between the late fourth and first century BCE (see Chapter 5).

Looked at another way, it might be possible to use the arguments presented in this book to better understand how distal forms of knowledge were subject to change as a result of the gradual but continuous generation of multiple new forms of proximal knowledge. That is to say that lived religion was constantly becoming, it was dynamic and ever-changing, and even if wider, more distal understandings of how Roman religion worked appeared to be more fixed, the emergence of elective cults, the incorporation of new deities and localised cults into the empire, and the eventual adoption of Christianity demonstrate that it was also susceptible to change. Distal religious knowledge certainly appeared more fixed than proximal religious knowledge, but it was never entirely static. Much larger and more substantial change processes might therefore be detectable at a proximal scale before they become perceivable on a much grander, distal one. After all, as the constituent assemblages that produce proximal religious knowledge undergo constant change, so must the distal assemblage to which they contribute inevitably also be reshaped by these experiences. Thinking about Roman religion as a set of interlinked, thin-walled, dynamic assemblages also suggests that when it comes to change, individual experience grounded in lived reality might be more powerful than doctrine or the adoption of new cultural scripts.

Assemblage theory may therefore offer a way of understanding religious change in important new ways, emphasising the role of the ordinary person in sustaining and changing their religious worlds but without needing to identify those changes as the consequence of human intentionality or active individuation. Rather than expecting to be able to identify major moments of change, or individuals responsible for intentionally introducing new practices or ideas (or, for that matter, suppressing them), assemblage theory offers a perspective on ancient religion that reveals its organic, dynamic nature. It highlights the extent to which religion was never entirely fixed but constantly vibrating at a low level, always in the process of becoming, while simultaneously allowing the potential impact of personal lived religion to be better observed and assessed as something that was meaningful on a much more substantial scale.

Ritualised assemblages and identity

Another question yet to be fully addressed is how assemblage theory might contribute towards our understandings of the role of lived religion in the enactment of different forms of identity. Examination of the personal experiences of camilli and the flamen Dialis in Chapter 4 drew attention to some of the ways in which the engagement with certain things as part of ritualised action might create or affirm a particular sense of identity, both in relation to the immediate religious context and, as demonstrated especially by the camillus holding an acerra, with reference to their position within the wider social world. One aspect of the theoretical standpoint advanced in this book that has the potential to be especially valuable, then, is the way in which it prompts us to focus on individuals – perhaps not named and identifiable individuals, but undoubtedly certain types of individualised experience (this is something which of course lies at the heart of other work on lived ancient religion, e.g. Albrecht et al. 2018). In turn, this opens up new avenues of enquiry concerning the consequences of ancient lived religion, making it possible to ask questions about how and when this may have contributed to the emergence, maintenance, adoption, reworking, or loss of particular forms of identity. By way of example, I would like to briefly highlight gender identities and make some suggestions about how ancient ritualised assemblages might produce forms of knowledge that related not only to religious ways of acting and being but also those connected with other personal ways of being in the world.

As the votive offerings examined in Chapter 5 suggest, the things that were involved in the dedicatory process contributed to producing knowledge concerning people’s understanding of themselves and their place in the world. For some votive things this experience might be extended to questions concerning the relationship between religion and gender. Examining the role of objects (if not things) in the enactment of gender identities is of course not a new idea. Marie Louise Stig Sørensen (2000, pp. 81–2), for example, has described how objects ‘did not simply reflect gender differences but were also discursively involved in the creation and (re)interpretation of difference’. She notes, much as I have in earlier chapters, that material things are affective, going on to stress that ‘they are partners to the construction of gender, as they provide forceful, partially sublimated, messages about importance, contribution, roles, and effect. They influence the ways we see ourselves and the roles and rights we presume access to’ (Sørensen 2000, p. 79). This is something that might be detected in the interactions between votive dedicators and discrete types of offering, including those which acted as material proxies for male and female genitalia and generative organs such as the uterus, but also for the often connected category of swaddled infants (Figure 8.1).

These sometimes life-size models of young infants offered similarly complex affordances to those of other anatomical forms in the way in which their material qualities could be sensed as a dissonant blurring of the boundaries between their existence as real infants and models of infants. They resembled babies and made the dedicator’s body move as if they were holding an infant, but they did not sound, move, feel, or smell like babies (for a full discussion, see Graham 2017a). In addition to contributing to the production of religious knowledge concerning rites of passage surrounding infancy, experiences of engagement with these infant votives as things may also have produced particular forms of gendered identity, by which I mean gendered identity that extended beyond merely male and/or female to the layers within that: in this case as mother, first-time mother, mother who had experienced multiple miscarriages, but also as father, first-time father, wet nurse, caregiver, and so on. We might consider, for instance, a woman carrying into a sanctuary a “baby” that both was and was not her baby at the same time, laying it down or passing it over, and then leaving it behind. These thingly experiences may have produced and affirmed her religious knowledge concerning dedications made on behalf of young infants, but they may also have worked to construct her gendered identity as a mother. These embodied gestures, and her engagement with the thingliness of the sanctuary location and votive model, marked the culmination of her actions over previous months during which she guided the body of the infant into the wider world through repeated daily acts of swaddling and re-swaddling, activities which were performed only by women who were mothers (or caregivers). Through all of these embodied movements and the final ritualised act of dedication, she therefore performed her own gender identity as a mother into being (see also Carroll 2019).

[image: Figure 8.1]

Figure 8.1 Terracotta votive figurines depicting infants in swaddling bands from Vulci, Porta Nord (Etruria), probably second century BCE. Left: inv. 59759, height 47.5 cm; right: inv. 59760, height 54 cm.

Photo: De Agostini Picture Library/A. Dagli Orti/Bridgeman Images.

Relatedly, we might think more carefully about the experiences of adult men in these same ritualised assemblages, and how engagement with the material form and sensory affordances of these dedications could also enact their identity as fathers. That is, as Roman fathers who were perhaps less familiar with the hands-on work of infant care, of holding very small babies, and who may not have detected the ambiguities of the terracotta thing as starkly as those who had been more intimately involved in the living infant’s care. Paying closer attention to the thingliness of the bodies incorporated into ritualised assemblages, not only in terms of their sensory and kinaesthetic capacities but as fully embodied people who brought embodied memories and expectations into that assemblage with them, might therefore make it possible to identify gender as both an important contributor to, and a product of, this sort of ritualised material engagement. This points, therefore, to the much wider possibilities that the re-materialisation of ritualised assemblages can open up in terms of how we make sense of ancient lived experiences.

To sum up, then, this book has sought to demonstrate not only what can be gained by re-materialising Roman lived religion and putting material things back into our analyses as things that are as significant as humans, but also how this might practically be achieved through the application of posthumanist theoretical concepts already widely accepted within archaeological studies of other periods. It is hoped that, in turn, the application of these concepts to a rich set of evidence provided by case studies from Roman contexts will contribute to the continued development and refining of the discourse surrounding posthumanist and specifically new materialist approaches to the thingliness of things. Indeed, these concepts can and should be pushed much further, both within and outside the confines of Roman archaeology. It is anticipated that future studies will critique and build constructively on the examples that have been examined here, which by necessity place their focus on individual places, objects, bodies, and divinities in order to investigate more complex assemblages in which the qualities of networks of places, multiple objects, whole communities of bodies, and a host of divinities may have been available for the production of religious agency. This multiplicity of things has been touched upon in the chapters presented here when considering the different senses of place available at sanctuary locations, the range of things with which individuals might interact during public sacrifices, the many hundreds of votive offerings deposited at a single location, the diversity that abounded amongst the divine, and the number of subtly varied things that were incorporated in the production of proximally experienced magical agency in relation to a single fountain. The next step, having broken this process down to reveal the fundamental thingly relationships that underpinned Roman lived religion, is to challenge ourselves to re-complicate these assemblages once again and to start inspecting with renewed vigour the truly vibrant relationships that existed between multiple places, objects, bodies, and divinities when ritualisation bundled them together.
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anatomical votives: affectivity of 131, 133; affordances of 31, 121–2, 131; agency produced by 116, 131–2; of animals 134–5; bodily fragmentation and 116; bronze 113; capacity to affect others and be affected by them 116, 120–3, 127; confidence from 132; at curative springs 167; dedicating 109–13, 119–20, 123–6, 161, 194; definition of 112; deposition of 38; disability or physical impairments indicated by 64, 116; dividuality of 123–4, 162; the divine and 162–3, 191; emergence and decline in popularity of 206; at Fontanile di Legnisina altar shrine 138; in Gravisca sanctuary 137–8; vs. Greek stone relief carvings 113; historical period of 112; Hughes on ritual space created by 124; human-animal hybridity and 116; intentional grouping of 137–8; intervention sought by 123; lived religion produced by iii, 116–17, 124, 139; material affordances of 126–7; material engagement with 111, 192; materialness of 31, 117, 131, 191–2; vs. miniature metal sheet votives at Catholic shrines 113; moulds for 113; ontologies of 124; at Pantanacci cave 109–11, 111, 118–19, 124–7, 169; as pars pro toto proxy 162; personhood and 116; in petitioning or thanking the divine for intervention 112, 114, 123–4; photographs of 31, 114, 117; physicality of 31; as a proxy 16, 31–2; religious agency produced by 31, 117, 122–4, 126–7, 131–2, 139, 191–2, 195; religious knowledge produced by 117; representational role of 31–2, 113, 121–3; in ritualised assemblages 117, 120, 122, 124, 126–7, 137–9, 162; scholarly interpretation of 113–16; sensory experience of 31–2, 118–23, 126, 131, 192; situational context of 32; sizes of 113; thingliness of 120–4, 126, 132, 139; use of, Hughes on differences in 113; see also terracotta anatomical votives

aniconism 157, 161–2

Aniene River 53

animals: affordances of 30; anatomical votives of 134–5; human-animal hybrids 116, 124; internal organs of 127–8; materialness of 201–2; miniature figurines of 133–4; as more-than-human thing 11; thingliness of 85, 201; see also animal sacrifices

animal sacrifices: affordances of 85; in Arch of the Argentarii sculpted reliefs 77–81, 78–80; bone from 193; on Compital altar scene 22–5, 23; flute player at 83; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 57, 65–6; human agency in 85; incense boxes in scenes of 91; instrumenta sacra used in 82–5; in lived religion 86; mola salsa at 82; at Pantanacci cave 110; photograph of marble relief showing 84; relational assemblages at 83; religious agency of 83–6; religious knowledge produced by 22–5, 85–6; ritualised assemblages in 16, 81–2, 86; scholars on practicalities of 8; traditional scholarly approach to 84–5; wine at 82–3

animism 164

animists 164, 171

Anna Perenna: festival of 173, 183; in ritualised assemblages 196–7; sacred grove of 173, 184; water and 197

Anna Perenna fountain shrine 17, 173–8, 182–98

Aphrodite-Turan cult 137

apice (head-dress) 100

Apollo 152, 205

Appia, Via 50

Aquae Albulae 167

Ara Pacis Augustae frieze: camillus holding incense boxes on 88, 89–90, 92, 95, 97; galerus in 100–101, 100, 106

archaeological studies: of cult statues 142, 150, 152–3; of curse tablets 192; entanglement and 10; of incense boxes 94; material engagement and 10; of poppets 191–2; of religious agency 185; traditional scholarly approach to 4

archaeology: assemblages of artefacts in 33; classical 10–11; new materialist 11, 28, 32–3, 119–20; posthumanist 11, 209; spatial turn within 45; symmetrical 32; see also archaeological studies

architecture: at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 184; Coarelli on subordination of landscape to 57; and cult images as focal point of ritual activities 152; materialness and familiarity with 60; of monumentalised sanctuaries 50, 56, 60, 62–4, 203; pitch of ramps, standard on 62–4; religious knowledge from 45–6; of religious places 46, 50, 176; of simulated sacred groves 73

Arch of Constantine 92

‘Arch of Janus’ 77

Arch of the Argentarii sculpted reliefs 77–81, 78–80, 91–2, 93, 98, 99

arculum 107

Arezzo, Soffioni, curse tablets at 171

Argean ritual 1–7, 176, 194–6

Aricia: Casaletto terracotta statues of seated women 140–45, 141, 152–3, 155–6; Diana Nemorensis sanctuary 52, 72–3; map of 15

Artemis of Ephesus 157

Asclepieion 113

Asclepius 51, 67, 118, 123, 152, 158

Ashbrook Harvey, Susan 89

aspergillum 77, 80, 81, 99

assemblages: Aldhouse-Green on multivalence of items in 34; of artefacts in archaeology 33; Bennett on, as setting where things resonate 33; in constant state of becoming 33; definition of 33; divine agency produced by items in 164; Fowler on features of 33, 34; Hamilakis on ‘sensorial’ 34; magical 182, 186, 190–97, 199–200; movement of items into/out of 34; in place production 40, 45–6; in purification ceremonies 34–5; religious 13, 37, 39; situational context of 188, 202; temporary nature of 33, 35–6; wind in 148; see also relational assemblages; ritualised assemblages

assemblage theory: on affordances of items 34; on agency 33–6; as an analytical tool 36–7, 182; Cambridge Archaeological Journal’s special edition on 10; on lived religion 36; new materialism and 12; on relational agency 16, 33; on religious agency 36–7; on religious change 36, 206; on religious knowledge 36–7, 96

Augustus, emperor 98, 174

Aulus Gellius 99–101, 106

Aurelia, Via 50

Aurelian 174

Aurora 148

axes 52, 77, 80–81, 80, 82, 85–6




Babylonian figurines 97

Baiae thermal complex 170

Bailey, Douglass 24, 91, 96

balance 59, 94, 95

baskets 86–7

Bassani, Maddalena 165

Bath 185

belief: ‘antagonistic’ relationship between material things and 10; contemplating or discussing, in lived religion 12; Graf on individual 20; Hughes on votives and changing 113; McGuire on lived religion vs. institutionally-defined 19; prescribed and/or institutionally sanctioned 28; vs. religious knowledge 21; Whitehouse on generational transmission of 27

Bell, Catherine 37–8, 162

bells 181

Bendlin, Andreas 25

Bennett, Jane 33

Betts, Eleanor 169

Biehl, Peter 46

binding: rituals associated with 176, 184–5, 194, 196; of rush effigies 1, 6; spells for 176–7, 181, 184–5, 187, 191; or targeting another individual 190–92

bipedales 173

bipennis 82

bladder votives 112–13, 116, 127

Blänsdorf, Jürgen 174–5, 176, 189

bodies: affectivity of 195; affordances of 49, 122; agency over, through poppets 133; Anna Perenna fountain shrine’s assemblages and 190–96; at Argean ritual 6–7; composite 137; as default mode for the divine 160; dividuality of 123–4, 161–2; in do ut des arrangement 112, 123, 135; Driscoll on touch by 94; environment’s interrelationship with mind and 45; fragmentation of, into disparate parts 112, 113, 162; Hughes on ritual space created in 124; illness disrupting and disordering 132; interoception of 119; lived religion produced by 3, 116; in magical assemblages 186, 190–97; material affordances of 105, 110; materially informed approach to 203; materialness of 85; McGuire on, in practice and experience of religion 19–21; Merleau-Ponty on affecting the world 119; metaphorical ways of understanding the self 118; miniature proxies for, the divine and 133; in motion during ritual activities 48–9; mutual affectivity with votives 120; physicality of, and relationships with material things 20; proxy for 16, 122, 124, 190–91; relational assemblages of minds, more-than-human things, and 6–7; religious agency produced by 122–4, 126; religious knowledge produced by 111; replicability of 31; in ritualised assemblages 122, 191, 209; in Smith’s ‘here, there, and anywhere’ religion 26; thingliness of 17, 101, 104, 126, 190, 199, 209; see also kinaesthetic experiences; sensory experience

Boivin, Nicole 4, 163

bone, animal 193

bothroi 109

Bracciano, Lake 50, 152

breast votives 112–14, 137

Bremmer, Jan 145–6, 180

bronze anatomical votives 113

bronze figurines 112, 138, 168; see also copper-alloy figurines

bronze ink containers 188

bronze model, ‘Piacenza Liver’ 134–5

bronze statues 153, 158

bronze tablet 41, 42–3

bronze trulla 170

Bubastis 52

buckets (situla) 77, 80, 82

bucranium 77, 80, 99, 102

burnt offering sacrifice 41–4, 42–3, 86–7, 110




Cambridge Archaeological Journal 10

camillus: on Ara Pacis Augustae frieze 88, 89, 90, 92, 95, 97; balance of 95; at curiae rites 92, 93; holding and opening acerrae 88–98, 89, 90, 93, 105, 107–8, 132, 190; identity of 91–2, 97–8, 206; kinaesthesic experiences of 95; proprioception of 95; social status of 98

Campania: Baiae thermal complex 170; Capua, Mater Matuta sanctuary 143, 144, 153; map of 15; pottery from, in Anna Perenna’s shrine 174; Puteoli thermal complex 170

campo trincerato 54

Capracotta 41, 42–3

Capua 15, 143, 144, 153

Caracalla, emperor 77, 81

Carroll, Maureen 73, 172

Cassia, Via 50

catacomb lamps 174

Catholic shrines, miniature metal sheet votives at 113

cavea: axial relationship between altar, temple, and 73; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 57, 58, 59, 61; on Hercules Victor sanctuary 53; at Juno Gabina sanctuary, theatre 72, 74

cella 52, 54, 142

Celle 170

ceramics 109–10, 136, 138, 166, 168–70, 189

Ceres 41–4, 42–3, 46–8

charakteres of magical spells 175, 175, 184, 187

Chi Rho symbol 174

Christian late modern concepts of religion 18

chryselephantine sculptural techniques 158

Cicero 57, 65

cinerary urns 188

civic compromise model 25

civic religion: at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 183; elites involvement in 28; perpetuation of traditional religious authority by 27; public sacrifices in 36, 38; Smith on, as ‘there’ 25; traditional scholarly approach to 4, 9

Civita Castellana 170

Claudia Valeria, Via 50

Claudius Gothicus, emperor 92

Clements, Ashley 22

clothing: affordances of 104; difficulties of wearing correctly 103; of the flaminica Dialis 107; of the flaminicae 99, 101, 103–8; materialness of 103–4; religious agency produced by 103; sensory experience of, while sacrificing 102–8; in Terminalia festival 86–7; toga praetexta 99, 103; togas worn in capite velato 103–6, 108; veils 23, 77, 103–7; worn during sacrificing 23, 77, 101, 103–6

clunaculum 82

Coarelli, Filippo 56, 57, 62, 67

coins: at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 174, 177, 184–5, 190, 198–9; cult statues and 150; at curative springs 166–8; Elsner on cultural clichés used on 80; galerus depicted on 101; images of divine figures on 151; in Indian Hindu pot 34; in ritual activities involving water 168; at Vicarello 166, 168

collective memory 22

colonnades 61–2, 65–7, 69, 73

Column of Marcus Aurelius 92

Commodus 174

Compital altar, animal sacrifice scene 22–5, 23

Compitalia, woollen balls and dolls of 3

copper, rolled, with curse texts 174

copper-alloy figurines 169; see also bronze figurines

copper-alloy pot (caccabus) 174

copper tablets 174, 186

Corinth 113

corn 86–7

Crellin, R. J. 35

Cresswell, Tim 44

crustaceans 187

culter 82, 83, 85

cult images: affordances of 145, 172; aniconic, divinity aligned with 161–2; architecture and 152; on Arch of the Argentarii 77–81, 78–80; art historians on 152–3; as bodily extension of an idol’s personhood 153; on Compital altar 22–5, 23; encounters with 155–60; Estienne on terms used for 150; as ‘explicitly dynamic’ 80; in Greece, Gaifman on studies of 160–61; of Greek deities 150; lived religion and 81, 155–6; Lucian on looking inside 160; on nature of the divine 149–51, 153; in non-religious contexts 152; of popular deities 151–2; religious gaze with 154–5, 157–8; religious knowledge produced by 22–4, 156; in religious places 155–6; as a representation 150, 153; in ritualised assemblages 47, 153–6; socio-political exploitation of 151; temporality of 155; textual accounts of 150–51, 153; see also cult statues

cult implements (instrumenta sacra): affordances of 36, 82–3; agency produced by 82–3, 85; at animal sacrifices 82–5; in Ara Pacis Augustae frieze 88, 89; in Arch of the Argentarii sculpted reliefs 77–81, 78–80, 91–2; functions of 82; holding of, accepted ways of 95; lived religion and iii, 120; materialness of 81–2; new materialism on 82; new materialist approach to 82; at public sacrifices iii, 120; relational assemblages with 83; in religion production 81; religious agency produced by 108; religious knowledge produced by 82, 120; in ritualised assemblages 16, 81–2, 86, 108; in Temple of Divus Vespasian frieze 81, 102; traditional scholarly approach to 84–5

cult places 46; see also religious places

cults: Aphrodite-Turan cult 137; institutionalising 25; Mithraic 8, 27; perpetuation of traditional religious authority by 27; scholars on worship in 9; see also votive cults

cult statues: affordances of divinity for anthropomorphic 145; anointing of 157–8; archaeological studies of 142, 150, 152–3; coins and 150; deterioration or decay of 157, 160; dressing and undressing of 157–8; as embodiment of the divine 150, 153; as focal point for ritual activities 141, 152; garlands and gifts adorning 157–8; locations of 154; material affordances of 154, 157–8; materialness of 158–60; materials used for 152–3, 157–60; Mylonopoulos on permanent vs. temporary 153; offerings to 157–8; in processions 157; production of 154; relational assemblages with 158; religious agency produced by 194–5; replicability of 154; role of 153; in sanctuaries 142, 155; sensory experience with 157–8; situational context of 157; textual accounts of 150; thingliness of 158; as votives 150, 153; walking towards and away from 157; washing of 157; see also cult images

cups, miniature 169–70

Curbera, J. 191–2

curiae 2, 92, 93

curing vs. healing 132

curse tablets (defixiones): analyzing with conceptual framework of ‘religion’ 177; at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 174–5, 177, 182, 185–6, 188–90, 197; archaeological studies of 192; bound figures on 191–2; deposition of 188, 190; from Isis Panthea temple 181; material affordances of 190; at Mater Magna site 181, 188; photographs of 175; preparation of 189–90; in ritualised assemblages 198; Sánchez Natalías on metaphorical role of materials within texts of 188; sensory or embodied experience of making 181; at Soffioni site 171; as a strategy 182, 185; in water 188; writing on 38, 151, 175




damnationes 77

dance 48

Dea Dia sacred grove 72, 163

death, purification ceremonies after 35

De Balneis Puteolanis (Peter of Eboli) 170

de Cazanove, Olivier 116

dedications: using anatomical votives 109–13, 119–20, 123–6, 161, 194; at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 173–4, 176, 183; to cult statues 157; cultural knowledge in 202; depositing, grouping, or repositioning of 48; vs. depositing items into water 168; at Fontanile di Legnisina altar shrine 137; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 65; gestures of offerants at 143; of a grove to Ceres, bronze tablet on 41, 42; individual and communal experiences of 135–9; of infant votives 207–8; at Lagole di Calalzo 170; literacy and 167; at Mater Magna site 144; miniature metal sheet votives at Catholic shrines 113; of an offering, ritualisation in 38; at Pantanacci cave 109–13, 119–20, 123–6; separation and surrender process in 126

Demeter 140–45, 141, 152–3, 155–6, 156

Demetra 137

Diana Nemorensis sanctuary 52, 72–3

DiLuzio, Meghan 86, 92

Diocletian, column base of 92

Dionysius of Halicarnassus 1

disability and physical impairments 64, 116

distal, definition of 22

distal knowledge 22–4

distal religious knowledge: from animal sacrifices 85–6; changing 206; description of 22–4; do ut des arrangement and 135; fickleness of the divine expressed as form of 171; and Frankfurter on magic and Redfield’s traditions 26–7; magic and 195, 199; objects producing 108; proximal and 24–5, 40; ritualised activities and 38–9; sustaining 40; textual accounts of 205; in votive cults 123, 135–6

dividuality 123–4, 161–2

divination 135

the divine: addressing and naming 151; affectivity of 17, 147; anatomical votives and 162–3, 191; anatomical votives to 112, 114, 123–4; attributes of 151, 163; burning incense and presence of 88–9, 91; cult images on nature of 149–51, 153; direct visual expression of, material things as 10; dividuality of 123–4, 161–2; in do ut des arrangement 112, 123, 135; embodiment of, cult statues as 150; enchainment of 161; engagement with 38; expertise areas of 151; fickleness of, expressed as form of religious knowledge 171; ideals and virtues of 151; identity of 137, 151, 172; as individuals 149, 151; lived religion produced by 3, 145–6, 172; localised, disappearance of 152; in magical assemblages 186, 192, 196–7; materialness of 17, 157, 205; miniature body proxies and 133; as more-than-human thing 11; offerings to 110, 158; perceived or imagined presence of 37; personhood of 153–4, 161–2; placement of statues of non-divine with 143; political references to 151; presence of 17; representation of, cult images as 150; in ritualised assemblages 17, 145–9, 152–5, 160–61, 163, 197; Rüpke on 145, 149; sensory experience of 171–2; as social partners 154; thingliness of 145–9, 153, 156–7, 160–64, 196–8, 205; as things that are ‘not indisputably plausible’ 186; votives to 126, 131–2

divine agency 146–9, 154–5, 164

divine power 46, 146, 161–2, 171, 195; see also divine agency

‘divine surgery’ 123

divinity: affordances of 145–9, 153–4, 161–3; aniconic 161–2, 170; animism on 164; fetishism on 164; Gaifman on ‘spectrum of iconicity’ for 160; Hunt on ‘theological thinking’ on sacrality and 163; iconographic focalization on most popular 151, 153; imagined to possess a will, a purpose, desires, and intentions 149; imaging 149–53; incense boxes constructing 91; incorporation of new deities into pantheon of 206; lived experience of, from water 171; material affordances of 147–8, 158; materially informed approach to 203; from natural environment 163; partibility of 154, 161–2; permeability of 161–2, 169; in religious knowledge production 172; ritualisation and 163–4; role of, within religion 145; standardised and restricted 152; textual accounts of 150–51; thingly nature of 17, 37, 153–4; water and 163–71, 197; see also divine power

‘doctrinal’ mode of religiosity 27

doctrine 12, 21, 24, 206

dolabra 82

dolabrum 23, 85

domestic religion 13, 25, 86–7

Domitianic period 174

do ut des arrangement 112, 123, 135

Driscoll, Rosalyn 94




ear votives 112–13, 118, 137

Edlund-Berry, Ingrid 167

Egeria 52

Eidinow, Esther 180–81

eidōla 1

elites 6, 9, 28

Elsner, Jaś 37, 154–5

emotional response 20

enchainment 161

entanglement 10, 32

environment: affordances of 48, 75; divinity emerging from 163; impacts of, on society 5; interrelationship with bodies and mind 45; natural, as more-than- human thing 11; in ritualised assemblages 164; of sanctuaries 143; seasonal 41–4, 46, 48, 74–5, 184; thingliness of 201; see also place; spatio-temporal locations

epigraphic evidence: at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 173, 183, 196; on bronze tablet from Capracotta 41, 42–3; commemorating religious acts 151; on Compital altar scene 23; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 65; at Hercules Victor sanctuary 53; ‘miracle tales’ of Asclepius 123; religious knowledge associated with 22

epiphanic vision 154

epistemology 21

Esdaile, Katharine 101

Estienne, Sylvia 150

Etruria: Celle near Civita Castellana 170; Fontanile di Legnisina altar shrine 137–8; Gravisca sanctuary 137; map of 15; Porta Nord terracotta infant votives 208; terracotta infant votive offerings in 9; thermo-mineral water in 165; Vulci 137–8, 208

‘explicit’ bodily motion 48

extispicy 135

exverriator 35

eye votives 112, 114–15, 118, 118




Fahlander, Fredrick 38

Falerii Veteres 15, 134–5

favissae 109

feet votives: affordances of 31; in Gravisca sanctuary 137; interaction with 131; materialness of 31; at Pantanacci cave 125, 127; in Pantanacci cave reconstruction drawing 111, 125–6; photographs of 31, 125; physicality of 31; as proxy 31; scholarly interpretation of 115, 119; sensory experience of 31–2, 192; situational context of 32; thingliness of 126

Feldman, Cecelia 47

female genitalia models 137, 138, 207; see also uteri votives; vulvae votives

Feronia 54

fertility 3, 112, 123, 169

fertility rite 169

fertility votives 114; see also breast votives; phalli votives; uteri votives; vulvae votives

festival calendars (fasti): on a bronze table found in Capracotta 41, 42–3, 44; cult statues and 155; production of 151; religious knowledge associated with 24, 88

festivals 22, 24

Festus 1, 99

fetishism 164

figurative image magic 191

figurines: at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 173–4, 186; bronze 112, 138, 168; a ‘cheirotic approach’ to 97; copper-alloy figurines 169; engagement with 194; at Fontanile di Legnisina altar shrine 138; Langin-Hooper on Babylonian 97; in lead containers 186, 189, 191; as magical 191; Malafouris on, as representations or embodiment of deity 141–2; as manifesting the social and physical persona of the target 192; materialness of 191; metal, Italic sites of small 113; miniature 113, 114, 127, 130, 132–4; at Pantanacci cave 109–10, 132; PGM on placement in cinerary urns 188; in ritualised assemblages 194; rush effigies 1–6, 176, 194–6; votives 142, 144; see also poppets

fire: affordances of 87; curse tablets melting in 188; poppets melting in 191; in purification ceremonies 34–5; in Terminalia festival 86–7

flamines 1, 98–103, 100, 105–8, 120; see also galerus

Flaminia, Via 50, 173

flaminica 1, 107

flammeum 107

Floralia festival 41

Flower, Harriet 3

flute (tibicine) 30, 83, 103–4, 106

flute player (tibicen) 23, 24, 83, 84, 88, 103–4

Fontanile di Legnisina altar shrine 137–8

forearm and hand votives 114

Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 16, 52–3, 57–67, 58–61, 63–4, 71–4

Fortuna shrine at Gabii 51

Forum Boarium see Arch of the Argentarii sculpted reliefs

Forum Romanum, Temple of Divus Vespasian frieze 81, 102

fountains: Anna Perenna fountain shrine 17, 173–8, 182–98; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 66; in ritualised assemblages 66

Fowler, Chris 33, 34

Frankfurter, David 26–7

frankincense 88, 96

Fratres Arvales 72

Fregellae, map of 50

Fregellae sanctuary 51, 67, 74

Fucine, Lake 50

funerary urns 188




Gabii: Fortuna shrine at Gabii 51; Juno Gabina sanctuary 16, 51, 67, 71–5, 72; map of 15, 50

Gager, John 179–80

Gaifman, Milette 160–62, 170

galerus: affordances of 101, 120; albogalerus 101; apex on 98–102, 100, 105; apiculum on 98; in Ara Pacis Augustae frieze 100–101, 106; in Arch of the Argentarii sculpted reliefs 77–8, 98; birga on 98; definition of 82, 99; Esdaile on iconographic representations of 101; filium on 102; of flamen Dialis 100–101, 105–6, 120; material affordances of 101, 120; materialness of 101, 103, 106; offendices on 99–101, 100, 105; photographs of 99, 100; religious agency from 101, 103; religious knowledge produced by 82, 106; restrictions on wearing of 98; in ritualised assemblages 101, 106; sensory experience of 102, 105–6; as social status symbol 101; as symbol of office 82, 100–101; in Temple of Divus Vespasian frieze 102; Valerius Maximus on 100; vs. veils 105; wearing of 99–102, 105–7

Garigliano River 50

Gell, Alfred 153–4

gender 207–9

geographical studies 45

Geta 77

ghosts 2

Giannobile, S. 191–2

Gibson, James 11

Giontella, Claudia 166

glass 189

Glinister, Fay 103, 111

gods and goddesses see the divine

gold statues 152–3, 158

Gordon, Richard 151–2, 180

Graf, Fritz 20

Gravisca 15, 137–8

Great Tradition 26

Greece 113, 150, 160–61

Griffith, Alison 71

Grotta del Re Tiberio 169–70




Hamilakis, Yannis 33–4

hammers 82

hand votives: definition of 112; at Gravisca sanctuary 137; interaction with 131; in Pantanacci cave reconstruction drawing 111, 119, 125–6; as personal and communal 139; sensory experience of 119–23, 192; terracotta, picture of 114, 121; thingliness of 120

Hanson, J. A. 49

haruspex 135

Harvey, Graham 164

head votives 109, 137

heart votives 112–13, 127, 135

helmet, military 105

Hera-uni 137

Hercules 2

Hercules Victor sanctuary 53, 67, 71, 72, 74

‘here, there, and anywhere’ religion of Smith 25–6

Hippolytus 52

Hodder, Ian 10, 32

Holland, Louise 2, 6

Hollinshead, Mary 49, 59

Hölscher, Tonio 92

honeycomb 86–7

Houtman, Dick 10

Huet, Valérie 107

Hughes, Jessica 112, 113, 124

human agency: in animal sacrifices 85; Argean ritual and 6; in cult places 46; divine agency and 149; magical knowledge and 198; posthumanism on centrality of 10; religious agency and 184

human-animal hybrids 116, 124

humans: affectivity of imagination of 147; affordances of 11, 30; ankle’s angle of flexion 62; in assemblages 36; dedicatory gestures of offerants 143; in flat ontologies 32–3; materialness of 11, 29, 194; noise to ears of, in natural environments 75; thingly nature of 30, 40; see also bodies

human sacrifice 1–2

Hunt, Ailsa 74, 163–4




iconographic evidence: from altar scenes 23, 104; from Ara Pacis Augustae frieze 101; from Arch of the Argentarii 78; of capite velato 103; of cult statues 142–3, 151; of galerus 101; for incense box use 91–4, 97; of magical assemblages 192, 195; materialisation and 153; religious knowledge associated with 22–4; of social status of priesthood 80; of tibicines 23, 103–4; as visually clichéd 81

identity: of camillus 91–2, 97–8, 206; of the divine 137, 151, 172; of flamines 105; gender, and offerings 207–9; headwear and 106–7; Huet on rituals and 107; kinaesthesic experiences of 49; lived religion and 20, 206–7; as magic practitioner 184; new animism on 164; personal and communal forms of 107; place and the creative production of 45; as religion practitioner 184; religious gaze upon cult images and 154; ritualised assemblages and 206–7; role of the individual in religious practices and 19; in Terminalia festival experiences 87–8; in votive cults 123, 207–9; walking and 49

Ides of May 1–2, 6

idols 153–4; see also the divine

illness 20; see also disability and physical impairments

images incised into items from Anna Perenna fountain shrine 174, 175, 176, 187, 189–92; see also cult images

‘imagistic’ mode of religiosity 27

immaterial affordances 148

immateriality 162

immolatio of mola salsa 83

impasto and black-glazed vessels 109–10

‘implicit’ bodily motion 48

incense boxes (acerrae): affordances of 36, 94–7, 120, 186; agency of 148–9; at animal sacrifices 82–3; in Ara Pacis Augustae frieze 88, 89, 90, 92; archaeological studies of 94; in Arch of the Argentarii sculpted reliefs 77, 80–81, 80, 91–2, 93; camillus holding and opening 92, 93, 95–8, 107–8, 132, 190; closed vs. open 80, 92; contents of 88, 96; crafting of 190; feet on 92–4; with hinged lids 92; of ivory, metal, or wood 94–7; literary sources on 91; in lived religion 95, 98, 107; material affordances of 95–7, 120; materialness of 91, 96; in relational assemblages 95; religious knowledge produced by 82, 91, 94–8, 107; in ritualised assemblages 97–8, 107; in the Sala dei Filosofi 91; sensory experiences associated with 88–91, 95–7, 107–8, 190; shape of 92; size of 94; thingliness of 94–7; use of, evidence for 91–2

incubation rites 67

individualised experiences 88

individuality 20

individual/state religion dichotomy 25

individuation 19, 27, 206

infant votives 9, 119, 138, 207–9, 208

inhumation 188

inscriptions: on Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 173, 183, 196; on bronze tablet from Capracotta 41, 42–3; on Compital altar scene 23; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 65

intaglios 189

internal organ votives 113, 124, 127

interoception, sense of 119

Isis 52

Isis Panthea temple 181

Italy, map of 15

ivory statues 158




Jesus Christ, references to, in Anna Perenna fountain items 174–5, 182, 196

Journal of Roman Studies 8

jugs or pitchers (urcei) 77, 80, 80, 82, 98

Julia Domna 77

Julius Caesar, emperor 98

Juno 157

Juno Gabina sanctuary 16, 51, 67, 71–5, 72

Juno Sospita sanctuary 54–5, 66–7, 109; see also Pantanacci cave

Jupiter: flamin Dialis serving 1, 98–101, 103, 105–8, 120; flaminica Dialis serving 1, 107; statue of infant, at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 65

Jupiter Anxur 54, 67, 68

Jupiter Capitolinus, temple of 84




Kerres see Ceres

Kiernan, Philip 81

kinaesthesia 48–9, 57, 94

kinaesthesic experiences: at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 184; architecture and 70; of camillus while holding incense box 95; and divinity within ritual activities with cult images 156–7; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 16, 60–65; of identity 49; at Juno Gabina sanctuary 16; of religious places 48–50, 62; of sanctuaries 16, 50, 75; at tempio grande at Tarracina 16; thingliness of bodies and 209

kippah, Jewish 102

Knappett, Carl 11–12

knives 24, 30, 36, 77, 82–3, 99

Knott, K. 44

Kore 140–45, 141, 152–3, 155–6

kyathoi, miniature 174

Kyphi 88




ladle (simpuvium) 77, 82; see also simpula (ladle); simpulum (ladle)

laena (heavy woolen cloak) 99, 101

La Follette, Laetitia 80–81

Lago della Regina pool 167

Lagole di Calalzo 170

lamps 174, 177, 185–6, 198

Langin-Hooper, Stephanie 97

Lanuvium 15, 50

lares 95

La Rocca, Eugenio 94

Latina, Via 50

Latium: Diana Nemorensis sanctuary 52, 72–3; Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 16, 52–3, 57–67, 58–61, 63–4, 71–4; historical context of 14; Juno Gabina sanctuary 16, 51, 67, 71–5, 72; Juno Sospita sanctuary 54–5, 66–7, 109; Lanuvium 15, 50; Lavinium 134, 141, 142; location of 109; map of 15; Sanctuary of Thirteen Altars 134; tempio grande at Tarracina 54, 66–71, 68, 70, 74; terracotta statues of seated women from 141, 142; see also Aricia; Pantanacci cave

Lavinium 134, 141, 142

lead canisters 174, 182

lead containers 174, 186–92, 187

lead sheets, rolled 174, 187–8, 187

lead tablets 174, 175, 181–2, 186, 198

leg and foot votives 31–2, 31

Lemuria festival 2

Levene, David 148

libation 170

licor 23, 24

Life of Coriolanus (Plutarch) 144

Lipka, M. 151, 152

Liri River 50

literacy 151; see also epigraphic evidence; writing

Little Tradition 26

lituus 77–8, 82, 99

Lived Ancient Religion (LAR) project 8, 9, 19, 20

lived magic 192–3, 199

lived religion: activities in 12; affordances in 7; agency in 40, 98; anatomical votives generating iii, 116–17, 124, 139; ancient religion approached through 19–21; animal sacrifices in 86; at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 198; in Arch of the Argentarii sculpted reliefs 81; assemblage theory on 36; bodies producing 3, 116; Bremmer on 145–6; in constant state of becoming 206; contemplating or discussing doctrine in 12; cult images and 81, 155–6; cult implements and iii, 77, 81, 120; at curative springs 167; the divine producing 3, 145–6, 172; engagements in 202; experience of 37; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 65–6; identity and 20, 206–7; incense boxes in 95, 98, 107; individualised 7, 13, 145, 207; vs. institutionally-defined belief 19; intentionality and 19; at Juno Gabina sanctuary 73–4; locations for 47; magic and iii, 176, 182, 195, 199; materially informed approach to 2; McGuire on perspective of 19–21; mind in 3, 19–20; at monumentalised sanctuaries iii, 56, 75; objects producing 3, 108; pain and 20; place’s role in producing 3, 44–6; posthumanist approach to 201; in pouring from paterae 77, 81; public sacrifices and iii; relational assemblages producing 146; religious assemblages producing 13; religious change and 20, 28; religious knowledge and 20, 24, 39, 182, 206; religious places in 46, 49; ritualisation and 37–8; ritualised assemblages producing 36, 40; sacred groves producing 71; sanctuaries in 45; self-awareness and 19; spatio-temporal locations producing 3; at tempio grande at Tarracina 71; thingliness of 145; visual perception and 20; votive cults producing 116–17, 135, 139

Local Tradition 26

locational affordances 47, 185, 198

Louvre, suovetaurilia of 92

love tablets 175

Lucian 160

lucus 52, 73

Ludi Blevens, Susan 80, 81

lung votives 112, 127

lustration 91, 92




Madigan, Brian 95

magic: agency produced by 180, 182–3, 185–6, 194–6, 198–9; in assemblages 176–8, 182, 186, 190–200; bodies and 190–96; charakteres of magical spells 175, 175, 184, 187; in constant state of becoming 184; cultural context for 181; the divine and 196–7; emic approach to 179–80, 200; etic approach to 180, 200; figurines as 191; Frankfurter on Redfield’s traditions and 26–7; human agency and 198; knowledge of, from assemblages 176–8, 182, 186, 199–200; lived 192–3, 199; lived religion and iii, 176, 182, 195, 199; material engagement of 195; objects associated with 174–7, 185–90; places associated with 173, 183–6; in relational assemblages 182, 194–6, 200; religion and 17, 37, 178–82, 198–9; as religious agency 182; as religious authority 26; religious knowledge and iii, 26–7, 182, 195, 199, 204; ritualisation and 177, 198–200; in ritualised assemblages 176–8, 182–6, 191–2, 194–200; as a strategy 181–2, 184–5, 194–6

Magna Graecia 140

Mainz, Mater Magna (Mogontiacum) 181, 188

Malafouris, Lambros 29, 141–2

malleus 23, 82, 85, 102

marble 46, 84, 94, 153

Marcus Aurelius 84, 92, 174

Mars, flamen Martialis serving 98

material affordances: awareness of, by Romans 188; capacity to affect others and be affected by them 40, 148; definition of 29; the form things take and their 13; sensory experience and 12; in Terminalia festival 87–8

material culture 5, 7, 10–11, 30, 121

material engagement 10, 29, 41, 111, 192, 194–6

materiality 4, 10, 39, 60

materially informed approach iii, 203

materialness 29–30, 32, 34, 60

materia magica 177, 181, 191–4

Mater Magna site 181, 188

Mater Matuta sanctuary 143, 144, 153

matronae 144

McGuire, Meredith 19–21, 132

McKie, Stuart 191

Mefitis 51

memory 20–21, 22, 39

Merleau-Ponty, M. 119–20

Meyer, Birgit 10

Miano, Daniele 65

mind 3, 6–7, 12, 19–20, 22, 26, 45

Minerva 157, 159

miniature figurines 113, 114, 127, 130, 132–4; see also poppets

miniaturisation 96–7, 132

ministri 92

Minoan sanctuaries 113

‘miracle tales’ (iamata) 123

Misic, Blanka 22, 27

Mithraic cult 8, 27

mola salsa 2, 6, 82–3

monotheistic late modern concepts of religion 18

monumentalised sanctuaries: architectural features of 50, 56, 60, 62–4, 66–7, 203; commonality between 56; construction and use, time period of studied 49–50; Diana Nemorensis 52, 72–3; elevation above local landscape 57; as expressions of religious and political power 16; Fortuna Primigenia 16, 52–3, 57–67, 58–61, 63–4, 71–4; Fregellae sanctuary 51, 67, 74; geographical area of 50; ‘Hellenistic’ type 49, 52; Hercules Victor sanctuary 53, 67, 71, 72, 74; historical context of 50; Juno Gabina sanctuary 16, 51, 67, 71–5, 72; Juno Sospita sanctuary 54–5, 66–7, 109; kinaesthesic experiences of 16, 75; lived religion at iii, 56, 75; map of 50; material affordances at 75–6; natural and topographic features incorporated into 72; pedestrian movement in 50; porticoes at 66–7; religious knowledge produced by 56, 76; role of 76; tempio grande at Tarracina 16, 54, 66–71, 68, 70, 74; thingliness of 56; typology of 56

more-than-human things: affectivity of 131; affordances of 11, 13, 30; in animal sacrifices 66; animist perspective on 164; capacity to ‘ghost’ humans 122, 139; dividuality of 161; inherent qualities of 30–31; in interpretation of the past 11; in magical assemblages 194; material affordances of 13, 148, 164; materialness of 11, 29–30; in motion during ritual activities 48–9; nature of 40; new materialism on 82; vs. non-human things 11, 30; posthumanism on 7; relational agency between humans and 18, 29–30, 82, 149, 202; relational assemblages of bodies, minds, and 6–7, 45; religion produced by 22, 149; religious agency produced by 83, 138; religious knowledge produced by 14, 108, 201; ritualised mobility and 44; Rüpke on divinity and 171; in Terminalia festival 87; thingliness of 201; types of 30; wind and 148

Moser, Claudia 47

Musei Capitolini friezes 94

Museo Nazionale Romano 92

Mylonopoulos, Ioannis 150, 153

myrrh 88

myrtles 72




Naerebout, Frederick 49

Nemi, Lake 50, 52, 72–3

new animism 164

new materialism: on agency 29, 82; in archaeological studies 11, 32–3, 119–20; assemblage theory and 12; on cult implements 82; on more-than-human things 82; on ontologies 11, 32–3; posthumanism and 8, 11; on thingliness of things iii, 32, 201, 209

nodum (knot) 100

Nongbri, Brent 18

non-human things 7, 11, 30

nose votives 118

nymphaeum, at Diana Nemorensis temple 52




objects: affordances of 107, 120–1; aniconic divinity aligned with 161–2; at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 173–7, 185–90; capacity to affect others and be affected by them 120–1; contextualised and situated 5; impacts of, on society 5; La Follette on those chosen for representation 80; lived religion produced by 3, 108; material affordances of 110; materially informed approach to 203; Merleau-Ponty on significance of 119–20; as more-than-human thing 11; as proxy for social persona 161; religious agency produced by 107, 186; religious knowledge produced by 107–8, 185–6; representation value of 7; in ritualised assemblages 107–8; role in enactment of gender identities 207–9; senses and memories stimulated by 4; talking about 30–31; thingliness of 17, 107, 199; touching of 91; see also clothing; cult images; cult implements (instrumenta sacra); galerus; incense boxes (acerrae); statues

object theory 120

offerings: to cult statues 157–8; at curative springs 166–7; to the divine 110, 158; ‘explicit’ and ‘implicit’ bodily motions in 48; at Fontanile di Legnisina altar shrine 137–8; gender identity and 207–9; in Pantanacci cave 109–10; perceived existence of a divine world in making 145; physicality of 31; religious knowledge associated with 22, 76; in ritual activities involving water 168; in sacred spaces 154; statuettes 137, 138; see also figurines; poppets; votives

Olsen, Bjørnar 10, 30–31, 60, 121

ontologies: of anatomical votives 124; definition of 21; flat 11, 32–3, 147, 201; new materialism on 11, 32–3; relational 32, 37; of statues 143

‘open system’ approach to religion 25

opus reticulatum 183

opus signinum 173, 184

opus vittatum 183, 184

oracles 38, 54, 57, 62, 65–71, 76

oral cavity votives 109, 118–19, 127, 132

orthodoxy 21

Oscan language 41, 42–3

Otto, Bernd-Christian 177

Ovid 1, 86–7, 148




pain 20, 94

Palazzo Massimo relief 92

Palestrina see Praeneste

Pannonia 188

Pantanacci cave: agency produced by items from 110; anatomical votives at 109–11, 118–19, 124–7, 169; animal sacrifices at 110; animal votives from 134; ceramic vessels in 109–10, 136, 168–9; context of use of 185; dedications at 109–13, 119–20, 123–6, 136–8; discovery of 109; figurines in 109–10, 132; reconstruction drawing of 111, 119, 124–6; water in 109–10, 136, 168–9

Papyri Graecae Magicae (PGM) 188, 191

pars pro toto 123, 162

partibility 154, 161–2

paterae 77, 80–83, 80, 99, 102

Pausanias 158

pax deorum 22, 145

peperino stone 109–10

performativity, active ritual 96

peripteros sine postico 51

permeability 161–2, 169

personhood 116, 153–4, 161–2

Peter of Eboli 170

phallus votives 114, 207

physicality 4, 20, 31

‘Piacenza Liver’ bronze model 134–5

Piazza Euclide 197

pietas 103

pilgrimage 48, 49, 154, 170

Piranomonte, Marina 177, 188–90

Pitts, M. 7

place: affordances of 45–8, 185; Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine as magical or religious 173, 183–6, 190; assemblages producing 40, 45–6; bronze tablet on a grove dedicated to Ceres 41, 42–3; in constant state of becoming 40, 45–7; cult places 46; fluidity and temporality of 16; in geographical studies 45; a grove dedicated to Ceres 41–4, 46, 47–8; identity production in 45; lived religion produced by 3, 44–6; magical 172, 183–6; materially informed approach to 203; materialness of 46–7; in religious knowledge production 45; in ritualised assemblages 46–8, 183; rituals and 47; significance of 44; vs. spatio-temporal locations 45; temporality of 16; thingliness of 17, 47; traditional scholarly approach to 45; water in sense of 197; see also environment; religious places; spatio-temporal locations

places: human agency in cult 46; sensory experience of 47

Platt, Verity 171

Plautianus 77

Plautilla 77

Pliny the Elder 104, 167

Plutarch 1, 100, 104, 144

polyvisceral plaques 124, 127, 129–30, 131, 135

Pompeii 15, 72–4, 188

Pons Sublicius 1, 6

pontifices 98

popa 23, 24, 77, 85

poppets: affordances of 191–2; agency over bodies through 133; at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 174, 176–7, 182, 186, 189–93; archaeological studies of 191–2; composition of 174, 186, 190, 193; engagement with 194–5; in lead containers 186, 189, 191; in lived magic 192–3; manipulation of 193–4; material affordances of 192; materialness of 191–4; as materia magica 181, 191–4; photographs of 193; preparation of 189; as proxy for bodies 190–91; in relational assemblages 194–6; in ritualised assemblages 191–2, 194–6, 198; rush effigies 1–6, 176, 194–6; sensory experience of 194–6; in strategies 182, 194–5; thingliness of 192; vs. ‘voodoo doll’ 191; writing on 193; see also figurines

Portonaccio sanctuary 143

posso 51

posthumanism: on agency 29; archaeological studies and 11, 209; on human agency 10; lived religion, approach to 201; on more-than-human things 7; new materialism and 8, 11; religion in terms of 204; on thingliness of things iii, 32, 209; thinking of relationships in 8

Praeneste: Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 16, 52–3, 57–67, 58–61, 63–4, 71–4; map of 15, 50

Praenestina, Via 50, 51

praetor 1, 6

prayer 22, 38, 49, 157

pregnant torso votives 114

Priesthood of Seven Diners 88

priests: at animal sacrifices 83, 85; at Argean ritual 1, 6; in assemblages 36; capite velato for sacrificing 102–6, 108; legal restrictions and regulations on activities of 27; as mediators of shared knowledge 24; perpetuation of traditional religious authority by 27; see also flamines

private/public religion dichotomy 25, 73

private religion 25

processions: animals driven to sacrifice as part of 77; in Ara Pacis Augustae frieze 88, 101; in Argean rite 2, 195; camillus holding incense boxes during 95; cult statues in 157; ‘explicit’ bodily motions in 48; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 65; in Indian Hindu ceremony 34; small statues carried in 95; walking in 49

profane/sacred dichotomy 37

pronaos 54, 55

proprioception 48, 59, 64, 94–5

prostration 48, 49

proximal, definition of 22

proximal knowledge 24

proximal religious knowledge: agency rationalised as 131; from animal sacrifices 86; of camillus while holding incense box 97; description of 24–5; lived religion and 39, 95, 206; magic as form of 196, 204; objects producing 107; religious change and 206; religious gaze and 155; from religious places 48; Whitehouse’s modes of religiosity and 27

public religion 9, 25; see also civic religion

public sacrifices iii, 36, 38, 120

purification ceremonies 1–2, 34–5, 48, 94

Puteoli thermal complex 170




Q. Sulpicius 100, 106

Quirinus, flamin Quirinalis serving 98




Raja, Rubina 5

Rask, Katherine 153, 155, 156

Redfield, Robert 26–7

Rehak, Paul 102

relational agency: assemblage theory on 16, 33; vs. autonomous force 202; between humans and more-than-human things 18, 29–30, 146, 149, 202; vs. intentional or purposeful 148; religion produced by 21; ritual and 37

relational assemblages: at animal sacrifices 83; anthropocentrism in 39; of bodies, minds, and more-than-human things 6–7, 45; with cult statues 158; divinity’s affordances within 146–7, 162; flat ontology of 147; incense boxes in 95; lived religion produced by 146; magic and items in 182, 194–6, 200; natural materials in 163–4; poppets in 194–6; religious knowledge produced by 146; from ritual behaviour 37; from ritualisation 44, 75–6

religion: agency producing 21, 40; as anthropocentric cultural concept 148; assemblages producing 37, 40; Boivin on pre-existing 163; civic compromise model on 25; in constant state of becoming 21, 206; cult implement use producing 81; domestic 13, 25, 86–7; gender and 207–9; Graf on individual 20; ‘here, there, and anywhere’ 25; individual 25; items in ritualised assemblages and 40, 163; magic and 17, 37, 178–82, 198–9; McGuire on significance of individual experience of 19–21; monumentalised sanctuaries production of 16; more-than-human things producing 22, 149, 163; ‘open system’ approach to 25; personal and communal experiences of 16, 21; in posthumanist terms 204; private 25; privileged ways of understanding, communicating, and perpetuating 18; public 9, 25; relational agency producing 21; state 1, 2, 25, 27; as universally applicable concept 21; see also civic religion; lived religion

religiosity, modes of 27

religious agency: anatomical votives producing 31, 117, 122–4, 126–7, 139, 191–2, 195; of animal sacrifices 83–6; of Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine ritualised assemblages 182, 186, 191–2, 194–9; archaeological studies of 185; Argean ritual and 2–3, 6; assemblage theory on 36–7; bodies producing 122–4, 126; causal effects from affordances and 11; clothing producing 103; cult implements producing 108; cult statues producing 194–5; definition of 40; divine agency and 149; of the flamen Dialis 108; from galerus 101, 103; human agency and 184; imagination and 184; in intentional grouping of votives 137–9; Juno Gabina sanctuary producing 75; magic, rationalised as 182; more-than-human things producing 83, 138; objects producing 107, 186; from poppets in ritualisation process 195; religion from engagement with 40; religious change from 29; religious gaze and 155; religious knowledge and 21–2, 27, 30, 40; religious places and 45–6, 49; from ritualisation 40, 182, 195; ritualised assemblages producing 40, 146, 178, 182, 186, 191–2, 194–9; rituals and 37; sanctuaries producing 45–6, 76; terracotta anatomical votives producing 31, 131–2; from veils 103; votive cults producing 135

religious assemblages 13, 37, 39; see also ritualised assemblages

religious authority 26, 27

religious change 8, 19–20, 27–9, 36, 205–6

religious gaze 154–5, 157–8

religious knowledge: anatomical votives producing 117; from animal sacrifices 22–5, 85–6; from architecture 45–6; assemblage theory on 36–7, 96; vs. belief 21; bodies producing 111; from capite velato while sacrificing 103; changing 206; as cognitive rationalisation 38–9, 146–7; in constant state of becoming 27; cult images producing 22–4, 156; cult implements producing 82, 120; cultural knowledge and 16; description of 21–5; divine thingliness and 149; divinity producing 172; do ut des arrangement and 135; festivals associated with 24, 88; fickleness of the divine expressed as form of 171; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 60, 64; and Frankfurter on magic and Redfield’s traditions 26–7; galerus producing 82, 106; incense boxes producing 82, 91, 94–8, 107; individual/state dichotomy and 25; individuation and 27; infant votives and 207–8; lived religion and 20, 24, 39, 182, 206; magic as form of iii, 26–7, 182, 195, 199, 204; monumentalised sanctuaries producing 56, 76; more-than-human things producing 14, 108, 201; objects producing 107–8, 185–6; on offerings 22, 76; on oracles 76; place in creation of 45; private/public religion dichotomy and 25; as a reflexive combination of distal and proximal 24, 27–8, 91, 204; relational assemblages producing 146; religious agency and 21–2, 27, 30, 40; religious gaze and 155, 158; Religious Learning Network Model and 22; from religious places 48–9; representations of 5; ritualisation and 38; ritualised assemblages producing 14, 162, 178; rituals associated with 22–5, 37–8, 96–8; on sacrifices 22, 76; sensory experience producing 22, 24, 91, 98, 108; vs. shared doctrine 21; Smith’s ‘here, there, and anywhere’ religion and 25–6; state/individual dichotomy and 25; sustaining 40; of Terminalia festival 88; terracotta anatomical votives producing 131; in votive cults 123, 135–6, 139; Whitehouse’s modes of religiosity and 27; see also distal religious knowledge; proximal religious knowledge

Religious Learning Network Model 22

religious material culture 5, 10, 11

religious places: abnormal water producing 168; affordances of 48, 76; Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine as 173, 183–6; architectural features of 46, 50, 176; commonality between 56; in constant state of becoming 45–7, 184; cult images in 155–6; historical context of 50; kinaesthesic experiences of 48–50, 62; in lived religion 46, 49; materialness of 46–7; perceived existence of a divine world in 145; religious agency and 45–6, 49; religious knowledge emerging from 48–9; ritualisation producing 47, 76, 185; in ritualised assemblages 46–8; seasonality of 41–4, 46, 48, 74–5, 184; situational context of 47; see also sacred spaces; sanctuaries

religious practices: aniconism in 161; at Anna Perenna fountain shrine 177–8, 183; magic and 178; materially informed approach to 7; McGuire on embodied individual 19–21; in Redfield’s institutionalised system 27; role of the individual in 19; traditional scholarly approach to 4; Ullucci on individual experience of 28

Ricciardi, Laura 138

Riolo Terme 15, 169–70

ritualisation: activities done together through 86, 107; at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 184; from cultural knowledge 202; at curative springs 166; divinity and 163–4; lived religion and 37–8; locational affordances and 47; magic and 177, 198–200; new materialism on 82; relational assemblages from 44, 75–6; religious agency from 40, 182, 195; religious knowledge and 38; religious place produced by 47, 76, 185; ritualised assemblages from 37–8, 183

ritualised assemblages: affordances of items in 36, 38–9, 149; agency produced by 18–19, 37, 39–40; anatomical votives in 117, 120, 122, 124, 126–7, 137–9, 162; in animal sacrifices 16, 81–2, 86; at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 176–8, 182–6, 191–2, 194–8; bodies in 122, 191, 209; burning incense in 89; context of 40; cult images in 47, 153–6; cult implements in 16, 81–2, 86, 108; curse tablets in 198; dividual affordances and 162; the divine in 17, 145–9, 152–5, 160–61, 163, 197; environment in 164; figurines in 194; flamines in 106; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 64, 66; fountains in 66; galerus in 101, 106; humans in 36; identifying 18; identity and 206–7; incense boxes in 97–8, 107; at Juno Gabina sanctuary 74–5; kinaesthesia in 48–9; lead containers in 192; lived religion produced by 36, 40; locations incorporated into 16, 40, 44, 45–9; magical agency produced by 182, 194, 196; magic and items in 176–8, 182–6, 191–2, 194–200; natural environment in 164; as non-hierarchical 145–8; objects in 107–8; place in 46–8, 183; poppets in 191–2, 194–6, 198; proprioception in 48; religion from engagement with 40, 163; religious agency produced by 40, 146, 178, 182, 186, 191–2, 194–9; religious change and 205–6; religious gaze 155; religious knowledge from 14, 162, 178; religious places in 46–8; from ritualisation 37–8, 183; rush effigies in 195; sacred groves in 71, 76; sanctuaries in 16, 45–8, 75–6; at tempio grande at Tarracina 70; temples in 47; temporality of 48, 89; temporary nature of 39; in Terminalia festival 86–8; water in 166–8; see also religious assemblages

rituals: binding in 176, 184–5, 194, 196; components of 39; definition of 37; Elsner on context for use of the term 37; Huet on identity and 107; literacy, writing, and 151; McGuire on embodied practices of 19–21; need for 149; place and 47; relational agency and 37; religious agency and 37; religious knowledge associated with 22–5, 37–8, 96–8; sacred spaces and 47; situational context of 38; Swenson on actions in 39; temporality of 39; traditional scholarly approach to 98; Ullucci on individual experience of 28; Whitehouse on generational transmission of 27

Rome: Anna Perenna Greek-style krene fountain shrine 17, 173–8, 182–98; ‘Arch of Janus’ in 77; Arch of the Argentarii sculpted reliefs 77–81, 78–80, 91–2, 93, 98, 99; cremation replaced by inhumation in 188; Dea Dia sacred grove in 72; Forum Romanum 81, 102; map of 15, 50; Piazza Euclide 197; Seneca on care of statues in Capitoline Triad 157; Temple of Divus Vespasian frieze in 81, 102

Rous, Benjamin 56, 65, 66

Rüpke, Jörg: on domestic religion 13; on existence of the divine 145; on gods upholding their part of a bargain 171; on gold use in statuary 153; LAR project and 9; on priests as mediators of shared knowledge 24; on religious activities 146; on role of writing and literacy 151; on things that are ‘not indisputably plausible’ 37, 149; on votives 181–2

rush effigies 1–6, 176, 194–6; see also Argean ritual




Sacco River 50

sacred groves (nemus): at Agnone, dedicated to Ceres 41–4, 46, 47–8; of Anna Perenna 173, 184; context of 75; Dea Dia 72, 163; existence of 47; Fratres Arvales tending 163; Hunt on material vulnerability of 74; Hunt on sacred trees 163–4; lived religion produced by 71; reflection about human/divine relationships in 164; in ritualised assemblages 71, 76; seasonality of 41–4, 46, 74–5, 184; self-regeneration in 74; simulated 51, 71–6, 72; sounds in 75

sacred/secular dichotomy 73

sacred spaces 47–8, 154–5, 157–8, 165; see also religious places; sacred groves (nemus)

sacrifices: activities in performing 38; capite velato while making 102–6, 108; ‘explicit’ and ‘implicit’ bodily motions in 48; flute player’s location during 103–4; galerus worn by flamines during 99, 101–2, 105; perceived existence of a divine world in performing 145; religious knowledge associated with 22, 76; veils worn while making 23, 77, 102–4; see also animal sacrifices

Sala dei Filosofi 91

Salaria, Via 50

Salus 51

Samnium 15, 41–4, 42–3, 46–8

San Casciano dei Bagni 113

Sánchez Natalías, Celia 188

sanctuaries: architectural features of 45–6, 50, 56, 60, 62–4, 66–7, 203; assemblages at 46; commonality between 56; construction and use, time period of studied 49–50; cult statues in 142, 155; at curative springs 166–7, 166; elevation above local landscape 57; as expressions of religious and political power 16; geographical area of 50; ‘Hellenistic’ type 49, 52; historical context of 50; kinaesthesic experiences of 16, 45, 50, 75; lived religion at iii, 45, 56, 75; map of 50; material affordances at 75–6; materialness of 46; medical treatments at 118; natural and topographic features incorporated into 72; nature of cult at 152; as passive settings 46; porticoes at 66–7; religious agency produced at 45–6, 76; religious knowledge produced by 56, 76; in ritualised assemblages 16, 45–8, 75–6; role of 76; senses of place in 209; sensory experience at 16, 65–6, 71, 74–5; sightlines in 57; as spatio-temporal locations 203; status of 47; temporality of 155; thingliness of 56; topographies of 45; typology of 56; walking around 49, 155; see also monumentalised sanctuaries; sacred spaces; terrace sanctuaries

Sanctuary of Thirteen Altars 134

Scasato temple 134–5

scena/sacena 82

Schultz, Celia 2, 82, 86

scirpeus 1; see also rush effigies

Scopacasa, Rafael 41

secespita 82

secures 82

securis 102

Seneca 157

Seneca the Younger 167

sensory experience: of anatomical votives 31–2, 118–23, 126, 131, 192; of Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 183; at Argean ritual 6, 195; of clothing, while sacrificing 102–8; with cult statues 157–8; of the divine 171–2; Driscoll on 94; as dynamic and explorative 96; of feet 125; of the flaminicae 107; of galerus 102, 105–6; with incense boxes 88–91, 95–7, 107–8, 190; of infant votives 207; of lead containers 186–90; material affordances and 12; materialness and 29–30; miniaturisation and empowerment through 96–7; of places 47; of poppets 194–6; religious knowledge produced by 22, 24, 91, 98, 108; of rush effigies 6; at sanctuaries 16, 65–6, 71, 74–5; of sunrise 148; of torso votives 131; of water 35

Septemviri epulones 88, 89

Septimius Severus 77, 81

Seth 175

Severiana, Via 50

sheep’s liver, terracotta model of 134–5, 134

shrines: Catholic, miniature metal sheet votives at 113; at Diana Nemorensis temple 52; elites involvement in 28; Fontanile di Legnisina altar 137–8; to Fortuna, at Gabii 51; status of 47; visited during Argean ritual 2; see also Anna Perenna Greek-style krene fountain shrine

signet rings 189

signum 150, 152

silver cups 166, 170

simpula (ladle) 170

simpulatrix 83

simpulum (ladle) 83, 99; see also ladle (simpuvium)

simulacra 1

simulacrum 150, 152

simulated sacred groves 51, 71–6, 72

sine positico 53

skyphoi, miniature 109

Smith, Jonathan Z. 25–6

social status: of camillus 98; galerus as symbol of 101; lead container’s incised images and 187; role of the individual in religious practices and 19; in votive cults 123; walking and 49

Soffioni, curse tablets at site of 171

sorceress 189

Sørensen, Marie Louis Stig 207

spatio-temporal locations: affordances of 47; agency at 30; agency coinciding at 30; for assemblages 33, 35–6; in geographical studies 45; of the grove dedicated to Ceres at Agnone 44; in ‘here, there, and anywhere’ religion 25–6; lived religion produced by 3; movement in 45, 48; vs. place 45; religious place produced from affordances of 76; ritualisation in 38; at sanctuaries 203; traditional 9; walking in 49; see also environment; place

spelt 2, 35, 82

spirits of the untimely dead 2

state religion 1, 2, 25, 27

statues: bases of, at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 177, 183; bronze 153, 158; carried in processions 95; creation of, time period of 151; dedications on or around 168; engagement of non-divine and divine in religious activities 143–4; materials used for 152–3; as physically and cognitively affective 141; placement of non-divine with deities 143; speaking to matronae who financed their creation 144; terracotta 140–45, 141–2, 152–3, 155–6, 158; thingliness of 140; see also cult statues; figurines

statuettes 137, 138

stercus 2

Stewart, Pamela J. 132

Stewart, Peter 153–4

stipes 109

stomach votives 127

Stowers, Stanley 28, 38

Strang, Veronica 165

Strathern, Andrew 132

Stratton, Kimberly 179–80

Sulis Minerva temple 185

suovetaurilia 92

Swenson, Edward 37, 39

symmetrical archaeology 32




Tarracina: map of 15, 50; tempio grande 16, 54, 66–71, 68, 70, 74

Tecta, Via 53, 67

temenos 51, 67, 72

tempio grande at Tarracina 16, 54, 66–71, 68, 70, 74

Temple of Divus Vespasian frieze 81, 102

temples: axial relationship between altar, cavea, and 73; construction of, time period of 151; elevated podium 51; elites involvement in 28; Etrusco-Italic hexastyle podium 54; at Fregellae sanctuary 51; Juno temple 72, 73–4; octastyle podium 53; in ritualised assemblages 47; simulated sacred groves imitating 73; status of 47; tempio grande at Tarracina 16, 54, 66–71, 68, 70, 74

Terme di Diocleziano 140–45, 141, 152–3, 155–6

Terminalia festival 86–8

terrace sanctuaries: architectural features of 50, 66–7; construction time period of studied 49–50; Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 16, 52–3, 57–67, 58–61, 63–4, 71–4; geographical area of 50; historical context of 50; Juno Gabina 16, 51, 67, 71–5, 72; kinaesthesic experiences of 50; in lived religion 45; sightlines in 57; tempio grande at Tarracina 16, 54, 66–71, 68, 70, 74

terracotta, tactile properties of 32

terracotta anatomical votives: affectivity of 131; affordances of 31, 121, 131; capacity to affect others and be affected by them 120–1; confidence from 132; emergence and decline in popularity of 206; male torso with internal organs 117; materialness of 31, 131, 192; in mid-Republican Italic assemblages 113; from Pantanacci cave 109–10, 169; photographs of 31, 114; physicality of 31; as a proxy 16, 31–2; religious agency produced by 31, 131–2; representational role of 31–2; sensory experience with 131; situational context of 32; vs. terracotta models of external body parts from Asclepieion 113; thingliness of 120–1

terracotta canisters 174, 188

terracotta human heads 112

terracotta infant votives 9, 208, 209

terracotta lamps 174, 177, 186

terracotta models 113, 143

terracotta offerings 168

terracotta statues 140–45, 141–2, 152–3, 155–6, 158

terracotta statuettes 138

terracotta votive figurines 142

Tessennano, polyvisceral plaques from 124

textual accounts: vs. archaeological evidence on infant votive offerings 9; on Argean ritual 1; categorisations from uncritical use of 152; of cult images 150–51, 153; as determinative 151; of divinity 150–51; of Greek deities 150; insights on ritualised activities from 14; materially informed approach and 204–5; on priests 27; on thermo-mineral waters 167

‘theatre-temples’ 49

Theodosius, emperor 174

Theriaca 188

Tiber River 1, 6, 50, 195

tibicen (flute player) 23, 24

Tibur 53, 67, 71, 72, 74

Tiburtina, Via 50, 53

Titane 158

Tivoli 167

togas 99, 103–6, 108

tongue votives 118

torso votives: interoception sense from 119; photographs of 117, 130; pregnant 114; sensory experience of 131; of surgery 113, 123, 127

towels (mantele) 82–3, 89, 98

Trajanic period 174

Trajan’s Colum 92

trulla 170

tufa ‘matrons’ votives 143, 144, 153

tufa opus vittatum structure 173

tunnels 67

Turfa, Jean Macintosh 135

Tusculum 50

tutulus 107

T. Volusius Firmus 170




Ullucci, D. 28

Uni 137

urceus 80–81, 99

uteri votives: as autonomous objects 112; dedicators of 207; at Fontanile di Legnisina altar shrine 138; in Gravisca sanctuary 137; in Italic assemblages 127; in Pantanacci cave 109, 132; photographs of 115, 133; scholarly interpretation of 114, 115, 132; sizes of 113




Valeria, Via 50

Valerius Maximus 100

Van Oyen, A. 7

Várhelyi, Zsuzsanna 143

Varro 1

Veii, Portonaccio sanctuary 143

veils 23, 77, 102–7

Velabro 77

Veneto 170

Venus Obsequens 54

Venus sanctuary 72–4

vessels, ceramic 109–10, 136, 168–70

vessels, metal 166

Vestal Virgins 1–2, 6, 107, 195

Vicarello: coins at 166, 168; map of 15; ritual activities involving water at 166–8; sanctuary near Lake Bracciano 152; silver cups from 166, 170; votive offerings found at 166

Vico, Lake 50

vicomagistri 23, 24

victimarius 23, 24, 77, 83, 85, 88

Virbius 52

Virtus Muliebris temple 144

viscera votives 124, 127, 128, 131

visual perception: distal knowledge associated with 22; of the divine 171–2; eye votives and 114–15; lived religion and 20; orientation through 70; religious gaze 154–5, 157–8; in religious gaze upon cult images in 154

‘voodoo doll’ 191

votive cults: assemblages of objects dedicated at sites of 112; communal forms of knowledge in 203; context of 31, 123; dealing with the experience of illness in 132; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 65; identity in 123, 207–9; lived religion produced by 116–17, 135, 139; locations of 124; participants in 122; perceived existence of a divine world in 145; personal transformation in 123; religious agency produced by 135; religious knowledge in 123, 135–6, 139; ritualised practices of, as ‘mute’ 162; social status in 123

votive figurines 142, 144

votives: adapted and modified to fit situation 113; agency of 148–9; at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 173–4, 176–7, 183; crafting of 190; cult statues as 150, 153; description of 112; figurines 142, 144; infant 9, 119, 138, 207–9, 208; intentional grouping of 137–8; as a strategy 181–2, 185; at tempio grande at Tarracina 67; thingliness of 122–3, 139; at Vicarello 166; see also anatomical votives

Vulci 15, 137–8, 208

vulvae votives 114, 207




walking 49, 58–66, 67–71, 151

wand (comoetaculum) 102

water: abnormal 165, 167–8, 170; abundance associated with 169; affordances of 165, 167–71; at Anna Perenna’s fountain shrine 173–4, 184–5, 197; in assemblages, agency and 164, 170; in creation of sense of place 197; curse tablets submerged in 188; divinity and 163–71, 197; at Fortuna Primigenia sanctuary 66; lived experience of divinity from 171; material affordances of 171, 197; materialness of 39, 168, 170; normal 165; in open air or confined in caves 167; in Pantanacci cave 109–10, 136, 168–9; in purification ceremonies 34–5; in ritual activities 164–6, 168; in ritualised assemblages 166–8; rush effigies thrown in 1, 6, 195; in sacred spaces 165; senses of place with 197; sensory experience of 35; thermo-mineral 164–8, 166, 170–71; wind’s effect on 148

Weddle, Polly 157

Weiss, Lara 5

Whitehouse, Harvey 27

Wildfang, Robin 2

wind 147–8

wine 82–3, 86–7

wood 86–7, 152–3, 158

wreaths 103, 107

writing: on curse tablets 38, 151, 175; on lead containers 187, 189; on poppets 193; privileging the abstract above the concrete in studies of 10; in religious activities, role of 151; Rüpke on role of literacy and 151; see also textual accounts

writing tablets 189
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