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Sacred Foundations: Demarcating the Area Sacra of Roman Temples 

From the Republican period to the late Empire, temples played a central role in Roman culture. As the locus for cult images, ritual practice, state propaganda, and public worship, the Roman temple was intricately connected to the senate or emperor, to the elite community of practicing priests and priestesses, and to the citizens and general public. The exact placement and orientation of the temple, the plot of land designated as sacred, were subject to considerations that varied in importance with the centuries, with the contemporary politics, and with the changing beliefs of the community. From the more primitive magical approach of the taking of the auspices, to politically opportunistic foundations, to culturally and economically-driven emplacements reflecting long-term trends, and finally to selections that respond to the complex religious and spiritual needs of a highly developed society, the construction of a Roman temple was not at all arbitrary but rather a deliberate sanctifying of space, a creation of a locus that could reflect the sacred as well as the cultural or political. 


Three works, all within the overarching genre of “roman religion,” discuss, in varying degrees of detail, the selection of a sacred space for a temple: Mary Beard’s, John North’s and Simon Price’s Roman Religion indirectly addresses the changing religious and political criteria associated with temple location; John Stambaugh’s “The Function of Roman Temples” investigates a broader array of economic or cultural factors which determine the sacred precinct of a temple; Jocelyn Toynbee’s and John Ward-Perkins’ The Shrine of St. Peter’s and the Vatican Excavations focuses on the precise role that local circumstances play in the designation of shrine, sanctity and reverence. Not one of these works alone could be used to understand the logic, method, and motivation behind the designation of a sacred space, the area sacra, of a Roman temple. The three together, while reading between the lines of some, or detouring around the intended argument of another, combine to offer the beginnings of an understanding of how the Romans thought of their most sacred of sacred places. 

As a student of Roman religion, I am particularly interested in the locus of the sacred, the incentives for and repercussions of the chosen area sacra, of both the temple structure itself and its contents (the objects of monumental and ritual attention) and the altar (the position occupied by the principal celebrant of the ritual). Unable to find a book or article that specifically addressed this topic, I have chosen these three particular works in an attempt to examine this subject through the many different lenses these texts offer: general overviews and close studies, differences in scholarly fashions from the 1970s to the late 1990s, differences in generic approach--- religious, archaeological or architectural. It is through these diverse approaches to the study of the sacred that a more cohesive understanding of the area sacra, its original designation of locus and its continuing topographical significance in the religious life of the community, can be attained.
In the last ten years or so, the growing field of Roman religion has been receiving the attention of new scholars and new studies, displacing much of the work deriving from traditional scholars such as Georges Dumézil or Marcel Detienne. These new studies have begun to explore the more controversial subjects, the more difficult questions of ritual and performance, and the more latent implications of religious practice. 
Roman Religion (1998), the most recent of the three works under review, presents an excellent synthesis of current issues in the field, from the development of Roman religion through the Republic, the Empire, and finally the Late Antique Roman world. It is within this framework that passing references to temple foundation, function and significance can be culled. The accumulation of the varied strands of evidence provides a good overview concerning the selection and designation of area sacra, information not restricted to one specific era or emperor. However, the absence of focused attention to this particular topic and the pervasive emphasis throughout the book on the political and cultural channeling of religion clouds the authors’ views and analyses of such fundamental aspects of religion as the material expression of the sense of the sacred. 
Roman Religion may not directly concern itself with the selection and designation of a temple’s area sacra but the book does consistently raise the question of religious boundaries and space, “one of the most technical and complex areas of Roman religious ‘science’” (22). During the early religion of Rome, an augur would interpret divine signs, the auspices, advise, and pronounce the delineation of a sacred space. Standing at a chosen location and casting his gaze in some well-specified direction, the augur would discover a templum defined by signs in the sky. These heavenly rectangles were then matched with their earthly counterparts, the templa designated on the ground. Unlike the modern conception of a “temple” (the Roman aedes, the material structure that housed the cult object), these early Roman templa were more “technical” terms for earthly loci that were the mirrors of those in the heavens. The college of augurs, acting as “ a system of categorizing space both within the city and between the outside world and Rome itself,” not only interpreted celestial signs to define sacred space on earth, but also inaugurated these spaces, making them effatum et liberatum (defined and free) (22-23). 

With their very first example of the demarcation of sacred space, Beard, North and Price establish the connection between the sacred and political early on, a pervasive theme throughout the book. According to the authors, all state-supervised, political activities (for example, the passing of laws or the holding of elections) were held in the space designated as sacred by the augurs and the augural ritual. The senate house was even called a templum, an enclosed, properly inaugurated space. The augural rituals and the public or political transactions converged in a single space, a sacred space that fostered the relationship between the city itself and the gods. 

 The dedication of Roman temples was associated more with political ambition than with the actual holding of political power in the Republican era, a time when “Roman temples were not independent centres of power, influence or riches” but were instead “essentially houses for the cult-statues of deities” (87). Always eager to connect the public, political or cultural with the sacred nature of a temple, Beard, North and Price closely follow the parallel between successful warfare and the growth in temple construction; for a temple provided “an abiding memorial of the victory…the priceless opportunity to use public space as a permanent memorial of his achievements” (88). The explicit conflation of the sacred with the political is most evident during the Empire, when “the building or rebuilding of temples is another aspect of the restructuring of the religious system around the person of the emperor,” for temple building “placed the emperor and his family in a unique relationship with the gods, increasing the importance of the emperor” (196-197). Beard, North and Price seem to be more interested in the political, social and cultural ramifications, religious functions and statements of Roman temples, rather than the actual, topographical, archaeological demarcation of the area sacra, focusing on the outcome and result rather than the process and construction.  

Within the continuing discussion on sacred boundaries and “demarcation of religious space” (23), Beard, North and Price concentrate on the pomerium, first introduced and defined as the “sacred and augural boundary of the city” (23). This emphasis on place, space and boundary can be followed throughout this book, as temple foundations come to “represent new ways of conceptualizing the relationship between place and the traditions of Rome” (256). In a later chapter, whose title itself highlights this theme (“The place of religion: Rome in the early Empire”), Beard, North and Price conflate Roman religion, Roman temples, the city of Rome itself and the political character of its religious boundaries. In this section, the authors stress the idea of religion of place (relying on a section of Livy) and Imperial Rome’s “preoccupation” with place (168), a focus that leads to a further analysis of and investigation into the pomerium and Augustus’ reconstruction of religious building. In line with their repeated social and political reading of Roman religion, Beard, North and Price repeatedly focus on the pomerium, the geographical limit of political activity, rather than the central locus of the sacred; the pomerium is the “significant dividing line between different types of human activity and between different types of human relations with the gods---though some of the rules were adapted to accommodate the emperor and the new regime of politics” (178). 

What the reader interested in the subject of temples, their orientation, location, function and significance, can get from Roman Religion is an amalgam of ideas centered around the political, social or cultural. Despite their aim to discuss the “fabric of the religious buildings of the city of Rome and the religious ideology, attitudes and devotion of its citizens,” Beard, North and Price offer very little insight, few hypotheses or analyses of the archaeology of religion behind the sacred space and instead are dependent on written sources that are more concerned with the political dimensions of the sacred (125). 

With a similar emphasis on the larger context, Stambaugh, in “The Function of Roman Temples,” initially claims that his paper will detail the “importance of religion in the social and political life of the Roman world;” however, his article takes a more than passing interest in the initial delineation and definition of sacred spaces (554). As his title announces, Stambaugh is primarily concerned with the overall function of Roman temples in later periods, not with their origins. Stambaugh, in agreement with Beard, North and Price, finds that temples were politically significant buildings, housing meetings of the senate and law courts, displaying military documents and tributes, and, as political propaganda, demonstrating the prestige and power of the builder with the installation of war spoils and the erection of statues to honor the emperor, his virtue and his family. Like the authors of Roman Religion, Stambaugh connects the sacred space of the temple not only to the political but also to the cultural---the setting for markets, community centers, banks, museums and even libraries.  More to the point for my interests, Stambaugh devotes much of his article not to temples’ specific functions but rather to their foundations. Defined initially as a “piece of land set aside for religious purposes, a space determined by ritual to serve as a place for taking the auspices,” templum in this article is used to refer to the shrine of a god, enclosed or in open-air (557). 
Stambaugh thoroughly investigates the incentives, support, finances and laws needed to constitute, construct and inaugurate a temple, especially the preliminary necessities that predate the designation of the area sacra, the precinct surrounding the templum proper. With the authorization of the Senate, the assent of the religious authorities and the augurs, proprietorship of the actual sacred real estate could be assigned to the god.  In this article, political considerations are the determining factors in the discussion of temples and sacred space. Stambaugh recounts that Augustus chose temple sites more for “visual impact and propaganda effect” rather than according to Vitruvius’ theological prescriptions (I.7.1-2).

In an analysis of sacred space and its boundaries similar to that of Beard, North and Price, Stambaugh discusses the auspices taken “in order to orient the sanctuary in accordance with religious needs” (562). In this article, as in Roman Religion, the authors stress the importance of augurs, religious authorities who could interpret the divine, and their particular role in the foundations of a sacred site.
Stambaugh’s article, addressed to a more specialized audience than that of Roman Religion, relies just as heavily on ancient sources for evidence about augury and auspices, particularly Varro and Livy. The Stambaugh paper has the virtue of giving the full quotations in the original Latin, allowing the reader to form an independent judgment of the author’s interpretation of the texts.

Stambaugh highlights the authority of the augurs in the determination of sacred space not only in the demarcating of the area sacra with the auspices but also in their important role in the specification of a temple’s orientation through the “demands of augury” (563). From the early temples at Rome, oriented towards the south, (the Alban Hills in the distant south were marked and designated “augural landmarks”), to the later temples facing east, west and even north, all these Roman temples appear to be oriented so that an augur, standing before the altar or aedes, could “have as wide a view of natural phenomena as possible” (563-564).

Stambaugh discusses some aspects of the interaction among the various spaces associated with the locus of cult image, the structures housing the image, the aedes, the altar and the containing precinct, the area sacra. In addition to inner cella and the outer precinct walls there might be porticoes and trees (for example in the Temple of Pompey in Rome), storage rooms, smaller shrines, statues, dedicatory tablets, basins and underground storage pits. Once defined and demarcated, the sanctity of the space was reinforced by the performance of festivals and ritual. The dedication of the temple would not only celebrate its construction and permanence but would also protect the temple, the area sacra, from the profane (making the reader think of Eliade’s contrast of the sacred and profane). 

Removed from the explicit conflation of Roman state politics and sacred space, the discussion of area sacra in Toynbee’s and Ward-Perkins’ The Shrine of St. Peter’s and the Vatican Excavations is focused less on the political, the social or the cultural and more on the religious and archaeological. With a pervasive emphasis on excavation and archaeological evidence, the second part of this book investigates the shrine of St. Peter, its origin, its construction, its form and its historical continuity from its beginnings as a modest grave to its incorporation into Constantine’s fourth-century basilica through to its transformations in the Medieval, Renaissance and Baroque eras. 
The “tomb-shrine” of St. Peter, formed (in its most basic realization) by an Aedicula, the “trophy” of St. Peter, articulated with niches and colonettes facing onto a courtyard, and bounded by the wall of an adjacent cemetery complex, the so-called Red Wall, was a sacred area venerated at least from the third quarter of the second century C.E., as revealed through graffiti and brick stamps. Constructed on top of and surrounded by earlier tombs, the Aedicula marked a particular spot, a site-specific locus that conveyed the inherent sanctity and religious gravity of the place, “something more in the eyes of its builders than a mere grave” (162). In their discussion of the demarcation of the sacred space of the shrine, Toynbee and Ward-Perkins take into account literary evidence about the life of St. Peter, archaeological evidence of the surrounding necropolis (studied in depth in the first half of their book), and geographic and topographical analyses of the actual ground. 

The establishment of the shrine of St. Peter’s created a landmark of Christian sanctity, a sacred space that Constantine recognized and elaborated, “[preserving] the core of the early shrine” with the construction of his new church and the placement of its high altar directly above the Aedicula, establishing the shrine as the “focal-point of his church” (138, 135). Toynbee and Ward-Perkins analyze in-depth the obstacles facing Constantine in his selection of this exact site for his church, difficulties which serve to highlight the acute religious significance and resonance of this specific area sacra, a space with which Constantine believed he was “honouring the actual resting place of the remains of St. Peter” (195). The ground of the Vatican hillside was extremely arduous to level for construction, an operation of a similar scale to that of the Baths of Trajan or the Flavian Palace, but one complicated by a much more difficult, sloping landscape. Also, Constantine’s church required the destruction of the “flourishing” pagan cemetery protected by ancient Roman laws and traditions, an extraordinary use of political authority, “an event which must, at the very least, have caused much hard feeling among the families concerned and among the pagan community in general” (195). 

 Constantine’s demarcation of the sacred space for his church was clearly motivated by his explicit desire to establish a monument to the veneration of St. Peter and the sanctity of his shrine. In fact, archaeological evidence has revealed that the foundations of the altar of Constantine’s church did not bury and obscure St. Peter’s tomb but rather, “encased in precious marble, the primitive shrine…was, indeed, the architectural focus of the whole building;” the original sacred monument, with space around the shrine for “special veneration,” became the celebrated central focus of the new area sacra (201). With Constantine’s emphatic monumentalization of the shrine of St. Peter, connecting the original structure of religious devotion with his newly constructed altar, through numerous reconfigurations culminating with Bernini’s seventeenth-century Baldacchino placed directly above the shrine of St. Peter, the tomb of St. Peter throughout time becomes the focal point of the basilica, a paradigm for both architects and worshipers: an “intimate union of altar and holy relic [which] has long been accepted as the normal rule” (216).

The area sacra in both Stambaugh’s study of temple function and in Beard, North and Price’s overview of Roman religion is intricately connected and inseparable from politics. Reasons of state, including even the political considerations underlying Constantine ‘s building of St. Peter’s, play a much more secondary role in  Toynbee’s and Ward-Perkin’s delineation of the sacred, with archaeology and its ramifications taking precedence. The mostly literary sources on which Stambaugh and Beard, North and Price base their arguments do not take into account the actual remains of these temples, these area sacra. On the other hand, in their focused archaeological analysis of the Vatican necropolis and the Shrine of St. Peter, Toynbee and Ward-Perkins demonstrate a concern for working out a method of coordinating the textual study and the archaeology of the sacred spaces of Rome. Without investigating the actual structures themselves, the evidence of the ruins, the physical demarcation of the area sacra, the remains of the pomerium or in-situ visibility of altars, a full examination of the area sacra, both the social impetus for their creation and the cultural effects of their construction cannot fully be understood.  It is the actual archaeology of the sacred that is best used to center the investigation of the Roman area sacra. 

