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ABSTRACT 

The s i b y l l i n e books, though dismissed by J . G. Frazer* as 

a "convenient farrago of nonsense"1, were nevertheless one of 

the most s i g n i f i c a n t influences i n the p o l i t i c a l and r e l i g i o u s 

l i f e of Rome during the Republic. This study has, as i t s 1 

objective, a discussion of the h i s t o r y of ithese books during 

the Republic between 753 and 12 B. G. It i s ; based, for the 

most part, on a discussion of a l l consultations recorded dur­

ing t h i s period; emphasis i s placed on the reasons for con­

sultation, and, i n p a r t i c u l a r , the nature and influence of 

the s i b y l l i n e recommendations. Special importance i s attached 

to consultations whose nature and r e s u l t s reveal the s i b y l l i n e 

books as a p o l i t i c a l instrument manipulated by those who con­

t r o l l e d them. In addition, there i s discussion of any s i g ­

n i f i c a n t innovations ordered by the books, and special attention 

i s paid to any consultations that appear, from the point of 

view of t h e i r r e s u l t s , extraordinary or unusual. A history 

of the books during t h i s period also necessitates, to a certain 

extent, a discussion of the r e l i g i o u s college that controlled 

them. It also requires that a c e r t a i n amount of attention be 

paid to r e l i g i o u s concerns and innovations associated with the 

books. However, these topics are important to t h i s study only 

insofar as they have a d i r e c t bearing on the republican history 

of t h i s r e l i g i o u s i n s t i t u t i o n . 

A f t e r an introductory discussion of the o r i g i n and nature 

of the s i b y l l i n e books, t h e i r development and h i s t o r y i s d i v i d -

* J . G:. Frazer, T M New. GJolden Bough, edited by T. Gaster, 
(New York, 1961T/ P. 177. 
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ed into three periods f a l l i n g between the years 753—20H-, 2 0 3 — 

83, and 8 3— 1 2 . Each of these periods i s discussed from two 

points of view. F i r s t l y , a normal pattern of s i b y l l i n e op­

eration i s established; secondly, those consultations which 

do not f i t t h i s normal pattern receive more detailed attention. 

Consultations of a normal nature are grouped, for each period, 

according to their i n i t i a t i o n and r e s u l t , whereas extraordinary 

consultations are considered chronologically. 

I t i s shown that the s i b y l l i n e books were a v e r s a t i l e 

p o l i t i c a l instrument throughout this period. There i s evidence 

that t h e i r manipulation by p o l i t i c a l groups reached a notable 

climax during the second Punic War and remained frequent u n t i l 

the end of the Republic. From the point of view of Roman re­

l i g i o n , i t i s seen that the s i b y l l i n e books were responsible 

fo r many important r e l i g i o u s innovations, most of which concerned 

the importation of non-Italic r i t e s and gods into Roman r e l i g i o n . 

F i n a l l y , i t i s shown that the s i b y l l i n e t r a d i t i o n , established 

during the f i r s t three centuries of the Republic, declined 

gradually and s t e a d i l y between the end of the second Punic War 

and the second r e v i s i o n of the books, by Augustus, i n 12 B. C. 

This event i n p a r t i c u l a r marked the end of the s i b y l l i n e t r a ­

d i t i o n at Rome. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

ORIGIN AND NATURE OF THE BOOKS 

An ancient t r a d i t i o n of early Rome deals with cert a i n 

prophetic books, l i b r i f a t a l e s ? which were said to contain 

the destinies of the Roman people. These books were thought 

to emanate from a t y p i c a l prophetic i n s t i t u t i o n , of which 

there were many throughout the ancient world, as any reader 

of Herodotus must know. The Delphic s i b y l was the best known 

of those i n Greece, though the Roman mind tended to give pride 

of place to that at Ionian Erythrae. I t was from t h i s c i t y 

that the famed Cumaean s i b y l was said to originate;; and thi s 

s i b y l i n turn was thought byr many to have brought the s i b y l l i n e 

books to Rome, f i n a l l y induced King Tarquin to buy them, and 

i n this way lent her unique assistance to Roman a f f a i r s . This 

most potent of prophetic traditions was thus, at an early date, 

put at Rome's disposal, ostensibly to help her i n a l l major 

struggles and problems. And these books, the sole token of 

th i s support, were n a t u r a l l y accorded great honour and the 

reverent care that b e f i t t e d them; they were c a r e f u l l y consulted 

and maintained i n accordance with the s i b y l l i n e t r a d i t i o n , and 

soon came to constitute what Cicero l a t e r considered one of 

the three most important divisions of.Roman religion."*" 

Two myths are relevant i n determining the t r a d i t i o n a l 

o r i g i n of the s i b y l l i n e books. The f i r s t of these, associated 

with one of the Tarquins, connects the books themselves with 

the Cumaean s i b y l , while the other indicates a connection be-
2 

tween the Cumaean s i b y l and that of Erythrae. Both Ovid and 
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Servius- give versions of the Erythraean myth.3 These versions 

are substantially the same, though that of Servius is the more 

detailed:-

Slbyllam Apollo pio amore dilexit et ei obtulit pos-
cendi quod vellet arbitrium. Ilia hausit harenam 
manibus et tam longam vitam poposcit. Cui Apollo 
respondit id posse fieri, si Erythraeam, in qua hab-
itabat, insulam relinqueret et earn numquam videret. 
Profecta igitur Cumae tenuit et i l l i c defecta corpor­
is viribus vitam in sola voce retinult. Quod cum 
cives eius cognovissent, sive invidia, sive miser— 
atione commoti, ei epistolam miserunt creta antiquo 
more signatamr qua visa, quia- erat de eius insula, 
in mortem soluta est. Unde nonnulli Hfarro dixit] 
hanc esse dicunt, quae Rbmana fata conscripsit, quod 
incenso Apollini templo inde Romam adlati sunt l ibr i , 
unde haec fuerat. 

This account is self-explanatory; we need only note the con> 

nection of the Cumaean sibyl with that of Erythrae, and the 

fact that the Romans of 83 B. C. maintained a Cumaean-Erythrae-

an origin for their books. This is implied, as Varro suggests 

above, by their efforts to restore the sibylline books, after 

they were destroyed in 83, tkree 'Men-*ein-gv~s«ft'te-;:..t0Erythrae 

for that purpose:; 

The Erythraean sibyl, according to Varro, was but one of 

ten such women. He states that the Erythraean sibyl was held 

to be more renowned and more noble than the others. Indeed, 

she was the pre-eminent sibyl of the ancient world. Varro 

also goes on to describe the Cumaean sibyl; he declares that 

her name was Amalthea, and that it was she who brought the 

nine books to King Tarquin.^ Names of the Cumaean sibyl are 

of l i tt le importance; she has many indeed, including Heraphile 
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and Bemophile, and V e r g i l adds to the l i s t , c a l l i n g her 
7 

Deiphobe, the daughter of Glaucus. This l i s t of names can 

be needlessly confusing, but what should be noted i s that 

the term s i b y l was categorical, i n d i v i d u a l aames being un­

important. Varro thus defined the term: " . . . S i b y l l a autem 
8 

d i c i t u r omnis puella, cuius pectus numen r e c i p i t . " 

The s i b y l l i n e type was imitated and l o c a l i z e d , not only 

i n Greece, but also i n Magna Graecia, where colonizing and 

trade influences would naturally tend to transplant r e l i g i o u s 

i n s t i t u t i o n s , or rather imitations of them, that had developed 
8A 

i n the eastern Greek world. Whether the Gumaean s i b y l was 

i n truth an outgrowth of the Erythraean i s not a major ques­

tion, nor i s knowledge of the exact time of a r r i v a l of a 

s i b y l l i n e influence i n southern I t a l y . I t i s s u f f i c i e n t to 

re a l i z e that t h i s t r a d i t i o n was strong from an early date, 

that i t undoubtedly came from the east, and that i t most 

ce r t a i n l y played some r{h.e, d i r e c t l y or i n d i r e c t l y , i n the 

development of t h i s Roman i n s t i t u t i o n . 

The myth describing how the books came to King Tarquin 

i s of some importance i n approaching that most d i f f i c u l t and 

obscure problem, th e i r o r i g i n . I t remains as d i f f i c u l t of 

solution to present scholars as i t did to Servius, and no 

s a t i s f a c t o r i l y argued explanation i s yet avai l a b l e . Apart 

from the body of ancient t r a d i t i o n i t s e l f , there i s l i t t l e f o r 

us to consider except some understandably broad conjectures 
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r e s u l t i n g from modern research, none of which i s wholly con­

vincing. 

More or l e s s complete versions of the myth are given by Servius, 

Dionysius, Zonaras, G e l l i u s , and Varro ( i n L a c t a n t i u s ) . 1 0 I t 

i s mentioned by Ausonius, Pliny, and Appian. 1 1 These accounts 

are notably similar, and the differences are not s i g n i f i c a n t , 
12 

excepting one which w i l l be discussed presently. According 

to the myth, an old woman from outside the land, a peregrina, 

came to v i s i t King Tarquin with the intention of s e l l i n g nine 

books of oracles. Since she demanded a high price, Tarquin 

refused; whereupon she burnt three of them, and asked the same 

price for the remaining s i x . He again refused, and another 

three were burnt. Tarquin was f i n a l l y induced by his augurs, 

who saw great misfortune i n the fact that he hadrot bought 

a l l nine of them, to buy the l a s t three. The woman then 

advised him to take great care of the books, and disappear­

ed. 

This a e t i o l o g i c a l myth allows of at lea s t two interpre­

tations. I t might represent the lack of confidence and trust 

early Rome had i n adopting a l i e n r e l i g i o u s customs^, or i t 

might be an attempt to explain the sca r c i t y of genuine s i b y l ­

l i n e oracles during the early republic, thus indicating why 

they were so zealously guarded and treasured. 

Ancient sources dealing with the o r i g i n of the books are 

i n agreement except on one point, the i d e n t i t y of the woman 

whose writings were brought to Rome. Owing to this difference, 
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these sources may be divided into two groups. The f i r s t group 
comprises those writers who indicate, directly or indirectly, 
that this woman was a sibyl; they are Vergil, Servius, Lucan, 
Varro, Lactantius, Zbnaras, and Tzetzes. The accounts of these 
writers may likewise be divided into two sub-categories, those 
indicating that this sibyl was the sibyl of Cumae, and those 
maintaining that she was the Erythraean s i b y l . Vergil, Lucan, 
Lactantius, Zbnaras, Tzetzes and Servius (in his quotation 
of the myth) a l l indicate the Cumaean sibyl. The sixth book 
of Vergil's Aeneid contains a clear reflection of this tra*-
dition; the most relevant statement i s Aeneas' promise to the 
Cumaean sibyl that he w i l l store her prophetic secrets in 
Rome. This tradition is also preserved in Vergil's Fourth 
Eclogue, in the Servian quotation of the Tarquin myth, and 

l*f 
i n a^somewhat s i l l y sentence of Lucan. In addition, the 
later writers Lactantius and Tzetzes indicate clearly that 
she was the Cumaean sibyl; Zbnaras t e l l s us only that the 
woman was a "sibyl", b u t Tzetzes affirms that this state-

15 

ment referred to the Cumaean sibyl. Varro and Servius con­
stitute the second sub-category. They are both of the co-

pinion that the oracles were originally written by the Eryth­
raean sibyl. However, neither of them was: entirely certain, 
and their choice of the Erythraean sibyl was in the nature of 
a suggestion. In connection with their uncertainty, we 
should also mention the doubt which must have existed in the 
minds of the Romans in 83 B. C., when they sought to restore 
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the books a f t e r t h e i r destruction by sending to a l l known 

si b y l s i n the ancient world. These included not only the 

Cumaean and Erythraean s i b y l s , but the others l i s t e d by Varro 

i n L a c t a n t i u s . ^ 

The second major group of ancient sources comprises the 

similar accounts of Ge l l i u s and Dionysius. Both writers 

provide versions of the Tarquin myth which pose a problem, 

one that does not admit of a sa t i s f a c t o r y solution. This 

problem arises from their f a i l u r e to i d e n t i f y the woman who 

came to Tarquin. G e l l i u s r e f e r s to her as anus hosnita et 

inc o g n i t a 1 ^ : Monysius c a l l s her oc/M &ff67&»#f<a.^ I f t h i s 

woman were known to Bionysius and Ge l l i u s as a s i b y l , i t i s 

l o g i c a l to assume that they would have mentioned such an 

important f a c t i n their accounts. The fac t that they do 

not mention th i s poses a notable problem, since i t cannot be 

said that t h e i r versions of the o r i g i n of the books agree 

with the t r a d i t i o n found i n V e r g i l , Servius, Varro, Lucan, and 
20 

the others mentioned above. 
Modern scholars favor two explanations, either an Etruscan 

P i 
o r i g i n of the books, or, i n accordance with the Erythraean-

22 
Cumaean t r a d i t i o n , one that was ultimately Greek. Before 

we proceed to those whose views coincide with t h i s t r a d i t i o n , 

and whose views the present writer endorses, i t would be 

best to consider f i r s t some of the arguments put fo r t h i n favor 

of an Etruscan o r i g i n . These arguments, none of which i s 
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e n t i r e l y s a t i s f a c t o r y , are put f o r t h by scholars who make no 

convincing attempt to explain the s i b y l l i n e t r a d i t i o n found 

i n V e r g i l , Servius, Varro, and the others. I t would seem that 

t h e i r insistence on an exclusively Etruscan o r i g i n i s the chief 

weakness? of their work. Had they made allowance for a blending 

of Greek and Etruscan influences, their e f f o r t s might appear 

more convincing. J On the other hand,whHswe prefer to accept an 

o r i g i n that was ultimately Greek, there i s l i t t l e to be gained 

i n t r y i n g to deny that the Etruscans could have exerted some 

influence on the early Greek s i b y l l i n e t r a d i t i o n . I t i s possible, 

fo r example, that the Etruscans of Campania were intermediar­

i e s i n bringing t h i s t r a d i t i o n to Rome; i n addition, the 

Tarquin myth implies that the f i r s t care of the books i n Rome 
2h 

was entrusted to a state governed by Etruscan influences. 

But these factors do not deny the pr o b a b i l i t y that the s i b y l ­

l i n e t r a d i t i o n was ultimately Greek i n o r i g i n . 

Turning to the arguments put f o r t h i n favor of an Etrus­

can o r i g i n , we should consider f i r s t the evidence for what 

J. H i l d c a l l s the "vraisemblance historique", gathered mainly 
25 

from D i e l s 1 l i t t l e book*. I t i s argued that Greek centres 

such as Cumae would have strongly protected their oracles, 

and would never have divulged them to outsiders:: "Es erscheint 

mir daher ganz unglaublich, dass die Cumaner damals irgendwie 

sich i h r e r Orakel entausserthaben s o l l e n " . This argument i s 

untenable, for i f true, how would one explain the spreading of 

s i b y l l i n e influence to I t a l y from other Greek c i t i e s i n the east? 

I f these Greek i n s t i t u t i o n s , for example Erythrae and Delphi, 
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had guarded th e i r oracles and trade secrets as Diels suggests 

Gumae did, i t i s d i f f i c u l t to imagine how such a centre as 

Gumae could have come into existence i n the f i r s t place. Ob­

viou s l y influence from Greece i t s e l f led to the development of 

the s i b y l of Gumae; and there i s l i t t l e reason why Cumae i n 

turn should not have influenced Rome. The prophetic shrine 

at Delphi was available to non-Greeks as well as Greeks. 

This was also true of Cumae, as the myth of Aeneas coming to 

her s i b y l would indicate. 

Pausanias t e l l s us that the Cumaean oracle did not have 
27' 

a c o l l e c t i o n of written oracles. I f this were also true 

of the shrine i n the days of King Tarquin, the f a c t that the 

oracle operated on a day-to-day basis i s not, i n i t s e l f , s u f f i ­

cient proof that the s i b y l l i n e influence could not have come 

thence to Rome. ¥. Fowler has suggested that the s i b y l l i n e 

books did not take the written form known to l a t e r Romans 

u n t i l sometime afte r t h e i r a r r i v a l i n Rbme.2%evertheless,itwasihard 

l y necessary for Cumae to have a c o l l e c t i o n of written oracles 

i n order to influence Rome. The ear l y Romans, i f by chance 

they sought an oracle at Cumae, might have carried i t back with 

them i n writing, even though the Cumaean s i b y l had no written 

oracles. This p o s s i b i l i t y i n i t s e l f could explain, or rather 

provide a basis f o r , the Tarquin myth. I t i s also possible 

that the oracles were transmitted o r a l l y to Rome, afterwards 

committed to writing, and thus became involved with the myth. 
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Raymond Bloch has also advanced many arguments i n favor 

of an exclusively Etruscan o r i g i n of the books. However, i t 

cannot be said that they constitute s a t i s f a c t o r y documentation 

for an o r i g i n that was e n t i r e l y free of Greek influence. For 

example, BILoch contends that the three gods honoured with 

a temple i n 4-96 were E t r u s c a n . ^ Ceres, Liber, and Libera, 

honoured i n this way because of a s i b y l l i n e recommendation, 

were obviously Roman equivalents of the Dionysus-Demeter-Kore 

t r i a d of Greek gods. This c u l t came from Cumae, the source 

of Rome's'early grain supply, and several scholars have shown 

how these Greek gods superimposed themselves on older e x i s t ­

ing I t a l i c d e i t i e s i n 4-96.^° I t appears that the Roman c u l t 

of t h i s Greek t r i a d dates from t h i s time, and that the gods 

worshipped i n 4-96 were the Greek prototypes, i n spite of the 

L a t i n names used.^ 1 Mr. Bloch also argues that the s i b y l l i n e 

response i n 4-6H was not Greek, but i n the nature of a resnonsum 

of the Etruscan h a r u s p i c e s . ^ However, he has f a i l e d to 

r e a l i z e that Livy's source for thi s passage, Valerius Antias, 

was suspect; the s i b y l l i n e response quoted i n Livy i s thus, 

either i n part or i n whole, a r e f l e c t i o n of Sullan attitudes 

towards the s i b y l l i n e books, and cannot be considered to have 

been the actual s i b y l l i n e recommendation i n 4-61. 

In contrast to these arguments, there are many factors 

and considerations i n d i c a t i n g that the s i b y l l i n e books were 

Greek i n o r i g i n . The t r a d i t i o n discussed above, involving the 

Erythraean and Tarquin myths, has not yet been disproved; i t i s 
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thought by the present x^riter to be a po s i t i v e i n d i c a t i o n of 

Greek o r i g i n . This t r a d i t i o n i s strong enough, i n spite of 

the uncertainty expressed i n the accounts of Gel l i u s and 

Bionysius, to indicate that i t contains at l e a s t the essence 

of the truth. 

Greek c i t i e s had c o l l e c t i o n s of prophecies; Herodotus 

t e l l s us that a c o l l e c t i o n of oracles was kept on the acropol-

i s i n Athens. J Thus i t cannot be claimed that a c o l l e c t i o n 

of r e l i g i o u s books was an exclusively Etruscan custom.^-* This 

t r a d i t i o n also developed i n the Greek world; i t may well have 

spread to Cumae and thence to Rome. 

Of the s i b y l l i n e oracles that have come down to us, one 

of the more int e r e s t i n g features i s the command: x x ' r f%cxc£' '/ r c 
-7-'VJ-*V' 3& • 
A'io&jOS&i, 1/ tr.. This expression requires that s a c r i f i c e s 

ordered by the s i b y l l i n e books be made Achivo r i t u . i n the 
37 

Greek manner. However, the e a r l i e s t oracles containing 

this expression date from the period c. 125 B. G . i t i s not 

certain, therefore, that t h i s expression was a feature of the 

e a r l i e s t s i b y l l i n e oracles i n Rome. But i f we make that 

assumption, this command may be considered a further indication 

that the o r i g i n a l s i b y l l i n e t r a d i t i o n was Greek. I t would 

have represented an e f f o r t to assure that the Greek nature 

of the prescribed s a c r i f i c e s be respected. And because i t would 

have derived from the Greek t r a d i t i o n r e f l e c t e d i n the f i r s t 

oracles, i t i s a strong i n d i c a t i o n that these f i r s t oracles were 

Greek. 
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The oracles were undoubtedly written i n Greek. This i s 

indicated by two considerations. F i r s t l y , the oracles discuss­

ed by Diels,apparently genuine, are i n Greek. Secondly, 

two Greek assistants were appointed to help the early duum­

v i r i with the Greek language and Greek r i t u a l s that were 

unfamiliar to them.^ This indicates that even the e a r l i e s t 

oracles were written i n Greek, and that the s i b y l l i n e tra;-r 

dition i t s e l f was Greek. 

More factors indicate a Greek o r i g i n . Most importantly, 

one should keep i n mind the recommendations of the s i b y l ­

l i n e books throughout t h e i r h i s t o r y . Any new r i t u a l s or 

gods to be brought to Rome, excepting the Phrygian Cybele, 

were Greek i n nature and o r i g i n . And when rest o r a t i o n of the 

books was undertaken, aft e r the f i r e of 83, duplicate oracles 

were sought from Greek towns i n I t a l y such as Cumae, and from 

Greek or Ionian-Greek places i n the east, such as Erythrae, 

Delphi, and Samos. Evidently, Romans who knew the o r i g i n a l 

set of books were convinced of their Greek o r i g i n . 
ho 

Rome had early connections with Cumae. That c i t y was 

not only the source of her grain supply, but also the centre 

from which Rome's c u l t of Apollo had sprung. I t was thus, 

possible that Rome, because of one trouble or another during 

the archaic period, should have sent for, or admitted, an 

oracle from Cumae. In such a small way, perhaps, the f i r s t 
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s i b y l l i n e influence could have come to Rome. Conservative 

Roman r e l i g i o u s practices would only resort to such outside 

help as a l a s t resort; but i f i t proved e f f i c a c i o u s on one 

occasion, there was no reason why i t could not be sought a g a i n — 

no reason, i n fact, why a s i b y l l i n e t r a d i t i o n could not be 

transplanted from the south and nurtured." f o r l o c a l use. 

Exactly when this happened i s a matter of great doubt. 

However, i t would seem that the books, or at l e a s t the i n f l u ­

ence that produced them, arrived during or before the sixth 

century. The e a r l i e s t recorded consultation, mentioned above, 

was i n 4-96.. In view of this date one may l o g i c a l l y assume 

that a r r i v a l was sometime before the beginning of the f i f t h 

century. The Tarquin myth implies, of course, that this t r a ­

d i t i o n arrived during the period of the kings; there i s no 

negative evidence to contradict t h i s implication. 

I t i s also d i f f i c u l t to determine the early form of the 

books. We do not know, for example, whether they became ai 

body of formally written documents soon after their i n t r o ­

duction, or whether they were loosely maintained on a day-

to-day basis. Later, to be sure, they became a well organiz­

ed and s t r i c t l y maintained set of documents. There i s no proof 

for the contention of W. Fowler that the books were maintained 

on a careless temporary basis u n t i l 367» when they were sud>--
4-CA 

denly organized into a permanent c o l l e c t i o n . 

The o r i g i n a l s i b y l l i n e books were placed, according to 

ELonysius, i n a stone chest and kept underground i n the temple 

of Jupiter C a p i t o l i n u s . ^ ^ I t i s important to r e a l i z e that the 
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books were only a part, admittedly the most important part, 

of the sacred material stored here, Servius points out that 

the s i b y l 1 s books were kept along with sacred books of the 

Roman seer Marcius, the Etruscan nymph Begoe, and Albunea, 

the aymph-sibyl of TIbur.1*"1 Oracles kept at Rome thus devel­

oped into a c o l l e c t i o n of writings from at l e a s t four d i f f e r ­

ent sources, and though the term l l b r i f a t a l e s was most often 

used for the s i b y l l i n e books themselves, i t i s well to remember 

that t h i s term included the o t h e r s a l s o , T h e writings of 

Begoe and Albunea are obscure and unimportant, to judge from 

attention paid them by ancient writers; but those of Marcius, 

found during the Second Punic War, are better known and w i l l 

be considered i n the context of that time. 

At a very early date, the books were placed under the care 

of two senators, two men of d i s t i n c t i o n . ^ These were the 

duumviri s a c r i s f a c i u n d i s T a committee of two i n charge of 

consultations u n t i l 3&7, when the decemvlral board was estab­

l i s h e d . They held this o f f i c e for l i f e , and were exempt from 

m i l i t a r y service and from a l l c i v i l appointments. Whether the 

two p a t r i c i a n s chosen f o r t h i s purpose may be said to have 

constituted a r e l i g i o u s college as such i s a much debated 

point and not of importance, though i t might be more apt to 

describe them as a commission. 1^ This commission perpetuated 

i t s e l f by the process of coontatio T and was thus i n theory 

perpetually renewable. How d i f f i c u l t t h i s would have been 

with a board of only two men, and the p o s s i b i l i t y that t h i s 

d i f f i c u l t y l e d to the changes of 367, w i l l be discussed at a 
l a t e r time. 
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The t i t l e tonyiffl gapff^S J&ciundlg, because i t i s vague 

and broad, suggests the powers of t h i s commission. In contrast 

to other r e l i g i o u s o f f i c e r s , whose duties were more e x p l i c i t 

and confined to purely Roman concerns, t h i s t i t l e indicates 

the commission's unlimited power and realm of authority. 

Because t h e i r authority extended to whatever the s i b y l l i n e 

books commanded, these two men had a broad power and i n f l u ­

ence that could not be specified i n t h e i r t i t l e , hence i t s 

vagueness-. Their authority extended not only to the super­

v i s i o n of Greek r i t u a l s and c u l t s advised by the books, 

but any other a l i e n r i t u a l s so recommended. In contrast, then, to 

the other r e l i g i o u s colleges, t h i s commission had an unlimited 

power and i n t e r e s t i n a l i e n r e l i g i o u s r i t u a l that were indeed 

u n t y p i c a l . ^ 

Zbnaras indicates the reasons f o r having two assistants 

help the e a r l y duumviri; these men were to read and interpret 

the books. 1^ But these assistants were appointed f o r several 

other reasons; apart from helping t h e i r duumviri with l i n g u i s ­

t i c and interpretative problems, they appear to have been 

commissioned to ensure that t h e i r masters did not disclose 

oracles to the public. For i t was established that they could 
k7 

not consult the books without these assistants being present. 

Eor.tepver, the great secrecy with which the oracles were guarded 

i s made clea r i n the story of M. A t i l i u s , one of the f i r s t 
lift 

duumviri. Apparently some Romans wished to know what was 

revealed i n the books, and bribed A t i l i u s to have some parts 

copied out by Sabinius Petronius. One of h i s slaves disclosed 
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t h i s matter, and he was punished i n the fashion usually reser­

ved for p a r r i c i d e s : sewn up i n a leather bag he was cast into 

the ocean, i n order that neither earth, water, nor sun would 

be polluted by his death. Contents of the verses could be 

disclosed only on penalty of death. Here we are given a v a l ­

uable impression of the s t r i c t secrecy with which the books 

were maintained, whether the story be h i s t o r i c a l or aetiolog-

i c a l i n o r i g i n . 

In t h e i r e a r l i e s t form, the s i b y l l i n e books were thought 

to consist of leaves, ©lis t r a d i t i o n i s best r e f l e c t e d i n . 

Vergil:: 

Insanam vatem aspicies, quae rupe sub ima, 
Fata canit, f o l i i s q u e notas et nomina mandat. 
Quaecumque i n f o l i i s d e s c r i p s i t carmina virgo, 
D i g e r i t i n numerum, atque antro seclusa r e l i n q u i t : 
I l i a manent immota l o c i s , neque ab ordine cedunt. 
Verum eadem, verso tenuis cum cardine ventus 
Impulit, et teneras turbavit ianua frondes, 
Numquam deinde cavo v o l i t a n t i a prendere saxo, 
Nec revocare si t u s , aut iungere carmina curat: 
Inconsulti abeunt, sedemque odere S i b y l l a e . 

; F o l i i s tantum ne carmina manda, 
Ne turbata voient r a p i d i s l u d i b r i a ventis: 
Ipsa canas oro. 50 

Varro indicates that these leaves were palm leaves: 

In f o l i i s autem palmarum sibyllam scribere solere 
testatur Varro. 

In f o l i i s palmae interdum not i s , interdum scribebat 
sermonibus .51 

He thus suggests that the leaves were marked eithe r with 

signs or sermonesT the l a t t e r involving, i t would seem, an 

unabbreviated manner of writing. Regarding the signs, Servius 

suggests that the s i b y l wrote "notis litterarum, ut per unam 
52 

l i t t e r a m s i g n i f i c e t a l i q u i d . " Later writers indicate that 
materials other than leaves were used for writing:. Pliny 
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assumes p a p y r u s - W h e r e a s Claudian mentions l i n e n . ^ 
Ausonius mentions that there were three books of s i b y l l i n e 

o r a c l e s , o b v i o u s l y complying w i t h the legend.55 Apart from 
t h i s remark, nothing i s known about the number of o r a c l e s , 
or of the number of volumes of o r a c l e s , t h a t were stored at 
Rome.? 6 

D i e l s ' thorough d i s c u s s i o n of the two o r a c l e s he assigns 
t o 207 and 125 t e l l s us much about the nature of o r a c u l a r 
w r i t i n g . These o r a c l e s were preserved by Phlegon of T r a l l e s , 
appear to be l e g i t i m a t e ^ and are i n v a l u a b l e i n s o f a r as we 
can base g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s on them. The language i s Greek; the 
verse form hexameter.^ 0 The Greek i s of notable d i f f i c u l t y and 
o b s c u r i t y : "Es g i b t wol wenig g r i e c h i s c h e Verse, d i e so schwer 

60A 

zu verstehen s i n d wie dieses Orakel". What s t r i k e s one most 
of a l l i s t h e i r l a c k o f p o l i s h , enigmatic nature, a r t l e s s n e s s . 

Perhaps the most s i g n i f i c a n t r e s u l t of D i e l s * work concerns 
the problem of a c r o s t i c s . Both C i c e r o and Dionysius mention 
t h i s aspect of s i b y l l i n e w r i t i n g ; and i n s p i t e of the e a r l y 
controversy over t h e i r statements, i t i s now c l e a r that acros­
t i c s were a d i s t i n g u i s h i n g f e a t u r e o f Roman s i b y l l i n e o r a c l e s 
a t t h e i r most t y p i c a l , or h i g h l y developed, s t a g e . ^ l Cicero 
argues th a t the s i b y l l i n e verses were not a product of f r e n z y 
and w i l d i n s p i r a t i o n — p r e s u m a b l y he i s t h i n k i n g of the Delphic 
o r a c l e — b u t the r e s u l t of much care and patience. This i s 
because they contained a p o e t i c technique "quae ̂ M/^o^-TcJ^s 

d i c i t u r , cum deinceps ex p r i m i s cuiusque versus l i t t e r i s 
a l i q u i d c o n n e c t i t u r . Atque i n S i b y l l i n i s ex primo versu 
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cuiusque sententlae primis l i t t e r i s i l l i u s sententiae car-
62 

men omne praetexitur. , , : Dionysius, a l b e i t vaguely, alludes 
to the same thing. D i e l s 1 research supports and c l a r i f i e s 

6k 

the statements of these writers. He has ingeniously res­

tored the i n i t i a l l e t t e r s of a few missing l i n e s of the ex­

tant oracles, and by c o r r e l a t i n g the f i r s t l e t t e r of each l i n e , 

i s able to provide a complete hexameter and one incomplete, 

suitable i n meaning to the o r a c l e s i n q u e s t i o n . ^ Apparent­

l y these a c r o s t i c s were meant to frame the oracle into an 

unalterable and tamper-proof form, and they are the most 

notable aspect of the s i b y l l i n e fragments that have come down 

to us. 

The question of acrostics leads to a much more obscure 

problem, that of consultation and interpretation. The exact 

processes involved remain unknown, since ancient writers say 

l i t t l e , about th i s topic. Only two remarks are relevant. 

Vopiscus t e l l s us that the p r i e s t s read the s i b y l l i n e books 
66 

with v e i l e d hands. Ammianus Marcellinus i s even l e s s 

informative when he mentions that interpreters of the s i b y l ­

l i n e oracles assume a solemn expression of severe b e a r i n g . ^ 

On the basis of these rather i n s i g n i f i c a n t remarks, one 

can only surmise that consultations and interpretations 

of the oracles constituted a solemn and formal r i t u a l . 

Several modern scholars have suggested modes of con­

sultation, but i t must be admitted that t h e i r solutions are 
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hypothetical and far from s a t i s f a c t o r y . In spite of the 

attractiveness and fas c i n a t i o n of these attempts, we are 

nevertheless s t i l l just as f a r from certainty. Niebuhr, 

following the t r a d i t i o n that the books were composed of 

leaves, suggests that these leaves, having been cut into 
68 

oblong shapes for writing, were shuffled and drawn. His 

conjecture i s a valuable one since i t implies that some 

method of se l e c t i o n by chance was used i n the process of 

consultation. This method of selection by chance finds sup>-

port i n the word sortes T used i n this connection by V e r g i l , 

T'ibullus, and L a c t a n t i u s . ^ A passage chosen by a process 

of s h u f f l i n g or drawing would be considered the applicable 

•one. 

Other scholars believe that acrostics played a 

i n the consultations.* 7 0 I t i s true that they were of some 

importance, as Diels has shown, but to venture an explanation 

of a c r o s t i c s as a procedure of consultation, on the basis 

of what l i t t l e we know, i s to enter the realm of pure 

hypothesis. In several ways the mystery that enshrouds the con­

s u l t a t i o n of these books resembles our lack of knowledge about 

the Eleusinian mysteries. Both involved a solemn r e l i g i o u s 

r i t u a l , and the r i t u a l s of both were held i n such secrecy that their 

essence has never been disclosed, i n spite of several centuries' 

practice and innumerable people, writers included, who must 

have come i n d i r e c t contact with the heart of these r i t u a l s . 
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Even Cicero, though he discusses the Eleusinian mysteries at 
71 

length, never discloses any relevant d e t a i l s . ' Nevertheless, 

what may be surmised about the Eleusinian mysteries may also 

be suggested f o r the consultation of the s i b y l l i n e books: 

the essence of the r i t u a l could have been deceptively simple, 

to us non-dramatic and even meaningless;, and i t i s t h i s simp­

l i c i t y that has l e d scholars astray ever since, inasmuch as 

they tend to invent complicated hypotheses that are a l l l the 

more d i f f i c u l t to v e r i f y because of t h e i r complication. 

What remains certa i n , to judge from the type of information 

found i n ancient authors, i s t h i s : only conclusions drawn 

from the consultations were publicized, not the texts them­

selves. Perhaps t h i s was to avoid controversy, should the text 

i n question have been unclear; and one would think that the 

s p e c i f i c senatorial purpose of a p a r t i c u l a r consultation would 

be better served i n t h i s fashion. Fbr i t was the senate, and 

only the senate, that could ordain a c o n s u l t a t i o n ^ ; moreover, 

the response was reported only to themselves, and they reser--

ved the r i g h t of interpreting and implementing i t as t h e i r 
7k 

purposes dictated.' I t i s c e r t a i n that a s i b y l l i n e response 

could neither be publicized nor enacted without the:s;enate!s!prior 

consent. Even the duumviri could not look into the books 

whenever they wished, but were required to receive senatorial 

permission i n every case. 

S p e c i f i c causes for which the s i b y l l i n e books were consult­

ed w i l l be a matter l e f t f o r l a t e r discussion. I t would not 

be out of place here, however, to mention the general reasons 
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f o r consultation, and to consider what the ancients themselves 

regarded as t h e i r purpose. 

Cicero i s both comprehensive and to the point when 

he says: "Valeant £libri s i b y l l i n i f ad deponendas potius 

quam ad suscipiendas r e l i g i o n e s " . ^ However, the word r e l i g i o 

i s d i f f i c u l t to define, e s p e c i a l l y i n the context of t h i s a 

statement. I t appears to have been derived from the verb 

r e l i g o ; I t s meaning thus developed from the concept of a person 
75A 

being bound, or obligated to a higher power. W. Fowler has 

traced four stages i n the meaning of t h i s word. Of these 

the f i r s t and p a r t i c u l a r l y the second seem applicable to t h i s 

statement of Cicero. In the f i r s t stage, this word indicated 

a f e e l i n g of "fear or awe of the s e m i - c i v i l i z e d man i n the 

presence of the supernatural". In the second i t indicated 

the " c u l t by which man s t r i v e s to p r o p i t i a t e the unseen powers, 

together with the scruple he f e e l s i f the p r o p i t i a t i o n i s i n 
75B 

the l e a s t degree imperfect". I t seems that Cicero was re­

f e r r i n g to this type of c u l t i n h i s present use of r e l i g i o . 

These cul t s , since the senate- f e l t they should be "deponendas 

potius quam...suscipiendas", must have taken root i n excessive 

r e l i g i o u s fear of the unknown. This excessive fear was un­

acceptable to Roman r e l i g i o u s authorities; thus the cults that 

sprung from i t were likewise unacceptable, since the r i t u a l s 

that they involved r e f l e c t e d a desperation 'd.eriv-1 hgc from 

this fear. One of the chief purposes of the s i b y l l i n e books 

was to discourage such cul t s by suggesting, i n t h e i r place, a 

more acceptable r e l i g i o u s r i t u a l . 
The books contained oracles dealing with "remedia Romana"^ 
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^These Included means of placating angry gods,and.ritesof expia­

t i o n and p u r i f i c a t i o n , a l l to i n s p i r e confidence l o s t i n view 

of present e v i l s , calamities, prodigies. The books were useful 

i n ascertaining which gods should be worshipped, and i n what 

p a r t i c u l a r way t h i s worship should be performed. Only thus 

could s u p e r s t i t i o n be eliminated, and hope inspired for the future. 

What, then, were the chief e v i l s necessitating a consultation? 

DIonysius l i s t s four:, party s t r i f e and sedition, misfortunes 

i n war, apparitions, and prodigies. He might have included 

another c l a s s i f i c a t i o n : those e v i l s , however assorted i n nature, 

which posed a severe threat to public well-being, such as plagues, 

epidemics, and earthquakes. In general, then, one might say 

that consultations were occasioned only by e v i l s and misfori? • 

tunes of such consequence that they threatened the state as a 

whole, i t s p o l i t i c a l or mental s t a b i l i t y , i t s health or i t s 

safety. 

Though associated with Apollo as god of prophecy, the 

s i b y l l i n e books were not, generally speaking, a repository of 

prophecies.'' They evolved for quite a d i f f e r e n t purpose than 

that f o r which the Delphic oracle, for example, was known to 

function. Varro indicates that consultations occurred a f t e r 

some misfortune or prodigy, and thus argues that even the 
78 

e a r l i e s t s i b y l l i n e books were not prophetic. We w i l l see 

at a l a t e r time that prophecies play a minor r o l e i n the 

re s u l t s of genuine consultations, since t h i s ro\Le would have 

d e t r a c t e d from the value of the books i n the long run, and 
79 

assisted no way i n the f u l f i l l m e n t of the i r main aims.' 7 
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1. N C i c , De Nat. DeorumT I I I , 5 
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o c c u r r i n g i n the re i g n s of the two Tarquins, P r i s c u s and 
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3. Ovid, Met. XIV, 130—153; Serv.. Ad Aen.. VT, 321 f . , 
ed. G. T h i l o and H. Hagen ( L e i p z i g , l 8 8 l ) . 

k. See a l s o Varro ap. Serv., Ad Aen. T VI, 36. 
% Varro ap. Lact., Div. I n s t i - T I , 6. 
6i Varro ap. L a c t . , l o c . c i t . 
7. Verg., Aen., V I , 36 ~ 
8. Serv., Ad A e n M I I I , H-H-5 
8A. TWO of the Greek s i b y l s were the Delphic and the 

Samian; two s i b y l s i n Magna Graecia were the Cumaean and the 
T i b u r t i n e s i b y l s . 

9- For evidence connecting the two s i b y l s , see Marquardt, 
Staatsverwaltung T ( L e i p z i g , 1878), P. 352 f . A. Bouchl-Leclerq, 
H j s t o i r e .de l a D i v i n a t i o n dans l ' A n t i a u i t e ' ( P a r i s , 1882), 
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10. Serv., M Aen., VI, 72; Dion. IV, 62; Zbn. V I I , 11; 
G e l l i u s , I), 19; La c t . Div. I n s t . T I , 6 

11. Aus., XVI, 85 f . ; P l i n y , Nat. H i s t . , X I I I , 27; 
Appian, Reg., IX. 

12. Zbnaras and Dionysius say that Tarquin acted on the 
advice of h i s augurs; the others say that he gave i n of h i s 
own accord. P l i n y t a l k s of three books i n s t e a d of nine; he 
i s alone i n t h i s respect, though the mathematical proportions-
remain the same. Only Servius and L a c t a n t i u s r e p o r t the p r i c e 
p a i d f o r the books. 

13. G» Bl o c h i n Daremberg-Saglio, D i e t . T "duumviri s. f . " 
1M-. V e r g i l , Aen.. V I , 72:; "Hie ego namque tuas s o r t e s , 

arcanaque f a t a d i c t a meae g e n t i , ponam, lectosque saerabo, 
Alma, v i r o s . " Verg., E e l . IV, h% "Ultima Cumaei v e n i t iam 
carminis aetas..." Serv., Ad Aen., V I , 72:' "...constat regnante 
Tarquinio quandam mulierem, nomine Amaltheam, o b t u l i s s e e i 
novem l i b r o s . . . " ; c f . L a c t . B i v . I n s t . . I , 6, f o r the name 
Amalthea. Lucan, Vf, 18H-: "Qualis i n Euboico vates Cumana 
recessu i n d i g n a t a suum u l t i s s e r v i r e furorem gentibus ex 
tanta fatorum strage superba e x c e r p s i t Romana manu..."1 

15. L a c t . , Div. I n s t . , I , 6; Tzetzes i n Lvconhr. A l e x 
1279; Zbnaras V I I . 11. 

16. Serv., Ad Aeq., V I , 36: "Multae autem fuerunt,... 
quas omnes Varro commemorat et r e q u i r i t a qua s i n t f a t a Romana 
c o n s c r i p t a . Et m u l t i , sequentes V e r g i l i u m , ab hac Cumana 
di c u n t . . . B u c i t u r tamen Varro, et Erythraeam credat s c r i p s i s s e , 
quiaapost incensum A p o l l i n i s templum, i n quo fuer a n t , apud 
Erythram insulam i p s a inventa sunt carmina." V I , 72: " S i b y l -
l i n a responsa, quae...incerturn e s t cuius S i b y l l a e f u e r i n t , 
quamquam Cumanae V e r g i l i u s d i c a t , Varro Erythraeae."' 
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17. L a c t . , Blv. I n s t , , I , 6. These were the Cimmerian, 
Ahcyran, Libyssan, H e l l e s p o n t i a n , Samian, T l b u r t i n e , Persaean, 
and Delphic s i b y l s . 

18. G e l l i u s , I , 19. 
19. Dion. IV. 62. 
20. Very l i t t l e i s t o l d about t h i s "anus i n c o g n i t a " . 

G e l l i u s t e l l s us that she brought " o r a c l e s of the gods," 
" d i v i n a oracula "; Dionysius i n d i c a t e s that she brought 
nine books of s i b y l l i n e oracles:: ' ^ ^ - ^ . ^ ^ A ^ jfaq&tO'K" 
But these statements alone cannot be used to prove that the 
i n c o g n i t a of Dionysius and G e l l i u s was the s i b y l of the other 
accounts. I f , however, we accept the i m p l i c a t i o n - i n h e r e n t i n 
these statements, and assume that the anus i n c o g n i t a was a 
s i b y l , such an hypothesis c a l l s f o r a s u i t a b l e e x p l a n a t i o n 
of the a d j e c t i v e s chosen by Dionysius and G e l l i u s to describe 
her. One might assume that the s i b y l was d i s g u i s e d when she 
came to Rome, or that she was unrecognized by Tarquln f o r some 
other reason, perhaps because she seldom ( i f ever) l e f t 
Cumae. On the other hand, i t i s quite p o s s i b l e t h a t the words 
used by Dionysius and G e l l i u s , i f they are r e f e r r i n g to a 
s i b y l , r e f l e c t Roman doubt as to which of the s i b y l s came to 
Rome. This i s the doubt described by Servius (Ad Aen., V I 3& 
and 72), and the doubt that perhaps d i c t a t e d Roman e f f o r t s to 
r e s t o r e the s i b y l l i n e o r a c l es, a f t e r t h e i r d e s t r u c t i o n i n 83 
B. C , from not one but ten c i t i e s w i t h s i b y l l i n e s h r i n e s . 

21. H. D i e l s , S j f r y U l n i s c h e Bl£££er, ( B e r l i n , I89O); 
J . H i l d i n D a r e m b e r g - S a g l i o , ^ " s i b y l l i n i l i b r i " ; ; R. Bloch, 
Leg. Prodiges dans l ' A n t i a u i t e C l a s s i a u e ( P a r i s , I963X, P. 90 f. 

22i G:. B l o c h i n Daremberg-Saglio, "duumviri s. f. •"; 
W.l/iFowler, R e l i g i o u s Experience of the Roman People (London, 
1911); Marquardt, 0£. , P. 352 f.; F. Altheim, H i s t o r y of 
Roman Re l i e ion, T (London. 1938), P. 24-lj K. L a t t e , Romi sene 
R e l i g i o n s g.evschiriite. (Munich, i960). P. 160. 

23. F. Altheim, o^. c j ^ . , P. 2H-1 
2M-. For the suggestion that the Etruscans of Campania 

were i n t e r m e d i a r i e s , see F. Altheim, l o c . c i t . E a r l y connec­
t i o n s between Rome and E t r u r i a , which -sere e x t e n s i v e , are 
w e l l discussed by R. Bloch, oja. £i£., P. 95—98. 

25. J". H i l d i n Daremberg-Saglio. " s i b y l l i n i l i b r i " . 
26. H. D i e l s , pjj. , P. 81 
27. Paus. X, 12, 8 
28. W.W.Fowler, o_£. £i£., P. 257 
29. R. Blo c h , O_Q. P. 96 
30. J . B. Ca r t e r , TĴ e R e l i g i o n 2I ^utna (London, 1906), 

P. 72 f . 
J l . Dion. V I , 17 
32. L i v y , I I I , 10:: " p e r i c u l a a conventu alienigenarum 

p r a e d i c t a , ne qui i n l o c a summa Ur b i s impetum caedesque inde 
f i e r e n t ; i n t e r cetera monitum et s e d i t i o n i b u s a b s t i n e r e t u r " . 
R. Bl o c h , oji. cjjfc., P. 100-101. 

33. See Page 92, n. 136. 
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34-. Herodotus, V, 90, 93• 
35. R. Bloch, 0£. , P. 95 
36. Diels, oji. £i£., P« 112, l i n e 16. 
37. Varro, M t . Ling.. 711, 88 
38. Following Diels, c i t . T P. 75, J. H i l d i n Par ember g- 

S a g l i o T " s i b y l l i n i l i b r i " , assumes that t h i s expression was 
ch a r a c t e r i s t i c of the e a r l i e s t oracles, and discusses i t i n 
an e f f o r t to deny the Greek o r i g i n of the books: "Une expression 
de ce genre exclut que cet oracle s o i t venu de Cumes, puisqu 1-
e l l e suppose, chez c e l u i qui l ' a employee, l a connaissance du 
r i t u s Romanus. et de l a difference qui existe entre l e s deux, 
ce qui, de l a part des Cume'ens, est absolument invraisemblable." 
This argument i s not convincing. The books could have been 
written o r i g i n a l l y by Greeks (perhaps the Cumaeans) and a f t e r ­
wards altered when they came to Rome. This expression could 
have been added by Roman interpreters of the books i n an e f f o r t 
to maintain and c l a r i f y the o r i g i n a l \ o r a c l e s . Thus, one 
should not make the dangerous assumption that early Greek 
writings could never have beenedited, elaborated, and adapt- . 
ed to Roman needs and customs afte r t h e i r a r r i v a l . In th i s 
connection, the same .scholar asserts: "Mais l ' i n g e n i o s i t e 
avec laquelle l e college...opera plus tard, donne a penser 
qu'anterieurement de^ja l e s interpretes des l i v r e s S i b y l l i n s 
ne se g^naient pas pour y introduire, sous l a pression__des 
evenements et l'influence des pouvoirs publics, des prescrip­
tions at des idees auxquelles 1 ' i n s p i r a t i o n S i b y l l i n e e t a i t 
etrangere." 

9. Z'onaras, VII, 11 
0. For a discussion of these, see W.W.Fowler, cit.« 

P. 257—8; also J. B. Carter, pjt. ci£., P. 66 and 72. 
4-OA. W..W.Fbwler, 0&. £lt., P. 259. 
»+0B:i Dion. IV, 62. 
kl. Serv., Ad | e i j . , VI, 72. 
4-2. The many references i n Livy show th is c l e a r l y to be 

the case. 
4-3. Dion.„IV, 62. 
44. Bouche-Leclerq, op., c i t . . IV, P. 291; G. BILoch i n 

Daremberg-Saglio T "duumviri s. F." v 

" 4-5. The books were concerned with "une r e l i g i o n a f a i r e 
plutSt qu*une r e l i g i o n f a i t e " . G:̂  Bloch i n Daremberg-Saglio T 

"duumviri s. f . " 
k6. Zbn. VII, 11 
4-7. Dion. IV, 62. 
4-8. Val. Max., I, 1, 13; Zon. VII, 11; Dion., IV, 62. 
4-9. In l a t e r times the death penalty was dropped; however, 

the offence was s t i l l a serious one. See A. A. Bbyce, TAPA, 
1938, P. 162; G. Bloch i n Daremberg-Saglio. "duumviri s. f . " . 

50. Verg., Aen., I l l , 44-3 f.; VI, 74-. 
51. Serv., Ad. Aeja., I I I , 4-4-3; VIT, 74-. 
52. Serv., A&« Aen., I I I , 4-4-3. 
53. Pliny, Nat. Hist., XIII, 27. In a passage discussing 

books made of paper, charta, P l i n y mentions the s i b y l l i n e books. 
54-. Claudian, B. Get., 232, "carbasus". 
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55. Aus., XVI, 85 f. 
56. I t can also be surmised that they numbered less than 

a thousand verses, since Lactantius t e l l s us (Div. Inst. T I, 6) 
that t h i s was the number of the newly restored c o l l e c t i o n i n 
76. He indicates that the new c o l l e c t i o n was larger than the 
old. 

57« Diels, ,22.. c i t . , passim 
58. Phlegon of T r a l l e s , Mir. X. 
59. Their content, concerned e n t i r e l y with Greek r i t u a l , 

shows no trace of Jewish-sibylline influence. They are thus 
markedly d i f f e r e n t from the volumes of Jewish-sibylline oracles 
that have come down to us, of which there are fourteen. These 
are thoroughly discussed by Izatsh i n Paulv--WissowaT " S i b y l l i n -
ische Orakel", 2118—2164-. Diels, cj}. £i£., P. 38 and 4-9, 
summarized the Greek r i t u a l s contained i n these oracles. 

60., The hexameter verse form i s also indicated by Tib-
u l l u s , II, 5, 16. 

60A. Diels, oc c i t . , P. 64-. 
$1, Por example, Bouche*-Leclerq, on., c i t . , IV, P. 295. 

There i s no evidence to refute Cicero's statement. Moreover, 
D i e l s 1 work has proven that acrostics were a main feature of 
s i b y l l i n e writing. See also A. S. Pease, Ciceronis de D i v i n -
atione. (Darmstadt, 1963), P. 530, n. 6. 

62. C i c , De Div., I I , 54-. 
63. Dion. IV,~oT. 
64-. D i e l s , £i£., P. 25 f. 
65. Ibid.: see also J. H i l d i n Daremberg-Saglio, " s i b y l -

l i n i l l b r i " . 
66. Vbpiscus, Aur., XIX, 6: "...agite i g i t u r , p o n t i f i c e s 
templum ascendite, s u b s e l l i a laureata construite, velatis; 

manibus l i b r o s evolvite, f a t a r e i publicae, quae sunt aeterna, 
p e r q u i r i t e . " 

67. Amm. Marc, XII, 9t "Hi, velut fata n a t a l i c i a 
praemonstrantes, aut s i b y l l a e oracula interpretantes, vultus 
gravitate ad habitum composita tristiorem, ipsum quoque 
venditant, quod oscitantur." 

68. B. Q2 Niebuhr, History of Rome (translated by J. C. 
Hare, London, 184-2—28), I, P. 504-. 

69. Verg. Aen.. VI, 72; Tib. I, 5, 69; Lactantius DIv. 
i a s i . , I, 6. 

70. Notably Klausen, Aeneas und die Penaten. whose^comp-
l i c a t e d and unconvincing theories are summarized by Bouche-
Leclerq, c i t . . IV, P. 295. 

71. C i c , De Leg., II, 14-, 36. 
73. C i c De Div.. I I , 54-; Dion. TV, 62. 
74-. This procedure was abandoned only twice, i n 87 and 

56 B. C. See pages 117 and 134-. 
75. C i c , De My.., II, 54-. 
75A". c f . Lactantius, Siy.. Inst.. IV, 28, 3j "hoc vinculo-

p i e t a t i s o b s t r i c t i deo et r e l i g a t i sumus; unde ipsa r e l i g i o 
nomen accepit,..." Also, IV, 28, 12: "diximus nomen r e l i g i o n i s 
a vinculo p i e t a t i s esse deductum, quod hominem s i b i deus r e l i g -
a v e r i t et pietate constrinxerit, quia servire nos e i ut domino 
et obsequi ut p a t r i necesse est. eo melius ergo i d nomen Luc­
r e t i u s interpretatus est. qui a i t religionum se nodos solvere." 
For the etymology of r e l i g i o . see-A. S. Pease,.on, c i t . , P. 5ol—2. 
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75B. W.W.Fowler, Roman Essays an£ Interpretations, (1920), 
P. 7—15. See also A. S. Pease, on.. £it., P. 582. Cicero, 
Be rhvent. T II, 66, defines the f i r s t meaning of r e l i g i o : 
"religionem earn quae i n metu et caerimonia deorum s i t appellant". 
His use of t h i s word i n the second stage of i t s meaning, when 
i t referred to c u l t s , i s found i n De i e g . , II, 25, and other 
places c i t e d by W.W.Fowler, op., c i t . . P. 11 

76. Dion., IV, 62. 
77. The college i n charge of the s i b y l l i n e books was also 

responsible f o r the Roman c u l t of Apollo, c f . Livy X, 8. Thus, 
symbols i d e n t i f i e d with the decemviri were those associated 
with Apollo, i n p a r t i c u l a r the tripod and Dolphin. See F. 
Altheim, op., c i t . , P. 2h2. The books had early associations 
with Apollo, since their t r a d i t i o n and the c u l t of that god 
both originated, at an early date, at Cumae. Though t h i s 
god probably arrived before the books (WW.Fowler, Religious  
Experience of the Roman People, P. 268, n. 29), h i s connection 
with the s i b y l l i n e books was confirmed as early as 4-33, when 
the books ordered that a temple be dedicated to him (Livy IV,25)« 

78. Varro, Re. Rust. / I I . 
79. A. A. Boyce, TAPA, 1938, P. 162 f., discusses the 

prophetic q u a l i t i e s of the s i b y l l i n e recommendations. He f e e l s 
that while outright prophecy played a minor r'dle i n such 
recommendations, i t nevertheless cannot be declared uncondi­
tionally that the books did not prophesy... , The books tended 
towards t h i s r&le during the l a t e r republic, though even before 
t h i s time c e r t a i n responses had a prophetic qu a l i t y . This 
prophetic r o l e included not only outright prophecies, but commands 
that had a d i r e c t bearing on future events (for example, that 
quoted i n Livy, I I I , 10). That the s i b y l l i n e books were also 
a repository of h i s t o r i c a l information and records i s made 
clear by Orosius, IV, 5, and Dionysius, I, 3 k » But the main 
purpose of these books, as countless consultations indicate, 
was the recommendation of suitable s a c r i f i c e s and r i t u a l s to 
pr o p i t i a t e angry gods and atone for present misfortunes. 

J. H i l d i n Daremberg-Saglio. " s i b y l l i n i l i b r i " , and 
G. Bloch i n Daremberg-Saglio. "duumviri s. f . " maintain that 
a purely prophetic operation would have been contrary to the 
aims of the books, and that such an operation was thus not 
emphasized, i n the early republic at l e a s t . Prophecies, i f 
they were to be accurate, would have had to be s u f f i c i e n t l y 
vague as to appear correct regardless of the outcome of a 
s i t u a t i o n . Such vagueness and ambiguity, which would have 
r e c a l l e d Delphic responses, would have rendered the books i n ­
e f f e c t i v e . On the other hand, i f they were to prophesy.: 
more s p e c i f i c a l l y , they ran the r i s k of error and consequent 
loss of their authority. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE PERIOD 753?--20M-

The h i s t o r y of consecutive consultations from e a r l i e s t 

Roman times down to the end of the second Punic War consists 

of s l i g h t l y more than f o r t y references i n the ancient authors, 

of which at least twenty-five re f e r to authentic, s p e c i f i c 

consultations. These consultations are related, both i n 

i n i t i a t i o n and re s u l t s , to t h e i r h i s t o r i c a l contexts; and i t 

w i l l be seen that proper comprehension of the r6\e of these 

books i n r e l i g i o - p o l i t i c a l a f f a i r s can stem only from a consid­

eration of these contexts. This is the case, at any rate, with 

those consultations whose importance and difference from the 

"norm11 are s t r i k i n g . We would best, then, discuss f i r s t of 

ali i , these consultations i n a general, comprehensive fashion, 

i n t h i s way providing a meaningful context for those which 

warrant closer attention. 

Two l o g i c a l approaches present themselves: the various 

reasons for consultation; and the re s u l t s , insofar as they 

may be categorized, of consultation. In t h i s way we may draw 

some broad, but hopefully meaningful, conclusions about the 

rble of these books, and then approach the more important 

consultations with a r e a l i z a t i o n of their d i s t i n c t i v e q u a l i ­

t i e s . 

Reasons for consultation f a l l into four groupings, ad­

mittedly nebulous and in t e r r e l a t e d , yet nevertheless useful: 

prodigies, portents, and e v i l omens; s o c i a l e v i l s such as 

plagues, epidemics, famines, droughts, and earthquakes; 

war d i f f i c u l t i e s or p o l i t i c a l matters; and superstitious fears; 



27 
i n the public mind that might stem from any of these causes. 

Sometimes i t i s d i f f i c u l t to determine, for example, whether 

a consultation was i n i t i a t e d by the mere occurrence of por­

tents, or by fear and a sense of r e l i g i o consequent on t h e i r 

announcement. For the purposes of t h i s discussion, these 

doubtful cases w i l l be c l a s s i f i e d under the event that led to 

consultation. 

Prodigies, portents, and omens were i n ten cases the sole 

or p a r t i a l reason f o r a consultation. These would be only 

those omens s t r i k i n g because of t h e i r strangeness, and thus 

d i f f i c u l t to interpret, excluding anything of a routine nat­

ure.® 1 The ancient sources, p a r t i c u l a r l y Livy, y i e l d a high­

l y varied and extensive range of portents that c a l l e d for a 

consultation, often occurring, of course, many at a t i m e . ^ 

I t would be out of place here to discuss the h i s t o r i c a l v a l ­

i d i t y of such phenomena; they are important to us only insofar 

as they constituted a reason f o r consultation. Whether these 

events a c t u a l l y happened, and are thus explicable on a s c i e n ­

t i f i c basis, i s not a relevant question; rather, i t Is the;. cerjt&ih;t7 

that they were considered s i g n i f i c a n t enough to warrant a 

consultation, or at l e a s t used as the pretext for one.^ 

Of the ten occasions mentioned above, a l l but one follow 

a consistent t r a d i t i o n . The e a r l i e s t date from U6l, H-36, 

3k3, and 295, are well separated i n time, and of no p a r t i c u l a r 

interest.®^ On the other hand, the f i v e occasions during the 

Hannibalic War, dating from 218, 217, 216, 2l6, and 20U-, are 

relevant i n the context of that war, and w i l l be considered a t 

a l a t e r time. Few consultations because of Dortents are re*. = 
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corded f o r the p e r i o d 295—218, but t h i s i s e a s i l y explained 
by the lacuna i n L i v y ' s account. 

The second category of reasons f o r c o n s u l t a t i o n , matters 
thought to thre a t e n p u b l i c h e a l t h and s a f e t y , was a l s o one 
of the most u s u a l . These dangers were items of s e l f - e v i d e n t 
importance, and t h e i r unusual s e v e r i t y would n a t u r a l l y demand, 
by way of remedy, the best help t h a t the p o l i t i c a l and r e l i g ­
ious mechanisms, working together, could o f f e r . The " l a s t 
r e s o r t " i n such a case was a c o n s u l t a t i o n o f the books. Fore­
most among these p u b l i c e v i l s were plagues and p e s t i l e n c e s . 
I n f a c t , plagues and disease r e s u l t e d i n more c o n s u l t a t i o n s 
d u r i n g t h i s ent5re:periodfean-anyiother f a c t o r except portents; 
i n a l l there were nine occasions on which they were e i t h e r 
s o l e or p a r t i a l reason f o r a c o n s u l t a t i o n . Most o f these are 
found i n the e a r l y p e r i o d , w i t h instances i n V36, 4-33, 399, 

364-, 3*+9, 295, 293, and 2 7 2 . ^ No more epidemics are reported 
u n t i l 208, again perhaps because L i v y ' s account i s missing} and 
of a l l the tro u b l e s s u f f e r e d during the second Punic War, i t 
seems that epidemics were the l e a s t troublesome. I t i s not 
at a l l c e r t a i n t h a t the worst plague, t h a t of 208, even l e d 
to a c o n s u l t a t i o n . ^ 

Fears and ass o c i a t e d s u p e r s t i t i o n s were o f t e n the cause of 
c o n s u l t a t i o n s . ^ I t was customary f o r the growth of major 
r e l i g i o to cause a c o n s u l t a t i o n before the s u p e r s t i t i o n s 
became so se r i o u s as to d i s p l a c e the t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s 
values of the s t a t e , or t o destroy the p s y c h o l o g i c a l e q u i ­

l i b r i u m of the people. Obviously, the purpose of such c o n s u l -
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t a t i o n s was to a l l a y these f e a r s and s u p e r s t i t i o n s by c a l l i n g 
i n t o f o r c e an i n s t i t u t i o n sanctioned by the Roman senate, one 
which could suggest e f f e c t i v e remedies, but on l y such as were 
acceptable to the Roman government and could be comprehended 
w i t h i n the body of t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s thought. 

On seven occasions f e a r s of one type or another were c l e a r ­
l y r e s p o n s i b l e f o r c o n s u l t a t i o n s . That o f M-96 o r i g i n a t e d I n 
a f e a r of famine^ 0; that of 226 r e s u l t e d from the f e a r of a 
G a l l i c invasion.91 Other occasions a l l f a l l i n the p e r i o d 
o f the H a n n i b a l i c War. The s u p e r s t i t i o u s f e a r s of t h i s time 
w i l l be discussed i n greater d e t a i l when we consider the op­
e r a t i o n of the books i n tha t p e r i o d . I t w i l l s u f f i c e t o men­
t i o n here the c o n s u l t a t i o n s of 218 and 216, o s t e n s i b l y due to 
the innuinie;rable prodigies' of those years-.92 i n theory i t 
was the port e n t s themselves that were r e s p o n s i b l e . But L i v y 
makes c l e a r that alarm and f e a r played the prime r & l e ; and 
motives f o r c o n s u l t a t i o n are b e t t e r seen a r i s i n g from ... 
s u p e r s t i t i o n than from the portents themselves. Alarm i n some 
form or other a l s o l e d to the second c o n s u l t a t i o n of 216, as 
w e l l as those of 212 and 2Ck.$& These c o n s u l t a t i o n s i n 
p a r t i c u l a r warrant s p e c i a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n . 

The l a s t category of motives to be considered stems l a r g e ­
l y from needs inherent i n m i l i t a r y or p o l i t i c a l a f f a i r s , 
and i s e x e m p l i f i e d by nine c o n s u l t a t i o n s . While these too 
warrant c l o s e r a t t e n t i o n , they may be l i s t e d here f o r s t a t ­
i s t i c a l purposes: the law of T e r e n t i l i u s i n k6l^; C a m i l l u s 1 

p u r i f i c a t i o n of Rome a f t e r h i s defeat of the Gaulsj95 e e l -
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ebration of the f i r s t l ectisternium i n 3 9 9^j the introduction 

of Aesculapius to Rome a f t e r 293^?; the G a l l i c war i n 226^; 

Fabius Maximus' r i s e to power a f t e r Trasimene i n 217^9. alarm 

a f t e r the great defeat at Cannae i n 2 l 6 1 0 0 ; celebration of 

the Ludi Apollinares i n 2 1 2 1 0 1 ; and above a l l the a r r i v a l 

of Cybele a f t e r 2 0 k l G 2 . 

We may now turn to a comprehensive discussion of the 

various s i b y l l i n e recommendations f o r t h i s same period. For 

a general s t a t i s t i c a l discussion, these recommendations may 

likewise be divided into four categories: recommendations of 

foreign r e l i g i o u s r i t u a l s or the importation of foreign gods; 

the celebration of various types of games; advice p o l i t i c a l 

or m i l i t a r y i n implication; and, l a s t l y , a miscellany of 

formulae for minor and usual r i t u a l s , which would include the 

customary s a c r i f i c e s , prayers, vows, pur i f i c a t i o n s ^ temple ded­

i c a t i o n s , votive offerings, and the l i k e . 

The l a s . t ? category may be considered f i r s t , inasmuch as 

i t i s the lea s t s i g n i f i c a n t , i n a broad sense, of the four. 

Apart from P l u t a r c h ^ dubious reference to 504-, discussed above, 

the books recommended such formulae on nine occasions. These 

date from k 9 6 , 4-36, 4-33, 390, 3 k 3 , 218, 217, 217, and 2 1 6 . 1 0 3 

Such r i t u a l s were customary s i b y l l i n e recommendations; f o r 

our purposes they serve to supply a "norm" against which the 

more extraordinary measures can be c l e a r l y seen.Onthe one hand 

these customary formulae follow i n themselves no consistent 

path. No trends may be discerned: they constitute an unor­

ganized miscellany, e s p e c i a l l y for the period k 9 6 ~ 3 k 3 « 
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ffbwe'ver j w h a t e v e r : i s of s p e c i f i c i n t e r e s t during the 

Hannibalie War may be discussed more meaningfully at a l a t e r 

time. 1 0 1 4' I f i s s u f f i c i e n t here to notice that the recommend­

ations of such r i t u a l s were very common. However, they 

often accompanied s i g n i f i c a n t r e l i g i o u s innovations, whose 

importance e a s i l y eclipses that of the usual r i t e s . For ex­

ample, l e c t i s t e r n i a are found amidst the myriad other r i t u a l s 

advised i n 218, and on both occasions i n 217. 

A very good example of t h i s confusing miscellany of r i t u a l 

i s to be found i n the recommendations of 218. Here we f i n d 

formulae and r i t e s desperately heaped oneupon another i n hope 

that they would prove e f f i c a c i o u s by their very number. The 

c i t y was purged and p u r i f i e d by almost the entire community; 

s a c r i f i c i a l v ictims- of the greater sort were offered to the 

gods spe c i f i e d i n the books; a forty-pound g i f t of gold was 

dedicated to Juno at Eanuvium; a bronze statue was dedicated 

by the married women to Juno on the Aventine; there were to 

be public prayers to Fortune on Mt. Algidus; there were to be 

prayers at Borne at the shrine of Hercules; f i v e victims of the 

greater sort were to be s a c r i f i c e d to Genius, and Gaius A t i l i u s 

the praetor was commanded to make solemn vows to be duly f u l ­

f i l l e d i f , during the next ten years, the state should under­

go no. misfortunes. Livy indicates that the foregoing consid­

erably relieved public fears. I f t h i s were completely true on 

that occasion, i t c e r t a i n l y was not i n l a t e r years,, when the 

mere quantity of ordinary r i t u a l s could no longer s u f f i c e , 

and comparatively extraordinary measures were found advantage-
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ous i f not necessary, f o r example the Apolline games i n 212, 

of the a r r i v a l of Gybele i n 2Ck. 

The second category of s i b y l l i n e recommendations comprises 

the importation of foreign r i t u a l s and gods. During t h i s per­

iod a l i e n elements introduced were a l l Greek i n o r i g i n , ex­

cepting Gybele, who represented the a r r i v a l of a Phrygian-

o r i e n t a l influence. Before the beginning of the second century, 

s i b y l l i n e consultations advised the importation or permanent 

i n s t i t u t i o n of at least s ix, and perhaps eleven, c u l t s of gods 

whose or i g i n s were non-Roman. The l i s t includes Bionysius, 

Efemeter, and Persephone, Pluto, Mercury, Neptune, Apollo, 

Venus Brycina, Aesculapius, Hercules, and Cybele. The en tries bfetwo 

gods, Aesculapius and Cybele, represent extraordinary measures, 

and as such w i l l be postponed f o r l a t e r discussion. 1 0 5 

I t was the threat of famine i n H-96 that led to the i n t r o ­

duction of Dionysius, Demeter,andPerseptone, the books having 

been consulted with a view to finding a solution f o r t h i s prob­

lem. 1 0^ These Greek d e i t i e s did not constitute a s t a r t l i n g 

innovation as d,id>.th:e-- introduction of Gybele; they were 

immediately associated with the p a r a l l e l Roman de i t i e s Ceres, 

Liber, and Libera; they assumed these names, and made th e i r 

entry into Roman r e l i g i o n i n a comparatively uneventful manner. 

This seems to have been a case of Greek d e i t i e s superimposing 

themselves on t h e i r Roman counterparts, i n t h i s way rejuvenat­

ing and updating the c u l t of l o c a l gods. 1 0? In a l l l i k l i h o o d 

Mercury and Neptune, i n the i r Greek forms, were f i r s t i n t r o ­

duced into Roman r e l i g i o n at t h i s time by command of the 
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s i b y l l i n e books, though we have no documentation for these 

events. 1 0** I t i s more c e r t a i n that the books were at a very 

ea r l y date i d e n t i f i e d with the c u l t of Apollo, f o r i n 4-33/2 

a temple was dedicated to that god on the basis of a s i b y l l i n e 

recommendation..10? The connection between these oracular books 

and Apollo as the god of prophecy i s an obvious one, and while 

Apollo's c u l t probably arrived i n advance of the s i b y l l i n e 

b o o k s 1 1 0 , the two were c l o s e l y associated t h e r e a f t e r . 1 1 1 Much 

debated has been the connection between the gods Dis and Pro­

serpina, and the Ludi Saeculares, the l a t t e r being most c e r t a i n ­

l y an order of the s i b y l l i n e books. 1 1 2^ I f we assume that these 

games were from the s t a r t associated with these chthonic Greek 

d e i t i e s , then th e i r introduction into Boman r e l i g i o n may also 

be attributed to the s i b y l l i n e books. However, some doubt 

has been expressed as to th e i r early connection, and i t i s 

possible that they were i d e n t i f i e d with each other only at a 

l a t e r date, the e a r l i e s t l£fcely being 2 4 - 9 . ^ I f this were, 

the case, the c u l t of Dis-Proserpina followed an independent 

path up t i l l t h is time, and th e i r introduction cannot be assoc­

iated d i r e c t l y with the books. The c u l t of Aphrodite Erycina, 

which was imported i n 217, seems to have been the f i r s t i n s t ­

ance of that Greek f e r t i l i t y deity imposing i t s e l f on the 

older I t a l i c vegetation deity, Venus. Whether the god Hercules 

was introduced by the s i b y l l i n e books i s an obscure problem; 

a l l we know i s that he protected part of the Circus by v i r t u e 

of the s i b y l l i n e books. 

The chief non-Boman r i t u a l advised by the books during t h i s 
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period was the Greek lectisternium T an exotic and novel form 
l l l f 

of worship introduced i n 399« I t was the f i r s t a l i e n r i t u a l 

advised by the books, and as such i t set a precedent of great 

importance. And though imported, i t flourished well on Roman 

s o i l , becoming one of the most frequent s i b y l l i n e recommendat­

ions. I t was celebrated on at l e a s t seven, and perhaps eight, 

occasions: 399, 3 9 2 — 9 0 , 36k, 3^-9, 2 1 8 , 217, ; 217 , and 20k.11'> 

The celebration of public games i s the t h i r d area i n which 

the s i b y l l i n e books exerted an innovating influence. In a l l , 

they recommended f i v e d i f f e r e n t sets of games, three of which 

were renewed subsequently on a permanent basis. These in c l u d ­

ed the Ludi Scaenici i n 3 6 4 - ; t h e Ludi Saeculares, possibly 

f i r s t .^celebrated c. 3^-8, and d e f i n i t e l y i n 24-9; games ded­

icated to Jupiter i n 2 1 7 L 1 ^ ; the Ludi Apollinares i n 212, as a 

r e s u l t of the Carmina Mareiana 1 1^; and the Megalenses i n 2 0 1 + . 1 1 9 

The scenic games were recommended once only, i n 364-, because 

of a p a r t i c u l a r l y bad pestilence, one which even the new r i t u a l 

of the lectlsternium did not appear capable of ending. In con­

t r a s t , the Ludi Saeculares became a permanent feature of Roman 

r e l i g i o n . They were celebrated to commemorate the end of one 

saeculum (during the republic considered to be a hundred year$ 

the longest possible l i f e - s p a n ) , and the beginning of a new 

o n e . 1 2 0 Few things i n the development of Roman r e l i g i o n are 

so u t t e r l y confused and obscure as the h i s t o r y of the Ludi 

S a e c u l a r e s . 1 2 1 The only two points on which we may be abso.^ 

l u t e l y c e r t a i n concern the celebration of these games i n 24-9, 

and the fa c t that they were ordered by the s i b y l l i n e books. 
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Whether t h i s celebration was the f i r s t , second, or t h i r d i n 
122' 

the series , i t i s quite clear from the ancient sources that 

they were authentic secular games. 1 2^ I t i s equally certain 

that the s i b y l l i n e books were consulted at t h i s time, either 

because of a thunderbolt , or because of the hardships of 
125 

the f i r s t Punic War ^; or perhaps a combination of both. 

The books then recommended' what was, i n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y , a 

renewal of games that had been celebrated an i n d e f i n i t e number 

of times before. As to whenever the f i r s t celebration took 

place, we have the unanimous t r a d i t i o n of ancient authors to 

suggest that i t too was ordered by the s i b y l l i n e books. 1 2^ 

The games to Jupiter i n 217 need not detain us;; t h i s 

was the only occasion on which the s i b y l l i n e books advised 

t h e i r celebration. On the other hand, the famous Ludi Apollinares 

of 212, which were renewed i n 209 and established on a permav 

nent annual basis i n 208, remain one of the more important 
innovations of that period; as such they w i l l be discussed at 
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a l a t e r time. ' Inasmuch as Cybele was brought to Rome at 

the command of the books, i n the manner suggested by them, 

the subsequent games celebrated i n honour of her a r r i v a l , the 

Megalenses, may also be regarded as of t h e i r creation, d i r e c t l y 

or i n d i r e c t l y as the case may have been. These games were 

celebrated annually thereafter, and consisted of scenic plays 

held to commemorate the dedication of Cybele*s sanctuary and 

the time of her a r r i v a l . The elaborate and c o l o r f u l processions 

associated with these games are well portrayed i n the famous 

passage of Lucretius, i n p a r t i c u l a r t h e i r exotic, o r g i a s t i c 
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soon a f t e r the c u l t had been e s t a b l i s h e d i n Rome. One i s l e d 
to t h i n k , by t h i s a c t i o n , that Roman a u t h o r i t i e s were d i s p l e a s ­
ed by i t s non-Roman nature, and consequently d i d t h e i r utmost 
to prevent i t from p e r v e r t i n g t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s sentiments. 

On o n l y two occasions during t h i s p e r i o d d i d the s i b y l l i n e 
books advise human s a c r i f i c e . F i r s t l y , i n 226, i t was recommend­
ed t h a t two Gauls and two Greeks be buried a l i v e i n the Forum 
Boar ium i n Rome. A s i m i l a r r i t e was a l s o recommended i n 216."^ 
Both occasions were e x t r a o r d i n a r y not only because of the r i t e 
i t s e l f , but because of the desperate p o l i t i c a l s i t u a t i o n r e s - -

p o n s i b l e i n each case f o r the c o n s u l t a t i o n . 
The s o l e instance of a s i b y l l i n e recommendation concerned 

d i r e c t l y w i t h p o l i t i c a l values was that of ^61.^° I t seems 
that the s i b y l l i n e books u s u a l l y operated i n a more subtle 
f a s h i o n ; and c o n s u l t a t i o n s h e l d because of p o l i t i c a l motives, 
f o r example those of 399 or 217, accomplished t h e i r ends i n 
a l e s s obvious f a s h i o n . 

F i n a l l y , i t should be mentioned that a t l e a s t three genuine 
recommendations f o r t h i s p e r i o d were prophetic or o r a c u l a r i n 
nature, the above-mentioned instance of H6l, the c o n s u l t a t i o n 
of 4-96, and that of 293.^2 Because of a concern f o r the f u t u r e 
shown i n such recommendations, i t cannot be maintained u n c o n ­

d i t i o n a l l y that the books were d i r e c t i v e and c o r r e c t i v e rather 
than prophetic i n nature. However, even on these occasions, 
the c h i e f concern was t o r e - e s t a b l i s h the pax deorum, to assuage 
d i v i n e wrath that had been aroused i n the past. Thus i t 
remains c l e a r that the general o p e r a t i o n of the books during 
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t h i s p e r i o d was a d i r e c t i v e one, s i n c e most o f the responses 

l a c k e d p r o p h e t i c q u a l i t i e s . The few t h a t possess these q u a l ­

i t i e s i n p a r t a t l e a s t s t i l l conform s u f f i c i e n t l y to the o p e r ­

a t i v e t r a d i t i o n o f the books as t o cause no doubt t h a t such 

recommendations are a u t h e n t i c . ^ 3 

F o r the p e r i o d 753—20k, t h e n , the s i b y l l i n e books were 

c o n s u l t e d p a r t l y or s o l e l y because o f p r o d i g i e s and p o r t e n t s 

i n n i n e i n s t a n c e s , f o r plagues on n i n e o c c a s i o n s , f o r f e a r s 

and r e l i e i o on seven o c c a s i o n s , and f o r p o l i t i c a l or m i l i ^ v 

t a r y needs on n i n e o c c a s i o n s . And the books recommended, e i t h e r 

s i n g l y or i n c o m b i n a t i o n , customary r e l i g i o u s formulae d e a l ­

i n g w i t h u s u a l r i t u a l s and s a c r i f i c e s on n ine o c c a s i o n s ; 

the i m p o r t a t i o n o f f o r e i g n gods i n a t l e a s t s i x , and perhaps 

e l e v e n i n s t a n c e s ; the c e l e b r a t i o n o f a l e c t i s t e r n i u m on a t 

l e a s t seven o c c a s i o n s ; the c e l e b r a t i o n o f v a r i o u s games on 

f i v e o c c a s i o n s ; and on one o c c a s i o n o n l y gave o u t r i g h t p o l ­

i t i c a l a d v i c e . 

The most n o t a b l e correspondances between reasons f o r c o n ­

s u l t a t i o n and the ensuing recommendations are the f o l l o w i n g . 

New gods were imported d u r i n g times o f p o l i t i c a l expansion 

and s t r i f e a s s o c i a t e d t h e r e w i t h . L e c t i s t e r n i a were used as 

remedies f o r plagues e x c l u s i v e l y d u r i n g the p e r i o d 399—293; 

but i n the t ime o f the second P u n i c War they were r e l e g a t e d 

to the p r o p i t i a t i o n o f p o r t e n t s . The c e l e b r a t i o n of games 

was a s s o c i a t e d i n p a r t i c u l a r w i t h Rome's e f f o r t s to c o n s o l i ­

date the support o f her a l l i e s , e s p e c i a l l y i n the time o f 

war. T h i s was p a r t i c u l a r l y t r u e o f the L u d i Saeculares , c . 3*+8. 
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Routine r i t u a l s and s a c r i f i c e s were used throughout t h i s per­

iod for the p r o p i t i a t i o n of prodigies, though on many occas­

ions they were employed i n connection with other r i t e s . For 

example, l e c t l s t e r n i a were used f r e e l y with them throughout 

the war with Hannibal, And, f i n a l l y , the two occasions of 

human s a c r i f i c e were necessitated by cr i s e s of the most ~; 

desperate and extraordinary nature i n the h i s t o r y of the Ro­

man people, the threat of a second G a l l i c invasion i n 2 2 6 , 

and the threat of Hannibal to Rome shortly a f t e r the disaster 

at Cannae. 

Consideration of those consultations or events which re­

v e a l most about the p o l i t i c a l significance of the s i b y l l i n e 

books, and for that reason deserve more detailed discussion, 

eohcerJas the years 4-61, 3 9 9 , 3 6 7 , 2 9 3 , 225 , 217 , 216 , 212, and 

2 0 V . The importance of these examples i s determined either 

on the basis of p o l i t i c a l circumstances attendant to a con­

s u l t a t i o n , or i n the l i g h t of extraordinary recommendations, 

whose significance i s rea d i l y apparent i n that they d i f f e r 

s t a r t l i n g l y from routine s i b y l l i n e responses. 

The events of k62 and af t e r are described i n d e t a i l by Livy, 

and i n a broader fashion by Dionysius.-^^A Apparently the c i t y 

became embroiled i n a p o l i t i c a l dispute that threatened on 

several occasions to break into c i v i l war. One of the tribunes 

f o r 4 6 2 , Gaius T e r e n t i l i u s Arsa, took advantage of the consuls 1 

absence from Rome on a campaign against the Vblscians and the 

Aequians, and for several days i n succession did h i s best to 

excite the plebs, c r i t i c i z i n g the arrogance of the patricians 



39 
i n general, and the excessive powers of the consuls i n p a r t i c ­

u l a r . He then proposed to end t h i s tyranny by appointing f i v e 

commissioners to codify laws that would l i m i t and define con­

sular powers; i n that way the consuls could use only authority 

given to them by popular consent, and could no longer govern 

on the basis of c^^-yQ^CUt fq/^oL. This proposal was nat­

u r a l l y disturbing to the patricians, as -indicated by th e i r 

v i o l e n t attacks on the measure i t s e l f . These attacks were 

supported by the other tribunes and i n e f f e c t postponed enact­

ment of the law. During the next year this proposal was again 

brought forth, but on t h i s occasion i t received support from 

the whole college of tribunes. 

The year was marked by ominous signs: f i r e s blazed i n 

the sky, there was an earthquake ,« a cow talked, and i t r a i n ­

ed lumps of meat. The books were consulted, and i n them were 

found both a prediction that a band of foreign men would attack 

the high places of the c i t y , and the warning to avoid factious 

p o l i t i c s . According to Dionysius, the predic t i o n and warning 

were connected i n t h i s fashion: unless c i v i l s t r i f e were ban­

ished from the c i t y i n i t s infancy, foreign enemies would 

attack and invade Rome, enslaving i t s c i t i z e n s . In any case, 

the tribunes were i n f u r i a t e d , and i n s i s t e d that these prophet 

d e s were contrived, d e l i b e r a t e l y invented by the patricians to 
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prevent passage of T e r e n t i l i u s 1 law, A.dangerous clash was 

imminent, and at t h i s very moment the Herniei reported that the 

Volscians and Aequians, who had been conquered just the year 

before, were again marching on Rome. The tribunes then a s s e r t " 



ted t h a t t h i s war-scare was a l s o invented by the senate; they 
even i m p l i e d that the H e r n i c i had been h i r e d to p l a y a p a r t 
i n i t * In t h i s way the senate had created a f a l s e enemy so as 
to conceal i t s r e a l foe, the people of Rome. But the trib u n e s 
were not deceived. Because p a t r i c i a n f o r c e s wanted t o suppress 
the proposed l e g i s l a t i o n , they had not only c o n t r i v e d a s i b y l ­
l i n e recommendation which was fav o r a b l e to t h e i r purposes, 
but a l s o were doing t h e i r utmost to prove i t s v a l i d i t y . This 
was the f i r s t major episode l e a d i n g to the i n s t i t u t i o n of the 
decemviri l e g J M g . s c r i f t e n d i s -(**5l), a body of ten appointed 
to prepare a w r i t t e n code of laws that had been u n w r i t t e n up 
to that time. This r e s u l t e d in, the twelve t a b l e s of law (Mf9), 

which were completed by a second, s i m i l a r c o l l e g e appointed 
i n 4-50. 

I t appears th a t many of the d e t a i l s i n L i v y ' s account are 
untrustworthy, and tha t only i t s broad i m p l i c a t i o n s are true. 
We can only be c e r t a i n that there was a c l e a r l y - d e f i n e d s t r u g ­
gle between p a t r i c i a n sentiments on the one hand, and, on the 
other, the plebs as represented by t h e i r c o l l e g e of tribunes. 
Many i n c o r r e c t d e t a i l s appear to have o r i g i n a t e d w i t h L i v y ' s 
sources, i n p a r t i c u l a r the response of the s i b y l l i n e books, 
and the inference t h a t they were a p o l i t i c a l instrument 
wielded by the p a t r i c i a n s . 

Livy's prime source f o r t h i s passage was the S u l l a n annal­
i s t , V a l e r i u s A n t i a s , whose accounts were not always r e l i a b l e 
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or unbiased. We should not ignore the important f a c t that 

Antias' version dated from the r e l a t i v e l y l a t e time of Su l l a . 

To a c e r t a i n extent, Livy's account contains the thought of t h i s 

epoch; and as f a r as the s i b y l l i n e books are concerned, i t 

at l e a s t gives us an Impression of what Antias considered 

might have happened i n k6l. Sullan attitudes towards the books 

appear to have been superimposed on the r e a l events of 4-61; 

these attitudes consisted, for the most part, i n regarding the 

s i b y l l i n e books as a senatorial source of power, one used by 

that body for i t s own ends. 

We cannot be c e r t a i n that the s i b y l l i n e books were 

actu a l l y wielded, by the senate, as a source of power as 

early as k 6 l . I t i s more l i k e l y , however, that t h i s was the 

case with the notable consultation of 399* Though the p o l ­

i t i c a l context relevant to t h i s consultation i s r i c h with 

p o l i t i c a l nuances and overtones, scholars without exception 

have overlooked these aspects and given t h e i r attention to 

the great r e l i g i o u s innovation which resulted from i t . I t 

was the f i r s t occasion of a lectisternium T and as such the 

f i r s t occasion when the s i b y l l i n e books recommended the ins;-

tLtution of a completely foreign r e l i g i o u s r i t u a l . Of course, 

th i s consultation was very important for i t s r e l i g i o u s r e s u l t s , 

and e s p e c i a l l y so because t h i s recommendation set a precedent 

which the books were to follow l a t e r when they advised that 

other foreign elements be introduced into Roman r e l i g i o n . 
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Our sources are again Livy and Dionysius. J There are no 
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notable discrepancies, and since Livy's account i s more useful 

because of the more detailed context i n which th i s consultation 

i s described, i t i s the one summarized here. j n t J i e y e a r  

L00, when Home was involved i n h e r prolonged d i f f i c u l t i e s with 

Etruscan V e i i , plebeian sentiments were angered by the p a t r i c i a n 

m i l i t a r y tribunes, who, they said, were showing l i m i t e d vigor 

irn t h i s campaign and thus were responsible for th e i r defeats. As 

a r e s u l t , Publius L i c i n i u s Calvus, a plebeian, was elected to 

the m i l i t a r y tribuneship along with five: p a t r i c i a n s . The people, 

no le s s than L i c i n i u s himself, were surprised and pleased, con­

sidering this an important success. Thereupon followeda^winter 

of great severity; roads were blocked with snow and the r i v e r , 

closed to t r a f f i c . During the forthcoming elections, popular 

ambition succeeded i n e l e c t i n g f i v e plebeians to the m i l i t a r y t r i -

buneship. Thus only one p a t r i c i a n was admitted. The harsh win­

ter gave way to a summer of excessive heat; unhealthy conditions 

due to a rapid change resulted i n a pestilence of extraordinary 

severity. Neither humans nor animals were immune. Since the dis­

ease was incurable and i t s ravages appalling, i n despair of as­

certaining i t s reason or of f o r e t e l l i n g i t s end, the senate or­

dered a consultation of the books••^9 This was the r e s u l t : 

Duumviri s a c r i s faciundis l e c t i s t e r n i o tunc primum 
i n urbe Romana facto per dies octo Apollinem Latonamque 
et Dianam, Herculem Mercurium atque Neptunum tribus-
quam amplissime turn apparari poterat s t r a t i s l e c t i s 
placavere. Privatim quoque i d sacrum celebratum est. 
Tota urbe patentibus ianuis promiscuoque usu rerum 
omnium i n propatulo posito, notos ignotosque passim 
advenas i n hospitium ductos ferunt et cum i n i m i c i s 
quoque benigne ac comiter sermones habitos, i u r g i i s 
ac l i b i t u s temperaturn; v i n c t i s quoque dempta i n eos 
dies vincula; r e l i g i o n i deinde fuisse quibus earn opem 
d i t u l i s s e n t v i n c i r i . l k O 
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At the next elections, presumably the next spring, the p a t r i c ­

ians were n a t u r a l l y anxious to do.better than l a s t time, and 

launched a campaign notable f o r i t s cleverness and thorough­

ness. F i r s t l y , they put up t h e i r most distinguished men as 

candidates, people whom the pihebs would hardly have the nerve 

to r e j e c t . Secondly, they launched a great campaign of canvas­

sing and l e f t no stone unturned i n the i r e f f o r t s . T h i r d l y , 

they r e c a l l e d to the people the severe winter the year before, the 

plague "that summer, and, we can suppose, basing their assert 

tion on the authority of the s i b y l l i n e books, declared these 

to have been indicative of divine wrath. Why were the gods 

angered? They had an answer ready at hand. Clearly, the 

presiding gods of Home were insulted because at elections held 

under t h e i r auspices, high o f f i c e s of the government had been 

vulgarized, and family d i s t i n c t i o n s had been ignored. , As a 

r e s u l t of these sundry manoeuvres, the pa t r i c i a n s scored a 

high success, f o r at the next elections only th e i r candidates 

were admitted. 

Obviously the di r e c t cause f o r thi s consultation was the 

plague, and the immediate r e s u l t was the celebration of the 

f i r s t leetisternium. But i t should be clear from the fore­

going that there were some subtle p o l i t i c a l motives f o r thi s 

consultation^ concerned, to be sure, with the p a t r i c i a n cause, 

inasmuch as i t was the senate who ordered the consultation. 

Without mention of these, the f u l l import of t h i s consultation 

cannot be appreciated. The r e s u l t i t s e l f had a p o l i t i c a l value. 

I t i s important to notice that while there were many severe 



plagues during the republic, none of the others caused a 

consultation leading to such an innovation. ¥hy were l e c t i -

s t e r n i a held because of t h i s p a r t i c u l a r plague? 

Our answer l i e s i n the old plebeian-patrician struggle f o r 

power. By the end of the f i f t h century, t h i s dispute had 

started to gather i n momentum and s i g n i f i c a n c e . Thus, the e l ­

ection of L i c i n i u s to the m i l i t a r y tribuneship i n 4-00, though 

a small achievement i n i t s e l f , was a sign of things to come; 

and the p a t r i c i a n s must have been surprised and i n f u r i a t e d 

indeed to f i n d that the very next year would see the entry of 

f i v e plebeians. I t i s u n l i k e l y that they could have forseen 

such a rapid development of plebeian power. Their consequent 

anger and desperation are proven by t h e i r intensive e f f o r t s 

to ensure that the next e l e c t i o n would admit only people 

of t h e i r rank. 

Apart from the obvious means for success, they used the 

more subtle and i n f i n i t e l y more e f f e c t i v e means, the s i b y l l i n e 

books. The l i n e of reasoning they might have presented to the 

people would have been thus: f i r s t l y , an e l e c t i o n at which a 

plebeian had been elected (4-00) had angered the gods and r e s ­

ulted i n the severe winter which followed; secondly, the shock 

ing entry of f i v e more plebeians that spring had angered the 

gods s t i l l further, and resulted i n the plague, which was ap­

pro p r i a t e l y more severe. Because of t h i s divine rage, the 

books had to be consulted. The subsequent recommendation, 

the l e c t i s t e r n i u m T was i n t e n t i o n a l l y extraordinary so as to 

show the people just how angered the gods r e a l l y were, and 



how much they demanded f o r appeasement. Thus the p a t r i c i a n -

oriented senate, using the sibyll$he books, c l e v e r l y turned 

the for t u i t o u s occurrences of the bad winter and following 

plague to i t s own advantage. By thi s means the people were 

made f u l l y aware of how they had angered the gods by e l e c t i n g 

plebeians, and they were thus subtly advised not to do so i n 

the future. 

The lectisternium i t s e l f must have made a great psycholo­

g i c a l impression; For the f i r s t time people were allowed to 
A 

play a prominent role i n a state r e l i g i o u s r i t u a l , and f o r 

the f i r s t time an appeal was made, v i a the pageantry of t h i s 

r i t u a l , to stimulate an emotional response. 1^ 1 Its e f f e c t ­

iveness cannot be doubted, and the subsequent success of the 

pat r i c i a n s at elections was a measure of the i r remarkable 

a b i l i t y at t h i s time to control the plebs. In p a r t i c u l a r , 

i t showed just how us e f u l an instrument the s i b y l l i n e books 

could b e . l l f 2 . 

The next event of importance during t h i s period was the 

enactment Qt the L i c i n i a n laws i n 3&7, by one of which the 

commission of the duovi r i was altered into a college of 

ten men, the decemviri, f i v e of whom were plebeian, and f i v e 
l*+3 

p a t r i c i a n . L i vy i s our only source f o r t h i s period. J His 

account may be summarized here. Gaius L i c i n i u s Stolo and 

Lucius Sextius Lateranus, plebeian tribunes from 376 to 

367, agitated during that period f o r several laws extending 

the powers of the plebs, enacting i n p a r t i c u l a r that one consul 

might be a plebeian, and also that the d u o v i r i be increased 
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to a body of ten men, i n which pat r i c i a n s and plebeians were 

to secure equal representation. After a long struggle they 

f i n a l l y succeeded i n having these laws passed i n 367. To 

judge from Livy, a l l ' of the laws were passed; L i c i n i u s him­

s e l f became the f i r s t plebeian consul a year l a t e r . 

However, many d e t a i l s of the long struggle before these 

laws were passed are suspect; even two of the laws themselves, 

one on debts and usury, and one which l i m i t e d tenancies of 

public land, are of dubious h i s t o r i c i t y , since they seem to 

anticipate events of the Gracchan age. Livy's most l i k e l y 

source f o r t h i s section was L i c i n i u s Macer, who may well have 

f a l s i f i e d or invented much of th i s account i n order to g l o r i f y 

h i s own ancestry. Thus we must discard most of the d e t a i l s 

given by Livy, though there remains l i t t l e doubt that the 

decemviral board dates from t h i s time. 

It i s cl e a r from the composition of t h i s new college that 

at l east p a r t i a l reason for i t s formation may be found i n the 

plebeian-patrician struggle which had grown i n i n t e n s i t y through­

out the preceding century. Of special i n t e r e s t i s the f a c t 

that t h i s was th© f i r s t r e l i g i o u s body into which the p l e b e i ­

ans gained admittance; they had to wait sixty-seven more years 

u n t i l they were e l i g i b l e to be counted among the augures or 

the p o n t i f i c e s . Why did the plebs gain entry into this body 

at such an e a r l y date? Whereas the other r e l i g i o u s colleges 

were intimately associated with the pat r i c i a n s from e a r l i e s t 
- i j Lk 

times, and became i n the end t h e i r l a s t refuge^ , the s i b y l l i n e 

college was r e l a t i v e l y independent of other o f f i c i a l r e l i g i o u s 
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bodies, and because of t h i s l e s s bound to receive the support 

of the p a t r i c i a n s . y 

At any rate, t h i s event became important i n p o l i t i c a l d i s ­

putes of the time, f o r i t established a precedent i n favor of 

the plebs, and became i n e f f e c t a powerful instrument i n their 

a g i t a t i o n f o r entry into other o f f i c e s . I t i s u n l i k e l y , f o r 

example, that they could have entered the colleges of the aue-

ures or p o n t i f l c e s i n 300, had they hot beeniarmed with t h i s 

precedent. 

But i t should not be claimed that t h i s class struggle was the 

sole influence i n the formation of t h i s new body. I f t h i s 

were so, there would have been no reason to transform the 

duoviri into a body f i v e times i t s o r i g i n a l s i z e . I t would have 

been a simple matter to require that one of the duoviri be a 

plebeian. There was a two-fold motivation f o r the increase 

i n number. F i r s t l y , a committee of two men, which cannot be 

maid to constitute a numerous college, was perhaps found inad-

equate f o r the scope and increasing importance of t h i s work. ™ 

Tending to the s i b y l l i n e books and foreign r i t e s was a func­

tion that evolved with the state i t s e l f ; whereas a committee 

of two men was adequate f o r t h i s purpose during the early days 

of the republic, by 367 a change might have been found advantage­

ous, i f not necessary. Interpretation of the s i b y l l i n e books 

had been found very u s e f u l to the s e n a t o r i a l - p a t r i c i a n 

ranks i n the consultation of 399. There was no reason why 

t h i s instrument, which appears on the basis of t h i s example 

alone to have operated i n the i n t e r e s t of i t s c o n t r o l l i n g powers, 
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could not be expanded into something even more important and 

u s e f u l . 1 ^ 

A' second reason f o r increase may have been associated with 

the process of co-optatio,, the r i g h t of self-perpetuation cus­

tomarily held by r e l i g i o u s colleges, which would have been i l l -

suited and problematical to a committee of merely two men, 
it8 

had i t been used. I f one of them were to die,, the survivor 

would then have sole power of ele c t i n g both members of the 

new committee; and should both die at the same time, admitted­

l y l e s s l i k e l y , the predicament would have been a l l the more 

d i f f i c u l t . 

In addition, another motive ,ma y::b e, considered, one 

which was f u l l y i n keeping with the nature of r i t e s recommend­

ed by the books, and the usual p o l i t i c a l purposes for t h e i r 

consultation. As mentioned above, most of the r e l i g i o u s r i t ­

u a l s advised by the decemviri or their early counterparts were 

of a type i n which the plebs played an e s s e n t i a l part. Indeed 

t h e i r purposes could not have been accomplished unless t h i s 

were the case. And rather than alienate the plebs from these 

r i t e s by having them ordered by an a l l - p a t r i c i a n body, i t 

might have seemed advantageous f o r the advisory board to con­

t a i n a reasonable portion of t h e i r element. In t h i s way, the 

decemviri would be closer to the plebs; r i t e s advised by them 

would be taken on good f a i t h , and become a l l the more e f f i c a c ­

ious because of assured support. 

The college of the decemviri had the r i g h t of CO-OPtatio. 

and the two s o c i a l orders of which i t was comprised do not 
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appear, at f i r s t , to have mixed. Though we cannot be certain 

how t h i s college operated as a body, i t i s known that each 

h a l f had i t s annually chosen president, a magister; and when 

the college had grown to f i f t e e n members, there were as many 

as f i v e presidents at onee* 

Powers of the decemviri were i d e n t i c a l to those of the o l d ­

er d u o v i r i . These had been ste a d i l y increasing over the years 

i n proportion to the importance of that body. The decemviri 

had j u r i s d i c t i o n with regards consulting and interpreting the 

books, i f the senate so permitted; more over, any new r i t e s 

therein recommended remained under th e i r control, and they 

gained i n power proportionately. Indeed, i t was p r o f i t a b l e 

f o r them to order new r i t e s . Anything which did not pertain 

to state r e l i g i o n , i n p a r t i c u l a r Greek r i t e s and gods, became 

t h e i r province, and i t was only natural that t h e i r powers 

grew astronomically. 

Insofar as the creation of the decemviri affected the 

s i b y l l i n e books themselves, i t i s not l i k e l y that the admit­

tance of plebeian elements could destroy the secrecy and ob-
150 

s c u r i t y with which the books operated. Plebeians so chosen 

would tend to be the very best elements of t h e i r class, and 

i n any case would have to work with, and agree with, an equal 

number of p a t r i c i a n s . Patricians had always been entrusted 

with care of the books, were f u l l y acquainted with the r i t ­

u a l of consultation:,, and must surely have been, o r i g i n a l l y 

at l e a s t , the more i n f l u e n t i a l part of the board. To main­

t a i n that suddenly, i n 367, a l l secrecy disappeared with the 

admittance of plebeians, i s to ignore the t r a d i t i o n of severe 



punishment fo r divulgation that had existed i n e a r l i e r times. 

I t i s unreasonable to suppose that by 367 there was no longer 

any form of punishment, and therefore no r e s t r i c t i o n s , f o r 

divulging contents of the books. We can be sure that t h i s sec­

recy was maintained at l e a s t u n t i l the end of the second Punic 

War, and indeed there i s no substantial evidence f o r the con­

tention that oracles were well known, u n t i l the l a s t century 

of the r e p u b l i c . 1 ^ 2 Most of our evidence i s from the period 

a f t e r 83, when the o r i g i n a l set of books was destroyed. The 

possible change that occurred a f t e r t h i s time, and the concom­

i t a n t loss of the genuine s i b y l l i n e t r a d i t i o n , w i l l be d i s ­

cussed at a l a t e r time. Of course, i t was always possible 

fo r the senate to disclose t h e i r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of a consul­

t a t i o n . I t would have been contrary to t h e i r purpose not to. 

But i t seems that the actual process of consultation and the 

s p e c i f i c texts interpreted were kept i n secret long a f t e r 

the changes of 3^7. 

The consultation of 293 was notable i n that i t set a prec­

edent even more remarkable than that of 399, the importation 

of a new god and h i s c u l t i n i t s o r i g i n a l form. The s i g n i f ­

icance of Aesculapius' entry to Rome i s perhaps more r e l i g ­

ious than p o l i t i c a l i n implication. I t nevertheless repre* 

sents an important innovation, paving the way f o r the extra­

ordinary recommendation of. the importation of Cybele and 

her c u l t i n 20h9 and indeed o r i g i n a t i n g i n a p o l i t i c a l atmos­

phere notably s i m i l a r to the l a t e r example. 

Sources for t h i s episode are Livy, Valerius Maximus, and 
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153 Orosius. Livy remains the most u s e f u l i n that he gives 

more d e t a i l s of the p o l i t i c a l context, and concentrates less 

on the mythological d e t a i l s of Aesculapius' journey to Rome. 

And since i t i s the p o l i t i c a l atmosphere that most interests 

us, he i s i n e f f e c t our only source. Many d e t a i l s of h i s 

account for years preceding t h i s consultation are untrust­

worthy. He i s r e l y i n g again on annalists whose i n c l i n a t i o n s 
15H-

were more p a t r i o t i c than h i s t o r i c a l . y * We may be ce r t a i n 

only of the major trends and events portrayed i n h i s 

account. 

Rome's second great b a t t l e against the Samnites, her chief 

enemy since 3 k 3 , terminated i n her favor i n 30h. At the 

outbreak of the t h i r d war, the Samnites marched against Rome 

(296) , but on th i s occasion, were assisted by the northern 

Gauls. In spite of t h i s formidable foe, Rome secured a not­

able v i c t o r y at Sentinumin 295, and was able to break the coal­

i t i o n . However, the Samnites were f a r from crushed, and i n 

294- they defeated L. Postumius near Luceria. TJje next year, 

293, Roman forces achieved two s i g n i f i c a n t v i c t o r i e s . Sp. 

C a r v i l i u s captured Amiternum, and h i s colleague L. Papirius won 

a great b a t t l e at Aquilonia. I t must have been obvious at t h i s 

point that the Samnites would soon be completely crushed, and 

t h i s was indeed the case a f t e r a few minor battles i n 2 9 2 / 1 . 

Peace was e f f e c t i v e l y re-established by 290. Tliis was the end 

of a great struggle of nearly f i f t y years' duration, and i t 

sealed the fate of central I t a l y . Rome emerged the f i r s t 

state of the peninsula, having acquired by t h i s time the 

t e r r i t o r i e s of the Samnites andSabines, and having set up c o l -
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onies at Venusia, Hadria, and on the A d r i a t i c ; and i n t h i s 

way she achieved the status of a Mediterranean power. 

The v i c t o r i e s of 293, which may be regarded as turning 

points i n t h i s war just as the Metaurus decided the Hannibalic 

War, were marred, Livy t e l l s us, by a severe plague. Though 

i t lasted f o r two or three y e a r s 1 ^ , t h i s plague was evident­

l y thought portentous enough to c a l l for a consultation i n 

i t s f i r s t year. The decemviri declared that Aesculapius must 

be brought to Rome from Bpidaurus. However, nothing could be 

done about t h i s recommendation at that time, as the consuls 

were s t i l l very much occupied with the war. A. supplication 

f o r one day was held, and the matter postponed. Since t h i s 

plague was s t i l l raging three years l a t e r , and i t was clear 

that the god would not help unless a c t u a l l y brought to Rome, 

as the books demanded, a committee was sent to Epidaurus. 

There a serpent crawled into t h e i r ship, and was thought to 

be the god himself. This serpent was brought back to Rome,and 

swam onto the i s l a n d i n the Tiber; a temple to Aesculapius 

was subsequently erected there. 

The immediate reason f o r t h i s consultation was, of 

course, the plague. O r i g i n a l l y , Apollo as god of healing had 
I E 

been the one to whieh Romans turned during seasons of plague. J 

Then, i n 399, something more e f f i c a c i o u s was required, and 

l e c t i s t e r n i a were i n s t i t u t e d . Though found adequate f o r 

pestilences of the preceding century, the lectisternium was 

for some reason inadequate f o r the plague of 293. Former 

h e a l e r s .of. plagues, Apollo and the l e c t i s t e r n i a T must have 
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been considered no longer e f f e c t i v e ; people would now best 

turn to the prime god of healing, Aesculapius, who could pro­

vide a remedy to th e i r problem i f anyone could. 

This c u l t was brought to Rome i n i t s o r i g i n a l form. 1^® 

Two aspects of i t s a r r i v a l are noteworthy. First.wasthe length 

of time i t took to carry out the o r i g i n a l order of the si b y l l i n e 

books. This could have been due to the campaigns of 293; but 

one wonders why i t would have been so d i f f i c u l t , nonethe­

le s s , to send a few men and one boat to Epidaurus at that time. 

One also wonders why the Romans waited, not u n t i l the next 

year,, but two or three years before bringing i n the god. 1-^ 

Was there considerable reluctance i n r e l i g i o u s c i r c l e s to im­

port a new and foreign deity? In any case, the plague's per­

sistence f i n a l l y caused the god to be brought i n . 

The second point of Interest i s the fac t that t h i s new 

cu l t was placed on the island i n the Tiber. The myth about 

the snake swimming there of his own accord s t r i k e s one as 

an a e t i o l o g i c a l cover-up f o r the r e a l reason i n s e t t l i n g a 

c u l t i n thi s strange, place, f o r the island had always been 
l 6 o 

avoided and cursed from e a r l i e s t times. The answer which 

suggests i t s e l f i s the following* Roman au t h o r i t i e s were 

f i n a l l y persuaded to obey the s i b y l l i n e books; they imported 

t h i s strange god, but made c e r t a i n that h i s c u l t could neither 

influence nor interferewith state r e l i g i o n by placing i& i n 

the most obscure place possible, on that useless i s l a n d i n 

the Tiber. This reception of Aesculapius may be considered 

i n d i c a t i v e of Rome's i n i t i a l defensive attitude towards new 



5h 

c u l t s . 

I t has been suggested by W. Fowler that the reception of 

th i s cult had no deep significance for, Roman r e l i g i o u s history. 1^ 

We are nevertheless safe i n asserting that t h i s was a r e l i g i ­

ous event highly unusual f o r i t s time, and as such one of the 

most s i g n i f i c a n t of s i b y l l i n e recommendations. Regarding p o l ­

i t i c a l motives f o r t h i s consultation, i t must be pointed out 

that while nothing d e f i n i t e can be ascertained, there are 

many unusual d e t a i l s whose raison d'etre would be well worth 

knowing. F i r s t l y , why did t h i s plague not c a l l f o r a l e c t i -

sternium? While, this remedy had been used f o r a l l plagues 

a f t e r 399, i t i s found only on four subsequent occasions. ^ 

This suggests that the lectisternium could not have yet l o s t 

the novelty and effectiveness f o r which i t had been i n s t i ; - -

tuted i n 399. The importation of Aesculapius cannot be f u l l y 

explained, therefore, by the plague, or even r e l i g i o u s needs 

of that year. We thus pass into the realm of conjecture. 

I t i s i n the f i e l d of Roman p o l i t i c s that the answer must l i e ; 

and since the true nature of c o n t r o l l i n g i n t e r e s t s i n the state 

at t h i s time remains so obscure, one can only suggest what 

might have been involved. 

B$r 293 Rome had reached the f i n a l stages of a prolonged 

war. The end was i n sight, and v i c t o r y was cert a i n . I t might 

have been clear to c o n t r o l l i n g powers of the Roman state that 

Rome was entering a new epoch, a period i n which she would 

be the f i r s t power of I t a l y , and as such an influence i n thfe 

Mediterranean. While i t i s not l i k e l y that the c u l t of Aes-



eulapius could have helped her i n any practical way to f o r t i ­
f y her p o s i t i o n 1 ^ 9 o r even increase her influence over her 

16k-

a l l i e s , one can discernin the introduction of this.god 

a broadening and s o p h i s t i c a t i o n of Rome^ r e l i g i o u s tastes 

that corresponded c l o s e l y to her increased p o l i t i c a l powers. 

Perhaps the entry of Aesculapius was meant as a prediction 

of things to come, an i n t e n t i o n a l e f f o r t to s t a r t things mov­

ing i n a new d i r e c t i o n . One notices that i n her subsequent 

expansion Rome was soon occupying r e l a t i v e l y a l i e n s o i l , and 

confronting enemies of non-Italian o r i g i n . F i r s t l y , a f t e r 

2 8 2 , i t was the struggle with Tarentum and King Pyrrhus; 

and, soon a f t e r , came the war with Carthage i n 26h. 

In the second h a l f of this century one of the most extra­

ordinary consultations took place, c. 2 2 6 . Apart from the 

f a c t that i t too set an important precedent, i t s significance 

l i e s s p e c i f i c a l l y i n the r i t e advised. This i s a subject about 

which we know f r u s t r a t i n g l y l i t t l e , c h i e f l y because Livy i s 

no longer with us, leaving only the cursory information i n 

Plutarch, Bio, Zonaras, and O r o s i u s . ^ ^ I t should be admit-- . 

ted at the outset that no o v e r a l l conclusions can be reached; 

indeed, more questions can be asked than answered. 

Not even a decade a f t e r the f i r s t Punic War, Rome again 

found h e r s e l f threatened by invaders. G a l l i c clans were 

gathering i n the north. In the area of the Po, the B M i , 

Lingones and Insubres decided to move south, and they were 

soon joined by the Taurini and Gaesati from beyond the 

Alps. Theprospect of t h i s war aroused the deepest fears 
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of the Romans, who remembered well the b a t t l e of A l l i a and the 

sack of Rome the same year, e. 3 9 0 . Afterwards they had passed 

•al l a w . that even otherwise exempt p r i e s t s would be pressed 

into m i l i t a r y service i n the event of another invasion by the 
-I s s 

Gauls. By 226 Roman fears must have reached a state of 

near panic. According to Plutarch, they feared the Gauls more 

than any other enemy. The fear i n t h i s case was ostensibly 

augmented by the f a c t that t h i s enemy l i v e d so near t h e i r 

f r o n t i e r s , and had a great prestige i n war.Taelfright of the 

Romans was indicated by the armed forces assembled at t h i s 

time; nearly the entire state took up weapons. 

In t h i s year one or more oracles, purported to be s i b y l . -

Une, c i r c u l a t e d i n Rome and greatly added to the alarm, f o r 

they warned that Gauls would occupy the c i t y . 1 ^ I t i s doubt­

f u l that such an oracle was a d i r e c t issue of the s i b y l l i n e 

books. In view of the f a c t that there would have been no 

purpose f o r the s i b y l l i n e books to increase what was already 

an extraordinary fear, the falseness of t h i s oracle may be 

assumed. Though Plutarch does not mention the f a c t , i t 

wasprobably t h i s f a l s e oracle, along with the panic of the 

time^ that l e d to thft consultation. 

The books advised that two Greeks, a man and a woman, and 

likewise two Gauls, should be buried a l i v e i n the Forum Bo-

a rium. 1 6^ Zbnaras Jmplles that the purpose of t h i s s a c r i f i c e 

was to make I t seem that destiny, as-expressed In the c i r c u ­

l a t i n g oracle, had f u l f i l l e d i t s e l f . These a l i e n people, 

because they were buried i n the c i t y , would be regarded as . 



possessing a part of i t . 

We can be certain, then, that the motivation for t h i s 

consultation was simply that of s e t t l i n g the panic, which had 

been raised to an even higher temperature by a counterfeited 

s i b y l l i n e oracle. Rome had never before experienced such fear 

i t i s l i k e l y , i f we read between the l i n e s of Plutarch, that 

even the p r i e s t s were armed. Thus the s i b y l l i n e books were 

consulted with a view to finding the quickest and most e f f e c ­

t i v e means of putting down the panic, to give the people a 

mass " t r a n q u i l l i z e r " as i t were, and i n t h i s way induce a 

psychological state more capable of m i l i t a r y v i c t o r y . I t 

must have been clear to Roman authorities that the Gauls had 

already achieved a psychological v i c t o r y , and one that could 

e a s i l y become a r e a l i t y , even i f they attacked with a small 

force. Hence the extraordinary recommendation of human sac­

r i f i c e , intended to produce a profound e f f e c t on the people. 

Though we cannot doubt that t h i s s a c r i f i c e was recommend­

ed by the booksr, some of i t s d e t a i l s are not at a l l clear. 

Livy and Plutarch i n s i s t that human s a c r i f i c e was not a Roman 

r i t e 1 * 7 0 ; Plutarch i n addition implies that i t was not Greek 
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either. He i s correct insofar as the c l a s s i c a l Greek period 

i s concerned; we are thus l e f t without an explanation of i t s 

o r i g i n . I t has been suggested by R. Bloch that t h i s s a c r i ­

f i c e was an Etruscan r i t e , though the documentation for t h i s 

i n t e r e s t i n g assertion i s tenuous to say the l e a s t . 

Because of the imminent war with the Gauls, i t i s easy 
enough to understand why two Gauls would be s a c r i f i c e d . 
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But why was i t necessary to include two Greeks? The a f f a i r 

of 216 sheds no l i g h t on t h i s problem, since i t remains just 

as o b s c u r e . 1 ^ No Greek nations were h o s t i l e to Rome at th i s 

time; we are thus unable to explain t h e i r i n c l u s i o n i n the 

same way as that of the Gauls. Perhaps t h i s rite stems from a 

r e c o l l e c t i o n of the Tarentine-Pyrrhic war more than h a l f a 

century e a r l i e r . 

During the Hannibalic War, the a c t i v i t y and influence 

of the s i b y l l i n e books reached a notable climax after which 

t h e i r h i s t o r y seems but a prolonged denouement. Intense 

a c t i v i t y of the books at this time corresponded c l o s e l y with 

the resurgence of r e l i g i o u s fervor caused by the war, though 

i t cannot be understood properly unless evaluated i n the 

context of contemporary m i l i t a r y - p o l i t i c a l developments. 

Religious scholars, with a c e r t a i n amount of j u s t i f i c a ­

t i o n , f i n d reason f o r the seven war consultations i n r e l i g i o u s 

needs of the time, and are i n c l i n e d to assign the significance 

of the r e s u l t s exclusively to that f i e l d . T h e i r work re­

mains v a l i d , though perhaps short-sighted because they do not 

consider simultaneous p o l i t i c a l developments; indeed many 

of the problems which they must leave unsolved are d i f f i c u l t 

only because they confine th e i r research to the f i e l d of 

r e l i g i o n . The v a l i d i t y of their conclusions i s thus res­

t r i c t e d to that f i e l d . However, before proceding to a d i s ­

cussion of p o l i t i c a l manoeuvres connectedwith these consultat­

ions, we might summarize here the nature of r e l i g i o u s develop­

ment which characterized t h i s period, and to which scholars 

have given a good deal of attention. 
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This war caused a great increase i n the r e l i g i o u s appe­

t i t e of the Roman people. The chief factor involved was, of 

course, the threat of Hannibal; f i r s t of a l l they f e l t h i s 

presence, l i k e a dark storm cloud, i n northern I t a l y ; and then 

they fared badly i n -the subsequent campaigns, each of which 

turned to defeat' and brought him closer and closer to Rome. 

The climax of this threat was Hannibal's appearance before 

the gates of Rome, i n 211, i n an e f f o r t to r e l i e v e the Roman 

siege of Capua. Public fear and psychological a g i t a t i o n dur­

ing t h i s period must have been extraordinary. This i n turn 

led to notable outbreaks of superstition, r e l l g i o T increased 

a l l the more by scores of prodigies reported from time to time, 

e s p e c i a l l y i n the f i r s t few years of the war. In truth i t 

became a vicious c i r c l e ; terror and s u p e r s t i t i o n made the 

people more sensitive to prodigies and m i l i t a r y defeat, and 

at the same time these prodigies and losses tended to increase 

already great fears. Reports of prodigies came i n from a l l 

over I t a l y ; the l i s t i n g s i n Livy are more extensive for t h i s 

period than any other. Accordingly, demands on the power of 

r e l i g i o n to r e - e s t a b l i s h the pax deorum were great, and i t i s 

i n t h i s context that the r e l i g i o u s fervor of this era i s usu­

a l l y explained. There were continuous e f f o r t s , one a f t e r 

another as each r i t e f a i l e d , to f i n d some way of calming 

the people, appeasing the gods, and removing the t e r r i b l e 

threat of destruction. This apparent f a i l u r e of old r i t e s 

led to a progressive development i n the need for more exotic 

r i t u a l s ; as Carter has pointed out, the psychological workings 
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of the ancient mind are best understood i f i t i s seen that 

strange events, such as prodigies, can only be propitiated 

by strange and unusual r i t e s . A strange disease demands a 
1# 

strange cure. And i t i s also c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of such semi-

magical r i t e s that they lose t h e i r e f f ects quickly, and must 

then be replaced by r i t e s even more complicated and strange. 

Never before had the s i b y l l i n e books been so often 

consulted, or seen to recommend such r e l i g i o u s innovations. 

At the same time, there was a tremendous growth i n private 

r e l i g i o n s , f o r the people took to heeding th e i r own p r i e s t s 

and prophecies, imported|. perhaps, or unacceptable at any 
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rate to the t r a d i t i o n s of Roman state r e l i g i o n . ' Owing to 

these fa c t o r s , i t has been maintained that t r a d i t i o n a l Roman 
•I rpQ 

r e l i g i o n never r e a l l y survived this epoch. I t was no longer 

distinguished from a l i e n influences. Greek and even o r i e n t a l 

practices pervaded the very heart of Roman r e l i g i o n , mixing 

f r e e l y with i t , usurping i t s sacred r i g h t s and places, and 

invading even the Pomerium. There was no longer any e f f o r t at 

separation between Roman and a l i e n r e l i g i o u s values, and the 

f a c t that this d i s t i n c t i o n was no longer made i s proven i n at 

le a s t two instances. F i r s t l y , the great lectisternium of 217 

consisted of r i t u a l s performed for twelve gods i n a l l , Greek 

and Roman, treated as equals. Secondly, we might mention 

that L a t i n oracles, the Carmina Marciana, were admitted with­

out h e s i t a t i o n into the Greek s i b y l l i n e c o l l e c t i o n . In addi­

tion, there was extensive mixing of old and new elements i n 

r e l i g i o n ; a good example of this was the r e v i v a l of the ver 



sacrum i n 217, an old I t a l i c r i t e , and then, during the same 

war, the s t a r t l i n g introduction of o r g i a s t i c , o r i e n t a l i n f l u -
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ence with the entry of Cybele's c u l t . Rome had, i n fa c t , 
reached a fourth stage i n her r e l i g i o u s development, one which 

was distinguished p r i m a r i l y by the introduction of t h i s orgias-
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t i c element. In most of these changes the s i b y l l i n e books 

were an important influence; as such they were i n part res;-

ponsible f o r the destruction of t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s values. 

This r e l i g i o u s metamorphosis was cl o s e l y connected with Rome's 

shedding of her c i t y - s t a t e status, and her concomitant emergence 

as an inte r n a t i o n a l Mediterranean power. In thi s process, 
l 8 l 

i t has been said, she gained the world but l o s t her soul*. 
An i n t e r r e l a t i o n between Rome's r e l i g i o u s and p o l i t i c a l 

a c t i v i t i e s at t h i s time i s thus evident; and at lea s t one 

scholar, A. A. Boyce, has pointed out that Rome's great out­

burst of r i t u a l a c t i v i t y a f t e r 219 cannot be explained by 

the extreme conditions of war terror alone .^Indeed, there 

are many problems which cannot be explained t h i s way. F i r s t l y , 

the prodigies between 218 and 205 are a l l much the same, yet 

the methods of expiation d i f f e r widely. Secondly, compared 

with the f i r s t years of the war, there i s a notable lack of 

prodigy l i s t s a f t e r 216. For t h i s period only three such 

l i s t i n g s are to be found, and i t i s even more strange that 
183 

none of them c a l l e d for a consultation. On the other hand, 

the f i v e instances of 218—216 consistently resulted i n con­

sultations; most r e l i g i o u s a c t i v i t y insofar as the books are 

concerned, excepting 212 and 20h, dates from t h i s period. I t 
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i s d i f f i c u l t to understand, on purely r e l i g i o u s grounds, why 

the period 216—213 contains only one prodigy l i s t , and no 

consultations at a l l , inasmuch as the extreme terror of these 

times would have made the Roman people most sensitive to prod­

i g i e s , and open to superstition. One might argue that a f t e r 

2 1 &prodigies became les s and les s disturbing because they 

had been so common. They were no longer able to inspire the 

same i n t e n s i t y of fear, and thus the few examples on record 

were treated i n a f a i r l y normal fashion, without consultations. 

Hut how can one account f o r the r e s u l t of the i n s i g n i f i c a n t 

portents i n 20*f, which led to an extraordinary consultation and 

ultimately to the momentous a r r i v a l of Cybele? 

These problems cannot be solved by r e s t r i c t i n g our frame 

of reference to Roman r e l i g i o n . Their solutions may best be 

found i n the area: of contemporary p o l i t i c s , and we hope to 

make clear i n t h i s discussion that the operation of the s i b y l ­

l i n e books, and thus most r e l i g i o u s a c t i v i t i e s , were influenced 

to a great extent by p o l i t i c a l motives. These motives were 

connected with the manoeuvres of various factions of the time, 

and we would best turn our attention at thi s point to the two 

family groupings discernable i n i n t e r n a l Roman p o l i t i c s during 

the war, the O b r n e l i i - A e m i l i i , and the group which supported 

Fabius Maximus. 

The G o r n e l i i - A e m i l i i held chief power i n Roman p o l i t i c s 

between 222 and 2l6cw 1^ f During this time they held seven 

p a t r i c i a n consulships, one p a t r i c i a n censorship, two or three 

plebeian consulships, and one-half of the known praetorships. 



It was under the influence of this faction that the war with 
Hannibal was declared, and i t s generally agressive policy 
(exemplified, for example, by the Scipionlc manoeuvres i n 
Spain) appears to have a l l i e d i t to popular sentiments. As 
Scullard has pointed out, the people in this war consistently 

18? 
supported such a policy. ' This i s indicated by their clamors 
for an outright battle which led to Cannae, and also the support 
they gave to more progressive nobles, such as Scipio Africanus. 
In the Cornelian faction we may thus include popular leaders 
who supported aggressive polici.es, such as C. Flaminius, 
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C. Terentius Varro, and M. Minueius Rufus. 
The career of C. Flaminius i s of special interest, since 

he and the Scipios were most active during the f i r s t years of 
the war, and more particularly since Fabius rose to power i n 
217 at his expense. Before this time, Flaminius had enjoyed 
a long career of championing the people's cause against the 
nobility; and he had acquired an impressive l i s t of military 

187 
accomplishments. ' This b r i l l i a n t career led to his election 
to the consulship in 217» He was soon entrusted with leader­
ship of the campaign in northern Italy, his colleague and 
a l l y being Cn. Servilius of the Cornelian faction. 

The Fabian faction, linked to the families of the A t i l i i , 
Manlii, Marcii, F u l i i , Mamilii, O t a c i l i i , and Ogulnii, was not 
nearly as powerful as the Oornelii at the beginning of this 
war. Fabius Maximus himself, who was soon to become dictator 
after Flaminius' defeat at Trasimene, had few a l l i e s in power 
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before 217. His preference for a defensive military policy 
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coincided with that of the more conservative factions, and i t 

i s possible that he did not favor the declaration of war from 

the beginning, but rather advised caution and negotiation with 

Carthage. However, since h i s f a c t i o n was weak at t h i s time, 

he was l i t t l e able to control such developments. 

What i s of s p e c i a l i n t e r e s t to t h i s discussion i s the 

manner i n which Fabius, though lacking p o l i t i c a l support, 

was able to r i s e to the p o s i t i o n of d i c t a t o r i n 217« I t i s 

clear that he did not achieve this by p o l i t i c a l means; the 

answer must be found elsewhere. Munzer was the f i r s t to 

suggest that Fabius* r i s e to power was linked with h i s r e - • 

ligio u s campaigns and a great influence over the people that he 
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derived from them. I f we look at Fabius 1 p o l i t i c a l career 

before t h i s time, i t appears limited and uneventful. He was 

consul i n 233 and 228, censor i n 230, and held a f i r s t d i c t a ­

torship, probably CQaJ,tior\im haben.4ftru.ffl causa, between 221 and 

219.^9° However, he was an augur of long standing, having been 

appointed to that priesthood i n 265;; and we would l i k e to sug­

gest here that he made use of t h i s o f f i c e , along with r e l i g i o u s 

devices known to him, i n p a r t i c u l a r the s i b y l l i n e books, i n 

h i s campaign f o r power. 

Before considering Fabius* influence i n the three consul­

tations of 218-217, i t would be best to r e c a l l b r i e f l y Rome*s 

p o l i t i c a l and m i l i t a r y p o s i t i o n at that time. In opposition 

to Fabian wishes, war had been declared against Carthage at 
the prompting of the Cornelian f a c t i o n , i n a l l l i k e l i h o o d with 
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the intention of destroying Carthage. However, the aggres.— 
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sive p o l i c y of this f a c t i o n was a f a i l u r e from the beginning: 

Hannibal quickly made h i s way to northern I t a l y ; then followed 

the Cornelian defeats at Ticinus and Trebia. The l a t t e r i n 

p a r t i c u l a r caused a great deal of panic at Home. 

In spite of t h i s the Cornelian f a c t i o n did well at the 

elections f o r 2 1 7 , since C. Flaminius and Ch. S e r v i l i u s 
1§ 2 

Gleminus were elected consuls.. Fabius Maximus was opposed 

to both of these men. S e r v i l i u s Geminus had Cornelian a f f i l ­

i a t i o n s ; and Flaminius had been an enemy of the Fabians ever 

since the lex. agraria of 2 3 2 . In addition, he had done 

much since that time to alienate conservative factions. In 

h i s f i r s t consulship, i n 2 2 3 , he l e f t Rome on a m i l i t a r y 

campaign, and though he had neglected some r e l i g i o u s duties 

before setting out, refused to obey an order of the senate to 

return. Moreover, there i s a strong t r a d i t i o n that he again 

neglected the proper r e l i g i o u s duties i n 2 1 7 , and slunk o f f to 

ArimLnum: to enter h i s consulship there, so that the senate 
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could not hinder him. This a r i s t o c r a t i c t r a d i t i o n , used 

by Livy as a source, was not favorable to popular leaders. 

Thus some of the d e t a i l s , such as Flaminius 1 retirement to 

ArMiniiiim, are of dubious h i s t o r i c i t y . 3 " ^ ^ There seems l i t t l e 

doubt, however, that Flaminius did neglect h i s r e l i g i o u s du*-

t i e s before setting out, since the t r a d i t i o n i s a strong one 

and there i s no proof against i t . 

If we remember that Fabius was also out of sympathy with 

the Cornelian declaration of war, and equally opposed to the 

way i n which i t was being handled, we can understand the extent 



of h i s opposition to Gornelian p o l i c i e s and C.Flaminius i n 

p a r t i c u l a r . 

Apparently, Fabius started a r e l i g i o u s campaign i n Rome 

at t h i s time. He was at an advantage because a l l wbo'wouldvhave 

been i n a p o s i t i o n to oppose him p o l i t i c a l l y were away from 

the c i t y . We should look f i r s t to a great number of prodigies 

reported at t h i s time from a l l over I t a l y , and, according 
1 9 K 

to Livy, believed on small evidence. The L-ivian implication 

i s i n t e r e s t i n g for i t casts doubt on the h i s t o r i c i t y of many 

of these prodigies. At any rate, these prodigies? were repor­

ted to the senate and A t i l i u s Serranus, an a l l y of Fabius, 

who was then praetor urbanus. At the same time Fabius, se-~; 

cure i n h i s reputation as a respectable augur, using these 

prodigies as a pretext, did h i s best to arouse popular r e l i g i o . 

pointing out, perhaps, the disastrous defeats i n the north, 

and the i r r e l i g i o u s people responsible f o r them. In h i s hands, 

these prodigies became a tool for ind i c a t i n g the extent of di - -

vine wrath at the war and the way i t was being handled. Accord­

ing to Livy, these prodigies l e d to a consultation of the 
19M-

s i b y l l i n e books. We would l i k e to suggest that Fabius 

was d i r e c t l y responsible f o r t h i s manoeuvre, r e l y i n g on the 

support of h i s good f r i e n d A t i l i u s Serranus, and the state of 

public opinion which c a l l e d for such a remedy. In addition, 

the senator Fabius PIctor, a Fabian ally,may have been a decem­

v i r at t h i s time, and thus i n a p o s i t i o n to help Fabius .^95 

However, the f a c t that Fabius Maximus had some influence i n 

t h i s consultation i s insinuated, i f nowhere else, dn i t s results. 
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Apart from the normal p u r i f i c a t i o n s , l e c t i s t e r n i u m T and 

s a c r i f i c e s , two elements of the recommendation are unusual. 

F i r s t l y , prayers were to be offered at the shrine of Hercules. 

In 209 Fabius brought a statue of Hercules from Tarentum and 
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i n s t a l l e d i t on the C a p i t o l next to h i s own statue; t h i s action 

has been interpreted as an i n d i c a t i o n that Fabius claimed, 

f o r h i s .ggns., descent from t h i s demi-god. 1?? i t has also been 

argued that the c u l t of Hercules was s t i l l private i n t h i s 

century, associated only with private f a m i l i e s and not pub-

l i c a l l y i n s t i t u t e d * Thus, the appearance of Hercules i n t h i s 

l i s t of r i t u a l s becomes s i g n i f i c a n t . 

The second recommendation of note i s that advising G. 

A t i l i u s Serranus to make ce r t a i n solemn vows to be f u l f i l l e d 

i f the state should suffer no misfortunes during the next ten 

years. Beyond doubt this man was an a l l y of Fabius; he appears 

here i n the o f f i c e of one e f f e c t i n g s i b y l l i n e recommendations 

for which h i s f a c t i o n was responsible i n the f i r s t place. We 

should also point out that these remedies were c l e a r l y meant 

to apply to as large a portion of the people as possible, and 

fro convince, a l l as:to the divine wrath. Livy t e l l s us that 

the public mind was considerably relieved; these measures 
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"magna ex parte levaverant r e l i g i o n e animos"'. 

The next consultation took place i n the early part of 

217, very soon after the f i r s t . The books had never before 

been consulted i n such close succession, and i t seems that 

Fabius was again responsible, carrying on h i s campaign against 

the war and i t s present leaders with unrelenting i n t e n s i t y . 



The p o l i t i c a l c o n t e x t o f t h i s c o n s u l t a t i o n , i f we can r e l y 

on the order o f events i n L i v y , was Cn. S e r v i l i u s 1 entrance 

oh h i s c o n s u l s h i p i n Rome, and the r e p o r t he made to the senate 

a t t h i s time c o n c e r n i n g the p l a n s and conduct o f F l a m i n i u s . 1 ^ 

The f a c t t h a t F l a m i n i u s had n e g l e c t e d a u s p i c i a on e n t e r i n g 

h i s o f f i c e , and d i d so away from Rome so as to a v o i d s e n a t o r i a l 

o p p o s i t i o n , t o g e t h e r w i t h t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n of h i s m i l i t a r y 

p o l i c i e s — a l l these c o n s i d e r a t i o n s aroused a new wave o f anger 

i n the senate and more c o n s e r v a t i v e f a c t i o n s . E x a c t l y a t 

t h i s t ime a tremendous wave o f p r o d i g i e s was r e p o r t e d from 

a l l over I t a l y 2 0 0 ; the s i b y l l i n e books were a g a i n c o n s u l t e d , 

and they a d v i s e d r i t u a l s s i m i l a r to those recommended b e f o r e . 

Once a g a i n these r i t e s were meant t o apply to as many people 

as p o s s i b l e , showing them t h a t the pax deorum had been des­

t r o y e d . 2 0 1 * 

F a b i u s ' campaign t o remove the opposing f a c t i o n from 

power r e c e i v e d great impetus fr6m the d i s a s t e r a t Trasimene. 

Because o f the f i r s t two c o n s u l t a t i o n s , he p r o b a b l y had a 

great d e a l o f popular support even before t h i s defeat o c c u r r e d . 

And though he c o u l d not have f o r s e e n Trasimene or counted on 

i t i n any way, i t n e v e r t h e l e s s was a l u c k y s t r o k e i n h i s 

f a v o r and a tremendous blow to the C o r n e l i a n - p o p u l a r f a c t i o n . 

Trasimene made i t p o s s i b l e f o r F a b i u s to assume powers w i t h ­

out d e l a y , s i n c e i t demonstrated to the people t h a t he had 

been r i g h t a l l a l o n g . The gods were indeed outraged a t F l a n 

m i n i u s ' n e g l e c t o f h i s r e l i g i o u s d u t i e s j and t h i s defeat came 

as the l a s t and worst o f a s e r i e s o f warnings . A c c o r d i n g l y , 
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Fabius was e l e c t e d by the c o m i t i a c e n t u r i a t a to the o f f i c e of 
202 

d i c t a t o r r j e i gerundae ^ a u ^ a . ^ 
Several aspects of t h i s e l e c t i o n p o i n t to the f a c t that 

Kabius'ascension to power was through the r e l i g i o u s campaign 
we have been d i s c u s s i n g . F i r s t l y , he had l i t t l e m i l i t a r y 
experience, whereas h i s c h i e f c l a i m to d i s t i n c t i o n l a y i n the 
r e s p e c t a b i l i t y he gained as an augur of long standing. Second­
l y , there were other men i n Rome at t h i s time" w i t h more d i s ­
t i n g u i s h e d m i l i t a r y records, and thus more e l i g i b l e f o r 
o f f i c e . 2 0 3 T h i r d l y , i t was not customary f o r a d i c t a t o r to 
be chosen i n t h i s f a s h i o n , since that choice was a consular 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . Eut C. F l a m i n i u s was dead, and the other 
consul, Ch. S e r v i l i u s , away from Rome. E l e c t i o n was necessar­
i l y placed i n the hands of the people, perhaps a t Fabius' 
suggestion, since he had p r e v i o u s l y won them over to h i s 

20? 
s i d e i n h i s r e l i g i o u s campaign agai n s t the C o r n e l l ! . J 

Once i n power, Fabius f i r s t of a l l attended to the 
needs of r e l i g i o n : ; 

G> Fabius Maximus d i c t a t o r iterum quo die magis-
tratum i n i i t vocato senatu, ab d i s orsus cum edoc-
u i s s e t p atres plus neglegentia caerimoniarum aus-
piciorumque quam temeri t a t e atque i n s c i t i a peccatum 
a C. Flaminio consule esse, quaeque p i a c u l a i r a e 
deum essent ipsos deos consulendos esse, p e r v i c i t 
u t , quod non ferme d e c e r n i t u r , n i s i cum t a e t r a pro-
d i g i a n u n t i a t a sunt, decemviri l i b r o s S i b y l l i n o s 
a d i r e i u b e r e n t u r . 206 

A c o n s u l t a t i o n of t h i s type was not without precedent, f o r 
Camil l u s had a l s o ordered a c o n s u l t a t i o n to p u r i f y the 
c i t y a f t e r a previous m i l i t a r y defeat, the occupation of Rome 
by the Gauls, c. 390. I n L i v y ' s account i t i s q u i t e c l e a r 
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as to Fabius' reason i n consulting the books; and t h i s confirms 

what we suggested f o r the other consultations. Opposition to 

Flaminius and S e r v i l i u s , more than the prodigies themselves, 

was behind these r e l i g i o u s manoeuvres. 

Several motives are apparent i n Fabius' thinking at t h i s 

time. He wished to convince the public, once more, that Cor­

nelian p o l i c y was incorrect, whereas h i s own was favored by the 

gods; and i n t h i s way he hoped to consolidate h i s p o s i t i o n . 

Moreover, he wished to regain the people's confidence by show­

ing that the cause for previous defeats was not the Roman peo­

ple or soldiers themselves, but rather the irresponsible and 
207 

i r r e l i g i o u s generals who had been elected i n their charge. ' 

Without doubt Fabius himself controlled t h i s consultation 

and had a c e r t a i n amount of influence i n the announcement of 

the s i b y l l i n e recommendations. The very f a c t that he ordered 

i t suggests t h i s . Amongst routine r i t u a l s , recommendations 

of note were for the celebration of great games i n honour of 

Jupiter; a great lectisternium, the biggest ever celebrated, 

i n honour of twelve gods; the dedication of shrines to Mens and Tfenus 

Erycina; and the i n s t i t u t i o n of a ver sacrum. Of special i n ­

terest are the dedications to Mens and Venus Erycina, and 

the ver sacrum. According to instructions found i n the s i b y l -
208 

l i n e books, Fabius himself dedicated the shrine to Venus. 

This f a c t would indicate that he attached some special impor«-

tance to the c u l t of t h i s goddess, though h i s motives for t h i s 

dedication remain unknown. i n e dedication to Mens i s not 
210 

nearly so problematic , since t h i s d e i f i e d abstraction e l -
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evated to divine stature the process of r i g h t thinking, a 

combination of prudence and knowledge, which Fabius wished 
211 

to associate with h i s f a c t i o n and i t s p o l i c i e s . 

The yer sacrum, recommended on t h i s occasion only by 

the s i b y l l i n e books, appears to have been another r e l i g i o u s 

device by which Fabius wished to obligate, and thus appeal 

to, as many people as possible,. This remedy, though not a 

r e l i g i o u s innovation, because of i t s r a r i t y nevertheless 
212 

assumed great importance under the circumstances. We 

may assume that t h i s precedent was set by Fabius, as the f i r s t 

l e c t i s t e m i u m had been i n 399, as a means of in d i c a t i n g 

divine wrath. The very fact that such an extraordinary remedy 

was necessary demonstrated, to the people, just how enraged 

the gods were. 

In 2l6i the s i b y l l i n e books were consulted on two occasions. 

The f i r s t i s comparatively unimportant. Since i t derived from 

prodigies, as had the f i r s t consultations during t h i s war, 

and since i t Is found i n a si m i l a r p o l i t i c a l context, we can 

with j u s t i f i c a t i o n suspect that Fabius was again responsible. 

The f a c t that he played a r6le i n previous consultations also 
points to t h i s . 

Fabius 1 dictatorship was terminated, according to law, 

i n the l a t t e r part of 217. This was accompanied by a notice­

able decline i n h i s popularity, which was due i n part to mi:— 

U t a r y p o l i c i e s that soon appeared f u t i l e to the people. In 

addition, Fabius did not have the complete co-operation of M. 

Rufus, and t h i s made i t even more d i f f i c u l t f o r him to make 
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a convincing display of h i s p o l i c i e s . Rufus secured a v i c t o r y 

over Hannibal, having attacked against Fabius' orders, and t h i s , 

together with Fabius' i n a b i l i t y to prevent Hannibal from mov­

ing into Apulia for the winter, conspired to rob him of h i s 

&fflperjum..jnajaa. Bufus was granted aeouum imperium T and Fabius 

subsequently f o r f e i t e d a l l powers when forced to resign before 

consular elections for the next year. 

The newly elected consuls f o r 216 were M. Terentius Varro 

and Aemilius Paullus. Fabius had again brandished h i s r e l i g ­

ious powers before th e i r e l e c t i o n , t h i s time r e l y i n g on h i s 

influence i n the augural c o l l e g e . 2 1 3 * One of h i s motives was 

to prevent the e l e c t i o n of Varro, f o r t h i s man was a popular 

demogogue and much opposed to the Fabian f a c t i o n . 2 l l + In 

common with the people, he favored an aggressive policy, and 
215 

wanted to end the war as quickly as possible. However, 

Fabius' e f f o r t s were unsuccessful. Varro was elected consul, 

along with Aemilius Paullus, an unwilling candidate of the 
216 

Aemilian-Cornelian f a c t i o n . The e l e c t i o n at t h i s time of 

two consuls opposed to the Fabian f a c t i o n s i g n i f i e d the l a t t e r ' s 

complete loss of power. 

Yi e l d i n g to popular demands, the senate decided to r i s k 

an open b a t t l e , and prepared to send i t s forces into the f i e l d 

under the new generals. Shortly before they l e f t Rome, a new 

wave of prodigies was reported, and these i n turn led to the 

consultation mentioned above. 2 1' 7 The prodigies were customary, 

and the routine formulae advised for t h e i r p r o p i t i a t i o n con­

t a i n nothing unusual. The i n t e r e s t i n g point here i s that t h i s 
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set of prodigies and consultation occurred just a f t e r the con­

sulships had been gained by a Cornelian and a man from the 

popular f a c t i o n . Exactly the same thing had happened a f t e r 

the e l e c t i o n of Flaminius and S e r v i l i u s i n 217. I t i s also 

s i g n i f i c a n t that these portents c a l l e d f o r a consultation, 

while those of 2 1 k , which were every b i t as alarming, did not. 

But Fabius was i n power i n 21k, and had no need of the s i b y l l i n e 

books, whereas i n 216 he was not. We can be sure, then, that 

he was again continuing h i s r e l i g i o u s campaign, warning the 

people that they had aroused divine wrath by e l e c t i n g men un­

f i t to d i r e c t the war. 

The b a t t l e of' Cannae and i t s p o l i t i c a l implications are 

too well known to require discussion here. We need only point 

out that the terror and psychological state of the Roman people 

afte r t h i s battle: were comparable only to the feelings at Rome 

when the Gauls were threatening to invade, a decade before. 

Yet t h i s b a t t l e , just l i k e that of Trasimene, was a stroke of 

good fortune for the Fabian faction; i t ensured once again 

Fabius 1 r i s e to power, necessitated the re-adoption of h i s 

p o l i c i e s , and indicated c l e a r l y that these p o l i c i e s had been 

correct a l l along. Indeed, they should never have been aban­

doned. On the other hand, t h i s battle was a severe blow to 

the Cornelian f a c t i o n , i n that i t deprived them of p o l i t i c a l 

control 1 during the next few years. 

I t i s true that Varro returned to Rome: and: l o s t l i t t l e 

of h i s personal d i s t i n c t i o n . He was even thanked for not 

despairing of the republic. Though h i s f a c t i o n was defeated, 
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he s t i l l wielded a ce r t a i n amount of influence, and may have 

been responsible f o r the nomination of M. Junius Pera to the 
218 

dictatorship a f t e r Cannae. Thus, though Fabius was once 

more i n a p o s i t i o n to secure power, hi s return was s t i l l h i n ­

dered by the remnants of Cornelian influence; and i t was n e ­

cessary for him to overcome these before he could procede to 

the consulship. 

Most factors, of course, were i n hi s favor, and we can 

be c e r t a i n that he turned these to h i s greatest advantage. 

F i r s t l y , a l e c t i o senatus was held,, and 177 new members were 

added. This was supervised by a member of the Fabian f a c t i o n , 

Fabius Buteo. I t i s l i k e l y that the newly-formed body was 

predisposed to favor the n o b i l i t y , the Fabians i n p a r t i c u l a r 2 ^ 

Secondly, we know that Fabius had many other amici i n i n f l u e n ­

t i a l positions at the moment. For example, there was Fabius 

Pi c t o r , senator and perhaps decemvir, who was sent, aft e r Cannae, 

to inquire at Delphi the proper forms of p r o p i t i a t i o n for appeas­

ing the angry gods. Thirdly, i t must have been obvious to the 

ent i r e state that Fabian p o l i c i e s were not only advantageous, 

but necessary i f Rome were to survive. Fabius could p r o f i t 

from the disgrace into which other p o l i c i e s had f a l l e n . 

The second consultation of 216, which took place shortly 

a f t e r Cannae, was associated with a series of evilcmens. The 
220 

worst of these was the stunrum of two Vestal v i r g i n s . Cer­

t a i n scholars have seen the prime reason f o r t h i s consultation 

i n the psychological needs of the people, aggravated by great 

terror after Cannae. 2 2 1 This i s undoubtedly true, i n a broad 
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sense; but we would l i k e to suggest that Fabius again was the 

d i r e c t force behind t h i s consultation. His manipulation of 

the s i b y l l i n e books, as well as a mission to Delphi because of 

the same problems, constituted a two-pronged attack against 

the CornelM, i n p a r t i c u l a r against the e l e c t i o n of Varro 

and Paullus, whose p o l i c i e s had resulted i n Cannae. The 

modus operandi of Fabius i s becoming very f a m i l i a r to us by 

now. He was again using the books to increase public concern 

over m i l i t a r y errors, and, more importantly, to show the people 

the necessity of avoiding such p o l i c i e s i n future. In t h i s 

way he was able to consolidate h i s power and win over their 

sympathies. 

Though i t i s not c e r t a i n that Fabius Pictor took part 

i n t h i s consultation, the f a c t that he was head of the mission 

to Delphi i s beyond doubt. This f a c t , taken with the possir-

b i l i t y that he was a decemvir, makes that assumption a reason­

able one. In addition, we have already seen that Fabius him­

s e l f had ordered a consultation a f t e r the defeat at Trasimene. 

We are j u s t i f i e d i n assuming, then, that he was responsible 

i n t h i s case also. 

The books advised the human s a c r i f i c e of two Greeks and 
222 

two Gauls, a r i t u a l identical with that of 226, when si m i l a r 

people were immured i n a subterranean dungeon i n the Forum 

Boarium, and l e f t to perish there of suffocation and hunger. 

The choice of victims remains a problem, and the r i t e was 

obviously drawn from instructions similar to those followed 

i n 226. I t i s f u t i l e to look f o r Greek and G a l l i c troubles 
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at t h i s time to j u s t i f y such a s a c r i f i c e , , which c l e a r l y 
223 

dates from an e a r l i e r time. J The chief importance and value 

of t h i s r i t e surely lay i n the simple f a c t that i t entailed 

human s a c r i f i c e . Probably the n a t i o n a l i t y of those s a c r i f i c e d , 

which was at most a secondary consideration, mattered l i t t l e 

by t h i s t i m e . 2 2 k # 

With t h i s extraordinary r i t e , then, Fabius allayed pop­

u l a r fears and convinced a l l that Rome1s r e l i g i o u s obligations 

and p o l i t i c a l p o l i c i e s were best l e f t i n the hands of h i s 

f a c t i o n . Only a year l a t e r he was elected consul f o r the t h i r d 

time, and even on t h i s occasion we can see h i s r e l i g i o u s t r i c k ­

ery at work. M. Claudius Marcellus, a plebeian, was elected 

to the consulship, but "thunder was conveniently hese*d, and 
225 

the augurs declared that he was v i t i o creatusP. The pat­

r i c i a n s spread a rumor that the gods were displeased at the e l ­

ection of a plebeian consul; Marcellus soon resigned, and the 

augur Fabius was elected i n h i s place. 

Thus, using the s i b y l l i n e books and h i s o f f i c e as augur, 

Fabius again rose to power. These instruments were used to 

forge a personality c u l t that had a great e f f e c t on the people. 

Tb sum up.:: i t was not through ^military talent or d i s t i n c t i o n 

that Fabius rose to power i n 217 and 215, f o r h i s means depend­

ed s t r i c t l y on r e l i g i o u s i n s t i t u t i o n s . With the s i b y l l i n e 

books he had controlled popular sentiments; the o f f i c e of augur 

helped him control elections; and, f i n a l l y , we should add that 

h i s p o s i t i o n as Pontifex Maximus (216) might have proven help­

f u l i n increasing the sphere of h i s influence. 
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The Fabian faction was predominant between 21,6 and 213. 

In addition to other offices they held six consulships;; even 

Fabius' son, an undistinguished individual, received this 

honor. The fact that there were no consultations during this 

period, even though prodigies were s t i l l reported, is explained 

by the realization that Fabius' power was secure.22** 

However, once again Fabian policies produced no sig:-•-. 

nificant military results. Though there were no defeats, this 

unspectacular policy wearied the people after a few years, 

and they came to desire ai more efficacious manner of handling 

the war. This situation was identical to that before Cannae, 

when popular factions pressed for an open battle. Thus the 

\?ar dragged on, popularity of the Fabian: faction waned, and 

the balance of power began to shift. Desires for a new policy 

became evident by 212, when no Fabians were admitted to office. 

Alll commands changed in 212; and this~y£ar seems to have wit­

nessed a resurgence of the Cornelian faction, discontent after 

a long silence, and beginning now, with victory imminent in 

Spain and the seige of Capua undertaken, to renew Its strength. 

The sibylline books were consulted for the sixth time 

in that year. Because of the war's slow progress, in desperation 

and impatience the people of Rome had abandoned traditional 

religion and taken to private forms of worship that were un-
227 

acceptable to the state. ' This superstition had develop­

ed to such an extent that the praetor Aemilius Lepidus was 

instructed by the senate to colleet a l l books of prophecies, 

prayers, or rituals that were unorthodox in the eyes of Roman 



78 
OOP, 

r e l i g i o n . The next year, as a r e s u l t of t h i s search, two 
prophecies of the Roman seer Marcius came to l i g h t , and the 

content of one of these led to a consultation of the s i b y l l i n e 
229 

books. 7 The f i r s t prophecy was a correct prediction of 
230 

the b a t t l e at Cannae j the other promised v i c t o r y over Han­

n i b a l i f annual games were celebrated i n honour of Apollo. The 

former was clear and correct, whereas the l a t t e r caused a great 

deal of consternation, and Livy t e l l s us that the senate spent 

a whole day disentangling i t s meaning. On the day a f t e r a 

decree was passed authorizing the decemviri to consult the 

books fo r v e r i f i c a t i o n and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of t h i s o racle. 

The books r e i t e r a t e d the Marcian prophecy and likewise suggested 

that games be celebrated i n honour of Apollo. Accordingly, 

these games were vowed and held, v i c t o r i a e causa. 

Many aspects of this a f f a i r lead one to think that i t 

was contrived beforehand . ^ F i r s t l y , i t was a member of the 

Cornelian f a c t i o n , Aemilius Lepidus, who organized the search 

f o r prophecies; and having found the Marcian oracles, he turned 

them over to another Cornelian man, Cornelius S u l l a . Second­

l y , these oracles appear to be f a b r i c a t i o n s . I t was no d i f f i ­

c u l t matter to invent an oracle predicting Caanae afte r the 

b a t t l e had occurred. By creating t h i s oracle, whose accuracy 

was obvious, the Cornelians were able to lend credence to the 

second oracle, which was relevant to t h e i r present purposes. 

I f we look at the text of t h i s second oracle, which i s quoted 

i n Livy, two things catch the e y e . T h e games to be celeb­

rated i n honour of Apollo were to be under the j u r i s d i c t i o n 
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of the best praetor, undoubtedly a reference to Cornelius 

S u l l a who had received these oracles i n the f i r s t place. 

Secondly, the r i t e s associated^ with these games were to be 

performed by the decemvirs i n the Grecian manner. The former 

command was obviously meant to keep control of the games i n 

the Cornelian f a c t i o n , ostensibly since they were the promoters 

of these games i n the f i r s t place. The second command seems 

to have been inserted as a pretext f o r consulting the s i b y l l i n e 

books, since i n matters such as these that concerned the r i t u s  

Graecus T the decemvirs usually depended upon s i b y l l i n e advice. 

In addition, the prophecy that Ludi Anollinares would lead to 

v i c t o r y i s important. The Cornell!, i n a l l l i k e l i h o o d respon­

s i b l e for these oracles, wished to associate these games with 

a new period i n the war, one involving a new and more success­

f u l policy, and, we can sure, under th e i r control. 

The Cornelian f a c t i o n could not hope to gain popular 

support by means of the two Marcian oracles alone. This exp­

l a i n s the clever provision therein for a consultation of the 

s i b y l l i n e books. Support from the l a t t e r would lend respect­

a b i l i t y and weight to the suggestion for Ludi Apollinares, 

and thus would be an invaluable assistance i n carrying out 

the Cornelian purpose. We notice that the books conveniently 

agreed with everything contained i n the Marcian oracle. But 

t h i s i s not surprising i f we note that at l e a s t h a l f of the 

decemviral board at this time was drawn from the Cornelian 

f a c t i o n . 2 3 2 

From the foregoing i t should be clear that the Cornel-
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Ian f a c t i o n was responsible for this consultation and i t s 

r e s u l t s . Their p o l i t i c a l motives must thus be considered an 

important force behind t h i s consultation. What were these 

motives? By wielding the same to o l Fabius himself had employ­

ed i n h i s r i s e to power, they hoped to prevent him from using 

i t against themselves; at the same time, following h i s example 

perhaps, they were using i t to increase t h e i r own power and 

bring themselves into the public eye. I t i s even possible 

that they made e f f o r t s , during the period of Fabian supremacy 

(216—213), to secure t h i s means for t h e i r own use, since 

Fabius no longer needed or used i t . 

A second motive was made apparent i n the recommendation 

of games for A p o l l o . T h e s e represent a return to the 

Mos maiorumT since they were associated with a state c u l t 

that was respectable i n the eyes of t r a d i t i o n a l Roman r e l i g i o n , 

and divorced from any of the subversive influences that had 

l a t e l y been making their way into r e l i g i o u s l i f e . Indeed, these 

games indicate a reaction against the personal and private 

r i t u a l s which had been advised by the books when they were 

i n the control of Fabius Maximus. These r i t u a l s had, i n fact, 

paved way for the uncontrolled s u p e r s t i t i o n of 213. 

However, l i k e the recommendations of Fabius, these games 

were meant to appeal to a great number of people. From a 

psychological point of view we can see that t h e i r purpose was 

to a l l a y superstition, providing a more healthy way f o r the 

people to amuse themselves and occupy th e i r minds. 2 3 L 

By way of a fourth purpose, i t should be pointed out that 
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these games, because of t h e i r vast appeal and o v e r a l l freshness, 

were surely meant to be associated with the emergence of a new 

Cornelian p o l i c y . The people had again become d i s s a t i s f i e d with 

Fabian tactics; a l l they could do was turn, once more, to another 

f a c t i o n f o r help. Thus i t i s clear why these games were celebrai-

ted ttictoriae eaii£&, and i d e n t i f i e d by both the Marcian and s i b y l ­

l i n e writings with the expulsion of Hannibal. 

I f one assumes that these games were also celebrated 

l o c a l l y by Rome's a l l i e s , a further motive, a highly p r a c t i ­

cal one, may be seen i n the i r i n s t i t u t i o n . L. R. Taylor has a l ­

ready suggested that the Ludi Sae^ujgrssc. 3*f8 were held with 

a view to maintaining the good w i l l of Rome's L a t i n a l l i e s , who 
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were discontent and threatening to break away. Pr i o r to 212, 

Rome had l o s t many of her a l l i e s to Hannibal, and i n 213 i n 

p a r t i c u l a r many of the Greek c i t i e s had deserted to h i s side. 

Hannibal's main plan was to win over as many of Rome's a l l i e s 

as possible, and i n thi s way surround her with enemies. Rome 

re a l i z e d t h i s , and i t c e r t a i n l y would have been i n the best 

i n t e r e s t s of the newly emerging Cornelian p o l i c y to secure the 

good w i l l of as many of these a l l i e s as possible. These games, 

therefore, could have played a rble i n that campaign. 

The s i b y l l i n e books were consulted on only one more oc­

casion before the end of t h i s war. 2 3^ This occurred i n 205, and 

i s c l o s e l y associated with the p o l i t i c a l ascendancy of Scipio 

Africanus.^The m i l i t a r y p o l i c y with which he hoped to end the 

war was antipathetic to the Fabian faction; we thus fin d , even 

at t h i s l a t e date,, the same f a c t i o n a l struggle as i n the e a r l i e r 
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years of the war. In fact, differences of opinion reached 

t h e i r maximum i n t e n s i t y at t h i s time. In t h i s context, we should 

mention two speeches quoted i n Livy. F i r s t l y , that of Fabius, 

attacking the proposed A f r i c a n campaign, 2^ and secondly, that 

of Scipio, arguing i n favor of i t . J 7 While the d e t a i l s or even 

the h i s t o r i c i t y of the occasion of these speeches cannot be 

trusted, the mental outlook of these speakers, hence that of 

t h e i r factions, may be taken as correct i n a broad sense. 

Scipio wished to assume an offensive policy, carry the war to 

A f r i c a , , and thereby force Hannibal's return home. He f e l t 

that a purely I t a l i a n p o l i c y was now obsolete; h i s f a c t i o n was 

i n favor of increasing Rome's status to that of an internation­

a l power. Correspondingly, t h i s f a c t i o n was also Hellenic 

24-0 
i n outlook. In part t h i s stemmed from the family t r a d i t i o n , 
which was l i b e r a l and aggressive:; and Scipio's recent campaign 

24-1 
i n Spain may also have played a s i g n i f i c a n t part. 

On the other hand, Fabius favored an a n t i t h e t i c a l p o l i c y : 

i n c l i n i n g more towards a defensive approach, he wished to end 

the war at home, and h i s i n t e r e s t s were confined to the expul­

sion of Hannibal from I t a l y . Destruction of Carthage was not 

important to h i s f a c t i o n ; i t s p r o v i n c i a l i n t e r e s t s , ostensibly 

opposed to Hellenism or internationalism, did not extend beyond 

the borders of I t a l y . 

Scipio's r i s e to power afte r 212 i s well known. His 

f a c t i o n gained much influence over these years; the v i c t o r y 

over Hasdrubal at the Metaurus i n 207 and the destruction of 

Mago's plans undoubtedly gave t h e i r reputation a new l u s t r e . 
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The v i c t o r y at the Metaurus Is i n t e r e s t i n g for us because i t 

represented a v i c t o r y of the Claudian and Cornelian factions 

working i n co-operation; i n connection with the r e l i g i o u s man­

oeuvres of 205/04- we w i l l again see the C l a u d i l a s s i s t i n g the 

C b r n e l i i . However, Cbrnelian p o l i c i e s were the prime factor 

i n the campaigns of these years, and these resulted, by 205, 

i n Hannibal's retirement to Bruttium. 

The C b r n e l i i secured both consulships i n 206 and 205. 

Scipio Africanus himself received a consulship i n 205, and na— 

t o r a l l y wished to seize t h i s opportunity to carry out his A f r i c a n 

p o l i c y . The i n s t i t u t i o n of t h i s new p o l i c y was the prime aim 

of h i s supporters, and we would l i k e to suggest that they even 

used the s i b y l l i n e books i n t h e i r e f f o r t s to achieve t h i s . 

We know from Livy that Fabian opposition was extreme; though 

t h i s f a c t i o n had done l i t t l e during recent years, i t s influence 

i n the state was s t i l l f e l t . This i s indicated by Fabius' 

speech, and even more so by the unrelenting e f f o r t s of h i s 

f a c t i o n to l i m i t S c i p i o 1 s S i c i l i a n preparations f o r the i n v a ­

sion of A f r i c a . Indeed, Scipio was given only two legions, 

consisting mainly of the survivors of Cannae, and because of 

th i s he resorted to an appeal for volunteers. Thus, though 

the C o r n e l i i were predominant at t h i s time, they were s t i l l 

harassed by Fabian opposition. Fabius must have r e l l e d" i n 

p a r t i c u l a r on the authority and influence of h i s p o s i t i o n as 
24-2 

princeps senatus T which he had held since 209. 
Scipio was very confident of victo r y , inexplicably so, 

24-3 
according to Livy. Doubtless he had no hesitations about 
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h i s m i l i t a r y policy; h i s only problem at t h i s point was that 

of convincing the entire state as to the v a l i d i t y of h i s plans, 

crushing, In p a r t i c u l a r , h i s Fabian opponents. Since i t i s 

reasonably clear that the s i b y l l i n e books were used to accomp­

l i s h t h i s , we would best turn our attentionnow to events asso<--

d a t e d with the consultation of 205, and see how they r e l a t e 

to Cornelian purposes. 

According to Livy, a sudden wave of s u p e r s t i t i o n and 

an unusual outburst of stone-rain l e d the senate to consult the 

books. The f a c t that such an unimportant prodigy could lead 

to a wave of s u p e r s t i t i o n and i n turn to a consultation, shows 
244-

c l e a r l y that these items were but pretexts f o r a consultation. 

In a l l l i k e l i h o o d the Cornelian f a c t i o n was responsible. 

In any case, the books said that i f a foreign enemy should 

ever invade I t a l y , he could be defeated i f Sybele, the Magna 

Mater, were brought from Pessinus to Borne. We note with i n t e r ­

est that a delegation had been sent to Delphi some time before, 

consisting of C. Pomponius Matho and Q. Catius, the purpose 

being to dedicate g i f t s from the booty of Hasdrubal. I t return­

ed, conveniently enough, at t h i s very time, bringing a Delphic 

prophecy which declared that Rome was about to win a great v i c ­

tory. The senate was thus a l l the more encouraged to import 

Cybele, nor could i t have been b l i n d to the great confidence 

of Scipio. 

The C o r n e l i i exerted great influence both with respect 

to t h i s consultation and the prophecy brought back from Delphi. 

They had majority control i n the consultation, since at l e a s t 
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f i v e members of the decemviral college were C o r n e l i i , at l e a s t 

one a Claudian, while we cannot be sure that the F a b i i were 

represented at a l l . 2 ^ And, since the C l a u d i i had been favoring 

the C b r n e l i i since t h e i r v i c t o r y at the Metaurus, we can assume 

that they also worked together i n this college. Thus the Gon--

n e l i i exerted a c o n t r o l l i n g influence i n the process of thi s 

consultation; i t can thus be claimed, on that basis, that they 

were responsible for the consultation i n the f i r s t place, and 

that i t s r e s u l t s were predetermined i n accordance with t h e i r 

purposes. 

Also, of the two-man delegation sent to Delphi, C. Pom-

ponius Matho was both a Cornelian and a decemvir. Since the 

r e s u l t of t h i s expedition so cl o s e l y and conveniently corres­

ponded with the s i b y l l i n e recommendation, we may assume that 

Cbrnelian influence was active there also. 

The senate decided to import Cybele, and appointed a 

f i v e man commission to fetch her from Phrygian Four of 

the f i v e men on this commission belonged to the Cornelian-Claud-

ian c o a l i t i o n . Another factor indicates that Cbrnelian i n f l u ­

ence prevailed i n this delegation, f o r i t was suggested, when 

they v i s i t e d the Delphic oracle on the way to Phyrgia, that 

the goddess should be welcomed, on her a r r i v a l i n Rome, by the 

best man i n the c i t y . The man thus chosen was Scipio Nasica, 

cousin of Scipio Africanus. Livy was unable to explain t h i s 

choice; but i f we see that the whole a f f a i r was a Cornelian 

manoeuvre, t h i s d i f f i c u l t y i s removed. In t h i s way the C o r n e l i i 

chose a man of their own f a c t i o n to complete an elaborate 
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r e l i g i o u s campaign which they directed throughout. 

The importation of thi s o r i e n t a l c u l t represents the 

most extraordinary innovation of the s i b y l l i n e books, and as 

such the climax i n the development of these books as a po.V 

l i t i c a l - r e l i g i o u s instrument. What were Cornelian motives i n 

importing t h i s goddess? F i r s t l y , i n importing a r e l i g i o u s 

symbol which both the s i b y l l i n e books and the Delphic oracle 

associated with f i n a l v i c t o r y , the C o r n e l i i wished to convince 

people and senate a l i k e that their p o l i c y was instrumental i n 

achieving t h i s v i c t o r y . The fact that this victory-goddess; 

was foreign and exotic perhaps implied that a successful 

m i l i t a r y campaign would have to be carr i e d out on foreign s o i l , 

not at home. Secondly, th i s goddess f o r e t o l d a destruction of 

Rome's p r o v i n c i a l i t y and her emergence as an international power. 

This enlargement of/Rome 'SD horizons, to which the F a b i i were so 

opposed, was c l o s e l y connected with the other attributes of 

Cornelian p o l i c y : Hellenism, internationalism, and offensive 

m i l i t a r y campaigns car r i e d out on foreign s o i l . 

This rather involved discussion of important consultations 

between 753 and 20h leads to some o v e r - a l l conclusions which 

should be mentioned at t h i s point. Apart from their value and 

influence i n the f i e l d of Roman r e l i g i o n , the s i b y l l i n e books 

appear to have been used consistently and frequently by var­

ious p o l i t i c a l f a c t i o n s . They were manipulated from time to 

time i n accordance with the interests of those who controlled 

them, becoming, by the time of the second Punic War, a subtle 

Unit valuable source of power. The use made of these books r e c a l l s 
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Fabius Maximus1 manipulation of the auspices, and the remark 

of Cicero i n t h i s connection: 

"augurque cum esset, dicere ausus est optimis aus-
p i c i i s ea g e r i , quae pro r e i publicae salute ger-
erentur; quae contra rem publicam ferrentur, contra 
auspicia f e r r i " . 2 H - 7 

In the source Livy used f o r events concerning M S l , Valerius 

Antias, we f i n d confirmation of an attitude, prevalent during 

the time of S u l l a , that the s i b y l l i n e books were an instrument 

open to the manipulation of various p o l i t i c a l f a c t i o n s . We also 

f i n d the unproveable suggestion that t h i s was the case as early 

as k 6 l . However, the consultations of 399 and 293 reveal signs 

of p o l i t i c a l manipulation; and there seems l i t t l e doubt that 

by the time of the second Punic War manipulation of the books 

was a certainty. Indeed, p o l i t i c a l manoeuvres involving the 

s i b y l l i n e books reached a climax of notable i n t e n s i t y at this 

time. Each of the seven recorded consultations seems to have been 

related to the ascendancy or decline of various family factions 

which were competing f o r control of the war. Whereas the f i r s t 

f i v e consultations, those of 218—2l6, appear to have been i n f l u ­

enced by Fabian p o l i c y i n an e f f o r t to develop the personality 

c u l t of Fabius himself, the consultations of 212 and 205 promoted 

the ascendancy of the C b r n e l i i , and seem to have had, as t h e i r 

aim, the i n s t i t u t i o n of an offensive m i l i t a r y p o l i c y favored 

by that f a c t i o n . 



NOTES FOR CHAPTER TWO 

80. The instances of 2lk, (Livy XXIV/, 10), 209 (Livy 
XXVII, 11), 208 (Livy XXVII, 23), and 207 (Livy XXVII, 37) 
are debateable. Livy makes no reference to s i b y l l i n e consul­
tations f o r these years, yet he i s usually e x p l i c i t , espec­
i a l l y during the war years, about consultations, f o r example 
those of 218, 217, 216, 212, and 20k, I t i s because the decem­
v i r i conducted various s a c r i f i c e s and r i t u a l s i n these years 
that one might think that the s i b y l l i n e books*had been con­
sulted. However, t h i s cannot be documented; i f there were 
consultations i n each case, we f e e l that Livy would c e r ­

t a i n l y have mentioned the f a c t . He never misses an opportun­
i t y to use a s i b y l l i n e consultation to heighten the dramatic 
e f f e c t of h i s narrative, nor would h i s close scrutiny of 
the Annales Maximi f o r these years allow him to ignore 
the p o n t i f i c a l records. Even the year 207, to which Diels 
Cap.. P» 90, 103) assigns the oracular fragments found 
i n Phlegon, Mir. 10, i s now considered very u n l i k e l y . See 
A. A. Boyce, TAPA, 1937, P. 170 f . , who assigns these oracles 
to 125 B. C ; and Rzach i n Paulv^-W1 asnwa, " s i b y l l i n i s c h e 
orakel", 2111, 2112. 

81. Bbuche-Leclerq, op., c i t . T IV, P. 29k, distinguishes 
between abnormal and jnormal prodigies. Normal prodigies, 
that i s those which f i t t e d a t r a d i t i o n a l pattern, would be 
tended by the p o n t i f i c e s . Another c l a s s i f i c a t i o n , prodigies 
that were somewhat i r r e g u l a r , would be interpreted by the 
haruspices. Only the most,irregular and shocking portents 
would c a l l for a consultation of the s i b y l l i n e books. 

82. In this: l i s t i n g , portents are given i n order of 
frequency:: 

1. Lightning s t r i k i n g various objects, buildings, or people 
2. Rains of stones, earth, chalk, milk, lumps of meat 
.Flying objects appearing i n tne sky 
.Eclipses and other astronomical phenomena 

5. Blood appearing on various objects* or i n r i v e r s and lakes 
6. Earthquakes'and tremors 
7. F i r e appearing i n the sky, ocean, or on ordinary objects 
8. Animals that talk, or infants that talk shortly a f t e r birth 
9.Objects moving of t h e i r own accord. 

lO.Ahimals whose movements or actions are strange. 
11.Sexual incontinence of the Vestal Virgins 

Sexual incontinence of the Vestals was considered an e v i l omen 
of the worst type. See W.WLFowler, Op.. CjL£., P. 330-

83. A good example of t h i s i s the r a i n of stones i n 
20k, which of i t s e l f supposedly led to the importation of 
Cybele. 

8k. The consultation described by Plutarch, Pub. XXI, 
i s questionable for several reasons. F i r s t l y , many events 
assigned to the time of Valerius Publicola are of doubtful 
h i s t o r i c i t y . Plutarch's main source, Valerius Antias, i s 
therefore suspect, and the account of t h i s consultation 
correspondingly loses i n authenticity. Seel* R. Taylor, 
A. J.. PhU.» 193\ P. 111. Secondly, t h i s consultation, i f 
we place i t i n ?c4, the year of V a l e r i u s 1 fourth consulship, 
i s the e a r l i e s t on record, since the f i r s t consultation that 
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seems to f i t into the genuine t r a d i t i o n was i n k 96 (Dion. VI, 
17). Many d e t a i l s of Plutarch's consultation are suspect; 
the prodigies are not customary, and the recommendation of 
the books that c e r t a i n games, having been recommended by Ap­
o l l o , be renewed, i s u n l i k e l y , since the f i r s t Ludi A p o l l i n -
ares were held no e a r l i e r than 212 (Livy XXV, 1 2 ) . 

Another d i s p u t a b l e consultation i s associated with the 
a f f a i r of 362, when near the middle of the forum a great c l e f t 
appeared i n the earth, according to Dionysius (XIV, 10) of 
fathomless depth, and remaining for several days. This portent 
led to some unusual r i t e s including voluntary human s a c r i f i c e . 
A s i b y l l i n e consultation i n connection with these r i t e s Is 
mentioned by Bionysius, but Livy's account (VII, 6 ) , which 
i s the more detailed, omits a l l mention of the s i b y l l i n e 
books. I t was suggested, at any rate, that i f things of 
greatest value were thrown down into the hole, the earth would 
again close up and become correspondingly more productive i n 
the future. A c e r t a i n Marcus Curtius interpreted t h i s to mean 
that the best of human beings should also be thrown i n , and 
accordingly threw himself i n . Both sources treat t h i s e p i - -
SDde as i f i t were a legendary story, with l i t t l e basis i n 
h i s t o r i c f a c t . Livy's version, omitting mention of the con­
su l t a t i o n , appears to be the more r e l i a b l e , making that of 
Monysfcas seem fabled and mythological In comparison. We may 
j u s t i f i a b l y discount t h i s as a genuine consultation, espec­
i a l l y since Livy indicates that i t was the soothsayers, the 
vates, who induced people to throw valuable things into the 
chasm. Livy i s usually prompt at-mentioning consultations, 
paying great attention to such things, and not overlooking 
a single proveable consultation for t h i s period. Dionysius 
appears to have used very suspect sources, or perhaps added 
a b i t of h i s own to the story. 

85. Livy I I I , 10; Livy IV. 21; Livy VII, 28; Livy X, 31 
86. Livy XXI, 62; Livy XXII, 1; Livy XXVV, 37, Livy 

XXII. 57; Livy XXIX, 10. 
87. Livy IV, 21; IV, 2 k ; 7, 13; VII, 2; VII, 27; X, 31; 

X , h?x Orosius I I I , 21; V a l . Max. I, 8; Orosius IV, 5. 
88..' See page 88, n. 80 
89. Fears of t h i s type did not always r e s u l t i n consul­

t a t i o n s . On at l e a s t two occasions, i n H-28 (Livy IV, 30) and 
212 (Livy XXV, 1 ) , people abandoned t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s 
r i t e s and took to imported remedies that were not acceptable 
within the bounds of state r e l i g i o n . This pre-occupation 
with non-Roman r i t e s grew to such an extent the immediate use 
of brute force by the a u t h o r i t i e s was the only remedy. 
E f f e c t i v e immediately, a l l foreign r e l i g i o u s r i t u a l s were 
outlawed, and a l l prophecies i n current c i r c u l a t i o n were 
colle c t e d and destroyed. The books were not consulted, per­
haps, because the s i t u a t i o n demanded aquicker remedy. 

90.. Dion. VI, 17 
91. Plut., Mara. I l l 
92. Livy X X I 7 6 2 ; XXII, 37 
93. Livy XXII, 57$ XXV, 1; XXV, 12; XXIX, 10 
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9 k . Livy I I I , 10 
95- Livy X, 50 
96. Livy W, 13. 
97. Livy X, k 7 
9 8 . Plut. Marc. f III; Bio XXII, 50; Zbn. VIII, 19 
9 9 . Mvy XXII, 9 f. 

100. Livy XXII, 57 
101. Livy XXV, 12 
102. Livy XXIX, 10 
103. Dion. VI, 17; Livy IV, 21; IV, 25; V, 50; VII, 28; 

XXI, 62;; XXI, 1; XXIIj 9 ; XXII, 37^ 
lOh. A good example i s the only recommendation of a ver  

sacrum, 1818 i n 217. 
105. We are concerned with these and the other gods only 

insofar as t h e i r t r a i t s shed l i g h t on the p o l i t i c a l and r e ­
ligious motives of the s i b y l l i n e books i n ordering t h e i r 
importation. I t would be superfluous, indeed pretentious, 
to t r y to give here an adequate discussion of the i r o r i g i n s , 
r i t u a l s , and subsequent adaptation to Roman r e l i g i o n . These 
are r e l i g i o u s studies, and f o r the most part divorced from 
p o l i t i c a l perspectives relevant to thi s discussion. For 
Gybele the reader i s referred to J . G. Frazer, The Golden  
Bough, ed. TT. H. Gaster, P. 177—180, F. Cumont, Oriental 
Religions i n Roman Paganism (New York, 1911), p. M-7 f., 
and K. l a t t e , Rom,jsche Religions geschlgh^e. (Munich, i 9 6 0 ) , 
P. 2 5 8 .For Aesculapius, Jane Harrison, Prolegomena to the 
S M y of Ancient Religion (Nevr York, 1903)7 3^0 f; J . B. 
Carter, OP. c i t . T P. 72 f; W.WFowler, o_a. £i£., P. 260, 
and K. Latte, QJD_. c i t . T P. 225* 

106. Dion. VI, 17 
107. Carter, jap., c i t . T P. 72 f . , draws an int e r e s t i n g par­

a l l e l between the probable Cumaean source of the s i b y l l i n e 
books and the f a c t that Rome was already, at t h i s time, be:--
ginning to obtain her imported grain supply from Cumae. In 
e f f e c t Rome'.s grain and theechief Greek cu l t associated with 
grain came from the same place. - Carter's extensive discussion 
of the l i n k s between Dionysius and Liber, Ceres and Demeter, 
Kore and Libera, i s valuable; Bouche-Leclerq, oja. c i t . r IV, 
P. 297, also discusses t h i s . Carter's argument and the ob­
vious Greek o r i g i n of thi s divine t r i o may be used to d i s ­
count the theory of R. Bloch, .o_p. c i t . . P. 9 9 , that the books 
and gods i n question were exclusively Etruscan at t h i s time, 
and that no Greek influence was yet operative. 

108. J . B. Carter, oj*. P. 77 and 79 
109. Livy IV, 25 
110 For the evidence, see W.WJFowler, ap.. eJL£., P. 268, n .29 
111. This t r a d i t i o n Is best summarized i n the sixth book 

of V e r g i l ' s Aeneid. 65 f f . I t i s represented i n h i s t o r i c a l 
f a c t by the celebration, i n 212, of the Ludi Apollinares. 
Livy XXV, 12. 

112. See Page 3 k 

113. L. R. Taylor, ft. J- P h i l . T 1 9 3 k , P . ' I l l f . 
113&. Ovid, F a s i i , VI, .210: 

"Altera pars C i r c i Gustode sub Hercule tuta est; 
quod deus Euboico carmine munus habet. 
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llk» The lectisternlum took i t s origins i n the Greek 

r i t u a l s of A\Zy&i and &&^ei'c^ , and a f t e r i t s a r r i v a l i n 
Rome became c l o s e l y associated with the r i t u a l of s u p p l i c a t i o r 

the only process i n Roman r e l i g i o n i n which a l l people could 
take part. The lectjsterniuiQ allowed people to become per­
sonally and emotionally involved i n a r i t e which was hfehly 
extraordinary f o r i t s time. I t s Greek o r i g i n has been affirmed 
by many scholars, for example G. Bloch i n £.-.£., "duumviri 
s. f . " , and W.WJowler, pja. , P. 264-. . This r i t u a l i n v o l ­
ved placing statues of various gods on couches, r e c l i n i n g as 
i f at a banquet. This procedure possessed an extraordinary 
psychological value. I t stimulated an emotional response and 
a sense of personal p a r t i c i p a t i o n which were i n marked contrast 
to customary Roman r i t u a l s . The extent to which a l l people, 
even slaves foreigners, and prisoners, took part i s indicated 
i n Livys'flr-st discussion of t h i s r i t e , V, 13, f. Best d i s ­
cussion of the l e c t i s t e r n i a may be found i n W.WFowler, op. 
iit-j P« 263 f^ Bouche-LeClerq, £p. cJLfe., IV, P. 298 f.; 
G. Bloch i n D.-jj>., "duumviri s. f . " , and K. Latte, £p.. c i t . T 

P. 24-2. 
115. L i v y V, 13; VII, 2 ; VII, 27; XXI, 62; XXII, 1 ; XXII, 

9 f., and XXIX, lk. Concerning the second lectisternium. 
i t should be mentioned that Livy indicates a t h i r d i n 364-, 
yet nowhere makes mention of the second. According to A. A. 
Boyce, TAPA, 1938, P. 171 , the second probably took place 
C .390, and may well have been part of the c i t y ' s p u r i f i c a t i o n 
a f t e r the G a l l i c invasion. B. 0 . Foster, L i w (Loeb C l a s s i c a l 
Library)', I I I , suggests that the occasion was i n 392, Livy 
V, 31, 5. Concerning the legtlgternfaffl of 204-, i t i s only 
known that t h i s was held i n celebration of Cybele's a r r i v a l 
i n Rome; since the s i b y l l i n e books had dictated the manner 
of her entry, i t i s l i k e l y that t h i s leetisternium was also 
advised by them. However, there were several other l e c t i s t e r ­
nia celebrated during t h i s period which cannot be linked with 
consultations, f o r example those of 21*f and 209; and t h i s 
suggestion remains a conjecture. 

116. Livy VII, 2 
117. Livy XXII, 9 
118. Livy XXV, 12 
119. Livy XXIX, lk 
120. For discussion of the r i t u a l s and organization of these 

games, see W.HFowler, £p.. cJLfc., P. 4-38 f., Bouche-Leclerq, 
op. c i t . . IV, P. 300 f., and K. Latte, ©£. c i t . , P. 

121. - For discussion of these problems, the reader i s 
referred inpauticular to L. R. Taylor, lew. Light pji ihe. History 
£& iHS Secular Qameg,, £. J". PJail-, 193*+. This scholar's per­
suasive reasoning places the f i r s t Ludi Saeculares sometime 
between 364- and 338, and f o r various reasons c l a r i f i e d i n 
that a r t i c l e , chooses 34-8 as the most l i k e l y year for the f i r s t 
c elebration of these games. The year 24-9 thus was the second 
celebration; the t h i r d was c. 14-9, and the fourth would have 
been c. 4-9, had not i n t e r n a l p o l i t i c s i n t erfered. However, 
t h i s argument does not agree with Livy's statement (Per. 4-9), 
which indicates that the games of 14-9 were the fourth i n the 



series; nor does it agree with the ancient tradition (Val. 
MaxoII, k , 5, and Cen. 17) that these games had been celeb­
rated since the beginning of the republic. Taylor's work is 
convincing to this extent only: Ludi Saeculares were celeb­
rated sometime c. 3 k 8 . But it cannot be maintained with so 
l i t t le documentation that the games of this year were first 
in the series. 

122. Some scholars, such as Diels, maintain that the early 
Ludi Tarentini merged Into the Ludi Saeculares in this year; 
thus 2 k9 was the date of the first authentic secular games. 

123. Livy, £er.. 4-9; Augustine, C £ E . Dei, HI , 18; 
Cen. 17 

12k. Varro, ap. Cen. 17 
125. Aug., Civ. Dei, III, 18 
12o. Sources connecting the two institutions, in addition 

to those listed above, are Zbs. II, 1; Verrius Flaccus in 
the Pseudo-Arco Scholia on Horace, Car. Sec. 8; and CIL VI, 
32323. ' 

127. Livy XXVII, 23; XXVII, 11 
128. Lucr., De Rg. M i . , II, 600 f . ; Dion. II, 19 
129. Plut.,Marc.., I l l ; Zbn. VIII, 19; Livy XXII, 57. 
130. Livy III, 1 0 . This was a warning against factional strife. 
131. Livy XXII, 9 
132. A. A. Bbyce, TAPA, 1938, P. 163 
133. However, the four references to oracles that were 

entirely prophetic in nature for this period (Dio, XII, 50; 
Zbn. VIII, 19; Zbn. IX, 1; Appian, Mac., II) may be discount­
ed. None of these is mentioned by Livy, and they do not con­
form to the traditional nature of sibylline recommendations. 
Since they are mainly prophetic in implication, they appear 
to be false sibylline oracles that were in circulation: or 
perhaps they were conveniently invented after the events 
predicted had happened. This seems true especially of the 
oracles mentioned by Zbnaras (IX, 1) and Appian (Mac, II), 
which predicted Cannae and Rome's victory over Philip of Mac-
edon respectively. The false oracles of 226 and 228, rather 
than being the result of a consultation, were perhaps the 
reason for one, that of 226 which advised human sacrifice. 

13*f. The possibility that the Ludi Saeculares c. 3 k 8 
were held as an effort to consolidate the wavering loyalty 
of Rome's Latin allies,before the league dissolved in 3 3 8 , 
is well supported by L. R. Taylor, l a c , , cit. Apart from 
internal evidence in the oracle that has come down to us 
(Zos, II, 1; also reproduced by Phlegon in Jacoby. 
Fragmente £er. Griechischen Historiker. I IB, P. i3»89), her 
argument is based on Phlegon's preface to his citation of 
the oracle, l oc cit. , which refers explicitly to the dis­
affection of the allies. 

134A. Livy III, 9 , f.; Dion. X, 1, f. 
135. Livy III, 10, 7: "Id factum ad impediendam legem 

tribuni criminabantur coram in foro personare fab-
ulam compositam Volsci belli , Hernicos ad partes paratos". 

136. In several aspects the historicity of Antias' 
account, which Livy used here, is suspect. He is wrong 
in stating that Terentilius* proposal\®s for auinaue virl 



l e j i b u s . d e imperlo consular! scyjbendls, which should have 
been auinaue v i r i consular?, jmperjQ d£ 3.egjbu.s - scrjbendjst 
See R. M. Ogilvie, 2P.. £l£., P. 4-12 f. The issue at t h i s time 
was not that of l i m i t i n g powers of the consuls i n p a r t i c u l a r , 
but rather the c o d i f i c a t i o n and publication of a set of laws 
to supersede the £ff/Di*$&c yq^oo by which p a t r i c i a n powers 
governed. Evidence indicates that Antias made t h i s change 
for reasons of contemporary propaganda. He supported the p o l ­
i t i c a l reforms of S u l l a , whose prime aim was to prevent the 
p o s s i b i l i t y of a single person acquiring great m i l i t a r y sup­
port, and thus being able to blackmail the senate. This 
fear of a m i l i t a r y magnate i s r e f l e c t e d i n Livy's immoderataT  

i n f i n i t a potestate ( I I I , 9). In addition to Ogilvie, see 
Mommsen, Staatsrecht I I , 702, n. 2; and A. Klotz, L i v i u s 
(Amsterdam, 1964-), P. 257—59* We can see, then, that 
Livy's source f o r t h i s account was written i n terms of 
Sullan attitudes; and this d i s t o r t i o n extends even to h i s 
treatment,, of t h i s consultation.of the s i b y l l i n e books. 
It seems that the portents i n question (Klotz, pjj. c i t . T 

P. 258) o r i g i n a l l y l e d only to a warning concerning pericula 
a eonventu alienigenarum: thus Antias has added the warn­
ing against factious p o l i t i c s , and i n f e r r e d that the por­
tents also had a bearing on i n t e r n a l p o l i t i c s . Because of 
these factors, t h i s account i s a more valuable i n d i c a t i o n of 
Sullan outlook than i t i s of what actually happened i n 4-61. 

137. Livy V, 11, f.; Dion. XII, 9-
138. The sources f o r both accounts seem r e l i a b l e , and 

i t appears that Piso was used. See O g i l v i e , op. c i t . , P. 
655* However, his accusation that the "bank holiday" atmos­
phere of the lectisternium i s a f a l s e addition to the 
account cannot be documented. We know that t h i s was a 
t r a i t of the Greek counterpart of t h i s r i t u a l , the theo-
xenia; and there i s l i t t l e reason to suppose that the f i r s t 
l ectisternium held at Rome was not a duplication of the 
Greek r i t u a l i n apery way possible. For the Greek r i t e , 
see P f i s t e r i n Paulv—Wissowa T "Theoxenia". 

139. Livy V, 13. 
14-0. L i v y T, 13. 
14-1. For a good discussion of t h i s p a r t i c u l a r l e c t i s t e r n ­

ium, see Ogilvie, ojj. c i t . . P. 656-7. He deals with reasons 
for the choice of each of the s i x gods worshipped, though 
h i s conclusions and documentation are hardly conclusive. 

Iff2.: The r e l i g i o u s significance of the introduction of 
t h i s r i t u a l , the r e l i g i o u s need which was s a t i s f i e d by i t s 
introduction, and the contrast between this r i t e and t r a - ~ 

d i t i o n a l Roman r i t u a l s , are well discussed by Bouche-Leclerq, 
OP. c i t . T IT, P. 299 f.; and also by WXFowler, £p.. , 
P. 263 f. 

143. Livy VI^: 37 f . 
l¥f. A good example of the p a t r i c i a n s claiming r e l i g i o u s 

duties as a t r a d i t i o n a l r i g h t may be found i n Livy, IT, 2; 
During the dispute about the proposed Lex Canuleia T the con­
suls indicated that the passage of t h i s law would pollute 
both public and private auspices, since i t would permit 
intermarriage between the plebs and the patricians. Thus 
i t i s clear that the taking of the auspices was a p a t r i c i a n 
duty, one of long standing. 
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l k 5 . GT. Bloch i n fi.-^., "duumviri s. f . " New r i t e s i n ­
troduced by t h i s body were i d e n t i f i e d with the plebs since 
many of them admitted lower classes a c t i v e l y into r e l i g i o u s 
r i t u a l s f o r the f i r s t time. Rituals advised by t h i s board 
were always open to a l l . See A. A. Boyce, TAJPA, 1938, P. 
170. 

1*46. Boucheieclerq, £p_. £i£., IV, P. 292; fi. Bloch 
i n D.-g., "duumviri s. f. ";; Carter, Q&, c i t . T P. 66. Accord­
ing to Carter, the form of the t i t l e d u oyirl sacris faciundis 
i s pepuliar, as i t bears no resemblance to the proper names 
of other r e l i g i o u s colleges. I t i s . rather, based on the 
plan of the t i t l e s of spe c i a l committees appointed by the 
senate f o r administrative purposes. 

l k 7 . W.W,Fbwler, QJBL. c i t . , 259, suggests that keepers 
of the s i b y l l i n e books did not become a permanent body u n t i l 
t h i s time. In other words, the committee of the duoviri 
were always used on a temporary basis, then disbanded u n t i l 
next needed. But there i s no support for a conjecture of 
t h i s type, and i t i s unreasonable to argue that a tempor­
ary two-man board suddenly was found inadequate and had to 
be altered, i n 367, into a permanent body of ten men. One 
would think instead that the process of development before 
367 had been that of slow evolution, and that the duoviri, 
though they might o r i g i n a l l y have been a temporary committee, 
had become permanent long before. 

IH-8. This i s very l i k e l y , as i t was the case with a l l 
other r e l i g i o u s bodies. Bbuche*-Leclerq, oji. c i t . , IV, P. 291; 
B . Bloch, i n D.-fi., "duumviri s. f . " 

l k 9 » There i s no evidence for the suggestion of Radke,ll kO, 
i n Paulv- -Wisso^a,» "Quindecdimviri", that the deeemviral board 
had one magister, who alone was responsible f o r consultation 
and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . There i s , however, some evidence that 
the deeemviral board, during the republic, had two magistri T 

one of which was presumably p a t r i c i a n , the other plebeian. 
This arrangement would r e f l e c t the plebeian-patrician 
struggle and the constitu t i o n of the newly-formed body i n 
367. One of the f i v e p a t r i c i a n s would be magister over h i s 
fact i o n ; likewise one of the f i v e plebeians would head h i s 
group. Our only evidence f o r t h i s t r a d i t i o n i s Augustan 
(the F a s t i C a p i t o l i n i , C H I , ed. 2, P. 29); but there i s 
l i t t l e reason to suppose that i t i s not a correct r e f l e c t i o n 
of republican t r a d i t i o n . The evidence i n question i s an 
entry i n the F a s t i C a p i t o l i n i pertaining to the celebration 
of the Ludi Saeculares i n 23o, and l i s t i n g the names of the 
two maglstri. The date i s f i c t i t i o u s , devised to agree with 
Augustus' c a l c u l a t i o n of dates for the secular games;; but 
t h i s should not prevent us from r e a l i z i n g that, i n Augustan 
times, there was a strong t r a d i t i o n of two deeemviral magistri 
i n e a r l i e r republican times. See also Bouche'-Leelerq, op. 
c i t , IV, P. 292; and L. R. Taylor, PhJJp, 193 k , P. 105 

150. J. H i l d i n D.-S., " s i b y l l i n i l i b r i 1 ' misinterpreting 
H. Die l s , ££. c i t . . P. 16—17 

151. This i s exemplified i n the story of A t i l i u s , Dion. 
IV, 62. 
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152. GIc. De My.., I I , 54-; Bio XXXIX, 15. 
153. Livy X, hf, Per.. XI; 7a l . Max. I, 8, 2; Orosius 

I I I , 21. ' 
154-. Fabius Pictor and Claudius Quadrigarius, as he 

t e l l s us i n X, 37. See Klotz, oj*. cjLfc., P. 206. 
155. Val. Max. I, 8, 2. 
156. J. B. Carter, OJJ. c i t . T P. 83 f. 
157. For example, Livy VII, 2 and VII, 28 
158. J . Harrison, oji,. cjJi., P. 34-0—4-9; Bouche-Leclerq, 

oa. c j t . T I I I , 296 f.; J . B. Carter, oji. c i t . T P. 83 f. 
T59. Val. Max. 1, 8, 2: t r i e n n i o 
160. J. B. Carter, OJI.. c i t . , P. 86 
161. W.W.Fbwler, OJJ. , P. 260 
162. There was a second between 399 and 364-, a thi r d i n 

34-9, and a f i f t h i n 327-
163. This was perhaps the case with the Ludi Saeculares 

of 34-8. See L. R. Taylor, £. J. P h i l . . 1934-, P. 109 f . 
164-. I t i s not c e r t a i n whether Aesculapius was worshipped 

exclusively at Rome, or whether smaller c u l t s were also 
established amongst the a l l i e s . 

165. Plut., Marc. I l l ; Bio XII, 50; Zbnaras VIII, 19; 
Orosius IV, 13. 

166. Plut., Marc. I l l 
167. Bio XII 50; Zbn. VIII, 19. 
168. There has been some doubt and confusion because t h i s 

s a c r i f i c e was very si m i l a r to that of 216 a f t e r Cannae; and 
some scholars, such as WJ&Fowler, pji. c i t . , P. 320, speak 
of the two s a c r i f i c e s as being one and the same. However, 
t h i s i s to ignore the accounts of Bio, Plutarch, and Orosius 
(see above!, and es p e c i a l l y the important statement i n Livy, 
XXII, 57, who when speaking of 216, t e l l s us that t h i s sac­
r i f i c e was done i n a walled enclosure that had been stained 
before with the blood of human s a c r i f i c e : " i n locum...iam 
h o s t i i s humanis....imbutum." 

169. Plut. Marc. I l l and the similar r i t e described by 
Livy, XXII, 57. 

170. Livy, XXII, 57: "minime Romano r i t u " 
171. A f e w ; remnants of p r o p i t i a t o r y human s a c r i f i c e 

i n Greece are to be found i n the myth of Iphigenia, i n 
Homer (£L.. XXIII, 171 f>, and i n the Bacchae of-Eurfcides. 
The l a t t e r refers to a very early form of human s a c r i f i c e , 
at a time when a human vic t i m was part of the Bionysiac c u l t . 

172. R. Bloch, oja. P. 102 
173. W.W.Fowler, op. c i t . T P. 320; H. B i e l s , Op.. C i t . , P. 

86; R. Bloch, OJJ. cjLfc., P. 102. The last.. 1 suggests, as 
proof f o r his contention that the r i t u a l was Etruscan, that 
both Greeks and Gauls were s a c r i f i c e d because these had been 
the t r a d i t i o n a l enemies of the Etruscans long before. But 
th i s too i s impossible to v e r i f y , ajad the matter remains un­
sett l e d . In any case, the l a t e date of t h i s s a c r i f i c e , and 
the fa c t that the s i b y l l i n e books recommended only Greek r i t e s 
before t h i s time, render t h i s u n l i k e l y . 
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175. W.WJFowler, oja. £i£., P. 316 f.; J. B. Carter, 
OP. c i t . , P. 92 f. 

176. J". B. Carter, £&. , P. 71 £; P. 82 f. 
177. L i v y XXV, 1 
178. W.WJFbwler, OJJ. £i£., P. 331; J. Carter, o_p.. c i t . T 

P. 100 ^ 
179. This great melange of old and new, foreign and 

indigenous r i t e s has received a great deal of attention from 
A. A. Boyce, TAPA, 1938, 179 f. 

180. Concerning t h i s development, see J. B. Carter, 
op.. cJLt«j P» 96. The f i r s t stage was that p r i o r to 4-96, 
when t r a d i t i o n a l Roman r e l i g i o n was free from e x t r a - I t a l i a n 
influences. The second stage, 4-96—399, saw the introduction 
of various Greek d e i t i e s whose influences was not extensive, 
because they were i d e n t i f i e d with e x i s t i n g Roman prototypes.-
The t h i r d , from 399 to the second Punic War, saw the int r o d u c ­
tion of r i t u a l s and d e i t i e s , again Greek, whose exotic and 
a l i e n natures were maintained even at Rome. And the fourth, 
launched by the a r r i v a l of the Magna Mater i n 204-, i s assoc­
iated with the entry of o r g i a s t i c elements- into Roman r e l ­
i g i o n . 

181. W.WJowler, sp.. cjJt., P. 331 
182. A. A. Boyce, TAPAT 1938, P. 176 
183. In 214-, 209, and 207. 
184-. H. H. Seullard, Roman P o l i t i c s 220—150 B. C. T 

(Oxford, 1951), P. 39; F. Munzer, Romlsche Aqelspartelen. and, 
Adelsfamilien. (Stuttgart, 1963), passim. 

IW. Seullard, OP. c i i . , P. 29-30 
186. Ibid., P. 53-55 
187. I b i d . T P. 44 
188. The most recent had been Claudius Marcellus, consul 

i n 222. There was also T". O t a c i l i u s Crassus, who held several 
praetorships at t h i s time. 

189. Munzer, o^. £i£., P. 78 f. 
190. For evidence concerning Fabius* f i r s t dictatorship, 

see Seullard, OJI. c i t . , P. 27h\ Livy XXII, 9, 7. 
191. According to Zbn. VIII, 22, speeches were made i n 

the senate at this time by the various factions, each supporting 
i t s own point of view. Seullard, op. c i t . , P. M-l, accepts the 
h i s t o r i c i t y of these speeches i n spite of their denial by 
Polybius, I I I , 20. 

192. Seullard, OP. , P. 35 
193. I b i d . T P. ¥+ 
19^A. Polybius ( I I I , 77, 1) says that Flaminius r e t i r e d 

to Arretium, not Arimin.u'm. 
19M-. Li v y XXI, 62^ 1: "prodigia... temere credita sunt". 

This consultation i s described XXI, 62, 6 f. 
195. Munzer i n Paulv--Wissowa. "Fabius P i c t o r " 
196- Plut. Fables, 22 
197. I f t h i s were the case, t h i s was the f i r s t instance 

of such an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n . A. Lippold, Consules (Bonn, 1963), 
P. 351 f. 

198. Livy XXI, 62, 11 
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199. L i v y XXII, 1, f. 
200. For the p o s s i b i l i t y that some of these were contriv­

ed, see W.KFowler, sp.. c i t . , P. 317 
201. An appeal was made to most women i n the society. 

A l l married women were asked to contribute to a c o l l e c t i o n f o r 
Juno on the Aventine. Also, a l l freedwomen were asked to 
contribute for an o f f e r i n g to Feronia. 

202. Livy XXII, 8 
203. For example, Claudius Marcellus, who triumphed 

i n 222, or Aemilius Paullus, who conquered the I l l y r i a n s i n 
219. 

204-. According to Livy, XXII, 31, because of t h i s formal­
ity, hems elected "pro-dictator". 

205. Various interpretations of the e l e c t i o n of M. Rufus 
as Master of the Horse are discussed by Scullard, .on. c i t . , 
P. 4-6. He suggests that the appointment of t h i s man represents 
a s l i g h t i n t r u s i o n of Cornelian power, since Rufus could be 
i d e n t i f i e d with that f a c t i o n . Thus, though the C o r n e l i i 
had suffered a great eclipse with the defeat of Flaminius 
and the disgrace of S e r v i l i u s , t h e i r influence s t i l l made 
i t s e l f f e l t i n the person of Rufus. 

206. Livy XXII. 9 
207. Plut., Fapjug MsxLfflllS, 
208. Livy XXII, 10 
209. A. Lippold. OJJ. £i£», P. 344. W. Dusing has 

suggested to me that t h i s was an e f f o r t , on the part of Fabius, 
to associate h i s gens with the Aeneas-Romulus myth. The 
patron Venus, c l o s e l y associated with t h i s myth, could have 
been his means of establishing t h i s connection. 

210. Mens usually has the epithet Bbna T Propertius I I I , 
24-, 19. See also K. Latte, OJI. c i t . . P. 24-0; and J . G. 
Frazer, 3 M F a g U a£ Qvjfl, IV, P. 171 

211. For the enshrinement of d e i f i e d abstractions, see 
K. Latte, op.. .£i£., P. 233; Lippold, £i£., P. 323 f. 

212. Livy XXII, 10. A vow was made to hold a ver sacrum 
i f the country were able to remain i n the same state as before 
the war, and i f the war went well during the next f i v e years. 
This entailed vowing as a g i f t to Jupiter whatever offspring 
swine, sheep, goats and oxen produced the following spring. 
Livy gives the complete vow taken. This r i t e was I t a l i c i n 
o r i g i n , and thus not imported. Festus, ed. W.Lindsay, P. 379; 
J . Harrison, pjj. ejL£., P. 521; W.WJowler, jap.. £it., P. 204- f. 
and 318; K. Latte, pj*. ci£., P. 124-

213. Livy XXII, 34; Scullard, sp_. cJLt., P. 4-9-51. 
Apparently Fabius used h i s p o s i t i o n as head of the college 
of augurs (which he held for 62 years, Livy XXX, 26) to: 
prevent the e l e c t i o n of Veturius and Pomponius. For Fabius 1 

p o s i t i o n as augur, see Munzer, oja. , P. 54-; P. 83. 
214-. For Fabius 1 motives i n t h i s respect, see Scullard, 

J2E>. £i£., P. 50—51 
215. Livy XXII, 38 
216. Aemilius Paullus, one of the nobiles and very much 

opposed to popular sentiments (Livy XXII, 35), appears to have 
been a l l i e d to the A e m i l i i - C o r n e l i i , and thus opposad to Fabius. 
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See Scullard, £p.. £i£., P. 51 and 275. 
217. Livy XXII, 36; Polybius I I I , 112 
218. Scullard, op.. £i£., P. 56 
219. Ibid.., P. 51 
220. Livy XXII, 57 
221. Por example, W.W.Fowler, OJJ,. c i t . T P. 319 
222. Livy XXII, 57 
223. H. Die l s , OJJ. £i£., P. 86 
224-. P. Fabre, Revue des Etudes Anciennes T I9V0, discusses 

previous hi s t o r y of thi s type of s a c r i f i c e at Rome. 
225. Scullard, OJJ. P. 57. He indicates Fabius 1 

control over the augural board at t h i s time elsewhere (P. 4-9, 
n. 6) 

226. Livy XXIV, 10 
227. Livy XXV,I 
228. TO. R. S. Broughton, Magistrates 2I ibe Roman. Republic, 

(New York, 1952), I, P. 226, n. 2 
229. L i v y XXV, 12. There are two t r a d i t i o n s about the 

Carmina Marciana; The f i r s t , shown i n Livy, holds that they 
were written by one man. The second holds that theywere 
written by two brothers, the f r a t r e s Marcii ( C i c , De Div. T 

I, 4-0 and 50). According to Pliny, VII, 33, Marcius was 
an example of a male prophet. However, the h i s t o r i c i t y of 
th i s person i s dubious; he i s either mythological i n o r i g i n 
(G. Bloch i n Daremberg-Saglio, "duumviri s. f . " i ) , or he i s 
a clever f a b r i c a t i o n , as w i l l be seen here. 

230. See also Zbn. IX; 1 
231. W.WJ?owler, oj*. sill»± P« 326 
2 3 1 A . L i v y XXV, 12, 8: "Turn alterum carmen recitatum, 

non eo tantum obscurius quia i n c e r t i o r a f u t u r a p r a e t e r i t i s 
sunt, sed perplexius etiam scripturae genere. 'Hostis, 
Romani, s i expellere v u l t i s , vomicam quae gentium venit longe, 
A p o l l i n i vovendos censeo ludos, qui quotannis comiter Apol--
i i n i f i a n t ; cum populus dederit ex publico partem, p r i v a t i u t i 
conferant pro se atque suis; l i s l u d i s faciendis praeerit 
praetor i s qui ius populo plebeique dabit summum; decemviri 
Graeco r i t u h o s t i i s sacra f a c i a n t . Hoc s i recte f a c i e t i s , 
gaudebitis semper fietque res vestra melior; nam i s deus ex-
tinguet p e r d u e l l i s vestros qui vestros campos pascit placide.'" 

232. The following l i s t i n g i s drawn from Broughton, 
OP. c i t t f M. Aemilius, M. L i v i u s , L. Cornelius Lentulus, 
P. Cornelius S u l l a , and M. Pomponius Matho, a l l of whom were 
G o r n e l i i . In addition we know that Titus Sempronius Longus 
and Q, Mucius Scaevola were members, neither of whom were 
F a b i i . Thus the F a b i i could have held at most three places 
on the board, and perhaps not even that. 

233. These games were celebrated again i n 209 (Livy 
XXVII, 11), and made an annual event i n 208 (Livy XXVII, 23). 

23k. W.WJowler, OJJ. cjL£., P. 236 
235. L. R.Taylor, 4 . £. P h i l . , 1931*-, P« 111 
236. The prodigies of 207 were prop i t i a t e d by the decem-

v i r a l college, though Livy makes no mention of a consultation 
(Livy XXVII, 37). Similar prodigies i n 200 did r e s u l t i n w 
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consultation, and r i t e s i d e n t i c a l with those performed on t h i s 
occasion (Livy XXXI, 12). However, we cannot be c e r t a i n 
on this basis alone that there was a consultation i n 207;; 
and even the oracle preserved by Phlegon, X, which Diels 
related to 207, i s now considered relevant only to the l a s t 
quarter of the second century. See A. A. Boyce, TAPA, 1937, 
P. 170—71. In any case, the period a f t e r 212 saw the r i s e 
to power of Scipio Afrieanus, a Cornelian, and the p r o p i t i a t i o n 
of these prodigies i n 207 may have been a l a s t e f f o r t of the 
alienated-Fabii to win popular support. 

24-3. Livy XXIX, 10 
2¥K W.W.Fowler, oj*. £i£., P. 329 
245. This l i s t i n g i s drawn from Broughton, or*, c i t . : 

M. Aemilius, M. L i v i u s , L. Cornelius Lentulus, P. Cornelius 
S u l l a , and M. Pomponius Matho, a l l of whom were C o r n e l i i . 
In addition, i t i s known that T. Sempronius Longus was 
a decemvir^ and also Q. Mucius Scaevola. T. Sempronius 
Longus was a member of the Claudian f a c t i o n . 

2*f6. L i v y XXIX, 11; 14-; Appian, Han n. , LVI; Ovid, 
F a s i i , IV, 257 f. 

2H-7. Cic. De Sea., IV, 11 

237. 
238. 
239. 
24-0. 
24-1. 
24-2. 

Livy XXIX, 10 f. 
Livy XXVIII, 4-0 
Livy XXVIII, 4-3 



CHAPTER THREE, 

THE PERIOD 204— 8 3 

After the conclusion of the second Punic War, the s i b y l ­

l i n e books entered upon a long period of gradual, but steady, 

decline. This was even more apparent aft e r t h e i r destruction, 

i n 8 3 , i n the Capitoline f i r e . But during the intervening 

period, from 204- to 8 3 , there was a notable lessening of their 

influence. 

This period of decline was distinguished by a lack of 

s i g n i f i c a n t r e l i g i o u s innovations:; and t h i s i s e s p e c i a l l y 

noticeable i f the period p r i o r to 204- i s kept i n mind. Rather, 

this was a period of reaction against new gods and c u l t s , 

one that was marked by a c e r t a i n amount of censorship. The 

f i r s t instance of t h i s reaction i s found i n the attitude t o ­

wards Cybele's c u l t a f t e r i t had arrived i n Rome. I t was un­

l i k e l y , when the Roman government admitted her c u l t , that i t s 

precise nature was known. Its wild and mystic r i t e s , i t s f a n -

a t i c a l and ecstatic elements, i t s appeal to the senses and 

emotions, were a l l new and not f u l l y r e a l i z e d u n t i l the c u l t 

had taken root i n Rome. But Roman aut h o r i t i e s were quick 

to r e s t r a i n t h i s new r e l i g i o n , and by a senatus consultum pre­

vented a l l c i t i z e n s from taking part i n the r i t e s , or from 
24-9 

joining the priesthood. Only Phrygians could attend to 

these matters. 

This e f f o r t , which seems to have been a successful one, 

was aimed at i s o l a t i n g the new c u l t and thereby preventing 

i t from contaminating t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s values. The s i b y l -
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l i n e books were not d i r e c t l y involved i n t h i s r e s t r i c t i o n , 

though the senatus consulturn was important i n that i t i n d i * 

cated r e l i g i o u s trends of the next century, and, to a c e r t a i n 

extent, the operation of the s i b y l l i n e books. &• further example 

of this censorship was the famous senatus consulturn of 186, 

De Bacchanalibus. and the concomitant attempts at thi s time 

to r e s t r i c t and control foreign r e l i g i o u s influences coming 

to Rome. The c u l t attacked i n 186 was that of Dionysus; but 

we may be certain that any other o r g i a s t i c r e l i g i o n s making 

t h e i r way to Rome would have been equally forbidden. 

S i b y l l i n e recommendations i n the second century r e f l e c t 

t h i s attitude of reaction. Apart from the glaring absence of 

re l i g i o u s innovations, we notice that these recommendations 

were concerned mostly with routine matters: dona, sunplicationes, 

hostiae maiores, lustrationes, and the l i k e . This reversion 

to older, t r a d i t i o n a l r i t e s i s distinguished only by an i n c ­

rease i n the i r scale; for example, we often f i n d that hostiae 

i n excess of twenty were s a c r i f i c e d , whereas during the second 
250 

Punic War only four or f i v e were offered. ' Reasons fo r t h i s 

emphasis on routine r i t u a l s are twofold. F i r s t l y , there were 

no longer any m i l i t a r y or p o l i t i c a l c r i s e s comparable with those 

of the t h i r d or fourth centuries; thus there was no need for 

more e f f i c a c i o u s r i t e s . Secondly^ the government attitude 

of reaction and censorship, mentioned above, would also have 

been an operative influence. 

Thus the twenty-two consultations between 204- and 83 were 

associated neither with great calamities nor important p o l i t -
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i c a l manoeuvres. Prodigies and portents were the most common 

reason for consultation, since f i f t e e n occasions of the twenty-

two were due to t h i s cause. On a few occasions, the books were 

consulted from purely p o l i t i c a l motives, using prodigies as 

a pretext f o r consultation; these occasions, because they 

are of s p e c i a l i n t e r e s t , w i l l be reserved f o r l a t e r discussion. 

But i n general there seems to have been a decline i n the value 

of these books as a p o l i t i c a l influence. We should also mention, 

as another symptom of this decline, the f i r s t occurence of what 

W. Fowler has c a l l e d the "'prostitution of religion'", something 

which became very common af t e r 83. Rather than concentrate 

on the books themselves as a p o l i t i c a l instrument, p o l i t i c i a n s 

took to inventing false oracles and c i r c u l a t i n g them about the 

c i t y so as to further t h e i r purposes. I t i s usually clear 

from the sources when such oracles were being used; and these, 

of course, had nothing to do with the books, since they did 

not emanate from o f f i c i a l consultations. The best example of 

a fal s e oracle before 83 occurred i n 187, and t h i s , because 

of i t s p o l i t i c a l overtones, w i l l also be saved for l a t e r 

discussion. 

Deeemviral powers also declined during t h i s period. Of 

p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t i n this connection was the law of 10H-, 

which deprived t h i s board of the r i g h t of co-optatio. putting 
252 

t h e i r e l e c t i o n i n the hands of the people.. The only pos­

i t i v e development, perhaps, was the increased sphere of s i b y l l i n e 

influence, since deeemviral recommendations came to be a p p l i c ­

able throughout a l l areas under Rome's control. Thus, while 
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s a c r i f i c e s and r i t u a l s advised by the books before 20k pertain­

ed mostly to Borne herself, we now f i n d recommendations that 

apply to I t a l y as a whole, and even Gaul and S i c i l y . 

Before proceding to the comparatively important consul­

tations for this period, i t would be best, once again, to 

c o n s i d e r s a i l consultations from a general s t a t i s t i c a l point 

of view. As before, these consultations may be c l a s s i f i e d 

according to cause and r e s u l t . There are twenty-two consul­

tations of which we can be reasonably certain, and s i x a d ­

d i t i o n a l instances on which the books may have been consulted, 
25 k 

though the sources do not indicate t h i s . 

Prodigies and portents were the most usual reason for 

consultation, i n f i f t e e n instances the sole or p a r t i a l reason. 

These prodigies are almost i d e n t i c a l with those mentioned i n 

connection with the period 753—20H-, and do not require d i s ­

cussion h e r e . r ^ a . e great numbers of portents which charac­

terized the r e l i g i o u s l i f e of t h i s century have already a t t r a c ­

ted the attention of r e l i g i o u s scholars; and insofar as they 

seem to have been the normal basis for s i b y l l i n e operations, 

we need not concern ourselves with them except as a norm against 
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which extraordinary consultations may be measured. 

Public e v i l s and calamities were responsible for consul­

tations on six occasions: earthquakes i n 193, floods and a 

mass invasion of wasps i n 193, and plagues i n 180, 17 k , and 

1 6 5 . 2 ^ We may also include i n t h i s category another shocking 

event, the temple robbery of 2 0 0 . 2 ^ 

P o l i t i c a l manoeuvres were behind at l e a s t three authentic 

consultations, a l l of which deserve closer attention: the 
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A'aua Marcia episode of 1 4 - 3 t h e consultation a f t e r Gracchus' 

death i n 133 2 6 °; and the expulsion of Cinna from Rome i n 8 7 . 2 6 1 

While the episode of 187 does not seem to have involved a 

genuine consultation, i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t because the oracle 

i n question, however f a l s e i t may have been, was associated 

with p o l i t i c a l manoeuvres. 

Turning our attention to a comprehensive discussion of 
the results of these consultations, we again notice that they 
are nearly a l l routine i n nature. Sixteeni consultations ad­
vised the expected p u r i f i c a t i o n s , s a c r i f i c e s , supplications^ 
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and vows. The dates for these recommendations were 193, 

193, 191, 190, 181, 180, 179, 17 k , 173, 172, 169, 167, 165, 

1H-3, 118, and 108. As before, these recommendations do not 

require s p e c i a l attention; i t i s s u f f i c i e n t to note their great 

number, and the f a c t that the s i b y l l i n e books were concerned 

mainly with t h i s type of recommendation,, during the second 

century. 

L e c t i s t e r n i a were advised on only two occasions, i n 193 

and 181 » 2 ^ This was due, perhaps, to the current reaction 

against foreign r i t u a l s , though i t would seem that the l e c t i -

sternium had become s u f f i c i e n t l y Romanized by t h i s time as to 

cause no consternation because of i t s Greek o r i g i n s . Games 

also declined i n importance, and were likewise recommended 

on only two occasions: great games to Jupiter i n 172, and 

l a i d ! Saeculares c. 1 H - 9 - 2 ^ 

Consultations which resulted i n recommendations purely 

p o l i t i c a l i n implication numbered only two, and were concerned 
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with the Aqua, Marcia a f f a i r i n 1**3, and the expulsion of 

CInna i n 87. The few other consultations with comparatively-

interesting r e s u l t s may also be l i s t e d here. The c o l o r f u l 

r i t u a l s advised i n 200 are i n t e r e s t i n g because they were 
265 

duplications of the r i t e s held i n 207. Also, an unusual 

amount of attention was given to Cerds, both i n 191, and 

i n 133, the l a t t e r occasion i n p a r t i c u l a r requiring special 

discussion. The only completely new god introduced during 

t h i s period was perhaps the Greek Hygieia, though this inno--

vation i s not a certainty, since we cannot be sure that t h i s 

minor deity did not accompany Aesculapius on h i s a r r i v a l 

i n 2 9 0 . 2 6 7 ' 

The remaining consultation whose res u l t s were noteworthy 

was that of l l ^ ^ E h e human s a c r i f i c e of two Greeks and two 

Gauls was advised, a r i t e i d e n t i c a l with that of 226 and 216. 

This same consultation resulted i n what was the only genuine 

and incontestable r e l i g i o u s innovation of the century, the 

introduction of. the worship of Venus VerticoxdLa. However, 

even the significance of t h i s innovation was l i m i t e d , because 

the Greek Aphrodite had been received i n the form of Venus 

Erycina i n 217. 

Of those consultations during t h i s period which require 

s p e c i a l attention, the f i r s t dates from 187. But, as we 

mentioned above,, the importance of t h i s episode l i e s i n the 

f a c t that there seems to have been no genuine consultation of 

the books. The fa l s e oracle i n question was the f i r s t example 

of the " p r o s t i t u t i o n of religion"', and set a precedent to be 



106 

followed on many subsequent occasions, e s p e c i a l l y a f t e r 83^. 

This oracle, i f the a f f a i r a c t u a l l y took place and Livy's 

account may be trusted, can i n no way be said to stem from 

the t r a d i t i o n a l process of s i b y l l i n e consultations; thus 
269 

i t must have originated with other sources. Perhaps i t 

was a foreign oracle brought to Rome; or i t might have been 

fabricated domestically i n accordance with various p o l i t i c a l 

motives. At any rate, t h i s was the f i r s t occasion when the 

the unquestioned authority of the state books was undermined 

by certain o r a c l e - c i r c u l a t o r s who wished to lend this author­

i t y to oracles of their own creation. 

The p o l i t i c a l context relevant to this oracle may be 

summarized thus. Rome had succeeded, through the e f f o r t s of 

the Seipionic f a c t i o n , i n r e s t r a i n i n g the imperial p o l i c i e s 

of Antiochus I I I . He had been defeated at the ba t t l e s of 

Thermopylae and Magnesia; and by the treaty of Apamea ( l 8 8)he 

agreed to submit to c e r t a i n conditions, one of these being 

that h i s realm of influence would not extend beyond the 

Taurus mountains. Gn. Manlius Vulso had succeeded L.' Scipio 

as consul i n 1 8 9 , and became the man c h i e f l y responsible f o r 

the establishment of an eastern peace and the i n s t i t u t i o n of 

this treaty. He passed most of the years 1 8 9 — 8 8 i n the east, 

subduing the Galatians, and returned to Rome i n 187 with a 

great deal of booty. But when he appeared before the senate 

and demanded a triumph, he was opposed by L. Furius Purpurio 

and L. Aemilius Paulus, both of whom had served on a ten-man 

commission that had accompanied him on his peace-making cam;-/ 
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paigns i n the east. Both were members of the Scipionic c i r c l e , 

and the relevant section i n Livy makes clear t h e i r reasons f o r 

opposition: 

Legatos sese Ch. Manlio datos paeis cum Antiocho 
faciendae causa foederisque legum quae cum L. 
Scipione inchoatae fuissent perficiendarum. Cn. 
Manlium summa ope tetendisse ut earn pacem turbaret, 
et Antiochum, s i sui potestatem f e c i s s e t , i n s i d i i s 
exciperet; sed i l i u m cognita frauda consulis, cum 
saepe c o l l o q u i i s p e t i t i s captatus esset, non cong-
ressum modo sed conspectum etiam eius vitasse. Cup-
ientem transire Taurum aegre omnium legatorum precibus, 
ne carminibus Sibyllae praedictam superantibus t e r -
minos fa t a l e s cladem e x p e r i r i v e l l e t , retentum ad-
mosse tamen exercitum et prope i n i p s i s i u gis ad 
d i v o r t i a aquarum castra posuisse. 270 

Two interpretations of t h i s episode are j u s t i f i a b l e . 

The f i r s t holds that Livy's sources were pro-Scipionic, 

and that both the oracle and Scipionic opposition to Man-
271 

l i u s 1 triumph were fabricated by those sources. However, 

since i t i s not r e a l l y proveable that this opposition did 

not exist, we may assume i t s truth i n a general sense. 

In the subsequent necessity of explaining the oracle, we 

notice that Livy makes no mention of a consultation, nor 

any mention of the decemviri. We are j u s t i f i e d i n assum­

ing, then, that i t s o r i g i n was either foreign or domestic; 
but I f i t were l o c a l , i t was unrelated to the genuine s i b y l 
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l i n e books. 

The second interpretation of t h i s oracle i s that i t was 

invented by the Scipionic f a c t i o n and ca l l e d " s i b y l l i n e " to 

increase i t s authority. I t was then used by that f a c t i o n , 

e s p e c i a l l y by L. Furius Purpurio and L. Aemilius Paulus, i n 

i t s e f f o r t to oppose Manlius 1 triumph. The f a c t that t h i s 
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oracle mentions the Taurus s p e c i f i c a l l y i s i n i t s e l f an 

i n d i c a t i o n that i t was contrived with Manlius 1 aggressive 

aims i n mind. 

The consultation of l k 9 , or more properly of l k 6 , i s 

not of p o l i t i c a l i n t e r e s t , though i t should be considered 

here because i t led to one of the rare celebrations of the 

secular games. According to ancient t r a d i t i o n , t h i s celeb­

r a t i o n was the fourth of the series, though there i s a 
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p o s s i b i l i t y that i t was only the t h i r d . In any case, i t 

i s clear from Livy's statement that the books were consulted 

and a new celebration of the games ordered. The reasons why 

I t was thought necessary to consult the books at t h i s time 

are not given, though the fact that a hundred years had 

lapsed since the l a s t celebration may have been s u f f i c i e n t 

cause f o r a consultation. 

L i t t l e i s known about th i s p a r t i c u l a r set of games; 

even the date remains i n doubt. According to Censorinus, 

several h i s t o r i a n s who l i v e d at the time gave the date of 
27 k 

14-6, and t h i s has been seen to be the more l i k e l y . 
% 275 

Though the previous celebration had taken place i n 2H-9 , 

and a saeculum was considered during republican times to be 

a hundred years, these games were not always celebrated 

punctually. We knov; that the games which should have been 

held c. k 9 were postponed u n t i l the Augustan celebration 

of 17 B.C.- The f a c t that Valerius Antias, and thus Varro 

and Livy, chose l k 9 rather than 1^6 indicates, pechaps,an attempt 

to adhere to a theoret i c a l saeculum of 100 years, perhaps even 
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t o the po i n t of i g n o r i n g h i s t o r i c a l t r u t h . 
More i s known about the c o n s u l t a t i o n of IH-3, which was 

as s o c i a t e d w i t h the campaign of Appius Claudius Pulcher against 
an A l p i n e t r i b e , the S a l a s s i . Consuls f o r the year l k 3 were 
Quintus M e t e l l u s and Appius Claudius. M e t e l l u s , an a l l y of 
the S c i p i o n i c c i r c l e , obtained a m i l i t a r y command i n Spain, 
one that presented v a r i o u s o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r securing m i l ­
i t a r y v i c t o r i e s , whereas Claudius r e c e i v e d r e l a t i v e l y l i m i t e d 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s i n I t a l y . According to Dio, Claudius was so 
eager to secure a triumph out h i s j e a l o u s y f o r M e t e l l u s , that 
he attacked the S a l a s s i though there was l i t t l e p r e t e x t f o r 
such a move. Apparently he had been sent to s e t t l e a dispute 
between t h i s people and t h e i r neighbors; but he soon attacked 
them and overran t h e i r e n t i r e t e r r i t o r y . However, he su f f e r e d 
a s e r i o u s defeat, and t h i s , along w i t h c e r t a i n p r o d i g i e s , l e d 
to a c o n s u l t a t i o n of the s i b y l l i n e books at Rome. In the 
books i t was found that "quotiens bellum G a l l i s i l l a t u r i essent, 
s a c r i f i c a r i i n eorum f i n i b u s o p o r t e r e " . 2 ' 7 ^ ' 

Perhaps the charges against C l a u d i u s 1 conduct of t h i s 
war, e s p e c i a l l y h i s e f f o r t s to s t a r t i t , are exaggerated by 
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unsympathetic sources. I n any case, h i s great defeat was 
c r i t i c i z e d by enemies at Rome, and i t appears that t h i s 
o p p o s i t i o n , along w i t h the p r o d i g i e s mentioned by J u l i u s 
Obsequens, l e d to the c o n s u l t a t i o n . But the decemviri f a ­

vored C l a u d i u s , f o r the r e s u l t s of t h i s c o n s u l t a t i o n d i d not 
Imply that he should be r e c a l l e d , which would have been ex­
pected should h i s enemies have been i n control.2^® Instead, 



110 

the s i b y l l i n e books removed a l l blame for defeat from Claudius, 

and Implied that the fault, had originated i n questions of 

r e l i g i o u s l o r e . 

We know from Dio that two of the decemviri were sent to 

Gaul to help with the necessary s a c r i f i c e s . A. E. A s t i n has 

seen i n t h i s action another sign that the decemviri were sym­

pathetic to Claudiusf^They were sent to Gaul, or rather a part 

of t h e i r number, to explain matters to him, and to assume; a l l 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r the s a c r i f i c e s to be performed there. In 

thi s way they could be assured that these s a c r i f i c e s would be 

properly attended to, and that no blame could come to Claudius 

for having performed them improperly. And, of course, t h i s 

manoeuvre was meant to indicate that Claudius himself was not 

to blame for the defeat, since he was not required to take part 

i n the r e l i g i o u s duties recommended by the books. The plan 

seems to have succeeded well, for the troops were encouraged 

and v i c t o r y came soon a f t e r . 

In close connection with t h i s a f f a i r was a dispute about 

the Marcian Aqueduct. I t had started a year before, i n l¥f, 

and did not f i n a l l y resolve i t s e l f u n t i l l M ) . Sources for 

t h i s episode are again Livy, and, to a greater extent, 
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Frontinus. I t seems that by l¥f the Appian and Anian aque­

ducts were i n very bad condition; they were i n a state of i l l 

r e p a i r , and we are told that c e r t a i n people were taking water 

from them i l l e g a l l y . In t h i s year the praetor urbanus T Marcius 

Rex, was commissioned to reclaim the waters, r e p a i r the aqueducts, 

and to increase the water supply by whatever means he saw f i t . 
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As a result, construction was either started or renewed on a 

large aqueduct which came to take his name, the Aqua Marcia. 

I t seems l i k e l y that this aqueduct was the same one which had 
280 

been started by the censors i n 179* At any rate, Marcius' 

work was not f i n i s h e d i n that year, and h i s praetorship was 

extended another year so as to enable him to f i n i s h the pro­

j e c t . But i n the same year, IH-3, a consultation of the s i b y l ­

l i n e books took place, and i t was reported that water by these 

means could not be brought to the Capitol. Frontinus does 

not indicate the reason for t h i s consultation, except to say 

" a l i i s ex causis", which may safely be taken as a reference 

to the consultation, i n the same year, that was associated 
28l 

with Claudius'' defeat i n Gaul. I t would appear, then, that 

the same consultation resulted i n the recommendation for sac­

r i f i c e i n Gaul, and the warning against Marcius' plans for 

bringing water to the Ca p i t o l . Reasons for the l a t t e r were 
282 

p r i m a r i l y r e l i g i o u s , i t would seem; perhaps i t was maintained 

that one of the older aqueducts should be used instead of the 

new one being c o n s t r u c t e d . 2 ^ 

Soon afterwards, this matter was debated i n the senate. 
Marcius Rex, with the help of his colleague M. Aemilius Lepidus, 
succeeded i n overcoming t h i s opposition, and thus continued 

28k 

with construction of the aqueduct. But three years l a t e r , 

i n l k 0 , a certain L. Cornelius Lentulus Lupus again brought up 

the matter; once again Marcius carried the day, and he was able 

to f i n i s h his work. Of these two men we know that the l a t t e r , 

L. Lentulus Lupus, was never an a l l y of the Scipionic c i r c l e . 
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From the account of Frontinus, he appears to have been one 

of the decemviri who opposed building of the aqueduct. 

Of M. Aemilius Lepidus, though he was a powerful opponent 

of the Scipionic c i r c l e , we know from the reading pro collega 

i n Frontinus that he supported Marcius; thus we know that he 

was opposed to the decemviral board. Because the decemvir-

a l board supported Claudius, we may assume that he was opposed 

to that man also. His support of Marcius may also have been 

due to the f a c t that: h i s family had been responsible, i n part, 

f o r the beginning of t h i s aqueduct i n 179. 

P o l i t i c a l manoeuvres behind this a f f a i r are best under­

stood i f p o l i t i c a l factions of the time are kept i n mind. 

The Scipionic c i r c l e , headed by Scipio Aemilianus, was stead­

i l y gaining i n power, and naturally opposed to such people as 

did not belong to i t s f a c t i o n , and whose e f f o r t s were compefe-
287 

i t i v e . Appius Claudius, as h i s jealousy and emulation of 

Metellus i n 1V3 indicated, was one of these; and most of the 

decemviral board, who supported him, must have been of sim­

i l a r outlook. 

A. E. A s t i n has suggested that the entire a f f a i r of the 

Marcian Aqueduct was s t i r r e d up by the decemviri i n an a f f o r t 

to aid Claudius further by creating a diversion 2 8 % u c h con­

fusion at home could draw attention from h i s misfortunes; and 

at the same time th i s provided an opportunity to attack h i s 

enemies. However, the decemviral board had been steadily 

l o s i n g power and influence up to t h i s time. This i s made 

evident by t h e i r f a i l u r e , on two occasions, to enforce the 
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s i b y l l i n e recommendation against the Marcian aqueduct. Two 

factors accounted f o r t h i s . F i r s t l y , there was a genuine need 

i n Rome for an improved water supply. Secondly, the growing 

strength of the Scipionic c i r c l e and t h e i r a l l i e s must have 

had no d i f f i c u l t y i n subduing the comparatively week decemviri, 

who had chosen an inopportune moment to exercise the p o l i t i c a l 

influence of their o f f i c e . 

The next consultation .of note occurred i n 133, shortly 

a f t e r the murder of Tiberius Gracchus. The p o l i t i c a l context 

relevant to t h i s jfturder i s to® w e l l known to require d i s c u s ­

sion here* we need only mention that Gracchus' campaign i n 

general, and h i s agrarian reforms i n p a r t i c u l a r , constituted 

a great assault on the optimates and at the same time a l l i e d 

him withthelunderprivileged. While some of the optimates sup­

ported and even advised Gracchus, we can nevertheless be 
289 

c e r t a i n that most of them resented the attack. The murder 

of Gracchus and the swift chain of events that l e d up to i t are 

an i n d i c a t i o n of t h i s . 

According to Cicero and Valerius Maximus, a series of 
r 

portents shortly a f t e r Gracchus' death led to t h i s consultationf 

These portents were associated with great public dangers; i n 

others words, they were associated with divine wrath. It i s 

not known who prompted this consultation, nor who the decem­

v i r i were at this time. In any case, the books were found to 

order "ut vetustissimam Cerem placerent l , :; a l l of the decemviri 

were sent to Henna i n S i c i l y , the s i t e of an ancient shrine 

of Ceres, which was thought to be the o r i g i n of the Roman c u l t . 
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Theses recommendations did not set a precedent, since some of 

the decemviri had been previously sent from Rome to perform 
291 ~" 

s a c r i f i c e s i n Gaul. Also, Ceres had been propitiated 
before on s i b y l l i n e a d v i c e . T h e most s i g n i f i c a n t aspects 

of this recommendation are the following. F i r s t l y , a l l of 

the decemviri were sent to Henna, perhaps an indication of the 

great importance of their mission* and secondly, the very f a c t 
that these r i t e s were not held i n Rome suggests that they 

293 
might have been inflammatory. J 

An obvious inte r p r e t a t i o n of thi s consultation presents 

i t s e l f . As had happened frequently during the early republic, 

the optimates seem to be again employing signs of divine wrath, 

i n t h i s case prodigies, and a convenient instrument of Roman 

state r e l i g i o n to indicate, to the populares, that they 

had destroyed the pax, deoruiq, and that they should avoid doing 

so i n the future. How had they done this? The pax deorum 

had been destroyed when they supported the agrarian reforms 

of Gracchus and a l l i e d themselves with his unprecedented attacks 

on the mos maiorum. The s i b y l l i n e order to pr o p i t i a t e "ve tus* •• 

tissimam Cerem" i s thus easy to understand. Ceres, goddess of 

grain and agriculture, must be worshipped for the century-old 

vi r t u e s of the a g r i c u l t u r a l way of l i f e that she personified, 

for the t r a d i t i o n a l forms of Roman agriculture that had been 

attacked when Gracchus i n i t i a t e d h is reforms. Thus, both 

aspects of the goddess worshipped were s i g n i f i c a n t . The fact 

that she was Ceres associated her with agriculture; the fact 

that she was "vetustissimam" associated her with the tra*- • 
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d i t i o n a l dispensation of a g r i c u l t u r a l land. 

In Ilk, the books were again consulted with i n t e r e s t i n g 

r e s u l t s . Many d e t a i l s of this consultation, i n p a r t i c u l a r i t s 

p o l i t i c a l background, remain i n obscurity. This i s due c h i e f l y 

to the sources, which are fragmentary and not e n t i r e l y i n ag­

reement. Because of t h i s , no p o l i t i c a l or f a c t i o n a l motives 

can be discerned, i f there were any. Again we cannot claim 

to know who ordered t h i s consultation, or who the decemviri 

i n question were. Moreover, the sources seem to disagree 

on the recommendations made. However, the s i b y l l i n e books 

often recommended more than one r i t u a l at a time$ and we are 

perhaps j u s t i f i e d i n considering these disparate r i t u a l s to 

have originated with the same consultation. 

Prior to llh, Roman p o l i t i c s were distinguished by the 

turmoil of the Gracchi, and, afte r that, by the senatorial 

r e s t o r a t i o n presided over by the M e t e l l i . A c e r t a i n amount 

of popular unrest remaining from the Gracchan period was brought 

to the fore by the domestic events of 11H-, as well as by the 

threat of Jugurtha. Thus, when several Vestal v i r g i n s were 

found g u i l t y of sexual incontinence i n I l 5 / H k , such a t e r r i f y -
295 

ing portent was regarded a l l the more suspiciously. Three 

vestals were t r i e d for incontinence by the p o n t i f i c e s i n 115, 

but of them only one was found g u i l t y . However, public opinion 

demanded a t r i a l before the people; when thi s was held i n l l k , 

the other two were also condemned. 

Because of this e v i l omen the s i b y l l i n e books were con­

sulted, and from the extant sources i t appears that two re*. -
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commendations were made. F i r s t l y , they advised the human 

296 
sacrifice of two Greeks and two Gauls. Secondly, i t was 
decreed that a statue be dedicated to Venus Verticordia, osten-
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sibly to raise the standard of female morals'. This was to 
be done by the woman chosen sanctissima femin,a by a vote 
of the matrons, in this case Sulpicia, daughter of Servus 
Paterculus and wife of Q. Fulvius Flaccus. 

There i s l i t t l e d i f f i c u l t y i n understanding the raison 
A 

d'etre of these recommendations. Human sacrifice was to atone 
for the broken vows of the Vestals, a horrifying r i t e for a 
portent of the worst type; and since the incontinence of these 
vestals must have been considered an indication of general mor­
al decline, a statue was also dedicated to Venus Verticordia 
by the chastest woman in the state in an effort to improve 
moral standards. A great deal of emphasis was put on chastity, 
since attention was not only given to Sulpicia, but to the hund­
red women from which she was chosen. The dedication to Venus 
as Verticordia is thus obvious i n implication; hopefully, this 
goddess would turn female minds from less respectable thoughts 
to those of moderation and chastity. 

Apart from p o l i t i c a l manoeuvres of which we are perhaps, 
unaware, the origin and results of this consultation can be 
explained satisfactorily i n terms of religious values alone. 
Its significance l i e s not so much in the recommendation of 
human sacrifice, which had been offered before, but in the 
recognition of VenusVerticordia, the only authentic religious 
innovation, albeit a minor one, for which the books were res-
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ponsible during the second century. 

The l a s t recorded consultation of the books, before they 

were destroyed i n 83, took place i n 87. Our only source for 

th i s event i s a mutilated statement of Granius Licinianus, an 

a n n a l i s t i c h i s t o r i a n of the second century A. D., whose work 

was based on that of Livy: 

....plaeuit, i d quod numquam a l i a s ac pro c o l l e g i o , 
quid i n l i b r i s f a t a l i b u s scriptum esset, palam r e c i t -
are. Constabat notare carmine Cinna sexque tribun-
i s p a t r i a p u l s i s tranquillum otium et securitatem 
futuram. 298 

* t i s clear that t h i s consultation was purely p o l i t i c a l i n 

aim and r e s u l t , and as such i t i s t y p i c a l of the attitude of 

the s i b y l l i n e books?, or of counterfeited oracles a l l e g i n g to 

originate with the s i b y l l i n e books, throughout the l a s t years 

of the republic, when they were quite openly exploited by 

p o l i t i c i a n s , and t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s values were ignored. 

The p o l i t i c a l context f o r t h i s consultation may be summar­

ized thus. S u l l a , after he had expelled Marius from Rome, 

arranged the p o l i t i c a l administration i n h i s own interests so 

that he could maintain power at Rome while tending to h i s 

Mit h r i d a t i c command i n the east. However, while one of the 

consuls f o r t h i s year (87) was Cn. Octavius, a strong a l l y , 

the other elected was L. Cornelius Cinna, whom he could hardly 

t r u s t . He therefore made Cinna swear an oath not to i n t e r f e r e 

with his p o l i t i c a l arrangements. But he had hardly l e f t 

Rome when Cinna proposed to r e c a l l Marius and h i s supporters, 

and introduce c e r t a i n laws which were antipathetic to the 

Sullan f a c t i o n . A f t e r a c e r t a i n amount of violence i n the 
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Forum, Octavlus was able to defeat t h i s proposal and depose 

Cinna from the consulship. The l a t t e r was driven from. Rome 

and declared a public enemy. 

The passage i n Granius L i c i n i u s seems to re f e r to a 

consultation shortly before Cinna was driven from Rome. This 

connection i s affirmed by a statement i n Livy: 

L. Cornelius Cinna consul cum perniciosas leges 
per vim atque arma f e r r e t , pulsus urbe a Cn. Octavio 
collega cum sex tr i b u n i s p lebis imperioque e i abrog­
a t e ... 299 

From the s i b y l l i n e recommendation that Cinna be driven from 

Rome, i t i s c e r t a i n that the decemviri at t h i s time were sym­

pathetic to Sullan p o l i c i e s ; indeed they appear to have wield­

ed the books as a p o l i t i c a l instrument. Before Cn. Octavius 

deposed Cinna by force, he may have t r i e d to set public op­

in i o n against him, and thus secure h i s peaceful abandonment of 

such p o l i c i e s , with t h i s rather unsubtle use of the books. The 

fact that the recommendation was read public:! y.;,. an unusual 

event, can be understood i n the context of such a manoeuvre. 

From the statement of Licinianus i t appears that 

we are dealing with a genuine consultation, rather than 

the c i r c u l a t i o n of a false oracle. Thus i s indicated the 

great extent to which the s i b y l l i n e books had been reduced, 

by t h i s time, to a plaything i n the hands of p o l i t i c a l acro­

bats. Their significance as an i n f l u e n t i a l r e l i g i o u s author­

i t y had almost e n t i r e l y disappeared. 

Mention has already been made of the f i r s t of two blows 

which damaged the authority and influence of the deeemviral 



119 
college, the law of 10H- by which the decemviri f o r f e i t e d their 

r i g h t of co-ontatio T and became a body elected by the people. 

I t i s obvious, that the strength and influence of the s i b y l l i n e 

books depended on the authority of the body which consulted 

them; and the change of 10H-, which probably reduced a r i s t o c ­

r a t i c control of the books, was a s i g n i f i c a n t i n d i c a t i o n of 

the i r decline. 

The second great blow came i n the early summer of 83, 

when the Capitoline temple burned to the ground, and the 

entire o r i g i n a l c o l l e c t i o n of s i b y l l i n e writings perished 

with i t . The destruction of thi s temple i s normally asso^— 

ciated with the c i v i l war instigated by Sulla's return to Rome . 

However, i t burned down at le a s t a year before Sulla's v i c t o r y 

at the Cb l l i n e gate, probably while Carbo the proconsul and 

the two consuls of that year were preparing their defence. 

I t cannot, then, be claimed that the temple perished i n the 

clamour of the c i v i l war i t s e l f . Why i t was destroyed w i l l 

w i l l always be, perhaps, a mystery. Dionysius increases t h i s 

uncertainty by stating that i t was set a f i r e either by acci?- -

dent, or purposely.^ 0 0 Tacitus t e l l s us that i t was burnt 

because of private treachery, fraude nrivata; but the 

Byzantine writer Maximus Planudes suggests that a thunderbolt 

struck the temple.^0"'" In any case, destruction of the 

s i b y l l i n e books was swift and complete. 

This f i r e bears both a metaphorical and a r e a l significance. 

Metaphorically, i t symbolized the end of the authentic s i b y l ­

l i n e t r a d i t i o n , which, as we have pointed out, had been dec-
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l i n i n g i n importance since the second Punic War. After t h i s 

catastrophe, attitudes towards the s i b y l l i n e books were nev­

er the same, i n spite of energetic e f f o r t s to restore them.And 
rthe r e a l significance of t h i s f i r e lay i n the f a c t that i t was 

a great blow to the deeemviral college. I t presented an 

opportunity f o r the books to be restored" i n a fashion out­

side the control of this college, which was nevertheless 

subservient to the product of the restoration. In addition to 

the irreparable l o s s of the o r i g i n a l books, the f i r e of 83 

thus caused a further decline i n the authority of their 

guardians. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE PERIOD 83--12: 

The f i n a l period i n thi s h i s t o r y of the s i b y l l i n e books 

f a l l s between their destruction and restoration, 83—76, 

and the f i n a l r e v i s i o n of Augustus i n 12 B. C. The l a t t e r 

event i n p a r t i c u l a r was a death-blow to the genuine si b y l l i n e , 

t r a d i t i o n , though t h i s entire period had been distinguished 

by a great decline i n the number of authentic consultations. 

Instead, we f i n d a continuing increase i n the manipulation of 

the books and f a l s i f i c a t i o n of oracles by prominent p o l i t i c a l 

f a c t i o n s . In spite of many references, i n the sources to 

s i b y l l i n e oracles, only three of these may be traced to auth­

entic consultations i n the t r a d i t i o n a l manner, consultations 

ordered by the senate and carried out by the college i n charge. 

A l l other oracles mentioned seem to have been invented by p o l -

i t i c a n s f o r t h e i r own benefit, or c i r c u l a t e d by the i r oppon­

ents l n an e f f o r t to secure th e i r downfall. Thus t h i s period 

of s i b y l l i n e operation was distinguished, more than any other. 

period, by what W.. Fowler aptly c a l l e d the " p r o s t i t u t i o n of 
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religion"', f i r s t noticeable i n the preceding century. 

This f i n a l weakening of the s i b y l l i n e books as a respec­

ted r e l i g i o u s authority was due, to a greater or lesser extent, 

to p o l i t i c a l movements associated with the downfall of the 

republic. The chief p o l i t i c a l trends were, of course, the 

prolonged weakening of the Roman senate, and the concomitant 

growth i n the power of ind i v i d u a l s whose p o l i t i c a l influence 

corresponded to their m i l i t a r y position. The s i b y l l i n e books, 

l i k e the senate i t s e l f which had long controlled them, were 



forced into a p o s i t i o n of increasing subservience to these 

men. They f e l l prey to power-seekers, whose desire to pos:-

s:e ss corrupt s i b y l l i n e oracles ceased only when the power-

struggles of the republic yielded to the principate of Aug­

ustus. 

We cannot, therefore, explain the end of the authentic 

t r a d i t i o n of consultation i n 83 i n terms of the f i r e alone. 

I t i s true that the books could never be the same i n spite 

of great e f f o r t s , however, energetic, to restore them. But 

even i f t h i s o r i g i n a l c o l l e c t i o n had survived, one suspects 

that i t s decline throughout the l a s t century of the republic 

would have been much the same, the cause being the p o l i t i c a l 

metamorphosis mentioned above. In a l l p r o b a b i l i t y , this change 

would have produced the same e f f e c t s , loss of respect and 

increased subservience, on the o r i g i n a l c o l l e c t i o n as i t did 

on the products of the restoration i n 76. 

Restoration of the oracles a f t e r the f i r e was absolutely 

e s s e n t i a l for the maintenance of t h i s important r e l i g i o u s 

t r a d i t i o n . The important r e l i g i o u s college whose prime auth­

o r i t y and duty derived from these boo&s could not function 

properly i f the c o l l e c t i o n did not e x i s t . At this time, the 

decemviri were increased to a body of fifteen men, the quin-

decimviri. Thus t h i s loss of the s i b y l l i n e books, the foun*--

dation of a l l that college's powers, could not be sustained, 

and made their replacement mandatory. 

According to the h i s t o r i a n Fenestella, i n 76 the consul 

Gaius Scribonius Gurio made a motion i n the senate that envoys 
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be sent abroad, i n p a r t i c u l a r to Erythrae, i n order to 
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bring back copies of the s i b y l l i n e books. Accordingly, 

three members of the college were sent: P. Gabinius, M. Q-

t a c i l i u s , and L. Valerius. Though these men appear to have 

been sent only to Erythrae, another statement by the same 

writer affirms that copies of the oracles were gathered a l l 

over the ancient world. He t e l l s us that oracles were sought 

from a l l c i t i e s , both I t a l i a n and Greek, that were connected 

with any s i b y l . I t i s not d i f f i c u l t to understand the 

emphasis on Erythrae, since a l l ancient t r a d i t i o n s , as we 

have seen, assigned the origi n s of s i b y l l i n e prophecy to the 

s i b y l of that c i t y . However, since the Romans were determined 

to assemble a comprehensive c o l l e c t i o n that resembled as 

much as possible the f i r s t , they also c o l l e c t e d oracles 

from Greek, I t a l i a n , S i c i l i a n , and even A f r i c a n c i t i e s . 

This i s implied by Fenestella's statement i n Lactantius, 

mentioned above; when he speaks of any s i b y l he i s without 

doubt r e f e r r i n g to the ten sibyls; of the ancient world d i s -
304-

cussed e a r l i e r i n the same passage. 

Lactantius i s not clear when he t e l l s us that the three 

p r i e s t s returned to Rome from Erythrae with about a thousand 
305 

verses written down by private c i t i z e n s . Varro makes a 

d i s t i n c t i o n i n the origins of these copies; whereas the three 

p r i e s t s brought back relevant oracles from Erythrae, i t was 

private c i t i z e n s who brought oracles to Rome from the other 

c i t i e s , having transcribed these themselves. 3 0^ The verses 

brought from Erythrae, together with the contributions of 
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private citizens, thus formed a new collection of sibylline 
books, the thousand verses of which Lactantius speaks. This 
collection, apparently larger than the old one, was placed 
the same year in the newly restored Capitoline temple by the 

3 0 7 

consuls Curio and Octavius. 
Att. f i r s t glance, the lengthy seven year interval between 

the destruction of the books and their restoration poses 
a problem. One would think that their importance necessitat­
ed a quicker restoration. However, this restoration was a 
long and d i f f i c u l t process, and may well have started before 
76; and in any case i t would have been timed to coincide with 
completion of the new temple. In a l l likelihood, work had 
started on the building soon after the f i r e , and we may assume 
that i t s completion date of 76 was the soonest possible. 

As l i t t l e i s known about this new collection as about 
the old. Save that i t represented an increase in size, i t i s 
not certain to what', extent this new "edition" was an accurate 
duplication, or, were i t different, what i t s new characteris­
tics were. In spite of energetic efforts, i t i s unlikely 
that an exact duplication was possible, though i t should be 
pointed out that the Romans themselves believed that they 
succeeded in this. They even thought themselves able to dis­
tinguish, when assembling their new collection, between auth-
entic and false oracles by means of the acrostics. Since 
authentic consultation of the books in following years was 
reduced to a minimum, we can only as:su.me> that a near-complete 
loss:of the old tradition was reflected in the new collection. 

Of the three priests sent to Erythrae, l i t t l e i s known. 
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However, Gains Scribonius Curio, the consul who had recommend­

ed that they be sent, was an a l l y of Sull a , a man generally 

sympathetic to the senate and the optimates. Thus, though 

S u l l a was dead at the time of t h e i r restoration, the s i b y l l i n e 

books i n the i r second "edition" 1 l i k e l y r e f l e c t e d a similar 

p o l i t i c a l outlook. This close connection with the senate, 

together with the subsequent weakening of that body, were 

undoubtedly chief factors i n the decline of s i b y l l i n e i n f l u ­

ence that characterized t h i s era. 

Mention has been made of the increase of the deeemviral 

college into a body of f i f t e e n men, the quindecimviri. We 

cannot f i x a c e r t a i n date for t h i s change. J u l i u s Obsequens 

was the l a s t to ref e r to this college as the decemviri i n a 

reference that pertains to the year 98; on the other hand, we 

f i r s t hear of the auindecdrnviri i n a l e t t e r of Cicero from 

the year 51. This change i s usually attributed to the 

reforms of S u l l a . I n a s m u c h as that dictator increased the 

other priesthoods, the augures and the p o n t i f i c e s , to f i f t e e n 

men, i t i s reasonable to assume that he also increased the 
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deeemviral college. Also, one may l o g i c a l l y r e l a t e t h i s 

increase to rest o r a t i o n of the books a f t e r t h e i r destruction. 

The new c o l l e c t i o n , more extensive than the old, may have 

required a larger body of p r i e s t s f o r i t s care. In addition, 

motivation may be seen i n a desire to make thi s body conform 

i n d ignity and organization to the other p r i e s t l y colleges. 

This desire i t s e l f may have been responsible f o r such a 

change. In any case, the quindecimviral college underwent 
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no other major changes throughout i t s subsequent hi s t o r y . 

Since there are only eight references to the s i b y l l i n e 

books or s i b y l l i n e oracles between1.83 and t h e i r second re--

vision by Augustus, an over-all. discussion, of these need 
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not long detain us. There was only one instance of a eonsul-
314-

t a t i o n whose reason and r e s u l t s were routine. In 38, the 

year of t h i s consultation, a series of portents w?a.s reported. 

A statue of Virtus, which had f a l l e n on i t s face, was taken 

into the ocean, l e f t there a considerable length of time, and 

after t h i s p u r i f i c a t i o n brought hack to Rome. In addition, 

there are two other references pertaining to proveable con­

sultations. Bbth of these were associated with unusual 

p o l i t i c a l contexts, and since th e i r recommendations were l i k e ­

wise departures from the norm, w i l l be reserved for l a t e r d i s ­

cussion. The f i r s t was associated with Pompey's desire to 

restore King Ptolemy Auletes i n 56; the second with the Ludi  

Saeculares celebrated by Augustus i n 17. 

Of the four remaining references, i t can only be said 

that a l l of them point to the c i r c u l a t i o n of s i b y l l i n e orac­

l e s that were not proveably derived from the books, and thus 

appear f a l s e . However, they are int e r e s t i n g .to us for that 

reason alone; t h e i r existence constitutes incontestable proof 

of decline i n the s i b y l l i n e t r a d i t i o n , and of a concomitant 

increase i n the use, by p o l i t i c i a n s , of conveniently invented 

f a l s e oracles. The most in t e r e s t i n g and s i g n i f i c a n t of these 

were related to the C a t i l i n a r i a n conspiracy i n 63 and Caesar's 

plans for the conquest of the Parthians i n 44. Though both 
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o r a c l e s were o s t e n s i b l y f a b r i c a t e d , they warrant c l o s e r 

a t t e n t i o n because they were a l l e g e d to have come from the 

s i b y l l i n e books, and because o f p o l i t i c a l m o t i v a t i o n s i n v o l v e d . 

D e t a i l s o f the C a t l l i n a r i a n c o n s p i r a c y are too w e l l 

known to r e q u i r e e x t e n s i v e d i s c u s s i o n h e r e . I t w i l l s u f f i c e 

t o mention t h a t a f t e r h i s second defeat i n an attempt to g a i n 

the c o n s u l s h i p , C a t i l i n e formed a f a r - r e a c h i n g c o n s p i r a c y 

w h i c h C i c e r o s t r o n g l y opposed. The l a t t e r ' s e x t e n s i v e 

campaigns a g a i n s t C a t i l i n e f o r c e d him to l e a v e Romef he sub­

sequent ly went to E t r u r i a to c o l l e c t f o r c e s t h a t were sym­

p a t h e t i c to h i s cause. Then C i c e r o d i d h i s utmost to expose,.* 

and execute, those r i n g - l e a d e r s o f the c o n s p i r a c y who remained 

at Rome; he was thus soon ab le to secure the d o w n f a l l o f 

C a t i l i n e h i m s e l f . 

C a t i l i n e ' s c h i e f r i n g - l e a d e r i n Rome was C o r n e l i u s 

L e n t u l u s S u r a , whose p e r s o n a l a m b i t i o n s had l e d him to j o i n 

the c o n s p i r a c y sometime b e f o r e . A f t e r the departure o f C a t -

a l i n e , he formulated p l a n s f o r the complete d e s t r u c t i o n o f 

Rome and the senate , hoping to achieve t h i s i n p a r t by encour-
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aging a r e v o l t amongst the A l l o b r o g e s , a G a l l i c t r i b e . 

Two ambassadors o f the A l l o b r o g e s were i n Rome a t t h i s 

t ime. T h e i r n a t i o n had been i n great d i f f i c u l t y , and because 

o f t h i s i t was d i s a f f e c t e d towards the Roman government. 

L e n t u l u s and h i s aides, w i t h the i n t e n t i o n o f encouraging t h i s 

r e v o l t , t r i e d to take these men i n t o t h e i r c o n s p i r a c y , p r o m i s ­

i n g them independence from Rome and r e l i e f from t h e i r d e b t s . 

A c c o r d i n g l y , l e t t e r s to the senate o f the A l l o b r o g e s p r o m i s -
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ing freedom from Roman control, as well as one urging C a t i l i n e 

to march on Rome, were sent back with these legates. A Roman 

i n Lentulus' pay was sent to bear the l e t t e r s . 

Cicero was aware of these arrangements, obtained the 

secret co-operation of the Allobroges, and i n an ambush at 

the Mulvian bridge arrested the man carrying the l e t t e r s . 

They were subsequently used i n the senate, together with 

testimonies of the G a l l i c ambassadors, to secure the condem­

nation of Lentulus, and, soon after, his.execution and that 

of four colleagues. 

Our chief i n t e r e s t i n t h i s a f f a i r concerns a s i b y l l i n e 

oracle that was related d i r e c t l y to Lentulus' career, and 

appears to have been of considerable importance i n h i s attempt 

to r i s e to power through the conspiracy. The oracle i n circu> 

l a t i o n declared that three G o r n e l i i were destined to possess 

absolute power i n Rome, and implied that Cornelius Lentulus 

himself would soon achieve t h i s destiny, since Cinna and S u l l a 
3l6 

had already done so. Plutarch t e l l s us that t h i s oracle, 

purported to be s i b y l l i n e , was forged by f a l s e prophets. 

Both he and Q u i n t i l X a n indicate that i t l e d Lentulus to 

seek power, and that i t was thus responsible f o r h i s down­

f a l l . 

However, this interpretation, apart from the in d i c a t i o n 

that the oracle was f a l s e , does not agree with that of any 

of the other ancient sources. S a l l u s t , Cicero, and Florus 

imply that t h i s oracle was invented by Lentulus himself, i n 

hi s e f f o r t s to secure power, and that i t played an important 



r o l e i n those e f f o r t s . He employed i t to convince both his 

l o c a l supporters? 1* 7 and the A l l o b r o g e s . I n fact, t h i s 

might have been Lentulus* chief means of convincing the 
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Allobroges to support h i s cause. 

There i s l i t t l e doubt, then, that Lentulus contrived 

t h i s oracle i n an e f f o r t to win support. The nature of 
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i t s p r e d i c t i o n i s a clear i n d i c a t i o n of i t s falseness. 

And there Is further proof. When Lentulus was brought to 

t r i a l and could not be induced to admit h i s g u i l t , the 

Gauls f i n a l l y asked him about h i s repeated references to a 

s i b y l l i n e oracle. This alone caused Lentulus 1 near-collapse 

and confession. Such a reaction c l e a r l y indicated that he 

had invented the oracle, which was perhaps unknown by auth­

o r i t i e s presiding at the t r i a l . But when i t came to l i g h t , 

they were no doubt aware that the s i b y l l i n e books had never 

given f o r t h such a prophecy. Thus Lentulus 1 f a b r i c a t i o n , 

and his entire manoeuvre, must have been obvious, and h i s 

g u i l t no longer concealable. 

Lentulus 1 f a i l u r e i s not ove r - s i g n i f i c a n t . Rather, 

i t i s important to note that a f a l s e oracle was contrived 

fo r p o l i t i c a l ends and thought capable of achieving them. 

Thus this a f f a i r epitomized not only a lack of respect,:;on 

the part of some people, for the s i b y l l i n e t r a d i t i o n , but 

also an ever-increasing reluctance on the part of the govern­

ment to employ an i n s t i t u t i o n so open to manipulation. 

The next mention of a s i b y l l i n e oracle concerns the 

Pompey-Ptolemy episode of 5 6 . 3 2 1 In contrast to the oracle 



of Lentulus, t h i s prophecy originated with an authentic 

consultation. However, p o l i t i c a l motives were equally i n ev­

idence, and i n order to understand these motives, i t i s nec­

essary to review the entangled p o l i t i c a l context relevant to 

thi s consultation. 

After Pompey1s defeat; of Mithridates (63) and the m i l - , 

i t a r y d i s t i n c t i o n he attained i n that campaign, h i s return 

to Rome was marred by the reception of a jealous and unsym­

pathetic senate. He was able.,to secure neither r a t i f i c a t i o n 

of h i s eastern acta, nor land f o r h i s veterans, u n t i l J u l i u s 

Caesar assisted him. Throughout th i s period, despite the fa c t 

that Cicero secured for. him control of the grain supply, 

Pompey possessed l i t t l e m i l i t a r y power. I t was therefore 

much i n Pompey1s interest to secure any m i l i t a r y commissions 

which could augment h i s power and help him regain h i s former 

pos i t i o n . However, he faced a great opposition. The senate 

was wary of his desire f o r m i l i t a r y control and remained unsym­

pathetic to his desires. Crassus, whose great desire f o r pow­

er and jealousy of the vic t o r i o u s general were well known, 

likewise opposed Pompey. In addition, we know that Clodius 

and C. Porcius Cato, both of whom may have been a l l i e s of 
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Crassus -, were also opposed to Pompey. 

In 58 King Ptolemy Auletes of Egypt paid Caesar a bribe 

of 6,000 talents for recognition. In order to pay this debt 

Ptolemy was obliged to raise his taxes; and th i s increase so 

angered h i s subjects that he was dethroned and f l e d to Rome 

(57X i n hopes of finding support for h i s restoration. He was 



determined to achieve t h i s regardless of means, and brought a 

f a i r amount of money to buy influence i f necessary. At f i r s t , 

the senate was sympathetic to his cause, and Lentulus Spinther, 

the friend of Cicero, was appointed to a s s i s t i n his restor- • 
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at ion during the forthcoming year. J 

Regarding h i s restoration there seem to have been three 
•324-

attitudes current at Rome.J F i r s t l y , there was Pompey 

himself, anxious for such a commission. He affected to support 

Spinther, though much of this episode indicates that he r e a l l y 

desired the commission for himself. We know that he favored 

Ptolemy and even entertained him as a guest. Secondly, there 

was a more "moderate" party, including Spinther and Cicero, 

which wished to restore Ptolemy using arms, but without plac­

ing too much importance on the act. Thirdly, there were others 

completely opposed to intervention. This group included 

Cato, M. Favonius, Crassus, and i n general a l l those op­

posed to the use of m i l i t a r y force i f i t were to be wielded 

by Pompey or Spinther.3 2 ^ 

About this time a thunderbolt conveniently struck the 

temple of Jupiter, and t h i s portent led to a consultation 

of the s i b y l l i n e books. They were found to contain the 

following advice^ 2^: 
^ > o /"^ /?Sfc??To*> y&t&A&hs yS^^cP^Lts T<J&S g&ptoZi/o* 

According to Dio, Cato, because eSkt&g^&)tf$c>(S0tQZp 

forced the quindec&mviri to read the oracle p u b l i c l y before 
i t had been discussed i n the senate. He then advised the sen*-
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ate to drop a l l action i n the case of Ptolemy; they did t h i s , 

acting not only because of Cato's advice, but because they 

were s t a r t l e d at the coincidence of the s i b y l l i n e recommendation. 

It seems clear that t h i s oracle was invented by those 

opposed to putting m i l i t a r y power i n the hands of Pompey or 

Spinther. Either pressure from some people i n the senate, 

or the p o l i t i c a l outlook of the quindecimviral college i t s e l f , 
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must have influenced t h i s reading of the books. We sus­

pect that Crassus i n p a r t i c u l a r was the motivating force behind 

t h i s recommendation. This i s implied by the action of h i s 

a l l y , Cato, i n having i t read p u b l i c l y . . Crassus' manoeuvre 

must have thus included, i n the f i r s t place, te;tlseof his i n f l u ­

ence to have the decemviri formulate such an oracle; and, i n 

the second place, having one of h i s supporters, Cato, force 

a public reading before i t could be suppressed by opposing 

factions. 

The majority of senatorial f e e l i n g was i n favor of either 

Pompey or Spinther. " Only a minority element i n the senate 

would have supported Crassus and Cato. This explains th e i r 

haste i n proclaiming an oracle which they had invented i n 

the f i r s t place. Once th i s oracle had been proclaimed pub­

l i c l y , , i t could not be altered or suppressed. But i f i t 

had to be endorsed by a senate l a r g e l y opposed to such a 

recommendation, i t s publication and enforcement were not cer­

t a i n . 

Cato's plan bore f r u i t ; the oracle was not suppressed. 

Because this oracle had become well known a l l over Rome, and 
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on that account could not be changed, the senate was forced 
329 4 

to comply. However, the ruse was an obvious one. Cicero was 

not deceived, and frequently mocked, i n h i s l e t t e r s , the 
3 3 0 

r e l i g i o u s scruples causing so much confusion. 

Regarding the restoration of Ptolemy, i t only remains 

to mention that the king l a t e r bribed Gahinius to restore 

him i n 55. Gabinius demonstrated the i n e f f e c t u a l i t y of the 
invented oracle, for when he was brought to t r i a l over this 

episode and accused of acting contrary to the s i b y l l i n e books, 

a good case could not be made against him. Even though the 

books were re-read i n hopes of finding a suitable punishment, 

nothing was found; and i t was f i n a l l y decided that a d i f f e r e n t 
3 3 1 

time and d i f f e r e n t king were meant by the s i b y l . 

The next mention of a s i b y l l i n e oracle f a l l s i n the year 

M+, at a time shortly before the death of Caesar. That general 

had reached the zenith of h i s career, and while h i s powers were 

comfortably consolidated i n his o f f i c e of d i c t a t o r , i t was 

unclear to most people, perhaps even to Caesar himself, the 

heights to which h i s authority i n the state could go. T h i s 

was e s p e c i a l l y true of the kingship, an o f f i c e abhorrent to 

the Roman people, but nevertheless? on the minds of many at 

th i s time. In spite of Caesar's outright r e j e c t i o n of the 
t i t l e , we cannot be sure that he was not aspiring to t h i s 

332 
o f f i c e . The f a c t that he rejected the t i t l e on one occa;— 

sion may have been but a postponement, and as such a means of 

ex c i t i n g the people who favored i t , and leading them to demand 

ever more i n s i s t e n t l y . I t i s l i k e l y that this matter w i l l 
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always remain i n doubt. Caesar's astute p o l i t i c s and his 

untimely assassination make a decision very d i f f i c u l t . How­

ever, the s i b y l l i n e oracle mentioned before h i s death alluded 

to the kingship, and i f nothing else i t proved that such 

thoughts were i n the minds of some people, some f a c t i o n . 

This oracle was d i r e c t l y associated with Caesar's plans 

for an extensive campaign against the Dacians and P a r t h i a n s . 3 3 

Parthia had been threatening the eastern bounds of the empire; 

and i n addition to achieving some security on that f r o n t i e r , 

Caesar's thoughts were also turned towards the revenge of 

Crassus, who had been defeated and murdered at Carrhae i n 53 • 

The oracle which came into c i r c u l a t i o n during the pre:-

parations for this campaign i s best described by Suetonius: 

Quin etiam v a r i a fama percrebruit...proximo senatu 
Lucium Cottam quindecimvirum sententiam dicturum, 
ut, quoniam fataMbus-: l i b r i s contineretur, Parthos 
n i s i a rege non posse v i n c i , Caesar rex appellaretur. 
Quae causa coniuratis maturandi f u i t destinatai 
negotia, ne a s s e n t i r i necesse esset. 33*4-

Apart from t h i s b l a t a n t l y obvious reference to Caesar and the 

Parthian campaign, a l l sources mentioning this oracle imply 

that i t was neither genuine, nor associated with an authentic 
335 

consultation of the books. I t was born of a rumour, spread 

by an unknown party. The mention of the quindecimvir Lucius 

Cotta, who was to bring up the question of t h i s oracle i n 

the next meeting of the senate, does not r e a l l y shed any l i g h t 

on the problem. Though we know that this man was an associate 

of Caesar's and thus would probably have acted on his behalf, 

h i s connection with t h i s oracle may have been invented as was 
336 

the oracle i t s e l f , and to that extent intended. J Thus we 
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cannot l o g i c a l l y claim that t h i s man was responsible f o r 

the oracle, or regard the mention of h i s name as a key to 

i t s correct interpretation. 

I t i s , i n f a c t , nearly impossible to unravel the mystery 

of t h i s oracle's o r i g i n . As i s the case with a l l other 

events of ¥f that pertained to Caesar's kingship, there are 

two contradictory interpretations. F i r s t l y , i t could have 

been invented by Caesar himself, or h i s supporters, i n an e f ­

f o r t to convince people and government alike that h i s author­

i t y should be elevated to the highest position possible, 

that of the kingship*? 3^ This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n would hold that 

Lucius Cotta was an active member i n such a campaign, a res­

pected quindec&tnvir creating an oracle, implying that i t or­

iginated with the s i b y l l i n e books, and intending to bring i t 

up i n the senate for discussion. Thus this oracle was part 

of an astute manoeuvre of Caesar. Though wishing to a t t a i n 

the t i t l e rex, he planned to achieve this i n d i r e c t l y by im-

•p l y i n g , by various means, such as t h i s oracle, to the people 

that he should be made a king. At the same time he refused 

the t i t l e , a l b e i t without much conviction, so as to excite them 

to ever more i n s i s t e n t demands. 

The second interpretation, which i s perhaps s l i g h t l y 

more convincing, holds that t h i s oracle was contrived by 

Caesar's enemies. This would include the senate i n general 
33 9 

and the conspirators i n p a r t i c u l a r . J - > 7 By creating the ru­

mour that Caesar intended to become, or should become, a king, 

they thus gained a v a l i d pretext for his assassination. In 
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t h i s l i g h t the mention of Lucius Cbtta may be interpreted as 

an e f f o r t by those opposed to Caesar to imply that not only 

Caesar himself, but h i s various supporters were a s s i s t i n g 

him i n h i s quest for the kingship. I f t h i s oracle was thus 

part of a" campaign to secure Caesar's downfall, those behind 

i t achieved an unqualified success. Because of t h i s success, 

one i s i n c l i n e d , perhaps, to prefer the second interpretation. 

Our only ce r t a i n t y regarding this a f f a i r i s the falseness 

of the oracle i t s e l f , and the f a c t that i t gained a f a i r amount 

of attention. I t i s also clear that t h i s rumour, regardless 

of i t s o r i g i n , a c t u a l l y hastened the plot for Caesar's as-
3*fl 

s a s s i n a t i o n . J 

The s i b y l l i n e books are not mentioned again i n a s i g ; ~ 

n i f i c a n t context u n t i l Augustus' famous celebration, assisted 

by Agrippa, of the Ludi Saeculares i n 17 B. C.^2 This celeb­

r a t i o n was cl o s e l y connected with Augustan attempts to revive 

t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s values; and t h i s r e l i g i o u s campaign was, 

of course, an i n t e g r a l part of Augustus' reconstruction; of 

the Roman state. Apart from t h i s r e v i v a l of the Ludi Saecular­

es i n 17, -^ugustan r e l i g i o u s r e v i v a l was epitomized also by 

a new e d i t i o n of the s i b y l l i n e books, which w i l l be consider­

ed shortly. Both events are of great importance i n any study 

of Augustan r e l i g i o u s reforms; they are even more s i g n i f i c a n t 

to us because of their d i r e c t association with the s i b y l l i n e 

books. 

Augustus had several reasons f o r holding the secular 

games at t h i s time. In the f i r s t place, games which should 
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have been held c. 49 had been postponed i n d e f i n i t e l y because 

of the c i v i l wars. Thus a celebration was .long overdue, and 

Augustus n a t u r a l l y took t h i s opportunity, as part of h i s r e ­

l i g i o u s restoration, to pay obeisance to a r e l i g i o u s t r a d i t i o n 

of long standing. However, the t r a d i t i o n of holding these 

games every century coincided i l l with h i s plans to hold games' 

i n 17, and we note with amusement the e f f o r t s of the celebrated 

j u r i s t Ateius Capito, chief planner of t h i s celebration, to 

e s t a b l i s h a new system of dating that would j u s t i f y a celeb.--

ration at t h i s time . 3 k 3 Apparently he was forced to abandon 

the t r a d i t i o n a l saeculum of 100 years and adopt a new one 

of 110 years i n accordance with the Pythagorean doctrine of 

The second purpose of Augustus i n holding these games 

was also connected with the Pythagorean ^bi.X,cy^-£^^U. • 

This doctrine of r e b i r t h a f t e r four saecula had an obvious 

appeal, since he wished to associate h i s rule with a r e b i r t h 

of the Roman state. Celebration of these games thus became 

synonymous with regeneration, the end of an older age and 

the b i r t h of a new golden age*. The Parthians had been 

brought under Roman control; the c i v i l wars were over; Aug­

ustus' principate was f i r m l y established and generally accept­

ed. 

A. t h i r d purpose i s discernible i f these games are seen 

i n the l i g h t of an atonement for Rome's recent p o l i t i c a l past. 

They were part of an e f f o r t to restore the pax deorum disturb­

ed by the c i v i l wars and Caesar's death. The f a c t that Augustas 
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himself made some of the vows and prayers must have been i n ­

tended to s i g n i f y that he was atoning f o r the old age, and 

thus personally responsible f o r the beginning of the new one. 

In connection with t h i s e f f o r t to mark the beginning 

of a new age, some attention should be paid to the gods wor-
34-6 

shipped at these games. Rather than the chthonic d e i t i e s 

Die and Proserpina, who were t r a d i t i o n a l l y associated with the 

secular games, we f i n d that s a c r i f i c e s were made to Apollo, 

Diana, Juno, Jupiter, the Parcae, the I l i t h y a e , and Mother 

Earth. Only the place and time of celebration remained as 

i n the past. This change i s s i g n i f i c a n t , f o r the gods worshipp­

ed seem to have been chosen for t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l significance. 

For example, Augustus emphasized b i r t h and f e r t i l i t y i n h i s 

choice of the Parcae, Ilit h y a e , and Mother Earth. The choice 

of Apollo i s also important. This god, whose important r e l a - -

tLonship to A U g U s t u s as h i s tutelary deity w i l l be considered 

shortly, was undoubtedly chosen because he was god of peace-
34-7 

f u l arts, prosperity, balance, and order.-" 

In accordance with t r a d i t i o n , the s i b y l l i n e books re<-

commended the celebration of these games. The s p e c i f i c occasion 

fo r consultation seems to have been a reappearance of Caesar's 

comet i n 17 that was thought to indicate the end of one saeculum 
34-8 

and the beginning of another. There i s no doubt that Aug­

ustus controlled,the s i b y l l i n e college at this time, or that 
34-9 

he wasr< i n d i r e c t l y responsible for this recommendation. 

The oracle made public-and containing relevant instructions 
c l e a r l y represented h i s wishes both as to the time and the 
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nature of the celebration. T-hus i t s invention by the quin-

decimviri at the command of Augustus cannot r e a l l y be disputed. 

Augustus' r e v i s i o n of the s i b y l l i n e books i n 12 B. C. 

i s the l a s t matter requiring discussion here. This f i n a l 

death-blow to the t r a d i t i o n provides a suitable terminating 

point for t h i s study, since the subsequent h i s t o r y of the books 

down to t h e i r destruction by S t i l i c h o i s n e g l i g i b l e . 

Previously, i n 18 B. C , Augustus had the quindecimviri 

make a new copy of the books because they had become i n d i s t i n c t 
350 

through the lapse of time. We cannot be c e r t a i n of the 

extent of t h i s e a r l i e r r e v i s i o n , though i t was l i k e l y that 

Augustus took t h i s opportunity to prepare the books for t h e i r 

recommendation of the secular games i n the following year. 

With the death of Lepidus i n 12 B. C , Augustus him­

s e l f assumed the o f f i c e of Pontifex Maximus. Suetonius t e l l s 

us that he had not been able to bring himself to divest h i s 
35' 

former colleague of t h i s o f f i c e , even though he was an e x i l e . 

However, his death l e f t the o f f i c e vacant and Augustus' a c c e p ­

tance of i t was i n e v i t a b l e . Shortly a f t e r taking on these 

duties he undertook a complete r e v i s i o n of the s i b y l l i n e books, 

and brought out what may j u s t i f i a b l y be c a l l e d t h e i r t h i r d 

"edition"'. 

Apart from Augustus 1 wish to reword the oracles:in a c c o r ­

dance with h i s plans for p o l i t i c a l and r e l i g i o u s reconstruction, 
we should also mention that he might have been d i s s a t i s f i e d , 

352 
f o r p o l i t i c a l reasons, with the restoration of 76. He found 

a convenient pretext for t h i s r e v i s i o n i n the great number of 
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f a l s e oracles i n c i r c u l a t i o n p r i o r to 12 B. C ; the c o l l e c t i o n 

and appraisal of these provided him with the opportunity of 

re-writing the s i b y l l i n e books themselves: 

...quidquid fatidicorum librorum Graeci Latinique 
generis n u l l i s v e l parum idoneis auctoribus vulgo 
ferebatur, supra duo m i l i a contracta undique cremavit 
ac solos r e t i n u i t S i b y l l i n o s , hos quoque d i l e c t u habito; 
condiditque duobus f o r u l i s auratis sub P a l a t i n i A p o l l -
i n i s basi, 353 

I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t that Augustus chose to i n s t a l l t h i s 

new c o l l e c t i o n i n the Palatine temple of Apollo, which neigh­

bored h i s palace, rather than i n the tei&ple of Jupiter on the 

Ca p i t o l . We have already mentioned the emphasis placed on 

Apollo i n the Ludi Saeculares: i n t h i s action one can see 

an even more outright i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of Augustus 1 p o l i c i e s 
355 

wfflithat deity. 

Why did Augustus wish to associate himself, and there­

fore h i s p o l i c i e s , with Apollo? F i r s t l y , Apollo was his tute­

l a r y deity, since h i s adopted ancestors, the J u l i i , were also 

associated with t h i s god. Secondly, because a temple of 

Apollo had overlooked the sight of h i s v i c t o r y at Actium, 

Augustus claimed .tha-t. t h i s god had assisted him i n the b a t t l e . 

Thirdly, Augustus wished to secure special i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 

with Apollo because that god best t y p i f i e d the desired a t t r i ­

butes of h i s reconstruction of the state: c i v i l i z a t i o n , peace, 

balance, and a r t i s t i c creation. 

This removal of the s i b y l l i n e books to a temple of Apollo 

thus has great s i g n i f i c a n c e . Jupiter was no longer a suitable 

guardian, since t h i s god was protector of the entire Roman 

state, and thus could not provide the personal i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 
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support, and since he was conveniently the god of prophecy, 

the books could be deposited i n h i s shrine without affront 

to t r a d i t i o n : 

....Le chef nouveau de^la r e l i g i o n romaine f a i s a i t 
montre de sa science theologique en accusant l e l i e n 
qui u n i s s a i t l a S i b y l l e a Apollon. Le f i l s et l'her-
itier du d i v i n Jules payait une dette de famille en 
abritant sous son patronage immediate l 1 o r a c l e , a r t ­
isan de l a le'gende qui avait consacre: l a grandeur 
de sa maisori. E n f i n l'empereur, en i n s t a l l a n t 
dans, sa demeure meme, c'est-a-dire. dans l e temple qui 
en e t a i t une annexe, l e r e c u e i l depositoire des 
destinies de Rome, proclamait hautemerjt que desormais 
^elles etaient identiques a ses destinees propres et 
*a c e l l e s de sa dynastie. 356 

This astute manoeuvre, the r e v i s i o n of the s i b y l l i n e 

books, led to the i r complete subordination i n the vast 

complex of Augustan reconstruction. The process was one of 

absorption rather than destruction; though t h i s r e v i s i o n of 

the hooks was i n fact a f i n a l death blow to a l o n g - a i l i n g 

t r a d i t i o n , we can s t i l l admire the way i n which they were 

subtly interwoven i n the f a b r i c of new Augustan r e l i g i o n . 

What was i n fact their end was enshrouded by the atmosphere 

of re s p e c t f u l restoration and grandiose ceremony that char­

acterized much of Augustan reconstruction; and i t was, to 

that extent, the less obvious. 

Nothing i s known about the precise nature, or extent, of 

t h i s r e v i s i o n . I f we wish to judge t h i s i n the l i g h t of the 

books' subsequent history, the only conclusion tenable i s that 

they were reduced to a state of complete uselessness and i n ­

effectiveness. I t i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the s i b y l l i n e books 

that we should know so l i t t l e about their second revision; 
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much about them—their exact o r i g i n , t h e i r mode of consultation, 

their f i r s t r e v i s i o n — h a s also remained i n obscurity. But 

neither t h e i r importance, nor our fascination, i s lessened 

on that account. 
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Carmen Saeculare of Horace, a sapphic hymn written for the 
event, to be sung by twenty-seven boys and an equal number 
of maidens. 

347. Horace, Car. Saec. 1, 62; CIL VI, 32323, 141 f. 
348. For a discussion of these comets, see A. Grenier, 

The Roman Spirit, (London, 1926), P. 315 f. 
349. Fames of quindec&mviri at this time are listed in 

CIL. VI, 32323, ed. Dessau, oj*. £ i £ . , 150. 
350. Dio, LIV, 17 
351. Suet., Ajig., 31 
352. A. A. Boyce, TAPA, 1938, P. 187 
353. Suet., Aug., 31; see also Tac, Ann., VI, 12 
354. The Palatine temple of Apollo had been started 

by Augustus in 36, after a lightning bolt struck the spot; 
i t was subsequently dedicated in 28. Veil. Pat. II, 8l 

355. C. G. Starr, Civilization an£ i h e Caesarg, (New 
York, 1954), P. 58; H. T:. Howell, Rome i& J&e, Augustan &ge., 
(University of Oklahoma, 1962), P. 188 f. 

356. Gr. Bloch in Daremberg-Saglio. "duumviri s. f. "; 
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