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THE SILLIMAN FOUNDATION 

In the year 1883 a legacy of eighty thousand dollars 
was left to the President and Fellows of Yale College in 
the city of New Haven, to be held in trust, as a gift from 
her children, in memory of their beloved and honored 
mother, Mrs. Hepsa Ely Silliman. 

On this foundation Yale College was requested and 
directed to establish an annual course of lectures de-
signed to illustrate the presence and providence, the wis-
dom and goodness of God, as manifested in the natural 
and moral world. These were to be designated as the Mrs. 
Hepsa Ely Silliman Memorial Lectures. It was the belief 
of the testator that any orderly presentation of the facts 
of nature or history contributed to the end of this foun-
dation more effectively than any attempt to emphasize 
the elements of doctrine or of creed; and he therefore 
provided that lectures on dogmatic or polemical theology 
should be excluded from the scope of this foundation, and 
that the subjects should be selected, rather, from the 
domains of natural science and history, giving special 
prominence to astronomy, chemistry, geology, and 
anatomy. 

It was further directed that each annual course should 
be made the basis of a volume to form part of a series 
constituting a memorial to Mrs. Silliman. The memorial 
fund came into the possession of the Corporation of Yale 
University in the year 1901; and the present volume con-
stitutes the sixteenth of the series of memorial lectures. 





PREFACE 

in of the President of Yale Univer-

the committee in charge of the Silli-
man Foundation, the lectures which are here presented 
to a wider public were delivered in New Haven during 
the month of March of the year 1921. It was the wish 
of the committee that I should speak upon some subject 
from the history of religion. I chose therefore as my 
theme a matter which had occupied my attention for 
many years, viz., the ideas current in Roman paganism 
concerning the lot of the soul after death. The argument 
has been treated more than once by distinguished scholars 
and notably—to mention only an English book—by Mrs. 
Arthur Strong in her recent work "Apotheosis and 
After Life," a study characterised by penetrating inter-
pretation, especially of archaeological monuments. But 
we do not yet possess for the Roman imperial epoch a 
counterpart to Rohde's classical volume, "Psyche," for 
the earlier Greek period, that is, a work in which the 
whole evolution of Roman belief and speculation regard-
ing a future life is set forth. These lectures cannot claim 
to fill this gap. They may however be looked upon as a 
sketch of the desired investigation, in which, though 
without the detailed citation of supporting evidence, an 
attempt at least has been made to trace the broad outlines 
of the subject in all its magnitude. 

The lectures are printed in the form in which they 
were delivered. The necessity of making each one intel-
ligible to an audience which was not always the same, has 
made inevitable some repetitions. Cross references have 
been added, where the same topics are treated in different 

Professor Russell H. Chittenden, 
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connections. However, in a book intended primarily for 
the general reader, the scholarly apparatus has been 
reduced to a minimum and as a rule indicates only the 
source of passages Quoted in the text. 

My acknowledgment is due to Miss Helen Douglas 
Irvine, who with skill and intelligent understanding of the 
subject translated into English the French text of these 
lectures. I wish also to express my gratitude to my 
friends, Professor George Lincoln Hendrickson, who took 
upon himself the tedious task of reading the manuscript 
and the proofs of this book and to whom I am indebted 
for many valuable suggestions both in matter and in 
form, and Professor Grant Showerman, who obligingly 
consented to revise the last chapters before they were 
printed. 

Rome, September, 1922. 
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HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION 

TH E idea of death has perhaps never been more present to 
humanity than during the years through which we have 
just passed. I t has been the daily companion of millions 

of men engaged in a murderous conflict; it has haunted the even 
larger number who have trembled for the lives of their nearest and 
dearest; it is still constantly in the thoughts of the many who 
nurse regret for those they loved. And doubtless also, the faith 
or the hope has never more imposed itself, even on the unbeliev-
ing, that these countless multitudes, filled with moral force and 
generous passion, who have entered eternity, have not wholly 
perished, that the ardour which animated them was not extin-
guished when their limbs grew cold, that the spirit which im-
pelled them to self-sacrifice was not dissipated with the atoms 
which formed their bodies. 

These feelings were known to the ancients also, who gave to this 
very conviction the form suggested by their religion. Pericles1 

in his funeral eulogy of the warriors who fell at the siege of 
Samos declared that they who die for their country become like 
the immortal gods, and that, invisible like them, they still scatter 
their benefits on us. The ideas on immortality held in antiquity 
are often thus at once f a r from and near to our own—near be-
cause they correspond to aspirations which are not antique or 
modern, but human, far because' the Olympians now have fallen 
into the deep gulf where lie dethroned deities. These ideas become 
more and more like the conceptions familiar to us as gradually 
their time grows later, and those generally admitted at the end of 
paganism are analogous to the doctrines accepted throughout 
the Middle Ages. 

I flatter myself, therefore, that when I speak to you of the 
beliefs in a fu ture life held in Roman times I have chosen a 
subject which is not very remote from us nor such as has no 
relation to our present thought or is capable of interesting only 
the learned, 

i Plut., Pericl, 8. 
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We can here trace only the outlines of this vast subject. I am 
aware that it is always imprudent to hazard moral generalisa-
tions : they are always wrong somewhere. Above all, it is perilous 
to attempt to determine with a few words the infinite variety 
of individual creeds, for nothing escapes historical observation 
more easily than the intimate convictions of men, which they 
often hide even from those near them. In periods of scepticism 
pious souls cling to old beliefs; the conservative crowd remains 
faithful to ancestral traditions. When religion is resuming its 
empire, rationalistic minds resist the contagion of faith. I t is 
especially difficult to ascertain up to what point ideas adopted 
by intellectual circles succeeded in penetrating the deep masses 
of the people. The epitaphs which have been preserved give us 
too scanty and too sparse evidence in this particular. Besides, in 
paganism a dogma does not necessarily exclude its opposite 
dogma: the two sometimes persist side by side in one mind as 
different possibilities, each of which is authorised by a respect-
able tradition. You will therefore make the necessary reserva-
tions to such of my statements as are too absolute. I shall be able 
to point out here only the great spiritual currents which succes-
sively brought to Rome new ideas as to the Beyond, and to 
sketch the evolution undergone by the doctrines as to the lot and 
the abode of souls. You will not expect me to be precise as to the 
number of the partisans of each of these doctrines in the various 
periods. 

At least we can distinguish the principal phases of the reli-
gious movement which caused imperial society to pass from 
incredulity to certain forms of belief in immortality, forms at 
first somewhat crude but afterwards loftier, and we can see 
where this movement led. The change was a capital one and 
transformed for the ancients the whole conception of life. The 
axis about which morality revolved had to be shifted when ethics 
no longer sought, as in earlier Greek philosophy, to realise the 
sovereign good on this earth but looked for it after death. Thence-
forth the activity of man aimed less at tangible realities, ensuring 
well-being to the family or the city or the state, and more at 
attaining to the fulfilment of ideal hopes in a supernatural world. 
Our sojourn here below was conceived as a preparation for 
another existence, as a transitory trial which was to result in 
infinite felicity or suffering. Thus the table of ethical values was 
turned upside down. 

"All our actions and all cur thoughts," says Pascal, "must 
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follow so different a course if there are eternal possessions for 
which we may hope than if there are not, that it is impossible 
to take any directed and well-judged step except by regulating 
it in view of this point which ought to be our ultimate goal."2 

We will attempt first to sketch in a general introduction the 
historical transformation which belief in the future life under-
went between the Republican period and the fall of paganism. 
Then, in three lectures, we will examine more closely the various 
conceptions of the abode of the dead held under the Roman Em-
pire, study in three others the conditions or the means which 
enable men to attain to immortality and in the last two set forth 
the lot of souls in the Beyond. 

* * * * * 

The cinerary vases of the prehistoric period are often modelled 
in the shape of huts: throughout, funeral sculpture follows the 
tradition that the tomb should reproduce the dwelling, and until 
the end of antiquity it was designated, in the West as in the East, 
as the "eternal house" of him who rested in it. 

Thus a conception of the tomb which goes back to the remotest 
ages and persists through the centuries regards it as "the last 
dwelling" of those who have left us; and this expression has not 
yet gone out of use. It was believed that a dead man continued 
to live, in the narrow space granted him, a life which was grop-
ing, obscure, precarious, yet like that he led on earth. Subject to 
the same needs, obliged to eat and to drink, he expected those 
who had been nearest to him to appease his hunger and thirst. 
The utensils he had used, the things he had cared for, were often 
deposited beside him so that he might pursue the occupations and 
enjoy the amusements which he had forsaken in the world. If he 
were satisfied he would stay quietly in the furnished house pro-
vided for him and would not seek to avenge himself on those 
whose neglect had caused him suffering. Funeral rites were origi-
nally inspired rather by fear than by love. They were precautions 
taken against the spirit of the dead rather than pious care 
bestowed in their interest.8 

For the dead were powerful; their action was still felt; they 
were not immured in the tomb or confined beneath the ground. 
Men saw them reappear in dreams, wearing their former aspect. 
They were descried during shadowy vigils; their voices were 

2 Pensees, III, 194 (t. II, p. 103, ed. Brunschvigg). 
s See Lecture I, "Life in the Tomb." 
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heard and their movements noted. Imagination conceived them 
such as they had once been; recollection of them filled the 
memory and to think of such apparitions as idle or unreal seemed 
impossible. The dead subsisted, then, as nebulous, impalpable 
beings, perceived by the senses only exceptionally. Here the belief 
that their remains had not quite lost all feeling mingled with 
the equally primitive and universal belief that the soul is a 
breath, exhaled with the last sigh. The vaporous shade, sometimes 
a dangerous but sometimes a succouring power, wandered by 
night in the atmosphere and haunted the places which the living 
man had been used to frequent. Except for some sceptical reason-
ers, all antiquity admitted the reality of these phantoms. Cen-
tury-old beliefs, maintained by traditional rites, thus persisted, 
more or less definitely, in the popular mind, even after new 
forms of the future life were imagined. Many vestiges of these 
beliefs have survived until today. 

The first transformation undergone by the primitive concep-
tion was to entertain the opinion that the dead who are deposited 
in the ground gather together in a great cavity inside the bowels 
of the earth.4 This belief in the nether world is found among most 
of the peoples of the Mediterranean basin: the Sheol of the He-
brews differs little from the Homeric Hades and the Italic Inferi. 

It has been conjectured that the substitution of incineration 
for inhumation contributed to spreading this new manner of 
conceiving life beyond the tomb: the shade could not remain 
attached to a handful of ashes enclosed in a puny urn. It went, 
then, to join its fellows who had gone down into the dark dwell-
ing where reigned the gods of a subterranean kingdom. But as 
ghosts could leave their graves in order to trouble or to help 
men, so the swarms of the infernal spirits rose to the upper world 
through the natural openings of the earth, or through ditches dug 
for the purpose of maintaining communication with them and 
conciliating them with offerings. 

The Romans do not seem to have imagined survival in the 
infernal regions very differently from the survival of the vague 
monotonous shades in their tombs. Their Manes or Lemures had 
no marked personality or clearly characterised individual fea-
tures. The Inferi were not, as in Greece, a stage for the enactment 
of a tragic drama; their inhabitants had no original life, and in 
the lot dealt to them no idea of retribution can be discerned. 

* See Lecture II, "The Nether World." 
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In this matter it was the Hellenes who imposed their conceptions 
of Hades on the Italic peoples and gave them those half mythical 
and half theological beliefs which Orphism had introduced in 
their own religion. Hellenic influence was felt directly through 
the colonies of Greater Greece, indirectly through the Etruscans, 
whose funeral sculpture shows us that they had adopted all the 
familiar figures of the Greek Hades—Charon, Cerberus, the 
Furies, Hermes Psychopompos and the others.6 

From the time when Latin literature had its beginnings and 
the Latin theatre was born, we find writers taking pleasure in 
reproducing the Hellenic fables of Tartarus and the Elysian 
Fields; and Plautus0 can already make one of his characters say 
that he has seen "many paintings representing the pains of 
Acheron." This infernal mythology became an inexhaustible 
theme which gave matter to poetry and art until the end of 
antiquity and beyond it. We shall see, in later lectures, how the 
religious traditions of the Greeks were subjected to various 
transformations and interpretations. 

# # # * • 

But Greece did not introduce poetic beliefs only into Rome: 
she also caused her philosophy to be adopted there from the 
second century onwards, and this philosophy tended to be de-
structive both of those beliefs and of the old native faith in the 
Manes and in the Orcus. Polybius,7 when speaking appreciatively 
of the religion of the Romans, praises them for having inculcated 
in the people a faith in numerous superstitious practices and 
tragic fictions. He considers this to be an excellent way of keep-
ing them to their duty by the fear of infernal punishment. 
Hence we gather that if the historian thought it well for the 
people to believe in these inventions, then, in his opinion, en-
lightened persons, like his friends the Scipios, could see in them 
nothing but the stratagems of a prudent policy. But the scepti-
cism of a narrow circle of aristocrats could not be confined to it 
for long when Greek ideas were more widely propagated. 

Greek philosophy made an early attack on the ideas held as to 
a future life. Even Democritus, the forerunner of Epicurus, 
spoke of "some people who ignore the dissolution of our mortal 
nature and, aware of the perversity of their life, pass their time 

s See Lecture II , p. 73. 
« Plautus, Capt., V, 4, 1. 
i Polyb., VI, 56, ]2. 



6 AFTER LIFE IN ROMAN PAGANISM 

in unrest and in fear and forge for themselves deceitful fables 
as to the time when follows their end."8 It is true that in the 
fourth century Plato's idealism had supplied, if not a strict 
proof of immortality, yet reasons for it sufficient to procure its 
acceptance by such as desired to be convinced. But in the Alex-
andrian age, which was the surpassingly scientific period of 
Greek thought, there was a tendency to remove all metaphysical 
and mythical conceptions of the soul's destiny from the field of 
contemplation. This was the period in which the Academy, 
Plato's own school, unfaithful to its founder's doctrines, was 
led by men who, like Carneades, raised scepticism to a system and 
stated that man can reach no certainty. We know that when 
Carneades was sent to Rome as ambassador in 156 B. C. he made 
a great impression by maintaining that justice is a matter of 
convention, and that he was consequently banished by the senate 
as a danger to the state. But we need only read Cicero's works 
to learn what a lasting influence his powerfully destructive 
dialectics had. 

The dogmatism of other sects was at this time hardly at all 
more favourable to the traditional beliefs in another life. 

Aristotle had thought that human reason alone persisted, and 
that the emotional and nutritive soul was destroyed with the 
body, but he left no personality to this pure intelligence, de-
prived of all sensibility. He definitely denied that the "blessed" 
could be happy. "With him begins a long period during which 
Greek philosophy nearly ceased to speculate on destiny beyond 
the grave. It was repugnant to Peripatetic philosophy to concern 
itself with the existence of a soul which could be neither con-
ceived nor defined by reason. Some of Aristotle's immediate 
disciples, like Aristoxenus and Dicaearchus, or Straton of Lamp-
sacus, the pupil of Theophrastus, agreed in denying immortality 
altogether; and later, in the time of the Severi, Alexander of 
Aphrodisias, the great commentator of The Stagirite, undertook 
to prove that the entire soul, that is the higher and the lower 
soul, had need of the body in order to be active and perished 
with it, and that such was the veritable thought of the master. 
But profoundly as Peripateticism affected Greek thought, 
directly and indirectly, in practically discarding the future life, 
this was not the philosophy which dominated minds towards the 
end of the Roman Republic. Other schools then had a much wider 

8 Diels, Fragm. Vorsolcratilcers, II, p. 121, fr. 297. 
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influence and made this influence felt much more deeply on 
eschatological beliefs. These schools were Epicureanism and 
Stoicism. 

Epicurus took up again the doctrine of Democritus, and 
taught that the soul, which was composed of atoms, was disinte-
grated at the moment of death, when it was no longer held 
together by its fleshly wrapping, and that its transitory unity was 
then destroyed for ever. The vital breath, after being expelled, 
was, he said, buffeted by the winds and dissolved in the air like 
mist or smoke, even before the body was decomposed. This was 
so ancient a conception that Homer had made use of a like com-
parison, and the idea that the violence of the wind can act on 
souls as a destructive force was familiar to Athenian children 
in Plato's time.® But if the soul thus resolves itself, after death, 
into its elementary principles, how can phantoms come to 
frighten us in the watches of the night or beloved beings visit 
us in our dreams? These simulacra (ciSwXa) are for Epicurus no 
more than emanations of particles of an extreme tenuity, con-
stantly issuing from bodies and keeping for some time their form 
and appearance. They act on our senses as do colour and scent 
and awake in us the image of a vanished being. 

Thus we are vowed to annihilation, but this lot is not one to 
be dreaded. Death, which is held to be the most horrible of ills, 
is in reality nothing of the sort, since the destruction of our 
organism abolishes all its sensibility. The time when we no 
longer exist is no more painful for us than that when we had 
not yet our being. As Plato deduced the persistence of the soul 
after death from its supposed previous existence, so Epicurus 
drew an opposite conclusion from our ignorance of our earlier 
life; and, according to him, the conviction that we perish wholly 
can alone ensure our tranquillity of spirit by delivering us 
from the fear of eternal torment. 

There is no one of the master's doctrines on which his disciples 
insist with more complacent assurance. They praise him for hav-
ing freed men from the terrors of the Beyond; they thank him 
for having taught them not to fear death; his philosophy appears 
to them as a liberator of souls. Lucretius in his third book, of 
which eighteenth-century philosophers delighted to celebrate the 
merits, claims, with a sort of exaltation, to drive from men's 

»Homer, II, 100; Plato, Phaed., 77 D; cf. Rohde, Psyche, II*, p. 264, 
ii. 2. 
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hearts " tha t dread of Acheron which troubles human life to its 
inmost depths."10 The sage sees all the cruel fictions, with which 
fable had peopled the kingdom of terrors, scattered abroad, and, 
when he has rid himself of the dismay which haunts the common 
man, which casts a mournful veil over things and leaves no joy 
unmixed, he finds a blessed calm, the perfect quietude or 
"ataraxia." 

This doctrine, which Lucretius preached with the enthusiasm 
of a neophyte won to the true faith, had a profound reaction in 
Rome. Its adepts in Cicero's circle were numerous, including 
Cassius, the murderer of Caesar. Sallust goes so far as to make 
Caesar himself affirm, in full senate, that death, the rest from 
torment, dispels the ills which afflict mankind, that beyond it 
there is neither joy nor sorrow.11 Men of science, in particular, 
were attracted by these theories. In a celebrated passage Pliny 
the Naturalist, after categorically declaring that neither the soul 
nor the body has any more sensation after death than before the 
day of birth, ends with a vehement apostrophe: "Unhappy one, 
what folly is thine who in death renewest life! Where will crea-
tures ever find rest if souls in heaven, if shades in the infernal 
regions, still have feeling? Through this complacent credulity 
we lose death, the greatest boon which belongs to our nature, 
and the sufferings of our last hour are doubled by the fear of 
what will follow after. If it be indeed sweet to live, for whom 
can it be so to have lived? How much easier and more certain 
is the belief which each man can draw from his own experience, 
when he pictures his future tranquillity on the pattern of that 
which preceded his birth!"12 

Even Seneca in one of his tragedies, an early work, makes the 
chorus of Trojan women declaim a long profession of faith which 
is the purest Epicureanism.13 

The invasion of the Roman world by the Oriental mysteries 
and superstitions in the second century caused the unbelievers to 
exalt Epicurus yet higher. The satirist Lucian, using almost the 
same expressions as Lucretius, proclaims the truly sacred and 

10 III, 38: 
" E t metus ille foras praeceps Acheruntis agendus 

Funditus humanam qui vitam turbat ab imo.'' 

11 Sail., Cat., 51, 20. 
12 Pliny, H. N., VII, 55, $ 190. 
is Seneca, Troades, 382 ss. 
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divine character of him who alone knew the good with the true, 
and who transmitted it to his disciples, to whom he gave moral 
liberty.14 Believers everywhere looked upon him as a terrible blas-
phemer. The prophet Alexander of Abonotichos enjoined all 
who would obtain divine graces to drive away with stones ' ' athe-
ists, Epicureans and Christians," and exclude them from his 
mysteries.15 He ordered by an oracle that the writings of him 
whom he called " the blind old man" should be burnt. When 
mysticism and Platonism triumphed in the Roman world, Epi-
cureanism ceased to exist. It had disappeared in the middle of 
the fourth century, yet Julian the Apostate thought it advisable 
to include the writings of Epicurus among the books which were 
forbidden to the priests of his revived paganism.16 

Thus during several centuries this philosophy had won a 
multitude of followers. The inscriptions bear eloquent wit-
ness to this fact. The most remarkable of them is a long text 
which was set out on the wall of a portico in the little town of 
Oenoanda in Lycia. A worthy citizen, Diogenes by name, who 
seems to have lived under the Antonines, was a convinced par-
tisan of the doctrine of Epicurus; and feeling his end draw near, 
he wished to engrave an exposition thereof on marble for the 
present and future edification of his countrymen and of stran-
gers. He does not fail to evince his contempt for death, at which, 
he says, he has learnt to mock. " I do not let myself be frightened 
by the Tityi and the Tantali whom some represent in Hades; 
horror does not seize me when I think of the putrefaction of my 
body . . . when the links which bind our organism are loosened, 
nothing further touches us."17 These are ideas which we find 
reproduced everywhere, in various forms, for Epicureanism did 
not only win convinced partisans in the most cultivated circles, 
but also spread in the lowest strata of the population, as is 
proved by epitaphs expressing unbelief in an after life. Some do 
not go beyond a short profession of faith, "We are mortal; we 
are not immortal."18 One maxim is repeated so often that it is 
sometimes expressed only by initials, " I was not; I was; I am 
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