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Ⅰ. Introduction

1. The Purpose of the Paper

In ancient Rome, similar to other ancient cities, divination was a stately 

act. It was divided into several types, each of which the exclusive 

priesthood selected from the Roman officials was appointed to. The three 

main priesthood on divination were augur, haruspex, and decemviri, the 

college of Ten men, and the college later became the college of Fifteen, 

quindecemviri. This paper attempts to sort out the arguments on the 

profile and role of such priests on divination in an effort to present a 

new viewpoint on the Roman divination.

  * The paper was originally published in Japan; but was translated into English with 

modifications for the Journal of Classical Studies, Korea. Original publication is 

as follows: 小堀馨子 (2020)「古代ローマにおける卜占」一神教世界の中の

ユダヤ教 市川裕 先生献呈論文集, リトン社 , p.137-162.

 ** Teikyo University of Science.
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2. Research History

The research on Roman law and political history flourished after the 

Renaissance, but it has long been believed that the ancient Romans’ 

understanding of religion was far too irrational to be incompatible with 

their sense of utility and reasonableness. However, a new perspective was 

presented in the 1970s by John North and Mary Beard in UK, who had 

done a study to establish that the Romans’ religion was substantiated by 

rationality also on divination (Beard 1986; Beard, North and Price 1998, 

vol. 2, 166–182). Linderski argued the Romans’ legend on augury in 

the second century CE in his commentary on “Roman Questions” by 

Plutarch (Linderski 1995).

In 1999, a conference was held in Odense on the theme of the Roman 

divination, whereupon a miscellany was published (Wildfang and Isager 

1999). It was the first conference ever held on the theme of “On 

Divination in the Roman World and Omen.” Rasmussen revealed in her 

report that Cicero’s seemingly contradictory attitude on divination neither 

indicates his duplicity nor suggests his double standard between a 

politician and a philosopher. She further clarified that such was hardly 

contradictory if viewed in the context of his time (Rasmussen 1999).

Meanwhile, Pease’s memorable commentary (Pease 1920–23) is one 

of the most important when the history of research of Cicero’s “De 

divinatione” is dealt with from the viewpoint of philology. The Volume 

I of this dialogue deals with his brother Quintus discussing in the defence 

of divination. It has attracted many researchers as it shows a logical 

understanding of divination by the Stoic intellectuals of his day.

In recent years, several researchers have newly published commentaries 
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of this dialogue; however, they have only done on the Volume I (Schultz 

2014; Wardle 2006). In our opinion, in order to analyse the Roman 

behaviours on divination, it is more significant to examine the Volume 

II spoken by Marcus, a pretentious figure of Cicero himself, against his 

own brother. Further research on this particular topic will be discussed 

in another paper.

Lastly, particularly noteworthy is a great work (Santangelo 2013), 

recently published by Federico Santangelo with whom I had the pleasure 

of studying as a fellow student of John North. This is by far the best 

of studies on the Roman divination at present (2020). A paper in 

Japanese is the writer’s own, the second chapter of my PhD thesis 

submitted in 2013, which is yet to be published at the moment. 

Although it does not cover as wide range as the monograph by 

Santangelo, it is also a significant paper discussing the Romans’ rational 

attitude on divination.

Ⅱ. College of Pontifices

There were three categories of divination practiced in Rome (North 

1990, 51–55): (1) auspicium, or observation of birds by the augur, (2) 

ex caelo, or interpretation of indication by the Council of Fifteen, quindecem 

viri, based on the Sibylline Books (Latin: Libri Sibyllini) and (3) ex avibus 

or that with the liver of sheep by the haruspex. Up to the middle of 

the Republican era, a haruspex was invited from the neighbouring region 

of Etruria when it was needed; however, in the last century BCE and 

thereafter the children of noble families of Etruria, already under the rule 
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of Rome, were appointed Roman officials like augurs and the Council of 

Fifteen, quindecem viri, to attend to haruspices (Kobori 2013, 103).

As the materials on the augur is as abundant as those of the college 

of priests, a brief summary may be useful to clarify the distinction 

between the two. Both pontifices and augurs were first appointed in the 

regal period of ancient Rome and said to be numbered 3 each but no 

precise record is existent. In the middle Republican period, it numbered 

6 and in 300 BCE increased to 9 by the Lex Ogulnia. Further in 1 BCE, 

the days of Sulla, it numbered 15; in the late Republic under Caesar 16; 

and toward the early Imperial period under Augustus presumably up to 

19, respectively (Scheid 1998, 113–114; Kobori 2013, 65, 71). 

However, priests constituted the college of Pontifices with other 

professions and larger in number than augurs3).

The methods of selection of both professions changed so as to have 

4 out of 8 priests and 5 out of 9 augurs selected strictly from among 

the plebeians (Livy 10, 6–9). In 104 BCE, the addition of personnel 

was switched from the conventional mutual election among the priests 

to a popular election by the citizens themselves, which, with an 

interruption in between by Sulla, was later established formerly in 63 

BCE.

So, both underwent similar changes but the nature of their duties 

remained quite dissimilar (Kobori2013, 71–72). In summary, as regards 

the will of deities, fas, for the people to heed, the college of priests was 

incapable of communicating directly with deities, whereas the augur was 

 3) According to the study by Beard, 16 pontifices, one Rex Sacrorum, 15 flamens and 

6 Vestal Virgins comprised a team of 38 pontifices (Beard 1990, 20–25)
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capable as a professional of directly seeking the divine will. Further, the 

college of pontifices bore the function of transmitting all decisions made 

in the Senate on divine matters to the ordinary Roman people and 

therefore act more positively.

However, Cicero’s writings are so brilliantly portraying the function of 

both professions vividly that they show certain complex relations between 

the two, the augurs being subject to the Senate in each and every action 

while the college of pontifices itself being conventionally subordinate to 

the Senate (Kobori 2013, 72).

The Senate in ancient Rome was the highest decision-making 

organisation for both political and religious matters. Ancient Romans 

knew nothing of the post-modern concept of politico-religious separation; 

on the contrary, in ancient Rome matters relating to the deities were at 

once public matters.

Thus, divination was a vital divine matter and consequently a public 

matter. First of all, (1) the main party to perform divination was, like 

the afore-mentioned sacrificium, the head of a public organisation 

corresponding to respective circumstances, not a priest. The following 

college of pontifices on divination (2) was capable of replying for request 

at the request of the Senate but was not permitted to act on its own. 

Therefore, (3) the main party of performing divination was the Senate 

itself. Save the extreme exceptions in the regal period of ancient Rome4), 

the ultimate right of decision-making and practice rested with the Senate 

(Kobori 2013, 72–73).

 4) Livius described here an anecdote of augurs employed divine power to force the 

king to submit (Livy 1, 36)
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Ⅲ. Augur

In ancient Rome augury was conducted on three occasions, namely (1) 

prior to the opening of the Senate conference, (2) prior to the enactment 

of assembly elections and laws, (3) prior to the entry of the general or 

head over the sacred borderline (pomerium) into the city, and (4) prior to 

waging a war. Prior to each of such occasions, augury was conducted 

without fail. In other words, augury is man’s foremost action to seek 

gods’ sanction and divine will.

The effectiveness of augury was considered to be valid for one day only 

or for a period during which certain action commences and completes 

in between. That is to say, augury was executed each and every time 

the borderline is crossed over: once, for instance, on crossing over the 

borderlines, such as rampant or river, and, once again, upon crossing 

another several hours afterward (Scheid 2003, 112–116; Kobori 2013, 

73).

The method of augury had initially been observing the flight of birds 

of prey i.e. how many raptors flying in which direction, etc. but later, 

in the 3rd Century BCE, observing instead the feeding of fowls took its 

place, that is, whether or not the birds take feed: lucky omen if they 

do and ill omen if not. In the augural ceremony conducted by the 

magistrate, the augur is reported to whether or not the fowls have fed 

themselves; if the they fed themselves, the augur declares a lucky omen 

and the undertaking concerned having gained divine will and ready for 

execution. “Having gained divine will” merely means the deity has 

sanctioned the undertaking and does not necessarily mean that the 
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undertaking concerned is guaranteed success. Cicero criticised the switch 

in the method of observation from the flight of birds of prey to the 

feeding of domestic fowls as having afforded a room for deception. After 

the 3rd Century BCE, upon despatching troops outside Rome and 

sending expeditions in multiple directions to farther-out areas, observing 

the flight of wild birds was too time-consuming to be practical. Besides, 

having augurs accompany each and every expedition was likewise 

unrealistic. The magistrates and generals thus were presumed to have 

their assistants conveniently appointed to be augurs and had them only 

discuss the feeding of sacred domestic fowls in lieu of actual observation 

of their feeding (Kobori 2013, 73). Namely, they had just a formulaic 

dialogue uttered in the same style as done in the ritual without holding 

the actual observation.

On the method of authentic augury, Ab Urbe Condita (Books from the 

Founding of the City) by Livy has a precise description (Livy 1, 18, 6–

10) as adopted in the augural rites at the enthronement of Rome’s second 

king Numa. In the light of the fact that the book was written in the 

1st Century BCE at the end of the Republic, the book serves to imply 

the possibility that the description could have been a mere remark on 

the legend. It is possible, however, to thereby extract the peculiarity of 

the augur’s conduct, once the actions portrayed in the description 

concerned be subjected to rigid scrutiny.

When Numa was invited to Rome, he issued a decree ordering an 

augural ritual to seek the will of gods on himself just as Romulus had 

done to lead him to the throne (Livy 1, 18, 6). Livy consecutively 

describes the process of augury, which chronologically goes as follows:
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(1) Numa (…) was led by an augur to the citadel5), took his seat on a stone, 

and faced south;  

(2) On Numa’s right seated the augur with his veiled head6), holding in this 

right hand a curved staff without any knots called Lituus;

(3) Gazing the city of Rome and the country beyond, the augur uttered a 

prayer, marked with a line cutting the space of sky from east to west and 

declared “the southward space is ‘right’ and the northward ‘left’.”;

(4) He then fixed his vision on the ground as far as it could cover, measured 

the area, and bore it in mind;

(5) The augur transferred the staff to his left hand, placed his right-hand upon 

Numa's head, and prayed as follows;

(6) “Father Jupiter, were it thy will (fas) that this Numa Pompilius on whose 

head I hold be the king of Rome, do thy indicate sure signs within those 

limits I have thus marked.”;

(7) He then prayed numerous signum he would hope to be sent;

(8) The desired signum was sent; Numa now manifested to be king descended 

from the “templum”7).

A chain of rituals performed in these eight segments describes vividly 

 5) “Citadel” is originally “arx” and its noun form with the adjective case signifies 

a specific fortress upon the Hill of Capitolinus. Here, it means an elevated part 

in the center of the city where augury, etc. took place. As to the word “citadel”, 

refer to the translation by Kazukuni Suzuki (Suzuki 2007)

 6) Veiling the head at religious rituals is a costume of male citizens, including priests, 

engaged in festive ceremonies.

 7) The term “templum” is a Latin origin of the English term “temple” but, in this 

context, does not imply anything similar to such structures as we imagine today. 

Templum signifies a region specifically reserved for religious rituals and often 

suggests a certain area in space. Therefore, here is applied a translation 

corresponding the context of “divination”, “special region”, etc.
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the precise manners of augury. That the king is to be seated facing south 

(1), that the augur has his head veiled with a part of toga and holds 

a curved staff without any knots (2) , etc. are evident in the remains 

of numerous sculptures and reliefs. The process of giving prayers (5) and 

how formulated words are uttered seeking favourable signs (6)(7) 

characterises not only the augural ritual in ancient Rome but rituals in 

other regions in ancient days as well. However, the act of the augur 

cutting the heavenly space into several sectors (3) corresponds only to 

a manner peculiar to part of races, such as Temenos, in Greece (Kobori 

2013, 75). The segment (6) pertains to the words of an augur seeking 

the will of deities within the sector he cuts out of the heavenly space. 

This might appear alien to the Jewish-Christian contract with God but 

certainly is a language for communicating with gods. Further, the 

segment (7) concretely details matters in such signs as are recognisable 

by man. There is no room for superstitious language nor irrational logic 

and reflects an attitude characteristic of legal procedures taken in court 

where clear logic prevails. Such clarity in procedure characterises the very 

feature of the Roman augury.

Incidentally, Cicero classifies in his “On the Law (De legibus)”, in the 

latter part of Volume II, 20 (written after 51 BCE), the Roman priests 

into three categories i.e. college of pontifices, quindecem viri, and augurs8). 

The first category, the college of pontifices, is assigned to deal with 

rituals and sacrifice; the second, the Council of Fifteen or quindecem viri, 

is bound to handle to decipher messages approved by the Senate and the 

 8) Cicero omits the fourth of the ordinarily four major pontifices. Haruspex is not 

of Roman origin and therefore not counted in among the three pontifices.
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citizens out of ambiguous utterances of the prophet (fatidicus) and the 

medium (vates). The duty of the augurs, categorised third, involves the 

transmission of the will of the supreme god of the highest good, Jupiter 

- that is to say, observation of indication (signum) and the flight of birds 

(auspicium) and maintenance of such skill.

Cicero was himself appointed an augur in 5 BCE (Rüpke 2008) and 

as such he was well-accustomed to the duties of augurs and was capable 

of efficiently mirroring his own experience in the writing. In fact, he 

introduces it in detail in the subsequent De leg. II, 21 (Kobori 2013, 

82–83).

According to Cicero, the duties of the augur cover performing augury 

on the security of vineyards, seed-beds, and people; and conducting 

augury on those commencing wars and national affairs. Augurs must see 

to it that gods’ wrath be properly contained, the threats of thunders in 

the designated direction of the heavenly space be pacified, and sustaining 

cities, pastoral regions and such specific domains (templum) as duly 

reserved for performing augury, be constantly free of objects (liberata) and 

hindrances (effata). Whatever the augury defines to be illegal, impure, evil 

and ill-omened is regarded invalid and noxious, and whoever acts 

contrary thereto is subject to penalty by death, says Cicero (Kobori 2013, 

82–83).

Therefore, the duties of the augur are, so considered Cicero at least, 

assumed to extensively cover performance of augury, interpretation of 

signum, maintenance of cleanliness of the specific regions, and definition 

of illegality, validity, noxiousness, and ill omen. While the book is often 

a ground of controversy over the question of the identity of a Marcus 
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Tullius Cicero9), whereat stating the role of the priest in the ideal state, 

versus the real person Cicero, his statements on the particular point in 

question may not have to be biased by the duality of Cicero, though it 

is admittedly hasty to conclude that such descriptions on duties as 

outlined in the book are all correct10).

In other words, the utterance of Marcus is in essence a description of 

the image of an ideal augur as viewed by Cicero based on his own 

experience. The image pertains to what Cicero regarded as authentic as 

what should have been handed down over the ages11), barring such 

reality as the omission of minute rules and reform of rituals presumably 

practiced in the very end of the Republic following Julius Caesar’s 

crossing of the Rubicon into Rome in 49 BCE, after the downfall of the 

so-called First Triumvirate, when Cicero must have written this book.

Such attitude for writing can be substantiated by Cicero himself in his 

own words in De leg. II, 33. “It is evident that the augur’s learning 

(disciplina) and skill (ars) are lost due to the passing of time and man’s 

 9) The argument that this “Marcus” who puts forth his eloquence to his brother 

Quintus in this book and to his friend Atticus in the other work is in a sense 

an advocate of Cicero himself but can not be assumed to be a character stating 

the same standpoint, is central in the argument on the study of Cicero throughout 

the writings of the Dialogue.

10) Rawson’s argument is prudent and accurate (Rawson 1973, 346).

11) It is presumed certain that Cicero wrote “On the Law” after his assumption of 

the position of augur and the volumes 1 and 2 after 51 BCE and subsequent 

volumes further afterward. However, in the face of a complete change of affairs 

between states after Caesar’s crossing the Rubicon, Cicero was assassinated in 43 

BCE with his intent unfulfilled to rewrite this book, so the exact date of writing 

is unknown. This book was not published before his death.
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thoughtlessness,” says Cicero. “Therefore”, follows he, “I agree neither 

with those who claim intelligence (scientia) has never existed among the 

augurs nor with those who believe such do exist among them this day”. 

That is to say, Cicero recognises here quite explicitly that intelligence of 

the augur has neither been kept intact nor lost for good. Discussing thus 

the current state of affairs, it is obvious that probability is quite low on 

the discrepancy between the character Marcus and the real person Cicero.

It is interesting to note here that augury is defined as “study”, “skill”, 

and “knowledge”. The art of augury did appear study, skill and 

knowledge to the eyes of an intellectual person like Cicero who had 

obviously pursued Greek philosophy12).

In De legibus II, Cicero defines the conventional duty of the augur 

pertaining to the augury proper to be the only interpretation of thunder 

(ex caelo) and the flight of birds (ex avibus). As regards the former, Cicero 

himself states in De divinatione, II, 18: “Our (Augurs’) record says thus: 

‘If Jupiter causes thunder to roar and lets lightning flash, no assembly 

should be held’.” This is an utterance of “my (Cicero’s)” word in the 

Dialogue, and it is hardly unimaginable that controversy may arise over 

the consistency of the words of a character “I” versus the idea of the 

real person Cicero. However, this chapter, where facts are described, 

should at least be taken for granted, on condition that its contents were 

as far as Cicero knew.

12) This reminder of Linderski is crucially important since it suggests affinity between 

Roman official religion and its system of law (Linderski 1986, 2231ff.)
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Ⅳ. quindecimviri sacris faciundis

The second category of priesthood regarding divination is the Council 

of Fifteen, quindecimviri sacris faciundis meaning fifteen men responsible 

for sacrifice. It originated in a two-man college of priests, duo viri, 

membered by two patricians, which expanded in 367 BCE to a 10-man 

college of priests, decemviri, in accordance with the Licinian-Sextian Law, 

leges Liciniae Sextiae. This law required half of the members to be selected 

from plebeians13). In 100 BCE, Sulla further increased the number to 15 

and further to16 by Caesar. After the Reformation, the college of Ten, 

decemviri, was then called the college of Fifteen, quindecimviri sacris 

faciundis, and the name remained unchanged after the increase of 

membership by Caesar (Kobori 2013, 95, 97). With a view to avoiding 

confusion, this thesis shall adopt Cicero’s statement to unify description 

to “quindecimviri sacris faciundi” (the college of Fifteen), unless it is 

necessary.

These priests’ duty was to archive “the Sibylline Books” and, whenever 

consulted on ill omen by the Senate, open it and duly provide replies 

(Beard, North and Price 1998, vol. 1, 27, 74). Ill omen is such a report 

made on whatever events and happenings deemed unnatural by the 

Romans, e.g. lightning, the birth of alien creatures, abnormal weather 

phenomena, etc. against the law of nature, as indicates the wrath of 

deities expressed in the form of “unnatural phenomena”. In this case, it 

13) The law stipulated the numbers of patricians and plebeians constituting the 

position to be 5 each. The stipulation of the numbers of patricians and plebeians 

serving as priests corresponds to that of pontifices and augurs.
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was in the power of the Senate to determine whether or not such a report 

of abnormal phenomena is truly “unnatural”. Only when the Senate 

determines its unnaturalness, the matter in question is passed on to the 

priest for action, but the procedure is followed in three channels, namely 

the college of pontifices, quindecimviri sacris faciundis, and haruspex (to be 

mentioned later). It was also in the power of the Senate to choose which 

one of the three or to decide the order of choice. It is noteworthy that 

the whole procedure of action from the reception of the initial report to 

the ultimate consultation is initiated by the Senate.

Upon the Senate’s consultation, quindecimviri sacris faciundis, opens “the 

Sibylline Books” in the archive, judge which god(s) has/have caused the 

phenomenon to occur, determine what ritual should be performed to 

which god(s), and propose as to which ritual is to be performed. It was 

in the power of the Senate whether or not such a proposal is adopted 

and due performance affected and not in quindecimviri sacris faciundis.

The Sibylline Books is a book said to have been handed down through 

the ancient regal period and the book itself is no longer existent14). It 

is not the Sibylline Oracle referred to in Jewish-Christianity and Gnostic 

Scriptures.

History books like the works of Livy and etc. suggest that consultation 

by the Senate to the decemviri, prompted in many cases the induction to 

Rome of the ritual on divinity in Greece and the Orient. This means 

that when a god causing certain phenomenon to occur is found not to 

14) Legend has it that it is a volume of book Tarquinius Superbus, the 7th king of 

Rome, purchased from Sibyl herself, said to be written in Greek hexameter (ἑξάμε
τρον). Its contents were long lost and unknown.
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match any of the local deities in Rome, decemviri is consulted as they were 

responsible for the proposal and induction of the ritual of new god(s) of 

Greece and the Orient. Once new rituals were introduced to Rome, it 

was not decemviri but the college of Pontifices to supervise them.

In fact, history tells that decemviri was an active party to inducing from 

Anatolia in the Orient Magna Mater, the Goddess of the Earth, and to 

disseminating the once alien Magna Mater worship as a Roman ritual 

in the adjacent provinces. And, it was also quindecemviri that supervised 

the Secular Games of Augustus in 17 BCE.

Next, omen will be discussed. The ancient Romans understood omen 

to mean a “sign of warning from gods to man given in the event of 

occurrences against the law of nature”. Therefore, the moment an omen 

is observed, it was essential for man to accordingly interpret the meaning 

thereof and take due countermeasure. Man in this sense can be a state 

or an individual. The gods’ message of warning in this sense ordinarily 

signified that “a man ought to act accordingly to restore a state of 

abnormality that disturbs the amicable relations between gods and 

Roman citizens.” Messages of such nature were both favourable and 

unfavourable to man, but in ancient Rome, many were on the whole 

unfavourable to man15).

The writings of Livy contain numerous instances of ill omens, most 

of which mainly concerning abnormal meteorological phenomena 

15) In ancient Japan, auspicious clouds emerging out of rare precious products offered 

from somewhere in the land were interpreted as good omens. It is interesting to 

note that in comparison with document, those in the Hakuho and Nara periods 

referring more to good omens than ill omens, while most omens were interpreted 

ill in ancient Rome.
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(buildings and statues struck by thunder, falling of rains of blood, stone, 

and milk, etc.) and appearances and births of alien creatures. For 

instance, in 217 BCE, in the early stages of the second Punic War, Livy 

devotes in his description on the grave loss of the Battle of Lake 

Trasimene in vol. 22, 8-20 to list out a total of 17 ill omens16) observed 

prior to the battle (Kobori 2013, 95).

When such reports of abnormal phenomena arrived from the City of 

Rome or neighbouring cities under Roman rule, the college of Pontifices 

was the first to receive them (Scheid 2003, 116–117). If found to be 

omen by the college of Pontifices, such phenomena, if minor and not 

too urgent an ill omen, were listed up and made into a report to the 

Senate on the 1st January, the following year. The Senate confers on the 

very day to determine whether the minor phenomena are recognised as 

such and, if so recognised, the following action ensues. In the event that 

such phenomena are recognised to be major ill omens requiring urgent 

attention, the college of Pontifices reports to that effect to the magistrate 

and other administrators and the Senate; the Senate then takes the 

ensuing action if such were found to be an omen. The latter part of Livy’s 

text on the defeat in the Lake Trasimene is hereby quoted for analysis. 

(Numbers by the writer)

(1) When the events from various regions are read out as reported at the 

Senate and witnesses called, (2) the magistrate inquired the members of the 

Senate which ritual to perform. (3) It was decided on the ill omen in question 

16) Ill omens were categorised in two types of which the first 15 were more urgent 

“major ill omens” and the last 2 less urgent “minor ill omen”.
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that a decree be issued to conduct a ritual to appease the wrath of god(s) 

with the sacrifice of a partly adult animal and partly pup animal and to offer 

to all deities the Festival of Thanks lasting for three days. Then (4), the 

decemviri opened the Sibylline Books and proposed that, in addition to the 

afore-mentioned festivities, hymns be offered to all deities to the liking of each 

thereof. (5) A decree was issued as advised by the decemviri. First, golden 

thunder and lightning weighing 50 pounds (of what shape unknown from 

Livy’s description) offered to Jupiter, gifts of silver to Juno and Minerva, and 

sacrifice of an adult animal to Juno Regina on the Hill of Juno Regina and 

Juno Sospita in Lavinium. Grand dames brought all the gold they could bring 

to offer to Juno Regina on the Aventine Hill and held a banquet in honour 

of the goddess. Freedwomen collected each as much gold as they could collect 

to procure gifts to offer to the goddess Feronia. (6) After all was done, the 

decemviri offered the sacrifice of an adult animal in the plaza in the City of 

Ardea. (7) Finally, then in the month of December, a sacrifice was offered in 

the Palace of Saturn in Rome, a banquet was held (on the couches prepared 

by the members of the Senate themselves) and a public party was given. 

Joyous cries resounded in the City of Rome the whole day and night in 

celebration of Saturnalia. The people would thenceforth choose the day as a 

festival to keep on celebrating forever. (Kobori 2013, 95– 96)

The countermeasure against the ill omen can thus be categorised into 

seven stages. The immediate problem for the Senate to take upon receipt 

of a report from the college of Pontifices (1) was to decide what ritual 

to offer to which god(s) (2). Then, following the offer of appreciatory 

sacrifice to the gods (3), the decemviri, inquires the Sibylline Books (4). 

No new deity was introduced at this point and the decemviri proposed 

that hymns inherent in each deity be offered at the ceremony of sacrifice. 
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It is not known in detail whether such hymns already existed, made anew 

at that time, or adapted from those imported from Greece. Livy shows 

some confusion in his writing on Saturnalia (7). Saturnalia itself had been 

celebrated for a long period and was not a ritual reinstalled at the point 

in 217 BCE. Livy possibly meant to point out the fact that a new decree 

was issued to the effect that an official banquet was to be given on that 

day (Kobori 2013, 96).

As might be perceived from what is stated here, the general procedure 

was for the college of Pontifices to first offer sacrifice to appease the 

wrath of gods and then to inspect the organs of the sacrificed animal 

to ascertain which deity shows his/her wrath. Once the deity is specified, 

a ceremony of sacrifice is performed to find out which procedure was 

problematic, another round of inspection of the intestines of the sacrificed 

animal is performed to specify such procedure, and repeated that 

procedure. Simultaneously, the theft of treasures from the Temple and 

the embezzlement of treasures were subjected to scrutiny, and actions 

were taken to restore the original state. Should all such steps fail to 

detect the cause or should a report of ill omen be continually brought 

back despite repeated ceremony of sacrifice, the procedure proceeded to 

the subsequent stage (Kobori 2013, 96–97).

The subsequent stage was the Sibylline Books which the decemviri was 

consulted to study (Beard, North and Price 1998, vol. 1, 62–63; Scheid 

2003, 121–123). The Sibylline Books are a collection of hexameters 

written in Greek. Legend has it that it was a book of three volumes 

Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, the last king of Rome, purchased from the 
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Sibyl of Cumae (Sibylla). The book was archived in the basement of the 

Temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline Hill but lost in fire in 83 BCE. The 

Senate summoned a commission for reconstruction and was said to have 

acquired copies of the Sibylline Books from the cities in Southern Italy 

and collected over a thousand of poems equivalent to the Sibylline Books. 

The Sibylline Books, now reconstructed, was delivered to Augustus and 

Tiberius for censorship and, inappropriate portion deleted and vested 

anew with the authority of Augustus, was sent to the Temple of Apollo 

instead of the Temple of Jupiter for storage. The new version of the 

Sibylline Books had rested in the same place an object of admiration by 

the Roman people until the early 5th century17) when a half Vandal 

general Stilicho of Western Roman Empire ordered the book to be burnt.

The Sibylline Books consists of oracles but its contents were 

presumably neither prophecy nor prediction. They were lost and 

ambiguous, as mentioned before although the Romans seem to have 

thought of the book to be a glossary of means to clarify ill omens and 

trace situations reminded thereby and of solutions to dissolve problems 

in ritual matters. Cicero’s “On Fate (De Fato)” II, 110 has a trace of the 

summary of the Sibylline Oracles18) (Kobori 2013, 97–98)

We (the Roman people) believe in the words of Sibyl that are said to have 

been uttered in a fit of divine possession. A recent rumour (though actually 

proved erroneous) has it that the people thought an interpreter of the words 

17) Christianity was already the established religion in both East and West Roman 

Republics and traditional religion of the Romans was on the verge of decline.

18) Further, both Halicarnassus and Halicarnassus refer to the Sibylline Oracles 

(Dionysius of Halicarnassus: 4, 62, 6)
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of Sibyl (a member of the quindecemviri) would announce it in the Senate to 

the effect that if we were to remain untroubled the person who was king to 

us all ought to be proclaimed king by name as well. If Sibyl really states to 

that effect in the Sibylline Book, may we ask on whom in which era she so 

states?

In the first place, Cicero refers to the fact that the Sibylline Books 

was regarded by the Roman people a collection of words Sibyl had 

uttered in a fit of divine possession. In the preceding sentence, Cicero 

questions how the words uttered in confusion excel over those soberly 

stated by a wise man but does not deny the authority of the Sibylline 

Books themselves. It is noteworthy that he merely expresses disagreement 

only to the essence of “being in a fit” in the statement that the book 

was a collection of the words of a psychic uttered at the height of divine 

possession.

Cicero goes on to comment on the contents which a member of 

quindecemviri was to speak. It is “Caesar” of Suetonius 79 which 

corresponds with the portion that states “a member of the quindecemviri, 

Lucius Cotta by name, was to speak at the next assembly of the Senate 

to the effect that the Sibylline Oracle says that it would be impossible 

to defeat Parthians unless Caesar be made king (Kobori 2013, 98).”

Finally, Cicero questions how the words of ages past without accurate 

reference to the person(s) and time can apply to this day - a question 

that leads straight to modern times. Cicero does pose such ambiguous 

questions, but it is noteworthy that he states at the end of the Sibylline 

issue that “therefore, the Sibylline Books ought to be stored apart from 

other books and, as our ancestors had traditionally said, it should not 
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be read without due consent of the Senate and that it is far more effective 

to keep it banned than spreading wrong thoughts on divine matters 

(religiones). In other words, Cicero believes the Sibylline Books causes no 

problem so long as it is kept under the rigorous control of the Senate 

and does not go so far as to attack the blind preconception against the 

Sibylline Books held by the populace out of ignorance.

To summarise the attitude of the Romans on omen, the gravest matter 

to which they seek response is neither the interpretation of omen, the 

substance of dangers indicated by omen, nor the contents of omen into 

the future. Men of learning, like Cicero, are evidently critical toward such 

expressions of curiosity. It is unlikely that members of the Senate who 

were on the same level of intelligence as Cicero entertained views 

contrary to that of Cicero. Informal divination, or fortune-telling, like 

astrology, was in fashion at that time among the populace as a means 

of “telling the future”, and the Senate seemingly issued decrees to 

regulate such a trend. However, such an attitude was rather among the 

populace alone and not shared by the stratum of men of learning.

What then was the men of learning most concerned of? As seen in 

Livy’s writing, the most important issue was what ritual to conduct to 

evade such dangers as alarmed by signs so revealed. That was how the 

Romans confronted the god-initiated divine will revealed in the form of 

the sign (Kobori 2013, 99)

Ⅴ. Haruspex

There is one more important official priesthood in charge of omen, i.e. 
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haruspex, which should be different from the same haruspex brought in 

from Etruria in the middle of the Republic.

Up until the mid-term of the Republic, haruspicy had not been 

deemed an operation under governmental jurisdiction. The haruspex 

brought in from Etruria, wearing a pointed triangular hat, are 

distinguishable in images from the Roman priests who wore a unique 

round headgear with a shaft sticking out. Haruspex as they were, those 

Etruscans were ranked the highest among the nobles in that country 

(Kobori 2013, 99–100).

【Fig.1】

Handle of an Etruscan beaker jug with a relief of a haruspex examining a liver Object 

in the collection of the Allard Pierson Museum inventory number: 1482

https://www.uvaerfgoed.nl/beeldbank/nl/allardpiersonmuseum/xview/?ide

ntifier=hdl:11245/3.1245;metadata=haruspex (30th November 2020)

They carried with them a model of the liver where several sections are 

shown, as a sort of map, each specifying phenomenon applying thereto. 

The photograph below is one of such bronze models of the liver unearthed 
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in modern Piacenza dating back to the 2nd -1st century BCE, all of which, 

including those of the size of the palm, showing the liver of sheep. They 

are thought to have carried with them such models from place to place.

If the liver shows no sign of abnormality and, therefore, all organs are 

decent in colour and shape, it was assumed that deities had duly accepted 

the animal of sacrifice. Should any sign be observed, such as yellowing 

(xanthosis), cloudiness (nebula), or should the organ be defective, it was 

assumed that deities had not accepted it or not approved of the action(s) 

of man. In such a case, either the practice ensued and sacrifices offered 

until such signs are observed as gods had come to accept the offer, or 

a haruspex was summoned to decipher the meaning of the abnormal state 

of the organ.

【Fig.２】

Etruscan bronze model of the liver (ca. second-first century B.C.). Musei Civici di 

Palazzo Farnese, Piacenza, Italy.

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Etruscan-bronze-model-of-the-liver-ca

-second-first-century-BC-Musei-Civici-di_fig1_51457163 (30th November 2020)

Haruspex was invited from Etruria only when signs revealed which the 

decemviri was unable to decipher, when certain specific place or some 
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public spot of importance was struck by thunder and when certain 

situations arose for which haruspicy was called. With regard to this point, 

Cicero19) briefly states on the duties of Etruscan haruspex in his De leg. 

II, 21 (Kobori 2013, 101).

As regards ill omen and abnormal phenomena, the Etruscan haruspex 

should be consulted by the order of the Senate, and Etruria should pass over 

the skill to the magistrates (of Rome). To the gods they deem as such, a 

sacrifice of appeasement should be offered. Likewise, the places struck by 

thunder and lightning should be cleansed.

Here Marcus discusses, at his brother Quintus’ request, on the law in 

an ideal state conceived by Marcus himself. Laws were mostly Roman; 

however, it also includes such laws as existent in the Roman state in 

ancient times but not anymore, which Marcus claims appropriate still this 

day. This particular section obviously refers to a law of the time when 

haruspex was brought in from Etruria before the 2nd century BCE. In 

addition to such aspects referred here, the duty of the haruspex was 

concerned as an ill omen, abnormal phenomena, cleansing of the part(s) 

struck by thunder, etc. mainly the interpretation of the organ of the 

animal of sacrifice.

  The last king of Rome is presumably of Etruscan descent and the 

19) On Cicero’s “On Divination”: A statement is there as regards the haruspex from 

Etruria, which provides information, other than the afore-mentioned description, 

only to the effect that “the Etruscan haruspex is an expert in observing the 

organs”. Lengthy debates therein being irrelevant to the theme of this thesis, this 

footnote only should suffice.
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relations between Etruria and Rome were quite close enough. It is 

interesting, however, that Rome had invited haruspex from a hostile state 

and sought their advice on stately affairs. On this point, “The Attic 

Nights” 4, 5 by Aulus Gellius cites an anecdote (Kobori 2013, 101–

102).

The statue of the bravest man Horatius Cocles erected in the assembly 

hall Comitia was struck by thunder. Haruspices were brought in from 

Etruria to conduct a ritual to cleanse the thunder-stained statue. Since 

the Etruscan haruspices were not amicable but hostile to the Romans, 

they gave a converse instruction to perform the ritual, namely, placing 

the statue in question in a low place surrounded by tall structures on 

all four sides void of sunlight throughout the day. When the Romans 

had done as instructed, someone made an appeal. The haruspices were 

put on trial, admitted to their act of betrayal, and were put to death. 

What should have been done then, it was later found out, was to erect 

a statue posing as if giving orders on an elevated place in the field of 

Vulcan (at the foot of the Capitoline Hill). That done, the situation took 

a turn for the better and matters began to be in favour of the Romans. 

The Etruscan haruspices dealt with on account of their ill-doing, someone 

composed a satire and boys were said to march around the city chanting 

it. It went, “Malicious advice to your client drives you into trouble...” 

The account of the divination incident and the ballad in the iambus mode 

found its way into Volume 11 of the “Annales Maximus (Chronicle)” and 

also Volume 1 of Verrius Flaccus’ “Rerum memoria dignarum libri (Matters 

to Keep in Mind)”. (Both works are lost now.) (Kobori 2013, 102–103).
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  This implies that there were such cases of the haruspices instructing 

rituals that would cause contrary effects. This particular episode was kept 

in the archive as a noteworthy incident of haruspices’ illicit behaviours 

disclosed. Though it ought to be treated as a rare scandal, it is interesting 

to note that Cicero points out in his “On Divination” that such instances 

of artificial manipulation in augury could have happened in many of 

rituals in ancient Rome - interesting because, rather than noting the 

possibility of such manipulations, Cicero draws attention to the ancient 

Romans’ mentality of placing, despite feasible risks, more emphasis on 

conventional rituals for the sake of maintaining the peace of the 

community (Kobori 2013, 103)

The scheme of requesting Etruria to despatch haruspex must have 

altered somewhat after Rome put the whole of Italy including Etruria 

under control in the form of an alliance city in 3 BCE. According to 

an assumption by Linderski, the Senate issued a decree to the effect that 

children of the noblemen be perpetually taught the traditional art of 

haruspicy and, thenceforth, those practicing haruspicy came to join the 

officialdom of Rome in the capacity of haruspex20). Thereafter, opinion 

was sought and expressed not by individual haruspices but by a team 

thereof. Such a team of Etruscan haruspices obviously grew up in number 

to 60, according to an epitaph (CIL 6, 32439) presumably between the 

late Republic and the middle imperial period. Cicero refers to the 

situation after the Etruscan haruspices had assumed functions of pontifices 

20) In reference to the section on OCD Haruspices, Valerius Maximus, 1, 1, 1. , 

haruspices are mentioned along with other pontifices, augurs, and the quindecemviri 

as the Roman pontifices.
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in Rome in his “On the nature of the Gods”, Chapters 10-12, volume 

2, to the effect that Cicero himself approved the authority of the 

haruspex21).

For instance, it goes: In the year Publius Scipio and Caius Figulus 

assumed the post of consulship (162 BCE), history itself showed that our 

augurs and the Etruscan haruspices share an accurate level of knowledge. 

When Tiberius Gracchus22), who had taken the post of consul for the 

second time, opted to elect the two into the post of next consul, the 

election official was about to announce their names to collapse to death 

at the very moment. Gracchus kept on holding the comitia, but, for fear 

of their abrupt death affecting the religious minds of the populace, he 

entrusted deliberation to the Senate. The Senate, meanwhile, decided that 

deliberation ought to be conducted by those more accustomed to such 

matters, and sought the opinion of the haruspices, who responded: “that 

the election official of the comitia was at fault”.

This is a favourite story my father used to tell. Gracchus flew into 

a rage and screamed, “What? Was I at fault? I, the Consul, sought the 

pros and cons and asked the augur for the findings of auspicium. Or, do 

you believe that you Etruscans, in spite of you being aliens, have the 

right to control auspicium in Rome and to exercise the right to interpret 

whether or not the comitia was held correctly?”

21) Hereinafter, the translation by Taro Yamashita (2000) is referred to, as the writer 

has no objection thereto.

22) The father of Gracchus brothers, well known for his “Reformation by Gracchus 

Brothers”.
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Saying so, Gracchus ordered them (the team of haruspices) to leave 

the floor immediately. Afterward, however, he sent a letter to the team 

of augurs from the province to the following effect: “Actually, there is 

something that came to my mind when reading a book on augury. When 

I chose the Garden of Scipio for the site to pitch the tent, there was 

a mistake. I had afterward stepped into the pomerium and, on my way 

back, had forgotten all about the procedures of augury. Therefore, it 

cannot be said that the consul had been correctly elected.”

The team of haruspices reported his report to the Senate. The Senate 

resolved to dismiss the consuls, and they resigned. Whatever else can 

there be so shocking as the story just told? That is to say that for, in 

a sense, the most outstanding person, it was more important to confess 

to his own mistake he could have concealed than to see a crime of 

profanation cling to the state. Furthermore, the consuls thus elected, a 

supreme authority, opted rather to immediately resign than to stay in 

power running counter to the religious rituals.

The authority of the augur is great; what then would that of the 

haruspex be? Would it not be just as sacred? (Kobori 2013, 105–106)

As for the part where Gracchus states “you Etruscans, in spite of you 

being aliens”, Linderski points out in the afore-mentioned clause that the 

alienism of haruspex should not be much adhered to.

Attention ought to be drawn rather to the words of Cicero praising 

the attitude of Gracchus and consuls holding in high esteem the 

authority of religious rituals. Needless to say, Gracchus never let the 

Senate deliberate on the abrupt death of the officials merely in awe of 
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Gods. As so stated in the main text “in religionem populo venisse sentiret”, 

namely “sensing a religious sentiment (more correctly a superstitious fear) 

emerging in the minds of the populace, he was afraid of the emergence 

of a superstitious fear among the populace. As a result, however, 

Gracchus did feel this superstitious fear of the populace and assumed the 

attitude of not acting contrary (contra religionem) to the religious rituals. 

Gracchus’ letter of apology based on such notion and the resignation of 

two consuls in deference to the state of Gracchus’ mind won popular 

favour and proved an act of securing the state. It should be pointed out 

that this point appeared most favourable in the eyes of Cicero.

Another point deserves attention, namely the phrase “skill (ars) of the 

haruspex” Cicero transmits. Cicero uses the word “scientia” on the skill 

of the augur. In short, Cicero recognised the authority of augurs and 

haruspex in the capacity of Roman officials, not for the sake of the 

modern sense of “divination” or the ability to foresee the future but 

rather that of knowledge or skill free from “prophecy” (Kobori 2013, 

106)

VI. Conclusion

This paper deals with how the Romans regarded divination as a stately 

act. As often referred to in the text, according to Cicero’s definition given 

in his “De divinatione (On Divination)”, divination is “foretelling such 

coincident events as neither knowledge nor skill can predict” (“de div. 

2,5,14) (Falconer 1964, 384–385). It means then that the augury 

practiced by augurs was a phenomenon quite contrary to “divination”. 
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Augurs, the quindecemviri, and haruspex merely functioned to read out 

the events predictable with knowledge and skill. In other words, their 

duties have much in common with those of modern lawyers and judges 

who apply their legal know-how to unriddle complex human relations 

and business negotiations.

This paper originally had a plan to discuss Cicero’s “De divinatione” as 

well. Since it is crucial to examine his idea on divination, which reveals 

its understanding of Roman elites, his work will be discussed in another 

paper.
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<Abstract>

Divination in Ancient Rome

Keiko Grace Kobori

Divination in ancient Rome is one of the most controversial issues that 

reveal the characteristics of Roman religion. In Roman religion, their 

priesthood was an official appointed for life but not hereditary. This paper 

will discuss three major priesthoods regarding divination in the Roman 

state. Firstly, augurs conduct a divination by flights of birds or feeding 

of fowls. Summoned by the Senate or magistrates, they ask for the will 

of deities regarding the matter through augury. Secondly, quindecimviri 

sacris faciundis, or fifteen men responsible for sacrifice, deal with not only 

sacrificial matters but also the Sibylline Books. When unusual phenomena 

are reported to the Senate to be determined as ill omens, they summon 

them to consult the Sibylline Books to find out which action incurs the 

wrath of deities and which ritual is necessary to appease them. Lastly, 

haruspex, which was originally Etruscan priesthood, conducts a divination 

by examining livers of sacrificial animals. If all livers show no 

abnormality, the sacrifice is thought to be accepted by deities. To sum 

up, the procedure of these priesthoods clarifies that Roman divination is 

not foretelling the unpredictable future but proceeded like legal 

procedures, which will be the distinctive characteristics of Roman religion.
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