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Challenging the Concept of »Landscape 
Biography« – Theoretical Considerations on 
Cult Transfers in the Roman Empire by Using 
the Case Study of the Mater Magna Veneration*

by Asuman Lätzer-Lasar

Introduction
In Antiquity, it was not unusual for the Romans 
to introduce deities from different geographical 
regions to their cities, such as Hercules, Ceres or 
Venus Erycina for instance1. However, these »cult 
imports« affected – at least by their materiality – 
the local society and its culture, the way of quo-
tidian life as well as the religious beliefs. The 
changes fostered transformations that archaeolo-
gists try to understand and reconstruct retro-
spectively in order to address overarching objec-
tives, such as the globalization of religions in the 
Roman empire2. For this purpose, the frequent 
use of concepts deriving from different disci-
plines, such as cultural studies or sociology, en-
ables us to analyze in detail the cultural, social 
and religious transformation processes. The con-
cept of landscape biography seems a suitable tool 
for an analytical and interpretative approach to 
religious change in urban space. Deriving from 
the discipline of human geography or anthropol-
ogy, the concept of landscape biography serves as 
an interface between various disciplines, such as 

geography, anthropology, archaeology, history, 
sociology and cultural studies. The multifold 
perspective on the research object captures more 
details of the complex transformation processes 
and allows comprehensive research objectives.

The paper is structured by focussing on two 
aspects: the first aspect of »place-making« deals 
with the location of the main buildings of the 
Mater Magna veneration in Rome: the Temple 
on the Palatine and the Phrygianum on the Vat-
ican. The integration of architecture into the 
existing urban grid led to the creation of a pa-
limpsest consisting of historic layers mirroring 
the complexity and highly symbolic meaning of 
the specific urban space. It is the aim of the pa-
per to elaborate the details, especially the mutu-
al transformations that occurred between ur-
banity and religious practices. The second 
aspect concentrates on the translocality of the 
specific Mater Magna cult from the Phrygia-
num. The sanctuary of this concrete urban spot 
became famous for its religious city-scape which 
later resulted in a distribution to the cities of the 
Roman provinces.

History of the concept

In the late 1970s the human geographer Marwyn 
Samuels introduced the metaphor of biography 
to landscape studies to stress the role of human 

individuals in the shaping of their environment3. 
The shaping process included impressions (ideas 
and images) as well as expressions (physical 

* Funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, Ger-
man Research Foundation) – FOR 2779
1 Orlin 2010, passim.

2 Collar 2013; Cancik – Rüpke 2003.
3 Samuels 1979, 51–88. 
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manifestations)4. This paved the way for the de-
velopment of the concept of object biography by 
Igor Kopytoff in the 1980s. In the second chapter 
of the ground-breaking book of Arjun Appadu-
rai Kopytoff elaborates his concept of the cultur-
al biography of things in order to address the 
same questions to things that until then had 
been addressed to humans in anthropological 
studies, such as questions on genesis, careers, 
cultural markers, change of use in age, as well as 
end of usefulness5. This set of questions allowed 
to analyze the cultural construction of a given 
entity in detail.

In the 1990s Kenneth Olwig tried to go be-
yond a purely aesthetic view on landscape and 
included lived significances, such as law for in-
stance6. The problem of hierarchy was contested, 
when the post-structuralist Michel de Certeau 
determined the authors as »ordinary practi-
tioners«7. Following this, not only elites of city 
administrators, but also residents, visitors, and 
passers-by could shape the environment. Even 
technology became an actor in this process.

Almost at the same time Denis Cosgrove, a 
cultural geographer, extended the metaphor to a 
concept that elaborates the power relations and 
symbolic representations in a landscape8. This 
phenomenological approach had a strong impact 
that unfortunately led to a separation of two dif-
ferent research directions: Whereas one part of 
the researchers focused on landscapes as social 
and symbolic constructions, the other part pur-
sued to only map and describe the physical char-
acteristics of landscapes9.

However, anthropologists, for instance Hans 
Peter Hahn, who first supported the concept of 
an object biography, are now withdrawing object 
as well as landscape biography for the same rea-
sons10. One of the main three arguments, which 
were mentioned against an object or landscape 
biography is that a landscape is not an entity ca-
pable of possessing individual features like DNA. 
Neither has it a beginning (like birth) or a con-
crete end11. Hahn argues that firstly objects or 
landscapes are not a single organism, like a cell 
or a bacterium. They are not born and they do 

not die. However, at the same time, he considers 
archaeological objects zombies with a second 
life. Secondly, he mentions that landscape is no 
entity with its own identity. If you would take a 
piece away from that landscape (like a building 
or a tree) the landscape would only be a fragment 
and somehow loose its identity12. And thirdly, he 
explains that the single parts of a landscape have 
a temporal structure. The meaning of every part 
changes when associated with other parts, or 
when being looked at separately. In conclusion, 
according to Hahn, landscape should be rather 
regarded as an assemblage13.

However, on the contrary one could argue 
that a human being, too, ought to be regarded as 
an assemblage and not at all as an entity. A body 
consists of many parts that function inde-
pendently and/or together with one another, con-
nected by nerves, muscles and veins. Some of 
these parts might fall apart, such as teeth or hair, 
but the human being does not necessarily lose its 
identity then. It might change the identity 
though. But the same applies to landscapes. Cut-
ting down the trees of a park does not make the 
park a non-park. It will still be recognized as the 
park, but its identity as a place with a luscious 
f lora changes just as the perception of the people 
seeing the park will gradually change. After time, 
it is likely that the inhabitants will not perceive 
the former park as such and forget about its orig-
inal meaning. In adaption to sacred city-scapes 
in Antiquity this means that removing temples or 
graves, for instance, will not necessarily destroy 
the identity of the place as sacred area. Instead it 
forms a multi-layered complex identity that 
changes congruently with the collective memory 
of the city and its inhabitants. The identity of the 
place being sacred or holy might fade though. 
Sometimes hints of having been a sacred place 
once might still remain in the denomination of 
the place, for instance. However, the issue of 
transferring the identity of a sacred place to a cul-
turally different place seems to be a more urgent 
question for this paper and will be analyzed by 
means of a concrete example: the Magna Mater 
veneration.

4 Gomez 1998, 8.
5 Kopytoff 1986; Kopytoff 2001, 11 f.
6 Olwig 1996, passim.
7 de Certeau 1984, passim.
8 Cosgrove 1998, passim.

9 Kolen – Renes 2015, 21–47.
10 Hahn 2015, see also Joy 2015.
11 Hahn 2015, 19 f.
12 Hahn 2015, 21–23.
13 Hahn 2015, 23–25.
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Case study of the Cybele / Magna Mater veneration

Predecessors of the goddess Mater Magna can be 
traced back to the Bronze Age. Known as Kubaba, 
in the Iron Age as Matar Kubeleya, and after the 
Archaic period as Cybele, the goddess was located 
in the sparse landscape of Phrygia14. First cult 
places appeared in caves or at cut-out places in the 
rocky hills. The early iconography15 depicts a god-
dess standing inside an architectonic form; the 
narrow naiskos became a standard framing tool 
in depictions of the Hellenistic period16. Further-
more, the goddess wears a polos on her head. Her 
garment seems to consist of several thick layers.

In the Archaic and Classical period, feline 
predators accompanied Cybele; they sit next to 
her throne or even on her lap emphasizing her 
powerful relation to or over nature (potnia ther-
on)17. During the Hellenistic period the goddess 
evolved into a protector of cities symbolized by a 
turreted crown on her head. A fixed component 
of her iconography is the tympanon, which 
stands for the musical processions or the orgias-
tic dancing to loud music that took place during 
the rituals. At that time, the primary role of the 
priests was to utter prophecies induced by frenet-
ic dancing that resulted in a trance state18.

The cult spread over Greece and the Greek 
colonies to Italy. First pieces of evidence can be 
found in Brindisi and Sicily from the 7th century 
onwards19. However, the time of the introduction 
and first appearance in Rome is yet unclear. 
There is no archaeological evidence that the cult 
was practiced in the city of Rome before the 
2nd century B.C. Literary sources, which were 
written much later, such as Livy, Vergil and Ovid, 
describe the circumstances of the cult introduc-
tion in the year 204 B.C.20. According to them, 
the Sibylline books and the Delphi Oracle fore-
told that victory over Hannibal and his African 
troops, who occupied parts of Italy, would only 
be achieved after the Idaean mother had been 
brought to Rome. At this time, Rome was bat-
tling two strong enemies: Hannibal and the 
arch-enemy Carthage, as well as king Philip V in 
the First Macedonian War (between 215–205 
B.C.). It seems that the cult transfer could also be 

part of a diplomatic tactic to strengthen the Ro-
man alliance with the Pergamene kingdom, the 
origin of the mythical ancestors of Rome. A sim-
ilar strategy had been used before in the year 
217 B.C., during the Second Punic War, when the 
Romans transferred the Greek-Punic Venus Ery-
cina from Sicily to Rome21. Cult imports were 
supposed to guarantee military successes. How-
ever, Rome also dealt with internal struggles be-
tween political parties such as the Gracchi, the 
gens Cornelia and the gens Claudia. Each politi-
cal party used the cult transfer to their own ad-
vantage. Via the cult they linked their gens with 
military success in order to strengthen their po-
litical party in the collective memory of the city.

These cult transfers brought social and cultur-
al changes with them, as can be seen by the liter-
ary and archaeological evidence. The installation 
in a different physical, social, legislative and cul-
tural environment provoked appropriation tac-
tics. For instance, the physical implementation on 
the Palatine hill, an exposed place in the core of 
the city centre, stands in contrast to the sanctuar-
ies known from Phrygia. They could have built the 
temple of Mater Magna at other places in Rome, 
for example outside of the pomerium on the Cam-
pus Martius, but the political actors chose the 
closeness to the sanctuary of Victoria and to the 
mythical remains of the city: the archaic house of 
Romulus and the Lupercal. In doing so, the polit-
ical actors created an area that concentrated on 
displaying and narrating the city’s history. By 
shaping this area into a combination of an open-
air museum and a memorial site with special reg-
ulations regarding the accessibility of the build-
ings – only once a year the priesthood of the Mater 
Magna temple opened its doors and allowed ev-
eryday people to enter the sanctuary – the urban 
f lux was controlled by the people governing the 
city. By not allowing any Roman citizen to become 
a priest of Mater Magna until the emperor Claudi-
us repealed this law, the area up until then must 
have been dominated by exotic looking foreigners; 
people from Asia Minor wearing richly ornament-
ed robes (regalia) and long hair (fig. 1).

14 Roller 1999, 45–52; Radner 2005, 544 f.
15 Naumann-Steckner 1983.
16 LIMC VIII (1997), 744–766 s. v. Kybele (E. Simon); Simon 
1987, 158 f.; Vikela 2001, 67–123.
17 Roller 1999, 135.

18 Alvar 2008, 276 mit Anm. 176.
19 Pedrucci 2009, passim.
20 Berneder 2004, passim.
21 Orlin 2010, 76.
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With the transfer from Asia Minor to Rome, 
the poor mythological background of the deity 
was extended and intermingled with the history 
of the city of Rome. New myths about the arrival 
were created and their themes entered the visual 
culture: An altar from the 1st century B.C., 
found at the food of the Aventine near the banks 
of the river Tiber, shows the key scene of the god-
dess’ arrival (fig. 2)22. The female counterpart of 
the vir optimus named Claudia Quinta stands on 
the right side holding a rope that is tied around a 
ship on which the goddess sits. Evidently, the ar-
rival on a ship is a close parallel to Aeneas, the 
mythical founder of Rome. Even authors like 
Ovid state that Cybele actually wanted to join 
Aeneas on his journey to Rome, but could not 
leave Mount Ida23.

The inscription names Claudia Synthyche, 
most probably a freed woman who played an im-

portant role in the religious community, as the 
donor of this altar and of a second one to Mater 
Deum and Navisalvia, the saviour of the ship. 
The latter might be a divinized figuration of 
Claudia Quinta24. The concrete spot of the altar is 
not known, however, being near the banks of the 
river Tiber, it may be that the priestess wanted to 
display her dedication to this goddess near one of 
the stations during the fasti and the religious 
processions. A least once a year during the Hilar-
ia on the day of the lavatio on 23rd of March, the 
purification day when the statue of the goddess 
and ritual instruments were washed in the river, 
people participating in the procession as well as 
by-standers had the possibility to pass the dedi-
catory altar, read the inscription and see the im-
age of the Navisalvia scene. Claudia Synthyche 
claimed this open spot in the city by physically 
setting her name there.

Place-Making in the city of Rome

When implementing the cult on the Palatine hill 
the city administrators – according to the build-
ing inscription Brutus and Scipio Nasica were two 
of them – decided to comission a building of a 
hexastyle pseudo-peripteros in a Corinthian order 
next to the temple of Victoria25. The close connec-
tion between these two goddesses consolidated 
the primary meaning of the Mater Magna in the 
collective memory as defeater of Hannibal and re-
deemer of the city of Rome. The fasti Antiates 
maiores mention that besides Brutus the vir opti-
mus of the myth named Scipio Nasica was consul 
of the year 191 B.C. and sponsored the temple.

During the 1980s and 1990s Patrizio Pensabe-
ne and his team conducted extensive excavations 
on the Palatine hill26. He was able to confirm sev-
eral building phases of the initial temple: he dates 
the first phase into the Republican period due to 
the fact that the dedicatory inscription, which has 
not been found yet, but is mentioned in the late 
antique fasti Antiates maiores, provides a precise 
date: the 10th of April 191 B.C. As previously men-

tioned, any primary archaeological evidence of 
that inscription is lacking though. Furthermore, 
Pensabene dates the second phase to the year 
111 B.C. when Quintus Caecilius Metellus Nu-
midicus restored the building. A basin that was 
erected during the first and second building 
phases in front of the temple was then shifted 
during the third building phase to the back side in 
the west, which points to a change in the ritual 
practices at the temple. After the shifting of the 
basin, the façade established a clear visual rela-
tionship with the front space. The widening of the 
front square might have become an important fea-
ture during the festivals for the goddess in order 
to host a higher amount of people there. In the 
year A.D. 3 after the fire destruction of the temple, 
Augustus had it renovated in A.D. 10, as is stated 
in the res gestae. The renovated temple of the Au-
gustan period was not built of marble, but of Pepe-
rino tuff with a 1.5 cm thick layer of stucco/plaster 
on it, and the podium was made of opus caemen-
titium and reddish tuff from Fidenae27, Only the 

22 Altar of the Magna Mater, Arachne database No. 16367; Hel-
big 1966, Cat. no. 1175; Jones 1912, 181, Cat. No. 109b, pl. 43.
23 Ov. fast. 4.251–254; Gruen 1990, 18. 
24 Vilogorac Brčić 2012, 373–379.

25 A temple type that occurred commonly in Rome at that time, 
see Mattern 2000, 153.
26 Pensabene 1979–1995.
27 Mattern 2000, 141.
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1 Relief of a priest of Mater Magna, Rome Capitoline Museum, first half of the 2nd century A.D.
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2 Altar for Mater Magna, Rome Capitoline Museum, mid 1st century A.D.
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f loor of the cella and the inner walls were covered 
with marble plates. However, Torsten Mattern 
convincingly expounded that the building materi-
als stand in a local tradition of the 1st century 
A.D. and cannot be interpreted as degradation be-
cause of their supposedly poor quality28. It rather 
seems that the appearance of the façade was ad-
justed to the historical buildings in the surround-
ings and emphasized a much more authentic style.

In a fourth building phase during the Flavian 
period the south area of the temple was extended 
towards the Circus Maximus. Under Hadrian 
two more f loors of substructures were presum-
ably added. Brick stamps from this construction 
derived from the figlinae Macedonianae, which 
provides a terminus ante quem of A.D. 13429. 
Again, the sanctuary might have needed much 
more space for hosting the worshippers, especial-
ly during the fasti in March and then again in 
April. Celebrating two festivals shortly after an-
other might have helped to institutionalize the 
veneration of the goddess, which fostered the 
long-term development of the Palatine cult for 
almost 600 years. However, until now, it is still 
unclear if the sanctuary was active during and 
after the sack of Rome by the Goths in A.D. 410, 
then by the Vandals in A.D. 454 and later.

With the installation of an official cult on the 
Palatine hill and its admittance to the Roman 
pantheon, festival games in honour of the god-
dess, the so-called ludi megalenses, were includ-
ed in the calendar of the fasti. Probably starting 
in the year of the inauguration of the Palatine 
temple, the festival was at first celebrated for two 
days, but was then extended in the Imperial peri-
od to eight days (4th to 11th of April)30. Financed 
by the curule aediles the scenic games were held 
in theatres and on the staircase in front of the 
temple. Some curule aediles minted special edi-
tions of coins to commemorate their euergetism 
and disseminate this information to the broad 
public. While early coinage shows the close con-
nection between Mater Magna and Victoria, a 
new iconographical type was created in the 
1st century B.C.: not Victoria, but Mater Magna 
was now sitting on a throne-like seat on a biga 
that was pulled by two lions31. The semantic 

alignment of Mater Magna with the goddess of 
victory as well as the concept of the silver coin as 
»bigati«, a coin classification for denarii usual in 
Rome32, were the relevant factors for the creation 
of this new iconographical type.

Although political actors supported and obvi-
ously used the veneration of Mater Magna for 
their own purposes, it did not become a cult for 
the elites. Catalyzed by limitations and restric-
tions for both Roman citizens and the priest-
hood, the goddess was worshipped by diverse 
social groups, mostly migrants and slaves33. 
Self-castration was required in order to become a 
priest of the Mater Magna, but it was forbidden 
for Roman citizens. Therefore, until Claudius 
only peregrines and slaves had in fact the possi-
bility to enter the priesthood34. The appearance 
of the priests is well attested archaeologically35, as 
well as through several literary sources. Roman 
authors, such as Cassius Dio and Juvenal, stressed 
the effeminacy of the priests and degraded them 
by stating that the religious practices of the Mater 
Magna priests were not suitable for a good Ro-
man citizen. The priesthood was governed by Ro-
man law and was subject to severe limitations: 
extreme rituals, such as the castration, or the or-
giastic dancing-parades for instance, were only 
allowed during the fasti. Nonetheless, the cult 
gained much popularity in Rome.

The goddess Mater Magna was worshipped at 
different spots in the city. Besides the Palatine 
temple, another important sanctuary was erected 
during the imperial period: the Phrygianum on 
the Vatican hill. The sanctuary was situated on 
the other side of the Tiber at the margin of the 
city. In the earlier research history, the reasons 
for the peri-urban location were sought in con-
junction with the bloody religious practices, such 
as the taurobolium, which were suggested to 
stand in as substitute for the prohibition of the 
self-castration as an initiation rite. The argument 
was that for a blood baptism the religious com-
munity needed space36. However, considering the 
already existing size of the sanctuary on the Pal-
atine hill with its wide staircase, other, more pro-
fane reasons such as the availability of free open 
land seem also likely. The establishment of the 

28 Mattern 2000, 145.
29 Owner is the suffect consul T. Statilius Maximus Severus 
Hadrianus, see Bodel 1983, 57.
30 Bernstein 1998, 237.
31 https://www.coinarchives.com/3e5bdb39fc8ef8f13a848f1db0
fa877c/img/roma/e42/image00480.jpg (02.06.2020).

32 Halke 1909, 43.
33 Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities II, 19.2–4; 
Cumont 1956, 52–56.
34 Vermaseren 1997, 97; Lancellotti 2002, 81.
35 Relief with priest, Arachne database no. 14203.
36 Biering – von Hesberg 1987, 165; Blänsdorf 2012, passim.
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taurobolium as religious practice specifically 
conducted at the mons Vaticanus could be con-
nected to an easily accessible urban infrastruc-
ture or the convenient availability of cattle in this 
area. When a city inhabitant of Rome wanted to 
participate in his or her initiation ritual, then he 
or she had to visit this specific urban spot. The 
Vatican hill became coded with the taurobolium. 
Evidences of this entanglement between urban 
spot and religious practice can be traced su-
pra-regionally, for instance in the cities of Lugdu-
num37 and Mogontiacum38.

Though, the location of the Phrygianum is 
not ensured. Earlier research argued for a loca-
tion in the south of what is today St. Peter’s 
Church, where almost 21 dedicatory altars – re-
ferring to the sanctuary and the specific ritual of 

the taurobolium – were found., They give a strong 
hint pointing to the circular building that was 
erected on the spina of the circus Gai39. A copper-
plate engraving of Maarten van Heemskerck 
from the 16th century provides a rough idea of 
how the suspected building could have looked 
like40. Biering and von Hesberg interpreted the 
construction with trapezoidal pillars, in between 
which lay eight square niches covered by half 
vaults, as the Phrygianum41. It is striking that 
with the construction of the Constantinian 
St. Peter’s Church in A.D. 318/320 the number of 
dedicatory altars for the deity increased. Two al-
tars are even dated to A.D. 390 when the pagan 
cults were already prohibited by law. One could 
think that this might be evidence for a tactic used 
by specific religious groups to claim urban space.

Conclusion

Landscape, physical and phenomenological, can 
be considered a very complex assemblage, con-
sisting of manifold parts that create a specific 
identity. The identity of a landscape may change 
dynamically, new components or parts are add-
ed, others are extracted or simply dissolve. The 
identity of a landscape is inf luenced by social, 
cultural, historical, political and religious cir-
cumstances, as well as by their physical condi-
tions, all in a state of constant transformation. 
Each part of the assemblage may affect the iden-
tity of the landscape, and from each perspective 
the identity may be recognized as a different one. 
In regard to the process of creating and possess-
ing complex dynamical identities, which change 
in a contingent way, landscapes can be set equal 
to human beings. This is the reason why »land-
scape biography« appears to be a suitable term to 
describe and analyze the development of a geo-
graphical setting entangled with the social, cul-
tural, historical, political and religious dimen-
sions from a multi-disciplinary perspective. Im-
provement of the concept »landscape biography« 
is provided by the definition of Kolen et al. which 

stresses the mutual transformation processes be-
tween landscape and inhabitants42. In my conclu-
sion, landscape biography is advantageous when 
analyzing a geographical or topographical entity 
in a more holistic way by stressing and integrat-
ing the specifically non-physical perspectives 
into the investigation. Especially in the analysis 
of cities or city districts, their foundation, devel-
opment and decay can be interpreted not only as 
a top-down process by focussing on the domi-
nant actors. Instead, the concept of landscape bi-
ography provides the possibility to take into ac-
count also bottom-up processes initiated by ac-
tors, places or even imaginaries.

Coming back to the present example of a sa-
cred city-scape, two questions were of importance:

1.) In how far did the transfer of cults to dif-
ferent cities affect the urban space? and 2.) In 
how far did urbanity shape religious communi-
cation, religious practices or the organization of 
religious groups in the city?

The latter question and the analysis of phe-
nomena relating to this seem to be still un-
der-represented in the discipline of archaeology.

37 Desbat 1998, 237–277; Audin 1986, 19. Two altar inscriptions 
mention the Vatican sanctuary: Vermaseren 1986, 131–134, 
No. 385 and 386; Biering – von Hesberg 1987, 163; Alvar 2008, 265.
38 Witteyer 2004.
39 Biering – von Hesberg 1987, 165.

40 https://www.wikiart.org/en/maerten-van-heemskerck/st-pe-
ter-s-basilica-under-construction (09.01.2018); Biering – von Hes-
berg 1987, 147.
41 Biering – von Hesberg 1987, 148.
42 Kolen – Renes 2015.
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By using the concept of »transported land-
scapes« and especially the »biography of land-
scapes« as a working tool, it has become possible 
to trace the development of specific cult elements, 
which were extracted and brought to different 
urban environments. The present paper ad-
dressed various parts of the sacred city-scape, 
such as religious actors in form of worshippers 
and priesthood, the political strategies of install-
ing a cult in the city, ethnical changes due to im-
migration or religious restrictions by Roman law, 
furthermore, architecture, inscriptions, or the 
interconnection in trans-urban networks were 
also analyzed in a synoptic perspective.

The concrete example of the Mater Magna ven-
eration showed that the religious practices 
changed tremendously when transferring the sa-
cred landscape, which consisted of mobile objects 
(cult statue), religious practices, but also human 
beings (priesthood), to Rome. Not only was the 
topographical or architectural frame significantly 
different from the primordial landscape, but the 
religious practices involved in the worship of the 
goddess changed in the »new« urban context due 
to the fact that inhabitants of the city appropriated 
them according to their means. New, specifically 
Roman, components were added with the creation 
of a mythological background for the deity Mater 
Magna that connected her to the mythological an-
cestor Aeneas. This connection led – together 
with the connection to Victoria – to a placement 
of the sanctuary on the Palatine hill. Being located 
at this prominent and historical spot and with ae-
diles introducing festivals with games and scenic 
plays on the staircase in front of the Palatine tem-
ple, the architecture of the sanctuary had to 
change (renovation works, such as moving the ba-
sin to the side, extending the substructures) in or-
der to accommodate the events.

The taurobolium was not originally part of 
the veneration of either Cybele or Mater Magna. 
It was not until the 2nd century that this practice 
was integrated into the cult practices. The epi-
graphic evidence from at least two cities in the 
Roman provinces and the explicit references to 
the mons Vaticanus for taurobolia and criobolia 
emphasize the fact that specific urban spots cre-
ated a religious identity that could be transferred 
to other cities. Again, not permanent parameters, 
for instance a magnificent temple architecture, 
are copied, rather ephemeral practices, such as 

the bull sacrifice, were crucial for this urban ref-
erence43.

In the end, I would like to stress that the con-
cept of landscape biography seems to be very 
fruitful in terms of »seeing« and analyzing the 
topic of investigation as a highly complex, entan-
gled and constantly changing entity. However, 
the concept – providing a historical and some-
how linear approach – does not bring into focus 
the causality and power of single formation phe-
nomena, overlooking the mutual impacts, and 
their – sometimes opposing – dynamics.

Zusammenfassung

Dem Beitrag liegt die Frage zugrunde, was pas-
siert, wenn gesellschaftskonstituierende Elemen-
te aus einem Stadtbild, wie z. B. ein religiöses 
Heiligtum, in eine andere Region übertragen 
werden und inwieweit die Übertragung materiel-
ler, religiöser oder symbolischer Inhalte die dor-
tige soziale Struktur und Kultur sowie den phy-
sikalischen urbanen Raum veränderten. Gleich-
zeitig soll der Frage nachgegangen werden, 
inwieweit die vorgefundenen oder erst generier-
ten räumlichen, administrativen und sozialen 
Spezifika des neuen urbanen Kontextes Einfluss 
auf die Verehrung der Gottheit bzw. die religiö-
sen Praktiken des jeweiligen Kultes hatten.

Für den vorliegenden Artikel dient als konkre-
tes Fallbeispiel der Kybele- bzw. Mater Magna-
Kult. Teile seiner religiösen Landschaft, beispiels-
weise in Form der Kultstatue und in Form von 
spezifischen religiösen Praktiken, wurden wäh-
rend der römischen Republik von Kleinasien nach 
Rom transferiert. Um die kulturellen, sozialen und 
religiösen Transformationen in ihrer Verflechtung 
und gegenseitigen Beeinflussung analysieren und 
deuten zu können, wurde das Konzept der »land-
scape biographies« (Kolen − Renes 2015) herange-
zogen und auf seine Fruchtbarkeit für die Auswer-
tung der archäologischen Hinterlassenschaften 
diskutiert. Dabei wird der Fokus auf zwei themati-
schen Aspekten liegen: 1.) Place-Making: Integra-
tion in die bestehende römische Stadtplanung und 
Transformation des Stadtbilds, -lebens und der 
Stadtgeschichte; und 2.) Translokalität: Transfer 
des spezifischen, religiös geprägten Stadtbildes von 
Rom aus in die Provinzen, am Beispiel von Mainz 
(Mogontiacum) und Lyon (Lugdunum).

43 Woolf 2013, 150.



94

A. Lätzer-Lasar

Summary

During the Roman Republic and the imperial pe-
riod cults or religion(s) were introduced to differ-
ent places for various reasons. Religion as a con-
stitutive element especially of ancient societies 
had a high impact on culture, the shaping of ur-
ban space and urban life, as well as religious be-
liefs. However, the spatial dimension as well as 
the urban actors (emperors, aediles, priests, indi-
vidual worshippers) also inf luenced religious 
practices, and consequently led to religious 
change. By means of a case study – the Mater 
Magna veneration – the paper seeks to evaluate 
in what regard the concept of a »landscape biog-
raphy« might be useful for the discussion of con-
crete archaeological contexts. The paper will fo-
cus on two main thematic aspects: 1.) »place-mak-
ing«: Where and how were the deity and its 
sanctuaries situated and integrated in the previ-
ously existing city-scape? How did the city-scape, 
urban life and the history of the city transform? 
and 2.) »translocality«: Which elements of the re-
ligious city-scape were transferred to the prov-
inces (e. g. Mogontiacum and Lugdunum)? 
Which transformation phenomena can be de-
tected in the religious practices and/or in the cit-
ies after the transfer of the religious city-scape?

Illustration credits
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