
One Cult, Multiple Cultures: Multilingualism and Religion in Western 
Roman Inscriptions 

In the middle of the 1st century AD an individual with a Roman name and apparently 
oriental filiation, Albinus Chaereae f(ilius), consecrated an altar to the protective deities 
of the city in which he lived, Vissaium, the modern Viseu in Portugal. The first words of 
the text, which mention the gods, are in the indigenous language, while his name and the 
formula for the fulfilment of the vow are expressed in Latin (AE 2009, 505). Hundreds of 
kilometres away, in Rome, a soldier of Eastern origin, Tiberius Claudius Felix, dedicated 
an altar with a bilingual inscription in Palmyrene Aramaic and Latin. While the Latin text 
states that the altar is dedicated to Sol Sanctisimus, the Palmyrene one, on the side, 
indicates that it is dedicated to Malachbêl and to 'the other gods of Palmyra'. At the same 
time, the Palmyrene and Latin versions show striking differences in the self-
representation of Tiberius: his family is only mentioned in the Latin part. On the other 
hand, Tiberius emphasises his Palmyrene origin only in the Aramaic version (CIL VI, 
710). These instances are just two examples of how multilingualism, common in large 
parts of the Roman Empire, has been recorded in the religious epigraphy of the period.  

 The first centuries of the Common Era witnessed the spread of the Latin language and 
Roman religious “models” through western Europe. The process, far from being linear, 
generated spaces of negotiation between the local traditions and the new trends, which in 
turn created situations of both convergence and re-definition of the otherness. The 
inscriptions from the first centuries are very relevant sources for the study of these 
processes; in fact, the research on the phenomena of linguistic contact between Latin and 
local languages attested in epigraphy has received considerable attention during the last 
two decades (e.g. Adams 2003; Marco Simón 2012; Mullen & James 2012; Estarán 2016; 
Mullen in press). 

The epigraphic testimonies of religious expression are therefore an excellent way to 
analyse these linguistic and cultural contacts. Although Latin epigraphy and Latin culture 
operated as a shared common basis, at the same time, when a cult or a worship practice 
is transposed from one cultural milieu to another, religious texts often contain specific 
cultural elements that are difficult, if not impossible, to translate. Bilingual and mixed 
inscriptions are illustrative -albeit not the only- sources of this phenomenon of cultural 
exchange. They show a certain linguistic conservatism linked to religious terms is 
detected in several of the epigraphic cultures, while other inscriptions may present 
unusual features as a result of adapting them from another cultural sphere in migrant or 
local contexts. In sum, the nature of these epigraphs raises important topics for discussion 
such as the linguistic translation procedures, the religious otherness, or the socio-
linguistic vitality of non-Latin languages. 

 The aim of this panel is to analyse, through religious epigraphy, the contacts between 
Rome and other contemporaneous local traditions (Celtic, Lusitanian, Gaulish...) as well 
others which are the result of migratory movements towards the West (Syrian, 
Phoenician-Punic...) in the western provinces of the Roman Empire during the 1st to 3rd 
centuries AD. We invite researchers to participate in our panel to cover broader aspects 



of the phenomenon, such as the study of divine names and the onomastic sequences that 
accompany or replace them, the phenomena of code-switching in religious (cont)texts, 
the local adaptation of standardised Latin epigraphic formulas (ofrenda, votum...) and the 
analysis of multilingual spaces as a whole, such as sanctuaries or temples. Given that 
inscriptions are not texts alien to their environment, the panel is similarly open to the 
participation of archaeologists and specialists in iconography with the aim of gaining a 
more complete understanding about the processes of cultural negotiation and adaptation 
behind multilingual religious texts (Abascal 2011; Bonnet 2018).  

The panel will be open to 20-minute papers, followed by 5-minute discussions, 
adhering therefore to the 50 minutes per slot indicated by the Conference organisation 
committee. The official language of the panel will be English, although we will be open 
to communications in the official languages of the conference (English, French and 
Portuguese) in addition to Spanish and Italian. We envisage the results to be published in 
a collective volume. Even though there will be an open call for papers, we are glad to 
already announce that Prof. Francisco Marco Simón (University of Zaragoza) has 
confirmed his availability to participate as the inaugural speaker. Additionally, Prof. José 
d'Encarnação and Prof. Juan Carlos Olivares Pedreño have confirmed their attendance, 
all of them renowned specialists in the study of indigenous epigraphy within the field of 
History of Ancient Religions. 
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