Graffiti Prayers in Roman Italy and “Everyday” Religious Experience

By necessity, much of the study of Roman religion has focused on the modes of activity discernable in “literature” or limited categories of material culture, especially sacred topography and iconography. As such, questions of religious experience have been understated and little attention has been paid to the ways in which the populace of Roman cities articulated their relationship with the divine and interacted with the macrocosm in real terms. Therefore, I offer the present study as one means of understanding how urban populations envisioned and interacted with deities in their daily lives. Specifically, I argue that graffiti from Roman Italy (here, Pompeii and Ostia) lend insight into how religious experience operated beyond those temporal and spatial parameters (i.e. temple and festival) intrinsically marked out as atypical or “sacred”. Graffiti are important precisely because they are mundane; they constitute not only an indication of the producer’s perceived relationship with the divine, but also the viewer’s experience as a religious actor in the city. 
Specifically, I will examine those graffiti “prayers” found among the other ubiquitous graffiti at Ostia and, especially, Pompeii. Importantly, certain of these prayers appear to have been written by subaltern groups such as slaves, and therefore represent a possible alternative to normative religious experience as it would appear in Latin literature (e.g. Cicero, Varro, Ovid). Following R. Benefiel’s suggestion that there is an inherent dialogue at play within the graffiti at Pompeii ("Dialogues of Ancient Graffiti in the House of Maius Castricius at Pompeii," American Journal of Archaeology 114.1 (2010), 59-101), I argue that the authors of graffiti prayers knowingly inserted the gods into the mundane social world by implicating them in this dialogue. That is, the gods become another active participant in the city. Ultimately, this fact reveals important information about how at least certain people envisioned the basic character of divinity and their own relationship to it: deities possessed mentalities akin to humans, the physical landscape of the city was actively inhabited by these divine mentalities—gods may have even been corporally located within the same space occupied by humans, and these deities were both accessible and efficacious. 
