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 THE NUMINA


 The ancient Romans had a set of gods, just as the Greeks did. Roman gods are similar to Greek gods, but they have different names. The Romans did not originally give their gods personalities the way the Greeks did. Before they adopted the stories about the Greek gods and made them their own, the Romans referred to their own gods as “those who are above.” These beings were known as the NUMINA, which means “the Powers.” The Romans did not tell stories about the Numina. The Numina weren’t even considered male or female. And when the Romans adopted the world of Greek mythology, the faceless spirits of nature they called the Numina became known as the Titans (as they were called by the Greeks).


 The Romans used the Numina as a way to take pride in the simple daily acts of their lives. They worshiped the Numina as a way to help keep their households safe. The Romans were practical. They wanted useful gods.


 The most important and beloved of the Numina were the LARES and the PENATES. Every Roman family had a Lar, which they believed was the spirit of their ancestors come to watch over them. The Romans also had several Penates, which were personal gods belonging only to the family. Some examples of Penates include a “God of the Home” and a “Guardian of the Food.” The Lares and Penates were the protectors of the household. The Romans worshiped these gods in their homes, not in temples. They offered these gods some of their food at each meal.


 There were also public Lares and Penates who watched over the Roman city:


 SATURN (whom the Greeks called Cronus) was one of the original Numina of Rome. He was considered the protector of the harvest. His wife, OPS (whom the Greeks called Gaea), was a harvest helper. The Romans held the great feast of Saturnalia every winter to give thanks to Saturn for watching over their crops. During that celebration no wars could be fought. Slaves and masters ate at the same table. It was also a time when people gave gifts to one another. This was to celebrate Prometheus’s gift of fire to the mortals. Prometheus was Saturn’s brother.


 JANUS was the god of good beginnings and endings. He was associated with doorways and gates and was always shown looking both ways. The term Janus-faced is used to describe someone who is two-faced: someone who lies. When the door to Janus’s shrine was closed, it meant that Rome was at peace. If the door to his shrine was open, it meant that Rome was at war. Janus was probably one of the early Roman sky gods. But because he was strictly of Roman origin, he wasn’t part of the Dei Consentes (listed below) who were adopted from the Greeks. Janus was honored at the harvest feast so that the coming year would be a good one for the Roman people. The month of January is named for Janus.


 There were many other lesser known Numina spirits in ancient Roman times. These spirits did not always have their own stories. Often they appeared as minor characters in the myths.


 The following are some of the less important Numina spirits:


 FAUNUS (whom the Greeks called Pan) was a prophet who spoke to people in their dreams. He was the king faun who ruled over all the other fauns. Fauns are mythical creatures that live in the woods and mountains. They are half human and half beast. A faun’s bottom half looks like a goat, and the top half looks like a man. These creatures also have the horns of a goat. Fauns are the companions of BACCHUS (whom the Greeks called Dionysus), the god of grapes. These creatures spend their days dancing and frolicking.


 The CAMENAE were useful and practical goddesses who cared for springs and wells, cured diseases, and foretold the future. They were also known as the MUSES. The Muses were nine spirits honored as the protectors of literature, arts, and science. The Romans assigned the following duties to the Muses: Calliope was the Muse of epic poetry, Clio was the Muse of history, Euterpe was the Muse of flutes and lyric poetry, Thalia was the Muse of comedy and pastoral poetry, Melpomene was the Muse of tragedy, Terpsichore was the Muse of dance, Erato was the Muse of love poetry, Polyhymnia was the Muse of sacred poetry, and Urania was the Muse of astronomy.


 The LARES, as was mentioned before, were the unnamed spirits of good mortals (human beings). These were spirits of those who had died and now resided in Hades (the underworld).The LEMURES were the spirits of the wicked who had died. These spirits were greatly feared by the mortals. Then there were the MANES. These were the spirits who were neither all good nor all bad. They interacted with mortals differently, depending on the situation.


 QUIRINUS was the name the Romans gave to the spirit of Romulus after his death. Romulus was a mortal and the founder of Rome. The Romans told stories in which Romulus was turned into a god.


 Another one of the Numina was LUCINA, who watched over childbirth. The Romans eventually gave this responsibility to the goddesses JUNO (whom the Greeks called Hera) and DIANA (whom the Greeks called Artemis).


 THE DEI CONSENTES


 The DEI CONSENTES are the twelve major gods and goddesses who were honored and worshiped in ancient Rome. The six gods are Jupiter, Mars, Neptune, Vulcan, Apollo, and Mercury. The six goddesses are Juno, Minerva, Vesta, Ceres, Diana, and Venus. They all lived together on Mount Olympus. The gods would make trips down to Earth, sometimes in disguise, to live among mortal people from time to time.


 JUPITER (whom the Greeks called Zeus) was the son of the Numina Saturn and Ops. Jupiter’s parents, among other Numina, once ruled the world. But then the gods on Mount Olympus, led by Jupiter, rose up against them. As the king of the gods, Jupiter was considered one of the most important gods among the Dei Consentes. He was known as the god of the sky and thunder. Jupiter was in charge of all weather. His special power was the ability to change into any shape or form. The Romans called him Optimus Maximus, which means “the Best and Greatest.” Jupiter was worshiped as god of the Roman state in his temple at the Capitoline Hill. He looked after all mortals on Earth and was able to tell them what would happen in the future. His priest, a nobleman called Flamen Dialis, was the highest and most important priest. The color white is associated with Jupiter. All those who served Jupiter wore white. White horses drew Jupiter’s chariot, and only white animals were sacrificed to him. The largest planet in our solar system is named after Jupiter.


 JUNO (whom the Greeks called Hera) was the queen of heaven and was also considered one of the most important goddesses. Juno was the protector of marriage and childbirth. The month of June was named after Juno and was believed to be the best month for marrying. Juno watched over every female from the moment she was born to the end of her life. After a child was born, the new parents would lay out a table of food and fancy gifts for Juno for a whole week. Women offered sacrifices to the goddess on their birthdays. Juno sometimes was called Moneta and was also the goddess in charge of a household’s money. As Moneta, she had a temple dedicated to her in Rome. This temple contained the mint, the place where Roman coins were made.


 MINERVA (whom the Greeks called Athena) was the daughter of Jupiter. She was as important a god as Jupiter and Juno. Legend says that Minerva sprouted from Jupiter’s head. She was the goddess of poetry, medicine, wisdom, commerce, weaving, crafts, and magic. Minerva often was pictured with her sacred creature, the owl, which is a symbol for wisdom. The Romans also chose to worship her as their goddess of war. She was very important to Roman life.


 MARS (whom the Greeks called Ares) was the son of Jupiter and Juno. He sometimes is considered the Romans’favorite god. Mars was the god of war and the protector of Rome. Sometimes called Mars the Avenger, he became known as the personal guardian of the Roman emperor. The Roman soldiers worshiped him. Rome held two festivals a year in his honor. One festival was in October, and it marked the time when the army would put away its weapons for the winter. The other festival was held in the month of March, which is named after Mars. During this festival, the Romans would ask the god to keep enemies away from their crops and herds. Mars was the father of Romulus and Remus, the founders of Rome.


 VULCAN (the god whom the Greeks called Hephaestus) was the son of Juno and Jupiter. He was born with a deformity and was the only god who was not perfect and beautiful. Some stories say that Vulcan was thrown out of heaven by Jupiter, who was offended by his son’s deformity. Jupiter made Vulcan the protector of fire. He often was pictured as a blacksmith working over a furnace. The Romans believed that Vulcan’s furnace was underneath the volcano Mount Aetna in Sicily. Like many Romans, he was a great builder. He made the grand palaces in the heavens for the gods. He was also the maker of art, arms, iron, and armor for all the Roman gods and heroes.


 NEPTUNE (the god of the sea whom the Greeks called Poseidon) was the second son of Saturn and Ops. When Jupiter decided to become king of the gods, he asked his brother Neptune to help him rise up against their father, Saturn. For his help, Jupiter rewarded Neptune by making him god of the sea. But Neptune grew angry at Jupiter, who ruled the other gods harshly. Neptune tried to rise up against Jupiter, but he did not succeed and felt he had to prove that he was more powerful than the other gods. One day he challenged Minerva and Vulcan to a contest to see who could create the most powerful creature. Minerva created a horse, Vulcan created a man, and Neptune created a bull. Neptune’s bull chased off Minerva’s horse and tore apart Vulcan’s man. Neptune proved that he was one of the more powerful gods. The Romans often sacrificed bulls to honor Neptune.


 APOLLO (whom the Greeks also called Apollo) was the god of the sun, music, and healing. He was the son of Jupiter and Leto, a mortal woman. Apollo was the twin brother of Diana, goddess of the moon. When Jupiter’s wife, Juno, learned that Leto was pregnant, she would not let Leto give birth on dry land. Leto wandered the world until she found a floating island. She gave birth there to Diana and Apollo. When Juno learned of the births, she sent a serpent to hunt Leto to her death. To protect his mother, Apollo asked Vulcan to make him a bow and arrows. With his arrows, Apollo was able to kill and also bring the dead back to life. Apollo often was pictured as handsome and young. He was always pictured holding a bow and arrow or a musical instrument known as a lyre.


 DIANA (whom the Greeks called Artemis) was the Lady of Wild Animals, the goddess of the moon, and a hunter for the gods. Like the moon, Diana had a dark side as well as a bright one. She was known as the protector of maidens, innocent youth, and fertility. But she also was known as goddess of the crossways, which were ghostly places of evil magic. Diana was both hunter and protector of wild animals in the forest. She was pictured most often with a deer. The Romans worshiped Diana at a yearly festival in the middle of August called Nemoralia, the Festival of Torches. Diana’s worshipers would form a ring of torches and candles around the dark waters of the sacred Lake Nemi. Their lights surrounded the reflection of the moon on the water’s surface. They called this Diana’s Mirror.


 VENUS (whom the Greeks called Aphrodite) was the goddess of love and beauty. Venus was the daughter of Jupiter and a mortal woman, Dione. Some stories say that Venus was born of the foam of the sea. The Romans believed she was the wife of Vulcan. She loved him sweetly in spite of his ugliness. The Romans said that when Venus arrived, she would bring beauty and laughter with her. Neither mortal men and women nor gods and goddesses could resist her sweet charms. Venus was considered the mother of the Roman people through her son Aeneas. Venus was associated with the myrtle tree and often was pictured with a dove, a sparrow, or a swan.


 MERCURY (the god whom the Greeks called Hermes) was the son of Jupiter and Maia, the goddess of spring. Mercury was Jupiter’s special “messenger” god, graceful and swift. He wore winged sandals on his feet and had wings on his hat. Mercury held a winged magic wand known as Caduceus that had two serpents wound around it. Mercury sometimes was known as a master thief and was the cleverest of all the gods. Some say that as a baby, he stole Apollo’s herds of cattle. Jupiter forced Mercury to return them. One of Mercury’s responsibilities was to take care of the dying. He would detach their souls from their bodies and accompany them to the underworld. Mercury also was known as the god of commerce and the market, the protector of traders. Every year the Romans held a festival in his honor on the fifteenth of May (the month named in honor of his mother, Maia). Mercury often was pictured holding a money purse with a goat or a rooster by his side.


 CERES (whom the Greeks called Demeter) was Jupiter’s sister and the goddess of the corn, summertime, and the harvest. She was the only one of the gods who was kind to all humans. She was involved in the daily lives of mortals. The other gods played tricks on the mortals, but the Romans believed that Ceres truly cared about them. They loved her for giving them the gift of the harvest, their reward for nurturing the soil. They believed she was responsible for teaching humans how to grow, preserve, and prepare grain and corn. She also was credited with making the land fertile to help the plants grow. Her daughter Proserpine (whom the Greeks called Persephone) was kidnapped by the god of the underworld, PLUTO (whom the Greeks called Hades). Beautiful Proserpine had to stay with Pluto for four months of every year. The Romans believed that winter occurred because Ceres was sad about being without her daughter for those months. Ceres often was pictured wearing a garland made from ears of corn, holding a stick or farming tool in one hand and a basket of flowers, fruits, or grain in the other.


 VESTA (whom the Greeks called Hestia) was sister to Jupiter, Juno, Ceres, Pluto, and Neptune. She was the goddess of the hearth, which is the floor of a fireplace. In ancient Roman times, the hearth was the symbol of the home. Vesta was an important goddess to the Romans because every newborn child had to be brought to the hearth before being received by the family. Every Roman meal began and ended with an offering to Vesta. Every city had a public hearth dedicated to Vesta. The fire in it was never allowed to go out. If a new city was created, coals from Vesta’s fire were used to start the new city’s fire. In Rome, Vesta’s fire was cared for by six priestesses known as Vestals. This fire was officially put out and relit every year on March 1. If Vesta’s fire went out at any other time, it was considered a bad omen, predicting that disaster would come to Rome. Vesta was also the goddess of bakers. She often was pictured with her favorite animal, a mule. Mules were used to turn the millstone that was used to make flour for the bakers.
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 ROMAN ORIGINS OF THE MODERN CALENDAR


 Why do we call the calendar a calendar? The Romans called the first day of each month Kalendae or calends. This is where we get the word for our modern-day calendar. Originally, the Roman calendar started the new year in the month of March. But Julius Caesar introduced his calendar in 45 B.C.E., and the leader of Rome made the first day of January the start of the year.


 The Days of the Week


 Sometimes the Romans used symbols to represent the weekdays. For example, Sunday is pictured as the sun symbol, and Monday as the moon symbol.


 Sunday means “Day of the Sun.” This day was named in honor of Apollo, the sun god.


 Monday means “Day of the Moon.” This day was named in honor of Diana, the goddess of the moon.


 Tuesday was called Dies Martis, or “Day of Mars,” in ancient Rome. The word Tuesday, as we now call it, comes from the Old English for “Tiw’s Day.” Tiw was the god of war in Norse mythology as Mars was the god of war in Roman mythology.


 Wednesday was called Dies Mercuri, or “Day of Mercury,” in ancient Rome. In Old English, the day was called “Woden’s Day.” The Roman god Mercury was similar to the European god Woden.


 Thursday is named after the Roman god Jupiter, the god of sky and thunder. Thursday was called Iovis Dies, or “Jupiter’s Day,” in ancient Rome. The Roman god Jupiter was similar to the Norse god Thor. “Thor’s Day” became known as Thursday.


 Friday was called Dies Veneris, or “Day of Venus,” in ancient Rome. The word Friday, as we call it, comes from the Old English, “Freya’s Day.” Freya was the Norse equivalent to the Roman goddess Venus.


 Saturday means “Saturn’s Day.” This day was named in honor of Saturn.


 The Names of the Months


 Only a few months were named after Roman gods. Most months were named after Latin words for numbers. Two months were named in honor of Roman emperors.


 January is named to honor Janus, the god of gates and doorways. He was also the god of beginnings and endings and often was pictured as having two faces looking in opposite directions. In the original Roman calendar, January had twenty-nine days. Once Julius Caesar changed the calendar, January became a month with thirty-one days.


 February may have been named to honor Februus, the god of purification. It also may have been named after the festival Februa, which was celebrated in Rome during the second month. This month had twenty-eight days until 45 B.C.E. Julius Caesar declared that February should have twenty-eight days but twenty-nine days every fourth year, or Leap Year.


 March was named to honor Mars, the god of war. March was the first month of the Roman year until Julius Caesar made January the first month. March was the month when wars would begin or start again. This month has always had thirty-one days.


 April comes from the Latin word aperire, which means “to open.” The month may have been named April since it is the beginning of spring, when buds and blossoms begin to open. April originally had thirty days, and then it had twenty-eight and twenty-nine days for a while. Then Julius Caesar made April a thirty-day month again.


 May was named to honor Maia, the goddess of spring. It also may come from the Latin word maiores, which means “seniors,” and May was a month dedicated to the elderly. May has always had thirty-one days.


 June is named to honor Juno, the queen of the gods. It also may be named after the Latin word iuniores, which means “juniors,” and June was a month dedicated to young men. June originally had thirty days, and then it had twenty- nine. Julius Caesar declared June to be thirty days again.
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