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	INTRODUCTION BY THE PUBLISHER

	 

	 

	Jesse Benedict Carter, born in New York on June 16 1872, was a prominent American classicist of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and a man of broad humanistic range, who had a gift for understanding and explaining the unity of arts and letters.

	Son of Peter and Marie Louise Carter, he was educated at New York University (1889-1890), at Princeton University (A.B. 1893), and at Martin Luther University of Halle-Wittenberg (Ph.D. 1898), where studied with Georg Wissowa and Carl Robert.

	Carter was Professor of Latin at Princeton University from 1902. In 1904 he moved to Rome to join the faculty of the American School of Classical Studies, becoming director in 1907. When the American School of Classical Studies merged with the American Academy in Rome in 1911, Carter continued on as a faculty member and became the AAR director in 1912, following the death of Francis Davis Millet aboard the Titanic.

	His principal scholarly interest was topography and Roman religion, beginning with his Halle dissertation under Carl Robert (“De Deorum Romanorum cognominibus quaestiones selectae”, printed in Leipzig in 1898). He became Robert’s assistant, unusual though it was for an American to be made assistant to a German professor. His interest in religion continued through his collaboration on Roscher’s Ausführliches Lexikon der griechischen und römischen Mythologie and his chief books. 

	He collaborated with Christian Hülsen on topographical studies of the Forum Romanum and produced his own work on the scholarship of Roman religion (The Religion of Numa: And Other Essays on the Religion of Ancient Rome, Macmillan and Co, New York 1906, and The religious life of ancient Rome: a study in the development of religious consciousness, from the foundation of the city until the death of Gregory the Great, Houghton Mifflin, New York 1911).

	Carter gave the Lowell lectures in Boston and lectured on “The Growth of Humanism in the United States” at the Sorbonne in 1916.

	Carter’s life and career were cut short when he died of heatstroke while on an Italian aid mission during World War I, in Cervignano del Friuli on July 20 1917.

	For his aid in Italian relief projects during World War I Carter was awarded the Order of the Crown of Italy by King Victor Emmanuel III. He is buried in the Protestant Cemetery of Rome.

	The essay The Coming of the Sibyl, which we bring today to the attention of modern readers, is taken from Jesse Benedict Carter's basic book The Religion of Numa And Other Essays on the Religion of Ancient Rome, published in New York in 1906. It is a fundamental study for understanding the spirit and religious sentiment of ancient Rome and, in particular, to understand the decisive role played by the Sibylline Oracles in the shaping of the most archaic Roman religiosity. 

	«Like the origin of almost all the great religious movements in the world’s history - writes Carter -, the beginnings of the Sibylline Books are shrouded in mystery. A later age, for whom history had no secrets, with a cheap would-be omniscience told of the old woman who visited Tarquin and offered him nine books for a certain price, and when he refused to pay it, went away, burned three, and then returning offered him at the original price the six that were left; on his again refusing she went away, burned three more and finally offered at the same old price the three that remained, which he accepted. Except as a sidelight on the character of the early Greek trader the story is worthless. It is doubtful even if the presence of the Sibylline Books in Rome goes back beyond the republic. The first dateable use of them was in the year B.C. 496, and there is one little fact connected with them which makes it probable that they did not come in until the republic had begun. This is the circumstance that in view of the great secrecy of the Books it is unthinkable that they should ever have been in Rome without especial guardians, and yet the earliest guardians that we know of were a newly made priesthood consisting originally of two men, the so-called “two men in charge of the sacrifices”». That’s why, according to Carter, the study of the outward and the inward effects of the Sibylline Books is therefore the real history of religion in the first half of the Roman Republic.

	 

	Nicola Bizzi,

	Florence, June 2, 2023.
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	Andrea Del Castagno: Sibilla Cumana, 1450

	(Florence, Uffizi Gallery)

	 

	THE COMING OF THE SIBYL

	 

	 

	The Rome of the first consuls was a very different Rome from that of the earlier kings. Not only was the population larger but it was divided socially into different classes. The simple patriarchal one-class community had been transformed into the complex structure of a society which had in it virtually all those elements and interests, except the more strictly intellectual ones, which go to make up what we call society in the modern sense. The world of the Gods also had increased in population, and there too there was present a slight social distinction between the old Gods (Indigetes) and the new-comers (Novensides), though it is open to question how strongly this distinction was felt. The new Gods thus far were not incommensurable with the old ones. They formed a tolerably harmonious circle, and there was not felt to be any need of new priesthoods; the old priests were sufficient to look after them all. There were a few new names, and a few new temples or altars, but everything was in the old spirit, and there was no rivalry between the old and the new. None of the old Gods was crowded into the background by the new-comers. This was on the face of it impossible as yet, because the new Gods all represented new ideas which had not been provided for under the old scheme. Even Diana, who afterwards usurped somewhat the functions of Juno, stood at present pre-eminently for the political idea pure and simple, so far as Rome was concerned. This period of equipoise did not continue very long, but while it lasted it was beyond doubt the best and strongest period in the whole history of Roman religion. There was no violent religious enthusiasm, but then there was no corresponding depression offsetting it. It was the cold but conscientious formalism which was best adapted to the Roman character, because so long as it held sway the excesses of superstition were avoided.
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