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Conversations about materiality have helped forge a common meeting 
ground for scholars seeking to integrate images, sites, texts, and 
implements in their approach to religion in the ancient Mediterranean.  

The fourteen chapters in this volume explore the productivity of these 
approaches, with case studies from Israel, Athens, Rome, Sicily, and North 
Africa. The results foreground the capacity of material approaches to cast light 
on the cultural creation of the sacred through the integration of rhetorical, 
material, and iconographic means. They open more nuanced pathways to the 
uses of text in the study of material evidence. They highlight the potential 
for material objects to bring political and ethnic boundaries into the sacred 
realm. And they emphasize the role of ongoing interpretation, debate, and 
multiple readings in the creation of the sacred, in both ancient contexts and 
scholarly discussion.
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Object, Image, and Text: Materiality and Ritual 
Practice in the Ancient Mediterranean

From Goods to Gods: The Material Turn and Ritual Studies

The “material turn” has been part of the landscape of the humanities since the 
1980s, yielding a rich array of frameworks for approaching objects as agents, 

as socially constituted and constituting, as subjectively perceived and affectively 
experienced  (Hicks and Beaudry 2010; Gell 1998). The roots of these interests 
run much deeper, however, than the late twentieth century (Taylor 2009;  
D. Miller 2005; Fogelin 2007). In the nineteenth century Locke and Tylor debated 
the boundaries between the material world and the human soul (Taylor 2009, 
299). Hegel declared that engagement with the material world is a fundamental 
property of being human. Marx argued that the measure of a man is often the 
extent to which he transforms, commodifies, and accumulates the material world 
(Hegel 1807). In the mid-twentieth century, Merleau Ponty’s phenomenology 
outlined the role of the embodied and the experiential human interaction with 
the world, rather than the merely cognized (Merleau Ponty 1945). Bourdieu’s 
concept of habitus, affirming the role of society in concept formation and 
response to the material world, may be traced back to Herodotus’s declarations 
on the role of environment in the shaping of social character (Bourdieu 1977; 
Taylor 2009; Lloyd 1978). The depth of the topic is matched only by the breadth 
of its use across disciplines, from philosophy to economics, and that are focused 
on objects as diverse as fine art and inorganic waste (Meskell 2005; D. Miller 2005; 
Lange-Berndt 2015; Gregson and Crang 2010; Dant 2005). These disciplines 
and topics meet in a growing number of journals, scholarly handbooks, and 
collections of essays devoted to “materiality.”1

Among the many outcomes of these conversations are several points 
of relevance for contemporary scholars of ancient religion: these include 

My appreciation goes out to Professor Brian B. Schmidt, The University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 
for reading and offering comment on an earlier draft of this introduction. 

1.  Introductions to materiality include Buchli 2002; D. Miller 1998, 2005; P. Miller 2014; Tilley 
et al. 2006; journals include the Journal of Material Culture (Sage) and Material Culture (Pioneer 
America Society).
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how religion is defined, the potential for its change over time, and religion’s 
association with icons (Droogan 2013, 149–73). At the simplest level, ritual 
practice can leave material traces—objects held in the hand, monuments viewed 
as a group, structures approached and entered into (Fogelin 2007). Attempts to 
distinguish ritual from nonritual objects have sought to establish a typology of 
ritual materials; essential characteristics include an intensity of focus, appeal to 
group memory, and density of symbolic elements.2 The raw materials of these 
objects, their physical location and arrangement, and the way in which structures 
determine group size and line of sight can be approached through the question of 
somatic, emotionally intensifying impact at individual, group, and social levels. 
The focus on nonlinguistic properties complements the determination to study 
religion as a social reality rather than a doctrinal debate (Boivin 2009).

The social constitution of the material world replaces the apparent 
concreteness of objects with a model of fluid, interactive change over time (Gosden 
1994, 37). The social life of things engages them in movement between individuals, 
social registers, and across the boundaries of group identity (Appadurai 1986; 
Morehard 2015). Barth’s work among the Baktaman demonstrated that even 
within a single society, different social registers experience objects differently; 
Keane has noted that the entrance of objects into new contexts gives rise to 
features unrelated to the intention of the previous owner (Insoll 2009; Keane 
2008; Morehard and Butler 2010). Consistent with Bourdieu’s habitus, multiple 
social entanglements yield multiple meanings. These considerations yield a more 
flexible paradigm for determining an object’s relevance for religious practice. 
Objects may be ritualizing in one instance, but game pieces, artwork, or gifts to 
the dead in another. The life histories of objects, including the multiple cultural 
contexts in which they function, emerge as a critical component in the assessment 
of their ritual effectiveness. These contribute to creative, revolutionary models of 
ritual and religion as the meeting place for multiple voices (Keane 2008; Bradley 
1998; Inomata 2006; Moore 1996; Fogelin 2007).

 Among the objects most readily identified with ritual functions are icons and 
sacred images. Conceptualized as part of the cultural vocabulary of the sacred, 
they have often been interpreted with the aid of ancient narratives, particularly 
in the text-rich cultures of the Mediterranean. This has challenged scholars 
to develop more nuanced models for explicating the relationship between the 
textual and the material in ritual contexts. Semiotic and structural approaches 
boomed in the decades after the 1970s, emerging from the Paris School. These 
approaches pressed the boundaries of Saussure’s linguistics as an avenue into the 
thought world of ancient cultures. The models they yield—in their static quality, 
and their inattention to cultural context—lie far from the ideals that would be 

2.  For the difficulty of identifying ritual, see Bradley 2005; Rowan 2012; Barrett 2016; Renfrew 
1985.
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pursued by scholars working in the material turn. They reflect the tendency 
of semiotically focused analyses to deemphasize material remains in favor of 
cognitive models, and focus on belief system as abstract constructions of the 
human mind (Tilley 1999; Boivin 2009; Barrett 2016; Renfrew and Zubrow 1994; 
McCorkle 2014; Lehmann 2005; Geertz 2014). More recently, however, Fogelin, 
Boivin, and others have revisited the question, noting that scholars since Geertz, 
Turner, Douglas and even Levi-Strauss have acknowledged the nonarbitrariness 
of signs and symbols. These are not completely independent from the materialized 
reality of the signifiers, but shaped by the natural properties of the symbolic 
material as well as arbitrary factors (Tilley 1999; Fogelin 2015). The grounding 
of signs in material experience replaces the need to choose between mind and 
material, and opens a pathway into a recoverability of the thought world of the 
subject cultures. This recoverability exists even despite the force of social context 
in determining material interaction (Gosden 1994, 37; Taylor 2009).

Scholars of religion have not, on the whole, been as engaged in the discussions 
of materiality as may be expected (Insoll 2004; cf. Balke and Tsouparopoulou 2015, 
Pongratz-Leisten and Sonik 2015; Boschung and Bremmer 2015; Houlbrook and 
Armitage 2015; Mylonopoulos forthcoming). At a practical level, the uneven 
representation of material practice across world religions limits its appeal to 
those scholars with access to its evidence (Meyer et al. 2014). Many religions 
in fact critique materiality as part of the encouragement for the transcendent 
(Fogelin 2015, 1–10; Taylor 2009, 300). Tendencies within the academy 
exacerbate the situation. Philosophical and academic voices have a long tradition 
of preferring mind over material, visible already in Cicero’s disparagement of the 
work of the hands in comparison with the labor of the mind (Wood 1991, 98–
99). This extends to a specific disinclination to take up the question of the gods 
in a highly secular Western academy, particularly in the fields of anthropology 
and archaeology (Insoll 2004; Boivin 2009; Droogan 2013). In the mid-twentieth 
century, Hawkes’s “ladder of inference” emerged as a model for responsible 
archaeological investigation: rituals, in her schema, lie beyond firm recovery. 
This was paired with what Tilley characterizes as the destructive pessimism of 
twentieth-century archaeology that was convinced fragmentary remains had 
little more to reveal. Technology and economy were the sole, notable exceptions, 
yielding models of the social past characterized by technological and ecological 
determinism. The postprocessual, cognitive, symbolic focus of the 1980s moved 
beyond the approach to objects as adaptive technologies (Taylor 2009). These 
new archaeologists regarded religion and ritual as key human activities—and the 
doorway was reopened to an archaeology of cult (Chippindale and Taçon 1998; 
Tilley 1994; Scarre 2002; Whittle 1996). The constructivist perspective on those 
rituals has often dominated, informed by anthropological voices from Evans-
Pritchard to Marshall Sahlins, who approached religion as one of the social codes 
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projected onto the material world. The cognized social order, rather than the 
materiality of the world—shaped by the humans who were in turn shaped by it—
remained dominant: these are the challenges against which a materials approach 
is offered. A growing number of publications attest to the productive potential 
for material approaches to religion; these bring together case studies from across 
the breadth of disciplines, cultural and chronological studies that characterize 
approaches to materiality.3

Synopsis of Chapters

The chapters in this volume reflect the impact of these conversations, which are so 
widely diffused that they have become the necessary and implicit foundations for 
exploring the cultural functions material remains. The case studies gathered here 
situate the conversation about materiality in the ancient Mediterranean world, 
ranging temporally from Iron Age Israel into the Christian Imperial period. The 
questions of the definition of religious objects, the fluidity of socially constructed 
meanings, the centrality of iconographic analysis, the role for the cultural habitus 
which shapes the understanding and perception of objects, and the potential 
to erode the divide between emic and etic perspectives, all emerge across the 
disciplinary and regional divides represented herein. The chapters are grouped 
into four sections based on their primary form of evidence: iconography, text, 
ritual objects, and sites and structures.

In Section 1, three chapters take up the investigation from an iconographic 
perspective. They share a focus on the cultural productivity of the polysemicity 
attendant upon material evidence. Annewies van den Hoek’s analysis of the 
Dioscuri builds on the principles of the social construction of materiality to 
demonstrate the polyvocality of the images of Castor and Pollux. Working back 
from their image on North African ceramics of the fourth and fifth century, 
she reconstructs their presence in the visual vocabularies of the ancient Greek 
and Roman worlds. Viewed as the points upon which multiple audiences 
converged, the twins emerge as responsive to the needs of both traditional and 
Christian religions. Sheramy Bundrick’s study of Athenian iconography moves 
our focus from emic to etic. Here the multiple readers are the generations of 
scholars whose preference for rational models of Greek antiquity and purely 
narrative interpretations of ritual scenes blinded them to the cleromantic 
activities depicted on Athenian vases. The same astragali which enabled games 
were also ritual implements. They would have been as recognizable by the users 
of the vases as the divine implements that Susan Blevins and Meghan Diluzio 

3.  Journal of Material Religion: The Journal of Objects, Art and Belief (Taylor & Francis); Meyer 
et al. 2014; Insoll 2009; Rowan 2012; Laneri 2015; Barrowclough and Malone 2007; Kyriakidis 2007; 
Whitley and Hays-Gilpin 2008; Renfrew and Morley 2009.
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explore in the context of Imperial Rome. A focus on the material technologies 
for communication with the gods also informs the analysis of incense altars, 
votive tapers, and incubation practices in other chapters. Seung Ho Bang et al. 
argue that the distinctive material elements of these altars reflect the potential for 
each house in Tell Halif to have its own, individualized radio to god. Bert Lott 
demonstrates that the materiality of votive tapers, simultaneously appropriate for 
the imperial ghosts and for personal patrons, collapsed those two categories for 
the citizens of Pisa. Megan Nutzman demonstrates that the careful management 
of the bridge between Greco-Roman and Judaic ritual categories enabled 
multiple communities to benefit from the ability to invoke divine healing at 
Hammat Gader. The polysemnic potential of both the genre of the portrait, 
and the material of stone, comes to the fore in Eric Varner’s study of Nero’s 
theomorphic portraits. The materiality of the stone and the cultural category 
of the portrait transformed the viewing of Nero’s statues into a hierophantic 
moment, without losing the political and aesthetic force of the experience. These 
three chapters suggest that material religion is characterized by a polysemnity 
that is both productive and problematic. The materiality of ritual objects may 
enable cultural convergence, scholarly obfuscation, or imperial messaging, and 
this is seen to function in two different rituals devoted to “seeing” the gods—
hierophany and cleromancy.

In Section 2, three chapters access the materiality of religion through primarily 
textual sources. The primacy of texts arises from different circumstances for 
each case study: the ephemeral nature of the objects themselves (Bert Lott), the 
coterminality between the production of a magical tablet and the ritual act (Jill 
Marshall), or because the ritualization of the object is a rhetorical achievement, 
carried out by Cicero in the context of legal debate (Isabel Köster). The dynamics 
of gift-giving run as a thread throughout all three chapters. Bert Lott’s analysis 
begins with a Pisan inscription detailing the annual offerings to be made as 
public commemoration for the ghost of Augustus’s son Lucius. These offerings 
may not consist of more than one candle, torch or wreath. These cheap and 
ephemeral materials, assuming a role in socially, legally, and poetically distinct 
exchanges, penetrate the boundaries of private family and public rites, and tie 
the town of Pisa to the imperial capital. The function of tapers and torches in 
Saturnalia, moreover, where they are gifts to would-be patrons, means that these 
gifts to the dead were also exchanges between client and patron. The inscription 
simultaneously textualizes and textualizes the candles and their light, and would 
itself, as an object in public space, locate the generator of these ritually forged 
relationships in real geo-political space. Jill Marshall shares this focus on the 
act of giving, exploring the term “anathema” in curse tablets and in the writings 
of Paul. Anathema, the act of dedication, appears in curse tablets from Megara 
and Knidos to describe the delivery of a victim to the powers of the invisible 
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world. The tablets, in their material form, offer life histories and user experiences 
that embody the complex sociology of knowledge in Paul’s Corinth. The public 
display of tablets in Knidos moved anathema from the metaphoric to the physical 
sphere, a collapsing of symbol and action fundamental to magical practice. A 
palimpsest text from Megara, which simultaneously hides and reveals a divine 
message, makes visible the social functions of knowledge, access, distribution, 
and discretion. The creation of the text itself enables practitioners and purchasers 
to close the gap between language and artifact, physical manipulation and 
intellectual access. Isabel Köster explores how Cicero uses language to transform 
a piece of artwork into a ritual object in his invective against Verres. The sacrality 
of objects emerges as a social decision: it accrues to an object because of its 
physical location, aesthetic value, and the activities carried out around it. Verres’s 
failure to understand these principles is articulated in terms of his absence of 
affect: he is devoid of the complex emotional, aesthetic, and social response that 
marks those for whom these finely crafted works are ritual objects. These failures 
render him as foreign to Rome as he was to the Sicily he plundered. The question 
of the gift emerges in this as in the other two chapters of this section. Verres’s 
claim to have stolen a candelabra in order to dedicate it to Jupiter is false, as he 
did not understand that gifts to the gods demanded an audience.

Section 3 focuses on individual objects which may be characterized as tools 
in ritual contexts—altars, figurines, and the implements of ritual practice. The 
first two chapters focus on Israelite objects with long histories of investigation 
as cultic paraphernalia. They share a reliance on petrographic analysis and a 
focus on the question of production, and yield fresh hypotheses for the social 
dynamics of production. Seung Ho Bang et al. position the incense altars from 
Tell Halif among the archaeologies of entanglement, foregrounding the complex 
life histories of these ritual implements (Der and Fernandini 2016). These 
histories encompass local geology, the travel itineraries of the raw materials, and 
the politic, ethnic, and professional groupings of those involved in procurement, 
production, transfer, and use. Distinctions in material and finish suggest the 
existence of multiple artisans with differing levels and styles of craftsmanship, 
belonging to different households. The inherent challenges of identifying ritual 
objects in domestic assemblages come to the fore in the movability of these 
objects, whose presence could turn any number of locations into ritual spaces. 
The analysis of the altars’ materiality, achieved through scientific as well as 
stylistic means, foregrounds the affective, the familial, and the local realities of 
ritual at Tell Halif, as well as the potential for ritual objects to serve as the carriers 
of contemporary narratives. Erin Darby focuses on Judean pillar figurines, 
traditionally interpreted as evidence for women’s rituals in domestic contexts. 
Petrographic, stylistic, and distribution analysis offer life histories of the figurines. 
These were made of local soils by specialist craftsmen, reflecting the styles from 
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different regions, but were not themselves exchanged across political divides. 
These factors suggest a new hypothesis for the figurines as regional signatures, 
and for their workshops as loci for the negotiation of identity as well as ritual 
technologies.

Meghan Diluzio and Susan Blevins pursue the investigation of ritual 
instruments through their depiction on Roman imperial architecture. Both seek 
to recover the combination of memory, affect, and cultural context that would 
have enabled contemporary readers of these images to identify the agents missing 
in the depiction of the implements. Both also build on La Follette’s proposal that 
ritual implements were not a generic set, but tailored to respond to their ritual 
context (La Follette 2011–2012). Blevins uses an analysis of Quintilian’s rhetoric 
to produce an elegant reading of the frieze of the temple of the deified Titus and 
Vespasian, while Diluzio integrates images of Vestals in ritual action with textual 
evidence from Roman authors. Blevins argues that the frieze of the temple of 
the divine Vespasian and Titus, which consists of an array of sacred objects, 
invokes the Flamines, a priesthood occupied only by the senatorial elite. The 
depiction of implements only, without individual portraits, affirms the collective 
agency of their office without singling out any individual priest for honors. 
That priesthood’s role in constituting Rome was strengthened by the rhythm of 
the images. Their repetition and variation mimic patterns in music and bodily 
movement that Quintilian recommended for sublime and pleasing thoughts, 
while their cyclicality would evoke the calendrical regularity of civic time that 
ensured the performance of remembrance and religious obligation. Meghan 
Diluzio uses iconographic evidence to counter the traditional arguments that 
the Vestals could not perform sacrifice, and that the flaminica Dialis was but 
a passive extension of her husband’s authority. The evidence consists of the 
ritual implements carried in the hands of women on the Ara Pacis, depicted 
on the entablature frieze of the temple of Vesta, and borne along in procession 
on sculptural reliefs of Roman temples and altars. The implements—translated 
from tools into metonymns for priestly action—transcend and dissolve the 
boundaries of gender that have played a disproportionate role in the scholarly 
reconstructions of the ritual lives of Roman women.

Section 4 brings together three chapters focusing on the spatial and regional 
frameworks for material religion. Each of them foregrounds ritual spaces as 
loci for the meeting of cultures, reflecting the ethnic and geospatial reality of 
the polysemnity noted in the first section’s chapters. Eric Moore explores water 
sources as producers of civic identity in Corinth and in Samaria, two communities 
circumscribed by Rome. Water sources have a long-recognized role as locations 
for the meeting of human and divine. The narratives of these interactions, and 
the historical, geospatial, civic, and architectural locations of the fountain of 
Glauke in Corinth, and Jacob’s well in Samaria, link hierophantic tradition with 
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civic identity. Historical shifts of ownership destabilize and refine the meaning 
of these narratives of interaction. Under Roman occupation, the ritual functions 
associated with Glauke’s fountain shifted away from the apotropaia offered to 
Medea, the barbarian, baby-killing princess. The foreign princess became a token 
of successfully conquered barbarian nations, and the ritual sensibility transferred 
from personal and familial protection to the divinely approved protection 
of imperial boundaries. At Jacob’s well, Jesus’s encounter with the Samarian 
woman provides a narrative of the moment of transfer of mediating power from 
Gerezim and Jerusalem, geospatially limited locations, to Jesus himself. This is 
a shift in the geospatial realities of cult from the pre-Jesus world to emergent 
Christianity, in which the object of celebration is emphatically transnational. 
The narratives enacted, ritualized, and remembered at local water sources are not 
only themselves capable of transformation, but emerge as tools for the scalar shift 
from local identities to imperial and universal reach. Megan Nutzman explores 
the cultural accommodations attendant upon the convergence of Greek, Roman, 
Jewish, and Christian identities and practices at another sacred spring, Hammat 
Gader. This was the most popular of the eight thermal springs in Palestine, and 
archaeological finds of hundreds of lamps, some seventy inscriptions, and an 
inscription detailing honors to fourteen different gods reflect robust engagement 
with the powers of the place by Greek, Roman, and Jewish individuals in search 
of healing. The evidence for incubation as the rite of healing seems to have been 
obscured by biblical writers who suppressed the evidence of this engagement 
in non-Jewish, traditionally Greek and Roman practices. The convergence of 
identities did not result in a hybrid ritual experience. While the procedures of 
incubation seem to have been followed by all seeking a cure, separate facilities 
(synagogue, church, and temple) would facilitate the preparations of purification 
and votive offerings consistent with the visitor’s own faith traditions, and suggest 
the potential for each individual community to find the god or prophet of their 
choice in their healing dreams at the site—Asklepios for Greek and Roman, 
Elijah for Jews.

Lela Urquhart presents the evidence for an increase in materialized religion, 
both moveable finds and ritual spaces, when Greek, Sicilian, and Phoenician 
cultures intersect in the context of archaic Sicily. Traditional analyses of the 
island’s cults suggested that religion was an aspect of culture that was especially 
slow to hellenize, and indeed that influenced the incoming Greeks, in contrast to 
the models of hellenization that uphold the political value of “civilizing” colonial 
enterprises. Urquhart uses material evidence to show the evidence for change in 
indigenous Sicilian religions, focusing on central western Sicily: physical correlates 
of ritual increased; ritual action shifted from graves to gods; and rituals changed 
from loosely to highly structured. The quantification of material correlates, a type 
of data distinctive to material studies, is critical in the argument. Extratextuality, 
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as a framework for conceptualizing ritual as both text and discourse, provides a 
catalyst for opening up the implications of these data. Rituals as texts are part of 
the broader cultural discourses in which symbolic systems support and demand 
an act of interpretation. These interpretations move between fixed conventions 
and object-based interpretation carried out by both ancient participants and 
etic scholars. Each ritual, thus viewed, becomes one conversation conducted 
within the frame of the cultural language that enabled communication among 
gods, residents, and foreigners. Historical texts that reflect back on the context 
of these conversations emphasize ongoing cultural evolution, capable of both 
conflict and collaboration. Practice theorists underscore the engagement with 
both material devices and texts in the transformation of meaning, on the part of 
primary actors as well as scholarly interpreters. The arc drawn between historical 
texts, ancient context, and material evidence validates a model of cross-cultural 
engagement significantly worked out through the medium of material religion.

Themes

Four themes emerge across these sections that bind the chapters to each other 
and suggest specific ways in which ancient Mediterranean cultures contribute 
to the conversations about materiality and religion. These include the creation 
of the sacred, the significance of texts, the crossing of cultural boundaries, and 
the centrality of interpretation. The assembled chapters approach the creation 
of the sacred through a combination of rhetorical, material, and iconographic 
paths. Cicero uses his rhetorical skills to define a piece of artwork as a sacred 
object, effectively producing its status as divine. His achievement relies on the 
permeability of the line between sacred and secular that informs the theomorphic 
portraits of Nero. This generative rhetoric of the sacred resonates as well with 
archaeological debates engaged in Urquahrt’s discussion of Sicilian small finds, 
and Bundrick’s argument for depictions of astragali: When is an object a votive 
gift communicating with the divine, and when is it simply a personal possession? 
The production of more unambiguously ritual objects—incense altars and pillar 
figurines—expands this conversation to the sociology of ancient workshops, and 
their location of the sacred in daily topographies.

The abundance of literary sources from the ancient Mediterranean cultures 
relevant for these papers have both propelled and held back the application of 
theoretical debates in the archaeologies of the region. The risks of preferring 
ancient authors over material finds, the elitism of the texts, and the complexities 
of both literary genres and material evidence are core characteristics of 
Mediterranean archaeologies. These chapters suggest that one outcome of a 
material focus is a productive dissolution of the gap between text and object, 
a dissolution in which the life-world of the object, the viewer, the user, and 
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the interpreter emerge as primary foci of interpretation. The chapters in this 
volume demonstrate that textual witnesses to the uses of ritual implements, their 
appearance in processions, and the social strata familiar with them are a sine 
qua non in material analysis. Several of these chapters offer particularly nuanced 
approaches. Blevins dissolves the separation between the rhetorical principles 
which would shape both gesture and speech among educated Romans and the 
visual world of the temple friezes. Marshall refines the semantics of “anathema” 
in both magical and biblical texts in exploring the ability of curse tablets to 
simultaneously hide and reveal. And in Urquhart’s use of extratextuality, ritual 
itself becomes a text, one among numerous malleable building blocks in a 
culture’s symbolic system. Its historical usefulness emerges from the constant 
dialogue between fixity and objectification.

Materials that facilitate human interaction with the divine are often, in these 
chapters, simultaneously the point of interaction among distinct political or 
ethnic identities. Material objects may pass through many hands and, particularly 
if they are fine works of art, multiple contexts. Ritual spaces tend to draw visitors 
from more than one cultural context, and ritual objects themselves may combine 
cultural signatures as part of their articulation of authority. The capacity of a 
single image to convey multiple meanings is foundational to the longevity of the 
Dioskouroi; the shift from a Greek to a Roman context transformed the narrative 
semantics and the ritual force of the fountain of Glauke in Corinth; the capacity 
for some visitors to find Asklepios, others Elijah enabled a diverse and long-lived 
community of pilgrims at Hammat Gader. These boundary crossings are not 
simply the accidental eventualities in the life world of objects and images. An 
active appeal to the ethnographic other is a source of authority in the language 
of the curse tablets, and the potential for ritual action to close the divide between 
Pisa and Rome, and private citizens and the imperial house, shapes the rituals 
for Lucius. A concretization of the gods or the avenues to them often, perhaps 
ironically or unexpectedly, leads to a fluidity of meaning and interpretation—
one coterminous with the crossing of ethnic, religious, and political boundaries.

This polysemnity lies at the heart of the fourth common point: the centrality 
of interpretation to ritual experience. These multiple readings of objects and 
spaces derive from an awareness of the cultural embeddedness of embodied, 
cognized, affectively, and aesthetically experienced ritual. This embeddedness 
argues against models of hybridity, in favor of a more dynamic model of the 
human experiences created through interaction around material goods. For 
Diluzio and Blevins, this is the shared cultural experience of watching processions 
and sharing sacrificial meals. For Köster it is Cicero’s scathing critique of 
Verres’s blindness to the ritual norms of the cultures he robbed as well as the 
Roman culture he sought to inhabit. That interpretive process is shared by both 
the ancient emic audiences, and the etic interpreters of the modern era. Bundrick 
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identifies the role of scholarly prejudice in shaping centuries of interpretation of 
images. Darby’s approach to the Judean pillar figurines is a direct response to the 
nearly canonical assumption that these were the ritual implements of women; 
Urquhart’s extratextuality provides a framework in which precisely this process 
of interpretation is common ground for the ancient and the scholarly world. 
This casts down the gauntlet for scholars to acknowledge not simply their own 
culturally embedded biases, but also the potential for material evidence—held 
in the hand, seen with the eye, and interpreted most naturally from multiple 
perspectives—to advance our investigations of religion in the ancient world.
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