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H I S T O R Y  O F

ANCIENT 
RELIGION

Introduction and themesMeeting 1

● Religion and community
● Themes for the course
● The syllabus
● Eras of history
● Evidence
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Religion

­ What is religion?

­ Why is religion?
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Kinds of religion

­ Gods (theism)
­ Polytheism
­ Dualism

­ Monotheism

­ Animism

­ Totemism
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Paganism

­ Many gods and goddesses 

­ Usually anthropomorphic

­ Represent powerful natural forces

­ Local

­ Each city-state has a patron deity 
­ Protects the city

­ Lives among them in a special monumental temple

4

­ Dwelling place of a god or goddess 

­ Normally accessible only to priests of that god or goddess

­ Might be used for the storage of records or treasuries

­ Visual focal point for a community

­ Altar as a place of interaction with that deity

Temple and altar
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Ritual and sacrifice
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­ Trained to interact with a particular god or goddess 

­ Preservation of arcane ritual and lore

­ Political and social empowerment

Priests and priestesses
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Priest-kings
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God-kings
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Interactions between gods and mortals

­ Gods and the state 

­ Gods and the community

­ Gods and the family/individuals
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How the course works

­ Before the class meeting
– A couple of short sections in the textbook

– An excerpt from a primary source

­ Tuesday class meeting
– Discuss the time and place we’re exploring that week

­ After the class meeting
– Write a post about the primary source reading due Thursday

– Write a follow-up post responding to the discussion due Sunday

– Take the online quiz due Sunday

­ Essays and final exam
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Course website

The course website is your syllabus 
for the course
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markbwilson.com
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Iuppiter Optimux Maximus
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Iuppiter OptimuxMaximus
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Evidence

Most of our evidence of what 
happened in the past is flawed
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How do past events get to us?
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(1) Stories are passed on

Written documents
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(1) Stories are passed on

Written documents

Oral history
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(2) Things survive

Archaeology
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(2) Things survive

Archaeology

Material culture (tools, 
coins, etc.)
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(2) Things survive

Archaeology

Material culture (tools, 
coins, etc.)

Art
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Example: Epic of Gilgamesh
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Kinds of evidence

­ Primary source
– Eyewitness testimony from the place and time being studied

­ Secondary source
– A scholar collects and interprets primary sources on a subject

­ Tertiary source
– General scholarly consensus on a subject
– Includes encyclopedias, textbooks, and almost everything on the web

– NOT ALLOWED as a source for history papers
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Problems with primary sources?

Intentional bias

Unintentional bias

Point of view

Survival

Translation

CONCLUSION:

There are no facts in history
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“Books are not made to be believed,
but to be subjected to inquiry.
When we consider a book,

we mustn’t ask ourselves what it says
but what it means.”

— William of Baskerville in Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose
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Example: Pliny the Younger, 79 CE

Eruption of Mt. Vesuvius, 79 CE
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Periodization

Dividing history eras is useful but 
misleading
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You are 
here

B.C. (Before Christ) A.D. (Anno Domini)

The “Common Era” calendar

12 00 0 10 00 0 80 00 60 00 40 00 20 00 0 20 00

BCE (Before the Common Era) CE (Common Era)

Birth of 
Christ
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Eras of (Mediterranean) history

12 00 0 10 00 0 80 00 60 00 40 00 20 00 0 20 00

Prehistoric Era Ancient Era Medieval 
Era

Modern 
Era

Invention of 
civilization

Fall of 
Rome

Protestant 
Reformation
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Ages of technology

12 00 0 10 00 0 80 00 60 00 40 00 20 00 0 20 00

Prehistoric Era Ancient Era

Paleolithic 
(“Old Stone”) Age Neolithic (“New Stone”) Age Bronze Age Iron Age

Invention of 
civilization

Fall of 
Rome
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97 98 99 10 0

Counting centuries

0 1 2 3 ...
1st century
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Counting centuries

0 10 0 20 0 30 0 18 00 19 00 20 00 21 00...

...

Occurs during the 21st century CE
Biden sworn in: 2021 CE

1st 
century

2nd 
century

3rd 
century

19th 
century

20th 
century

21st 
century
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Counting centuries

30 0 20 0 10 0 0 10 0 20 0 30 0 ...

1st century
CE

2nd century
CE

3rd century
CE

...

BCE CE

1st century
BCE

2nd century
BCE

3rd century
BCE

Romans destroy Corinth: 146 BCE
Occurs during the 2nd century BCE

61

Periodization

­ Historians divide history into “eras” based on how we can 
characterize society

­ Archaeologists divide history into “ages” based on changes in 
prevalent technology

­ These periods help organize our studies, but also overgeneralize 
places and times within each period
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