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The author of this book has undertaken an interesting and very difficult 
task. The difficulty arises from the necessity of engaging with the masterful 
work of Jerzy Linderski, which has been the basic point of reference on 
augury for over thirty years,1 and also with the critical verification of the 
most recent literature on the subject, the most significant of which is the 
excellent work of Yann Berthelet.2  

The work reviewed here is composed of an introduction, three well-de-
veloped chapters, and a short and a rather insufficient conclusion. Each part 
of the book is composed of sub-chapters. The extensive introduction (pp. 1–
50) is of a largely methodological nature. It contains a competent discussion 
of the scholarship on the auspices up to the present day and outlines the 
author’s main premises.  

The first chapter, ‘Do as I say, not as I do? Report versus reality in augury’ 
(pp. 51–126), is a masterful analysis of the sources concerning this ritual, 
aimed at proving the thesis that the rules of the auspices provided those who 
performed them with much less freedom than researchers had previously 
thought. Driediger-Murphy concludes that the Romans gave Jupiter the time 
and freedom to express his will, with which they felt connected. In any case, 
in the Republican period, ‘they did not expect him to be silent’ (p. 126).  

In Chapter Two, ‘Convenience or conversation: why “watching the sky” 
was more than wishful thinking’ (pp. 127–60), the author considers servare 
de caelo as one of the augural techniques. It is mainly known for its use by M. 
Calpurnius Bibulus in 59 BC. Bibulus, fulfilling the role of consul along with 
Julius Caesar, used the sky-watching procedure for obstructive purposes. 
This commonly known use of augury, treated as proof of political exploit-
ation, is interpreted by Driediger-Murphy as questioning the opinions of the 
Romans about their own religion and Jupiter’s place within it. The chapter 
ends with a collection of sources concerning the Bibulus affair.  

The last chapter, ‘Out of control: the effects of augury on Roman public 
life’ (pp. 161–202), summarises Driediger-Murphy’s comments on the role of 
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the gods, particularly Jupiter, in augury. She argues that the main role in the 
procedure, binding for those who led the auspices, was played by the gods.  

The work finishes with a short conclusion (pp. 202–8) which briefly re-
capitulates the author’s points in their entirety. The work contains an exten-
sive bibliography and two useful indexes. 

Scholars of Roman religion are confronted by numerous limitations, the 
most basic being the impossibility of properly describing the context of the 
events referred to in the sources. This can clearly be seen in the case of 
Roman divination. The main problem for researchers is defining whether it 
belonged to the political or the religious order. Even taking into account the 
qualification that in Ancient Rome religion was inextricable from other 
aspects of social life, it is often assumed that it was of a political nature. But, 
as Driediger-Murphy rightly points out, this reduces religion, and in 
particular official divination practices, to a state function. In addition, the 
sources preserved up to the present day are extremely thin on descriptions 
or analyses of everyday, oft-repeated events during the lives of the Romans, 
such as the taking of auspices. Sources often provide information about 
exceptional situations and departures from the norm, usually not supplying 
what was actually considered the norm, since for contemporary readers this 
was obvious. This situation creates difficulties for scholars today for two 
reasons. First it makes it harder to draw general conclusions and second the 
danger arises of considering common phenomena to be exceptional. 
Driediger-Murphy is conscious of this.  

The main task that Driediger-Murphy has set herself is the reinstatement 
of the role of Jupiter in Roman augury. The author correctly observes that 
in the literature up until now, more space has been dedicated to the mem-
bers of the colleges of the priests than to Jupiter, who was the source of the 
divination and had the final say (p. 3). Driediger-Murphy, juxtaposing 
ancient sources with the image of augury in modern scholarship, aptly 
notices that for Cicero the political meaning of this kind of divination lay in 
the fact that the priest was acting in the name of Jupiter, as the one who 
expressed the will of the god. In the scientific literature, the emphasis is 
placed the other way around. It is Jupiter who confirms the will of the priest, 
that is it is the god who acts in the name of the human by confirming those 
signs presented to him for confirmation (pp. 5–6). This political use of 
augury is the result of the scarcely legitimate assumption that the gods 
shared the public space with the people, and were treated by the Romans as 
fellow citizens – capricious, dangerous, and stronger, but generally acting 
on the principle that the basic task of the citizen is to serve the state. 
Driediger-Murphy succeeds in departing from this functionalist approach. 
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She convincingly argues that the system of augural divination was not 
entirely subordinate to the interests of the priests. To the contrary, despite 
various activities aimed at neutralising the negative responses of Jupiter, the 
Romans were in fact bound by the final results of the ceremony, even if, as 
the author correctly observes, augury allowed them to preserve a certain 
degree of freedom. In any case, the idea that the people made the decisions 
in augury is far from complete, if not mistaken. The comments of the author 
concerning ‘embedded’ religion seem important in this context. She points 
out that apart from being grounded in social realities, religion was full of 
meaning on its own terms (p. 24). This statement, strengthened by 
intelligent and slightly barbed comments on what is really hidden under-
neath the term ‘embedded religion’ (p. 50, n. 186), enables her to separate 
religious and non-religious factors from the divination process. This shows 
that the Romans treated augury as ritual events to a greater degree than is 
shown in the work of historians (p. 179).  

One of the basic features of Driediger-Murphy’s book is a tendency to-
wards emphasising methodology, combined with an exceptional theoretical 
awareness. Driediger-Murphy presents her research questions clearly and 
distinctly, and refers cleverly to the achievements of contemporary scholars 
in the humanities, particularly anthropology, without losing sight of the 
sources or the aims of her work. She herself states that one of her inspir-
ations for investigating this subject was to test anthropological theories 
against an analysis of Roman divination. She correctly assumes that this 
approach will enable her to move beyond the structuralist and functionalist 
approaches that are still dominant in research on Roman religion. However, 
the scientific (r)evolution she takes part in, has been underway for some 
time.  

The next scholarly myth which Driediger-Murphy tackles is the thesis 
that the official religion was a means by which the elite controlled the lower 
classes. Here she refers to the term ‘elite-instrumentalist’ for a model of 
Roman religion. Driediger-Murphy convincingly argues that treatment of 
augural divination as a means of controlling or steering the masses is over-
simplified. Taking into account that the religious emotions of Roman 
citizens were independent of social position, we can look on augury, which 
is after all a public ceremony, as a ritual and social event common to all 
citizens, and not a result of elite interests (pp. 19–20). Driediger-Murphy also 
draws attention to the fact that the non-elite played their role in the 
divination system through taking part in the ceremony as fully entitled 
lower class cult functionaries (e.g. pullarii), and also by their ability to hold 
auspicia oblativa. This is a valuable statement supporting the view that we 
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may assume the existence of parallel patrician and plebian divinations, the 
former based on auspicia impetrativa and the second on auspicia oblativa. The 
fact that the plebs had their own divination practice seems certain in view 
of the secessions, which would have been impossible without the sanction 
of Jupiter. Perhaps traces were preserved of that dualism in the Republican 
augural system? This is just one of the places in which Driediger-Murphy 
opens up a new field of interpretation.  

Above all, two types of official Roman divination should be compared, 
that is augury and the consultation of the Sibylline Books. I am convinced 
that the definition of a member of the Roman elite as ‘not always the prag-
matic, confident, efficient religious actor’ but ‘also a religious extremist’ (p. 
9) is fitting, not only as it applies to augury but also to the exploitation of 
the collection of prophecies associated with Apollo, if only through their 
storage on the Capitol, which was subject to Jupiter’s rule, at least during the 
Republican period. It turns out that the role of Jupiter in the citizen’s 
divination system was much larger than might be concluded from the 
account given in modern scholarship; all the priestly colleges described by 
the Romans as summa or amplissima were to be found under the patronage  
of the most important of the gods in the Roman pantheon. This fact is still 
not sufficiently discussed in present-day research. We should therefore 
accept the author’s declaration that ‘it is time to give Jupiter his proper place 
in augury. And it is time to put the gods back into our understanding of 
Roman religion’ (p. 207).  

After reading Driediger-Murphy’s work, my opinion has been confirmed 
that we need to examine the picture of Roman religion shown in the works 
of Dionysius of Halicarnassus thoroughly. The author devotes part of 
Chapter Two to a deeper analysis of a fragment from this Greek historian 
concerning the auspices that took place during the investiture of new 
functionaries at the foundation of Rome (2.6.1–3). In doing so, she uses the 
above-mentioned principle, according to which earlier methological as-
sumptions are checked in the laboratory of the sources. This is not the place 
to summarise the sophisticated analysis Driediger-Murphy provides. I would 
just like to note that in the case of the descriptions of ritual ceremonies in 
Dionysius we are not presented with a clear situation and we need to be 
careful with formulations such as ‘it is possible that he [Dionysius] mis-
understood the evidence of the earlier sources’ (p. 101). As Claudia Santi, 
who devoted a great deal of space to the analysis of references to the first 
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consultations of the Sibylline Books by Dionysius noticed,3 the Greek writer 
unconsciously registered changes in the religious practice of Roman citizens 
in the last period of the Republic. Santi correctly argues that this was prob-
ably the result of the historian conflating procedures belonging to different 
times. 

Despite the fact that the work is relatively short, we have here an 
important contribution to research on Roman religion. Of course it is con-
troversial in some places, but rather in the sense of opening up new dis-
cussion. The book is very well executed, with a minimal number of typos. 
The only criticism from the point of view of an editor concerns the way in 
which the author conducts her argument. Many significant points, including 
discussion of the literature of the field, arise in the footnotes. Bringing them 
into the main body of the text would make reading easier. This flaw is trifling 
and in no way lowers the value of the work.  

This book is a brilliant reinterpretation of well-known motifs in histori-
ography, carried out with respect for the work and the ideas of those who 
came before, leading to a new perspective, which opens new fields of inter-
pretation, not only of augural practices but also of Roman religion in the 
Republican period, moving far beyond its too frequently emphasised legal-
istic framework. 
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