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Open Arts Journal, issue 10: Material Religion in
Pompeii

Tilo Reifenstein

This themed issue of the Open Arts Journal takes a fresh look at the relationship between religion
and material culture in the ancient city of Pompeii – our most comprehensively preserved
archaeological site from any period of antiquity.
The time is ripe for a reassessment of Pompeian religion, and not only because of the new
evidence that has been unearthed in the EU-funded excavations of Region V of the city (‘The Great
Pompeii Project’) – things like the extraordinary collection of gems and amulets found in the
House with the Garden in 2019, and the paintings and mosaics depicting mythological scenes of
Leda and the Swan and the metamorphosis of Orion (Osanna, 2019).
While these new discoveries have certainly reinvigorated discussions about, for instance, the
relationship between our concepts of ‘religion’ and ‘magic’, and the roles played by narrative,
intimacy and violence in the construction of ancient deity, an even more urgent stimulus for this
study is found in the great range of theoretical approaches and debates that have been unfolding
outside of classical archaeology for the past two decades, which have the potential to add a
richer texture to our understandings of Pompeii and of ancient Mediterranean religion more
widely.
The central aim of this themed issue, then, is to use the case study of Pompeii to bring our work
on Greco-Roman religion into conversation with some key theoretical movements in the discip-
lines of religious studies, anthropology and art history, and particularly the set of approaches
grouped under the title of ‘material religion’.
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