
 

 

Constructing Roman Identity through the Liminality of the Lares 

The Lares were a ubiquitous feature of Roman life; the lares familiares were central 

figures of domestic religion and the lares compitales stood at crossroads throughout the city of 

Rome.  Despite the global presence of the Lares, the social function and meaning of the Lares 

largely remain a mystery.  Recently, scholarly discussions have begun to realize the importance 

of the role of the Lares as boundary gods or gods of bounded physical spaces (for example, J. 

Bert Lott’s argument in The Neighborhoods of Augustan Rome).  The identification of the Lares 

as gods of bounded physical spaces has greatly assisted our understanding of their function.   

Taking this as my starting point, I investigate the liminality of the Lares in the 

construction of Roman identity.  Roman rites of passage which utilize the Lares, center upon 

three groups: boys, girls, and slaves.  I intend to begin by looking at these ceremonies with van 

Gennep’s and Turner’s codification of the processes involved in the rites of passage.  Like most 

rite of passage ceremonies, these Roman liminal ceremonies serve to help create and reinforce 

certain Roman identities.  The lares familiares, then, are not simply restricted to private religion 

but they are used by the elite to reinforce their identity; the inclusion of the lares familiares as 

part of the toga virilis ceremony helps to reinforce the social standing of the family.   

Next, I suggest that we should reevaluate Augustus’ renewal of the lares compitales 

within the framework of social identity.  It has already been noticed by Ray Lawrence that 

Augustus influenced local identity by use of the lares compitales, but this connection deserves 

further exploration.  Irrespective of whether Augustus included himself within the worship of the 

lares compitales or if the inclusion of the Emperor occurred at a later date, Augustus is certainly 

taking advantage of preexisting social associations of the Lares.  I use contemporary field work 

by folklorist Dorothy Noyes as a guide for how to approach both the community and political 



 

 

aspects of the Lares.  I that there was an additional significance to the revitalization of the lares 

compitales, that they were an attempt to restore or recreate Roman identity following civil strife 

and upheaval.   

Finally, I examine the ways in which the social significance of the Lares persists into the 

Early Christianity.  J. Albert Harrill has explored how Paul opaquely couches his discussion of 

baptism in his letter to the Galatians in terms of the Classical Roman toga virilis ceremony.  

Paul’s use of the imagery of the Lares and the toga virilis ceremony speaks to the social 

importance of the rite.  Paul has changed the context of the rite to help define a new type of 

identity, one that is in competition with the normative Roman identity.  Likewise, later Christian 

conceptions of the “martyr’s bedroom” and the distinctions between “legitimate” and 

“illegitimate” religion center on domestic religious spaces and how one’s identity is expressed in 

terms of those spaces.   
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