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: The fFlood of light which recent disecoveries have thrown -

-;

on antiqui%y has fallen with gpeeial brilliance upon ﬁﬁe héliéioﬁaa,‘
and political institutions of the Republie and Empire of Rome.
Among all the topies orf ;nterest‘thus illum1ned; Few, ir any, surpass,
the Story of the Vestal Virgins, who' for more ﬁhan:a thouSaﬁd‘yéars
guarded the saered fire and pregefved %he treasured relies oE the
Roman neéple. The discovery, less than twenty vears ago, of‘the
Afrium Vestae, and its oarefu3 exeavation have enTaraed for +he
student the_fleld of hlstorlo investigation, and_opened 1o the‘

f:h reflective and the poetieal anrieh mine of pathoshénd sentiment,

As one stands among these ruiné lying silent under thé
shadow of the Palatine'ﬂill, and thinks of what those stones and
broken eolumns have to tell, there is a quickening of the;imagination
and a stirriqg of the faney, till the lofty eloisters and spacious
halls afise hefore the vision of the nind, peopled as of old wiﬁh
white-robed ﬁaidens, bf nohle birﬁﬁa of stainless charaoféf; ehérged
with the'most saered offiees, entrusted with the most welghty
econfidenees, and alike in the day of. power and in the hourioﬁ danger
faithful to their trust,

The worship of V@sta, the Greek ZEUV“/x y Wag brought to -
- Rome says Livy, (1.'30.) by Numa.frOMkAlba Loﬁga.’ Those who -content
themselves with referring aﬁ@ieﬁt eustoms ta'an origiﬁ in-bané
utility find a glmple evnlamatlon ef thls cuTt in the ‘ears taken in
preh:stor1c tzmes to keep a fwre burn1nv contlnuallv in everv
settlement, from which each.houééhcld could readily obtain the valued
element, The ehargé of thig éémmbnvhearth gay they, would nmaturally
he wiven to women, +he men bewng so mueh away, e1+hur hun*ing, or :
:engaged in 3grleultura1 or px +or11 purgu1ts. And among the Women,

those who were free from thq cares of a f1m11v would be marked out as

the best and most comneten# custodlan&» The round shape and small

size of +he temples of Jesﬁa nay pernwns be due to reminiscenceg of

z.:
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the small round huts of the aneient Latin race, models of. whieh

- ) \"& :‘v»\- L
have been discovered in con iierable nunbers, (T Y

s

But it may f11r3v be questioned whether purely u iTitarlégfj
reasons can acecount for the persistence, throughout the history
of a nation, of so clearly défined and powerful s bslief., It
is far more probable +that the honours paid to Veuua and her
priestesses were a survival among the Romans of the aneient?,almost
universal worship of Fir@;, This view has been ably maintained by
M. Fustel de Coulanges. (La Ci%evﬁntidue_ﬁ. 7.)  After referriﬁg to
'fhe custom of keeping fire:edﬁtinuailybburhiﬁg on the altar of
every house, and to the rules for its mlﬂntenanee with the proper
kind of wood, its extinguishment on the wearly festival of ihe 1D+
of maroh, and i%ts relighting only in the manner prc%crlbed he poes
on Lo s8aAy,-~
1“Ces diffé%entes régles prouvent asses que, 4dans l’opiﬁion
des mﬁeiens, il ne s'agissait pas seulement de produire on de
consérver'un éldhent utile et agréable; oés'hommésyvoyaient aﬁtre
chose dans le feu gui bralait sur 1@urs autels., Ce feu était
quelque chose de divin; on 1'adorait, on lui rendait un ﬁé?itable
cult@.veesees..0n réelamait sa érotection; on le croyait puissant."
This worsh Jéiof,Fife was probably older»by far tﬁan that
of Zeus or Jupiter, Though in time displaced from its »primitive
pogition df supréme religious importance by the elaborate mythologies
of the Olympian‘worship, among the Romans 3t least it %lways3fetained_
3 proﬁinent place;b iAnd in the comsiruetion oE‘those mythblogies
the 1nfluenee of the OTCh;utorl“ eu§+om and be]ief'is tracéable in
the dignity QUJQﬁed;ﬁo the perSonification;of the divinity of Fire,
Forla V@Sta?-ﬁhe goddess of the Heafth, as in the practicetdEA
Iater ages it may be seén.in-the,privileges and “honours accorded fo.
her representatives,»ﬁhe’Vegfal Virgins, We may +here€ore, ook

upon the »ua+omenv of Livy r@gardln” the 1m“or+atzon of the worshipd
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Vegta from Alba, as the echo of a well-ﬁbunded tradition that the

ancestors of the Boman people were Elre~Wor shippers, like many:othéf‘k“

ancient races, and reproduced in their settlement by the Tiver the.
eustoms of their Former home. Among these was included %the eustédﬁiV
of a eentral fire, not simply FPor utilitarian bhut fbr religipus
purposes, by a band of chosen and separated maidens.
| The sisterhood thus eoeval with the ear;iest days of
the traditional Roman monarehy outlived both royal and republiean
rule, and even the three glorious centuries of the Empire. Vesta%s_
tended the deathless fire, and pguarded the saered symbols, while égme
slowly grewin power and wealth till she ruled the world.  Only when '
the aneient religion eame into ﬁortal gonfliet with the resistless
power of Christianity did the venerab7e order pass away, its work done,,
its purpose fulfilled, leaving the honoured memory of an ideal wéll
preservéd. |
The number of the Testals was limited to six, When a
vacaney oceurred among ﬁhem, usually %hrough the death of one of the
sisters, it was filled by the Pontifex Maxirmug., Candidates for the
office wére to be between six and fen vears of age, daughters of
freeborn parents living in Italy, bhoth Qf whom Were alive at the time.
of the eleetion, énd both free fﬁom the imnutaticn of publig or
private blame.‘ The importanee a*tached to- thﬂs qua1lfwcation of
narentaJ blzmeles sness 111us+r3te% the anxwe+y of the Romans to
malntajn the purity of the Vestal: orﬂer, and mav itself be 111ustraﬁed
by the aceount given by Tacitus, (%nn 8§~86.), Tiberiug, who as
Emperor held the office of Pont1€ex Maxi nus; pave ‘the Senate the
privilege of choosing a oanﬂlda+e ﬁo flll the vacancj caused by the -
death of‘ Oceia, who f’or' 57 years (B. C. 38 to A. D, 19), had been &
memher of the sisterhood., The cznd*dates were the daughters of
x’ ‘. .
Domitius Pollio and Fonteius Agrippa,éand the Senators elected the‘
former, in Tacitus' nhrase,‘fnon ob a}vud quam quod mater ejus 1n '

eodem conjuglo manebat: nam! Aprwppa_d;saldle domum imminuerat”. Thus
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the shadow of dissension between the pareﬁts of one eandidate was
enough to turn thé scale against her.

From Aulus Gellius we learn many int ér sting partieuiﬁrs,
of the formularies of instituﬁim into the duties of the Vestals, kThé
cerenony wais pefformed by the Pontifex Maximus, and was preceéed by the
shearing of the_girl‘s hair. This was made into 3 plait and labelled

with her name, and then brought as a votive offering to the tree called

"Lotus Caolllata , . whieh is said by Pliny 4o be over 500 years old, and -

is supposed to have stood within the precinets of the House of the

Vestais, where now a turfy space is left, The child Vestal, eclothed

in white,wwss then led 1o the threshold of her new dweliing by the

Bontifex Maximus, who addressing her by the name, "Amata", "Beloved",

admitted her %o the;saered order with an ancient f@fmula of initiation,

The vows were +aken only for a period of thirty i Jears, ai_{

he expiration of Jhich the. VeqtaT was free to re+urn to her home, ana

to marry. Advantage was rarelv taken of this permission, nartly, it

would appear, from a na*ural diginelination to so conplete a ehange of

habii and oeeupation,’ but probabe ve+ more because the advan+age of

3

the p L on outwelghedﬁso elearly any derivable from domestic life.
The wealth of +the Vestals was wreat From the earliest
times ' thg erdor had bn@n enﬁowod hv the 8tate, and in eourse of +ime ﬂt

seens té have aeeumulatea a large am@unt of landed property. Among

I3

other ynaleaflonb of *he Wea7th of +he order it may be noted that the

?mpercrweonsoled an unsueeesgful ez didate Enr membership, the

dauvhter of Fontevus Awr1ppa :eForevment"oned h a gift of “decies

~“

qe%tﬁrti » whzeh 16 we reckon. ia? at £1,080 sterling;_‘

WOjld am@unt to we;i ‘over $80, OOG : To Cornelia, elected in place of

ueamtaa, (A D ?4) he gave vwﬁifs sestertiun”, over $100,000, (Tag,

Ap. @ 16 ) Many Weutals also PePPWVGd allowances from their familles;,

and 1t wa% not uncommon for ﬁ%oge whom thevy had hefriended to requite
;o ”
@h@fﬁin@mass by 7ifts or beﬁuests.

e
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But the honours ané privm Lleges ascorded the nrlestesses of



Vesta were more desirahle than their posséssions. Admission to the
order conferred at once exemption from ali rule, paternal or civie,ﬂs@%é
the autloritv of the Pontifex Maxzmus. Itg members might drive.ih‘_”
their own earriages through the Roman strgets, prededed by a iictorgii
when even the eonsuls must yield them precedence., Their horses,wefe
free from what we have learned to call "eommandeering", (whieh, under
the name "ecollatio equorum”, pre#ailed in Aneient Rome, as in modern
South Afriea,) whereas those of ordinary eitizens might be taken for
State purposes in case of need. " An interesting examplé QE the know~
ledge of Roman life whieh has eome to us from unexpected quarters is
afforded bj the discovery which demonstrated this privilege. A bronze
tablet was found af a farm neap Fraseati, ins@ribedJ“Calpurniae
Pragtextatae V. V. Maximae inmunis in jﬁg@", Two other similar tablets
have been diseovéréd, of which one is inscribed with the name of Flavia
Publiea and one with that of Sossia, both Vestales Maximae. Places of
honour,were assigged to the Vestal V;rgins inithe théatres and,in th@k
Cireus. Eyba»deereé;quthe‘Senate'in the reign of Tiberius‘it waé
enacted "qn@ties Augusta theatrum introigset, uﬁ_sedeé interﬁvestalium
eonsiderét“ (Tae An. 4. 18, ) S0 that their dignity was Gnhaneed by
the presence among them of the Empress. ~ Ang to these marks of respect
in llfe was added a rare and ipniflcant honour af+er death,— +hej
shared wwﬁh the Emnprors +hense1vee the rvwht of burlal within the

“r.)

walls Of Rome.'

L Nor were these priv;]eg@s empty honours. They were the

‘r'

ouiwar& sign and convomﬁtant of a powerful 1nfluenee 4n poli ﬁieal
“afrxwr%  Important state doeumenﬁs were en+ru ted to their earé, as,
Iﬂonfznstanee, the wi liof Augus*us..(Tae. 1. 8,) Their intercessions

1h 01v1? dJSbGD???ﬂS were alwavs ﬁeceﬂved wi+h re%peet. . When, Eor

5nsﬁ1ﬂ@@: the army of Vﬁspa$lan ®as nearing Bome, Vitellius desired &

suspensvon of hostilities, and rreV1i1@d upon the Vestal Virging to bear

hla éispateh to the genera1% of the advanelng foree. Though the

l

requqst waS‘refused, Taeitus tellséus OE the messengers, "Vestales oum
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honore aini 1526 "= (mac.{ﬁist 5i 81) Caeoar S 1169 was Spared in the
Sullan preseriptions, aﬁ the. requast of 2 Vestal Even the infamoqng’
Messalina, when her crzme% were dlscoverea by Glaudlus, sought the
powerful intereession ofxﬁhe vemerable Vestal;s»Maxlma, Vlbxﬁla, whof(
undertook the thankless task ofvimyloring merey for the shaméiess |
eulprit. So great was her influence that‘Nareissus\himsele,Autterly
bent upon the destruction of Messalina, ventured 6nly to give her an
ambiguous reply.

Bui this poﬁéf of intercession reached its_alimai in the
custom by whieh if a sondemned eriminal on his way to punishment
hanpened to meet a Vestal, she might grant him a full and ffeevpardon.
To guard against the péssibility of abuse, this privilege only
exténded to aecidental nmeetings,

One mdfe instance of the respeet aecorded to the Vesﬁal‘
priestesses may be eited; the curious story given by Suetonius of the
triumph of Appius Olauéius. His réquest to be granted a ﬁriumph had
heen refQéed, hut noﬁhing daunted, he persuaded his daughter, who was
a member of the 6rder; 1o énfer the triumphal chariot with him, ﬁo
one dared stop the honoured Vestal; and under her proteetion he
attained his desire, and drove unhindered up %o the Capitol,

A position of suéﬁ privilege,honour and influeneé was noi
lightly to be vaeaﬁed, and we need not wonder that we hear 1ittlelof
a return’frcm.the peaeéuof the Vestal ofder to the busy waygyof men.

The ob1igations ineurred by these honoured maidens were
the eare.of the s$ered'fire'(Oi®. de Leé. 2. 8})»~ that duty ffoﬁ
which the order pﬁobablv or1g1nated~ the offering of daily prayers

and aavrzflees Eoflthe weffarg of the. atlte— the ceremonl&l cleansing

of the Temple afivesta, which involved drawing water daily fram'%hé

sacred:sprinv:of Enen1a~ and ﬁho cuqtodv QE the ancient relic known as

the Palladlum.;_ Thls*venerated 1maae, which was sald to have heen

brought from Tr@v hy Aenea%, was never shown’ to eye% profane., But

/"

in one of +h9 mo%ﬁ Splrlted paS%ages of the "Fasti® (6, 3689-%090, )
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tyé#id tells us of an océasion when the House and Temple of Vest§ were on ;
Flro and L. Caseilius Metellus, thenAPonﬁifex Maximus, saved the
Pall@dium,from destrucﬁioﬁ. hore than 400 vears »1ter another OOﬁf‘lﬁ-'
ration dest royed the Atrium Vestae, and the Virgins fled +to the Palaﬁine,
earrying with them the Saered relic, It is toid‘of Heianabalus tﬁaf'in_
haq insane attempt to enfor e the worship of htmself tc the exc'u 1qn of
a1l other divinities, he foreibly took the Pailadwum from the " Xedes Ves ﬁae
and chained 1t with golden fetters within his own temple. v
| It hag bebn argued, fron the ﬁbrds of Séﬁvius (in iehf?,
188.) that ;ll the seven aaered tokens of the orosrerlty of tho Roman‘“

ople were in eharge of +the V Sials, hut of;this there is no actual

"d

’prooﬁ. The balance of,prdbabilityrinCLines to the view thxthon1thhé
Palladium was kept inxtﬁe shrine of Vesta. When, for instance, thé»
Gauls &P?eared beﬁore,the}ﬁalls of'Ragé in %64 B, C, the'Vestalsand
Flamen Quirinalis fled‘to Caere, but bufied the sacred relies in {arg,
near the house of the Flamen, froméﬁﬁiéh the name, Doliola, a little
jar, was given to the spot, and a sunerbf3ilon prevailed Loravad1nn
anyone to spit upon it, (Livy S. 40.) Hence it is elear that the
sacred tokens kept hy the VeSt%ls weré of small size, as they could he
hidden "in doliolis".

The fate of these relies, this relie, if we conclude
the Palladiﬁm to have beéﬁ the ondy tﬁeasure eontained in the
venetralia Vestée, affords anqther'inggfesting subject of speculation,
At the discqvery of the AﬁfiumXVesﬁae greaﬁ hopes weré enteritained ﬁﬁat
the shrine itéelf.ﬁight‘be ?Eound;; But'ﬁhe only ﬁfééé of it that
remains is the ocuagonal foundatlon, ;n the vorv cen%re of the huiliding,
Euil, of blmp3 br1eks, the superstrus *ure h&v1ng been carefully 1evelled
to the ground, The conjecture is nof unnatural that the deliberﬁte
destruction was the act.of_thenlast,members of the order, on the
eve of ils dissolution, at the close of the‘ﬁourth gentury, A. D., in
whieh case the seeret of the final disposition of the 'sacra fatalia"

perished with the last surviving Vestal.
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But almost nore 1hooruant ‘than even +ne care of +he sacred

tokens was the observance by the Josral of the vow of chastity. Their
dwelling was "non adeunda vire" (Ov. 1. ¢.). len were ahsolutely
excluded from its threshold, Not even a physician was allbwed4tb énter,
although its situation under- the slope of the Palatipne made it peculiarly
unhealthy, In any ease of illness the ¥ estal w1s removed to the care
of ‘her parents or of some trus;Worthy:matron, and a_eareﬁul'watch wags
kept upon all who visiteqg her; The strietness of the precautions taken
to guard against temstation nay be estimated from the fael that while,
as we have pen, rlaces of honour were regepved for them at the th eatres
and at the Clrcug, the Vestals'were excluded from the nude athletio
contests, A vigilant wateh was also kept upon their=behaviour.at home,
by means of spies amoﬁg their attendant women., Livy tells us (4, 44,)
that the Vesﬁal Pogtumia was m p@oted of a breach of this vow proPter

ultum amoenioren wnyenvumque ?Jberjus quam virginen deeet" - and though
finally agqultted was ordered by the Pontifex Maximus to give up Jesting
and to dréSSv"sanete potius quam scite". Ay%in, (8. 15.) he tells how..
the Vestal Minueia was accusod to the Pontifex Maximus ' proprer mundlorem
Justo eultum" ; and beingAput,on her trial was found guilty and was
condemﬁed:fb-the awful punishment reserved For such a fall,- burzal alive
at the‘qut known as thé:gceleratﬁs Campus, near the Porta Collina. A
Few dth?r-eases are-allegedzof an accusation of breaeh of the vow of

the aocu@ed if Eound guiliy, meeting with the same terrible

But 1$ s no+eworthj that the evidence against the Veatals seens

to have been a?wavs that of >1aves, whieh was notoriously un*rus+wor+nv

Aﬁﬁiehr+11n7v in the czoe reﬁerded bv Plvnv (Fp. 4. 2,) there seems no

ol ‘
K .

dogbt 1fha.’c %na unforﬁuna+e C@rnella, then Ve"+1lls Maxima, whose trmv:
E;ﬁe he nxrrates, wms an 1nneeent vigtin to the tvrannzczl whinm of the

-blood—atmlned Domltvan, th aceording to Pliny hag eoneeived the despi

.l'»

‘ahle plzn of Slgn11¢21na bls reign by the oonv1ﬁtion of a Vestal Virgin,

it whether the a“eused Nere guilty or innocent, the condemned Vestdl

endured th@ most horrah]e punishment, lt the Camaua Sceleratus was a

i
3



vault, dug deep under the Agger of;Servius Tullius, and after,flogging

le‘{

by the Fontifices, the urnor*un1+ WOmAn wWas brouﬂht hltber on a vei
hearse, surrounded by weeping reTmtvves and qorfdr~ rlcxen cfowﬁr of
éitizens. Into the erypt ghe was made to pass\éown 3 1ad®er,vwhich-wq5'
then removed, Wifhin were a bed, a lamp, and a’ sm 11'sto£e of provig-
ions.  After the entrance of the culprit the vault t wag eéVered with a
larre stone, and earth heaped dpon it ﬁillvail trace of the execution
digappeared. With~so dreédfﬁl 1 penalty did the guardians of Rome's
nonour ahd Vesta' 3 worshvp fence about the purity of “her orxeat S8e8,

It Wasinot'with tﬁ@~ Vestal Virgins as with so many
religious:orders»f’théﬁhﬁheir enﬁ.came in consequence of their owm

“declension from the mﬁraf Stanuard W3+h Whlch the order began its life.

O
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The conversion of the Fmpire tOIChristiznity, slow and par rtial as
was, inevitah;y tended to the,suﬁhreséibn of all forms of %he anoienﬁ
pagan Worship; - Put 1t was no+ Hnﬁil ﬁxe CTOQQ of the 4th century, as
3 coﬁse@uenée of the support glven_Euwehid. hv the 1eznors of tho old
religion, that Theodoniu@ Flnzllv supnre sed the existing aé ez.t

of pagan priests and yrwe te%&e&, &nd anong ther the sisterhood of +the

Vestal Virgins,  The quest:on na+* 3 ¥ sugqesﬁs itself whether among

those whose »?1ndard of ltﬁe‘wa% m@ ?ofty, whose surroundings were sof”

conducive to deep and hzgh m061ta+ On,»some may not have pondered and

aceepted the new religio vjnurltv and love which was undernining the

ancient myths. g anvwhere there was preparation For the Lospel, bure7v,

b Ad
@ g +he V@bta7 maidens. Bad it is not

were discovered a numhur of UEdSbﬁ&lS 1nd Fragnents of statues te

'jmae twentV~e1@hn in all, which with eight found

:

in other pzrts of Roma mahe 3 tota? E thirty-six inseriptions,

Severa? of thege, Lowevar,oare +e the same lady, as in the case of Flavia

Publica, to whom six $té¢méstat least were erected. But besides those

which bear the'n@mefbﬁ one of the Vestals, there is a partisularly
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interaesting inseription from which thevname:has been erased, It runs

thug, "Ob meritum o astvtatls pudvewt1ae aq in saerls re?lgﬂonlbuoque

doctrinae mlriblLio.......o.(GPRSUPG)....y‘..V V. Max. Ponﬁlfxees Ve ¥y
C. C. pro mag. Maerinio Sos sslano V . P ML On the rig 1+ gide of
~ the narbdle pedestal is the date, ebrrb@bonding to 564 A, D.,[and as‘the

worship of Vesta was suppressed in 364

+he name mus+ have oe@n eut from?

ﬁhe marble between these vears, Onlvnfwo causes can be ass 1gned w1tn
any probab lty for suech an erasure, eﬁtber +he converswon of the
VestaL to ChrietlanltV, or her breacthE the solemn vow of chastity,
The later igj;as we have seénéextrémeiﬁ unlikely, while the al+ernative
cause can elaim in its support the phrase of Prudentius, "Aedémque,
Laurenti, tuam Vestalis intrat Claudia“. One would willingly’believe

that the histd f so noble a sis rhoodw whlch Eor over e7even

genturles halped to keep aTive an’ 1dea of ourlty and Ewdelwty, was
rather merged into’that of,the most glo ious of Socﬂetles, tho Holv
Catholie Chureh, than abruptly closed, as if uﬁWorthy longer to be

eontinued,



