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“But there’s no escape for you now- 
Such is the sable hearted rock of Styx 
And the blood-dripping crag of Acheron” 
 
 - Aristophanes 



  

 



  

 

Table of Contents 
 

Introduction ………………………………………………. 1 

Ch. 1: Greek Death and Burial Traditions …….. 2 

Ch. 2: Greek Honoring of the Dead ……………… 6 

Ch. 3: Roman Traditions related to Death …….. 8 

Ch. 4: Roman Burial Practices ………………………10 

Ch. 5: Roman Traditions for Honoring the Dead.. 13 

Ch. 6: Common Greek Views on the Afterlife...16 

Ch. 7: Common Roman Views on the Afterlife..24 

Ch. 8: Impact on Greek Culture ………………….. 32 

Ch. 9: Impact on  Roman Culture .…………….… 40 

Conclusion ………………………….…………………….. 48 

Bibliography ……………………………….……………… 49 

Image Bibliography ……………………….……………. 53 

Acknowledgements and Author’s Note….……………. 55 



  

 



  

 

 

 

Introduction 
 

 

  1 

Wrath, punishment, death. Those words 

have been scattered across cultures throughout 

time to describe one thing: gods.  Marduk,  Zeus, 

Tlaloc,  Inti, Juno, these are just a few of the gods 

which dominated religions of the ancient world, 

each endowed with histories and characteristics 

which reflected and shaped the cultures which 

honored them.  

Throughout history, civilizations have 

shifted and influenced each other. Societies have 

clashed over religion or bonded over shared gods, 

and ultimately shaped one another because of the 

nature of these interactions. Such interaction is 

clearly displayed by the Greeks and Romans. The 

ancient Greeks, who dominated the Mediterranean 

prior to the Romans, set the stage for the ideal 

civilization, with economic and social success. 

However, the ancient Romans soon flourished, 

expanding their borders through conquests, and 

eventually managed to absorb the Greeks, 

becoming the dominant and most advanced 

society. It is through these conquests that the 

Romans and the Greeks interacted and began to 

integrate their cultures.   

Integration of the Greeks and Romans can 

be examined from various angles, through 

analyzing trade, examining economy, or looking 

at their societies. The similarities between the two 

cultures are often used to define their relationship; 

however, it is mainly through the differences that 

the uniqueness of the cultures is brought to light. 

This relationship, between the Greeks and 

Romans, how they shaped each other’s religion, 

art, and society, can be examined through each 

civilization’s answer to the time-worn question: 

what happens when we die? 



  

 



  

 

 

Chapter 1. 

Greek Death and  

Burial Traditions 

L ike all societies, Greek views on 

death and related processes are 

integral features of their culture. Ancient Greek views 

of death and related burial traditions demonstrate 

integration of this aspect of their religion into the 

Greeks’ everyday lives. Their interactions with death 

and processes of honoring their deceased are 

continued and developed in closely related cultures- 

such as the Romans.  

The ancient Greeks practiced burial traditions 

to ensure the passage of the deceased to the 

underworld. Relatives of the deceased were expected 

to provide proper funerary rites for the dead, and if 

such rites were not performed, then the deceased’s 

soul might wander between the upper world and 

underworld. Furthermore, avoiding proper burial and 

rituals was considered and insult to human dignity 

(“Death, Burial”). Such rites varied from time and 

place, but an underlying basic commonality consisted 

of disposing of the corpse by inhumation or 

cremation- so to prevent it from becoming prey to 

scavengers. Moreover, if a body was irretrievable, 

rites were still performed for the deceased in hopes 

that his or her soul would find rest (Johnston).  

The Greeks believed that the soul of the dead, 

the psyche, left the body at the moment of death in 

the form of a breath or wind. Proper rituals would be 

followed after the psyche had left the body (“Death, 

Burial,”). Prior to burial or inhumation of the 

deceased, female relatives would “wash the body on 

the same day as death had occurred and wrap it in a  
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shroud for burial.” The next day was a day of 

mourning for the family (although the wealthy could 

essentially hire mourners to stand in their place). The 

following day the corpse would be interred or 

cremated (Johnston). 

Relatives of the deceased conducted burial 

rituals which were comprised of essentially three 

parts: prosthesis, ekphora, and internment of the body. 

Prothesis was the laying out of the body; in order for 

it to be washed and properly ornamented by close 

female relatives. After being washed, the body was 

lathered in oils, appropriately dressed, and then laid 

out on a bed within the house. During this phase, 

distant relatives and friends would visit the body and 

pay their respects. The successive phase was called 

ekphora. Ekphora was the process of bringing the 

deceased to the cemetery- the funeral procession. This 

procession usually occurred right before dawn. The 

body would then be interred. The grave was generally 

meant for just the body, and only a few objects were 

actually placed within it- the gifts which were given to 

the deceased were small objects which he or she 

would have commonly used in life (Johnston).  

Instead of burying the deceased with copious 

amounts of goods, the Greeks would build large 

mounds of earth, tholoi, or have tombs or statues to 

mark the grave and ensure remembrance of the 

deceased. Tombs also displayed status and lineage 

(i.e., the wealthier the family the more elaborate the 

tomb). Monuments would often be decorated with 

ribbons or myrtle branches. The wealthy could afford 

lavish monuments for their deceased. They would 

create large, colorfully painted, marble monuments 

which had epitaphs at the base and had scenes or 

certain images that represented traits of the departed 

(during the fourth century B.C. family members began 

to add onto such scenes and inscribe more and more 

ancestral names onto the monuments). For example, in 

the sixth century B.C., aristocratic families of Attica 

built some of the most lavish monuments to honor the 

dead- comprised of statues, relief sculptures, tall 

stelai, and other marble structures, located in a 

cemetery just outside Athens (“Death, Burial”).  

Above: Statues of  two sphynx, on the entrance to a 

tomb in Amphipolis, Greece, created in the fourth 

century B.C.  This tomb was excavated in August, 

2014.  
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These burial rituals were deemed greatly 

important- an integral part of the “eternal cycle of 

life.” Many Greeks believed that if the proper burial 

and funeral rituals were not followed then the gods 

would be offended and potentially bring misfortune to 

the deceased’s family. For example, many Greeks 

believed that Charon would reject those whose body 

or rites were not properly handled, and the souls of 

those individuals were denied final peace and forced 

to wait near the Styx for one hundred years. This ritual 

is described in Homer’s Odyssey. 

  

 

T hen the ghosts of the dead swarmed out of Erebus... Round 
the pit from every side the crowd thronged, with strange cries, 

and I turned pale with fear. Then I called to my comrades, and told 
them to flay and burn the sheep killed by the pitiless bronze, with 
prayers to the divinities, to mighty Hades and dread Persephone... The 
first ghost to appear was that of my comrade Elpenor. He had not yet 
been buried beneath the broad-tracked earth, for we left his corpse 
behind in Circe’s hall, unburied and unwept, while another more 
urgent task drove us on. I wept now when I saw him, and pitied him, 
and I spoke to him with winged words: “Elpenor, how came you here, 
to the gloomy dark? You are here sooner on foot than I in my black 
ship.” At this he groaned and answered me, saying: “Odysseus, man of 
many resources, scion of Zeus, son of Laertes some god’s hostile decree 
was my undoing, and too much wine. I lay down to sleep in Circe’s 
house, and forgetting the way down by the long ladder fell headlong 
from the roof. My neck was shattered where it joins the spine: and my 
ghost descended, to the House of Hades. I know as you go from here, 
from Hades’ House… I beg you, my lord remember me. When you sail 
from there, do not leave me behind, unwept, unburied, and turn away, 
lest I prove a source of divine anger against you. Burn me, with 
whatever armour I own, and heap up a mound for me on the grey sea’s 
shore, in memory of a man of no fortune, that I may be known by those 
yet to be. Do this for me and on my mound raise the oar I rowed with 
alive and among my friend” (11.1–50). 

4 

This passage from the Odyssey describes the shores of the Styx, and what many Greeks believed the 
consequences of not having a proper burial. 



  

 

Proper funerals were important for the 

deceased as well as for the living. Elaborate 

funerals were reserved for heroes and women 

who had died in childbirth- “those who 

protected and continued the community.” 

However, restrictions were also placed on the 

extent of funerals, excess and exploitation 

(such as for political reasons) were banned. 

For example, under Solon, between 638 to 558 

B.C., it “became a crime to speak ill of the 

dead, tell lies about them or fail to perform 

funeral rites.” Even though funerals were 

meant to be separate from political affairs, 

officials did have the power to deny certain 

funeral rites to outlaws, “a form of social and 

religious ostracism that could cause conflict 

between the need to obey sacred laws 

requiring burial and the need for secular laws 

to keep control of society” (“The Importance 

of Funeral Rites”).  

 

 

Above: Greek funerary plaque created around 500 B.C., depicting mourners performing rituals 
over a deceased individual. 
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Chapter 2. 

Greek Honoring  

of  the Dead 

T o honor the deceased, Greeks 

would pour libations on the 

grave, repeatedly, for about a year. It was also 

common for surviving family members to place a 

lock of hair on the grave, and even those absent from 

the funeral could dedicate a lock of hair to the grave 

at a later date (Johnston).  

Greek practices vary across different cities 

and across different times. For example, Athens had 

holidays to honor the dead- such as Genesia and 

Anthesteria. Genesia was a celebration for honoring 

the dead. Genesia took place towards the end of the 

military campaigning season- in the fall. This 

celebration was set up to honor the deceased- 

especially those who had died in battle (“Ancient 

Athenian Festival Calender”). Anthesteria, the 

festival of flowers (also mainly celebrated by 

Athenians) occurred on the eleventh, twelfth, and 

thirteenth, of the month Anthesterion (about late 

February/ early March). Although it focused on 

honoring Dionysos Limnaios, the festival also 

included feasts for the dead.  On the second day of 

celebration, it was believed that spirits of the 

deceased would roam the city until the end of the 

festival. The last day of the celebration, Khutroi, Day 

of Pots, was dedicated to the cult of the dead. On this 

day, pots containing seeds and vegetables were left 

outside for wandering spirits.  In order to  avoid 

unwanted spirits form entering homes or defiling  
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temples, people chewed hawthorn, placed 

pitch on their doors, and tied ropes 

around temples (“Honoring the Dead in 

Ancient Greece”). At the end of the 

festival, the Greeks would drive out the 

spirits of the dead by chants similar to 

“Out the door spirits, it is no longer 

Anthesteria!” (“Ancient Athenian 

Festival Calender”). 

The practices of the ancient 

Greeks reflect the importance of death 

and ancestral honoring which are integral 

to numerous cultures worldwide. The 

Greeks exemplar the relationship 

between living and the dead- through 

honoring and respecting them. These 

qualities and aspects of ancient Greek 

religion and culture inspired and molded 

the culture and religion of future 

civilizations. 

Above: Marble statue, created around 520-530 B.C.,  of Greek Goddess, Persephone, in whose honor the 

Festival of Kore was held. This statue is currently housed in the Acropolis Archaeological Museum, 

Greece.  
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Chapter 3. 

Roman Traditions 

Relating to Death 

T he ancient Greek death, burial, 

and funeral practices not only 

served as integral players in Greek civilizations, but 

also served as crafters for Roman civilizations. Many 

Romans shared a vast amount of their views about 

death and the afterlife from the ancient Greeks. 

Romans took elements of Greek beliefs– such as their 

processes related to death and their views on the 

afterlife-  and molded them into their own culture and 

religion. 

 The ancient Romans had beliefs about death 

which are similar to the beliefs of the ancient Greeks. 

An example of this is the belief in the psyche. The 

Romans believed the psyche, left the body at the 

moment of death,. They  believed that when an 

individual was dying, the eldest male of the 

household- pater familias- would be summoned to 

the dying individual in order to attempt to “catch and 

inhale the last breath” of the dying (“Funeral”). This 

was important because it was often considered that  

spirits watched over a person during his life, but were 

absent at the moment of his death; thus,  this was 

done to ensure safe passage to the underworld 

(Kamm 65).  After his or her death, a Roman citizen 

would be washed, dressed in fine clothes, and laid 

out on a couch. A coin, an obolus, was placed in the 

individual’s mouth (under the tongue) or on the 
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individual’s eyes so that he or she could pay Charon, 

the ferryman of the dead, to take him or her to the final 

resting place. Some Romans believed that those who 

placed gold coins with the deceased would receive 

preferential seating when crossing into the underworld. 

After laying out for eight days, the deceased would be 

taken out for either burial or burned on a funeral pyre 

(Gill).  

9 

Left:  The  skull of a deceased 

Roman male athlete, from the first 

century A.D., with a silver coin 

outside his mouth- placed with the 

deceased for payment to Charon 

when entering the Underworld. This 

skull was found in a Roman 

cemetery in Aghios Nikolaos, and is 

currently located in the Aghios 

Nikolaos Archaeological Museum.    

Above: Roman coin, denarius, 

depicting Antoninus Pius, who was 

the Roman Emperor from 138 to 161 

A.D. This coin was created around 

143-144 A.D. 



  

 

Chapter 4. 

Roman Burial Practices 

A lthough the Greeks served as inspiration 

for Roman views on death, the Romans 

strayed from the Greek views in regards to burial 

practices. For the Romans, the deceased were either 

buried or cremated. Burial generally consisted of not 

only interring the body, but also interring possessions 

of the deceased. Burial could take place in tombs or 

direct inhumation into the ground. Location of 

inhumation shifted from the early practices of 

interring in basically any grounds to interring outside 

of city limits. Consequently, many burials took place 

along roadways.  

Cremation of the deceased surged in 

popularity throughout the history of the ancient 

Romans. Urns were used to hold the ashes of the 

deceased. Urns were often interred, placed in tombs, 

or kept by the family of the deceased. Urns evolved 

with the creation of new materials; for example, once 

glass was created, it was shaped and introduced as a 

new style of urn. Cremation was popular during the 

first century A.D. and the last century. In the first 

century A.D. cremation was considered to be a normal 

practice; whereas, burial was seen as a foreign 

tradition. Similarly, in the last century of the Republic 

cremation was practiced more commonly than 

inhumation. By the end of the fourth century, 

however, cremation was considered “a thing of the 

past, in Rome.” This is  due to the influence of 

Christian rituals– this cremation was considered a 

pagan practice (Gill). monuments  
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 Tombs were also used for some burial 

practices. Romans who did build tombs constructed 

these monuments for themselves. Wealthy Romans 

often built tombs out of marble and created “niches” 

within the walls of the tombs. In these niches, urns 

holding the remnants of the deceased would be 

placed (after cremation). Inscripitions were often 

engraved in these tombs, such as “V.F. Vivus Facit, 

V.S.P. Vivus Sibi Posuit”- which roughly translates 

to “he placed this for himself while 

living” (“Funeral”). Moreover, Romans had 

sepulchers- monuments for the deceased- which 

could contain bones and/or ashes. Such structures 

could be for individuals or entire families. 

Sepulchres often bore inscriptions which began with 

“D.M”- which stood for dis minibus, “to the shades 

of the dead.” These monuments were considered 

sacred places, and trespassing or defilement of such 

could result in death, or exile (Gill).  

In Rome, funerals of the wealthy were 

generally handled by professional undertakers 

(called libitinarii). The rites which the individuals 

conducted for the deceased included public 

procession to either a tomb or pyre. During this 

procession, the relatives wore masks which were 

created to emulate the family’s ancestors. The 

undertakers also hired artists- such as dancers, 

musicians, mimes, and female mourners- to 

participate in the funeral procession. Individuals, 

who were not wealthy, could join funerary societies- 

referred to as collegia funeraticia- who would handle 

the rites and rituals of the undertaker and artists on 

the family’s behalf (“Funeral”).  

Above: The earliest Roman tombstone inscription: T. Caesernius Diphilus, the freedman of Assupa, who was 
in Aquileia. This was located in Aemona, Slovenia, a Roman castrum settled by Romans from northern Italy.   

It is currently located in the National Museum of Slovenia in Ljubljana.  
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Above: Roman death mask, casted from the deceased, used to honor Roman ancestors.  
Masks were generally made of wax and placed over the deceased for a molding, then kept 

by living relatives. Left mask was created around 120 A.D., from Egypt during a time when 
it was undercontrol by the Roman Empire. Right mask was created around100-200 A.D. 
found in Fayoum, Egypt.  
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Chapter 5. 

Roman Traditions for 

Honoring the Dead 

13 

S imilar to the ancient Greeks, the 

Romans had traditions for honoring 

their deceased ancestors. Like many cultures 

worldwide, these practices were an integral aspect of 

the Romans’ everyday lives. These traditions 

included honoring spirits, periods of mourning, and 

holding festivals throughout the year to appease the 

deceased.  

 One Roman  tradition  for honoring the 

deceased  was a feast. This occurred nine days after 

the body of the deceased was either interred or 

cremated. During this feast, the living shared with the 

dead via libations, pouring out of a drink (commonly 

wine), over the grave or ashes. During  the nine days 

leading up to the feast, the house was often decorated 

with branches from yew or cypress trees to warn 

travelers that there had been a recent death and the 

house may possess a ghost. The house was also swept 

in hopes of vanquishing the ghost of the recently 

deceased (“Funeral”). The house was sprinkled with 

water for purification. The remaining relatives would 

also step over a ceremonial fire- to symbolize 

purification once again. Moreover, a  sow was 

“sacrificed to Ceres” to cleanse the house (Kamm 

65).  



  

 

 Relatives of the deceased would often make 

visits to the deceased after the funeral, and offer gifts 

and pour libations. Honoring the dead through 

libations is described in their literature, specifically 

mentioned in Virgil’s Aeneid. 

O  hospitable Jove! We thus invoke, 

With Solemn rites, thy sacred name and power; 

Bless to both nations this auspicious hour!  

So may the Trojan and Tyrian line 

In lasting concord from this day combine. 

Thou, Bacchus, god of  joys and friendly cheer,  

And gracious Juno both be present here! 

And you, my lords of  Tyre, your vows address 

To Heaven with mine, to ratify the peace.” 

The goblet then she took, with nectar crown’d 

(Sprinkling the first libations on the ground,) 

And raised it to her mouth with sober grasce;  

Then, sipping, offered to the next in place. 

T’was Bitias whom she called, a thirsty soul; 

He took challenge, and embraced the bowl (1.723-740). 

14 

 This section of the Aeneid displays how 

common the practice of pouring libations to the dead 

was- done at meals, especially ones of celebration.  



  

 

Moreover, the deceased would be honored by 

their living relatives via mourning. During the 

Republic, mourners wore plain dark-colored clothing. 

The period of mourning was often influenced by 

gender and relatedness to the deceased. Men often 

only mourned for a few days, but women would 

mourn for about a year- especially if the deceased was 

her parent or husband (Gill).  

Honoring the dead had implications year 

round. The Romans had numerous holidays to 

commemorate ancestors, such as Parentalia which 

occurred February thirteenth to the twenty-first. 

Parentalia was a festival which originally held for 

private celebrations of deceased family members, but 

it extended to incorporate the deceased in general. 

During this festival, temples were closed and 

weddings were prohibited. On the final day of the 

public ceremony, offerings were placed at grave sites 

and feasts were held (“Parentalia”). Lemuria occurred 

on May ninth, eleventh, and thirteenth. This tradition 

was meant to appease the ghosts of the deceased. 

Celebration of Lemuria consisted of wearing clothes 

without knots (mainly not wearing shoes, so to avoid 

knots) and gesturing to ward off evil-  mano fica. 

Then an individual would take freshly cleaned black 

beans and casting them over his or her shoulder while 

chanting words which roughly translate to “These I 

cast; with these beans I redeem me and 

mine” (Silver).  

In relation to these festivals for honoring the 

dead, more private ceremonies also occurred. For 

example, libations were often poured on the 

deceased’s grave or ashes as an annual memorial to 

the departed (Gill). Moreover, the dead became 

increasingly worshipped like gods and the deceased’s 

family would offer oblations to the deceased when 

they made their annual visit to the gravesite. 

The ancient Romans shared lots of aspects of 

their religion and beliefs with the ancient Greeks.– 

such as pouring of libations The influence of the 

Greeks varied throughout the Romans’ culture– 

having differences in celebration and cleansing of the 

home, as the two cultures and civilizations interacted 

with each other. The ancient Romans molded and 

shaped the Greek views on death and honoring the 

dead to fit their more modernized culture. This 

shaping and expanding upon Greek beliefs, by the 

Romans, serves as insight into the relationship 

between the two cultures.  

“These I cast; with these beans  

I redeem me and mine” 
15 



  

 

Chapter 6. 

Common Greek Views 

of  the Afterlife 

Above: Bust of Greek Philosopher, Plato., created by 

Silanion in 370 B.C.. This bust is currently located in 

the Centrale Montemartini in Rome, Italy. 

T he Greeks took their interpretation of 

life after death and wove it into 

integral tales of their religion- which we now 

regard as mythology. They believed that after an 

individual underwent proper burial and funeral 

rituals, the soul would continue its journey into 

the Underworld.  

The ancient Greeks had various beliefs 

about the afterlife. One such belief is presented in 

Plato’s Republic, the Myth of Er- which involves 

reincarnation.  
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E r the son of Armenius, a Pamphylian by birth… was slain in 

battle… on the twelfth day, as he was lying on the funeral pile, he 

returned to life and told them what he had seen in the other world. He said 

that when his soul left the body... they came to a mysterious place at which 

there were two opening in the earth; they were near together, and over 

against them were two other openings in the heaven above. In the 

intermediate space there were judges seated, who commanded the just, after 

they had given judgment on them and had bound their sentences in front 

of them, to ascend by the heavenly way on the right hand; and in like 

manner the unjust were bidden by them to descend by the lower way on the 

left hand; these also bore the symbols of their deeds, but fastened on their 

back… then he beheld and saw on one side the souls departing at either 

opening of heaven and earth when sentence had been given on them; and 

at the two other opening other souls, some ascending out of the earth dusty 

and worn with travel, some descending out of heaven clean and bright… 

they told one another of what had happened by the way… for every wrong 

which they had done to any one they suffered tenfold; or once in a hundred 

years… mortal souls, behold a new cycle of life and mortality. Your genius 

will not be allotted to you, but you will choose your genius… virtue is free, 

and as a man honors or dishonors her he will have more or less of her; the 

responsibility is with the chooser-God is justified… when choosing a new 

life, must of necessity become different… for the choice of the souls was in 

most cases based on their experience of a previous life… will save us if we 

are obedient to the word spoken; and we shall pass safely over the river of 

Forgetfulness and our soul will not be defiled… the souls is immortal and 

able to endure every sort of good and evil (11. 271—277).f good and evil  
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In this section of the Republic, a man returns 

to the land of the living and describes what the 

afterlife was like, “after his soul had departed, it 

traveled with many other souls and came to a divine 

place where there were two openings in the earth; 

opposite were two other openings in the upper region 

of the sky.” The story then goes on to describe the 

place in between these four openings. This was 

where the judges gave sentences to the souls, “they 

ordered the just to go to the right through one of the 

openings 

upward 

into the 

sky, but 

they sent 

the unjust 

to the left through one of the downward openings.” 

Moreover, in this area between openings was where 

souls would meet and discuss their experiences, “Er 

also saw from the remaining two openings some 

souls coming up out of the earth, covered with dust 

and dirt, and others descending from the sky, pure 

and shining. When they were all reunited on the 

plain, they recounted their experiences” (Morford, 

Lenardon, and Sham).  

The souls which came to this crossroads were 

divided into two groups: the wrongdoers and the 

virtuous. The wrongdoers came out of the earth and 

wept as they divulged their torments which lasted 

one thousand years. Each wrongdoer had to suffer a 

punishment equal of their crime, ten times over. The 

most wicked, murderers and unholy deeds, were 

never allowed to return to earth, and instead were 

flayed and hurled into Tartarus- a fiery pit of eternal 

torment. The virtuous descended from the opening 

from the sky. These souls told of their happiness, 

described the beauty they had seen, and other tales 

from the completion of their one-thousand-year cycle 

(Morford, 

Lenardon, 

and Sham). 

Plato 

describes 

that the 

journey which these souls faced was not yet over. 

Both the wrongdoers and the virtuous were next 

tasked with choosing a new life, “[they] proceeded 

on another journey to arrive at a special place which 

provided a cosmic view of the universe, controlled by 

the spindle of Necessity and her daughters, the three 

Fates, and where the Siren’s song echoed the 

harmony of the spheres.” The souls would enter this 

place and choose a life. They would choose from 

examples of every kind of life possible- from all 

living creatures. The choice which the soul would 

make was important, “it must have learned from its  

“Er also saw from the remaining two openings 

some souls coming up out of  the earth, covered 

with dust and dirt, and others descending from 

the sky, pure and shining.” 
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experiences in life and in death to know the 

difference between the good life and the wicked, 

and always choose the better rather than the worse. 

This is the crucial choice for a human being… the 

choice is the individual’s own” (Morford, Lenardon, 

and Sham).  

The description of this rebirth was followed 

through with the belief that the souls were each 

given a divine spirit. The souls would drink from the 

river Lethe- the river of forgetfulness– and then not 

only forget, but also fall into a sleep. The Greeks    

H e … went his way into Erebus to join the other ghosts…  I 
saw Minos there, Zeus’ glorious son, seated with the golden 

scepter in his hand, passing judgment on the dead as they sat or stood 
around him, making their case, in the broad-gated House of Hades. I 
next saw great Orion... driving the phantoms of wild creature he once 
killed in the lonely hills over the fields of asphodel… I saw Tantalus in 
agonizing torment, in a pool of water reaching to his chin. He was 
tortured by thirst, but could not drink, since every time he stooped 
eagerly the water was  
swallowed up and vanished, and at his feet only black earth  
remained, parched by some god… Then I caught sight of mighty 
Heracles, I mean his phantom… When he saw me, he in turn knew 
me, and weeping spoke in winged words: ‘Odysseus of any resources... 
are you too playing out your evil fate such as I once endured under the 
sun?’... I might have seen those men of the past I longed to see, 
Theseus and Peirithous, bright sons of the gods, but long before that 
the countless hosts of the dead came thronging with eerie cries, and I 
was gripped by pale fear… so I hastened to the ship (541—592 ). 

believed that in the middle of the night the souls 

would be carried upward, in different directions, to 

be reborn. Before Plato described his view of the 

afterlife in the fourth century B.C., Homer 

presented a vision of the Greek afterlife in the 

Odyssey which was influential in both Greek and 

Roman conceptions of the afterlife because it 

clearly explicated a layout for the Underworld, and 

thus influenced how these civilizations saw the 

Underworld. 
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The rivers of the Underworld were 

consistently present since Homer’s presentation of 

them- they appear in some of Aristophanes’ literature 

as well. The Styx River was the main feature of the 

Underworld agreed upon by the Greeks across the 

civilization and throughout time. The location of the 

Styx was often debated; for example, Plato speculated 

that the Styx flowed into a lake; whereas, other Greek 

writers believed it to be part of a larger stream of “icy 

water plunging 200 metres down a sheer precipice, in 

the Chelmos range in the depths of northern Arcadia.” 

The water of the Styx was believed to bring death to 

all living creatures. Even though the Styx was feared 

because of its power, it was also revered. The Greeks 

believed that the Olympians held the Styx in such high 

regard that when “one of the Olympians wished to 

swear an oath, Iris, the messenger of the gods, would 

fetch a jug of water from the Styx, so that the oath 

might be solemnized with a libation” (Buxton 209-

210).  

 Another river closely associated with the 

Afterlife was the Acheron. The Acheron was located 

in the Thesprotian mountains in northwest Greece, its 

role in the Underworld mainly involved transportation 

of  the deceased. The Acheron developed its 

relationship with the Underworld because of two 

reasons- the way it flowed and its proximity with 

temples to Hades. The Acheron lay to the west of the 

Greeks- a direction which was “linked with darkness 

and foreboding.” Moreover, this river flowed right 

past the Necromanteion- a temple to Hades where 

citizens could go to consult the dead. This close 

proximity lead to rumors that the Acheron was the 

souls’ “preferred mode of approach to the 

[Necromanteion]” (Buxton 209-210). 

Left: The 
Acheron, 36 
miles long, is 
located in the 
Epirus region in 
northwestern 
Greece. It flows 
from Selles 
(Greece) to the 
Ionian Sea in 
Ammoudia 
(Greece), near 
Parga (Greece).  
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Above: Graphical interpretation of Greek views of the Underworld as presented by the Odyssey, incorpo-

rating the various rivers and resting places for the deceased, as well as the location of various souls.  

 This view of the afterlife described the landscape of the Underworld. This included the five 

rivers: The river of Hate (Styx), the river of Woe (Acheron), the river of Forgetfulness (Lethe), the river 

of Wailing (Cocytus), and the river of Fire (Phlegethon) (“Death and the Afterlife”).     
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In this Homeric view of the afterlife, souls are 

lead to the Underworld by Hermes, “the souls or 

shades of the deceased are led by Hermes to the 

depths of the earth and in a provisional abode await a 

decision concerning their eternal lot.” After entering 

the Underworld, souls would pay Charon, the 

ferryman, to row them across the river Styx. 

Individuals would then be judged by the three judges: 

Minos, Rhadamanthys, and Aiakos. They would pass 

judgment on the just and unjust. The souls which were 

deemed guilty 

were sent down to 

the left, which lead 

to Tartarus- the 

realm of 

punishment (also 

known as Erebus). The pious journeyed to the right, 

and went to spend eternity in the Elysian Fields- 

paradise in the Underworld. The souls which were 

neither evil nor heroic were sent to the Fields of 

Asphodel (“Death and the Afterlife ”).   

Other gods which many Greeks associated 

with the afterlife included Hades, Persephone, and 

Thanatos. Thanatos was the personification of death 

itself. He was ordered around by Hades. Hades was 

the king of the Underworld- he had control of all the 

souls in his domain. His name later was used to 

describe the home of the dead itself. According to 

much of Greek tradition, Hades’ wife was Persephone. 

It was commonly believed that Persephone was 

kidnapped by Hades and forced to live with him in the 

Underworld for three months of the year- her mother’s 

(Demeter’s) sorrow over this loss caused the winter 

season (“Greek Gods”).  

The ancient Greeks did not have festivals to 

honor Hades. However, many Greeks celebrated his 

wife, Persephone. For example, Athens had a festival 

called Thesmophoria. This festival was generally held 

between October 

and November and 

only women 

participated. It 

consisted of many 

women honoring 

Demeter’s loss of a daughter, Persephone. The festival 

lasted for about three days. Specifically, on the third 

day torches would be lit to symbolizes Demeter’s 

search for Persephone (“Thesmophoria”).  Another 

festival to honor Persephone were the Eleusinian 

mysteries. These were held in Eleusis, Greece. This 

festival was held to honor both Persephone and 

Demeter. It was held to pay respect to Demeter and 

Persephone, as well as recognizing Persephone’s 

journey to the Underworld. This festival consisted of 

feasts to honor the goddesses, reenactments of 

Persephone’s capture, and libations poured to honor  

“Thanatos was the personification of  

death itself.. Ordered around by Hades 

the king of  the Underworld” 
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the goddesses and encourage success and   

fertility (“The Festival at Eleusis”). 

 The ancient Greeks possessed beliefs in 

the afterlife which changed through time. There 

are glimpses of these Greek beliefs of life and 

death through their mythology. Their Homeric 

beliefs and descriptions of the Underworld  

inspired Roman gods and other aspects of the 

Underworld. Prior to Homer’s presentation of 

the afterlife in the Odyssey, Plato influenced and 

reflected the Greek beliefs of the afterlife and 

reincarnation. These differing views were 

prominent aspects of the ancient Greek culture 

and influenced the everyday lives of Greek 

citizens. 
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Below: Statue representation of Hades on his throne in 

the Underworld. This statue is currently located in the 

Pamukkale Museum  (Archaeological Museum in 

Hierapolis), Turkey.  

Below: Grecian painting on urn, depicting Hades 

and Persephone, created between 330-310 B.C. 

This urn is currently located in Munich, Germany. 



  

 

Chapter 7. 

Common Roman 

Views of  the Afterlife 

O ne particular mythological view, which 

some Romans held, is that after the soul left 

the body and proper funeral rituals were performed, the 

soul would travel to the Underworld. This was an integral 

aspect to the Roman culture because many believed that 

their actions in the upper world would determine their life 

after death. They based their daily actions on how it would 

reflect on them in the Underworld, most hoped to avoid 

punishment and end up in paradise.  

Many Romans believed the Underworld was a 

physical place which the occasional hero would attempt to 

visit on a quest. A description of their perspective of the 

afterlife is provided by Virgil in the Aeneid (translated by 

Fitzgerald).  

Above: bust of  Roman poet, Publius Virgilius 

Maro (Virgil), who lived from 70 to 19 B.C. 

He is best known for his three major works: 

Georgics, Aeneid, and Eclogues.   
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B efore the entrance, in the jaws of  Orcus, 
Grief  and avenging Cares have made their 

beds, and pale Diseases and sad Age are there, and 
Dread, and Hunger that sways men to crime, and 
sordid Want-  in shapes to affright the eyes- and 
Death and Toil and Death’s own brother, Sleep… 
The path goes on from that place to the waves of  
Tartarus’s Acheron. Thick with mud, a whirlpool out 
of  a vast abyss boils up and belches all the silt it 
carries into Cocytus. Here the ferryman, a figure of  
fright, keeper of  waters and streams, is Charon, foul 
and terrible… the Styx that winds nine times around 
exerts imprisoning power. Not far away spreading on 
every side, the Fields of  Mourning came in view… on 
the right hand it goes past mighty Dis’s walls, Elysium 
way, our way; but the leftward road will punish 
Malefactors, taking them to Tartarus… now that at 
last this ritual was performed, his duty to the goddess 
done, they came to places of  delight, to green park 
land, where souls take ease amid the Blessed Groves. 
Wider expanses of  high air endow each vista with a 
wealth of  light. Souls here possess their own familiar 
sun and stars (6. 273—640). 

This passage describes the layout of Underworld in a manner which many Romans believed it to appear. It 
presents the Underworld as an actual place, accessible from the upper world.  
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A majority of Romans believed that when an 

individual died he or she would be led to the River 

Styx- located in the Underworld- by spirits. Once 

there, the recently deceased would meet Charon, the 

ferryman. The most prominent description of Charon 

is from Virgil’s Aeneid, “There Charon stands, who 

rules the dreary coast- A sordid god: down from his 

hairy chin a length of beard descends, uncombed, 

unclean; his eyes, like hollow furnaces on fire; a 

girdle, foul with grease, binds his obscene attire” (6. 

299-301). The deceased would pay Charon with a 

golden coin; the payment was to ensure travel to the 

deceased’s final resting place. Many Romans 

believed that after being chartered across the Styx, 

the deceased would pass Cerberus, the three headed 

watchdog. Cerberus would not disturb those traveling 

into the Underworld, only those who were attempting 

to leave without authorization (“Kerberos”).  

The final resting place of deceased Romans 

was determined by three judges. The Romans 

essentially incorporated the Greeks’ judges into their 

own view of the afterlife. The dead were judged by 

Minos, Rhadamanthus, and Aeacus, who would ask 

for an accounting of his or her life- based on the 

strength of good vs bad in this account, the judges 

would determine the soul’s final resting place. After 

doing such, the individual would then be sent to the 

River Lethe in order to forget his past life. The 

deceased would then be sent to either the Fields of 

Elysium, the Pit of Tartarus, or the Plains of 

Asphodel.  

The Fields of Elysium was a version of 

paradise, and an individual would be sent here if he 

maintained virtue, was a warrior, or was a hero. 

Basically the Fields of Elysium were for 

extraordinary men who did great and good deeds.  A 

common Roman presentation of the afterlife is 

clearly explicated in Virgil’s The Aeneid. 

“A sordid god:  

down from his hairy chin a length of  beard descends, 

uncombed, unclean; his eyes, like hollow furnaces on fire;  

a girdle, foul with grease, binds his  

obscene attire”  
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T hey came to the pleasant places, the delightful 

grassy turf  of  the Fortunate Groves, and the 

Homes of  the blessed.Here freer air and radiant light clothe 

The plain, and these have their own sun, and their own stars. 

Some exercise their bodies in a grassy gymnasium,  

Compete in sports and wrestle on the yellow sand: 

Others tread out the steps of  a dance, and sing songs… 

Here are Teucer’s ancient people, loveliest of  children, 

Great-hearted heroes, born in happier years… 

Their horses scattered freely browsing over the plain… 

Feasting, and singing a joyful paean in chorus, among the 

fragrant groves of  laurel, out of  which the Eridanus’s broad 

River flows through the woodlands to the world above… 

He spoke and went before them, and showed them 

The bright plains below: then they left the mountain heights  

(6. 628-678). 

This passage clearly describes the layout of the Fields of Elysium as a place of eternal merriment.  
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An individual was sent to the Pit of Tartarus to 

be punished by the Furies, if he had committed many 

crimes in his lifetime. Tartarus, also referred to as 

Orcus, was described as being a giant place 

surrounded by a flaming river, Phlegethon, guarded by 

a hydra, and it was surrounded by large walls to 

prevent wrongdoers from escaping. The pit in Tartarus 

was said to “extend down into the earth twice as far as 

the distance from the lands of the living to Mount 

Olympus.” The Titans and those who had committed 

the most terrible sins would be sentenced to the 

bottom of the pit (“Tartarus”). The punishment that 

individuals would face in Tartarus would depend on 

the crime he or she had committed, and lasted until the 

individual’s debt to society is paid. Tartarus is 

described in depth in Virgil’s Aeneid. 

Above: “Aeneas and the Sibyl in the Underworld.”  This pen and brush drawing, is an interpretation of Aeneas 

being led through the Underworld by the Sibyl as described by Virgil. It was created sometime between 1660 

and 1719 by Dutch artist Arnold Houbraken, currently located in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.  
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T his is the place where the path splits itself  in 

two: There on the right is our road to 

Elysium, …But the left works punishment On the 

wicked, and sends them on to godless Tartarus…

Aeneas... saw wide battlements, surrounded by a triple 

wall, And encircled by a swift river of  red-hot flames, 

The Tartarean Phlegethon, churning with echoing 

rocks. A gate fronts it, vast, with pillars of  solid 

steel… an iron tower rises into the air, And seated 

before it, Tisiphone, clothed in a blood-wet dress, 

Keeps guard of  the doorway, … ‘What evil is 

practised here?’…Cretan Rhadamanthus rules this 

harshest of  kingdoms,And hears their guilt, extracts 

confessions, and punishes...Tisiphone the avenger, 

armed with her whip, leaps on the guilty...Lashes 

them, and threatening them…Tartarus itself  falls 

sheer, and stretches down into the darkness: twice as 

far as we gaze upwards to heavenly Olympus. Here 

the Titanic race… writhe in the depths…Here are 

those who hated…Don’t ask to know that 

punishment, or what kind of  suffering drowns them. 

Some roll huge stones, or hang spread-eagled on 

wheel-spokes: wretched Theseus sits still, and will sit 

for eternity (6. 540- 618). 
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This part of Aeneas’ travels in the Underworld 

displays the belief of many Romans that Tartarus was 

a very repulsive and hellish place that was to be 

avoided at essentially all costs.    

The Plains of Asphodel, or Asphodel 

Meadows, was where the ordinary good citizen would 

go. In the Plains of Asphodel, the good citizen would 

continue to live a good life as a shade (Reece).  

There are many gods which the Romans 

associated with the afterlife. The god which 

represented death itself was Mors. Mors is the god of 

death, who is ordered to do his duty by the ruler of the 

Underworld, Pluto. Many Romans believed that 

Mercury, the messenger god, would lead souls to 

Avernus, the gateway to the Underworld. The 

following processes were inspired from Greek beliefs- 

the souls would pay the ferryman to cross the Styx, 

the individual would be judged to determine where he 

would spend the rest of eternity (“Death and the 

Afterlife”).  

Another entity associated with the underworld 

is Cerberus, similar to the three headed dog from 

Greek religion. The appearance of this creature is 

presented in the Aeneid.  

At last, the river crossed, he landed the prophetess and the hero safe, 

On the unstable mud, among the blue-grey sedge. 

Huge Cerberus sets these regions echoing with his triple-throated 

Howling, crouching monstrously in a cave opposite. 

Seeing the snakes rearing round his neck, the prophetess  

Threw him a pellet, a soporific of  honey and drugged wheat. 

Opening his three throats, in rabid hunger, he seized 

What she threw, and flexing his massive spine, sank to earth 

Spreading his giant bulk over the whole cave-floor. 

With the guard unconscious Aeneas won to the entrance, 

And quickly escaped the bank of  the river of  no return (416-426). 
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 This passage describes the massive being 

which many Romans believed to be guarding the 

entrance/an exit to the Underworld. This dissuaded 

many everyday citizens from seeking out the 

Underworld as well as dissuaded them from hoping 

that deceased ancestors would seek to escape back to 

the upper world.  

The main god in charge of the Underworld 

and associated with death was Dis Pater, also known 

as Pluto.  Not only was he the King of the 

Underworld, but also the god of riches– “Pluto” 

translates to “the wealthy one.” Many Romans 

believed this because mining in the ground would 

often produce metals, thus the riches were assumed to 

have come from Pluto. Pluto claimed the souls of the 

Underworld, and rarely allowed for anyone to leave 

the Underworld. It was believed that he captured 

Ceres’s daughter, Proserpina, and made her his wife- 

and queen of the Underworld- (out of which arose the 

myths about seasons) (“Pluto”). 

Festivals of winter were associated with the 

dead and often would include honoring Pluto. He was 

also honored at the Secular Games. Black bulls were 

sacrificed to Pluto and Proserpina on an underground 

alter. Another way which Roman citizens would 

honor Pluto is at funerals. At funeral ceremonies 

servants would often attend, dressed as Pluto in order 

to honor him (“Pluto”).   

As the Roman empire expanded, so did their 

beliefs- as reflected by the incorporation of many 

Greek beliefs into their religion. With the Greeks, 

many Romans share the idea of the afterlife being a 

physical place, and incorporated gods similar to the 

Greek gods in their view of the Underworld. This 

incorporation contributed to the shaping of the 

Roman society. It was important to the Romans to 

keep these gods appeased and such is reflected via 

their incorporation of festivals and sacrifices to death 

deities in their everyday lives. Moreover, their 

solidified belief in the Underworld as a physical 

location helped shape their legends and beliefs- it 

influenced their funeral practices and rituals to the 

dead (i.e., laying coins on the eyes of the deceased for 

payment to Charon- in order to get to an eternal 

resting place).  

Left: “The House of Gladiators.” Mosaic depicting two 
Greek gladiators fighting, located in the Kourion Theatre 
in Cyprus, created during the second half of the third 
century A.D. 
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Chapter 8. 

Impact on Greek  

Culture 

T he ancient Greeks not only incorporated 

their views on death and the afterlife into 

their religion, but other essential aspects of their 

culture as well. The Greeks’ views on death and the 

afterlife are present throughout their literature, 

architecture, and works of art.  

 Greek literature frequently expresses their 

beliefs on death and the afterlife in storylines. For 

example, Homer depicts not only the processes 

associated with death and a layout of the afterlife, but 

also the association of the living with the Underworld. 

“His depiction of Odysseus’s journey to the 

underworld is ‘a spiritual adventure and a moment 

when life and death are brought into contact.’ The 

location of the underworld is far removed from the 

world of the living, at the edge of the river Oceanus.” 

This reveals the nature of the relationship between the 

living and the dead, along with defining what most 

Greeks believed to be true about the afterlife and 

Underworld- that it was mostly separated from the 

upper world, yet not necessarily entirely inaccessible 

(this encouraged the Greeks to seek out the 

Underworld and led them to believe  it would be 

possible for heroes to reach such a place without 

dying) (Walton).  

 The relationship between the Underworld and 

the Upper world is further explored (in relation to the 

living dealing with the deceased). For example, in the 

early years of the Greek empire, writings were left 

with the deceased. These texts described to the 

deceased what their passage into the Underworld 

would be like. 
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Y ou will find on the left of  the house of  

Hades a spring, 

And standing beside it a white cypress. 

To this spring do not even go near.  

But you will find another, cold water flowing 

From the pool of  memory. In front of  it are guards. 

Tell them: ‘I am a child of  Earth and starry Heaven; 

But I am of  heavenly stock. This you yourselves know, 

I am parched and perishing with thirst. Give me at once  

cold water flowing from the pool of  memory.’ 

And they will themselves give you [water] to drink from 

The sacred spring, 

And then you will rule among the other heroes  

(Buxton 209). 
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This helps demonstrate the relationship between the living and the deceased and how many Greeks sought to 
help their dead ancestors have easy passage to the Underworld.   



  

 

 Another example of Greek literature in which 

images of death are incorporated is in Plato’s 

Republic. Although contrary to common presentations 

of views of the afterlife, Plato also examines the 

relationship of death with man’s life and how his 

views change as he ages. For example, one of Plato’s 

characters, Kephalos, reminisces about his life, but 

also looks ahead and wonders about the future; “When 

a man begins to realize that he is going to die, there 

come upon him fear and anxiety about what before did 

not occur to him. The stories that are told of the world 

of Hades, and of how a man who has done wrong here 

must be punished there, though he may have ridiculed 

these stories hitherto, then indeed torment his soul in 

case there may be some truth in them” (Buxton). 

 The Greeks also interweaved their views into 

entertaining aspects of literature. For example, 

Aristophanes’ Frogs was designed to be a humorous 

literary work. The story follows the god Dionysos as 

he journeys through the Underworld, “Dionysos 

bumps into a band of his own Initiates, deceased 

mortals whose intitiation into Dionysiac mystery cults 

while alive has evidently provided them with a 

passport to a joyful Afterlife in a flower-strewn area 

of Hades… Dionysos meets one off the most fearsome 

of all Hades’ denizens: Aikos, the Infernal 

Doorkeeper.” This play was considered a “time-

honoured tradition of Aristophanic excretory humour” 

as displayed by Dionysos’ travels through the 

Underworld (Buxton 208). 

“When a man begins to realize that he 

is going to die, there come upon him fear 

and anxiety about what before did not  

occur to him” 
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Y ou loathsome, shameless, audacious creature!  

You villain, you arch-villain, you utter villain, 

who drove away Our dog Kerberos, that I used to look 

after- Throttled him and took him and dashed off   

And made a bolt and were gone!  

But there’s no escape for you now- 

Such is the sable hearted rock of  Styx 

And the blood-dripping crag of  Acheron 

That ward thee, such Kokytos’ roaming hounds 

And the Echidna hundred-headed, who 

Will rend apart thine offals, while thy lungs 

Are gripped by the Tartessian murry- eel, 

And while thy bloodied kidneys, guts and all,  

The Gorgons out of  Teithras tear asunder,  

Whom I with swift-foot haste will now go seek (464-470). 
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 Greek architecture also incorporates their 

beliefs in the Underworld and death. They built 

temples to Hades, in order to receive prophecies, to 

communicate with the dead, and in attempt to go to 

the Underworld as a living person. These temples 

were generally built in locations believed to be 

entrances to the Underworld- determined by cracks in 

the ground which the Greeks believed would allow 

souls to easily flow up from the Underworld to 

communicate with the living. The most famous of 

these temples is the Necromanteion. This is referred 

to in Homer’s Odyssey when Odysseus attempts to 

communicate with the dead. The Necromanteion was 

located on a hill near the Acheron river- which was 

believed to be a river which flowed into the 

Underworld (Buxton 210).  

The Necromanteion was open to every day 

citizens of Greece to consult the dead. Individuals 

would: enter a dark chamber, perform rituals for 

protection, perform an animal sacrifice, and then 

would pass through three gates which symbolized 

entry into the Underworld. The individuals then 

believed they could and would speak with the souls 

of the deceased (“Necromanteion”). This belief of 

communication with the dead and the importance of 

the appearance of the Underworld influenced the 

location and internal structure of temples to Hades. 

This structural influence is further displayed in the 

Necromanteion- there was a “labyrinthine passage 

through which those who wished to consult the 

oracle were first led” and there was a chamber 

underground which contained images that could be 

“winched down, creating the impression of ghostly 

appearances in a kind of Underworld” (Buxton 210).  

Left: Greek architecture on a hill near the Acheron river, 
believed to be the site of the Oracle of the Dead, dating to the 
3rd or 4th century B.C. These ruins are 72 sq. ft. with 11 ft. 
thick walls and contained subterranean passages.   
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Another one of the famous temples to Hades 

is located in Eleusis. This temple was believed to be 

created by Greeks and later used by the Romans. 

This temple, located near Athens, was visited by 

ancient Athenians in hopes that “undergoing an 

initiation in at Eleusis would bring them blessings 

and a better spot in the afterlife.” This site was so 

important to the Greeks because they believed it was 

the location where Demeter came to search for 

Persephone after she had been taken by Hades 

(“Eleusis”). 

Through pottery, painting, and sculpting, 

Greek art emulates their beliefs in the Underworld 

and in the god Hades. Towards the middle of the 5th 

century B.C. Greeks began to focus on portraying 

gods and goddesses. Statues of the gods-  

including Hades, Persephone, Charon, and Hermes-  

 

were originally displayed near temples in order to 

honor and appease the gods- in an attempt to 

emulate what they believed the gods looked like. 

Depictions of Hades, his dog Cerberus, and death of 

heroes can be seen throughout all Grecian art. 

Famously, the Greeks displayed their beliefs on 

vases or urns to be buried with the dead. These 

containers would essentially tell a story or represent 

an aspect of a story which perpetuated their views 

on the afterlife and death. For example, early 

Grecian urns- created around 540 B.C.- depict 

Hercules herding Cerberus, Hades’ guard dog. This 

simple piece of art demonstrates the Greek’s 

incorporation of their religious views of death and 

the afterlife into other aspects of their culture such 

as art (Guisepi). 

Above: Grecian urn depicting Thanatos bringing death to Sarpedon, along 

with Hypnos (god of Sleep). This was created by Euphronios in 515 B.C. 

This urn is currently located a the Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY.  

Left: Greek urn depicting Hercules chasing Cerberus, found in Vulci 

(Italy), created in 540 B.C. by a Bucci painter.  This urn is currently 

located in Munich at the State Collections of Antiquities.  
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 Moreover, pieces of art were buried with the 

deceased to help them with their passage to the 

Underworld. For example, thin pieces of gold foil were 

inscribed with directions to the Underworld and a code 

of conduct for the deceased to behave in order to have 

a content afterlife. The art that incorporated death was 

mainly focused in areas of funeral practices. Greeks 

would create urns with depiction of the deceased to 

contain their ashes. In the early 3rd Century, they also 

created tomb markers which depicted manner of death 

through limestone paintings.  

Right: Limestone tombstone depicting woman in childbirth, 

created around the late 4th– early 3rd century B.C. (29 in. 

tall). This piece is currently located at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art in New York.  

Below: Orphic prayer sheet– inscription in gold foil from the 

4th century B.C. from Thessaly. This sheet (1 in. by 1.5 in.) is 

currently located in the Getty Museum in Los Angeles, 

California. (Photo by Remi Mathis). 
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 They also marked some graves with marble sculptures 

of the deceased individual- such as the marble stele created 

around 530 BC which depicted a young female and young 

male (“Death, Burial”). Similar to these grave markers and 

artistic interpretations of an individual’s death, the Greeks 

depicted their funeral practices through painting on plaques. 

Using terracotta as a base, Greeks displayed their funeral 

practices with a dark medium of paint. These depictions were 

often basic- many representing individuals standing around 

the deceased lying on a raised bed, with one individual 

standing at the head of the bed appearing to be performing 

funeral rituals (“Death, Burial”). 

 

Above: Terracotta funerary plaque created around 515 B.C. depicting 

mourners around the deceased, and charioteers symbolizing funeral 

games held in honor of the deceased. This plaque is currently located in 

New York at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.  

Right: Marble grave marker depicting young female and young male 

with a sphynx on top (joined together by molten lead), created in 
approximately 530 BC. This stele is currently located in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York.  
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Chapter 9. 

Impact on Roman  

Culture 

T he ancient Romans incorporated 

their views into all other aspects 

of their culture as well. The Romans’ relationship 

with their ancestors and with the dead impacted their 

society from government to entertainment. Although 

towards the end of the Roman Empire some of these 

aspects had changed, their origins lie within the 

beliefs the Romans had of death and the afterlife. 

An aspect of the Roman culture, which 

originated from their religious views on death, is 

entertainment- specifically the iconic gladiatorial 

games. The gladiatorial games began as part of 

religious ceremony. Initially, the gladiatorial games 

were called munera which translates to “debt or 

obligation.” The munera were considered to be 

obligations paid for the dead. The blood shed in the 

battle was considered to satisfy the manes (spirits of 

ancestors). After the bloodshed there would be a 

banquet to celebrate the honoring of the deceased. 

The Romans also believed that these blood sacrifices 

to the dead would raise the stature of the family; thus, 

many families which made blood sacrifices would  be 

considered to have a divine ancestry. These funerary 

games eventually evolved into having different 

religious connotations (such as to honor or appease 

certain gods or goddesses). The Romans maintained 

this incorporation of death in the gladiatorial games 

until right before the end of the Republican era. The 

games had become so popular and attracted such a 

large viewing that the spiritual aspects of the fighting 

eventually lost significance (“Gladiatorial Games”). 
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This incorporation of death in the gladiatorial games was also spread throughout Roman literature, such as in 

the Aeneid when Aeneas holds funeral games for Anchises. 

T hen poured out shallow bowls of  wine and 
called the ghost of  great Anchises, the 

death-shade released from Acheron. Then his com-
panions, each to his capacity, brought in their own 
glad offerings. Thy piled the altars, knifed the beasts, 
placed caldrons on the fires, and at their ease upon 
the grass raked up live coals under the spits to broil 
the flesh. In due course came the awaited day… and 
now in happy groups they thronged the shore to see 
Aeneas’ men, or to compete. But first the prizes 
were set out on Midfield… rewards for winners… 
infused with crimson dye; gold bars and silver. Next 
from a central eminence a trumpet sang out for the 
opening of  the games… rites for Aeneas’ father had 
reached this point, when Fortune now first altered 
and betrayed them. While they were honoring the 
tomb with games Saturnian Juno sent her Iris down 
from heaven (5. 42-606) 

This displays the Romans’ incorporation of entertainment to their beliefs related to death and the afterlife.  
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Similar to Greek incorporation of their religious 

beliefs in literature, the Romans also incorporated 

other aspects of their views on death and the afterlife 

in their literature. They divulged information- about 

the gods of the Underworld and the processes 

associated with visiting the Underworld or conjuring 

the dead- via literary works. For example, Aeneas 

travels through the Underworld, through a physical 

place, to visit his deceased father. Once he has found 

his father, the two interact, talking to each other yet 

unable to physically touch (Dryden). 

But deep in a green valley his father Anchises 

Was surveying the spirits enclosed there, destined 

For the light above, thinking carefully, and was reviewing 

As it chanced the numbers of  his own folk… 

And when he saw Aeneas heading towards him over the grass 

He stretched out both his hands eagerly, his face 

Streaming with tears, and a cry issued from his lips: 

‘have you come at last, and has the loyalty your father expected 

Conquered the harsh road? Is it granted me to see your face, 

My son, and hear and speak in familiar tones? 

I calculated it in my mind, and though it would be so… 

From travel over what lands and seas, do I receive you!... 

He answered: ‘father, your image, yours, appearing to me 

So often, drove me to reach this threshold: 

My ships ride the Etruscan waves. Father, let me clasp  

Your hand, let me, and do not draw away from my embrace.’ 

So speaking, his face was also drowned in a flood of  tears. 

Three times he tries to throw his arms round his father’s neck, 

Three times, clasped in vain, that semblance slips through his hands, 

Like the light breeze, most of  all like a winged dream (6. 679-702).  
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This reflects the ancient Roman beliefs in 

the ability of the individual to communicate with 

the deceased, and that the deceased, do in fact, have 

a life after death.  Moreover, Ovid writes his 

Metamorphoses which, in book ten, reveals more 

information about the afterlife as a literal location 

where one could travel. 

 This reflects and incorporates the beliefs of 

the Romans that the Underworld was an actual 

location one could visit (Ovid). 

While the newly wedded bride, Eurydice… was killed...  
Orpheus, the poet of  Phodope, had mourned for her, greatly, 
in the upper world, he dared to go down to Styx... Through 
the weightless throng, and the ghosts that had received  
proper burial, he came to Persephone, and the lord of  the 
shadows, he who rules the joyless kingdom…he sang ‘O gods 
of  this world, placed below the earth, to which all, who are 
created mortal... I have not come here to see dark  
Tartarus, nor to bind Cerberus, Medusa’s child, with his three 
necks, and snaky hair. My wife is the cause of  my journey… 
bloodless spirits wept as he spoke… Tantalus did not reach 
for the ever-retreating water; … the vultures did not pluck and 
Tityus’s liver; the Belides, the daughters of  Danaus, left their 
water jars… then they say, for the first time, the faces of  the 
Furies were wet with tears, won over by his song; the king of  
the deep, and his royal bride, could not bear to refuse his 
prayer, and called for Eurydice… accepted this condition, that 
he must not turn his eyes behind him, until he emerged from 
the vale of  Avernus… drawing near to the threshold of  the 
upper world. Afraid she was no longer there… the lover 
turned his eyes. In an instant she dropped back… dying a 
second time now” (10. 1-80).  
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Not only were their beliefs reflected in works 

of literature, but the Romans also displayed their 

views on death and the afterlife in their architecture. 

The Romans didn’t build many temples or shrines to 

Pluto (for fear that he would seek to claim them 

before they were ready). One of the few shrines that 

were built is called the Plutonium (also known as the 

Charonion or Chronion). This shrine had a small 

opening which led to small cave which held a gas 

which would cause people to die, but some priests 

managed to survive by holding their breath and 

claiming divine intervention. The entire design and 

location of the temple- placed near where it was 

believed to have close access to the Underworld- 

were influenced by the Romans’ beliefs 

(“Plutonium”).  

There was also a sacred grove between 

Tralleis and Nysa, where a temple was built to Pluto 

and Proserpina. Moreover, there is a cleft located in 

Sicily where the Romans believed Pluto brought 

Proserpina to the Underworld. This cleft was viewed 

hesitantly by the Romans because it was considered 

to have led to the damnation of the Earth to six 

months of winter every year (Snodgrass).  

Above: Remnants of the temple to Pluto, the Plutonium.  It consists of  a 3 sq. meter roofed chamber, a cleft 

which led to fast running hot water, and  2,000 sq. meters (enclosed) in front of the entrance. This temple is 

located in Hierapolis, Turkey, and was first discovered around August of 2013.  
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These structures and locations were created 

and sanctified because of the Romans’ belief in the 

gods and consequently the afterlife. The locations of 

the structures were specific to the beliefs of the 

Romans- the temples were located in areas believed 

to be associated with the Underworld; such as the 

one located in the sacred grove, which was believed 

to be where Pluto met Proserpina and carried her 

down into the Underworld.  The sacrifices made to 

Pluto at these locations and other temples were 

specific. White animals were offered to gods of the 

upper world (such as Jupiter or Juno); whereas, the 

sacrifices to the gods of the underworld (including 

Pluto and Proserpina) were black animals. Like the 

ancient Greeks, the architecture of the temples and 

shrines reflected the religious beliefs of the Romans- 

especially in regards to having an afterlife and in 

regards to the gods associated with it (Alchin). 

Furthermore, in literature and in architecture, 

the Greek and Romans overlap in regards to dealings 

with Hades or Pluto - specifically in regards to the 

location of some temples to the god of the 

Underworld. For example, in both Roman and Greek 

literature, heroes are said to have descended into the 

Underworld via a Lake located near Naples. In the 

Aeneid and in the Odyssey, both heroes descend to 

the lower world via Lake Avernus- located in a 

“volcanic landscape near Naples.” This commonality 

between literatures displays the overlap between the 

two cultures in regards to reverence for the god of the 

Underworld (Snodgrass). 

Above: Photograph of Lake Avernus located in the Avernus crater in the Campania region of southern 

Italy, that reaches depths of up to 60 meters.  
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The Romans pulled some of their views on the 

afterlife and death from the Greeks. They also 

incorporated those beliefs into their art- in a manner 

similar to Greek depictions. In 146 BC, Greece was 

conquered by Rome and the two countries’ art became 

interwoven. The relationship between the two art 

forms is best described as “Greece, conquered, led her 

conqueror captive… the Romans were not merely 

imitators, and Roman art was not a decayed form into 

which Greek art had fallen.” The ancient Romans’ 

artistic forms for the most part were borrowed from 

the Greeks; however, the expression of certain aspects 

of their similar beliefs varied. Moreover, in the 2nd 

century B.C., many Greek sculptures and other artistic 

renders of gods (including those relative to death and 

the underworld- such as Charon, Pluto, and Cerberus) 

were brought to Rome to “grace [Roman] triumphal 

processions.” Furthermore, the Romans were inspired 

by Greek painting traditions and depictions on vases 

to the extent that Roman aristocratic families would 

decorate their walls with similar depictions and 

sculptures. The Romans incorporated the Greek 

depictions of Pluto and related shades into their own 

artistic renderings, “as they borrowed many elements 

of their religion from the Greeks, so the Romans 

copied the statues of Greek gods and 

goddesses” (Guisepi). 

Deriving inspiration and style from the 

Greeks, the Romans created art which embodied their 

views of the afterlife and death. They made numerous 

sculptures of the gods related to the Underworld (for 

example: Pluto, Proserpina, and Mercury). These 

sculptures depicted a range of Underworld aspects- 

from Pluto to the capture of Proserpina.  

Above: Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s interpretation of the 
Rape of Proserpina (Roman goddess) by god of the 

Underworld, Pluto. This marble statue was created 
between 1621 and 1622. This statue is currently 
located in the Galleria Borghese in Rome, Italy.  
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Moreover, the Romans displayed their beliefs 

via other forms of art- such as paintings and 

depictions on vases. The paintings mainly support the 

Roman belief of Pluto and Proserpina- her capture 

and their rule of the Underworld. The vase depictions 

displayed interpretations of the protector of the 

Underworld- Cerberus- and of the god of the 

Underworld himself- Pluto (“Pluto”). 

 Along with incorporating their views on the 

afterlife into entertainment and art, the ancient Roman 

government also heavily incorporated aspects of their 

views on death into its operations. The ancient 

Romans operated their government in a manner of 

looking to their ancestors. They relied on doing what 

previous rulers would have done and making 

decisions based upon previous experiences. When 

making decisions the Romans would focus on what 

their ancestral lineage would have done- as a way of 

honoring the dead. Possibly the most famous example 

of this incorporation of ancestral honoring in the 

government is the effect it had on Marcus Junius 

Brutus- the man who lead the conspiracy against 

Julius Caesar. Marcus Junius Brutus descended from 

Lucius Junius Brutus, who “was said to have driven 

the Etruscan kings from Rome.” This encouraged 

Marcus Junius Brutus to also defy the tyrannical 

leadership of Caesar and to “free” Rome from his 

tyranny. Thus, Marcus Junius Brutus, because of his 

ancestral lineage and his commitment to honoring it, 

joined in the assassination of Julius Caesar which 

changed the course of Roman history and government 

(Badian). 

The ancient Romans incorporated their views 

of an afterlife and Underworld into a variety of 

aspects of their culture- from entertainment to 

government. These beliefs and commitment to 

honoring the dead shaped the Roman civilization. It 

not only influenced their everyday lives and their 

society, but also impacted our perspectives on various 

aspects of the Roman culture.  

Left: Partial marble bust of Marcus Junius Brutus, 85-42 B.C. 

This bust is currently located at the Palazzo Massimo alle 

Terme in the National Museum of Rome (Italy).  
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Conclusion 

 Even in the twenty-first century people are 

fascinated by death. The way we interpret and deal 

with death nowadays is colored by our own culture. 

For example, in American society we often shy 

away from death, avoid it in conversation- we create 

euphemisms for when people die (i.e., he or she has 

“passed on”). In modern America, we have 

practically separated ourselves from death and 

related processes- we have a hands off approach, 

choosing to let a professional undertaker to take care 

of the deceased, instead of doing things ourselves. In 

ancient cultures such as the Romans and Greeks this 

was not the case. They integrated death into their 

government, performed hands on rituals, and 

essentially integrated death into their everyday lives. 

Through our search to answer the unknown, we 

have shaped our own culture to reflect our 

association with death and our association with the 

question that lingers in the back of everyone’s mind: 

What happens when we die? 
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 “To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub; 
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come 

When we have shuffled off this mortal coil” 
 

(Hamlet 3.1.66-68) 
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