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G O D S  &  G O D D E S S E S

   Diana
Symbol: Moon, forest, wild animals, deer, children, 

 virginity
Culture: Roman
Mother: Latona
Father:  Jupiter
Siblings:  Apollo

In ancient Roman mythology,  Diana was the goddess 
of the hunt,  nature, and the moon. She was regarded as 
the protector of the forests and the creatures inhabiting 
it.  Diana was commonly associated with woodland ani-
mals such as deer, and her worshippers believed that she 
was able to speak to and control animals. She often is 
depicted holding a bow and arrows. Although most an-
cient accounts identify  Diana as a virgin goddess, she 
later came to be known as a protector of women and 
childbirth. Some aspects of the ancient Roman worship 
of  Diana were borrowed from the goddess  Artemis, the 
Greek goddess of the hunt, childbirth, and  virginity. In 
Italy, however,  Diana had her own distinct persona sepa-
rate from the goddess  Artemis.

IN MYTHOLOGY
 Diana was the daughter of  Jupiter, king of the ancient 
Roman deities, and the goddess Latona. She was the 

twin sister of  Apollo, the god of light. The  twins were 
born on the island of Delos in Greece.  Diana swore to 
never marry and took a vow of chastity, making her one 
of the three Roman maiden goddesses alongside  Miner-
va and Vesta.  Diana’s  virginity is the subject of many 
myths in which the goddess appears. One particularly 
famed myth involves a hunter named Actaeon. Actaeon 
is out hunting and strays from his hunting group only to 
stumble upon  Diana, who is naked and bathing in the 
woods. When the goddess discovers the hunter watch-
ing her, she turns him into a deer. Actaeon’s own hunt-
ing dogs then hunt and eat him.

 Diana was primarily worshipped as a hunting deity, 
and most of her imagery features her dressed in short tu-
nics designed to give the wearer room to move quickly. 
Depictions of the goddess often show her in the middle 
of a hunt, with dogs or deer by her side. She often is por-
trayed wearing a quiver of arrows and carrying a bow.

In addition to her hunting persona,  Diana acted as a 
guardian of women, specifi cally virgins. Confl ictingly, 
she also was associated with childbirth and served as 
a goddess of  fertility and protector of children.  Diana 
is depicted as a moon deity and has been portrayed 
wearing a crown bearing a crescent moon. Her name 
derives from the Latin for “goddess of light and of the 
moon,” with the understanding that she guided people’s 
path with the light of her moon. She sometimes was 
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worshipped as the moon, and in  Ovid’s poems, her name 
often replaces the word moon, signifying her close asso-
ciation with this celestial object. The phases of the moon 
also are related to  Diana’s mythology. Each new moon 
represents  Diana’s monthly voyage to the underworld, 
and the changing moon cycle signifi es the cycle of life 
and death.

ORIGINS & CULTS
Although  Diana’s exact origins are the subject of de-
bate, her worship dates back to the ancient cities of Italy, 
specifi cally the Latin city of Aricia. In Aricia, she was 
known as  Diana Nemorensis, or  Diana of the Grove. 
The Aricians built a temple honoring the goddess in a 
spacious wooded area overlooking Lake Nemi (part of 
 Diana’s namesake), which has been referred to as the 
“mirror of  Diana” for its moon-refl ecting properties. 
Early worshippers of  Diana included several Roman 
emperors, whose visits to the site were recorded on ded-
icatory inscriptions at the temple.

The cult of  Diana focused on her association with 
the hunt, however. Worshippers of her cult acquired 
the knowledge and skills necessary to become eff ec-
tive hunters. This knowledge included a thorough un-
derstanding of wild and domestic animals and  nature 
in general. The high priest of  Diana’s hunting cult was 
called the rex nemorensis, or king of the wood. When 
the cult decided that it was in need of a new high priest, 
it elected a challenger who was tasked with hunting 
down and killing the current leader. If successful, the 
challenger was named the new king of the wood. Roman 
poet  Ovid mentions the ritual in several of his works.

Ancient peoples traveled to  Diana’s place of worship 
to ask for  healing of various ailments. Sick or injured 
travelers left items known as votive off erings—objects 
off ered in exchange for  Diana’s  healing powers. Begin-
ning about 600 , the Latin image of  Diana began to 
inherit characteristics of the Greek goddess  Artemis. 
Her worship also had migrated into Roman territory, 
and by the fourth century ,  Diana was accepted in 

Detail of  Diana Versailles.
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Roman mythology as the twin sister of the god  Apollo. 
Although Aricia became a part of Roman territory to-
ward the end of the fourth century , Arician worship 
of the goddess remained distinct from Roman worship. 
Romans did honor her as goddess of the hunt.

First-century Roman emperor Augustus used  Diana’s 
and  Apollo’s images to solidify his power following 
his rise to the throne. Augustus adopted  Apollo as his 
patron deity and declared himself a direct descendent 
of the god. He chose  Apollo because of the god’s asso-
ciation with  Diana, who was widely revered throughout 
Rome.  Diana was an important deity in Roman religion 
and politics by this time. Augustus’s promotion of  Apol-
lo slowly diminished  Diana’s prominence in Roman 
mythology.

 Diana continued to appear in various mythological 
accounts over the next few centuries, notably in  Ovid’s 
 Metamorphoses, in which she is described as the vir-
gin Roman goddess of the hunt. Romans continued to 
hold celebrations in her honor, notably the festival of 
Nemoralia, which was held in August each year around 
the time of the full moon. Worshippers traveled to Lake 
Nemi with off erings for the goddess. Nemoralia was 
especially sacred for women, who participated in an 
elaborate ritual during which they washed and decorated 
their hair.

IN POPULAR CULTURE
 Diana has been the subject of many works of art and 
literature throughout history. Artists such as Titian and 
Peter Paul Rubens routinely used her mythical imagery 
in their paintings. References to  Diana have appeared 
in plays, novels, and fi lms. English playwright  William 
Shakespeare frequently referred to  Diana in his plays, 
including Twelfth Night, Much Ado about Nothing, A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream, and Romeo and Juliet. Wor-
ship of  Diana still occurs in modern society. She often 
is honored by feminist Wiccan groups such as Dianic 
Wiccans, who consider  Diana the epitome of the sacred 
feminine.
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—Cait Caff rey

   Jupiter
Symbols: Thunderbolt, oak,  eagle, bull
Culture: Greco-Roman
Mother: Ops or Opis
Father: Saturn
Siblings: Ceres,  Juno, Neptune, Pluto, Vesta
Children:  Apollo,  Bacchus,  Diana, Juvenita,  Mars, Mer-

cury,  Minerva, Proserpina,  Venus, Vulcan

 Jupiter was the supreme god in the Pantheon of Roman 
mythology. Also known as  Jove,  Jupiter was virtually 
identical to  Zeus, the supreme god in Greek mythol-
ogy.  Jupiter was the son of the  Titans Saturn and Ops 
(or Opis), and like  Zeus, he led his  brothers in their war 
against the  Titans. Triumphant,  Jupiter became the lord 
of the heavens and sky as well as the father of many 
other gods in the Pantheon.

As the god of the heavens and sky and as the supreme 
god in Roman mythology,  Jupiter had many roles and 
symbols. He was associated with  thunder and light-
ning, with light, with victory in battle, with protection 
in defeat, and as the keeper of peace. He was known 
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 Jupiter Chariot between Justice and Piety (study). Noël Coypel.

as dies pater, which means “shining father.” This god 
of light was given multiple titles, the most important of 
which was  Jupiter Optimus Maximus, meaning “the best 
and the greatest.” Other titles included  Jupiter Tonans 
(“thunderer”),  Jupiter Fulgurator (“of lightning”),  Ju-
piter Imperator (“supreme general”),  Jupiter Invic-
tus (“the unconquered”), and  Jupiter Lucetius (“of the 
light”).

He was the god of storms as well as the god of justice. 
In Roman courts citizens swore their oaths in  Jupiter’s 
name, using the alternate name: “by  Jove!” This phrase 
entered English as an archaic exclamation. The god’s 
name was given to the largest planet in our solar system, 
and the word  Jove also gave us the name of Thursday in 
some languages—in Latin it is Iovis Dies, which means 
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“ Jupiter’s Day.” This naming convention is retained in 
the Italian word giovedi and the French word jeudi.

IN MYTHOLOGY
 Jupiter’s supremacy among the Roman gods was es-
tablished at his birth. According to one version of the 
myth, his father Saturn had been warned that his sons 
would overthrow him. To prevent this outcome, Saturn 
ate his children as they were born.  Jupiter’s mother Ops 
(or Opis) hid  Jupiter at the moment of his birth and gave 
Saturn a large stone wrapped in swaddling clothes. Sat-
urn swallowed the stone and had to disgorge  Jupiter’s 
fi ve siblings in order to get rid of it.  Jupiter emerged 
from hiding and led his  brothers and  sisters in a war 
against Saturn and the other  Titans. When Saturn was 
overthrown,  Jupiter took over the leadership of the sky 
and heavens.

 Jupiter went on to become the father of many gods 
and  heroes, often by forcing himself upon goddesses, 
nymphs, and mortal women. A variety of myths describe 
these encounters. For example, in order to become the 
lover of the mortal woman Leda,  Jupiter transformed 
himself into a  swan. The result was the births of  Helen 
of Troy, her twin Clytemnestra, and the  twins Castor 
and Pollux. By Latona, the daughter of  Titans, he fa-
thered the Olympian gods  Apollo and  Diana.  Minerva 
was born without the involvement of a mother. With his 
wife and sister  Juno, he sired the Olympian gods  Mars, 
Vulcan, and Juvenita. With Maia he begat Mercury, the 
messenger god, and with the Titan  Themis he sired Ho-
rae (the Hours), Parcae (the Fates), and Astraea (Justice, 
the blindfolded goddess). His liaison with the mortal 
Alcmene produced the demigod and hero  Hercules. En-
twined with his sister Ceres as a pair of serpents,  Jupiter 
produced Proserpina, the goddess of spring, who be-
came the queen of the underworld. With the sea-nymph 
Dione he fathered Venus, the goddess of love. The list 
goes on and on.

Many of the myths of  Jupiter’s paternity were closely 
related to the mythology of his other attributes. For ex-
ample, all of his children with  Themis are related to his 
role as the giver of justice and keeper of the law. With 
the mortal woman Semele he fathered  Bacchus, but he 
was forced to keep the unborn god alive for much of 
what would have been Semele’s  pregnancy.  Juno in her 
jealousy convinced Semele to demand proof of  Jupi-
ter’s divinity. He fi nally complied, but no mortal could 
survive an encounter with the god of  thunder and light-
ning, and Semele perished.  Jupiter rescued the unborn 

 Bacchus and put him in his thigh until the baby was 
ready to be born.

ORIGINS & CULTS
While he was essentially identical to  Zeus in most re-
spects,  Jupiter’s role in Roman society was somewhat 
greater than the position  Zeus occupied among the an-
cient Greeks.  Jupiter was also considered the patron god 
of the Roman state and presided over laws and  social 
order. In Roman mythology the most important group-
ing of gods was called the Capitoline Triad. This was a 
trio made up of  Jupiter, his wife and sister  Juno, and  Mi-
nerva, who had been born directly from  Jupiter’s brain.

The largest temple in ancient Rome was dedicated 
to  Jupiter Optimus Maximus on the Capitoline Hill. It 
was completed in 509  and was consecrated with 
the  sacrifi ce of a white ox, which was a preferred beast 
in the worship of  Jupiter. The temple’s foundations are 
still in existence. Roman generals who returned victori-
ous from their campaigns paraded past the temple and 
made sacrifi ces there as well. The tradition of worship-
ping  Jupiter at the top of Capitoline Hill was mimicked 
throughout the Roman Empire, and shrines and temples 
to  Jupiter were located at the tops of hills from the east-
ern Mediterranean to what is now England. He was the 
most important cult fi gure in the Roman religion. Also, 
every place where lightning was known to have struck 
was considered sacred. Such sites were often enclosed 
by low walls.

One way that  Jupiter was worshipped involved 
lapides silices, which were small stones that were kept 
at the temple on Capitoline Hill. Priests used the stones 
for the most serious ceremonies of state, such as dec-
larations of war or peace. The priests held one of the 
stones and swore by  Jupiter, dropping the stone at the 
end of the oath.  An oath made on Iuppiter Lapis—the 
 Jupiter Stone—was the most solemn of all oaths.

The worship of  Jupiter and the other Roman gods 
lasted for many centuries. It may have begun around 
700–600  and did not end until the rise of  Christian-
ity around 200 .
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