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Mars and Anna Perenna: March 
Gods and the Etruscan New 

Year in Archaic Rome
John Franklin Hall

Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah

In historical times, the Roman New Year began on 
January 1. It was a time for celebration, the first day of the 
month of Janus, whose function as a god of beginnings 
and endings was depicted in the iconography of two faces, 
one directed forward, the other to the rear.1 Roman consuls 
and other government officials regularly took office on this 
first day of the year, and their inauguration, a detailed and 
complicated act of religious ritual, comprised an integral 
part of the ceremonies of the day.2 Since our modern cal
endar has developed from that of ancient Rome, the day 
has not entirely lost its significance even in our time. In
deed, the festive spirit, the departure of the aged old year, 
and the advent of the infant New Year are reminiscent of 
the Roman celebration. Some of these customs, however, 
are not to be found in the celebration of January 1, but 
rather as a part of the ritual activities associated with March 
15, a day more familiar to modern society as a time of 
foreboding and caution. This aura of doom derives, of 
course, from the occurrence on that day of what was to 
the ancient Romans a catastrophic event, the assassination 
of Julius Caesar.

Caesar's Julian calendar perpetuated the civil year of 
the late republic with its January commencement. This 
first-century B.c. calendar was far more complex than the 
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modern calendar. A solar-based twelve-month calendar, 
it nevertheless recalled its lunar origins through the sched
uling of religious ceremonies and festivals on special days, 
the Kalends, Nones, and Ides, which were established to 
correlate with phases of the moon. Moreover, the individ
ual days of the year were designated in accordance with 
religious practice as dies fasti, nefasti, or comitiales (i.e., days 
without religious restriction, days with religious restric
tion, and days for holding public meetings). Accordingly, 
the celebration of religious rites, the conduct of public or 
private business, and the functioning of the daily life of 
the entire state, were required to accord with the prescrip
tions and prohibitions of the calendar?

Of course, Caesar's calendar was not the first Roman 
calendar. As noted above, it was preceded at some time 
by an antique lunar calendar. Another calendar in use 
during most of the period of the Roman republic, like the 
later Julian calendar, seems to have been solar-based.4 
However, "the history of the Roman calendar prior to Cae
sar's reform is, due to confusion in the tradition, one of 
the most contested areas of ancient chronolojgy"5 Modern 
scholarship agrees on a single point: the year had not al
ways begun with January! Ancient testimonia is precise in 
this matter. Macrobius, in his work on religious festivals, 
and Ovid, in a fanciful mythological commentary on the 
calendar year, both identify March as the first month of 
the ancient Roman year.6 Moreover, the nomenclature of 
the numerically named Roman months — Quinctilis, Sex
tilis, September, October, November, December — con
firms March as the first in the order of months.7

The great Roman historian Theodor Mommsen pre
sumed that the change of the New Year from March to 
January was initiated by Caesar as a part of his calendar 
reform and took effect in the year 46 B.c.8 However, with 
the 1929 discovery of the Fasti Antiates Minores, a January 
New Year is shown rather to belong to the pre-Julian cal



JOHN FRANKLIN HALL 645

endar of the republic, the so-called calendar of Numa.’ The 
implementation of the January New Year is dated by most 
scholars to 153 B.c., when consuls are known to have begun 
to assume office on the first day of January. Previously, 
consular inaugurations were conducted on March 15. 
Michels views the transposition to January 1 as merely an 
accommodation to a civil calendar long in place?0 This 
makes sense especially when we remember that the con
sular inauguration was a religious ceremony and, as with 
religious rites in general, would have persisted in a format 
and with a date whose change would not necessarily have 
coincided with calendar reform. Accordingly, acceptance 
should be accorded Michels' hypothesis that the republican 
calendar, or calendar of Numa, was established by the 
decemviri of 450 B.c., who by a recorded lex de intercalandis 
transformed the lunar calendar of the Etruscan monarchy 
to the lunisolar calendar of the republic.” Whereas the 
Etruscan calendar comprised a year of twelve lunar months 
beginning in March and ending either with February or 
with an added intercalary period, the decemviral calendar 
began in January and ended in December.12

In turn, the Etruscan lunar calendar had replaced at 
Rome a primitive agricultural calendar of sorts, the so- 
called calendar of Romulus. While ancient literary tradition 
complicates matters by an entirely false association of 
Numa with the calendar, it was to Tarquin and the Etrus
cans that Roman antiquarians linked the inclusion of the 
months of January and February, as well as the organi
zation of the monthly system of the Ides, the Etruscan high 
holy day of the month, which always occurred when the 
moon was full?3 Similarly, the regularization of religious 
festivals and ceremonies on the calendar is to be attributed 
to Rome's Etruscan rulers and not to Numa. Rome's in
tricate system of religious festivals, accordingly, took its 
origin from the Etruscans, as did many of the city's indi
vidual religious festivals?4
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The Etruscan year began with the first full moon after 
the spring equinox, the itus Velcitna or the Ides of the 
Etruscan month of Velcitanus, an important Etruscan un
derworld deity.15 With Etruscan reformation of calendar 
and cult at Rome, the Roman year, reorganized after Etrus
can models and patterns, commenced on the Ides of March. 
But why the Ides and not the Kalends? If the year began 
with March, would not March 1 be its initial day? This 
logic may appear obvious to us and even to the Romans 
of a later era, but not to an inhabitant of archaic Rome, 
Etruscan or Latin, for whom the forces of nature and their 
association with particular gods counted more than the 
numbering of days.

It must be remembered that in Etruscan Rome, as in 
Etruria, the Ides were particularly sacred days, which were 
holy to Juppiter every month. Further, the Ides were also 
sacred to the most important gods of that month, whose 
ceremonies were performed at the full moon, which in the 
lunar calendar of the Etruscans would consistently occur 
on the Ides. Thus, the day of greatest religious significance 
was the Ides, which occurred in the middle of the month, 
and not the Kalends, which occurred at the beginning. In 
the Etruscan lunar calendar, moreover, the length of the 
month itself was determined by counting forward and 
backward from the day of the full moon, the Ides. In a real 
sense, a month was simply a period of days before and 
after the full moon, that is, it was calculated from the Ides, 
which was the holiest day of the twenty-eight day period. 
The first day of the month was thus unimportant. It was 
merely the furthest day from the Ides, counting backwards. 
The Ides was the important day of the month and, through 
the process of intercalation, the Ides of March was arranged 
to fall on the first full moon following the vernal equinox. 
In this fashion it served as the New Year's Day.

It is not only the inauguration of consuls on March 15, 
a vestigial reminder of Etruscan office-taking at the year's 
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beginning, but, more importantly, the particular religious 
ceremony connected to the Ides of March that reveals the 
day's prominence in the old calendar. The several epi
graphic survivals of ancient fasti as well as Ovid's literary 
piece of the same name, both provide a clear record of the 
festivals of March?6

The first day of the month was best known for the 
celebration of the Matronalia, a major state festival honoring 
Juno Lucina. A feria Martis was also recorded as being 
celebrated to pay homage to the month's eponymous god 
by way of affixing fresh laurel wreaths to the sacrarium, a 
shrine of Mars in the courtyard of the official residence of 
Rome's ancient kings, the regia. Accompanying this rite 
was a performance of the leaping dance and sacred hymn 
of Mars's Salian priests, in connection with which the di
vinely wrought figure-eight shields, or ancile were dis
played?' Neither ceremony seems to pertain in any fashion 
to the celebration of a New Year?8

March 14 provides the date for the next festival of the 
month. Some calendars describe it as the Equirria of Mars, 
others as the Mamuralia.'4In his Fasti, Ovid mentions under 
the notation for this day only the Equirria, observing that 
horse races were run in the Campus Martius in honor of 
Mars.20 On calendars of later date, however, the Mamuralia 
is regularly listed in place of the Equirria, leading some 
modern scholars to suppose it to be an alternate name for 
the same festival. According to one view, an informal but 
popular name made acceptable by long usage among the 
common people supplanted the less familiar term Equirria 
as the name of the ceremony. A contrasting view suggests 
that Mamuralia was itself the archaic and proper name for 
the festival, while Equirria was a colloquial usage. Those 
who assert the latter follow the testimony of a sixth-century 
a .d . scholar of Roman government, Laurentius Lydus, 
who defines the Mamuralia as the festival of a separate cult 
of Mamurius Veturius.21 In either instance the term Ma- 
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festival on an even-numbered day violates Roman tradi
tion. He suggested that the Mamuralia may have originally 
occurred on the Ides and later been moved to avoid conflict 
with the other events of the day, religious rites of both 
Juppiter and Anna Perenna, as well as the inauguration 
of magistrates and officials/26

On the Ides of March, Juppiter was honored with the 
customary rites and sacrifices performed in his honor on 
the Ides of each and every month. The major event of the 
day, however, was celebrated in honor of Anna Perenna. 
Ovid notes that in a grove just north of the Campus Mar
tius, Rome's populace would retire, drain a cup of wine 
for each year they wished to live, and ultimately engage 
in amorous pursuits?7 The poet confesses confusion at 
properly identifying the goddess whose cult was thus cel
ebrated. In desperation Ovid turned to Greek mythology, 
with the usual disastrous result when attempts are made 
to define Roman religion as if it were synonymous with 
Greek mythology, falsely linking the Roman goddess to 
Anna, in Greek myth a sister to the ill-fated Carthaginian 
queen Dido?8 Greater credence can be given Ovid's per
petuation of an antique Etrusco-Italic legend of Anna as 
an old hag of a goddess who intervened to protect the 
chastity of Minerva pursued by an aroused Mars, by dis
guising herself as the object of his desire and tricking the 
god into marrying her?9 Several Roman antiquarians attest 
further connection between Minerva and Anna. The god
desses are said to have shared shrines and temples, es
pecially that of Minerva on the Campus Martius. In a recent 
monograph Torelli demonstrates the Quinquatrus of Mi
nerva, a four-day female puberty rite, commenced in the 
festival of Anna Perenna and terminated with rites to Mi
nerva on March 19?° Martial similarly emphasized the role 
of Anna as a fertility goddess, remarking that Anna's grove 
took delight in virgin blood.” Macrobius, following Varro, 
records that offerings were presented to Anna Perenna ut 
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annare perennareque commode liceat.32 In this statement is 
revealed the true identity of Anna Perenna. She was a 
female personification of the year, anna a feminization of 
the common Latin masculine noun annus, and yet her di
vine function also extended to provide for the continuation 
of years — perennare. Anna Perenna, then, was the goddess 
of the continuing year cycle, presumably with power to 
extend or curtail the continuation of that cycle, and in that 
sense a goddess with power over life, and so ultimately a 
goddess of life force or fertility. Her cult was celebrated 
on the first day of the New Year, and for obvious reasons. 
The association of Anna Perenna with beginnings explains 
the introduction of Roman maidens on the first day of the 
year into a new cycle of life as women, as well as the 
particular form her rites of worship took.

It is important to remember that March 15 was the New 
Year's day of the Etruscans, introduced at Rome with the 
Etruscan calendar during the two centuries of Etruscan 
overlordship at Rome. Accordingly, it is in examining 
Etruscan religious practices and beliefs that the intercon
nection of the several March festivals may be best under
stood.

Recently discovered epigraphic evidence and other ar
chaeological material from Veii and Caere (the Etruscan 
cities closest in geographical proximity to Rome and with 
which Rome was most frequently associated historically) 
reveal in those places the cult of an Etruscan Anna Thannr. 
Thannr aproximates in Etruscan the Latin term Perenna. In 
Etruria, Thannr (just as was Anna Perenna at Rome) was 
the goddess associated with the beginning of life and pro
creative force. Anna Perenna was often associated with or 
identified as the Etruscan goddess and also as Menrvra, 
the Etruscan Minerva who is a fertility mother-goddess 
figure linked to the netherworld in her role of having pow
ers over life and death. Here is further indication that in 
Etruria, as later in Rome, the goddesses were very much 
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associated. Indeed, it is likely that the March rites of Anna 
Perenna and Minerva celebrated at Rome derived from 
earlier Etruscan rites upon which they were patterned by 
Rome's Etruscan rulers.33

Several well-known and important Etruscan bronze 
mirrors are engraven with the figures of this Thannr 
Menrvra. In each case she is depicted presiding over a 
ceremony of gods and goddesses who are standing around 
an oversized funeral urn from which Menrvra is raising a 
baby labeled Maris husrnana, signifying in Etruscan — the 
young Maris.

A cista from Etruscan Praeneste is even more remark
able. Not an infant Maris, but a decrepit and aged Maris 
is portrayed as entering a cauldron of boiling water, only 
to emerge from it as a youthful Maris. Again, Menrvra is 
present as if assisting or overseeing the process.34 A re
markable tale that is told by Aelian, himself a citizen of 
Praeneste, describes a chthonic centaur by the name of 
Maris who died thrice and was reborn thrice. Although 
the figure of Maris on the cista is clearly not that of a centaur 
(though the horse was, of course, nevertheless associated 
with both the Roman Mars and the Etruscan Maris as a 
sacred animal), the theme of the legend represented on 
the cista is the same as that of Aelian's story — rebirth and 
rejuvenation. A youthful Maris, the Etruscan god of time, 
and in Etruria a netherdivinity like Menrvra, is brought 
back to life, reclaimed to the upper world by Menrvra or 
Thannr, both of whom are at various times identified as 
the god's consort. All three of these Etruscan underworld 
deities possessed fertility functions and were associated 
with life, death, and time.35

In Etruria their rites would clearly have been linked to 
the ending and the beginning of the year. When the Etrus
can calendar and religious year was introduced in the early 
sixth century at Rome, festivals of the Etruscan Maris and 
Thannr were celebrated on the Ides of March. Maris was
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later syncretically linked to the archaic Latin Mamors or 
Marmar due to the shared fertility functions of the gods 
and, no doubt, the similarity of their names. From the 
syncretism of the old Italic god and the Etruscan god 
emerged a Roman Mars whose March cult was celebrated 
under the Etruscanized name of the Latin Mamors-Ma- 
murius. The cult of Mamurius was closely linked to that 
of Etruscan Maris and particularly emphasized Maris's 
function as a god of time.36

The name Veturius may have been added, not in fact 
because of any connection with the Latin vetus, but rather 
because an Etruscan family at Rome, the Veturii, per
formed priestly rites at the underground altar of Mars in 
the Campus Martius. It was here that the horse races which 
comprised the Equirria were presented.37 This Etruscan 
chthonic Mars is further connected to the Campus Martius 
by its ancient function as a cemetery of honor for the most 
worthy of Romans and as an entrance to the underworld. 
A joint shrine to two of Maris's sometime consorts, Anna 
Perenna and Minerva, was also to be found in the Campus 
Martius, and Anna's grove of delights was immediately 
adjacent.38

The ritual observances offered to these Etruscan divin
ities on the first day of the New Year clearly associates that 
date with the Etruscan religious calendar. Moreover, the 
institution of the March New Year at Rome coincided with 
the establishment of the Etruscan monarchy in the sixth 
century and endured through the period of Etruscan over
lordship at Rome, and beyond.

A final mention should be made of the irony of the 
assassination of Julius Caesar on the Ides of March, at one 
time Rome's holiest day. Caesar was, of course, not only 
sole head of the Roman state in 44 B.c. by virtue of his 
office of dictator perpetuus, but he was and had been since 
the year 63 pontifex maximus, chief priest of the state and 
titular head of the Roman religion. More significantly, he 
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possessed many Etruscan associations and had modeled 
his ritual and propaganda as dictator on that of the early 
Etruscan kings of Rome. Some maintain that his assassi
nation was a preventive measure lest the old Etruscan- 
style monarchy be reestablished?9 The day, and Caesar's 
personal connection to it, make all the more credible the 
depiction of his murder in terms of ritual sacrifice.“

Notes
1. Though a relatively minor god in classical times, in earliest 
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