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Trevor S. Luke’s Ushering in a New Republic traces how political figures in the Late Roman
Republic ‘behaved as religious performers’ in their departures from and arrivals to Rome
(1). These performances undergirded the formation of what Luke calls ‘personal political
theologies’, which played a key role in the political ideology of the Late Roman Republic.
Critics of these political figures frequently viewed their actions as attempts to centralize and
usurp power that threatened the welfare of the Republic. Personal political theologies,
however, enabled their performers to recast these actions as divinely ordained and salutary
for the tottering Republic.

In addition to an introductory chapter that frames the project, the book has three parts.
Part 1 (chapters 1–3) considers the personal political theologies of Sulla, Pompey, and
Cicero. Chapter 1 analyzes Sulla’s memoir and its depiction of Sulla as a divinely appointed
savior who inaugurated a new age for Rome. Chapter 2 concerns the actions of Pompey that
present him in a similar way. Pompey’s census, his participation in the review of the
knights, and his use of Hercules to unite Italy and Rome all advance his political theology.
Chapter 3 examines how Cicero attributes his forced exile and triumphant return to divine
providence. Cicero’s performance portrayed him as the divinely commissioned father of
Rome (pater patriae) who saved it, much as Sulla and Pompey had.

The second part of the book (chapters 4–5) evinces the personal political theologies of
Caesar and Octavian. Chapter 4 focuses on Caesar’s performance upon his return to
Rome in 44 BCE. Caesar’s actions resulted in a personal political theology that reimagined
the ideal republic as one with both a restored Senate and his ongoing governance. Chapter 5
explores Octavian’s triumphant return to Rome following the defeat of Sextus Pompey.
Octavian’s self-presentation expanded upon earlier personal political theologies. Not
only was Octavian depicted as Rome’s protector who inaugurated a new age; he was also
the earthly manifestation of a divine figure.

Part 3 (chapters 6–8 and the conclusion) is devoted to the Res Gestae (RG) inscription.
Along with other Augustan monuments, the RG re-performs Augustus’s arrival, not simply
as one of Rome’s heroes but as one of Rome’s gods. Chapter 6 provides an overview of the
RG and compares its ideological perspective with those found in earlier sources. Chapter 7
provides an extended reading of the RG, highlighting how it crafts the arrival of Augustus to
accord with the arrivals of Rome’s earlier heroes. Chapter 8 focuses on RG 9–13 and its
allusions to Augustus as a new Numa, a New Apollo, and a New Janus. The allusions in
RG portray him as a divine figure who initiated a new age of peace. The final chapter
centers on the final climatic chapters of RG and other honors for Augustus in Rome.
These honors tie Augustus to the urban landscape in a way that suggests that the evolution
of his political power corresponds to the evolution of Rome.

Luke successfully demonstrates the development and reconfiguration of personal politi-
cal theologies through to the death of Augustus. He shows how personal political theologies
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were deployed to depict the figures they represented as divinely selected saviors whose
interventions resulted in a new age for Rome. Drawing from literary sources as well as
material culture, he uncovers a significant feature in the evolution of Rome’s political ideol-
ogy from the Late Republic through the Principate of Augustus.
Luke’s volume is well written and readable. He navigates the main contours of the

argument in the main body of the text, while confining more technical notes and engage-
ment with secondary scholarship to footnotes. Non-specialists may feel disoriented in
places, particularly when more than a broad understanding of Roman history is
assumed. Because of its incisive reading of primary sources and its collocation of relevant
scholarship, however, Luke’s volume will be a valuable resource for many, specialist or
not.
Readers of this journal may be particularly interested in Luke’s attention to the ideology

of written and material sources. Though written from a historical perspective, Luke moves
beyond a neutral or objective view of his historical sources. Rather, by tracing how these
ancient sources assist the performance of personal theologies, he aptly calls attention to
their ideological freight. His approach requires some reading between the lines of these
sources at times, but these are plausible and persuasive for the most part.
Readers whose interests intersect early Christian studies and Christian theology may

find Luke’s monograph to be a generative asset for future research. Recent work in
early Christianity has focused anew on the role of Roman imperial ideology in
shaping the writings of early Christianity. Luke’s volume provides a valuable source
not only for exploring the nature of bold claims about Augustus; it also may shed
light on similarly bold claims made about Jesus, which were formed and performed
in the shadow of Augustus’s political theology. Luke reveals the blurred lines between
religion and politics in the Late Republic, suggesting that readers might evaluate not
only the theological (or religious) import of certain claims about Jesus, but also their
political significance as well.
Questions pertaining to Luke’s monograph – perhaps due more to this reader’s curiosity

than to the shortcomings of the book itself – remain. Certainly not unique to Luke’s
project, but important nonetheless, is the question of who may have consumed these pol-
itical theologies. While a few sources are quite public in nature (e.g. the Res Gestae), others
are taken from literary texts. It is not entirely clear whether Luke would circumscribe their
influence to the political and social elite alone (those who had access and the ability to hear
or read the literary texts), or if he envisions a more expansive impact.
A second set of questions pertains to the meaning of ‘performance’ and the method by

which Luke deploys it in the book. Luke’s definition of ‘performance/performer’ emerges
implicitly in the introduction. He suggests that the life of any elite Roman male was essen-
tially a life of performance that included both human and divine interactions. A more expli-
cit and theoretically informed definition of performance may have added precision to his
argument. In addition, the relationship between performances and literary sources remains
somewhat unclear. Luke discusses actions that may rightly be deemed performances,
namely those highly public and visual manifestations of personal political theologies.
Others, though, have been extracted from literary sources that are not free from their
own ideological and political biases. Luke may be too confident – or at least, not transparent
enough about his method – in adjudicating between the ideology of the performer and that
of the one who recounts the performance.
Readers are sure to learn much from Luke’s Ushering in a New Republic. If they are like

this reader, they will walk away from his book with many new insights and compelling ideas
for further consideration.
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