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A ‘Birth of Mithras’ as an example of Religious Change during the Principate

Introduction: Roman Religion and the Cult of Mithras
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Figure.1. Tauroctony, Cautes and Cautopates, and Birth of Mithras

During July and August 2017, the Great North Museum and the London Museum collaborated on an exhibition ‘Mithras: Roman Religion from Thames to Tyne’ which aimed to bring together the most significant items of Mithraic archaeological finds in one exhibition at Newcastle’s Great North Museum.[footnoteRef:1] The focal point of the display was a centrepiece which featured a relief tauroctony, an image of the birth of Mithras from the Cosmic Egg, and statues of the torchbearers Cautes and Cautopates(Figure 1).   [1:  https://www.twmuseums.org.uk/news/uk-s-most-significant-mithras-collections-come-together-for-rare-display-at-the-great-north-museum] 

Roman religion was orthopraxic, traditionalist, and placed great emphasis on public cult activities; it was embedded firmly within daily life, it was political and social, and considered the gods to be participants within the life of the city.[footnoteRef:2]  However, there was still a degree of flexibility, with new deities adopted and space for innovation and change, so that cults were considered complementary to the state religion, and not a replacement for it.[footnoteRef:3].  Mithraism was neither the only nor the first cult to arrive in Rome; in 205 BC, the cult of the Great Mother was introduced after consultation with the Sibylline books.[footnoteRef:4]  By comparison, the Mithras cult was a much later addition, its first attestation being towards the end of the first century AD when it became established in Italy and Rome.[footnoteRef:5]  It was a cult which spread under its own impetus, rather than through formal adoption, reaching almost the extent of its range by the middle of the second century AD.[footnoteRef:6]  It was popular amongst the soldiers serving in the Danube and Rhine regions.[footnoteRef:7]The swiftness of its spread can largely be put down to the movements of the Roman army.[footnoteRef:8] Its appeal amongst the army was most probably down to its stress on brotherhood.[footnoteRef:9] [2:  Scheid, J. (trans. Janet Lloyd) An Introduction to Roman Religion 2003:Dundee 18-20]  [3:  Rives, J. B. Religion in the Roman Empire 2007:Maiden & Oxford:Blackwell Publising 129]  [4:  Scheid 2003:197]  [5:  Scheid 2003: 207]  [6:  Rives 2007: 141]  [7:  Rives 2007: 125]  [8:  Rives 2007: 141]  [9:  Iles Johnston 2007 Ancient Religions ‘Mysteries’:103] 

Origins
Mithra was originally an Iranian sun god connected with the making of alliances.[footnoteRef:10]Although the Mithras cult appears to have been a western innovation, it claimed Persian origins.  Porphyry, in ‘On the Cave of the Nymphs’, comments that ‘…the Persians call the place ‘a cave’ where they introduce an initiate… Zoroaster was the first to dedicate a natural cave in honour of Mithras… This cave bore for him the image of the cosmos which Mithras had created…’.[footnoteRef:11] Indeed, one of the Mithraic grades of initiation is ‘Persian’.[footnoteRef:12]  However, it seems more likely that the Roman cult of Mithras had its roots within the Graeco-Roman cultural tradition.[footnoteRef:13]   [10:  Iles Johnston 2007:103]  [11:  Porph. De Antr. Nymph., 6, Arethusa trans.]  [12:  Beard, North & Price. 1998.  Religions of Rome vol, 1. Cambridge:Cambridge University Press 279]  [13:  Rives 2007: 164-5] 

Mithraism was a male-only initiatory cult, with members passing through seven stages of initiations.  Members met in small groups, in underground chambers in mithraea, which they referred to as ‘caves’.[footnoteRef:14] These caves may have represented the cosmos[footnoteRef:15]. There were no public ceremonies or temples, and rituals and sacrifices were open only to initiates.[footnoteRef:16]  Here they shared a sacrifice and a meal, and made offerings of bread, water and wine.[footnoteRef:17]  They may also have enacted scenes of their god’s life.[footnoteRef:18] One significant difference between the cult of Mithras and the formal state religion is apparent in the representation of the tauroctony, the central sacrifice.  In Roman sacrifice, for the ritual to be acceptable to the gods, the animal was meant to signal its willingness, and the actual act itself was performed by the relevant sacrificer.[footnoteRef:19]  In contrast, the tauroctony is brutal, the bull anything but willing, and it is the god himself performing the sacrifice.[footnoteRef:20] [14:  Rives 2007: 125]  [15:  Rives 2007: 167]  [16:  Rives 2007: 163]  [17:  Scheid 2003: 97]  [18:  Rives 2007: 127]  [19:  Scheid 2003: 83]  [20:  Beard 1998:279] 

Within Britain, it seems to have been a feature of the borders, with Mithras cults at Caernarfon, York, Carrawburgh, Rudchester and Housesteads, an exception being Walbrook in London.[footnoteRef:21] Although there is little textual evidence for the cult, the rich imagery survives in a wealth of statuary and paintings and there is epigraphic evidence in the form of inscriptions. [21:  Green, M.J. 2003 The Gods of Roman Britain 17] 



The Object: The Birth of Mithras from the Cosmic Egg 
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Figure 2. Birth of Mithras from Cosmic Egg

The object under discussion as a signifier of religious change during the Principate is a stone relief of the birth of Mithras from the Cosmic Egg (Figure 2).  Its dating is somewhat vague; according to the website of the Great North Museum, where the object is held, there is a range of between 43 AD and 401 AD.[footnoteRef:22]  However, supplementary evidence suggests that the object may have been in place from the early third century AD.  An altar ‘To the invincible Sun-god Mytras, Lord of Ages,’ dedicated by ‘Litorius Pacatianus, beneficarius of the governor’ was found along Hadrian’s Wall at Housesteads (Figure 3). [footnoteRef:23] This altar was made of the same stone as the Birth of Mithras, and the Housesteads tauroctony, and so can be considered coeval with both the birth scene and the tauroctony and most probably dates from the beginnings of the mithraeum.[footnoteRef:24] [22:  Website of Tyne & Wear Museums: https://collectionssearchtwmuseums.org.uk/#details=ecatalogue.43]  [23:  RIB 1599]  [24:  Henig, M.  1984. Religion in Roman Britain 88] 

A subsequent altar, today known as RIB 1600, was set up ‘to the invincible sun-god Mitras, Lord of Ages, Publicius Proculinus, centurion, on behalf of himself and his son Proclus…’[footnoteRef:25] This altar can be dated to the middle of the third century AD.[footnoteRef:26] This therefore places the date of both altars, the tauroctony and Cosmic Egg statue into the Principate. [25:  RIB 1600]  [26:  Henig 1984: 88] 
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Figure 3. Altar to Mytras Saecularis from Housesteads
The statue itself is a stone relief showing Mithras emerging from the broken shell of the Cosmic Egg, part of which covers the deity’s head in place of the usual Phrygian cap.  The god’s right hand holds a knife, prefiguring its use in the tauroctony, while the left bears a flaming torch in keeping with Mithras’ status as a bringer of new light.[footnoteRef:27]  The figure is surrounded by an arching frame which, with its astrological imagery and signs of the zodiac, suggests the cosmos.  Indeed, it has been noted that the tauroctonies too are rich in astronomical symbolism and may suggest a cycle of descent and ascent of the soul centred on the twin solstices.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Vermaseren, M.J., 1951. ‘The Miraculous Birth of Mithras’ in Mnemosyne :Brill]  [28:  Rives 2007: 176-7 ] 

Conflations and Changes
Mithras is more usually depicted as emerging from a rock, which is understood as a symbol of the heavenly vault, echoing the symbolism of the mithraea themselves.[footnoteRef:29]  There, too, the god is encircled by a depiction of zodiacal signs, and takes the form of a youth or adult, rather than a child.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Vermaseren 1951: 287]  [30:  Vermaseren 1951: 287] 

Mithras’ distinctive dress, his (more usual) birth from the rock, and his connection with caves have caused some scholars to link him with Perseus; he wears the same Phrygian cap as Perseus, and Mithras looks away from the bull as he kills it, mirroring Perseus’ averted gaze when he beheads Medusa. [footnoteRef:31] However, the development of the birth from rocky emergence into a cosmic ‘hatching’ is more suggestive of an interpretation with the Orphic deity Phanes, who was hatched from a cosmic egg produced by Chronos.[footnoteRef:32]  Image CIMRM 695 in the Corpus Inscriptionum et Monumentorum Religionis Mithriacae   is an image of Phanes in the Orphic Modena which depicts the god breaking out of the cosmic egg.[footnoteRef:33] [footnoteRef:34] There is additional support for the conflation with CIMRM 475, an inscription to ‘Zeus-Helios-Mithras-Phanes’ found at Rome.[footnoteRef:35]  Moreover, rather than astrological symbols framing the tauroctony, at Housesteads, they encircle the newly-emerging god.  Both these developments suggest a potential change in religious practice, coming through in the cultic symbolism: the birth of Mithras from the egg shows him in a new guise as a Lord of the Ages.  [31:  Ulansey, D. 1989.  The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries 25-30]  [32:  Ulansey 1989: 120]  [33:  CIMRM 695   ]  [34:  Ulansey 1989: 120]  [35:  Ulansey  1989: 121] 

The zodiacal frame against which Mithras rests his hands links him to the Greek god Aion, who is shown in similar iconography; Aion is associated with time, the orb or circle encompassing the universe and the zodiac, and he, too, is a god of the ages; Doro Levi writes that: ‘Aion (Aevum, Saeculum) is time in an absolute sense…time in relation to something, and especially to human life’.[footnoteRef:36] Here is the same word  – saeculum –  which as ‘saecularis’ is also inscribed on altar RIB 1599  in reference to Mithras.[footnoteRef:37] One further association comes from the so-called Mithras liturgy in the Greek Magical Papyri where Helios-Mithras and Aion are both called upon within the opening sequence.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Levi, D. 1944. ‘Aion’ in Hesperia]  [37:  RIB 1599 ]  [38:  PGM IV. 481-520] 

The Altars from Housesteads
Of the 19 inscriptions relating to Mithras in the Roman Inscriptions of Britain database, only RIB 1599 and RIB 1600 have the appellation ‘Saecularis’.[footnoteRef:39]  Other nearby altars at Carrawburgh (RIB 1544, RIB 1545 and RIB 1546) refer to the god as ‘invincible’ and the latter alter depicts Mithras, cloaked and crowned, rising from the rock.[footnoteRef:40]  The proximity of Carrawbugh to Housesteads, just a few miles away, makes its depiction of a rock-birth of interest in comparison with the Housesteads’ figure of the god emerging instead from the Cosmic Egg. Further east, but still comparatively close to Housesteads, altar RIB 1398 found at Rudchester may also show a rock-birth for Mithras, where the god is linked with Apollo.[footnoteRef:41] Thus it could be argued that the Housesteads statue represents a new way of thinking about the birth of Mithras. [39:  RIB 1599 & 1600]  [40:  RIB 1546]  [41:  RIB 1398] 

Conclusion
Drawing together these disparate strands, then, it can be postulated that the Mithras cult, as practiced at the northern edge of its range on Hadrian’s Wall, is a good signifier of religious change during the Roman Principate; not only is Mithras depicted here as being born from a Cosmic Egg rather than emerging from a rock, but supplementary evidence from the altars, which are contemporary with the sculpture of the Birth of Mithras and with the Housesteads’ tauroctony, refer to him as ‘Lord of the Ages’, associating him with  two different gods of Time, combining attributes of Phanes and Aion to reinforce his new aspect. This, then, is a new, almost Orphic Mithras, Lord of the Ages, independent of any iconographical links to Perseus and depicted within the encircling zodiac as he breaks free of the Cosmic Egg in a fresh, new iconography. 
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