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Attilio Mastrocinque is well known as an editor and academic organiser, and is currently engaged in a large project, the description and publication of all the ‘gnostic’ or ‘magical’ gems other than those in the major collections which have already been published or are currently in the press (such as the magical gems of the British Museum). To this end, he has formed an international committee, and organised two conferences in Verona. The first volume of the Corpus Gemmarum Gnosticarum, devoted to the older dactyliothecae and publications prior to 1900, will shortly be complete; the second will publish those in the Borgia collection; still others are planned, all to appear as supplements to the Bollettino di Numismatica.   

Studi sul Mitraismo is indeed related to this archaeological project, since its starting-point is the presentation of a number of gems and magical objects that Mastrocinque claims as Mithraic, but also the first instalment of a proposed revaluation of the relation between the religions of the Roman Empire on the one hand, including the cult of Isis, Gnosticism, and Judaism, and magic on the other. Readers of Mastrocinque’s book on Romulus (Romolo, la fondazione di Roma tra storia e leggenda, Este 1993) will know that he is no stranger to daring ideas. Formally Studi is likewise a loosely-linked series of interpretations of objects, with an overall hypothesis. It might fairly be characterized as a sustained reflection on the implications of the graffito N]ama/ Maximus/ magus (CIMRM no.61) from the mithraeum at Dura-Europus, on the one hand, and H. Solin’s reading of the graffito ‘magicas inbictas’ (CIMRM 454 = AE 1980: 58) in the Mitreo della Via dei Cerchi in Rome. If we are to take the title seriously, as we should, we need to ask: What are ‘magi’ to the Mysteries?

The cult of Mithras to be met with in this book is rather different from that normally envisaged, for it is a cult that involves the whole gamut of Persian wisdom as received in the Graeco-Roman world, ‘magical’ practice, divination, healing, thaumaturgy. In sharp distinction to the current fashion for regarding Mithraism as an astrolatry of one kind or another, Mastrocinque sees both it and the ‘magical Esperanto’ of the Empire attested by Apuleius, De magia as common products of the Zoroastrian pseudepigrapha, the surviving documentation for which was collected by Jean Bidez and Franz Cumont in Les mages hellénisés (1938). The elements common to magic and the Mysteries derive from their shared use of this material. In fact the Mysteries more closely resemble Pythagoreanism than , say, the cult of the Mater Magna and Attis. ‘Al interno del Mitraismo si imparava una sapienza considerata ‘persiana’, ma certamente compenetrata profondamente dalla filosofia greca e non priva di conessioni nei confronti della tradizione religiosa dell’occidente latino’ (p.148). If we cannot know exactly how Mithraism came into being, we can therefore say something about its presuppositions. Its founder must have been a hellenised ‘magus’, not quite in Cumont’s sense of a magousaios (a Greek-speaking Mazdean priest), but in the sense of a master of the Zoroastrian pseudepigrapha, somebody like Anaxilaus of Larissa or Nigidius Figulus, steeped in the lore of the pseudepigrapha, somebody capable of mediating this complex of ‘wisdom’ to the Roman world.

The Mysteries in fact served as a kind of academy, mediating access to Magian wisdom differentially by means of the grade structure. The role of Luna in the cult is, as we can see from Firmicus Maternus, de errore 5.1-2, closely linked to the figure of Hekate, of whom statues have been found in the mithraea at Sidon (CIMRM 84) and Stockstadt (1187); and Hekate is central to ‘magic’ (p. 150f.), cf. J. Aronen, ‘Hekate’s share in the cosmic order,’ in: Mythology and Cosmic Order Studia Fennica 32 (Helsinki, 1987), 62-67. The three senior grades, Pater, Heliodromus and Perses, may be seen as the ‘Persian’ grades, and in fact recapitulate the lower grades prior to Leo. These grades correspond to the triad Cautes, Mithras and Cautopates, who are sometimes shown feasting together, as at Bologna (CIMRM 693). This group may even correspond to the three levels of purity in relation to the consumption of meat suggested by Euboulus ap. Porphyry de abstin. 4.16. Euboulus divides the Persian Magi into three groups: those belonging to the highest grade, who are also the most learned (logiôtatoi), abstain entirely from meat and do not kill anything which is animate; the second grade make use of animals but do not kill domestic creatures; the lowest, kill and eat selected animals only. All this, says Euboulus, is because the Magi believe in metempyschosis. According to Mastrocinque, this corresponds to the Iranian doctrine of three kinds of men based on style of life, as described by M. Molé, Culte, mythe et cosmologie (Paris, 1963), 31 (p.150-53). And feasting in relation to Mithras is attested already at the time of the ‘magicae cenae’ by which Tiridates of Armenia initiated Nero in the course of his visit to Rome in 66 A.D. (Pliny HN 30, 17; cf. Dio Cassius 63,6,3).

Mastrocinque sees himself as countering those who reject the Cumontian story by offering a thesis which recuperates the best in that account, which remains fundamentally valid (p.154). In Asia Minor there continued to exist magoi and Chaldaioi who taught magical lore without need of mithraea; and Greece had no need of Mithraism, since oriental wisdom was already mediated by the philosophical schools, and Platonism in particular. Whoever founded the Mysteries, he was neither a Roman soldier nor a Stoic philosopher, but a hellenized ‘magus’ claiming to live in the manner attributed to the Persian magoi, a student of ‘natural philosophy’ and familiar with the style of Roman religiosity and Roman spiritual requirements. He adapted to Roman requirements a tradition of Mithras-worship located in Anatolia or the Near East, offering believers initiation into pseudo-Zoroastrian hellenised ‘wisdom’ (p.155f.). Dio Chrysostom’s magian ‘Hymn’ gives a taste of kind of material available for Mithraists to read (p.49f.); similar texts are implied by the scroll held by the two ‘magi’ painted on either side of the arcosolium in the Dura Mithraeum, phase III (p.47f.). The cult gave its initiates the strength and courage to fight against negative daemonic powers, incorporated in the figure of Ahriman. Mastrocinque believes that one of the items he publishes here, the ‘keraunic’ polished axe from Mentana (pp.59-92), indicates the existence of thaumaturgic practices in Mithraism, for example, causing lightning, and private divination, perhaps even healing, by means of these ‘axes’ (p.157).

There is plenty of evidence that ‘magian’ wisdom, that is ‘natural philosophy’, reached Rome at latest during the first century B.C. (above all, Nigidius Figulus), though no distinction was made between the magi as Persian priests and ‘magian lore’ (e.g. Cicero, De div. 1, 46; cf. 91; Vergil, Eclog. 8, 66). The transmission of this knowledge must have been stimulated by the contacts between Rome and the Pontic kingdom of Mithradates VI Eupator (p.134f.). But the most important evidence relating to a relevant cult of Mithras is that of Plutarch, Vit. Pomp. 24. Plutarch is the first to mention a specifically initiatory cult of Mithras, and he states that the pirates’ cult in the first century B.C. was the same as, or similar to, that known in his day; and, in view of Statius, Theb. 1, 819f., generally assigned to the 80s A.D., we may suspect that he learned of the Roman cult during the course of his visit to Rome in 92 (p.137f.). Plutarch’s view is at any rate the most important single item of information we possess about the early history of the mystery cult of Mithras, and it must not simply be dismissed, as it so often is by those who wish to propound the view that the cult was essentially a western creation. It is also worth noting, as Turcan does (Mithras platonicus, p.2), that in the region around Mt. Olympus in Lycia-Pamphylia, fire was liable to emerge spontaneously from the earth.

If we have to point to a location for the meeting of East and West in this connection, we might do worse than think of the Samothracian mysteries. Samothrake was sacked by the Mithras-worshipping pirates in the Mithradatic War (App. Mithr. 63), and certain magical amulets in the Principate suggest that the mysteries there came to be interpreted in a ‘Zoroastro-mithraic’ manner. The iconography of Cautes and Cautopates might be derived from that of the Cabeiroi-Kastores, just as their names are structurally analogous to Axieros/Axiokersos (p.144); and D. Ulansey has collected the evidence for the identification of the torchbearerers with the Dioskouroi  (Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries, 112-16). And we might imagine how other elements of the Mithraic mysteries might be based on the Samothracian, for example the grades Perses and pater, and the figure of Hades/Saturnus. But these parallels might also be due to later reinterpretation of the Samothracian mysteries in a Mithraic sense. The two hypotheses do not rule one another out. We might also think of Delos:  the pseudo-Platonic Axiochus relates how the grandfather of the Persian magos Gobryes discovered a bronze inscription there on several slabs, during the Persian wars, which revealed the fate of the soul after death (371a-372a) (p. 141-44).

He argues that one might adopt Bonner’s view of the magical amulets in this context as ‘portable shrines’; or perhaps they allowed one to enterprise a particular sort of highly effective prayer. But he does admit that the identity of those who commissioned the gems is unknown, and that there was no need to be a Mithraist in the ordinary sense to use Mithraic symbols (p.40f.). One cannot decide between the hypotheses that 1) the owners were Mithraists prepared to use magic, and 2) the stones were designed by ‘magicians’ drawing upon Mithraic imagery.

Mastrocinque admits that he is more interested in raising questions than in finding answers (p. vi). And his suggestions are not necessarily to be dismissed merely because they are strikingly new in seeking to bring together two aspects of the Greek reception of Persia (or ‘Persia’) normally held rigidly apart. Indeed, I myself would urge that elements of the pseudo-Zoroastrian tradition were indeed to be found in the Mysteries, albeit as part of an attempt to fill out the claim to be an authentically Persian form of wisdom. It is moreover well worth noting how little attention has been paid by the normal run of Mithraic scholars (myself included) to the gems collected at the end of the second volume of CIMRM and to the problems they pose. But his view of the western cult of Mithras as at least partly a magian construction (one is never quite sure how far he would be prepared to go along this path) stands or falls with one’s judgement of the legitimacy of his interpretations of the magical amulets and other objects he interprets as Mithraic and which permit him to blur the boundary between ‘official’ Mithraism and ‘Mitraismo magico’. 


There are three groups of these. 

1) The first consists of those gems which represent a straightforward bull-killing scene with At most 

minor deviations from the norm, that is, tauroctonies intended not as cult-reliefs for a community but as personal gems for individual piety. There are at least five of these: CIMRM nos. 2362 (Cabinet des Médailles, Paris: ‘rock-crystal’);  2363 (ibid., yellow chacedony); 2367 (Walters Art gallery, Baltimore: paste?; allegedly from Nemea in Greece); a red jasper from Viminacium (Kostolac), now in the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna (inv. no. IX 2599) = E. Zweierlein-Diehl, Die antiken Gemmen des Kunsthistorischen Museums in Wien 2 (1979) no.1376; a similar gem in Hamburg, publ. AGDS 1.3 no.2654 pl. 247.

2) The second group consists of amulets very similar in design but associated with (1) onomata
barbara: examples of this group are the basalt prehistoric axe from the Argolis (CIMRM 2353) and the gems nos. 2354 (Florence) and its congener 2355 (originally ?Aquileia, now Udine), 2356 (formerly Museo Borgiano), 2359 (Cairo), 2361 (rev.) (Metropolitan Museum); 2365 (Collection Seyrig); (2) with magical iconography, of which there is only one certain example, CIMRM 2364 (formerly in the Marlborough Collection, now Baltimore), with Iao on the reverse. Mastrocinque includes a couple rejected by Vermaseren, but included by Cumont as TMMM II p.449 no. 7 (= ?2364), and p.452f. no.11 fig. 404 = AGDS III (Braunschweig) no. 137. 

Of these, only CIMRM 2354 and 2355 receive much discussion. Mastrocinque sees them as alluding in a complex manner to various elements of Mithraic lore: the bee on the reverse symbolizes the soul, while the lion holding it in its mouth the Lion alludes both to divine fire and the grade; the names on the same face are not those of the archontes of the planets (so Delatte) but the Lion is the destination of the mystes after he has passed through the spheres of the seven planets. Saturn (harpè on obverse) is associated with generation and death. (M. pays little attention to the golden lametta from Ciciliano in Lazio with a youthful Aion discussed by M.J. Vermaseren in J.R. Hinnells (ed.) Mithraic Studies (Manchester  1975), 2: 446-56.)

3) The third group is limited to one example, a prehistoric axe made of black obsidian found at Mentana 

near Rome and in the collection of Federico Zeri, but it receives very full discussion (pp.59-92). It is an interesting piece: one face, here (b, figs. 15 and 16), shows Mithras, or at any rate a figure in Persian dress and Phrygian cap with a radiate crown and nimbus reminiscent of the stela at Nemrud Dagh, standing looking l., and holding a spear in his l.h. He is holding a sword vertically in his right hand, the arm extended stiffly at right angles to the trunk. On the ground below the sword are two objects which Mastrocinque recognises as parts of the dead bull, in particular the head and perhaps three hocks with hooves.(But it must be confessed these are not clear on the photo, only in the accompanying drawing.) A long series of characteres is inscribed all round the edge of the axe, enclosing the figure completely. On the other face, face (a, again figs. 15 and 16), appears a bearded man, naked to the waist, with a sort of long skirt bound up at the knees. He is velatus in the Roman fashion (though he wears no toga), and over the velum he wears an elaborate headdress consisting of long side-pieces, surmounted by two ?snakes and in the centre a scarab. In the crook of his l.arm he holds a harpè, with his r. he supports a standard on a long pole, surmounted by a pair of busts. This face is likewise encircled by characteres, surmounted at the top by a magical text in two lines consisting of onomata barbara associated with different aspects of Re, the Egyptian Sun-god. 

   The mere existence of Mithraic gems figuring a more or less standard Mithraic iconography, that is those of group (1), cannot itself justify speculation of any kind, since they are analogous to dozens of gems bearing the image of individual Graeco-Roman divinities, and are best understood as images of private or individual devotion. As for group (2), in which regular or fairly standard Mithraic imagery is brought into association with overtly magical discourse, principally in the form of onomata barbara, or names of powers/daemones, I myself incline rather to the traditional view of Armand Delatte and Campbell Bonner, that the Mithraic image of the tauroctony is in these cases simply an aspect of solar syncretism. That is, such gems, or rather protective amulets, provide evidence for the view, put forward for example by Manfred Clauss, that the Mithraic image was commonly known outside the cult, just as it was itself derived from the type of the bull-killing Nike, oft-revived during the first century of the Principate, on the last occasion just at the period of the early expansion of the Mysteries. Whereas Mastrocinque reads such amulets as evidence for current Mithraic religious practice, Delatte and Bonner saw them as an example of the ability of amulet-makers to draw upon a variety of religious discourses in the Graeco-Roman period. 

As for the Mentana axe, Mastrocinque uses it to develop an argument about the presence of a ‘dark’ Mithras within the Mysteries. Claiming that the crown worn by the Saturn-figure is related to the Egyptian atef-crown (though in my view it bears virtually no resemblance to Egyptian images of that crown), he argues that the figure is really a solar Saturn identified with Osiris, which would be supported by the nomina on the obverse of the Argolid axe (CIMRM 2353), which include [image: image1.jpg]


, usually taken to mean ‘Soul (or son) of darkness’ (Maria Weiß will be interested in this). From there it is but a short step to claiming that Plutarch, de Iside 46-7, the account of dualism in Persian religion, and in particular of the cult of Areimanios is indeed compatible with the evidence of the Mysteries (pp.86-91). The Arimanius of the Mithraic inscriptions is to be understood as one aspect of Mithras as solar divinity, identified with Hades, quite analogous to Osiris-Sarapis, in fact – a claim which unconsciously converges with the positions argued now for many years by A.D.H. Bivar. The Argolid axe is now offered as evidence for the claim Mithraists venerated the dark side of the universe, seeking to exorcize it by fitting it into a cyclical view of existence. Moreover, the sistrum in the Leo-frame in the ladder-mosaic in the Mitreo di Felicissimo at Ostia (CIMRM 299) evokes Isis searching for Osiris while the Sun was in the constellation Leo (Plut. de Iside 52, 372d [a passage that has no bearing on this topic]). The youthful Arimanius, as at Emerita, and perhaps on the Ottaviano Zeno relief, must represent the inverse of  lion-headed Arimanius, and to that extent be another form of Mithras (p.104f.).



Though ingenious (and there is a great deal more to the argument, in connection with the invocation 

of Mithras in the magical papyri, and of course the Mithras-liturgy, pp.105-16) this seems a great deal to extract from a couple of stone axe-heads with very unusual iconography. In the case of the Argolid axe, comparison with the sequences in PGM V in which ((((((((( occurs (listed in Preisendanz’ Index XII) suggests that, whatever its etymology, it was understood simply as an available epithet for Re, and we have no reason to believe that it was understood in a different, highly etymological, manner here. As for the axe from Mentana, we can say nothing about the significance of the Helios-figure there in the absence of onomata, and the Saturnus figure on the other side must remain enigmatic. The supposed allusion to Osiris-Sarapis seems to me at any rate quite imaginary, and therefore the entire construction that Mastrocinque builds on it. But that by no means excludes the possibility that magical practitioners took over elements of Mithraic discourse, or that, in Egypt especially, Mithraists speculated with elements of magical discourse. 

Although its main theses cannot be accepted, Mastrocinque’s book should not simply be dismissed. He has drawn attention to material which is for the most part simply refused or rejected by Mithraic scholars, and he has shown himself capable of rethinking and re-aligning at least some of the traditional material for the Mysteries by approaching the entire subject from an unusual angle. For that we can surely be grateful.



This is a much expanded version of a notice which appeared in Classical Review 50 (2000), 321f.
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