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PREFACE 

 

In preparing an annotated collection of the Greek religious terms τελετή (telete) and ὄργια 

(orgia), ten years ago, I came across three Roman senators who were conspicuously identified 

by their inscriptions as poly-initiate priests: P. Vettius Agorius Praetextatus1, consul designate of 

Rome in 384 AD, who had held multiple priesthoods, public and private, and whose wife, Fabia 

Aconia Paulina2 was also a poly-initiate priestess; C. Ceionius Rufius Volusianus signo 

Lampadius3, whose daughter, Sabina4, dedicated a taurobolic altar in 377 AD; and the Mithraic 

priest Petronius Apollodorus5, who was initiated in the sacred rites of the criobolium and 

taurobolium in 370 AD. Having studied the history of Greek and Roman religion from the 

Bronze Age up to the age of Constantine, I did not quite know what to make of these late antique 

priests from the Roman senatorial class – only the name Volusianus sounded vaguely familiar 

from reading about Ostia. Who were these late antique Romans that were still using the ancient 

terminology of religious practices in their inscriptions? And what caused them to drop off the 

face of the earth in the last decade of the fourth century? If anything, then, the initial idea of 

writing this dissertation stemmed from a desire to satisfy a personal sense of curiosity. As it 

turned out, though, in this particular case my inquisitiveness is shared by many, because the 

story of the Christianization of Rome’s senatorial aristocracy is recognized to reflect a much 

                                                           
1 PLRE I, Praetextatus 1; FS, 3468; Schuddeboom 2009, 220 no. 47; 221–222 no. 53. 
2 PLRE I, Paulina 4; FS, no. 1578; Schuddeboom 2009, 220 no. 47; 221–222 no. 53. 
3 PLRE I, Volusianus 5; FS, no. 1130; Schuddeboom 2009, 221 no. 51; 232 no. 70. 
4 PLRE I, Sabina 2; Schuddeboom 2009, 221 no. 51; 232 no. 70. 
5 PLRE I, Apollodorus 1; FS, no. 2653; Schuddeboom 2009, 221 no. 52. 
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wider transformation of the Roman Empire. What role did violence play in that transformation? 

That is the subject of our investigation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Violence is an integral part of human nature, found the world over, throughout history. It occurs 

in many shapes and sizes, from symbolic to physical, and from domestic violence to 

international armed conflict. Following three waves of anarchist, anti-colonialist, and 

communist terrorism, we now find ourselves amidst a surge of global religious violence by non-

state actors.1 Images of violence are being beamed across the planet at an alarming rate, and not 

a year goes by without some heinous attack.2 In addition to the human cost, we have been 

witness to the wilful destruction of archaeological sites and artefacts by the so-called Islamic 

State of Iraq and the Levant3; and we have seen, for the first time, a case successfully brought 

before the International Criminal Court on the single charge of destruction of cultural heritage.4 

One thing that these current attacks, on people and on cultural heritage, have in 

common is that they are – almost invariably – perpetrated by religious extremists. In order to 

begin to comprehend this violence, we must therefore study the roots of the relevant religious 

                                                           
1 On the four waves of modern terrorism, see Rapoport 2004. 
2 E.g., the astonishing attacks in the US (September 11, 2001); Bali bombings (October 12, 2002); Casablanca 

bombings (May 16, 2003); Istanbul bombings (November 13 and 20, 2003); Madrid train bombings (March 11, 

2004); London bombings (July 5, 2005); Mumbai train bombings (July 11, 2006); Jaipur bombings (May 13, 

2007); Mumbai attacks (November 26, 2008); Fort Hood shooting (November 5, 2009); Lahore massacre (May 

28, 2010); Mogadishu bombing (October 4, 2011); Sana’a bombing (May 21, 2012); Boston Marathon bombings 

(April 15, 2013); Borno massacre (February 14, 2014); Paris attacks (November 13, 2015); Brussels Airport 

bombings (March 22, 2016); Orlando shooting (June 12, 2016); murder of a priest in Rouen (July 26, 2016); 

Cairo church bombing (December 11, 2016); Berlin attack (December 19, 2016); Westminster attack (March 

22, 2017); Stockholm attack (April 7, 2017); Manchester bombing (May 22, 2017); and this is only the tip of the 

iceberg, there have been many more such attacks, especially in war-torn countries. 
3 E.g., at the Nineveh Wall and archaeological museum in Mosul (January–February 2015); the ancient 

Assyrian site of Nimrud (March 2015); and the ancient Roman site of Palmyra (June–October 2015). 
4 Ahmad al-Faqi al-Mahdi, member of a Tuareg Islamist militia, was sentenced to nine years of imprisonment 

for having intentionally directed attacks against historic and religious monuments in Timbuktu (July 2012). 

ICC-01/12-01/15 (September 27, 2016). 



2 INTRODUCTION 

ideologies, and take the religious aspect of religious violence seriously, just as an understanding 

of the ideologies of anarchism, anti-colonialism, and the radical New Left was required to 

comprehend the preceding waves of violence in the twentieth century.  

There is an abundance of recent literature on religious violence from different 

perspectives.5 The precise relationship between religion and violence remains complex, but the 

prevailing view, based on an empirically founded, descriptive generalization about the 

relationship between religion and conflict, is that, whereas religion tends to promote social 

cohesion and tolerance within social groups, it tends to promote hostility and intolerance 

between different social groups.6 There are, however, apologists who maintain that there is no 

such thing as religious violence, or, more precisely, that religious violence is not a useful 

analytical category. For example, ex-nun Karen Armstrong and William Cavanaugh, director of 

Center for World Catholicism and Intercultural Theology, have suggested that religion does not 

cause violence, and that that which we call “religious violence” can easily be explained from 

other social factors.7 One might pursue this line of reasoning even further and point out that the 

use of violence in inter-group and interspecific competition is in fact normal biological 

behaviour. For example, it has recently been discovered that so-called prairie dogs, which, 

contrary to what their name suggests, are actually herbivorous ground squirrels, kill, but do not 

consume, other ground squirrels to reduce interspecific competition.8 And it is a well-known 

fact that our close cousins, chimpanzees, are capable of extreme violence against other 

                                                           
5 See Appleby 2000; De Vries 2002; Esposito 2002; Juergensmeyer 2003; Selengut 2003; Stern 2003; Wellman 

and Tokuno 2004; Avalos 2005; Esmail 2007; Cavanaugh 2009; Juergensmeyer 2009; Eller 2010; 

Juergensmeyer and Kitts 2011; Kippenberg 2011; Kurzman 2011; Atran and Ginges 2012; Clarke et al. 2013; 

Juergensmeyer et al. 2013; Temperman 2015; Gregg 2016. 
6 See Clarke et al. 2013; see also Atran and Ginges 2012. 
7 See Armstrong 2014; Cavanaugh 2009. 
8 See Hoogland and Brown 2016. 
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chimpanzees, mostly in inter-group attacks.9 In fact, animals, especially primates, use violence 

to settle disputes over anything from territory to mating rights. None of this, however, explains 

the specific occurrence of human violence that, according to the perpetrators themselves, is 

inspired by religion. The question remains, therefore, under what circumstances religious 

violence is likely to erupt, and what we can do to stop and prevent it. 

One obstacle to our understanding of the current wave of religious violence, is that we 

are still in the middle of it, which makes it difficult to find a vantage point from which to 

evaluate the changing and ever hardening nature of the violence at hand, let alone to formulate 

effective policy instruments against it. In order to gain a more profound and balanced 

understanding of the general workings of religious violence, the ideologies that inspire it, and 

the social structures and dynamics that generate it, it is therefore highly expedient to study 

religious violence in a historical context. For the purpose of this dissertation, I have chosen the 

subject of Christian violence against pagans in late antique Rome. 

Late Antiquity is a fascinating period of cultural and religious change. It is in this period 

that the Roman Empire was transformed into a Christian Empire.10 Depending on what 

particular aspect one is studying, Late Antiquity was a period of decline and fall, and of 

continuity and change. It was a period of ends and new beginnings. For example, it saw the end 

of pagan worship11, of imperial rule in the West12, and of sculpture in the round13; and the 

                                                           
9 See e.g. Kaburu et al. 2013; Wilson et al. 2014. 
10 On the Christianization of the Roman Empire, see Gibbon 1776–1788; Harnack 1924; MacMullen 1984; Praet 

1992–1993; Trombley 1993–1994; Brown 1995; Stark 1996; Brown 1998; Harris 2005; Bremmer 2010; Brown 2012; 

2013. On the Christianization of Rome, see Curran 2000. On the Christianization of the senatorial aristocracy, 

see Salzman 2002. 
11 See Chuvin 2011; cf. Boissier 1891. 
12 See Christie 2011. 
13 See Liverani 2016; Smith and Ward-Perkins 2016. 
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beginning of church building14, the gradual formation of papal authority15, and the public 

codification of law.16 Individually and together, these changes represent a permanent 

transformation of the religious and political landscape, as well as an almost imperceptible but 

nonetheless unmistakable shift from the centrality of the individual to a society in which one 

religion was centrally prescribed as the ultimate point of reference.17  

One of the key questions concerning Late Antiquity is whether the relationship between 

Christians is best characterized as one of conflict and competition, or one of coexistence and 

cooperation, in other words, to what extent the Christianization of the Roman Empire was 

brought about by religious violence. This intriguing question has been the subject of a flurry of 

recent studies.18 It may be useful to distinguish between Christian violence against heretics, 

Jews, and pagans. That Christians tended to use violence against so-called heretics, is widely 

accepted.19 That the rhetorical violence of early Christians against Jews tended to spill over into 

the real world, is also well established.20 In this context, I would like to draw attention to the 

fact that, throughout history, the Jewish people have been the proverbial canary in a coal mine. 

Whenever Jews are being persecuted, this is a sure warning sign that the atmosphere is toxic for 

other groups as well.21 It comes as a bit of a surprise, therefore, that some historians are of the 

opinion that Christian attitudes towards pagans and paganism were essentially peaceful.22 

                                                           
14 See Brandenburg 2004. 
15 See Sessa 2012; Noble 1984. 
16 See Stein 1999, 28. 
17 See Noethlichs 2015; Whitmarsch 2016, 236.  
18 See Sauer 2003; Hahn 2004; Gaddis 2005; Drake 2006; Hahn et al. 2008; Rutgers 2009; Sizgorich 2009; 

Athanassiadi 2010; Watts 2010; Caseau 2011; Drake 2011; Hahn 2011; Shaw 2011; Kristensen 2013; Bremmer 2014; 

Praet 2014; Kalleres 2015; Salzman et al. 2016. 
19 See Shaw 2011. 
20 See Rutgers 2009; 2010. 
21 See Small 2013. 
22 See e.g. Salzman 2006; Cameron 2011. 
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In his highly influential book on the last pagans of Rome, Alan Cameron, exploring a 

wealth of textual evidence, has painstakingly deconstructed the hitherto prevailing notion of 

active pagan resistance against Christianity’s rise to power.23 On this basis, Cameron concluded 

that the notion of conflict and competition does not apply. Irrespective of whether one agrees 

with this conclusion, Cameron’s approach contains three fundamental flaws. First, Cameron 

has failed to take into account, let alone engage in a meaningful manner, any archaeological 

evidence. Second, by ignoring the archaeological evidence, Cameron has failed to realize that 

the period of his last pagans marks not the end but the first stage of a period of irreversible 

religious transformation. Third, by regarding the many instances of Christian polemic as purely 

rhetorical, Cameron, failed to recognize the role that religious ideologies can play in inter-group 

violence. In order to address these shortcomings of Cameron’s impressive work, we require a 

rigorous new study of a broad variety of different sources, adopting a chronologically sensitive 

approach, and taking on board insights into the workings of religious violence.  

The studies that form the bulk of this dissertation attempt to shed light on the question 

of anti-pagan violence in Late Antiquity by employing four different types of sources: legal, 

epigraphical, literary, and archaeological. It is worth noting from the outset that these categories 

of sources correspond to different groups within society. Anti-pagan legislation represents the 

top of the social pyramid: Christian emperors. Epigraphical testimonies listing pagan 

priesthoods belong to the class of the senatorial aristocracy. Christian literature represents the 

Christian elite at a time when Christian priests and intellectuals were only just beginning to be 

seen as credible partners and alternatives to their pagan counterparts. The archaeology of 

temples and Mithraea, meanwhile, reflects the behaviour of anonymous, ordinary people, 

                                                           
23 Cameron 2011; cf. Bloch 1945; 1963. 



6 INTRODUCTION 

which is all too often overlooked by traditional historians. The purpose of analysing the 

evidence in such a multi-disciplinary way is to see how an inter-comparative study of divergent 

types of evidence and the different social groups they represent, allow for a more generic yet 

also more nuanced description and interpretation of Christian attitudes towards paganism in 

Late Roman society.  

By adopting a multi-disciplinary approach, we are able to formulate a new narrative 

concerning the causes and dynamics of Christian violence in Late Antiquity, which is capable 

of accommodating and explaining not only the textual sources, discussed at length by Cameron, 

but a multiplicity of evidence from all strata of Roman society. Furthermore, by not limiting 

ourselves to pagan aristocrats of fourth-century Rome, as Cameron did, but extending our gaze 

to the destructions of Mithraea amidst the turmoil of the fifth century and to the non-violent 

conversion of public buildings into churches from the sixth century onwards, we will be in a 

position to see a bigger picture emerging, in which Christians were neither entirely peaceful nor 

always violent. The fact of the matter is that, when it suited their interests, Christian emperors, 

bishops, monks, and laypeople could and did use institutional, polemical, and physical violence 

against non-Christians, both in order to assert themselves as Christians and to build a new, 

Christian world. And finally, this dissertation adds a new dimension to the question of religious 

violence in Late Antiquity by occasionally drawing on current sociological insights into the 

complex relationship between religion and violence. In this regard, the general observation that 

religion tends to promote social cohesion and tolerance within social groups, but tends to 

promote hostility and intolerance between different social groups, appears to be of particular 

relevance for the period of Late Antiquity, because one of the characteristics of that period is 

that religion – more precisely, religio licita – began to play an inordinately large role in every 
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aspect of society. One cannot possibly expect to arrive at a full and correct understanding of the 

transformative processes of Late Antiquity by playing down the relevance of religion and 

religious ideology in the way that Cameron did. 

The five chapters of this dissertation have been written as separate, peer-reviewed 

articles.24 The first chapter is in essence an archaeological study, concerned with the physical 

end of the Mithraea of Rome. Specifically, it investigates how, when, and why these Mithraea 

ceased to exist. Special attention is given to the role played by Roman senators as founders and 

patrons of Mithraea in the period of 357–384, a role which is amply attested by epigraphical 

evidence. The end of the Mithraea is then contextualized by a subtle historical narrative, 

arguing that, whereas pagans and Christians had initially lived side by side for the longer part of 

the fourth century, the wholesale Christianization of the senatorial aristocracy of Rome in the 

last two decades of the century left Mithraea vulnerable to attack by Christians. This historical 

narrative is firmly supported by the archaeological fact that, in the period of 390–450, as many 

as half of all known Mithraea of Rome appear to have been violently destroyed by Christians. 

 The next chapter examines the conversion into churches of temples in Rome. It shows 

that, contrary to popular belief, these temple conversions are sporadic and late: only eleven 

known examples over a stretch of five centuries, the first instance dating from 609. Moreover, 

in stark contrast to the destruction of Mithraea, these conversions visibly preserved not only 

important topographical focal points, but also, to the extent possible, the architectural remains 

of ancient temple buildings, rather than seeking to destroy them. For students of reuse of temple 

                                                           
24 Chapter One has been published in BABESCH: Schuddeboom 2016; Chapter Two is being published in 

Journal of Late Antiquity: Schuddeboom 2017; Chapters Three and Four have similarly been submitted to 

peer-reviewed journals; Chapter Five is set to be published in peer-reviewed conference proceedings: 

Schuddeboom, forthcoming. This dissertation represents the state of the five articles in June 2017.  
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buildings, the main interest of this chapter perhaps lies in the revelation that the 

archaeologically established difference between the treatment of public temples and that of 

privately owned Mithraea can be explained from the legal fact that temple sites continued to 

enjoy imperial protection as res sacrae up until the birth of the Papal State. For students of 

religious violence, on the other hand, the major significance of this chapter is a negative result, 

namely, that the temple conversions of Rome definitely cannot be viewed as examples of anti-

pagan triumphalism.  

 The third chapter explores the effectiveness of the anti-pagan legislation contained in 

Book 16 of the Theodosian Code. By analysing the relevant laws from a general legislative 

perspective, it demonstrates that the anti-pagan laws were in principle highly effective, because 

they contain crystal clear legal norms that, when observed, could definitely achieve the desired 

outcome of ending paganism. Since traditional pagan religions were dependent on the 

performance of certain religious rituals, the outlawing of these rituals, as well as the closure of 

the places where the rituals took place, provided an effective means of ending the practice of 

pagan worship, thereby constraining paganism to the realm of thought, speech, and 

philosophical education. Furthermore, it is argued that by addressing certain anti-pagan legal 

norms specifically to judges and governors, this body of legislation triggered the wholesale 

Christianization of the senatorial aristocracy in Rome, from whose ranks judges and governors 

were drawn. And finally, by focusing on imperial legislation, rather than, for example, 

ecclesiastical sources, this chapter duly acknowledges the singular role played by Christian 

emperors, who, by the authority of their laws, managed to achieve what no bishop might have 

done in such a pervasive and effective manner: the orderly abolition of pagan worship. 
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 Chapter Four delves into the question of Christian attitudes towards pagans by 

comparing the characters and writings of two particularly important Christians: Damasus and 

Jerome. By juxtaposing the dissimilar dispositions of these two men, we can obtain a balanced 

view of Christian attitudes towards pagans. As bishop of Rome, Damasus appears to have 

maintained a cordial working relationship with the pagan leaders of Rome, while embarking on 

an ambitious project, beautifying Roman martyrs’ graves with heroic epigrams. In this way, he 

made Christianity salonfähig, thus facilitating the ultimate Christianization of the senatorial 

aristocracy. Jerome, on the other hand, when he was not embroiled in fierce polemic with less 

orthodox fellow Christians, was calling for the conversion of any remaining pagans, ardently 

rejoicing over the death of the pagan consul designate, and passionately applauding the 

destruction of pagan property, thus contributing to anti-pagan sentiments by planting the 

notion that in order to be a good Christian, one must necessarily be hostile to anything not in 

agreement with a narrowly defined Christian orthodoxy. With his uncompromising call for 

orthodoxy, Jerome represents one extreme consequence of Christian scholarship, revealing an 

anti-pagan streak that initially did not represent the official stance of the Roman church, or even 

the average Christian sentiment, but that would spiral out of control soon after Damasus’ 

demise. 

The fifth chapter, finally, incorporates insights gained from the previous chapters into 

an integrated perspective, revisiting the destruction of Mithraic monuments in Rome and 

explaining the underlying anti-pagan sentiments from the artificial conflict generated by the 

early Christian ideology of martyrdom. In the post-Constantinian period, stories of martyrdom 

began to spread the notion of pagans as demonic persecutors, and this was perceived to 

legitimize the use of violence against pagans and pagan property. Whereas the first four 
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chapters explained why Christians could destroy Mithraea, and glorify their destruction, with 

impunity, this last chapter explains why ordinary Christians might actually go ahead and 

destroy a Mithraeum. As a final point, bringing the argument full circle, this chapter concludes 

with the revelation that the reappearance of none other than Mithras Tauroctonus in Christian 

art in the High Middle Ages is best explained as a result of the successful transvaluation of 

that familiar image. After centuries of Christianity the image of the bull-killer had ultimately 

become completely bereft of pagan connotation, and thus it could apparently function safely 

as an allegory for agricultural fecundity, thereby providing an illuminating example of 

depaganization through interpretatio christiana. 

The close examination of different types of evidence thus reveals a pattern that is much 

more complex, much less uniform than was suggested by the revisionist peace-and-harmony 

model of Cameron. A rigorous and chronologically sensitive investigation of the destruction of 

Mithraea in Rome has indicated that pagans and Christians coexisted relatively peacefully for 

most of the fourth century without any signs of widespread anti-pagan violence; however, as 

soon as Christians had gained full control of the city, Mithraea were dismantled and destroyed 

all over the city, revealing systematic violence against Mithraic monuments in the early fifth 

century. Analysis of temple conversions in Rome has revealed no conversion of public temples 

to Christian use before the seventh century, and the whole notion of triumphalist temple 

conversions, evoked by such toponyms as ‘Santa Maria Sopra Minerva’, is thus revealed to be a 

medieval Christian invention, not supported by actual archaeological evidence.25 However, 

Mithraea, being private cult rooms, could be targeted for destruction by Christians and were in 

                                                           
25 Incidentally, S.M. Sopra Minerva was built partly over the Saepta Iulia and partly over the Iseum Campense, 

not on top of any temple building. See Carandini 2013, II, tav. f.t. 14. 
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several instances built over by churches. There is no sign that any Christian emperor was 

actively supporting private religious violence against pagans; to the contrary, imperial 

legislation calls for the orderly closing of pagan temples by the authorities and expressly forbids 

any kind of Christian vigilantism.26 But the body of anti-pagan legislation may well have 

functioned as a catalyst for religious violence, by stigmatizing pagans, by criminalizing the 

pagan way of life, and by legalizing the appropriation of pagan property by the Church.27 The 

comparison of Damasus and Jerome exposes the internal divisions that existed within 

Christianity, concerning issues of religious identity and doctrine, but also producing different 

attitudes towards pagans and paganism. With Damasus and Jerome, however, we also see a 

newly developing call for Christian unity that could only be achieved through exclusivist 

orthodoxy, that ultimately required the conversion of Roman culture from pagan to Christian. 

The general pattern that emerges from the data is, therefore, that, whereas the relationship 

between Christians and pagans in the fourth century had been one of coexistence and even 

cooperation, the alignment of State and newly unified Church on issues of anti-paganism and 

Christian orthodoxy radically shifted the balance of power. Under Theodosius, catholic 

Christianity unequivocally became the dominant force in the empire and, because of its 

exclusivism, it required the systematic depaganization of the empire at every level. Because the 

triumph of Christianity was defined to be a zero-sum game, the only way Christianity could 

succeed was for all other religions to be annihilated.28 The demand for exclusivism simply left 

no room for meaningful positive-sum engagements. Coexistence and cooperation therefore 

gave way to conflict and coercion.  

                                                           
26 CTh 16.10.4; 16.10.24. 
27 See CTh 16.10.20. 
28 Cf. Iara 2015, 190. 
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Furthermore, the case studies in this volume provide strong, converging lines of 

evidence that indicate that Christianity was different from paganism to such a degree that its 

rise to political dominance required the gradual but nonetheless radical transvaluation of 

traditional pagan values, i.e. values that were directly connected with pagan worship. At this 

point it is worthwhile to point out how this transvaluation, or revaluation, from a pagan to a 

Christian paradigm materialized in various ways. Thus, as we shall see in the first chapter, the 

Mithraea of Rome were either dismantled in an orderly way (that is emptied of their Mithraic 

monuments) or violently destroyed and erased. Whereas the methods differed between violent 

and non-violent, the effect in either circumstance was that these cult rooms were transformed 

into something other than a pagan cult room. Likewise, the senatorial aristocracy was 

transformed from a bastion of Roman culture, with its age-old priesthoods, into a non-pagan 

institution. Temples in Rome were transformed from religious buildings into buildings with a 

secular function, and the conversion of temple buildings into churches occurred only much 

later and on a modest scale. For the Christianization of the empire it was evidently unnecessary 

to Christianize the temples – it was sufficient to depaganize them.29 In imperial legislation, the 

old religio quite literally was revalued as superstitio, and traditional sacrifice, which had been 

the central religious ritual act of Greek and Roman civilization, was abolished in order to make 

way for the Christian Eucharist. As always, it is important to look at the specific words used: “No 

person shall pollute himself with sacrificial animals.”30 The age-old custom of having a 

communal banquet in honour of the gods, was now officially and normatively revalued as being 

a source of pollution. Outside legislation, we see a similar shift in perception under the influence 

                                                           
29 On the depaganization of temples in Late Antiquity, see Caseau 2011. 
30 CTh 16.10.10. 
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of Christian religion. For example, the Greek word for ‘divinity’, δαίμων (daimon), came to signify 

‘demon’; the word for anything dedicated to the gods, ἀνάθεμα (anathema), became ‘anathema’; 

and αἱρετικός (hairetikos), which literally translates as ‘being able to choose’, became ‘heretic’. 

In literature, Christians used traditional literary forms but with radically different contents. 

Heroic metre was adopted to glorify the Christian martyrs of Rome, and the Carmen Contra 

Paganos used satire to verbally assault the recently deceased pagan Roman consul elect, Vettius 

Agorius Praetextatus. Thus, to press the argument home, those who had reportedly been put to 

death by pagans were the new heroes, whereas the highest ranking pagan leader of Rome was 

verbally thrashed, all this in rather clumsy Latin verse. The final chapter explains the 

destruction of images of Mithras Tauroctonus in the context of the Christianization of Rome. It 

concludes with the discovery that it is precisely because of the successful resemantization of 

pagan semata, that the familiar figure of Mithras Tauroctonus could resurface in the Christian 

art of the High Middle Ages. 

Finally, the case studies also lead to conclusions that have implications beyond the field 

of Late Antiquity. As I mentioned before, Karen Armstrong and William Cavanaugh have tried 

to cast doubt on the religious aspects of religious violence. They are correct, of course, when 

they say that religion is not always violent and that acts of violence committed in the name of 

religion can often be explained from other social causes. The problem with violence inspired by 

religious ideology, however, is that it becomes impossible to separate the religious from 

ideological aspects. When someone in the commission of a violent act shouts “God is great”, this 

clearly implies that he believes his act to be justified, because he believes that it is sanctioned 

by his god. We cannot make sense of such a normative statement, or, for that matter, of the 

corollary violent act itself, if we declare the perpetrator’s belief in a god who sanctions such acts 
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to be completely irrelevant. The structure and dynamics of religious violence, ancient and 

modern, can only be fully explained when we take into account the religious ideologies that 

motivate them. The violence against pagans in Late Antiquity can only be understood by 

recognizing that ordinary Christians bought into the notion that identified pagans with 

demonic forces that had persecuted and martyred innocent Christians. Ignoring the religious 

aspects of religious violence does not help us understand it any better, quite the contrary.



  

 

CHAPTER ONE 

THE DECLINE AND FALL OF THE MITHRAEA OF ROME 

 

Abstract 

The end of paganism has traditionally been explained as a result of the rise of Christianity. In recent 

scholarship, the romantic image of an epic battle between pagans and Christians in Late Antiquity 

has been significantly altered and corrected. According to the new interpretative model, pagans 

and Christians lived amicably side by side well into the fifth century, as paganism petered out in a 

natural way. At the micro-level of the Mithraea of Rome, however, the archaeological record 

contains clear signs of religious hatred that challenge this revisionist model. This chapter discusses 

how, when, and why the Mithraea in Rome ceased to exist, and it elaborates the question of how 

these data impact our current understanding of Christian attitudes towards paganism in Late 

Antiquity. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

At the height of the Age of Enlightenment, Edward Gibbon (1737–1794) famously argued that 

the decline and fall of the Roman Empire resulted directly from the rise of Christianity.1 

According to Gibbon, it was precisely the clash between the age-old pagan civilization and the 

new, intolerant Christian creed that ultimately caused the end of Roman civilization and the 

collapse of the Roman Empire. Ever since, there has been a tendency, be it conscious or 

subconscious, to ascribe the end of paganism – I use this term loosely to denote the aggregate 

                                                           
1 Gibbon 1776–1788. 
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of traditional Roman religion, Imperial cult, and the so-called oriental religions2 – to a direct 

confrontation with Christian intolerance. Gaston Boissier (1823–1908), for example, writing one 

century after Gibbon, displayed great sympathy for the religious traditions that preceded 

Christianity, describing the heroic struggle of the pagans against Christianity in terms similar to 

those of Gibbon. Just like Gibbon, Boissier was convinced that “la fin du paganisme” was the 

final outcome of “les dernières luttes religieuses en Occident au quatrième siècle.”3 In the 

twentieth century András Alföldi (1895–1981)4 drew on numismatic research to further support 

the prevailing notion of what he called “[t]he reaction of the last representatives of the old 

Roman traditions against Christianity and their relentless struggle in the defence of the religion 

of their fathers.”5 Likewise, Herbert Bloch (1911–2006) conceived of inter-group relations in 

oppositional terms, coining the phrase “the last pagan revival in the West”.6 Even in the 21st 

century, Gibbon’s influence continues to be strong, especially in French-written scholarship. In 

a recent study on the rise of intolerance in Late Antiquity, for example, Polymnia Athanassiadi 

quite explicitly contrasted a free and tolerant ‘anthropocentric’ Roman model with a restrictive, 

intolerant ‘theocentric’ Christian model.7 

 In an interesting turn of events, the second half of the twentieth century saw a group of 

influential British and American scholars, led by Peter Brown (*1935) and Glen Bowersock 

(*1936), attempt to erase this all-pervasive image of a pagan struggle against Christian 

                                                           
2 The term “oriental religions” is somewhat misleading, because, whereas the Romans presented them as 

being of Eastern origin, they were in fact developed in Rome; the term was invented by Franz Cumont: 

Cumont 1907. 
3 Boissier 1891. 
4 Also known as Andreas or Andrew Alföldi, depending on the audience. 
5 Alföldi 1937, 7; 1942–1943. 
6 Bloch 1945, 199–244; 1963, 193–218. 
7 E.g. Athanassiadi 2010; the underlying notion here seems to be that before the advent of Christianity, Rome 

was happily ‘anthropocentric’; see also Arietta Papaconstantinou’s review of this book in Bryn Mawr Classical 

Review 2011.07.32. 
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intolerance.8 According to the new model, the Roman empire was transformed non-violently 

into a Christian society, and paganism did not disappear overnight but petered out slowly and 

gradually. One especially important protagonist of this new movement is Alan Cameron (*1938), 

whose magnum opus, The Last Pagans of Rome, meticulously demolishes the idea of a “pagan 

revival” as it had been propagated by his predecessors, Alföldi and Bloch.9 Clearly, this new 

scheme of things leaves no room for the notion that the end of Antiquity was brought about by 

a great battle between pagans and Christians. As noted above, however, there remain staunch 

pockets of resistance against this new peace-and-harmony model, most notably in French 

scholarship, where the school of Brown, Bowersock, and Cameron has been disparagingly 

dubbed “l’école anglo-saxonne”10, or worse, “le club anglo-saxon”11. 

What is perhaps more troubling than the recent Anglo-French divide is the virtual 

absence in the scholarly discourse, on either side, of references to archaeological data, let alone 

a pertinent discussion of recent scholarship on these data. For example, in Cameron’s Last 

Pagans we find hardly any mention of the important work done in this field by Eberhard Sauer, 

who has studied evidence of religious hatred in the archaeological record.12 The strong 

predilection for literary sources is an element that the French and “Anglo-Saxon” schools of 

thought appear to have in common.13 Needless to say, the study of texts is extremely valuable 

and necessary. The obvious problem, however, with the exegesis of historical texts without firm 

                                                           
8 E.g. Brown 1995; Bowersock 1978, who depicts the emperor Julian as a cruel, self-serving despot rather than 

a valiant defender of Roman values. 
9 Cameron 2011. 
10 E.g. Ratti 2012. 
11 E.g. Athanassiadi 2010. 
12 See esp. Sauer 1996; 2003. 
13 Alan Cameron is an expert on Claudian, while on the opposing team Pierre Chuvin and Stéphane Ratti are 

experts on Nonnus and the Historia Augusta respectively. 



18 CHAPTER ONE 

grounding in archaeological evidence is that without the benefit of archaeology, our view of 

Late Antiquity runs the risk of becoming too one-sided. Of course, I do not wish to claim that 

the interpretation of archaeological evidence is by definition less problematic than that of 

textual sources, but, as I will argue at length below, evidence suggests that the archaeological 

record contains clues that are essential for understanding the transformation of Roman society 

from pagan to Christian. 

In what follows, I propose to present a case-study relating to Mithraic cult rooms in the 

city of Rome, on the basis of a clearly defined and coherent set of archaeological data. This 

particular focus is worthwhile for several reasons. First, ever since French philosopher Ernest 

Renan (1823–1892) remarked that “if Christianity had not carried the day, Mithraicism would 

have become the religion of the world”, the cult of Mithras has been viewed as one of the 

greatest competitors of Christianity.14 Second, quantitative analysis of historical and 

archaeological evidence has shown that the sanctuaries most prone to being destroyed by 

Christians were those of Mithras.15 Finally, the fact that the destruction of Mithraea coincides 

with the construction of some of the first churches in Rome, is another factor too significant to 

be disregarded. In the following sections, I will, therefore, analyse the evidence of how and when 

the Mithraea of Rome ceased to exist. I will then explain why this happened, by taking into 

account the larger historical context, as such a procedure will allow us to come to a deeper 

understanding of the particular chronological distribution of the data presented in this chapter. 

Documentation of all the relevant archaeological data is provided in an appendix. 

 

                                                           
14 Renan 1898. Cf. also Clauss 2013. 
15 Followed by a narrow margin by Zeus and Asclepius. See Bayliss 2004, 17, chart 1. Cf. Clauss 2013, 249: “Die 

Erinnerung an Mithras wurde in der Antike weitaus gründlicher getilgt als bei anderen Kulten.” 
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Fig. 1. Mithraea in Rome (map author; adapted from Coarelli 1979, map facing p. 80). 

1. Santo Stefano Rotondo; 2. San Clemente; 3. Via Giovanni Lanza; 4. Via Giuseppe Passalacqua; 

5. Castra Praetoria; 6. Via Firenze; 7. Palazzo Barberini; 8. San Silvestro; 9. San Lorenzo in Damaso; 

10. Crypta Balbi; 11. Domus Augustana; 12. Circus Maximus; 13. Baths of Caracalla; 14. Santa Prisca. 

 

DELIMITING THE EVIDENCE 

In determining which sites to study, the most convenient starting point is Filippo Coarelli’s 

topographical catalogue of Mithraism in Rome, in which he identified a total of forty sites: ten 

Mithraea and thirty other known find-places of Mithraic monuments.16 On the basis of a critical 

                                                           
16 Coarelli 1979, with a map facing p. 80, which is reproduced in Beard et al. 1998, vol. 1, xx–xxi, map 3. (I am 

discounting the marble relief found at Palazzo Primoli, which, Coarelli indicated, belongs to the Egyptian 

gods rather than Mithras; Coarelli 1979, 74, no. 28). The same ten Mithraea are found, along with five others, 

in the list compiled by Manfred Clauss, among whose uncertain Mithraea one should include the Mithraeum 
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re-evaluation of the archaeological and epigraphical evidence, Alison Griffith determined that 

five of Coarelli’s find-places of Mithraic monuments must have represented actual Mithraea.17 

On the other hand, she found that one of Coarelli’s Mithraea was in fact only a possible 

Mithraeum. Among the fourteen Mithraea thus identified by Griffith, there are two whose 

identification remains problematic in my opinion: at the Ospedale San Giovanni, and in the 

Baths of Titus. For a discussion of these two cases, as well as the one in the Vigna Muti, the 

reader is referred to the second appendix at the end of this chapter. Finally, it should be noted 

that since the appearance of Griffith’s dissertation, two additional Mithraea have come to light, 

at Via Giuseppe Passalacqua and at the Crypta Balbi.  

On the basis of archaeological or epigraphical evidence, we can now, therefore, identify 

and locate a total of fourteen Mithraea in Rome.18 Eight are extant and can be visited at San 

Clemente, Santa Prisca, Santo Stefano Rotondo, Crypta Balbi, the Baths of Caracalla, Palazzo 

Barberini, Circus Maximus, and Via Giovanni Lanza.19 Three Mithraea are known only from 

excavation reports; they are located at San Lorenzo in Damaso, at Via Giuseppe Passalacqua, 

and at Via Firenze. On the basis of inscriptions, three more Mithraea are known to have existed 

at San Silvestro, at the Castra Praetoria, and in the Domus Augustana, but these have never been 

                                                           
on the Capitoline hill, which cannot be regarded as “epigrafisch oder archäologisch nachgewiesen”; Clauss 

1992, 16–18; 17 n. 4. 
17 Griffith 1993, nos. 6D; 13D; 14D; 22D; 40D. 
18 I.e. Griffith’s fourteen Mithraea, plus the Mithraea at Via Passalacqua and Crypta Balbi, minus the so-called 

Mithraea at the Baths of Titus and Ospedale San Giovanni. There must, of course, have been many more. 

Based on the number of find-places of Mithraic monuments in Rome (ca. 40) and the number of tauroctony 

reliefs from Rome (ca. 100), and allowing for the fact that one Mithraeum could house multiple tauroctonies 

(both simultaneously and successively), I would estimate that there existed at least 50 Mithraea in Rome. For 

the find-places of Mithraic monuments, see Coarelli 1979. On the number of tauroctony reliefs, see Clauss 

1992, 16; 17 n. 3; cf. Bjørnebye 2014, 72. 
19 I.e. Coarelli’s ten Mithraea, plus the Crypta Balbi Mithraeum, minus the Mithraeum at San Lorenzo in 

Damaso (which cannot be regarded as extant), and minus the so-called Mithraea at Ospedale San Giovanni 

and Vigna Muti.  
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excavated. Another Mithraeum, supposedly destroyed by the urban prefect Gracchus, is known 

exclusively from literary sources. It cannot be linked to any of the archaeologically attested 

Mithraea. As is evident from the map (fig. 1), the known Mithraea appear to be distributed 

evenly throughout the city of Rome. 

 

ANALYSING THE EVIDENCE 

An analysis of the physical end of the Mithraea of Rome is expected to produce interesting 

results, especially considering that archaeological data uncovered outside Rome clearly indicate 

that the destruction of Mithraea may have been a rather common phenomenon in Late 

Antiquity.20 In the modern-day region of Alsace-Lorraine, for example, there are two iconic 

examples of Mithraea that ceased to exist as a result of violent destruction: the Mithraea at 

Sarrebourg and at Koenigshoffen/Strasbourg.21 Each contained an enormous tauroctony relief 

that was pulled down and hacked into more than 300 pieces, while the other cult images were 

broken and scattered. The Sarrebourg Mithraeum, moreover, produced a most bizarre and 

gruesome find: the skeleton of a man in his thirties, lying face down on the base where the 

tauroctony relief had stood, his hands shackled behind his back with an iron chain; a rare 

testament to the human cost of religious violence in Late Antiquity. Given the widespread 

destruction of Mithraea throughout the Roman Empire22, one inevitably wonders whether the 

evidence on Mithraea in the city of Rome, where Christianity is known to have been an 

important factor early on, reflects a similar pattern. 

                                                           
20 See e.g. Sauer 1996. We find violently destroyed Mithraea from Britain (Caernarfon, Housesteads, 

Carrawburgh, Rudchester) to Syria (Doliche, Hawarte). 
21 Sarrebourg (Pons Saravi): CIMRM I, nos. 965–984; Koenigshoffen: CIMRM II, nos. 1335–1375. For the story 

of their destruction, see esp. Sauer 2003, 79–88. 
22 See note 20, above. 
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 For determining whether a Mithraeum in Rome was violently destroyed by Christians, I 

will be using the following criteria:23 

1. The deliberate destruction of Mithraic images, in particular the tauroctony; 

2. Other signs of violent engagement with Mithraic objects, e.g. the scattering of objects; 

3. The wholesale erasure of a Mithraeum, which occurred, for example, when a church was built 

over it. 

 

Signs of violent destruction in the extant Mithraea 

The following observations are based on a thorough review of the evidence, of which the reader 

finds full documentation in the appendix at the end of this chapter. In the Mithraea under the 

churches of San Clemente, Santa Prisca, and Santo Stefano Rotondo, the evidence for violent 

destruction by Christians is unmistakable. As for San Clemente, the altar, decorated with the 

tauroctony scene, was hammered into pieces and parts of it were carried outside the sanctuary, 

which clearly took an inordinate amount of effort. The small statue of Mithras Petrogenitus was 

broken in three and the statues of Cautes and Cautopates had been so thoroughly smashed that 

only a few fragments could be retrieved. The only object found intact was a bust of Sol, who also 

appears in Christian art and may have been perceived as less offensive than other pagan deities. 

The Mithraeum was destroyed in a targeted and laborious way, and it was subsequently built 

over by a church. 

At Santa Prisca, the evidence for religious hatred is even stronger. The doors of the 

Mithraeum were badly damaged. The stucco sculpture group of Mithras killing the bull was 

smashed into pieces and scattered, the head of Mithras removed to the far end of the sanctuary. 

                                                           
23 Cf. Sauer 2003, 38. 
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The opus sectile head of Mithras was taken from the wall and thrown down onto the pavement. 

The statue of Cautes was missing its head – it may have been reduced to unrecognizable chips 

and powder – and the faces of several figures on the walls were mutilated by axe strokes. 

Incidentally, one of the figures whose faces had been cut off was Sol, which demonstrates that 

even he was not always spared. The destruction was thorough and laborious, as evidenced also 

by the fact that the Mithraeum was built over by a church. 

Equally clear is the evidence for iconoclastic destruction at the Mithraeum at Santo 

Stefano Rotondo. The wall-painting of Luna was not damaged, but the stucco tauroctony relief 

that sat next to it was smashed into pieces. The great marble tauroctony relief was broken with 

a huge hammer blow. This was a solid marble slab of one by one and a half metres, six 

centimetres thick, so someone must have used substantial force to destroy it. Even though the 

relief has now been artfully restored, the fracture pattern in the stone (fig. 2) can still be seen 

with the naked eye. A second, smaller tauroctony scene was pulverized and fragments of the 

border and two torchbearers are all that remain. A very tiny tauroctony relief (16.3 x 16.5 x 4 cm) 

was the only bull-killing scene found intact. The fact that the three larger tauroctony scenes 

were all destroyed, suggests that this image was particularly hated and was, therefore, 

specifically targeted. This notion appears to be confirmed by the fact that the other monuments 

in the Mithraeum were not all destroyed, but were instead laboriously scattered throughout the 

sanctuary. It is interesting to note that Isis and Cautopates were both beheaded and the head of 

Isis was placed next to the body of Cautopates, which can perhaps be considered evidence of a 

desire to add insult to injury. To sum up, the destruction at Santo Stefano Rotondo was targeted 

and laborious. Significantly, this Mithraeum was also built over by a church. 
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Fig. 2. Fracture lines in the great marble tauroctony relief of the Mithraeum of Santo Stefano 

Rotondo, indicated in yellow (image author; adapted from Badisches Landesmuseum Karlsruhe 

2013, 250, fig. 158). 

 

 The Mithraea at the Crypta Balbi and the Baths of Caracalla were also destroyed. In the 

case of the Crypta Balbi Mithraeum, the cult objects, including a small tauroctony relief and a 

large crater, were broken into pieces, scattered and used as rubble. In the Baths of Caracalla, the 

marble tauroctony relief had been hacked into pieces and the figure of Mithras in one of the 

niches had his face removed. Likewise, Sol’s head in a relief of Sol and Luna had been completely 

obliterated. Even though no churches were built over these two Mithraea, the fact that their cult 

objects and religious monuments were systematically destroyed, indicates that this must have 

been the work of Christian iconoclasts. 

 The next two Mithraea are remarkable exceptions among the Mithraea of Rome, as they 

do not appear to have been destroyed. At Palazzo Barberini, the grand tauroctony fresco was 

found intact. All cult objects had been removed. At the Circus Maximus, the main tauroctony 
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relief was simply put to the side, face down, and a smaller tauroctony relief was also left 

undamaged. A head of Sol sculpted on a pilaster was found intact. The statues of the torch-

bearers were no longer in their niches; presumably they were removed from the sanctuary when 

it was dismantled. As to why the Mithraea at Palazzo Barberini and at the Circus Maximus were 

not destroyed, the answer probably lies in their specific topography. It is hard to imagine an 

iconoclast foolish enough to attack an imperial building or the home of a powerful Roman 

aristocrat when there were softer targets to be found. 

The Mithraeum at Via Giovanni Lanza, finally, is a peculiar Mithraeum. It was installed 

in a domus from the Constantinian period, which shows that Mithraism still had a following in 

fourth-century Rome. Nevertheless, it is such a strange, make-shift Mithraeum that it makes one 

wonder what considerations guided its construction. It does not display the characteristic shape 

of a Mithraeum, and it is a rather cramped space, completely unsuitable for holding banquets. 

It was newly installed in the late fourth century, later than any other Mithraeum in Rome, yet 

its furnishing consists purely of monuments that were already well over a hundred years old. 

The altar was a reused Ionian capital on top of a base, and instead of the normal pair of 

torchbearers, there were two statues of Cautopates. Cumont drily observed that the Mithraeum 

had not been destroyed.24 Of course, there is no denying that the monuments were found intact. 

One still wonders, though, from where these monuments originated, especially considering that 

the most logical scenario here is to suppose that they came from one or more demolished 

Mithraea. The fact that this little cult room is so abnormal in every way may very well be an 

indication of the kind of harrassment that Mithraism had to face in the fourth century. 

 

                                                           
24 TMMM II 199: “Il n’a pas été détruit.” 
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Signs of violent destruction in the no-longer-extant Mithraea 

When we now turn to the evidence relating to Mithraea of which little or no architectural 

remains survive, it is apparent that in these cases it will be more difficult to retrieve evidence of 

violent destruction. Yet, as we will see, even here some interesting patterns can still be ironed 

out. 

 At San Lorenzo in Damaso, the tauroctony relief was smashed into pieces to such a 

degree that the figure of the god has been almost completely lost, and the head of the statuette 

of Mithras Petrogenitus had been completely obliterated. This shows that the Mithraeum 

almost certainly suffered a violent destruction. According to the latest archaeological insights, 

the Mithraeum was not actually built over by the basilica, but it was located directly in front of 

it.25 Clearly, this position must have still made it a conspicuous target for Christian iconoclasts. 

 The Mithraeum at Via Giuseppe Passalacqua appears to have been destroyed in a 

targeted, thorough and laborious way. Nothing remained of the tauroctony fresco, except one 

torchbearer and traces of a second. This might, of course, be due to accidental damage, but what 

was certainly not an accident is that the whole place was ransacked and its objects mixed with 

rubble and thrown on a pile in the antechamber, with no other apparent purpose than to render 

the Mithraeum inaccessible. No church was ever built over it. 

 The end of the Mithraeum at Via Firenze is difficult to interpret because the evidence is 

very scanty. All that remained of this Mithraeum was the original tauroctony wall-painting; all 

monuments had been removed and not even a fragment was recovered of the stucco tauroctony 

relief that had apparently replaced the painting. For the sake of completeness, it should be 

                                                           
25 See Frommel and Pentiricci 2009, I 270, fig. 4; 171, fig. 92. 
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mentioned that the Mithraeum was situated just outside the apse of the church of San Caio 

(demolished in 1885), and there is, therefore, the possibility that the Mithraeum was destroyed 

and built over by a church.26 As far as we know, however, this church was first built in 1630 by 

the Barberini pope Urban VIII, on what were then believed to be the ruins of the ancient title 

church of Gaius. When it was demolished in 1885, no rigorous archaeological investigation was 

done on this site, so we may never know whether there had in fact been an older church there; 

the ancient titulus Gaii is now generally equated with the church of Santa Susanna, one block 

up Via XX Settembre.27 In order to determine whether the Mithraeum at Via Firenze belongs to 

the select group of Mithraea built over by churches, we should compare it to extant Mithraea. 

When we do this, it becomes immediately apparent that the situation at Via Firenze closely 

resembles that at Palazzo Barberini, where all movable religious objects had been removed from 

the sanctuary, and does not resemble at all what we found at San Clemente, Santa Prisca and 

Santo Stefano Rotondo, where the religious objects were scattered. There is no conclusive 

evidence that Mithraic monuments were targeted, that objects were scattered, or that a church 

was erected over the Mithraeum at Via Firenze. On this basis, it is most plausible that 

Mithraeum of Via Firenze was not destroyed by Christians. 

The Mithraeum near San Silvestro was never excavated and apart from the inscriptions 

none of the Mithraic monuments were recovered, so we cannot be certain whether the 

Mithraeum was destroyed. There is no early Christian basilica in the vicinity, only a small 

                                                           
26 For the location of the Mithraeum at Via Firenze relative to the church of San Caio, cf. Capannari 1886, tav. 

IIII, fig. 3; 1885, tav. I. 
27 Kirsch 1918, 9, 70–74; G. De Spirito, in LTUR I (1993) 214; A. Milella, in LTUR IV (1999) 387–388; cf. also 

Carandini 2013, vol. 1, 466. Carlo Cecchelli, however, was convinced that Santa Susanna and the titulus Gaii 

were two distinct churches, see Armellini and Cecchelli 1942, 1459. 
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diaconia, Santa Maria in Via Lata, which was built into a Roman warehouse. The church of San 

Silvestro was first built in the eight century28 and the convent of Santa Maria Maddalena delle 

Convertite, which occupied the site of the Mithraeum for centuries, was not built until 1520. 

Even though the Mithraeum near San Silvestro has not been excavated, we may surmise, 

therefore, that it was not built over by a church.  

The Mithraeum at the Castra Praetoria must have been destroyed when the castra were 

demolished by Constantine in 312. Its destruction should therefore be regarded as collateral 

damage rather than a case of targeted religious violence. 

At the Domus Augustana, finally, there is no evidence about how the Mithraeum there 

ended. The most plausible scenario is that an early Christian emperor, quite possibly 

Constantine himself, decided that he would not tolerate the presence of a Mithraeum in his own 

palace.  

 To summarize, a preponderance of the evidence points towards a clear pattern of violent 

destruction in as many as half of the known Mithraea in Rome. In fact, there are so many 

indications of wilful acts of damage that it becomes virtually impossible to argue that all these 

documented cases are the product of mere coincidence. How consistent the evidence really is, 

becomes particularly apparent when we compile it into a table; see table 1. 

 

                                                           
28 Krautheimer 1980, 113. 



 THE END OF THE MITHRAEA 29 
 

 

 

Table 1. Termination of the Mithraea of Rome. 

1 = tauroctony targeted for destruction 

2 = objects/fragments scattered 

3 = Mithraeum built over by church 

Location  1 2 3 end       

San Clemente  + + + destroyed by Christians 

Santa Prisca  + + + destroyed by Christians 

Santo Stefano  + + + destroyed by Christians 

San Lorenzo  + + – destroyed by Christians 

Crypta Balbi  +  + – destroyed by Christians 

Baths of Caracalla +  + – destroyed by Christians 

Via Passalacqua  ? + – destroyed by Christians 

Via Lanza  – – – not destroyed, but consisting of salvaged items 

Circus Maximus  – – – not destroyed 

Palazzo Barberini – – – not destroyed 

Via Firenze  ? – – not destroyed 

San Silvestro  ? ? – unknown, no indication that it was destroyed 

Castra Praetoria  ? ? – demolished by Constantine 

Domus Augustana ? ? – most likely dismantled by a Christian emperor 

 

End dates of the Mithraea 

Now that we have established that a significant number of Mithraea in Rome ceased to exist 

through violence, it is imperative that we also determine when this happened. Because 

archaeological data alone cannot provide a decisive answer in every individual case, they will 

be supplemented, where necessary, with topographical and historical data. 

The only Mithraeum for which we can date the end with pinpoint accuracy is the one at 

the Castra Praetoria. It was destroyed by Constantine in 312. After Constantine’s victory over 

Maxentius, the Praetorian Guard was disbanded and its castra were completely torn down. The 

Mithraeum in the Domus Augustana, for which we unfortunately have no archaeological data, 

probably followed in the years after, since it is highly unlikely that, with the rise of Christianity, 

the presence of a Mithraeum would have been tolerated in the imperial palace. 
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As for the other Mithraea, precise dates for their destruction are difficult to establish. 

Even so, when studied comprehensively, a consistent pattern can nonetheless be shown to 

emerge. The destruction of the Mithraea at San Clemente and Santa Prisca occurred in the early 

fifth century, when the modest house churches there were replaced by monumental basilicas. 

The Mithraeum at Santo Stefano Rotondo was destroyed a few decades later, towards the middle 

of the fifth century, shortly before the basilica was built. As for the Mithraeum at San Lorenzo, 

the fragmentary state of the archaeological evidence prevents us from drawing any firm 

conclusions. Whereas it is conceivable that it was destroyed ca. 380, when the basilica was built, 

a later date cannot be excluded. 

The Mithraeum at the Baths of Caracalla appears to have been destroyed by Christians, 

but on the basis of the archaeological evidence we cannot tell when this happened. The 

sanctuary was located in a public building, but it was clearly isolated from the visiting areas of 

the baths and it had its own entrance, which suggests that worshippers came from outside and 

were not just people who worked at the baths. This, plus the fact that it was destroyed, puts the 

Mithraeum in a different category from the one at the Circus Maximus, discussed below. The 

closest parallel for a Mithraeum in a bath complex being destroyed by Christians is found at the 

Terme del Mitra in Ostia. Just like the Mithraeum of the Baths of Caracalla in Rome, it was 

located in the underground service area, close to the water mill. It contained a large sculpture 

group of Mithras killing the bull, now in the local museum. What very few visitors realize when 

they marvel at the fine quality of the sculpture is that, when it was found, the heads of Mithras 

and the bull had been cut off, and so had the arms of the god and the horns, knees, tail and ear 

of the bull.29 The Ostian Mithraeum was destroyed in the late fourth century, when a Christian 

                                                           
29 Sauer 2003, 18; 16, fig. 2. 
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oratory was installed above it. The Mithraeum at the Baths of Caracalla in Rome may have been 

destroyed around that same time, or perhaps a bit later, in the early fifth century, when the 

other Mithraea in the city were destroyed. 

The end of the Mithraeum at the Circus Maximus is particularly difficult to date because 

it was not destroyed. We may, however, find an approximate end date by taking its specific 

topographical context into account. The Mithraeum was located in an imperial building 

connected with the organization of games in the Circus Maximus. The people who worked and 

worshipped there were therefore presumably in the employment of the emperor, and when 

they were instructed, either directly or by means of legislation, to clear this building of all visible 

reminders of paganism, in particular altars and idols, they had no choice but to comply. In 

addition to the fact that an imperial building is perhaps not the most suitable target for 

Christian aggression, an early deconsecration would also explain why the Mithraeum at the 

Circus Maximus was not destroyed by Christians. If the Mithraeum had already been converted 

to secular use before the iconoclastic surge began – as I propose it was – there would be little 

reason to want to destroy it. 

 The destruction of the Mithraeum at Via Giuseppe Passalacqua in all probability took 

place in the early fifth century, as is clear from the find of an oil lamp with the Chi-Rho 

monogram and fragments of a late antique crater in the rubble. The destruction layer in the 

Mithraeum at the Crypta Balbi, which among other things contained fragments of a similar 

crater, has been dated to the middle of the fifth century. 

The Mithraea at San Silvestro, Via Firenze, Palazzo Barberini, and Via Giovanni Lanza 

do not appear to have been destroyed, yet it is still pertinent here to try to establish when they 

were abandoned. The end of the Mithraeum of San Silvestro must postdate the late fourth-
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century inscriptions that were retrieved from it; in other words, it was probably abandoned in 

the early fifth century. The ends of the Mithraea at Via Firenze and Palazzo Barberini are more 

difficult to date. We know for a fact that the domus of the Nummii Albini was still occupied by 

that family in the late fourth century, but we cannot be sure until when they remained pagan. 

In my opinion, the most plausible explanation is that as a result of the wholesale 

christianization of the senatorial aristocracy at the turn of the century, Christian sons who 

inherited the family estates had their fathers’ Mithraea stripped of all cult objects. Alternatively, 

it is conceivable that the houses, and therefore the Mithraea, were simply abandoned – we know 

that by the middle of the fifth century, the eastern part of the Alta Semita belonged to the 

disabitato. This, however, would not explain why all objects were removed from these Mithraea. 

The makeshift Mithraeum at Via Giovanni Lanza, finally, was apparently installed in the fourth 

century and may have continued to exist into the fifth century in closely guarded secrecy, 

undetected in spite of its proximity to the titulus Equitii. 

When we now collect the end dates in a table, it becomes particularly evident that the 

majority of Mithraea of Rome were abandoned or destroyed not in the fourth century, when “les 

dernières luttes religieuses” were supposed to have taken place, but instead at a later point in 

time, that is to say in the early fifth century, when Christians had gained complete control of the 

city; see table 2.30 

 

  

                                                           
30 Precise dates for the final abandonment and/or destruction of the individual Mithraea are difficult to 

establish, because in most cases we only have either a terminus post quem (e.g. pottery in the rubble) or a 

terminus ante quem (e.g. a basilica on top of the rubble). But when we study the Mithraea comprehensively 

as a group, the pattern that emerges appears to be quite consistent. 
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Table 2. End dates of the Mithraea of Rome. 

Location  end date terminus post quem terminus ad quem   

Castra Praetoria  312  defeat of Maxentius destruction of Castra Praetoria 

Domus Augustana 312 or later defeat of Maxentius – 

Circus Maximus  312 or later defeat of Maxentius – 

Baths of Caracalla 4th/5th c. –   – 

San Lorenzo  late 4th c.? –   – 

Santa Prisca  early 5th c. various objects  basilica (ca. 400) 

San Clemente  early 5th c. –   basilica (ca. 410) 

Santo Stefano  early 5th c. (Chonodomarius) basilica (ca. 450) 

Crypta Balbi  early 5th c.  crater   destruction layer (ca. 450) 

Via Passalacqua  early 5th c. crater; oil lamp  – 

San Silvestro  early 5th c. inscriptions  – 

Via Firenze  early 5th c.? –   – 

Palazzo Barberini early 5th c.? –   – 

Via Lanza  5th c.?  –   – 

 

Conclusion 

To summarize, the picture that has emerged is that the end of the Mithraea in Rome happened 

not in a single wave of violence, but in stages. First, in the first half of the fourth century, several 

Mithraea were closed down rather matter-of-factly by Constantine and his successors. This 

happened in case of the Mithraea at the Castra Praetoria, Domus Augustana, and Circus 

Maximus. At this stage, there is no evidence for a systematic programme of destruction aimed 

at obliterating the Mithraea in Rome. In the second half of the fourth century, there are some 

early signs that the coexistence between Christians and Mithraists was not always entirely 

peaceful. For example, the altar in the Mithraeum at San Clemente was suddenly in need of 

repair, and the sculptures that were hidden away in the Mithraeum of Via Giovanni Lanza had 

to be salvaged from other Mithraea. But even at this stage, there is no clear-cut evidence for 

widespread destruction of Mithraea in Rome. Only in the final phase, in the first half of the fifth 
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century, does the collective evidence indicate an actual surge in violence. The Mithraea at Santa 

Prisca and San Clemente were ransacked and filled with rubble, so that churches could be built 

over them, and the Mithraeum at Santo Stefano followed a few decades after. The Mithraea at 

the Crypta Balbi and at Via Giuseppe Passalacqua were also destroyed, but in these cases no 

churches were built over them. The former was converted into a stable; the latter was rendered 

inaccessible by filling its only point of access with rubble. Naturally, the Mithraea in the houses 

of powerful senators, at Via Firenze and Palazzo Barberini, were left in peace. These may have 

continued to exist well into the fifth century, although, with a view to the christianization of the 

senatorial aristocracy, it is perhaps more likely that their own occupants stripped them of their 

cult paraphernalia. As we shall see in the next section, all outward display of Mithraic affiliation 

by even the most powerful senators had come to an end by 390. In all of Rome, there is only a 

single example of a Mithraeum that demonstrably survived the wave of iconoclasm with its 

religious monuments intact: the makeshift Mithraeum at Via Giovanni Lanza. 

 

CONTEXTUALIZING THE EVIDENCE 

Rome’s senatorial aristocracy played a vital role in the final years of Mithraism, and it is only by 

drawing in evidence of Mithraic priests from the senatorial class that we can begin to 

understand the larger patterns underlying the demise of Mithraic worship in Rome. The 

pertinent evidence can be subdivided into three periods that correspond neatly to the different 

stages of Mithraeum destruction recorded above. This chronological match becomes 

particularly evident when we look at the dates of inscriptions recording Roman senators who 

served as Mithraic priests; see table 3. 
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Table 3. Mithraic senators of the fourth century. 

Senators    inscriptions  date    

C. Magius Donatus Severianus31   CIL VI 507  313  

Nonius Victor Olympius32  CIL VI 749–753  357–362  

Aurelius Victor Augentius33  CIL VI 749–753   357–362; 376 

Iunius Postumianus34   CIL VI 2151   4th century 

Agrestius35    CIL VI 47  4th century 

C. Ceionius Rufius Volusianus36  CIL VI 846   4th century 

Publilius Ceionius Caecina Albinus37  CIL VIII 6975  364–367 (Numidia) 

Petronius Apollodorus38    CIL VI 50939  370 

Sextilius Agesilaus Aedesius40  CIL VI 510  376  

    CIL VI 31118  376 

Ulpius Egnatius Faventinus41  CIL VI 504  376 

Anonymous42     AE 1971, no. 35  376 

Tamesius Augentius Olympius43  CIL VI 754  after 376 

Rufius Caeionius Sabinus44  CIL VI 511  377  

Caelius Hilarianus45    CIL VI 500   377 

Sextius Rusticus Iulianus46  AE 1953, no. 237  4th century 

Alfenius Ceionius Iulianus Kamenius47 AE 1953, no. 238   374  

     CIL VI 1675 = 31902 374–380 

     CIL VI 31940  374–380 

     ILS 1264   385 (Antium) 

P. Vettius Agorius Praetextatus48   CIL VI 1778–1779  387; after 384 

                                                           
31 PLRE I, Severianus 9; FS, no. 2326. 
32 PLRE I, Olympius 18; FS, no. 2573. 
33 PLRE I, Augentius 2; FS, no. 788.  
34 PLRE I, Postumianus 4; FS, no. 2120. 
35 PLRE I, Agrestius 1–2; FS, no. 545. 
36 PLRE I, Volusianus 5; FS, no. 1130. 
37 PLRE I, Albinus 8; FS, no. 2857. 
38 PLRE I, Apollodorus; FS, no. 2653. 
39 = IG XIV 1018; IGUR I 129. 
40 PLRE I, Aedesius 7; FS, no. 448. 
41 PLRE I, Faventinus 1; FS, no. 3318. 
42 FS, no. 13. 
43 PLRE I, Augentius 1. 
44 PLRE I, Sabinus 13; FS, no. 999. 
45 PLRE I, Hilarianus 4; FS, no. 1005. 
46 PLRE I, Iulianus 37; FS, no. 3089. 
47 PLRE I, Iulianus 25; FS, no. 1128. 
48 PLRE I, Praetextatus 1; FS, no. 3468. 
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Characteristic for the first stage of anti-paganism (312–357) is a distinct paucity of 

Mithraic inscriptions. In fact, from this period, when Constantine and his successors were 

promoting Christianity at the expense of other religions, we have only one dated inscription by 

a Mithraic senator. It appears that during this first stage, Roman senators were adopting a 

cautious attitude, keeping their heads low, so to speak. Perhaps they hoped or believed that 

Constantinian religious policy was a temporary fashion that would go away by itself.  

 During the second stage (357–390), which is the period when the first physical signs of 

tensions between Christians and Mithraists begin to appear, the involvement of senators in the 

worship of Mithras all of a sudden becomes tremendously strong, and, as witnessed by their 

inscriptions, they identify themselves quite conspicuously as priests of Mithras and other 

mystery gods. The inscriptions provide a particularly valuable context for our archaeological 

data in that they establish that Mithraism was still thriving during this period and had patrons 

among leading citizens of Rome. The question of whether these senators were actually devotees 

of Mithras or merely used religion as a political instrument, is inconsequential. Let us imagine, 

for the sake of argument, that Christianity had already won the hearts and minds of the whole 

Roman populace, and that Mithraic temples were no longer in use. Would ostentatiously styling 

one-self a priest of Mithras not then be utterly senseless and politically ineffective? The fact that 

the senatorial aristocracy used the pagan religions as the linchpin of their re-found identity, 

shows, if nothing else, that the ideas connected with the old religions were still potent and very 

much alive until the last decade of the fourth century.  

This active involvement of senators in the worship of Mithras came to an end ca. 390. 

Praetextatus had died in 384, Kamenius in 385, and Iulianus in 387/8. Caecina Albinus was still 

alive, but appears to have been kept in check by his Christian wife and daughter. We have one 
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final Mithraic inscription from Rome (not by a senator) and dated 391, though it is suspected to 

be a forgery.49 In the third stage (390–450), pagan senators realized that their efforts had led to 

nothing. Anti-pagan policies and legislation had been intensified. Aside from the legal 

ramifications, going against this would have amounted to political suicide, so naturally the 

senators, with their finely honed political instincts, knew better than to keep pressing the point. 

Instead, these last pagans went with the only remaining option – christianization – and 

reluctantly conformed to the new situation. This spelled the end of Mithraism in Rome. Not 

only did Christianity now reign supreme, the Mithraic religion no longer enjoyed the support 

and protection of powerful senators. From this last period onwards, there is not a single new 

Mithraic monument or inscription. If there were any remaining Mithraists, they must have 

operated below the radar, as was apparently the case at the makeshift Mithraeum at Via 

Giovanni Lanza. This is also the time when churches were built at various key positions in the 

city, thus transforming the city’s landscape, and it is hardly a coincidence that at least three 

Mithraea were built over by such churches. It is exactly at this juncture that Mithraea are 

destroyed on a large scale. Nor was this kind of religious violence limited to pagan monuments, 

for in the very same period, synagogues were also being destroyed throughout the empire.50 

Quite significantly, it was precisely in this third stage that the church father Jerome 

wrote a letter to Laeta, daughter of Caecina Albinus, who, as one will recall, was one of the 

Mithraic senators on our list. In his letter, Jerome gives Laeta advice on how to raise her 

daughter in the Christian faith and on how to keep trying to convert her father, who was 

                                                           
49 CIL VI 736 = 30823; Lebegue 1889; Clauss 1992, 17 n. 3: “bei dem auf dem Relief angebrachten Text handelt 

es sich um eine moderne Fälschung”; the assertion that this is “das bisher späteste datierte Mithras-Relief” 

(Clauss 2012, 35) or “the latest known Mithraic monument” (Clauss 2001, 31) is therefore incorrect. 
50 Rutgers 2009, 82: “In the late fourth and early fifth century, attacks on synagogues were not just a recurring 

phenomenon, they also occurred empire-wide, in very different locations.” 
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apparently still alive and pagan in 403. Jerome also brings up the story of how one of Laeta’s 

ancestors on the mother’s side of her family, the urban prefect Gracchus51, had supposedly 

destroyed a Mithraeum and had paraded its idols through the streets.52 Jerome applauded such 

actions, because, according to him, Mithraic images were monstrous things (portentuosa 

simulacra). Whether this curious incident had actually taken place or Jerome simply fabricated 

the story for added effect, we cannot tell. Yet what is interesting about this letter is that at the 

beginning of the fifth century, Jerome felt safe to write and publish it in the first place. Had 

someone dared to send such a message to an aristocratic young lady just a few decades before, 

he would no doubt have felt the full brunt of a senator’s wrath. By 403, however, Christians were 

apparently protected to such an extent that even the most powerful senators opted to ignore 

their jibes. 

Towards the end of the fourth century, the anti-pagan legislation of Christian emperors, 

the growing power of the bishop of Rome, and a new ideology of martyrdom in the Catholic 

Church gradually led to a shift in the religious landscape from pluriformity to a totalitarian 

regime, where one faith was promoted at the expense of others as the ultimate point of 

reference for all questions. While each of these factors contributed to the demise of Mithraism 

in Rome, I submit that the final push that had a crucial and decisive effect, was the 

christianization of the senatorial aristocracy, without whose active support the polytheistic 

religions were destined to be extinguished. As is evident from their inscriptions, Roman 

senators had played a crucial role in the final phase of Mithraism, both financing Mithraea and 

personally leading various congregations. This suggests that the two phenomena – cessation of 

                                                           
51 PLRE I, Gracchus 1; perhaps identical to Furius Maecius Gracchus, PLRE I, Gracchus 3. 
52 Hier. Ep. 107.2. 
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senatorial support and the end of the Mithraea of Rome – were not merely correlated, but that 

there was in fact a causal link. By 400, these senators were either dead, christianized, or bullied 

into silence, and without the patronage of these powerful men, the fate of the Mithraea of Rome 

was sealed.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In the introduction to this chapter, we discussed two different lines of interpretation for the 

religious transformation of late antique society. According to the traditional model, Christians 

defeated pagans in a protracted battle that had as its predictable outcome the triumph of 

Christianity and, as a consequence, the decline and fall of classical civilization. The revisionist 

model, on the other hand, argued that the opposition between pagans and Christians has been 

greatly overstated, and that Roman society in fact transitioned naturally into a new, Christian 

world. The evidence presented in this chapter suggests that neither model is sufficient to 

account for the archaeological data, and that they both fail, therefore, to fully explain the larger 

historical processes reflected by these data. Whereas the traditional model placed too much 

emphasis on active pagan opposition against Christianity and the cultural superiority of 

classical civilization, the revisionist model, by insisting that the process of christianization was 

essentially peaceful and harmonious, is incapable of explaining the clear signs of tensions that 

obviously existed between pagans and Christians.  

At the micro-level of the Mithraea of Rome, the archaeological record has yielded 

incontrovertible evidence that Mithraea in Rome were being violently destroyed by Christians 

in the period of ca. 390–450. The traditional framework of continuous religious struggle cannot 

adequately explain why in the whole Christian era, from Constantine onwards, there was 
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actually only a relatively short and late period of violence against pagans. More specifically, it 

cannot explain why the majority of Mithraea of Rome were abandoned or destroyed not in the 

fourth century, when the great religious struggles were supposed to have taken place, but rather 

in the early fifth century, i.e. at a time when Christians had gained complete control of the city. 

The notion of peaceful transformation, on the other hand, fails to clarify why there was a surge 

of religious violence in the first place. Clearly then, the archaeological evidence calls for a more 

nuanced approach, inducing us to formulate a narrative of events that is capable of 

accommodating and explaining the full complexity of the evidence. 

 In the course of this chapter, we have established that the violent destruction of 

Mithraea in Rome began as soon as the active involvement of the senatorial aristocracy in 

Mithraic worship had ended. It stands to reason, therefore, that up until that time, there had 

existed a balance of power between Christians and pagans, in which their relationship was not 

necessarily harmonious, but neither party stood to gain from an escalation of violence. The fact 

that the emperor was Christian, and Rome’s senatorial aristocracy was still overwhelmingly 

pagan, meant that Christians were in fact a privileged group but not actually all-powerful. This 

situation changed as a result of the wholesale depaganization of the senatorial aristocracy by 

the end of the fourth century. No longer protected by the leading citizens of Rome, Mithraea 

soon became the targets of Christian iconoclasts, who were eager to fortify their religious 

identity by seeking to eradicate anything that was not Christian. The process of polarization was 

intensified further by the rantings of anti-pagan church fathers such as Jerome, for whom the 

destruction of pagan sanctuaries was considered both a natural by-product of and a glorious 

means of achieving the complete christianization of the city and the world. In the fourth 

century, pagans and Christians did not always get along, but they had a common understanding 
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that they would not attack one another. Yet, when the senatorial aristocracy was christianized, 

the balance of power shifted irrevocably, and Christians were now free to attack and destroy the 

remaining Mithraea in order to completely rid the city of the last traces of paganism. This subtle 

narrative that has emerged from the data of the Mithraea of Rome has the great advantage of 

explaining, on the one hand, why in the fourth century, there was no open conflict between 

pagans and Christians, and, on the other, why in the fifth century, Christian responses to the 

remnants of the pagan past tended to be far from amicable. 
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APPENDIX A: CATALOGUE OF THE MITHRAEA OF ROME 

In order to properly evaluate the archaeology of the Mithraea vis-à-vis the notion of peaceful 

transition from classical to Christian Antiquity, it is necessary here to present a summary of the 

relevant archaeological data relating to the Mithraea in Rome. Each lemma will include: 1. a 

synopsis of technical data; 2. a brief description of the archaeological context; 3. a summary of 

archaeological evidence; 4. observations concerning the dates of the Mithraea (beginning and 

end); and 5. bibliography, limited to one or two key publications followed by references to 

TMMM, CIMRM, Coarelli 1979, Griffith 1993, LTUR, Moormann 2011, and Carandini 2013 (or 

FUR). The Mithraea are presented in topographical order. 

 

Santo Stefano Rotondo (Castra Peregrina) 

1. Regio II Caeliomontium. Extant. Dimensions: 10 x 4.5 m (phase I); 10 x 9.5 m (phase II). In use: 

late second century, until early fifth century. Discovered: 1969. 

2. The Mithraeum was built into the barracks of the Castra Peregrina, which housed Roman 

soldiers detached from the provincial armies for special service. The camp was still in use in 357, 

when Chonodomarius, the defeated king of the Alemanni, was sent there to waste away as a 

prisoner.53 

3. The Mithraeum has two podia. The ceiling, presumably vaulted, was demolished when the 

foundations for the church of Santo Stefano Rotondo were laid. Like the Mithraea at San 

Clemente and Santa Prisca, this Mithraeum had been filled with rubble. A wall-painting of Luna 

was found intact and there are faint traces of a corresponding wall-painting of Sol. All that 

remains of a great stucco tauroctony relief, are a preliminary sketch scratched into the plaster 

                                                           
53 Amm. 16.12.66. 
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of the cult niche and some scattered fragments, including a miraculously preserved gilded head 

of Mithras. A large marble tauroctony relief was found broken into pieces by a forceful blow 

with a heavy, blunt instrument. It has been carefully restored, and it is a truly magnificent work 

of art, preserving much of the original guilding and polychromy. The excavators found 

fragments of another, small tauroctony relief with two torchbearers, but its central characters, 

Mithras and bull, were missing. A fourth, tiny tauroctony relief was found intact. On one of the 

podia lay a headless statue of Cautopates with a disembodied head of Isis next to it. Other 

monuments were found more or less intact, scattered across the sanctuary: an inscribed statue 

of Mithras Petrogenitus, a statuette of Mithras Petrogenitus, a statuette of Telesphorus, 

inscribed altars and other dedications. A dedication by the temple custodian of the command 

area of the Castra Peregrina, Aurelius Bassinus, firmly establishes the link between Mithraeum 

and castra.54 

4. On stylistic grounds as well as on the basis of the inscriptions, the founding of the Mithraeum 

can be dated to ca. 180.55 The Mithraeum was nearly doubled in size when it was renovated 

towards the end of the third century, which indicates that it apparently had a thriving 

community at the time. Numismatic and dendrochronological evidence suggests that the 

church was built in the 450s and early 460s.56 This provides a terminus ante quem of ca. 450 for 

the end of the Mithraeum. 

5. Lissi Caronna 1986. Coarelli 1979, 70, no. 2; Griffith 1993, 26–31, no. 1D; E. Lissi Caronna, in 

LTUR I (1993) 251; Moormann 2011, 164–165. Cf. Carandini 2013, II tav. f.t. 26. 

                                                           
54 AE 1980, no. 48. 
55 Lissi Caronna 1986, 45. 
56 The church of Santo Stefano Rotondo was dedicated but not built by pope Simplicius (468–483); LP 48: 

“Hic dedicavit basilicam S. Stefani in Celio monte.” A chestnut tree felled in 451 was used for the architraves, 

see Valeriani 2003, 2032 n.11. Cf. Brandenburg 2004, 204, who dates the building to the early 460s. 
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San Clemente 

1. Regio III Isis et Serapis.57 Extant. Dimensions: 9.6 x 6 m. In use: late second or early third 

century, until early fifth century, when the basilica was built.58 Discovered: 1867. 

2. The Mithraeum was built into the cryptoporticus of a domus of the late Flavian period. There 

is no evidence to suggest that the house belonged to an official of either the Ludi or the Moneta. 

3. The Mithraeum has two podia and a vaulted ceiling. It was walled up and filled in to serve as 

the foundation for the fifth-century basilica of San Clemente. An inscribed altar with tauroctony 

scene was found broken into pieces, partly inside the sanctuary, partly outside. It shows traces 

of having been repaired before it was finally broken. A small statue of Mithras Petrogenitus was 

found with horizontal breaks below the neck and knees. Its lower arms are lost; they presumably 

held sword and torch. There were statue fragments of Cautes and Cautopates, and there was 

also an inscribed cippus dedicated to Cautes. A bust of Sol was found intact except for the tip of 

his nose. 

4. On the basis of the style of the Corinthian capitals in the antechamber, the installation of the 

Mithraeum can be dated to the late second or early third century. The building of the apse for 

the basilica in the early fifth century provides a terminus ante quem for the end of the 

Mithraeum, because that is when it was filled in to serve as part of the foundation for the 

basilica. As Irma Della Giovampaola has noted with a subtle use of litotes, up to that time the 

Christian house church and the Mithraeum had coexisted, even if not in an altogether peaceful 

manner.59 

                                                           
57 Incorrectly attributed to Regio II by Della Giovampaola. 
58 For the date of the basilica, see Guidobaldi 1978, 86; 1992, 276. 
59 Della Giovampaola 1996, 258: “Dunque per un certo periodo di tempo il luogo di culto cristiano ed il mitreo 

coesistettero, anche se no in modo del tutto pacifico.” 
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5. Guidobaldi 1992. TMMM II 105, no. 64; 203–206, no. 19, fig. 30–32; CIMRM I, no. 338–348; fig. 

95, 96a, b, 97. Coarelli 1979, 70, no. 3; Griffith 1993, 45–62, no. 5D; I. Della Giovampaola, in LTUR 

III (1996) 257–259; Moormann 2011, 166. Cf. Carandini 2013, II tav. 116; tav. f.t. 20. 

 

Via Giovanni Lanza 128 

1. Regio V Esquiliae.60 Extant. Dimensions: 2.70 x 2.20 m.61 In use: late fourth century, until fifth 

century? Discovered: 1883. 

2. The Mithraeum at Via Giovanni Lanza (formerly Via dello Statuto) is situated 20 metres east 

of the apse of San Martino ai Monti. It was a tiny Mithraeum, built into the cellar of a reasonably 

affluent domus from the Constantinian period. The room is far too small for ritual banqueting. 

It could be accessed only from the garden by descending a flight of stairs. In the garden stood a 

small Iseum.62  

3. This is an unusually small Mithraeum with a vaulted ceiling but no podia. The excavator, Carlo 

Lodovico Visconti, called it “un mitrèo di ripiego” (“a makeshift Mithraeum”). The altar 

consisted of a reused Ionian capital placed upside down on top of a square base. A small 

tauroctony relief was found intact except for a clean horizontal break. There was also a statue 

of Cautopates, lower right arm lost, and another statue of Cautopates, right arm and head lost.  

4. On stylistic grounds, the tauroctony relief can be dated to ca. 200, the one Cautopates statue 

is late second century, and the other is early third. In other words, the monuments are 

considerably older than the Constantinian domus in which they were found. The curious re-use 

                                                           
60 Attributed to Regio III by Coarelli, but it appears to be east of the district line. 
61 Gallo has the correct measurements; Vermaseren’s length of 3.70 m is an obvious typographical error. 
62 The Iseum is referred to as a ‘lararium’ in older literature; it has been positively identified as an Iseum by 

Serena Ensoli. 
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of monuments is probably best explained in the context of the so-called pagan revival of the 

second half of the fourth century. There is no indication of when the Mithraeum was finally 

abandoned. 

5. Visconti 1885; tav. III, V; Gallo 1979b; fig. 1–8; for the sculptures, see also: S. Ensoli, in Ensoli/La 

Rocca 2000, 524–525, nos. 161–163. TMMM II 199–200, no. 15, fig. 25; CIMRM I, nos. 356–359; fig. 

102–104; Coarelli 1979, 71, no. 5; Griffith 1993, 67–71, no. 7D; J. Calzini Gysens, in LTUR III (1996) 

260–261. Cf. FUR, tav. 23. 

 

Via Giuseppe Luigi Passalacqua 

1. Regio V Esquiliae.63 No longer extant. Dimensions: 5.95 x 3.75 m. In use: late second century, 

until early fifth century. Discovered: 1928.64 

2. The Mithraeum was located in a building on the main road that runs west-southwest into the 

city from Porta Praenestina, now Via Statilia.65 In Late Antiquity, this was a sparsely populated 

green area within the walls. 

3. This was a very small Mithraeum, with a single podium along half of the right wall and with a 

vaulted ceiling that had almost completely collapsed. On the rear wall there was a wall-painting 

of Cautopates and perhaps also a trace of Cautes. In between, where one would expect to find 

the tauroctony, no trace of painting was found. The antechamber of the Mithraeum was filled 

with rubble, making the sanctuary inaccessible. Most of the objects found, were among this 

                                                           
63 Incorrectly attributed to Regio II by Calzini Gysens. 
64 The Mithraeum was excavated in 1928, but no report was published until seven decades later, when Gloria 

Bellelli discovered four pages of summary notes, sketches, and a plan of the Mithraeum in the archives of the 

Soprintendenza. 
65 Cf. Vacca 1594, 44, no. 115 [114]: “Appresso di essa vi fu scoperta una strada selciata, e molto spaziosa, e vidi 

che si partiva da porta Maggiore, ed andava a S. Gio. Laterano”; FUR, tav. 13; Carandini 2013, II tav. f.t. 22. 
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rubble. A particularly interesting find was a large glazed crater, broken into pieces, with plastic 

decoration depicting several Labours of Hercules. Fragments of a similar crater were found in 

the Crypta Balbi Mithraeum, but the specimen from Via Giuseppe Passalacqua is better 

preserved. It is definitely late antique and probably dates from the mid to late fourth century.  

4. Among the non-Mithraic objects found in the rubble was a fragmentary oil lamp decorated 

with the Chi-Rho monogram.66 These lamps were popular in the late fourth and early fifth 

century, which puts the end of the Mithraeum around 400.67 

5. Bellelli/Messineo 1994; J. Calzini Gysens, in LTUR III (1996) 259–260; Moormann 2011, 166. 

 

Castra Praetoria 

1. Regio VI Alta Semita. No longer extant. Dimensions: unknown. In use: late second century, 

until early fourth century. No architectural remains discovered thus far. 

2. This Mithraeum was located in the Castra Praetoria, the barracks of the imperial guards. 

3. The evidence for the existence of this Mithraeum consists of three items. A fragment of a 

double-sided Mithraic relief was found in the castra in 1902; one side depicts the tauroctony 

scene, only the left part of which is preserved, and the other side shows Mithras dining with Sol. 

A statue of a torchbearer was found in the castra in 1882; its head, arms and feet were lost. And 

last but not least, an interesting inscription was found outside the city wall at only a short 

distance from the castra.68 It records how Quintus Pompeius Primigenius, an otherwise 

                                                           
66 Another oil lamp with Chi-Rho monogram was found in the rubble of the Santa Prisca Mithraeum, 

Vermaseren and Van Essen 1965, 360, no. 214; pl. LXXXVI.2. 
67 Bellelli postulated an end around the middle of the fourth century; I do not see a reason for such an early 

date. 
68 CIL VI 738; TMMM II 100, no. 37; CIMRM I (II), no. 626. 
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unknown father and priest of this place (pater et sacerdos huius loci)69, had built the sanctuary 

(sacrarium) and paid for a statue of the god.70 The inscription is dedicated for the health and 

return of Septimius Severus, Caracalla and Geta, and of the cohortes praetoriae. This last element 

clearly establishes the link between the Mithraeum and the Castra Praetoria.  

4. On the basis of the inscription, we know that the Mithraeum already existed in 198–202, when 

Septimius Severus was away on military campaign. Constantine completely destroyed the 

Castra Praetoria when he conquered Rome in 312, which provides the end date for the 

Mithraeum. 

5. TMMM II 100, no. 37; 197, no. 12; CIMRM I, nos. 397–398; 235–236, no. 626; Coarelli 1979, 73, 

no. 21; Griffith 1993, 85–88, no. 14D. 

 

Via Firenze (Domus of the Nummii Albini) 

1. Regio VI Alta Semita. No longer extant. Dimensions: not given.71 In use: late second or early 

third century, until early fifth century? Discovered: 1885. 

2. The Mithraeum was discovered underneath Via Firenze in 1885 during the construction of the 

Ministero della Guerra, now Ministero della Difesa. It was located in one of five underground 

vaulted rooms that were surrounded on three sides by a cryptoporticus, in a domus on the 

ancient Alta Semita. The domus has been identified as the property of the Nummii Albini on the 

basis of inscriptions. 

                                                           
69 Cf. the Castra Peregrina, where Aurelius Sabinus was identified as pater huius loci; AE 1980, nos. 49 and 50. 
70 Cf. FS, no. 2761. 
71 According to Capannari’s plan (tav. IIII, fig. 3), the Mithraeum measured approximately 12 x 5 m, which is 

a normal size for a Mithraeum. 
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3. The Mithraeum had a single podium and a vaulted ceiling. The actual podium was not found 

back, but its existence is demonstrated by the fact that the mosaic pavement stopped one meter 

before the long northeastern wall.72 On one of the walls was a colourful tauroctony wall-

painting, found coated with a new layer of white plaster, in which traces were found of a 

preliminary sketch for a stucco tauroctony relief.73 Nails had been driven into the wall to support 

the weight of the relief, not a single fragment of which was found. When the plaster was carefully 

removed, the tauroctony fresco appeared. Unfortunately, the fresco could not be salvaged in its 

entirety, but the head of Mithras and the figures of the two torchbearers, undamaged by the 

pickaxe and nails, were detached by the Commissione archeologica municipale and sent to the 

Capitoline Museums for preservation.74 One can only hope that some trace of these 

extraordinary pieces may one day be rediscovered. No photo or drawing of the painting was 

ever published, but it was reported to be of good quality.75 

4. Alessandro Capannari dated the style of the fresco to ca. 200. Later on, it appears to have been 

replaced by a stucco relief. It is unclear when the Mithraeum ended, but the house appears to 

have remained in the possession of the Nummii Albini throughout the fourth century. 

                                                           
72 See also Capannari 1886, tav. IIII, fig. 2, which shows where the mosaic floor stops. 
73 Capannari indicates the north-eastern wall, but surely he meant north-western. The short, north-western 

wall is where one would expect to find the tauroctony scene, whereas the long, north-eastern wall is a 

completely unsuitable place: it has three windows and the one podium ran along it, so that the celebrants 

would be lying with their feet against the tauroctony fresco if it were placed there. Moreover, the fresco is 

nowhere to be seen in Capannari’s drawings of the north-eastern (tav. IIII, fig. 1) and south-eastern (tav. IIII, 

fig. 2) walls, so it must have been on the north-western wall. 
74 Capannari 1886, 24; Visconti 1886, 415; I have found no mention of the fate of the paintings since they arrived 

at the museum. Alessandro Capannari sadly passed away on 24 December 1886, otherwise he could have seen 

to it that the paintings were treated with the care that they deserved. 
75 Capannari 1886, 22 notes that “il dipinto è condotto con non poca cura”; Visconti 1886, 415, however, calls 

its style mediocre. 
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5. Capannari 1886; tav. IIII. TMMM II 197, no. 11; CIMRM I, nos. 386–388; Coarelli 1979, 72, no. 18; 

Griffith 1993, 82–84, no. 13D; J. Calzini Gysens, in LTUR III (1996) 262; Moormann 2011, 167. Cf. 

Carandini 2013, II tav. f.t. 10. 

 

Palazzo Barberini 

1. Regio VI Alta Semita. Extant. Dimensions 11.83+ x 6.25 m (not the entire length has been 

excavated). In use: late second century, until fifth century? Discovered: 1936. 

2. The Mithraeum was installed in the westernmost of three underground rooms belonging to a 

mid-first-century domus, presumably as part of a cryptoporticus. The domus was located in the 

wealthy residential area flanking the Alta Semita (now Via del Quirinale – Via XX Settembre). It 

may have belonged to the domus of the exceedingly wealthy Alfenius Ceionius Iulianus 

Kamenius, parts of which have been excavated in the gardens of Palazzo Barberini; the 

Mithraeum sits just north of its porticus. Archaeologically, however, the Mithraeum has not 

been confirmed to be part of the same domus. 

3. The Mithraeum has two podia and a vaulted ceiling. The tauroctony wall-painting with 

Mithraic side scenes on either side was found intact in the cult niche. Walled into the small 

projecting elevation beside the right podium, in front of the cult niche, is a small inscribed 

marble base. No movable objects were found in the Mithraeum. 

4. The Mithraeum was installed in the second half of the second century. In the Severan period, 

the left podium was enlarged and a number of large pilasters were constructed on top of it. The 

style of the fresco dates from the second quarter of the third century.76 There is no indication of 

how long the Mithraeum remained in use. 

                                                           
76 Meyboom 1982. 
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5. Gatti/Annibaldi 1943–45. CIMRM I, nos. 389–395; fig. 111; Coarelli 1979, 72, no. 17; Griffith 1993, 

77–81, no. 12D; J. Calzini Gysens, in LTUR III (1996) 263–264; Moormann 2011, 164. Cf. Carandini 

2013, II tav. 189a; tav. f.t. 10. 

 

San Silvestro 

1. Regio VII Via Lata. No longer extant. Dimensions: unknown. In use: fourth century, until early 

fifth century? Discovered: 15th century. 

2. The Mithraeum has not been rediscovered by archaeologists, but it appears to have been 

located between the Via Lata (now Corso Vittorio Emanuele) and the western end of Piazza San 

Silvestro in Capite, where Palazzo Marignoli now stands. 

3. The evidence for the existence of this Mithraeum is a group of inscribed altars and bases 

dating from the second half of the fourth century. These inscriptions are significant, because 

they demonstrate that Mithraism was still very much alive at this time and, what is more, that 

it was actively supported by the leading citizens of Rome. Furthermore, they give an interesting 

insight into the workings of Mithraism. Six inscriptions are formulaic in character, each 

recording the consul year, the names of the Mithraic fathers, and what Mithraic ranks these 

fathers conferred on what dates. In the first five inscriptions, a vir clarissimus by the name of 

Nonius Victor Olympius was pater patrum, “father of fathers”, while his son Aurelius Victor 

Augentius was pater, “father”. Please note that Nonius Victor’s second son, “Aurelius Victor 

Olympius”, who appears in PLRE, is a mere phantom, a careless conflation of Aurelius Victor 

Augentius and Nonius Victor Olympius.77 The last inscription, from 376, was dedicated by 

                                                           
77 PLRE I, Olympius 17 (misreading CIL VI 752); ibid. stemma 22; cf. Cameron 2011, 143, who repeats the 

mistake. 
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Augentius alone, now pater patrum, who conferred the rank of hierocorax on his son, 

Aemilianus Corfo Olympius, thirty years after he himself had been initiated into the Mithraic 

mysteries. It is a small miracle that we find as many as six of the seven Mithraic ranks preserved 

in this small sample of inscriptions: hierocoracica, cryphios, leontica, persica, heliaca, and 

patrica.78 And finally, there is an inscription of an entirely different nature. It is inscribed on a 

block of stone found while laying the foundation for Palazzo Marignoli in 1867. The block is 

unusually wide, because the back contains a row of seven niches, corresponding to the number 

of Mithraic grades. On the front is a verse inscription, written in a tabula ansata. It 

commemorates how the Mithraeum had been founded by the grandfather, Victor (i.e. Nonius 

Victor Olympius), and renovated by the grandson: Tamesius Augentius Olympius.79 The fact 

that the grandson is said to be an heir, suggests that his father, Aurelius Victor Augentius, had 

passed away. 

4. The Mithraeum was first built by Nonius Victor Olympius, probably before 347 (when his son 

was initiated). The dated inscriptions, ranging from 357 to 376, show a vibrant congregation in 

which all the different Mithraic ranks were represented. The last inscription recalls a rebuilding 

of the Mithraeum, most likely in the last quarter of the fourth century, after the death of Aurelius 

Victor Augentius. 

5. Gallo 1979a; fig. 1–5. CIL VI 749–754; TMMM II 92–95, nos. 7–13; 196, no. 9; CIMRM I, nos. 399–

406; Coarelli 1979, 73, no. 22; Griffith 1993, 102–106, no. 22D; J. Calzini Gysens, in LTUR III (1996) 

264–265. Cf. FUR, tav. 15. 

 

                                                           
78 The rank of cryphius (veiled one) is to be equated with that of nymphus (bridegroom) recorded in the 

dipinti at Santa Prisca. 
79 CIL VI 754; TMMM II 94–95, no. 13; CIMRM I, no. 406, who curiously omits the name Olympii. 
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San Lorenzo in Damaso 

1. Regio IX Circus Flaminius. No longer extant. Dimensions: unknown. In use: third century, 

possibly until late fourth century?80 Discovered: 1937. 

2. Remnants of this Mithraeum were found underneath the guards lodge of the Palazzo della 

Cancelleria. Its architecture was almost completely destroyed by the construction of the palazzo 

at the end of the 15th century. The sanctuary was located in a building just east of the stabula of 

the Factio Prasina, the circus faction of the Greens, which pope Damasus tore down to build his 

basilica.81 

3. There is not a trace of podia or a vaulted ceiling. The remains of a coarse mosaic floor and 

parts of two brick walls are insufficient to reconstruct a floorplan. The excavators reported 

seeing a fragment of a wall painting with stars and moon crescents. The lower part of a 

tauroctony relief was found, broken into pieces, the figure of the god almost entirely destroyed. 

A statuette of Mithras Petrogenitus was found, but its head had been completely obliterated. 

There was also a statuette of Cautopates, arms lost, head broken off and found back elsewhere.82 

The corresponding statue of Cautes was not retrieved. A marble slab gives the name of the man 

who built and dedicated the cave: a Mithraic father called Proficentius.83 He also dedicated a 

round altar.84 Fragments of two more inscriptions were found. One was dated to the year when 

                                                           
80 For the date of the basilica, see Frommel and Pentiricci 2009, 233. Based on the lack of fourth-century finds, 

Pentiricci posited that the Mithraeum did not continue to exist beyond the third century; ibid., 186. However, 

given the fact that the stratigraphy of the site was completely compromised, this argument is not compelling. 
81 For the Stabula, see F. Coarelli, in LTUR IV (1999) 339–340; cf. also Carandini 2013, I 514, 523. 
82 For a photo of the statuette with its head reattached, see Nogara and Magi 1949, fig. 7. 
83 AE 1950, no. 199; CIMRM I, no. 423. 
84 AE 1937, no. 231 (Aebutius, line 1, corrected in AE 1949, no. 172); CIMRM I, no. 422; cf. FS, no. 447. 
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Maximus was consul, presumably L. Valerius Poplicola Balbinus Maximus, cos. 253.85 The other 

was was a dedication to the Unconquered (i.e. Mithras).86 

4. The inscriptions appear to date from the third century. The founding of the basilica has 

traditionally been ascribed to pope Damasus (pont. 366–384), and numismatic and ceramic 

evidence confirms that it was built in the last quarter of the fourth century. In this instance, 

however, the construction of the basilica cannot provide a firm terminus ante quem for the end 

of the Mithraeum, because the church was not actually built over Mithraeum. 

5. Nogara/Magi 1949; for a plan of remains of the sanctuary, see Royo 1984, fig. 17. CIMRM I, nos. 

421–428; fig. 117, 118; Coarelli 1979, 74, no. 27; Griffith 1993, 107–109, no. 23D. J. Calzini Gysens, in 

LTUR III (1996) 266; Moormann 2011, 167. Cf. Carandini 2013, II tav. f.t. 13.  

 

Crypta Balbi 

1. Regio IX Circus Flaminius. Extant. Dimensions: unpublished.87 In use: late second century, 

until early fifth century. Discovered: 2000. 

2. The Mithraeum was built into an insula from the period of Trajan, located just outside the 

exedra of the Crypta Balbi. 

3. The Mithraeum had two podia and a vaulted ceiling. There is no trace of a large tauroctony 

scene, but a small tauroctony relief was broken into pieces and used as rubble in a wall. Only 

the top half has been found back, on which we immediately recognize the familiar scene in the 

                                                           
85 AE 1950, no. 200; CIMRM I, no. 424. 
86 AE 1950, no. 201; CIMRM I, no. 425. 
87 Lorenzo Bianchi gives tentative dimensions of ca. 25 x 12 m, which would make it the largest Mithraeum in 

Rome (Bianchi 2004, 62); cf. also the anonymous author in EJMS who gives the dimensions 31.5 x 12 m, 

http://www.uhu.es/ejms/CryptaBalbi/Balbi.htm. As one can see on the detailed plans published by Mario 

Ricci, however, it cannot have measured more than ca. 14 x 7 m. See Ricci 2004a, 157–165, fig. 1–5; 2004b, 231–

241, fig. 1–6.  
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cave: Mithras killing the bull, the raven watching, and in the corners the figures of Sol (top left) 

and Luna (top right).88 Particularly noteworthy among the objects found in the fifth-century 

destruction layer are fragments of a glazed crater with plastic decoration, one of which depicts 

a female figure, perhaps Victoria. Similar craters have been found in the Mithraeum at Via 

Giuseppe Passalacqua and in the Mitreo delle Sette Porte in Ostia, as well as in the Villa of 

Maxentius on the Via Appia and at an undisclosed location in Rome.89 

4. The Mithraeum was first built at the end of the second century and underwent renovations 

at the end of the third and beginning of the fourth century. The glazed crater probably dates 

from the mid to late fourth century. In the middle of the fifth century, the Mithraeum was 

destroyed and its cult furnishings were broken into pieces. Fragments of the tauroctony relief 

were used as rubble in a wall. The aisle between the podia was filled with rubble to create a level 

floor, and the room was subsequently used as a stable. This mid-fifth-century destruction layer 

provides the terminus ad quem for the end of the Mithraeum. 

5. For some prelimary notes, see Ricci 2004a; 2004b; for a detailed discussion of the pottery 

finds, see Saguì 2004a; 2004b; on the floors, see Del Vecchio et al. 2005; on the wall decoration, 

see Moormann 2011, 168. Cf. Carandini 2013, II tav. f.t. 19. 

 

                                                           
88 Ricci 2004b, 238, fig. 10 (b/w ph.). 
89 The crater from the Villa of Maxentius was first erroneously ascribed to the Domus Augustana, corrected 

by Saguì 2004b, 277, N.B. According to Mazzuccato, it dates from the 9th (!) century, e.g. O. Mazzuccato, in 

Ensoli and La Rocca 2000, 504–506, no. 128, but this should be rejected, see Saguì 2004a, 172; 2004b, 256. 
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Domus Augustana 

1. Regio X Palatium. No longer extant. Dimensions: unknown. In use: early third century, 

probably until early fourth century. No architectural remains discovered thus far. 

2. This Mithraeum was in the imperial palace on the Palatine. It has not been found. 

3. The sole evidence for its existence is an inscription found in Trastevere near the Ponte Emilio 

(not in situ):90 

D(is) M(anibus) | L(ucius) Septimius Auggg(ustorum) lib(ertus) Archelaus91 | pater et 

sacerdos Invicti | Mithrae domus Augustanae | fecit sibi et Cosiae Primitivae | coniugi bene 

merenti libertis liberta|busque posterisq(ue) eorum. 

For the divine spirits. Lucius Septimius Archelaus, freedman of the (three) Augusti, 

father and priest of the Unconquered Mithras of the Domus Augustana, made this for 

himself and for his well-deserving wife Cosia Primitiva and for his freedmen and 

freedwomen and for their descendants. 

 

As noted by Cumont, this inscription is remarkable, inasmuch as it signals a worship of Mithras 

in the imperial household.92 

4. Archelaus was a freedman of Septimius Severus, Caracalla, and Geta, which means that the 

inscription must date from 209–211 or later. 

5. TMMM II 100, no. 35; CIMRM I, no. 511; Coarelli 1979, 75, no. 38 (find-spot of the inscription, 

not location of the Mithraeum!); Griffith 1993, 160–161, no. 40D; J. Calzini Gysens, in LTUR III 

(1996) 266. 

 

                                                           
90 CIL VI 2271; TMMM II 100, no. 35; CIMRM I, no. 511. 
91 The cognomen Archelaus was erroneously omitted by Cumont and by Vermaseren. 
92 TMMM II 100: “Cette inscription est remarquable, en ce qu’elle signale un culte de Mithra dans la familia 

imperiale.” 
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Circus Maximus 

1. Regio XI Circus Maximus. Extant. Dimensions: unpublished.93 In use: late third century, until 

fifth century? Discovered: 1931. 

2. The Mithraeum was located across the street from the short end of the Circus Maximus, in an 

imperial building that was in all likelihood associated with the organization of games.  

3. The Mithraeum has two podia, and it had a vaulted ceiling, now lost. The great tauroctony 

relief was found intact, face down on the floor. Only the tip of Mithras’ nose was missing. On the 

border above the relief is an inscription.94 A second, much smaller tauroctony relief was also 

found intact. Among the other finds were a marble serpent’s head, a fragment of a small relief 

with Cautes, and a marble pilaster, broken in two, with a head of Sol at the top end. There were 

also several fragmentary inscribed dedications, and one complete one. 

On either side of the first arch is a niche with a statue base, where the torch-bearers once stood, 

but the statues were not found back. Finally, there were a number of other finds, including a 

statuette of Minerva and two bases for Venus statuettes, but according to the excavator, these 

could not be attributed with certainty to the Mithraeum. 

4. The brickwork of the walls added to create the Mithraeum is dated to the second half of the 

third century. There is no indication of when the Mithraeum was abandoned. 

5. Colini 1931; Pietrangeli 1940. CIMRM I, nos. 434–455, fig. 120–121; Coarelli 1979, 74, no. 31; 

Griffith 1993, 124–130, no. 31D; A.M. Ramieri, in LTUR III (1996) 266–267; Moormann 2011, 166. Cf. 

Carandini 2013, II tav. 177; tav. f.t. 25. 

 

                                                           
93 As seen in Pietrangeli’s map, the sanctuary, from entrance up to cult aedicula, measures approximately 10.5 

x 9.5 m. 
94 AE 1933, no. 96; CIMRM I, no. 436, who incorrectly prints Ti(tus) instead of Ti(berius). 
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Baths of Caracalla 

1. Regio XII Piscina Publica. Extant. Dimensions: 23 x 9.7 m. In use: third century, until early fifth 

century? Discovered: 1912. 

2. The Mithraeum was built into the subterranean service area at the western edge of the baths, 

near the water mill. It had its own entrance on the Via Antoniniana and could be closed off from 

the service area by means of a door or gate. 

3. The Mithraeum has two podia and a vaulted ceiling. The marble tauroctony relief that once 

stood against the back wall was almost completely destroyed; only fragments of it remain. In 

one of the niches there was a wall painting of Mithras holding a solar disc.95 His face has been 

cut away, but we can still recognize him by his characteristic Phrygian hat. A relief was found of 

Sol (curly hair and radiate crown). There is a gaping hole in the relief where his face used to be. 

Other finds include pieces of roughly worked stone, perhaps a sculpture of the birth-giving rock? 

In the antechamber of the Mithraeum, a cippus was found with Greek inscriptions on the front 

and back.96 In a small room connected with the antechamber, a marble statue of Venus 

Anadyomene was found broken, her head missing. As one of the planetary gods, she may well 

have belonged to the sanctuary; a mosaic representation of Venus Anadyomene can be seen on 

the left podium in the Mitreo delle Sette Porte in Ostia. 

4. The baths were built between 212–216, but it is not clear exactly when the Mithraeum was 

installed. Nor is it clear when it was terminated. 

                                                           
95 Cf. Moormann 2011, 165–166: “Some suggest that the man should be a torchbearer, dadophoros, an 

identification that might fit better considering his secondary position on the side wall.” From an 

iconographic point of view, however, this suggestion is problematic, because the figure does not show the 

defining characteristics of a torchbearer (i.e. crossed legs and a torch). 
96 IGUR I 194; CIMRM I (II), no. 463. 
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5. Ghislanzoni 1912. CIMRM I, nos. 457–463; fig. 124–127; Coarelli 1979, 74, no. 32; Griffith 1993, 

144–148, no. 34D; M. Piranomonte, in LTUR III (1996) 267–268; Moormann 2011, 165–166. Cf. 

Carandini 2013, II tav. f.t. 31. 

 

Santa Prisca 

1. Regio XIII Aventinus. Extant. Dimensions: 11.25 x 4.20 m (phase I); 17.50 x 4.20 m (phase II). In 

use: late second century, until early fifth century, when the basilica was built.97 Discovered: 1934. 

2. The Mithraeum was built into a late Trajanic cryptoporticus belonging to a domus first built 

in the late Flavian period. It was situated in a wealthy district, close to the Baths of Licinius Sura. 

On the basis of an inscription found nearby, Vermaseren and Van Essen argued that the building 

might even have belonged to the privata Traiani, Trajan’s private residence.98  

3. The Mithraeum has two podia and a vaulted ceiling. It was walled up and filled in to serve as 

the foundation for the fifth-century basilica of Santa Prisca. The Mithraeum was located just 

outside the apse of the church. Its doors were badly damaged in Antiquity. In front of the cult 

niche, three pieces were found of a marble slab with an inscription for the Unconquered Sun 

God Mithras. The right wall of the Mithraeum shows a procession of figures representing the 

seven Mithraic grades, labeled with dipinti.99 On the left wall is a procession of Mithraic lions, 

whose faces had been mutilated with an axe.100 Next to this is a painting of Mithras and Sol 

dining together, where the head of Sol had been damaged by the stroke of an axe.101 The stucco 

                                                           
97 For the date of the basilica, see Vermaseren and Van Essen 1965, 115–116. 
98 Vermaseren and Van Essen 1965, 14–18. 
99 For the Latin texts, see Vermaseren and Van Essen 1965, 155–160; cf. CIMRM I, no. 480, where Luna and 

Mercury had erroneously exchanged places. Fragmentary traces of nearly identical dipinti were found in the 

lower layer of paintings, see Vermaseren and Van Essen 1965, 168–169. 
100 Vermaseren and Van Essen 1965) 148–150; axe marks seen in nos. 1, 2, 3, 8. 
101 Vermaseren and Van Essen 1965, 150, no. 9b. 
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sculpture group of Mithras Tauroctonus and Oceanus in the cult niche was found broken into 

pieces and scattered. The head of Mithras was found all the way at the other end of the 

Mithraeum, behind the niche of Cautes.102 In front of this niche, a marble statue of Cautes was 

found, but its head was missing.103 The corresponding statue of Cautopates was not found back 

at all. In one of the side rooms of the Mithraeum, a head of Mithras (or Sol) in finely carved opus 

sectile was found largely complete, although some fragments were scattered and others lost 

when it was thrown down.104 

4. On the basis of their style, the earliest paintings in the Mithraeum have been dated to ca. 195, 

which puts the installation of the Mithraeum at the beginning of the Severan period. The 

sanctuary was enlarged in ca. 220, probably a sign that it had a thriving community. The many 

finds (glass, pottery, etc.) are entirely consistent with a continuous use of the Mithraeum until 

the beginning of the fifth century, when it was filled up with earth and debris to serve as a 

foundation for the basilica.105 

5. Vermaseren/Van Essen 1965. CIMRM I, nos. 476–500; fig. 129–143; II 29; fig. 250; Coarelli 1979, 

75, no. 37; Griffith 1993, 131–138, no. 32D; M. Andreussi, in LTUR III (1996) 268–269; Moormann 

2011, 165. Cf. Carandini 2013, II tav. 168; tav. f.t. 30. 

 

 

  

                                                           
102 Vermaseren and Van Essen 1965, 129. 
103 CIMRM I, no. 477; Vermaseren and Van Essen 1965, 341, no. 19. 
104 Vermaseren and Van Essen 1965, 442, no. 27; pl. XXXVI–XXXVII; cf. Carandini 2013, I fig. 149 (colour ph.). 
105 Vermaseren and Van Essen 1965, 43, who note that “the entire 150 cubic metres of sand did not produce 

one single item later than the 4th or at the latest the beginning of the 5th century.” 
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APPENDIX B: THREE SPURIOUS MITHRAEA IN ROME 

Among the Mithraea identified by Coarelli106 and by Griffith107, there are three cases where the 

identification as a Mithraeum remains uncertain: Vigna Muti, Ospedale San Giovanni, and the 

Baths of Titus. I shall now explain my reasons for doubting or rejecting these three so-called 

Mithraea. 

 As for the Vigna Muti, the Roman sculptor and antiquarian Flaminio Vacca (1538–1605) 

wrote in his memoirs that a lion-headed idol and a relief of the same figure had been found in a 

room in the vigna of Orazio Muti, which was across the street from San Vitale.108 Griffith decided 

that this was only possibly a Mithraeum, because she thought that none of the monuments 

found was Mithraic. Contrary to Griffith, I consider the leontocephaline god, commonly 

referred to as Aion, to be quite specifically Mithraic. His role in Mithraism has been discussed 

at length by Howard Jackson (apparently overlooked by Griffith), and again, more recently, by 

Raffaella Bortolin.109 Still, the little information that we have about the find context of these 

sculptures does not support the identification as a Mithraeum. All we know is that they were 

found “in una stanza vota con la porta rimurata”. Griffith interpreted this as a vaulted room, i.e. 

possibly a Mithraeum, but there is good reason to argue that we are rather dealing here with an 

empty room (vota = vuota). This seriously weakens the case for a Mithraeum at this site, and so, 

having followed a different line of reasoning, we must come to the same conclusion as Griffith, 

that this is only a possible Mithraeum. 

                                                           
106 Coarelli 1979. 
107 Griffith 1993. 
108 See esp. Vacca 1594, 44–45, nos. 117–118 [116–117]; cf. J. Calzini Gysens, in LTUR III (1996) 262–263; CIMRM 

I, nos. 381–383; Coarelli 1979, 72, no. 14; Griffith 1993, 89–91, no. 15P. Cf. FUR, tav. 16. 
109 Jackson 1985; Bortolin 2004; 2012. 
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As for the Ospedale San Giovanni, we know that during construction work there in the 

1960s, a room was found with a rectangular floor plan with podia on three sides.110 In the absence 

of Mithraic monuments or inscriptions, the identification hinged on the interpretation of faint 

traces of a fragmentary wall-painting as a tauroctony scene. The excavator thought that she 

recognized the head of a youth with curly brown hair and a halo, his right arm held high and his 

left leg bent on a dark mass, oozing vermilion drops towards the ground. Unfortunately, no-one 

else appears to have seen this, and none of it can be made out in the published photographs. 111 

In short, there is simply not enough evidence to warrant the identification of this room as a 

Mithraeum. 

Finally, the purported Mithraeum at the Baths of Titus. As rumour has it, a Mithraeum 

was discovered in the ‘Casa di Tito’ near the Colosseum.112 The site was never excavated or even 

described, and the sole piece of evidence that we have for its existence are rather clumsy 

reproductions of a tauroctony wall-painting that was supposed to have been seen there. While 

there are different versions of the drawing in different collections113, they all seem to trace back 

to the artist Francesco Bartoli (ca. 1675–1730), son of Pietro Santi Bartoli (1635–1700). The 

pioneer of ancient Roman topography, Rodolfo Lanciani (1845–1929), made a bold attempt to 

piece together the archaeological context from various snippets of information. Using the 

evidence available to him, Lanciani tentatively associated the fresco with a group of 

underground rooms discovered in 1668 and described by Pietro Santi Bartoli as being located in 

                                                           
110 See esp. Santa Maria Scrinari 1979; cf. J. Calzini Gysens, in LTUR III (1996) 261–262; Coarelli 1979, 71, no. 11; 

Griffith 1993, 39–41, no. 3D. 
111 Santa Maria Scrinari 1979, fig. 4 and 6. 
112 See esp. Lanciani 1895; cf. J. Calzini Gysens in LTUR III (1996) 260; CIMRM I (II), no. 337; fig. 94; Coarelli 

1979, 70–71, no. 4; Griffith 1993, 63–66, no. 6D. 
113 Topham Collection at Eton (Eton II, no. 19); Windsor Castle Library (inv. 11405 = Codex Nettuno 156); 

Holkham Hall (Holk. II, no. 36); Turnbull 1740, 175–176 and pl. 9. 
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the ruins of the ‘Casa di Tito’ at a distance of 250 palmi (ca. 55 m) from the western side of the 

Colosseum. Lanciani took this to mean 55 metres from the eastern side of the Colosseum, i.e. in 

the Baths of Titus.114 

There are, however, two problems regarding the location of this Mithraeum. First of all, 

the reported location of the fresco cannot be taken at face value, because, as Thomas Ashby 

(1874–1931) already noted, “Francesco Bartoli’s statements as to the locality to which the 

paintings belonged [are not] by any means always trustworthy.”115 Second, Lanciani’s floor plan 

of the underground rooms is misleading. The dimensions of the rooms were actually 23 x 23 

palmi (ca. 5 x 5 m), but for some reason Lanciani decided to draw them not as squares but as 

rectangles with the proportions of a Mithraeum.116 All in all, there is no confirmation that there 

was ever a Mithraeum in the underground rooms of the ‘Casa di Tito’.  

An even bigger problem concerns the fact that the very authenticity of the painting must 

be called into question because of its many iconographic anomalies.117 In the drawings (e.g. fig. 

3), Mithras is adorned with a diadem and radiate nimbus instead of his usual Phrygian cap, and 

he is facing forward rather than away from the bull, which is quite uncommon. The bull is 

rearing up on its hind legs and is made to look like a sea creature, with fin-like hooves but 

without the characteristic fishtail of a sea-bull. The serpent is slithering in the wrong place, near 

the bull’s hind quarter, and in the wrong direction, away from where the bull is stabbed. The 

dog and Cautopates are absent, Cautes is nude, which is highly unusual, and the Sun is where 

                                                           
114 Lanciani 1895, 175.  
115 Ashby 1914, 5, who gives specific examples of locations given by Bartoli that were shown to be incorrect. 
116 Lanciani 1895, 176; cf. Caylus 1757, fig. 1.  
117 Adolph Michaelis already regarded the composition as modern, but Thomas Ashby remained convinced 

of its genuineness, because there existed several copies, see Ashby 1914, 19, no. 19. The drawing at Eton may 

well be a genuine Bartoli, but this certainly does not make it a faithful reproduction of an ancient tauroctony 

fresco. 
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the Moon should be, top right instead of top left. In the Eton, Holkham and Turnbull drawings, 

there is also a river-god, but in the Codex Nettuno he is absent. With regard to the archaeological 

value of Bartoli’s drawings in general, Ashby remarked that “Francesco Bartoli’s veracity is by 

no means of suspicion” and “he cannot be trusted for colours, nor even for details, which he 

often varied arbitrarily for reasons of his own.”118 As a result, we have no way of reconstructing 

what Bartoli saw or where he saw it. Since neither the location nor the authenticity of the wall-

painting could be ascertained, we cannot reasonably conclude that there was an actual 

Mithraeum at the Baths of Titus. 

 

 

Fig. 3. Tauroctony painting, purportedly seen at the ‘Casa di Tito’ (Turnbull 1740, pl. 9). 

                                                           
118 Ashby 1914, 3. 



  

 

CHAPTER TWO 

THE CONVERSION OF TEMPLES IN ROME 

 

Abstract 

The conversion of temples into churches has traditionally been explained as a symbol of Christian 

triumph over pagan religions. This viewpoint has been called into question by modern scholars who 

maintain that temple conversions were driven primarily by pragmatic motivations. This chapter 

puts both these perspectives to the test by examining the temple conversions in the city of Rome. 

Furthermore, it addresses the question of what temple conversions can tell us about Christian 

attitudes towards paganism in Late Antiquity and in the Early Middle Ages. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In the field of Late Antiquity, there is an ongoing debate as to whether the end of Antiquity was 

brought about by a clash of religions or by peaceful transformation. The archaeology of temple 

conversions is especially pertinent to this discussion, because it can yield valuable insights into 

the motivations of those who converted temples into churches. Thus, it can provide evidence 

for the existence of a general effort to demolish the pagan past, or, alternatively, for a gradual 

and essentially non-destructive metamorphosis into a new, Christian world. 

Ever since Edward Gibbon’s vivid account of the destruction of the Serapeum in 

Alexandria at the hands of Christians, scholars have tended to view the conversions of temples 

into churches as clear manifestations of an intolerant Church wishing to express its triumph 
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over paganism.1 The first scholar to study this phenomenon on the basis of the surviving 

archaeological evidence was Friedrich Wilhelm Deichmann (1903–1993), who, in his classic 

treatment of this subject, compiled a long list of temples converted into churches throughout 

the empire, which led him to the conclusion that the transformation of ancient sanctuaries was 

the symbol of what he called the ecclesia triumphans.2  

More recently, students of temple conversion have attempted to downplay the 

ideological aspect of the phenomenon, emphasizing instead pragmatic motivations and a 

general inclination towards reusing buildings and building materials. For example, Jan Vaes, 

who studied the Christian reutilization of the buildings of Classical Antiquity, concluded that 

temple reuse was motivated primarily by practical considerations, specifically the high quality 

of the techniques and materials used in the building of ancient temples.3 

In the following pages, I propose to examine the temple conversions in Rome vis-à-vis 

the competing notions of triumphalism and pragmatism. This particular focus is worthwhile for 

several reasons. First of all, the conversion of temples is likely to bring new insights to the 

ongoing debate as to whether the end of Antiquity was brought about by a clash of religions or 

by peaceful transformation.4 Secondly, the case of Rome is particularly promising, since this city 

witnessed more temple conversions than any other, covering a chronological range from the 

seventh to the twelfth century.5 Finally, the study of temple conversions also ties into a long-

                                                           
1 Gibbon 1776–1788, vol. 3, ch. 28. On temple conversion, see Deichmann 1939; Trombley 1993; Sauer 2003. On 

temple destruction, see Fowden 1978; Sauer 2003; Saradi 2006. On desacralization of religious space and 

objects, see Caseau 2001. On the seizure of temple estates and the redistribution of temple wealth, see Lenski 

2016, 167–178. 
2 Deichmann 1982, 65 = 1939, 114: “Die Wandlung des antiken Heiligtums ist das Symbol der Ecclesia 

triumphans.” 
3 Vaes 1990, 23; see also Vaes 1986. 
4 Cf. Deligiannakis 2011, 323. 
5 The situation in Rome was the subject of a very short article, Niederer 1953, who presented an incomplete 

list of temple conversions in Rome and offered no explanation for the phenomenon. 
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standing debate concerning the Christianization of space in late antique Rome. Regarding the 

construction of the Lateran basilica on the very edge of the city, Richard Krautheimer famously 

held that the Roman city centre was initially avoided to spare the sensibilities of the pagan 

aristocracy.6 More recently, however, scholars such as Hugo Brandenburg have preferred to 

attribute the same phenomenon to a lack of space in the city centre.7 Addressing a similar issue, 

the discussion of temple conversions in Rome is expected to shed light on such matters as well. 

In what follows, I will therefore revisit the temple conversions of Rome, individually and as a 

group. 

 

THE EVIDENCE 

There are altogether eleven known temple conversion sites in Rome, at the churches of San 

Bartolomeo all’Isola, San Basilio, San Lorenzo in Miranda, Santa Maria dei Martiri, Santa Maria 

de Secundicerio, San Nicola in Carcere, San Nicola dei Cesarini, San Sebastiano al Palatino, 

Santo Stefano delle Carrozze, Sant’Urbano alla Caffarella, and the oratory of Saints Peter and 

Paul (now Santa Francesca Romana). As is apparent from the map printed below, they are 

located in the ancient city centre, except Sant’Urbano, which is on the Via Appia. In addition, 

we know of three Mithraea in Rome that were built over by churches, at San Clemente, Santa 

Prisca, and Santo Stefano Rotondo, all situated well outside the city centre. These Mithraea have 

traditionally been included in the temple conversions in Rome, but, as I intend to show below, 

they in fact form a distinct group chronologically, architecturally, topographically, and 

conceptually.  

                                                           
6 Krautheimer 1983, 28–29. 
7 Brandenburg 2005, 36. 
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Map of converted temples and Mithraea in Rome (map author). 

Converted temples (grey façade) Converted Mithraea (black triangle) 

1.  Santa Maria dei Martiri 1.  Santa Prisca 

2. San Nicola dei Cesarini 2.  Santo Stefano Rotondo 

3.  San Basilio 3.  San Clemente 

4.  San Lorenzo in Miranda 

5.  Sancti Petrus et Paulus 

6.  San Sebastiano al Palatino 

7.  Santo Stefano delle Carrozze 

8.  Santa Maria de Secundicerio 

9.  San Bartolomeo all’Isola 

10. San Nicola in Carcere 

11.  Sant’Urbano alla Caffarella 



 THE CONVERSION OF TEMPLES 69 
 

 

 

In order to evaluate whether the conversion of temples in Rome was driven primarily by 

ideology or by pragmatic considerations, we will place the phenomenon in a wider historical 

context by contrasting the new construction of churches with the conversion of existing public 

buildings into churches. For a fuller discussion of the temple conversion sites themselves, the 

reader is referred to the literature cited in the notes. 

 

The Construction of Great Basilica Churches and Titular Churches (312–499 AD) 

In the fourth and fifth century, there were no conversions of temples in Rome at all. Instead, all 

the evidence that we have, points to the new construction of churches on a monumental scale. 

The fourth century saw the building of four major basilica churches, all of which were built from 

scratch: the Lateran basilica, St Peter’s, the Liberian basilica, and St Paul’s.8 Furthermore, about 

twenty-five titular churches were established all over the city in the same period and continuing 

into the fifth century.9 They include the following tituli: Aemilianae (Santi Quattro Coronati), 

Anastasiae (Sant’Anastasia), Apostolorum (San Pietro in Vincoli), Caeciliae (Santa Cecilia), 

Chrysogoni (San Crisogono), Clementis (San Clemente), Crescentianae (San Sisto Vecchio), 

Cyriaci (once in the Baths of Diocletian)10, Damasi (San Lorenzo in Damaso), Equitii (Santi 

Silvestro e Martino ai Monti), Eusebii (Sant’Eusebio), Fasciolae (Santi Nereo e Achilleo)11, Gaii 

(Santa Susanna), Iulii (Santa Maria in Trastevere), Lucinae (San Lorenzo in Lucina), Marcelli 

                                                           
8 One odd exception to this pattern is the church of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme. Rather than being built 

from scratch, it was installed in the imperial Sessorian Palace to house a relic of the cross; cf. Brandenburg 

2005, 103–108. 
9 A synod of 499 lists 29 tituli. Of these, four are either possible duplications – Byzantis (=Pammachii?) and 

Laurentii (=Damasi?) – or are unknown – Matthaei (perhaps the lost church of San Matteo in Merulana?) 

and Romani. See Kirsch 1918; cf. Reekmans 1989, 867. On the endowment of these churches, see Hillner 2006; 

2007; Bowes 2008, 65–71.  
10 Cf. Carandini 2013, tav. f.t. 10. 
11 The titulus Fasciolae was evidently situated immediately northwest of the current church of Santi Nereo e 

Achilleo; see Pavolini 1999. 
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(San Marcello al Corso), Marci (San Marco), Nicomedis (Santi Marcellino e Pietro)12, Pammachii 

(Santi Giovanni e Paolo), Praxedis (Santa Prassede), Priscae (Santa Prisca), Pudentis (Santa 

Pudenziana), Sabinae (Santa Sabina), Tigridae (Santa Balbina), and Vestinae (San Vitale). 

Whereas some of these tituli are assumed to have begun as inconspicuous house churches, it 

would appear that by 400 AD, most of them were reconstructed or newly built in the shape of a 

basilica absidata, echoing the architecture of the great basilicas, albeit on a more modest scale.13 

For example, the churches of Santa Prisca and San Clemente are generally believed to have been 

founded in the fourth century, but in each case we see the new construction of a large apsed 

hall at the beginning of the fifth century. Santa Sabina on the Aventine hill provides a good 

impression of what such a fifth-century basilica church might have looked like. It should be 

immediately apparent even to the untrained eye that, for all its variations, a basilica absidata is 

an imposing and easily recognizable monumental building that is emphatically not a Roman 

temple. The construction of these churches infused the urban landscape with new, Christian 

focal points, effectively transforming Rome into a city with a much more conspicuous Christian 

presence than before.14 

Unsurprisingly, the building of all these monumental churches throughout the city went 

hand in hand with an ever increasing repression of paganism.15 The final blow was dealt in 392, 

when all forms of pagan ritual, including sacrifice, were officially outlawed by the emperor 

                                                           
12 A structure found southwest of the current church of Santi Marcellino e Pietro is now tentatively identified 

as the titulus Marcellini et Petri (=Nicomedis); cf. Carandini 2013, tav. f.t. 27. 
13 Apsed basilicas are visible or documented at 16 of the titular churches; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. f.t. 10, 14, 15, 

18, 20, 24, 25, 26, 27, 31. Furthermore, archaeological evidence permits the reconstruction of basilica churches 

at four tituli: Damasi, Gaii, Lucinae, Priscae; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. f.t. 9, 10, 13, 30; CBCR 4: pl. XV. No evidence 

for the presence of an apsed basilica has as yet been found at the following five tituli: Equitii, Eusebii, 

Fasciolae, Marcelli, Praxedis; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. f.t. 14, 15, 16, 20, 31. 
14 On the Christianization of the topography of Rome, see Curran 2000; Spera 2013. 
15 See Chuvin 1990. 
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Theodosius under the penalty of death.16 As a result, temples were stripped of their altars and 

cult idols. But interestingly enough, in Rome, the temple buildings themselves were left alone, 

unlike in many places in the East.17 In the fifth century, there were still no conversions of temples 

in Rome.  

What is perhaps most remarkable about the non-destruction of temples is that it stands 

in stark contrast to known instances of the destruction of Mithraea. Of particular interest for 

the present inquiry are three large Mithraea that were arduously destroyed, filled with rubble 

and built over by churches: Santa Prisca (ca. 400)18, San Clemente (ca. 410)19, and Santo Stefano 

Rotondo (ca. 450).20 One striking feature of their ‘conversion’ is that, until these Mithraea were 

rediscovered by archaeologists, there were no visible clues attesting to their presence. They had 

been completely erased.21 

Viewed against the background of the city-wide building of new churches, the fact that 

three such churches were built on top of Mithraea must be understood to be highly ideological 

in nature. Quite tellingly, the cult rooms of the Mithraea were not reused in any way except to 

form part of the foundation of the new churches.22 Instead, the building of churches on these 

                                                           
16 CTh 16.10.12. 
17 For the situation in the East, see Fowden 1978; Hahn, Emmel, and Gotter 2008. 
18 On the Mithraeum, see: Andreussi 1996, 268–269; Coarelli 2007, 341–344; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. 168; tav. f.t. 

30. On the church: CBCR 3: 260–276; HKR 3: 629–649; Zanotti 1999, 162–163; Pensabene 2015, 573–576. 
19 On the Mithraeum, see: Della Giovampaola 1996, 257–259; Claridge 2010, 319–323; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. 

116; tav. f.t. 20. On the church, see CBCR 1: 117–136; HKR 1: 541–586; Guidobaldi 1993, 278–279; Webb 2001, 87–

92; Claussen 2002, 299–347; Pensabene 2015, 208–216; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. 122. 
20 On the Mithraeum, see: Lissi Caronna 1993, 251; Claridge 2010, 345–347; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. f.t. 26. On 

the church, see CBCR 4: 199–240; HKR 3: 943–979; Brandenburg 1999, 373–377; Webb 2001, 96–98; Pensabene 

2015, 273–282; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. 144. 
21 See Schuddeboom 2016.  
22 This is all the more remarkable when we take into account that church builders actually went to the trouble 

of quarrying underground chambers from the foundations of the converted temples at San Basilio, San 

Bartolomeo, and Sant’Urbano; cf. also Santa Maria in Cosmedin, where a crypt was quarried from the podium 

of the Ara Maxima of Hercules. In the case of the Mithraea, the desire to erase these pagan cult rooms was 

evidently greater than the practical advantage of retaining them as underground chambers. 
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sites physically erased these particular remnants of the pagan past and overwrote them with a 

conspicuous Christian presence. Remarkably, we find no such acts of complete destruction in 

the former temples of Rome, either in this period or in the next. 

 

The Conversion of Temples and Other Public Buildings into Churches (500–1200 AD) 

In the sixth century, the foundation of new basilicas and titular churches came to a grinding 

halt. The last great basilica to be built from scratch was that of Santi Apostoli Filippo e Giacomo 

(556–561)23, founded shortly after the close of the Gothic War, but this appears to have been an 

exception. A comparison of the synod lists of 499 and 595 shows that in the meantime no new 

titular churches were founded at all.24 Instead, we see a marked shift towards the foundation of 

smaller non-titular churches and diaconiae.25 At the same time, we find the first instances of 

public buildings being converted into churches.26 The common pattern appears to be that from 

500 onwards, the Church built wherever it could, to the extent that it could afford to do so. 

In about 527, the rectangular hall in the southern corner of Vespasian’s Forum Pacis and 

the connected round hall on the Via Sacra (the so-called ‘Temple of Romulus’) were converted 

by pope Felix IV (526–530) into the church of Santi Cosma e Damiano.27 The nave of the church 

occupies the southern half of the hall, while the large apse protrudes into the northern half, and 

the early fourth-century rotunda with its ancient bronze doors – spolia from an older building 

                                                           
23 Later dedicated to all twelve apostles: Santi Dodici Apostoli. 
24 Kirsch 1918. 
25 For an overview, see Guidobaldi 2001. 
26 S. Andrea Catabarbara (468–483) is sometimes mentioned as the first conversion of a public building into 

a church, see e.g. ODP, s.v. Simplicius. However, the so-called basilica of Junius Bassus, into which the church 

was built, was actually the lavishly decorated reception hall of a private domus; see Cecchelli 1993, 39; 

Guidobaldi 1995, 69–70; Brandenburg 2005, 218–219. 
27 On the ancient buildings, see Papi 1999, 210–212; Coarelli 2007, 89–91; Claridge 2010, 113–115, 173; cf. 

Carandini 2013, tav. 100b; tav. f.t. 19. On the church, see CBCR 1: 137–143; HKR 1: 586–603; Episcopo 1993, 324–

325; Tucci 2001; Webb 2001, 126–129; Claussen 2002, 360–385; Pensabene 2015, 314–318. 
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– was retained as the entrance hall of the church. The architecture of both the rectangular hall 

and the rotunda was left intact, including the main entrance, which does not line up with the 

nave of the church but sits at an angle.28 Even though the rectangular hall was never used as a 

temple and the function of the rotunda is still a matter of debate, this early conversion of ancient 

buildings into a church may be viewed as a precursor to the conversions of temples in Rome.29  

There are several more examples of secular buildings being converted into churches, for 

example Santa Maria Antiqua in the guard-house next to the ramp to the Palatine (565–578)30, 

Sant’Adriano in the Senate House (ca. 630)31, Sant’Angelo in Pescheria in the Porticus Octaviae 

(755 or 770)32, and Santa Barbara dei Librai in the Theatre of Pompey (11th century).33 

The first conversion of an actual temple in Rome was that of the Pantheon into the 

church of Santa Maria dei Martiri (ca. 609).34 According to tradition, the Byzantine emperor 

Phocas gave this ancient temple to pope Boniface IV.35 Quite unlike the Mithraea discussed 

above, the conversion of the Pantheon is an example of the comprehensive takeover of a temple 

                                                           
28 Webb presents an inaccurate floorplan. 
29 Deichmann mistakenly believed that the rectangular hall was a sanctuary of the Lares, hence the inclusion 

of this building in his catalogue of temple conversions; Deichmann 1982, 85–86 = 1939, 134–135, no. 80. 
30 On the ancient building, see Coarelli 2007, 77–78; Claridge 2010, 95–98; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. 48; tav. f.t. 

19. On the church, see CBCR 2: 249–268; HKR 2: 433–469; Zanotti 1996, 214–216; Webb 2001, 112–122; Pensabene 

2015, 355–357. 
31 On the ancient building, see Tortorici 1993, 332–334; Coarelli 2007, 57–58; Claridge 2010, 71–75. On the 

church, see Episcopo 1996, 8–9; Claussen 2002, 20–38; Pensabene 2015, 350–354. Technically speaking, the 

Senate House was a templum, see Talbert 1984, 113. Regardless, I do not consider its conversion to be an 

example of temple conversion, because it is highly doubtful that anyone living in the seventh century would 

have recognized it as such. 
32 On the ancient building, see Viscogliosi 1999, 141–145; Coarelli 2007, 271–272; Claridge 2010, 253–256. On 

the church see HKR 1: 384–391; Webb 2001, 165–166; Claussen 2002, 78–82; Pensabene 2015, 329–330. 
33 On the ancient building, see Gros 1999, 35–38; Coarelli 2007, 283; Claridge 2010, 239–241; Pensabene 2015, 

324–326. On the church see HKR 1: 433–435. 
34 On the temple, see Ziolkowki 1999, 54–61; Coarelli 2007, 286–289; Claridge 2010, 226–232; cf. Carandini 

2013, tav. 276; tav. f.t. 14. On the church, see HKR 2: 654–688; De Blaauw 1994; Tommasi 1996, 218; Webb 2001, 

149–151; Pensabene 2015, 323–324. 
35 LP 69. 
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with minimal changes to its architecture. There are four more cases in Rome where an entire 

temple building was converted into a church: San Lorenzo in Miranda on the Via Sacra, Santa 

Maria de Secundicerio and Santo Stefano delle Carrozze in the Forum Boarium, and 

Sant’Urbano alla Caffarella on the Via Appia. San Lorenzo in Miranda was built into the remains 

of the temple of Antoninus and Faustina, leaving the cella walls and the ten monumental 

columns intact.36 Even though there are no firm archaeological data for the date of conversion, 

and although the first documentary evidence for the existence of a monastic church on this site 

dates from 1074, it is generally assumed that the temple was converted in the seventh or eighth 

century.37 In the Forum Boarium, the temple of the harbour god Portunus was converted into 

the church of Santa Maria de Secundicerio by a certain Stephanus, secundicerius of pope John 

VIII (872–882).38 The church occupied the whole cella, windows were cut into the cella walls, 

and at some time during the Middle Ages the intercolumniations of the colonnade in front were 

walled up. In 1925, these modifications were reversed, giving the temple its present appearance. 

The nearby round temple of Hercules Victor was converted into the church of Santo Stefano 

delle Carrozze at an unknown date.39 One of the twenty columns is missing, and the roof and top 

                                                           
36 On the temple, see Cassatella 1993, 46–47; Coarelli 2007, 92–93; Claridge 2010, 111–112; cf. Carandini 2013, 

tav. 103; tav. f.t. 19. On the church, see HKR 2: 282–284; Coates-Stephens 1997, 218–219; Mondini 2010, 311–316; 

Pensabene 2015, 309. The grooves in the columns are thought to have been carved to fix ropes in an attempt 

to pull down the building in Late Antiquity, see Coarelli 2007, 93. 
37 See Platner and Ashby 1926, 14; HKR 2: 282; Cassatella 1993, 46; Claridge 2010, 111. The good state of 

preservation of the columns and of the greater part of the cella walls seems to support this idea of an early 

conversion. Some scholars, however, have cautiously opted for a mid-eleventh-century conversion, e.g. 

Coates-Stephens 1997, 218; Bayliss 2004, 128.  
38 On the temple, see Buzzetti 1999, 153–154; Coarelli 2007, 316; Claridge 2010, 285–286; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. 

172; tav. f.t. 19. On the church, see HKR 3: 301–306; Coates-Stephens 1997, 216–217; Webb 2001, 178–181. On the 

medieval name of the church, see Osborne 1988. Since the 15th century, the church has been known as Santa 

Maria Egiziaca. 
39 On the temple, see Coarelli 1996b, 22–23; Claridge 2010, 287–288; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. 174a; tav. f.t. 25. On 

the church, see HKR 3: 939–942. If the temple was converted in the eighth or ninth century, that would 

account for its good state of preservation. The church of St Stephen is first mentioned, however, in 1140 in a 

papal bull of Innocent II (1130–1143). It was later dubbed Santo Stefano delle Carrozze (“St Stephen of the 
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part of the cella wall had to be restored in the twelfth century, but the building has otherwise 

survived the ages virtually intact. The church of Sant’Urbano alla Caffarella was built into the 

cella of the temple of Ceres and Faustina in the second half of the ninth century.40 This temple, 

too, was converted in its entirety. 

In addition, there were also churches whose architectural origins as pagan temples were 

considerably less conspicuous, since these temples were already in a severely dilapidated state 

when churches were finally built into them. The church of San Nicola dei Cesarini was built into 

the northernmost of the four republican temples, that of Juturna, in Largo Argentina in the 

eighth or ninth century.41 It occupied the cella and northern colonnade of the temple, which 

was apparently in a state of disrepair. The intercolumniations of the northern colonnade were 

built up to create a new wall instead of the northern cella wall, and an apse was created at the 

western end of the cella. In the eleventh century, another church, San Nicola in Carcere, was 

built into the temple of Juno Sospita in the Forum Holitorium, incorporating parts of the two 

adjacent temples.42 Of the middle temple, the whole podium was used, as well as seven columns, 

three of which can still be recognized in the modern façade. Seven columns of the southern 

temple (of Spes) and eight of the northern temple (of Janus) were incorporated into the exterior 

walls, which could not be seen in the Middle Ages, because the church was built in on both 

sides.  

                                                           
carriages”), presumably to avoid confusion with its namesake on the Caelian hill. In the 17th century it was 

renamed Santa Maria del Sole, and it was deconsecrated by Napoleon in the early 19th century. 
40 On the temple, see Coarelli 2007, 392; Maiuro 2008, 194–196. On the church, see Coates-Stephens 1997, 218; 

Pensabene 2015, 489–491. 
41 On the temple, see Coarelli 1996d, 162–163; Claridge 2010, 243; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. 217; tav. f.t. 14. On the 

church, see HKR 3: 395–401; Pensabene 2015, 560–565. It is also called San Nicola dei Calcarari after the 

nearby limekilns. On the date of the conversion, see Santangeli Valenzani 1994, 77–78. The church was 

completely renovated and reconsecrated in 1132 by Innocent II (1130–1143). 
42 On the temple, see Coarelli 1996c, 128–129; Claridge 2010, 279–282; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. 218; tav. f.t. 19. On 

the church, see HKR 3: 373–395; Kinney 1996; Pensabene 2015, 557–560. 
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The following four churches were in effect new constructions (rather than adaptations 

of existing buildings) that were merely built upon the podia of ruined temples. Pope Paul I (757–

767) had an oratory of Saints Peter and Paul built into the western vestibule of the great temple 

of Venus and Roma (ca. 760).43 The temple itself was apparently in a state of decay by that time, 

since in the preceding century the Byzantine emperor Heraclius had already given pope 

Honorius I (625–638) permission to strip the building of its bronze roof tiles. A little-known 

church of San Basilio was built upon the podium of the temple of Mars Ultor in the Forum of 

Augustus (9th c.).44 The site had already been quarried extensively and there was no longer a 

cella into which the church could be built. Also, most of the columns had been taken down in 

the fifth or sixth century45; only three remained standing and these were not used as part of the 

church. The church of San Sebastiano al Palatino was built from the ground up onto the western 

edge of the podium of the Heliogabalium on the Palatine (10th c.).46 Lastly, the Holy Roman 

Emperor Otto III had the church of San Bartolomeo all’Isola built on the foundations of the 

ruined temple of Aesculapius on the Tiber Island (ca. 999).47 

                                                           
43 On the temple, see Cassatella 1999, 121–123; Coarelli 2007, 98–99; Claridge 2010, 118–121; cf. Carandini 2013, 

tav. 102; tav. f.t. 20. On the church, see CBCR 1: 220–243, esp. 222 n.3; HKR 3: 33–57; Coates-Stephens 1997, 200; 

Episcopo 1999, 83–84; Webb 2001, 130–132; Claussen 2002, 466–487; Del Monti 2010, 38–39; Pensabene 2015, 

305–307. In the ninth century, the oratory was torn down and replaced by the church of Santa Maria Nova, 

which was rededicated in the fifteenth century to the Roman saint Francesca (1384–1440). 
44 On the temple, see Kockel 1995, 289–295; Coarelli 2007, 111–112; Claridge 2010, 177–178; cf. Carandini 2013, 

tav. 38; tav. f.t. 19. On the church, see Coates-Stephens 1997, 217–218; Claussen 2002, 168–169; Pensabene 2015, 

313–314. For a floorplan and reconstruction of the monastery of San Basilio, see Meneghini and Santangeli 

Valenzani 2004, 99–100, fig. 80, 81; 187, fig. 178. Although the church is first mentioned in 955 in a papal bull 

of Agapitus II (946–955), a monastery apparently already existed at this site in the ninth century, witness the 

many sculptural elements found from that time. The church was rebuilt as Santa Maria Annunziata ai Monti 

in the 16th century, and in 1926 it was completely removed by Mussolini. 
45 Kinney 2013, 265. 
46 On the temple, see Coarelli 1996a, 10–11; Claridge 2010, 156; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. 87; tav. f.t. 20. On the 

church, see HKR 3: 837–842; Pensabene 2015, 513. 
47 On the temple, see Degrassi 1993, 21–23; Coarelli 2007, 348; Claridge 2010, 257, 258; Pensabene 2015, 321–

322; cf. Carandini 2013, tav. f.t. 19. On the church, see HKR 1: 435–445; Coates-Stephens 1997, 214–215; Claussen 

2002, 132–167; Pensabene 2015, 492–496. 
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As we have seen, the conversion of temples in Rome covers a wide chronological range, 

with different states of the buildings upon reuse, and with widely diverging degrees of reuse. 

How varied the evidence really is, becomes particularly apparent when we present these data 

in tabular form (see table 1). 

 

Table 1: Conversion of temples in Rome (including Mithraea). 

Name of church   date of  architectural   degree of reuse 

conversion condition of temple    

Santa Prisca   ca. 400  intact*   none 

San Clemente   ca. 410  intact*   none 

Santo Stefano Rotondo  ca. 450  intact*   none  

      *filled in with rubble 

Santa Maria dei Martiri   608–610  intact   whole temple 

San Lorenzo in Miranda  600–800? largely intact  podium, cella walls, columns 

Sancti Petrus et Paulus  757–767  dilapidated  podium 

San Nicola dei Cesarini  700–900 dilapidated  podium, part of cella wall,  

         columns 

Santo Stefano delle Carrozze 700–900? largely intact  whole temple 

San Basilio   800–900 dilapidated  podium 

Santa Maria de Secundicerio 872–882  intact   whole temple 

Sant’Urbano alla Caffarella 850–900 intact   whole temple 

San Sebastiano al Palatino 900–1000  dilapidated  podium 

San Bartolomeo all’Isola  998–999 dilapidated  podium 

San Nicola in Carcere  1000–1100 dilapidated  podium, columns, columns of 

adjacent temples 

 

DISCUSSION 

From the evidence presented and reviewed here, it follows that the eleven temple conversions 

in Rome do not fit Deichmann’s general notion of a triumphalist Church in the slightest. Firstly, 

even though eleven temples might seem a considerable number, it was in fact a tiny percentage 

of the four hundred and twenty-four temples known to have been in existence in Rome in the 
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fourth century.48 Likewise, the great majority of churches in Rome were not built on ancient 

temple sites. Secondly, the conversions of temples occurred not in the fourth and fifth century, 

when Christians gained control of the city, but only from the seventh century onwards, long 

after the demise of paganism. If temple conversions were really meant to express the triumph 

of Christianity over paganism, it would be difficult to explain why the first known expression of 

this triumph took place more than 200 years after the foe had been confronted and vanquished. 

Thirdly, there is no real indication that former temples were treated any differently than secular 

public buildings, such as the Senate House or Vespasian’s Forum Pacis. All this makes it highly 

unlikely that temples were converted as part of an orchestrated programme of Christian 

triumph over pagan religions. 

Two more questions arise, which need to be answered in turn. Why were these specific 

sites selected and not others; and why did the conversion of temples start so late? As to the first 

question, we ought to make a distinction between those churches that were built into temples 

that were still more or less intact, and those churches built into temples that were not. It seems 

self-evident that temples of the first category were chosen, in some measure at least, for their 

architectural quality (e.g. monumental columns, bronze doors, concrete dome). Just as 

individual building elements could be despoiled from an ancient building, so too a whole 

building could under certain conditions be adopted as a ‘Gesamtspolium’, so to speak. Here, the 

purpose was clearly not to erase the past, but, on the contrary, to preserve and perpetuate it. 

Let me elaborate this point of the visual appeal of temples with some hard data. The 

Pantheon has 48-foot columns of Egyptian granite, crowned with capitals of Pentelic marble. 

The temple of Antoninus and Faustina boasts a colossal façade with 48-foot columns of 

                                                           
48 According to the regionary catalogues of Rome, Notitia and Curiosum; see Gibbon 1776–1788, vol. 3, ch. 28. 
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Carystian green marble, which still bear the traces of an unsuccessful attempt to remove them 

as spolia.49 The round temple of Hercules Victor has 36-foot marble columns, originally of 

Pentelic marble.50 While the temples of Portunus and of Ceres and Faustina might not possess 

the same high monumental quality as the aforementioned examples51, they can still be regarded 

as decent and more or less intact examples of ancient temple architecture. What is more, these 

latter two temples were located in very conspicuous places. Before the construction of quay 

walls along the river embankment, the temple of Portunus would have been a familiar sight to 

those arriving by boat on the Tiber. Likewise, the location of Sant’Urbano on a hilltop by the Via 

Appia ensured its visibility from faraway to those approaching the city overland from the south, 

and it made up for its small size with its columns of Pentelic marble. Clearly then, these five 

temples are examples of prominent sites taken over to preserve the visible remains of the past. 

Next, we have the temples of the second category, which were in effect entirely new 

constructions on the foundations of ancient temples. In the cases of San Nicola dei Cesarini and 

San Nicola in Carcere, we found that there were only incomplete remains that could be 

reutilized, whereas in the cases of San Basilio, Saints Peter and Paul, San Sebastiano, and San 

Bartolomeo, the ancient temple sites were used for completely new buildings. This makes it 

particularly difficult to argue that the practical aspect of having an inexpensive, readymade 

building must have been a decisive factor. The fact of the matter is that in the majority of cases, 

the extent to which original pagan architecture was used, or could be reused, was quite limited.  

                                                           
49 Coarelli 2007, 93. 
50 Coarelli 2007, 316 notes that nine columns and eleven capitals were restored in Luna marble when Tiberius 

was emperor. 
51 The temple of Ceres and Faustina is a smallish temple but with marble columns; the temple of Portunus is 

built of ordinary travertine. 
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One element common to the converted temple sites, however, is what I like to call their 

‘topographical quality’. They are all located in prominent places in the historic showcase centre 

of the ancient city. San Nicola dei Cesarini is located in front of the Porticus of Pompey, near the 

spot where Julius Caesar was assassinated. San Nicola in Carcere was built right next to the 

Theatre of Marcellus, which has remained one of Rome’s landmarks through the ages. San 

Basilio was built on the podium of the temple of Mars Ultor, in front of the colossal grey firewall 

that had once separated the Forum from the Subura. The oratory of Saints Peter and Paul was 

built at the highest point of the Via Sacra, overlooking the Roman Forum. San Sebastiano was 

constructed on the edge of the Palatine, from where one could (and still can) enjoy a splendid 

view of the Colosseum. San Bartolomeo, finally, also has a very attractive location, at the tip of 

the Tiber Island. By selecting these sites for Christian usage, the Church leaders were breathing 

new life into some of the most prominent focal points of the old city. 

Then there is the second question, as to the relative lateness of the temple conversions. 

One common explanation holds that there was a certain a reticence on the part of the Church 

to use pagan sites for Christian worship, because these sites were supposedly filled with filthy 

demons.52 If this were true, however, it would seem difficult to explain the building of churches 

on top of cult rooms of Mithras. If it was safe to build a church there after the destruction of the 

idols, why would it not be in the case of temples? Clearly this argument does not hold water. 

In my estimation, the determining factor here is that, according to Roman law, the 

public temples of Rome, being sacred (res sacrae), were res nullius, which meant that they could 

not fall into private ownership.53 Even if the building fell into ruins, the place in which a temple 

                                                           
52 E.g. Hanson 1978, 257–258; Salzman 1999, 130–131; Caseau 2001, 85–86; Talloen and Vercauteren 2011, 374. 
53 Inst. 2.1.7; Dig. 1.8.6.2. 
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was built still remained sacred.54 A temple was sacred because it had been consecrated by the 

proper authorities.55 I would like to draw attention to the fact that this act of consecration is 

constitutive rather than declarative. In other words, according to Roman law, res sacrae are not 

consecrated because they are sacred, but they are sacred by virtue of having been formally 

consecrated. As a consequence, a temple would continue to be res sacra even when it was 

abandoned or when its cult was prohibited in the process of Christianization.56 

That Christian emperors continued to protect the temple buildings of Rome is evident 

from their legislation. A law by Constantius and Constans, issued to the urban prefect of Rome, 

already prescribed that “although all superstitions must be completely eradicated, nevertheless, 

it is Our will that the buildings of the temples situated outside the walls shall remain untouched 

and uninjured.” 57 Arcadius and Honorius issued a law to the praetorian prefect of Italy, 

determining that “all public buildings and buildings that belong to any temple, those that are 

situated within the walls of the city or even those that are attached to the walls, […] shall be 

held and kept by decurions and members of guilds.”58 Finally, a law by Leo and Majorian, issued 

to the urban prefect of Rome, specifically demanded that “all the buildings that have been 

founded by the ancients as temples […] shall not be destroyed by any person.”59 

Remarkably, in the conservative city of Rome, the temple continued to enjoy its legal 

protection long after the fall of the western empire. One will recall that Boniface IV (608–615) 

                                                           
54 Inst. 2.1.8; Dig. 1.8.6.3; 18.1.73. 
55 Inst.Gai 2.9; Dig. 1.8.6.3; cf. Inst. 2.1.8. 
56 See also Daguet-Gagey 1997, 175: “Précisons, enfin, que la sacralité conférée publiquement au lieu avait une 

valeur perpétuelle; ce dernier ne perdait jamais cette qualité, quel que fût son devenir, et même si le 

sanctuaire qu’il supportait tombait en désaffection, le culte ayant été prohibé ou peu à peu abandonné.” 
57 CTh 16.10.3 (law of 342), trans. Pharr 1952. 
58 CTh 15.1.41 (law of 401), trans. Pharr 1952. 
59 Nov.Mar. 4.1 (law of 458), trans. Pharr 1952. These laws stand in contrast to those in the East, which call for 

the destruction of temples; CTh 16.10.16; 16.10.25. 
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still needed authorization from the emperor Phocas to convert the Pantheon into a Church, and 

that Honorius I (625–638), likewise, requested the emperor Heraclius’ permission to recycle the 

bronze roof tiles of the temple of Venus and Roma. This legal protection explains why it is only 

with the formation of the Papal State in the eighth century, when the emperor’s properties in 

the West had come to be in the possession of the bishop of Rome, that we see the conversions 

of temples in Rome take off in earnest.60 

Finally, I return to the issue of the ‘converted’ Mithraea and how they relate to the 

converted temples in Rome. It is evident that there is a marked contrast between converted 

temples on the one hand and Mithraea built over by churches on the other. In general terms, 

Mithraea and temples are completely dissimilar in architecture and property. In practice, the 

topography, type, nature, and date of conversions in Rome are also very different. When one 

looks at the available evidence, it becomes clear that Mithraea diverge from temples in almost 

every conceivable aspect. A temple is a monumental building, constructed from the ground up; 

a Mithraeum, on the other hand, was a room or cluster of rooms, created within an existing 

structure. Temples are res sacrae and therefore res nullius; a Mithraeum, on the contrary, was 

legally profanum and therefore res privata.61 Temples are located mostly in the historic city 

centre; Mithraea, conversely, were distributed evenly over the city, and the three converted 

Mithraea were situated well outside the historic showcase centre of the ancient city. The 

conversions of temples in Rome were non-destructive instances of conspicuous appropriation 

of either the preserved remains or the sites of former temples; the conversions of Mithraea in 

                                                           
60 The legal protection afforded to the temples of Rome also explains why, of the many temples of Rome, only 

one was converted into something other than a church: the temple of Hadrian, which was used as part of a 

medieval fortification. On this temple, see Cipollone 1996, 7–8; Coarelli 2007, 291–293; Claridge 2010, 223–

226. 
61 Cf. Inst. 2.1.8; Dig. 1.8.6.3. 



 THE CONVERSION OF TEMPLES 83 
 

 

 

Rome, on the other hand, consisted of the destruction and complete erasure of cult rooms, 

which were concealed and overwritten by the building of a new church. And finally, the 

conversion of temples in Rome occurred over a long period after 500 AD, whereas the 

conversion of Mithraea, by contrast, took place in a relatively short period before 500 AD. When 

rendered schematically, the pattern described here becomes readily apparent (see table 2): 

 

Table 2: Temples and Mithraea. 

    converted temples  converted Mithraea 

architecture   monumental building  inside existing building 

property   no-one’s property  usually private property 

topography   mostly in historic centre   outside historic centre 

type of conversion  conspicuous appropriation  complete erasure 

nature of conversion  non-destructive    destructive 

date of conversion  after 500 AD    before 500 AD 

period of conversions  long: 600–1200 AD  short: 400–450 AD 

 

There are two possible, interconnected explanations as to why there should be such a difference 

between the conversion of temples and that of Mithraea. The first, religious explanation 

concerns the fact that Mithraism is known to have been particularly hated by Christians.62 When 

one gained possession of a Mithraeum, the only appropriate action from a Christian perspective 

would be to destroy it completely.63 This is in striking contrast to temples, where the removal of 

altar and idols would normally suffice, leaving the building itself intact. The second, legal 

explanation lies in the fact that it would presumably have been much more difficult to become 

the owner of a temple than of a Mithraeum. In the case of a temple, one was required to 

                                                           
62 Cf. Clauss 2013. 
63 E.g. Hier. Ep. 107.2. 
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persuade the emperor to donate that particular property to the church. That would not have 

been necessary for most Mithraea, the majority of which were privately owned. For all these 

reasons, the conversion of Mithraea and that of temples should be treated as two distinct 

phenomena.  

 

CONCLUSION 

This study of temple conversions has yielded several insights. The evidence has revealed that 

individual temples and temple sites were converted primarily because they were interesting 

from an architectural or topographical point of view. There is nothing to suggest that their status 

as former places of pagan worship made them any less or more attractive than other buildings 

possessed of similar architectural and topographical qualities, such as the ancient Senate House 

or the large hall of Vespasian’s Forum Pacis.  

The conversions of temples in Rome cannot, therefore, be explained by Deichmann’s 

notion of an ecclesia triumphans. An oppositional model simply does not apply to the temple 

conversions in Rome. The accumulated evidence has shown definitively that, contrary to 

popular belief, the phenomenon of temple conversion in Rome was limited to the reuse of a 

relatively small number of buildings and sites, which occurred long after the demise of 

paganism and without any sign of triumphalism or wanton destruction.  

Vaes’s study, on the other hand, is too narrow in its focus on the reutilization of buildings 

and materials. Clearly, pragmatic considerations alone cannot explain the entirely new 

construction of churches on ancient temple sites. Moreover, a purely pragmatist view of temple 

conversion completely passes over the topographical significance of individual sites. 
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When studying early Christian attitudes towards the pagan past, we find that there was 

apparently not a single Christian policy towards former places of worship, but there existed 

different modes, violent and non-violent, of approaching them. The phenomenon of temple 

conversion in Rome was essentially non-destructive, quite unlike the treatment of Mithraea, 

which should, therefore, be treated as a separate phenomenon. 

All of this adds up to the following picture, which revolves around the fact that, 

throughout Late Antiquity, Rome was still replete with property that could be alienated only by 

the emperor. Until the formation of the Papal State, many buildings and places in Rome 

remained officially in public use, whether they were temples, public buildings, or public places. 

What portion of this real estate was made available to the Church was therefore principally a 

matter of imperial policy, not Church policy.  

This simple fact explains why such a massive building as the Lateran Basilica had to be 

built at the edge of the city, whereas a smallish titular church such as San Marco could be built 

in the centre. In the case of the Lateran Basilica, the Church simply had to accept the real estate 

it was given by the emperor. Having taken this former property of Maxentius as bona 

damnatorum, Constantine could freely donate it from his res privata.64 Conversely, although he 

had the authority to do so, the emperor could not very well have alienated public property in 

the city centre, such as the basilica of Maxentius on the Via Sacra, without antagonizing the 

senators on whose political support he depended.65 San Marco, on the other hand, was built on 

                                                           
64 Cf. Lenski 2016, 170. 
65 In the introduction to this chapter, we discussed how Krautheimer regarded the peripheral location of the 

Lateran basilica as a sign of respect for the sensibilities of the pagan aristocracy, whereas Brandenburg 

attributed it to a lack of space in the city center. Interestingly, this chapter has shown Krautheimer and 

Brandenburg both to be correct. There was indeed a lack of space in the city center, and even though there 

is no evidence for an organized pagan resistance, the donation of sacred or public property to the Church 

would have needlessly offended non-Christians in the city. 
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private property, free from political scrutiny, so there was no reason why it could not be built in 

the shade of the Capitol.  

The same fact also explains why the conversion of public buildings into churches only 

occurred piecemeal and only from the sixth century onwards. Furthermore, it explains why in 

609 the bishop of Rome still saw a need to ask the Byzantine emperor formally to donate the 

Pantheon to the Catholic Church. And finally, it explains why, with the sole exception of the 

Pantheon, all known temple conversions in Rome date from the time of the Papal State, when 

imperial donations were no longer required. 



  

 

CHAPTER THREE 

THE ABOLITION OF PAGAN CULT PRACTICE IN ROMAN LAW 

 

Abstract 

This chapter explores the effectiveness of the anti-pagan legislation contained in Book 16 of the 

Theodosian Code. First, it reviews and analyses the relevant laws from a general legal point of view. 

Next, it discusses and explains the effectiveness of the laws by taking into account the slow but 

steady development of ever more stringent anti-pagan laws, as well as the central importance of the 

forbidden rituals, in particular sacrifice, to the pagan way of life. Finally, the scope and continuing 

legal effect of the anti-pagan legislation in the Theodosian Code are evaluated by reviewing the 

corresponding section in the Code of Justinian. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

One especially tantalizing question pertaining to the history of the Later Roman Empire is to 

what degree laws in general and religious legislation in particular were actually effective in Late 

Antiquity. The influential historian A.H.M. Jones (1904–1970) wrote a sweeping statement on 

this question:  

 

My own impression is that many, if not most, laws were intermittently and sporadically enforced, 

and that their chief evidential value is to prove that the abuses which they were intended to remove 

were known to the central government. The laws, in my view, are clues to the difficulties of the 

empire, and records of the aspirations of the government and not its achievement.1  

                                                           
1 Jones 1964, viii. 
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In the same vein, Ramsay MacMullen remarked that “in the upshot, laws were widely ignored”.2 

Such a negative assessment, rather than settling the matter, raises further questions. After all, if 

the laws of Late Antiquity had no real impact on society, why, then, did the emperors legislate 

in the first place?  

 Investigating this issue more carefully, however, legal historians have recently noted that 

this gloomy image is in need of correction. For example, Tony Honoré has argued persuasively 

that, contrary to popular belief, the laws of Late Antiquity were far from ineffective: “The zeal 

that went into the effort to win lawsuits and obtain favourable rescripts or general laws makes 

no sense unless the judgments, rescripts, or general laws were by and large enforced.”3 Similarly, 

Caroline Humfress has demonstrated that the art of forensic argumentation continued to 

flourish in Late Antiquity.4 And, last but not least, Dario Mantovani’s Redhis project at the 

University of Pavia is confirming the undiminished persistence of a sophisticated legal culture 

in Late Antiquity by showing, for example, that the books of the classical jurists continued to be 

copied and studied in the law schools and cited in the courts. This positive image of a flourishing 

legal system fosters a new appreciation of Roman legal culture in Late Antiquity. 

 Given the profusion of primary source materials as well as the strength of the arguments 

put forward by the aforementioned legal historians, it is all the more curious that their key 

conclusion, namely that Late Antiquity did not see a breakdown of the legal system or a decline 

in the effectiveness of laws, still has to find acceptance among historians, where A.H.M. Jones’ 

dim view of the effectiveness of laws continues to be prevalent. For example, the 2012 edition of 

Averil Cameron’s widely used textbook still maintains that “as A.H.M. Jones recognized, when 

                                                           
2 MacMullen 1988, 168. 
3 Honoré 1998, 25–26; cf. also Harries 1999. 
4 See Humfress 2007. 
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laws are constantly repeated, they must be presumed to be ineffective.”5 Similarly, in his book 

on the middle ground between pagan and Christian, Christopher Jones still wrote in 2014: “As 

always, the laws had only a limited effect.”6 In both cases, the conception of ineffective laws was 

ultimately based on the notion that the reiteration of laws somehow proves that they were 

constantly being evaded.7 Such an explanation ignores the fact that this particular notion was 

already deconstructed more than a decade ago by Jill Harries, who offered a more nuanced 

explanation for the repetition of laws:8 

 

Emperors repeated laws because they understood the public need for reassurance that old laws were 

still valid, and that new laws had behind them the authority of precedent. A dead law, therefore, was 

not one that was repeated but one that was never evoked.9 

 

Much along the same lines, Caroline Humfress has argued against perceiving the repetition of 

laws as a sign of ineffectiveness: 

 

Rather than simply seeing the continual repetition of laws – and the inclusion of those repetitious 

texts in the law codes – as a weakness of government, we should perhaps interpret it as part of a 

legislative and forensic culture that was used to referring to the past in order to make sense of the 

present.10 

                                                           
5 Cameron 2012, 85; perhaps this is just a careless vestige of the old edition: Cameron 1993. 
6 Jones 2014, 73. 
7 Jones 2014, 73, based his statement on Harl 1990, 7, who wrote: “The edicts of Theodosius abolished neither 

sacrifices nor pagans. Each of his successors from Arcadius (395–408) to Justinian (527–65) felt obliged to re-

enact the ban against sacrifices.” 
8 See Harries 1999, 82–88. 
9 Harries 1999, 87. 
10 Humfress 2008, 134. 
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These new explanations proposed by Harries and Humfress clearly offer a more balanced and 

sensible interpretation than the unduly pessimistic outlook proffered by A.H.M. Jones and his 

followers. 

 On a more general level, it is important to emphasize that, as specialists such as Jill 

Harries, Caroline Humfress, Tony Honoré, and the scholars of the Redhis project at Pavia have 

shown, and are continuing to show, legal culture continued to flourish in Late Antiquity and 

laws were as effective as ever before. This is not the place to recall their arguments in extenso, 

but the following words by Jill Harries give a neat summary as to the enduring effectiveness of 

the Roman legal system in Late Antiquity: 

 

The sophisticated and centralised nature of imperial rule, backed by clear, but flexible, lines of 

communication from the emperor to the farthest corners of empire; the inbuilt responsiveness of the 

legislative procedure to expressed public needs; the self-interest of the groups who evoked legislation 

in ensuring its enforcement; the voicing of criticism of imperial officials, even in imperial law; and 

the existence of articulate and influential interest-groups, notably bishops, able and willing to 

criticise – all these may have combined to ensure that Roman law in Late Antiquity was more 

frequently invoked and effectively enforced that at any previous period in Roman imperial history.11 

 

 In light of these observations, especially considering the responsive nature of legislation 

on the one hand and the influence of Christian interest-groups on the other, the anti-pagan laws 

of Late Antiquity ought to be presumed to have been very effective, which opens up the 

possibility that the Roman Empire was in fact gradually transformed into a Christian empire by 

Christian emperors specifically by way of their legislative efforts.12 

                                                           
11 Harries 1999, 97–98. 
12 On the topic of Christianization from the top down by means of imperial legislation, see also Noethlichs 

2006. 
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In this chapter, I propose to test the validity of this new approach by means of a case 

study that focuses on the anti-pagan legislation contained in the Theodosian Code. What is new 

about my particular study is that I will approach this main question from a combined legal and 

historical perspective. First, I will review and analyse the relevant laws from a legal point of view, 

examining the legal norms, the Normadressaten, and the penalties. This will be followed by a 

discussion of the effectiveness of the laws, both at an abstract level, discussing the central 

importance of temples and sacrifice as indispensable infrastructure nodes of pagan cult practice. 

And to illustrate how all of this works out at the micro-level, I will conclude this chapter with a 

brief case study of how the continued vitality of imperial legislation in Late Antiquity affected 

the situation on the ground, in this case by showing how it impinged on pagan cult practice in 

the city of Rome. 

 

THE LAWS 

The Theodosian Code (hereinafter: ‘the Code’ or, in references, ‘CTh’) is a compilation of all 

general laws (i.e. laws that must be observed throughout the empire) issued in the period of 313–

437.13 The Code was completed and published in 438. It consists of sixteen law books, the last of 

which is dedicated to the subject of religion, more specifically religio licita. This final book, Book 

16, comprises eleven titles, the penultimate of which, Title 10, deals with pagans, sacrifices and 

temples. Book 16 is a relatively short book, and its tenth title, dealing with pagans, does not 

appear until the very end.14 One might be excused for taking this as an indication that, by the 

                                                           
13 On the Theodosian Code, see Sirks 2007; Matthews 2000; Pharr 1952. 
14 It is followed only by a diminutive last title that consists, almost as an afterthought, of three short articles 

granting jurisdiction in religious matters to bishops, calling for the promulgation of the edict regarding the 

one Catholic faith, and abolishing Donatism. 
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time of the compilation of the Code, pagans were no longer at the forefront of the emperor’s 

mind. In reality, however, this legislation appears last in the Code simply because, whereas other 

areas of law had existed for centuries, the notion of centrally prescribing one religion as the only 

religio licita, thereby proscribing all deviations from this central norm, was a new phenomenon. 

Thus it was only natural that this legislation should be included last in the Code.15 If anything, 

the many detailed provisions concerning pagan rituals and temples indicate that consecutive 

Christian emperors considered the orderly abolition of pagan cult practice a key feature of their 

religious policies. 

 Due to the nature of the Roman legislative process, normative changes were effected not 

by amending existing law texts, but by issuing new ones. In other words, whenever a Roman 

emperor needed to clarify or wished to change the law on any issue – on the permissibility of 

sacrifice, for example – he did so by producing a new statement of law, usually in the form of an 

imperial letter. Any generally applicable norms contained therein were henceforth considered 

law. From the perspective of the legal historian, the great benefit of this legislative process is 

that, at least with respect to the extant laws, we can trace in the successive provisions of the 

Code the development of – increasingly stringent16 – legal norms governing pagan rituals and 

buildings. 

 We will now take a closer look at the legal norms, Normadressaten, and penalties for 

violation, in order to determine whether the legislation under review makes sufficiently clear:  

a) what is permitted and what is not, 

b) who specifically must adhere to the norm, and 

c) what penalties are to be exacted when a Normadressat violates the norm.  

                                                           
15 See also Corcoran 2015, 87; Sirks 2007, 83; Matthews 2000, 120.  
16 On the ever more restrictive nature of these laws, see Noethlichs 2015. 
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The reader will find a summary of all the relevant laws provided in the first appendix, below.  

 The legal norms concerning pagan rituals and temples are crystal clear:  

1. Sacrifice is prohibited, first in public (CTh 16.10.2); later also in private (CTh 16.10.12). 

2. Image worship is prohibited (CTh 16.10.6). 

3. All temples shall be closed (CTh 16.10.4); their buildings may remain open only on the 

condition that they are no longer used as places of pagan cult practice (CTh 16.10.8).  

4. Haruspicy and the consulting of haruspices are prohibited, first in private (CTh 16.10.1 jo. 

9.16.1–2); later also in public (CTh 16.10.7 and 16.10.9 jo. 9.16.4 and 9.16.6).  

5. The destruction of ornaments of public works and of temple buildings is expressly 

prohibited; any idols shall be taken down only by office staffs (CTh 16.10.15; 16.10.18). 

6. It is permitted to host or attend festal banquets, provided that there be no sacrifice (CTh 

16.10.17). 

7. All places previously assigned to pagan ritual shall be imperial property, unless the emperor 

had already granted such property to the Church (CTh 16.10.20). 

8. It is not permitted to attack law-abiding Jews and/or pagans (CTh 16.10.24). 

 It is evident that these legal norms were aimed at abolishing pagan rituals while 

preserving temple buildings and maintaining public order. The first general law against pagan 

cult practice immediately states the objective of the emperor, as it starts with the unequivocal 

proclamation: “LET SUPERSTITION CEASE, LET THE INSANITY OF SACRIFICE BE ABOLISHED.”17 This 

powerful statement is then elaborated further by defining the legal norm, Normadressat, and 

penalty. 

                                                           
17 CTh 16.10.2: “Cesset superstitio, sacrificiorum aboleatur insania.” On the term superstitio and other terms used 

in the Code to denote pagan cult practice, see Belayche 2009. 
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With regard to the Normadressaten, i.e. the legal subjects who are addressed by the legal 

norms, it is clear that most of the anti-pagan legal norms are addressed to everyone, as one might 

expect. Here I would like to draw attention to the fact that the gradual reduction of what is 

permitted appears to be accompanied by a parallel shift in formulation. CTh 16.10.1 grants 

permission to everyone (haruspicibus and ceteris) to observe the ancient custom of divination, 

as long as they do so in public. CTh 16.10.2–9 contain prohibitions that are expressed by stating 

that anyone who performs this or that pagan act shall be punished: quicumque (CTh 16.10.2); quis 

(CTh 16.10.4); qui … vesanus vel sacrilegus (CTh 16.10.7); quis mortalium (CTh 16.10.9). At the 

height of anti-pagan legislation, the phrasing changes to a more forceful formulation, “No person 

shall”: nemo (CTh 16.10.10; 16.10.11); nullus (CTh 16.10.12; 16.10.13). Whereas this general 

formulation of nemo or nullus indicates that the legal norms apply to everyone, the penalties for 

judges and governors in CTh 16.10.10–12 reveal that these laws were designed in particular to 

regulate the behaviour of prominent public figures.18 The last set of legal norms (CTh 16.10.20–

23), finally, are addressed deprecatingly to pagans. Whereas this term substantively refers to 

anyone who performs one of the forbidden religious acts, the emphatic use of the word paganus, 

with its connotations of “rustic”, “uncivilized”, is obviously meant to be stigmatizing. 

The penalties also leave little to the imagination. The penalty for performing public 

sacrifice is, in principle, capital punishment (CTh 16.10.4; 16.10.6; 16.10.25).19 One law (CTh 16.10.2) 

uses the euphemistic expression ‘suitable punishment’, which prompted a historian to remark 

that this penalty “was so ill defined that it rendered the law effectively unenforceable.”20 Lawyers, 

however, are quite accustomed to working with open norms, and Roman lawyers were no 

                                                           
18 See also Hunt 2010, 157. 
19 CTh 16.10.23 provides confiscation of property and exile as an alternative for capital punishment. 
20 Watts 2015, 86. 
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exception in this regard, as is evident, for example, from the legal standard of bona fides. Any 

lawyer worth his salt would have immediately understood the ‘suitable punishment’ of CTh 

16.10.2 to mean, in principle, capital punishment.21 The penalty for the public worship of images, 

too, is capital punishment (CTh 16.10.6). The same penalty applies to the crime of consulting a 

haruspex (CTh 9.16.4). Hefty fines are prescribed for judges who enter a temple (CTh 16.10.11), as 

well as for judges and governors and office staffs who fail to abide by and uphold the religious 

laws (CTh 16.10.10; 16.10.13; 16.10.19).22 The fact that special fines are imposed on conniving judges 

and governors, that is to say the people responsible for upholding the laws, indicates that the 

emperors who issued them were not just engaged in a game of rhetoric, but they wanted this 

legislation to work. 

From a legal point of view, the religious laws in the Code bear the hallmarks of effective 

legislation. On the one hand, they contain clear legal norms that could in principle be published, 

circulated, understood, observed, and enforced without problem. On the other hand, the legal 

norms prohibiting public sacrifice and access to temples together had the potential of achieving 

the desired outcome of ending public displays of pagan worship. Historical factors that made 

this body of legislation effective not only in theory but in practice are discussed in the following 

section. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The presentation and review of the legislation, above, has made clear that Christian emperors in 

the fourth and fifth centuries issued a series of laws designed to progressively and definitively 

                                                           
21 See also CTh 9.16.7 and its interpretatio. 
22 CTh 16.10.10: judges, governors, office staff; 16.10.13: judges, governors; 16.10.19: judges, office staff. 
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put an end to the pagan religions. Their legislation was principally targeted against the essential 

outward manifestations of pagan worship: sacrifice and temples. This was an expedient 

approach, since, as Augustine already understood, it was certainly easier to close temples than 

hearts against pagan idolatry.23 By prohibiting sacrifice and access to temples, the anti-pagan 

laws had the potential of putting an end to paganism at large, or, at the very least, to reduce it to 

a status of social irrelevance. 

When we now turn to a discussion of the anti-pagan laws from the perspective of 

historical evolution and development, their success can be attributed to two main factors: 

patience and precision. First of all, the abolition of pagan cult practice was a massive 

undertaking that could not be accomplished overnight. Had Constantine attempted to close all 

the temples in 313, this would no doubt have caused a public uprising. Instead, he and his 

successors took their time, gradually constricting the religious freedoms of pagans.24 A close 

examination of the dates reveals that the anti-pagan laws were not issued all at once, but in 

phases.  

As a mere prelude to the legislation of his successors, Constantine issued a law restricting 

the practice of divination (321) and apparently also issued a local regulation against sacrifice in 

the East (324).25 Evidently, this emperor was more preoccupied with granting privileges to 

Christianity than with ending pagan cult practice.  

The first phase of a sustained anti-pagan legislation began in all earnest in the reign of 

Constantius II (337–361), who issued five anti-pagan laws in the period of 341–356.26 This was the 

                                                           
23 Aug. Ep. 232: “Contra idola facilius templa quam corda clauduntur.”  
24 Cf. Hopkins 1999, 79: “By and large, gradualism not violence was the hallmark of the Christian revolution.” 
25 On the local regulation against sacrifice in the East, see Barnes 1984, 69–72; Bradbury 1994, 120–139. 
26 CTh 16.10.2–6. 
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emperor who first issued a general prohibition of public sacrifice (341) and a law ordering the 

closing of all public temples (356). Constantius was succeeded by Julian (361–363), who famously 

attempted to turn the tide by reinstating sacrifice and restoring the ancient religions to their 

former glory, earning him the Christian epithet ‘the Apostate’. Julian’s policy appears to have 

had no lasting effect, but at least it gave the pagans some respite. The years of 361–381 were a 

period of tolerance, in which pagans and Christians co-existed in relative peace, even though 

the emperor Gratian (367–383) took certain practical measures against pagan cult practice, such 

as removing the Altar of Victory from the Senate House and withholding funding from the public 

cults.27 

The second phase of anti-pagan legislation (381–399) was commenced by Theodosius 

(379–395), who issued six anti-pagan laws in the period of 381–39228, and continued under his 

sons, who issued eleven more anti-pagan laws in the period of 395–423.29 This second phase 

targeted pagan cult practice anew by outlawing public divination (381), by adding specific 

penalties for officials who fail to uphold the law (391), by forbidding any form of private worship 

(392), by prohibiting the holding of any pagan priesthood (396), and by instructing local 

authorities to tear down rural temples (399).  

When one looks at the whole body of anti-pagan laws by Constantius, Theodosius, 

Arcadius, and Honorius, as collected by Theodosius II, one cannot be but impressed with the 

fact that the gradual pace of their promulgation did not in any way interfere with the 

comprehensiveness of the legal norms that they imposed in the area that they sought to control. 

                                                           
27 See Cameron 2011, 39–51. On the Altar of Victory affair, see also Liebeschuetz 2005, 61–94; Chenault 2016. 

For Gratian’s withholding of funding from the public cults, cf. CTh 16.10.20.  
28 CTh 16.10.7–12 (381–392 AD). See also Cameron 2011, 59–74. 
29 CTh 16.10.13–23 (395–423 AD). 
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One law above all appears to have sealed the fate of pagan cult practice in the city of Rome: CTh 

16.10.10 (391 AD). The impact of that particular law will be treated shortly, but first we will discuss 

the second factor that made the anti-pagan legislation effective in practice: its precision. 

The second reason why the anti-pagan legislation was so effective was that it struck 

precisely at the heart of pagan cult practice: public sacrifice and temples. It was clearly not 

directed against pagan culture and heritage, nor against pagan literature and philosophy, but 

against the central rituals of pagan religion and the places where those rituals took place. By 

prohibiting sacrifice, the emperor dealt a massive blow to traditional pagan cults, because 

sacrifice, i.e. animal sacrifice, was essential to the pagan way of life. According to historians of 

religion, sacrifice was “the central ritual act of Greeks and Romans”30 and “the quintessential 

ritual complex of ancient civilizations.”31 Without sacrifice, there could be no pagan religion.32 

The ban on sacrifice naturally did not directly affect vegetarian philosophers such as Porphyry 

or religious fringe groups such as Orphics and Pythagoreans. They did, however, affect the 

throngs of ordinary people who would attend sacrifices to commune with their gods and to enjoy 

a communal feast with their fellow pagans. This latter aspect, of regular communal feasting at 

the temples, made sacrifice an essential part of pagan community life. After all, religious festivals 

served not only to maintain a good relationship with divine powers, but also, critically, to 

reinforce social cohesion. If sacrifice was the central ritual, temples were the focal points of 

pagan religion, where celebrants went individually and together to worship their gods. As 

historian Michele Salzman explains: “[T]he loss of a communal venue for their rituals gradually 

                                                           
30 Faraone and Naiden 2012, 1. 
31 Graf 2002, 116. 
32 See also Harl 1990, 27: “This provision alone, if enforced, was sufficient to destroy worship and belief in the 

gods, because pagans could not properly revere and commune with the divine without sacrifices.” 
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undermined the long-standing vitality of the state cults.”33 The prohibition of sacrifice and the 

closure of the temples jointly therefore made it practically impossible for pagans to continue 

practising their rituals and communing with their gods in the manner to which they had been 

accustomed.  

 Anti-pagan legislation was also precise in another respect, that of special penalties for 

judges and governors. As we have seen, the laws contained not only norms addressed to the 

whole population, but several legal norms were addressed specifically to judges and governors, 

members of the ruling class. Directly engaging these officials was a smart tactic, because these 

senators wielded enormous influence in society, not just by virtue of the offices that they held, 

which included a variety of roles in the traditional Roman priestly colleges, but also because of 

their social position, high up in the patronus-cliens pyramid. By specifically addressing judges 

and governors, anti-pagan legislation set in motion a process of Christianization among the 

senatorial aristocracy that would eventually ripple through society at large. 

 

CASE STUDY 

Up till now, we have given a generalizing account of the predicted effectiveness of the anti-pagan 

legislation. The actual effectiveness of laws, however, inevitably depends on multiple factors, 

including regional and local factors. In order to gain a better understanding the effectiveness of 

the anti-pagan laws in practice, we will now descend to the micro-level, using the city of Rome 

as an example, where we will attempt to trace the impact of one particular law on public and 

private cult practice. 

                                                           
33 Salzman 2011, 178. 
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 As I mentioned above, Theodosius issued an anti-pagan law in 391, later codified as CTh 

16.10.10, that had a deep impact on pagan cult practice in Rome. This particular law was issued 

to the urban prefect, Ceionius Rufius Albinus34, which means that it was applicable in Rome, and 

not even the best lawyer could claim otherwise. The law reintroduced Constantius’ prohibition 

of sacrifice, of access to temples, and of image worship in the clearest possible terms, and it 

added specific penalties for judges and governors (and their office staff) who failed to uphold 

this law. But how effective was this law really? Did it actually have an impact on pagan cult 

practice in Rome? 

  A decade ago, Jörg Rüpke completed the Herculean task of collecting and publishing an 

annual list and detailed prosopography of all priests in the city of Rome from 300 BC to 499 AD.35 

The picture that emerges from the annual lists is straightforward. It shows that throughout the 

fourth century, there had existed a plethora of pagan priesthoods: priests of Vesta, priests of Sol, 

Vestal virgins, augurs, Quindecemviri sacris faciundis, epulones, not to mention priests of private 

cults. Then, in the first half of the 390s, these priesthoods went completely extinct, with only one 

possible exception: the office of Pontifex Vestae. When we take a closer look at the data, 

moreover, moving from Rüpke’s annual list to his detailed prosopography, it appears that there 

is actually no evidence at all that the priesthood of Vesta continued to exist beyond 391, merely 

that the two men who had last held that office were still alive.36  

 In conclusion, the evidence collected by Rüpke suggests not only a sudden but a 

complete and definitive termination of practices that had been going on uninterruptedly for 

hundreds of years. The fact that in chronological terms this termination coincides with anti-

                                                           
34 PLRE I, Albinus 15. 
35 Rüpke 2008 (hereinafter: FS). 
36 Q. Aurelius Symmachus (FS, no. 876) and Publilius Caeionius Caecina Albinus (FS, no. 2857). 
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pagan legislative measures as contained in the Theodosian Code cannot reasonably be ascribed 

to coincidence. Instead, what we have here is an example documenting how late antique 

imperial legislation affected pagan ritual practice in the most direct and consequential sort of 

ways. 

 To help underscore this conclusion further, let us next turn our attention to private cult 

practice, using the Mithras cult in Rome as an example, as that is arguably the best documented 

private cult in late antique Rome. Whereas the prohibition of sacrifice and image worship and 

the closure of the temples might have effectively wiped out pagan cult practice in public places, 

there were still some conservative pagans who continued to practice pagan religion in the 

privacy of their own homes. In this context, one might think of the household gods, but also, for 

example, of the cult of Mithras, which was celebrated by small congregational gatherings in 

secluded places, often in private houses. When we investigate the possible impact of the 

Theodosius’ anti-pagan law of 391 on such private cults, the results are revealing. In the 370s, 

there were still an abundance of Mithraic inscriptions dedicated by Roman senators. In the 380s, 

their number dwindled to a good handful.37 In 391, the year of Theodosius’ anti-pagan law, we 

find one last Mithraic inscription from Rome (not by a senator), which is actually suspected to 

be a modern forgery.38 From 392 onwards, we find not a single Mithraic inscription from Rome, 

or from anywhere in the Roman Empire for that matter. Again, this cannot be attributed to mere 

coincidence. Rather, there exists a direct causal relationship between the complete 

disappearance of the Mithras cult on the one hand and imperial legislation prohibiting the 

                                                           
37 This first decline should probably be attributed to social and political pressure rather than to the famous 

cunctos populos decree (CTh 16.1.2), since Malcolm Errington has pointed out that this law was not well-

known among contemporary Christians. Errington 1997, 398–443. 
38 See Schuddeboom 2016, 234. 
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worship of idols on the other. And for those who are in need of still further proof, an examination 

of cult of Cybele and Attis provides yet another example of the sudden and comprehensive 

disappearance of pagan cult practice in Rome, since not a single taurobolium inscription has 

been found from 391 onwards.39 The fact that not only the official state cults, but also private 

cults such as Mithraism and the cult of Cybele and Attis, were all hit by the anti-pagan legislation 

of Theodosius should not come as a surprise, because tauroboliates, Mithraic priests, public 

priests, judges and governors were all drawn from the same pool of senators, which was now 

specifically targeted by the anti-pagan law of 391. 

 

THE CODE OF JUSTINIAN 

In order to fully evaluate the scope and lasting legal effect of the anti-pagan legislation in the 

Theodosian Code, let us finally also compare it with the corresponding part in the Code of 

Justinian (hereinafter: ‘the new Code’ or, in references, ‘CJ’), the definitive version of which 

was published in 534.40 As to the observations that are about to follow, these build on an more 

extensive summary of the laws, which I am supplying in the appendices to this chapter. 

 Upon comparison, several divergences immediately stand out. To start with, in the new 

Code, the whole body of religious law was awarded pride of place by moving it from the last to 

the very first book. Also, the scope of the anti-pagan legislation in the new Code far exceeds 

that of the Theodosian Code, as I will discuss below. Looking more closely, we find, 

furthermore, that the new Code first took over almost verbatim six laws from the Theodos ian 

Code (CJ 1.11.1–6; CTh 16.10.4; 16.10.9; 16.10.15; 16.10.17; 16.10.20 paras. 1–2; 16.10.24). The inclusion 

                                                           
39 This fact is confirmed by McLynn 2009, 557, who still maintained, however, that the end of the Roman 

taurobolium was a coincidence: “The new laws prescribed nothing to frighten a litigious tauroboliast.”  
40 For the Code of Justinian, see Frier 2016. 
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of these laws clearly informs us of the importance that was still being attached to them at this 

point, especially considering that all the redundant laws were now left out.  

 With regard to our first observation, I believe that the fact that these old laws were not 

merely included but were awarded pride of place in the first book of the new Code must be 

taken to mean that they were still considered to be relevant, important, and effective at the 

time of its compilation (529–534). The old ban on pagan cult practice was reinforced even 

further by the inclusion of two laws of the later fifth century. Since the first of these prohibited 

the reopening of temples for worship (CJ 1.11.7), and the second proscribed permitting pagan 

ritual to be performed on one’s property (CJ 1.11.8), together these two laws prevented the 

resurfacing of pagan cult practice anywhere, in public or private.  

 As regards my second observation, two new laws by Justinian himself reveal the 

significantly widened scope of the legislation, imposing tougher restrictions on individual 

religious freedoms than had ever be seen before. Justinian’s first law curtailed the freedom to 

make gifts or bequests according to civil law, in that it prohibited any gifting or bequeathing 

with the aim to sustain paganism (CJ 1.11.9). The second required pagans to go to church and 

be baptized and embrace the teachings of the Church; moreover, it prohibited pagans from 

providing any kind of education (CJ 1.11.10). This last law, which spelled the end of the great 

philosophical schools, reveals an unmistakable shift in focus from orthopraxy to orthodoxy. 

Whereas all the emperors prior to Justinian had limited themselves to prohibiting certain 

aspects of pagan ritual, this most orthodox of emperors took it upon himself to prescribe not 

only how his subjects behaved, but what they believed and taught.  When we trace the 

evolution of anti-pagan legislation from the fourth century to the sixth, what stands out most, 

therefore, is the fact that the progressive Christianization of society still continued to be 
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accompanied pari passu by an ever narrower scope of possibilities for displaying non-Christian 

forms of identity, long after pagan cult practice had effectively been abolished.41 

 

CONCLUSION 

In the introduction to this chapter, we discussed that, contrary to what seems to be a prevailing 

view among historians, Roman legal and forensic culture in fact continued to flourish in Late 

Antiquity, which suggests that legislation could in principle be used as an effective instrument 

to regulate the ways in which society behaved. By means of a combined legal and historical 

approach, this chapter has investigated whether this same principle of effective legislation can 

also be shown to apply in the area of religious legislation, specifically the legislation on pagans, 

sacrifice, and temples contained in Book 16 of the Theodosian Code. 

The evidence presented and analysed in this chapter has shown that the anti-pagan laws 

were generally very effective when it came to enforcing them in real life. From a legal point of 

view, these laws show all the distinctive features of effective legislation. They contain crystal 

clear legal norms that could in principle be published, circulated, understood, observed, and 

enforced without problem. The prohibition of public sacrifice and of access to temples together 

were bound to bring about the end of public pagan cult practice, as, in fact, they did. Besides, 

the effectiveness of anti-pagan legislation was further enhanced by the fact that several laws 

directly engaged the class that supplied the judges and governors of the empire. After all, it is a 

historical fact that members of the senatorial aristocracy held all the important public offices, 

which typically included appointments as judges and governors but also roles within the 

traditional priestly colleges. Moreover, aside from such official state offices, these senators also 

                                                           
41 See Noethlichs 2015, 25. 
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held leading functions in a private capacity, for example in the performance of the so-called 

mystery religions. Their dominant position in all areas of society therefore meant that these men 

were indispensable for any attempt to abolish pagan cult practice from the top down. Imperial 

legislation now precluded these powerful men from holding priesthoods and from otherwise 

supporting public or private cults, while at the same time instructing them to take a tough stance 

on pagan cult practice whenever they were in a position to do so. As a result, there were no active 

pagan senators left by the end of the fourth century. Together with the prohibition of sacrifice 

and the closure of the temples, this spelled the end of public pagan cult practice. 

With respect to the more general function of promoting order in society, the laws must 

also be considered a success. In the end, the effectiveness of anti-pagan laws ensured that there 

was no need for Christian animosity against polytheists to result in actual physical violence. As 

we have seen, the laws simply required that temples must be closed in such a fashion that they 

could later be reopened for a variety of new, secular purposes. This was the norm, and in places 

where it was observed, there would have been little reason for religious fanatics to attack temple 

buildings. Furthermore, anti-pagan laws were not in and of themselves geared towards inciting 

violence against pagans and pagan property. Quite the opposite. Temple buildings were afforded 

legal protection and acts of Christian vigilantism were expressly forbidden.  

All this leads to the conclusion that Christian emperors in fact used their laws and their 

legislative power as an effective policy instrument towards abolishing public pagan cult practice 

in an orderly fashion. Naturally, not every individual law may have been complied with 

instantaneously, everywhere in the empire, to the letter of the law. But the total effect of this 

legislation, which was first initiated by Constantius II, given new momentum by Theodosius, 

and finally confirmed by Justinian, was that the Roman empire underwent a fundamental 
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change from a predominantly polytheist society to one governed by a single, centrally 

prescribed, monotheist creed. One could argue that, even without this legislation, the Roman 

empire would eventually have become Christianized anyway, but that would be beside the 

point. Imperial legislation did something that no senator or bishop could have accomplished in 

such an effective and pervasive manner. It made Christianity the one and only legal religion of 

the Roman empire. To those who would argue that it is naïve to confuse the rhetoric of an 

emperor with historical reality, I would respond that it would be a fundamental mistake to 

underestimate the authority of the emperor and his legislation. By virtue of the fact that the anti-

pagan laws could lay claim to the highest authority, the Christianization of the empire came to 

be more than just another social trend. It became a universal norm for the whole empire. 
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APPENDIX A: CTh 16.10: PAGANS, SACRIFICE, AND TEMPLES (438 AD) 

CTh 

(year) 

Author; addressee Legal norms Normadressaten Penalties 

16.10.1 

(321) 

Constantine;  

Maximus PUR 

Requirement to consult 

haruspices in case of a 

public work being struck 

by lightning. 

(authorities)  

Permission to consult 

haruspices, provided that 

there be no domestic 

sacrifices. 

everyone  

16.10.2 

(341) 

Constantius;  

Madalianus vice-PP 

Prohibition of public 

sacrifice. 

everyone Capital punishment  

(‘suitable 

punishment’). 

16.10.3 

(342?)42 

Constantius, 

Constans; 

Catullinus PUR 

Requirement to leave 

temple buildings outside 

the city walls intact. 

(authorities) 

 

 

16.10.4 

(356?)43 

Constantius, 

Constans; 

Taurus PP 

Requirement to close all 

temples, forbid access to 

them. 

(authorities)  

Prohibition of public 

sacrifice. 

everyone Capital punishment, 

confiscation of 

property. 

For governors who fail 

to uphold this law: 

confiscation of 

property. 

16.10.5 

(353) 

Constantius; 

Cerealis PUR 

Prohibition of nocturnal 

sacrifice (briefly permitted 

by the usurper 

Magnentius). 

(everyone)  

16.10.6 

(356) 

Constantius, Julian 

(edict) 

Prohibition of public 

sacrifice, prohibition of 

image worship. 

everyone Capital punishment. 

16.10.7 

(381) 

Gratian, 

Valentinian, 

Theodosius; 

Florus PP 

Prohibition of public 

sacrifice, approaching a 

temple for the purpose of 

divination. 

everyone Proscriptio: capital 

punishment, 

confiscation of 

property. 

16.10.8 

(382) 

Gratian, 

Valentinian, 

Theodosius; 

Palladius duke of 

Osrhoene 

Permission to access the 

temple (at Edessa), 

provided that there be no 

sacrifices. 

(everyone)  

                                                           
42 The manuscripts have 346, but the addressee, Catullinus, was urban prefect only in 342–344 (PLRE I, 

Catullinus 3). 
43 The manuscripts have 346, but the addressee, Taurus, was praetorian prefect only in 355–361 (PLRE I, Taurus 

3). 
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16.10.9 

(385) 

Gratian, 

Valentinian, 

Theodosius; 

Cynegius PP 

Prohibition of haruspicy. everyone Capital punishment 

(‘very harsh 

punishment’). 

16.10.10 

(391) 

Valentinian, 

Theodosius, 

Arcadian; 

Albinus PUR 

 

Prohibition of public 

sacrifice, profane entrance 

into temples, image 

worship. 

everyone 

(esp. judges, 

governors,  

office staff: see 

penalties) 

 

Judges who enter a 

temple for the 

purpose of worship 

shall be fined 15 

pounds of gold; same 

fine for complicit 

office staff. For a 

governor of consular 

rank, the fine is 6 

pounds of gold; same 

fine for his office staff. 

For a governor with 

the rank of corrector 

or praeses, the fine is 4 

pounds of gold; same 

fine for his office staff. 

16.10.11 

(391) 

Valentinian, 

Theodosius, 

Arcadian; 

Evagrius count of 

Egypt 

Prohibition of public 

sacrifice, profane entrance 

into temples, image 

worship. 

everyone 

(esp. judges, 

office staff: see 

penalties) 

 

A judge who enters a 

temple shall be fined 

15 pounds of gold; 

same fine for 

complicit office staff. 

16.10.12 

(392) 

Theodosius, 

Arcadius, 

Honorius; 

Rufinus PP 

Prohibition of animal 

sacrifice in any place, 

public or private. 

everyone Capital punishment. 

Prohibition against 

placing incense before 

images, binding a tree 

with fillets, erecting an 

altar. 

everyone  

 

Confiscation of 

property in which the 

offence took place. If 

it took place in a 

public place or on the 

property of another, 

the offender shall be 

fined 25 pounds of 

gold; same fine for 

anyone who connives.  

For judges, governors 

who fail to uphold this 

law, the fine is 30 

pounds of gold. 
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16.10.13 

(395) 

Arcadius, 

Honorius; 

Rufinus PP 

Prohibition against 

approaching any shrine or 

temple, perform sacrifice 

anywhere, anytime. 

everyone,  

specifically 

governors,  

office staffs 

Governors who fail to 

uphold this law shall 

be subject to the fine 

decreed against 

themselves, and, in 

addition, to the fines 

established against 

the offenders; office 

staffs who disregard 

these statutes shall be 

subject to capital 

punishment. 

16.10.14 

(396) 

Arcadius, 

Honorius; 

Caesarius PP 

Abolition of the privileges 

of pagan priesthoods 

(which are now 

prohibited). 

pagan priests  

16.10.15 

(399) 

Arcadius, 

Honorius; 

Macrobius vicar of 

Spain, Proclianus 

vicar of the Five 

Provinces 

Prohibition against 

destroying ornaments of 

public works. 

everyone  

16.10.16 

(399) 

Arcadius, 

Honorius; 

Eutychianus PP 

Requirement to tear down 

the temples in the country 

districts 

(authorities)  

16.10.17 

(399) 

Arcadius, 

Honorius; 

Apollodorus, 

proconsul of Africa 

Permission to host and 

attend festal banquets, 

provided that there be no 

sacrifice or pagan 

superstition. 

everyone  

16.10.18 

(399) 

Arcadius, 

Honorius; 

Apollodorus 

proconsul of Africa 

Prohibition against 

destroying temples. 

everyone  

16.10.19 

(407)44 

Arcadius, 

Honorius, 

Theodosius II; 

Curtius PP 

 

Requirement to reallocate 

annonae from temples to 

military. 

Requirement to remove 

remaining images from 

temples.  

Requirement to vindicate 

all temple buildings to 

public (i.e. secular) use.  

Requirement to destroy all 

altars. 

Requirement to transfer 

sacred land to suitable use. 

authorities 

(judges, 

office staffs) 

Judges who fail to 

uphold these 

regulations shall be 

fined 20 pounds of 

gold; same fine for 

office staff. 

                                                           
44 Cf. Sirm. 12. 



110 CHAPTER THREE  
 

16.10.19 

(cont’d) 

Attribution of authority to 

bishops to use their 

ecclesiastica manus to 

prohibit ritual funeral 

meals. 

bishops  

16.10.20 

(415) 

Honorius, 

Theodosius II; 

[People of 

Carthage] 

All places previously 

assigned to pagan ritual 

shall be imperial property 

(unless the emperor had 

granted such property to 

the Church). 

(authorities)  

Requirement to remove 

anything that has ever 

been consecrated to 

sacrifice from baths and 

other public places.45 

16.10.21 

(415) 

Honorius, 

Theodosius II; 

Aurelianus PP 

Pagans shall not be 

admitted into imperial 

service, shall not receive 

rank of administrator or 

governor. 

(authorities)  

16.10.22 

(423) 

Honorius, 

Theodosius II; 

Asclepiodotus PP 

Prohibition of pagan 

ritual. 

everyone The existing laws shall 

be applied to any 

remaining pagans. 

16.10.23 

(423) 

Honorius, 

Theodosius II; 

Asclepiodotus PP 

Prohibition of sacrifice. everyone Proscription of goods, 

exile (instead of 

capital punishment). 

16.10.24 

(423) 

Honorius, 

Theodosius II; 

Asclepiodotus PP 

Prohibition against 

attacking law-abiding 

Jews, pagans. 

Christians Offenders shall restore 

triple or quadruple 

the amount that they 

robbed. Same penalty 

for governors and 

office staffs who 

permit such a crime to 

be committed. 

16.10.25 

(435) 

Theodosius II, 

Valentinian III; 

Isidorus PP 

Prohibition of sacrifice. everyone Capital punishment. 

Requirement to destroy 

any place of active pagan 

worship. 

authorities  

  

                                                           
45 CTh 16.10.20 para. 4 orders the removal of chiliarchs (military tribunes) and centenarii (centurions) who 

misappropriate distributions for the people; it has no bearing on religious matters. See Delmaire 2009, 80–81. 
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APPENDIX B: CJ 1.11: PAGANS, SACRIFICE, AND TEMPLES (534 AD) 

CJ Source Legal norms Penalties 

1.11.1 

(356?)46 

CTh 16.10.4 Requirement to close all temples, forbid 

access to them. 

Prohibition of public sacrifice. 

Capital punishment, 

confiscation of property. For 

governors who fail to uphold 

this law: confiscation of 

property. 

1.11.2 

(385) 

CTh 16.10.9 Prohibition of haruspicy. Capital punishment 

(‘very harsh punishment’). 

1.11.3 

(399) 

CTh 16.10.15 Prohibition against destroying 

ornaments of public works. 

 

1.11.4 

(399) 

CTh 16.10.17 Permission to host and attend festal 

banquets, provided that there be no 

sacrifice or pagan superstition. 

 

1.11.5 

(415) 

CTh 16.10.20 All places previously assigned to pagan 

ritual shall be imperial property (unless 

the emperor had granted such property 

to the Church). 

 

1.11.6 

(423) 

CTh 16.10.24 Prohibition against attacking law-

abiding Jews, pagans. 

Offenders shall restore double 

the amount that they robbed. 

Same penalty for governors and 

office staffs who permit such a 

crime to be committed. 

1.11.7 

(451) 

Valentinian III 

and Marcian 

to Palladius PP 

Prohibition against reopening temples 

for pagan worship. 

 

 

 

  

Capital punishment, 

confiscation of property; same 

for accomplices. Governors who 

fail to uphold this law, shall be 

fined 50 pounds of gold; same 

fine for office staff. 

1.11.8 

(472?) 

Leo and 

Anthemius to 

Dioscorus PP 

Prohibition against permitting pagan 

ritual to be performed on one’s property. 

 

 

Confiscation of property, 

removal from office; those who 

do not hold office shall be 

tortured and condemned to 

hard labour in exile. 

1.11.9 Justinian Prohibition against gifting or 

bequeathing with the aim to sustain 

paganism. 

Confiscation of gift or bequest. 

1.11.10 Justinian Requirement to go to church and be 

baptized; men are to ensure that their 

wives and children and entire 

household refrain from pagan activities. 

Confiscation of property. 

Prohibition against pagans providing 

any kind of education. 

Confiscation of property and 

exile. 

                                                           
46 The manuscripts have 354, but the addressee, Taurus, was praetorian prefect only in 355–361 (PLRE I, Taurus 

3). 



  



  

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE UGLY 

 

Abstract 

In order to evaluate the notion of religious conflict between pagans and Christians in fourth-century 

Rome, this chapter looks beyond the evidence on the pagan side and presents a limited case study 

of different attitudes towards pagans by Damasus, Jerome, and the anonymous author of the 

Carmen Contra Paganos. The chapter also revisits the question of authorship of the Carmen 

Contra Paganos. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Ever since the appearance of Edward Gibbon’s magisterial work, The History of the Decline and 

Fall of the Roman Empire, the fourth century has been perceived by historians as a period of 

cultural decline and religious conflict.1 According to Gibbon, the Christianization of the empire 

at the expense of Roman religion was one of the causes of the increasing weakness and final 

collapse of Roman civilization.2 

In the second half of the twentieth century, a group of British and American scholars 

sought to rectify this negative image of conflict and decline. This revisionist school of history, 

led by Peter Brown and others, characterized Late Antiquity in positive terms, as a period of 

transformation and innovation rather than decline and fall.3 According to Brown, the rise of 

                                                           
1 Gibbon 1776–1788. On decline, see e.g. Ward-Perkins 2005. On conflict, see e.g. Chuvin 1990. 
2 Gibbon 1776–1788, ch. 15 and 28. 
3 See e.g. Brown 1971. 
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Christianity did not constitute a break with Roman culture, but was rather a continuation of it: 

“Christianity was able to pass the classical culture of an élite to the average citizen of the Roman 

World. The Christian bishops were the missionaries of the culture with which they had 

identified themselves.”4  

With regard to the last adherents to the old religions, a prominent disciple of the 

revisionist school, Alan Cameron, wrote a hefty volume, The Last Pagans of Rome, in which he 

meticulously deconstructed the prevailing notion that the last pagans organized a carefully 

orchestrated counter-movement against the rise of Christianity.5 In his book, Cameron reached 

the conclusion that relations between pagans and Christians must therefore have been 

essentially peaceful. According to Cameron, “with the end of the persecutions and a Christian 

on the imperial throne, Christians must have begun to look on the non-Christians around them 

differently, no longer as automatic enemies but as misguided fellow citizens, fellow Romans in 

an increasingly dangerous world.”6 Whereas Cameron’s work received great acclaim in 

American academia7, it has been met with criticism among continental European scholars.8  

 No matter how fascinating it might be to attempt to explain and trace the origins of this 

transatlantic parting of ways, the more urgent question for the historian of Late Antiquity 

remains the extent to which the late fourth and early fifth century should be perceived as a 

period of religious conflict between pagans and Christians. Even if we are willing to accept Alan 

Cameron’s conclusion that there was no organized pagan resistance and no heroic last stand 

                                                           
4 Brown 1971, 93. 
5 Cameron 2011; this book deconstructs the notion of a ‘pagan revival’ as propagated by Herbert Bloch; see 

Bloch 1945; 1963. 
6 Cameron 2011. 
7 See e.g. Brown 2011. 
8 See e.g. Lizzi Testa 2013; Paschoud 2012; Ratti 2012.  
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against Christian oppression, this hardly justifies the conclusion that there was no conflict, no 

forcible end to paganism. It only means that, amidst a flux of unprecedented changes, pagans 

failed to mobilize and take adequate action against the abolition of their ways of life. 

In order to determine to what extent there was conflict between pagans and Christians, 

one must look beyond the evidence of the last pagans and carefully examine the various 

Christian attitudes towards pagans and pagan cult places. It is not sufficient to review the role 

played by pagan figureheads, such as Quintus Aurelius Symmachus and Vettius Agorius 

Praetextatus. We must also look at individuals shaping the discourse on the Christian side. Due 

to constrictions of time and space, I propose to conduct a limited case study of a couple of 

prominent Christians who lived and wrote when Vettius Agorius Praetextatus was senator in 

Rome: Damasus, Jerome, and the anonymous author of the Carmen Contra Paganos. Of course, 

such a study cannot aspire to be representative of the whole or even average Christian attitude 

towards paganism. However, by contrasting the views of a bishop of Rome with those of a 

querulous monk and a polemic poet, it promises to offer indications of the possible range of 

Christian discourse on paganism in Rome in the late fourth century. 

 

DAMASUS 

Damasus was bishop of Rome from 366 to 384 AD. His election was fraught with difficulty, since 

a rival faction pronounced the deacon Ursinus pope in the same year. Even after Ursinus was 

exiled from Rome, inter-Christian conflict continued to brew in the city, and it was only with 

the support of Rome’s civil authorities – figures such as Vettius Agorius Praetextatus – that 

Damasus was able to retain his position. Precisely because his leadership had been tested in this 

way from the onset, Damasus spent the rest of his career forging alliances to bolster his position 
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and reinforce the authority of the Roman church by peaceful means. In the words of Richard 

Krautheimer, Damasus was “an eminently political animal.”9  

One modern critic has disparagingly dubbed Damasus “a distinctly junior partner” of the 

Roman aristocracy.10 The fact remains, however, that this bishop could at least consider himself 

their partner, and not their enemy or their servant. His frequent meetings with aristocratic 

ladies earned Damasus the nickname matronarum auriscalpius, “the matrons’ ear-tickler”.11 In 

his dealings with the pagan leaders of the city, he was moderate, cordial, and supportive. For 

example, when the pagan senator Quintus Aurelius Symmachus found himself accused of 

mistreating Christians, Damasus came to his defence.12 

Damasus embellished and built several churches, including the basilica that still bears 

his name: San Lorenzo in Damaso.13 He also provided new accommodation for the papal 

archive.14 His most visible and lasting legacy, however, was the composition of hexametrical 

poems for the Roman martyr graves, adopting a classical form towards a uniquely Christian 

purpose.15 Among modern scholars, the poetical quality of these short texts has received mixed 

reviews. Alan Cameron, for example, found them “lame and frigid”.16 Fortunately for Damasus, 

contemporary appreciation appears to have been more favourable. Jerome, for example, praised 

Damasus as having an elegans in versibus conponendis ingenium.17 The script for the Damasian 

elogia was specially designed for the purpose by a calligrapher, aptly named Filocalus. As a 

                                                           
9 Krautheimer 2009, 318. 
10 McLynn 2011, 320. 
11 Coll. Avell., Ep. 1.9. 
12 Symm. Rel. 21.3. 
13 See Curran 2000, 142–147; Brandenburg 2005, 133–142; Reutter 2009, 99–103. 
14 ED 57. 
15 The standard critical edition is Ferrua 1942 [ED]; for a fresh introduction, updated texts, translation, and 

commentary, see Trout 2015. 
16 Cameron 1985, 136. 
17 Hier. Vir. Ill. 103. 
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result, these inscriptions, which are found all around the city, form a group that is visually 

distinct from all other inscriptions. This embellishment of the martyr graves was a bold move 

that was clearly intended to relocate the focal point of Rome’s Christian flock from intense 

internal theological strife and power struggles towards a unifying position centred around the 

hallowed martyrs.18 Moreover, by drawing attention to the multitude of Roman martyrs, these 

inscriptions underlined the special position of the City, and, by extension, of its bishop. And, 

last but not least, the use of heroic metre for this purpose was Damasus’ subtle way of saying, as 

Marianne Sághy has put it: “Ich bin ein Römer.”19 

 So, if we sum up the qualities and achievements of Damasus, he was a leader, a builder, 

and a uniter, who in the most challenging of times used poetry and architecture to promote the 

local cult of the Roman martyrs and take down barriers between religious groups. He resorted 

to the use of force only when his very position as bishop of Rome was threatened by a rival pope. 

As far as we know, he never used, promoted, or condoned violence against pagans. Damasus 

spoke the language of the Roman aristocrats – pagans as well as Christians – and engaged them 

in a friendly and courteous way. He even lived in the style of an aristocrat, driving around in a 

chariot, well dressed, giving banquets fit for a king.20 For this reason he has been styled the first 

“society pope”.21 Undoubtedly his greatest achievement was that, by taking this path, Damasus 

made Christianity salonfähig. By addressing the venerated martyrs in Vergilian metre and by 

rubbing shoulders with the senatorial aristocracy, Damasus Romanized Christianity while 

Christianizing Rome.22 

                                                           
18 See Sághy 2000. On martyr graves as powerful lieux de mémoire, see Diefenbach 2007; 2012. 
19 Sághy 2016, 315. 
20 Amm. 27.3.14. 
21 Cameron 1985, 136. 
22 Cf. Krautheimer 2009, 325, 327; Sághy 2016, 314. 
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JEROME 

In 382, a studious ascetic from the East was introduced to the bishop of Rome and soon became 

his personal secretary.23 Among a wider audience, Jerome is remembered chiefly for his Latin 

bible translation. In spite of his fabled scholarly achievements, however, he was a paranoid 

creature with a quick temper, prone to self-righteous indignation. In the biography by J.N.D. 

Kelly, we read that Jerome had a “passionate, impulsive, egotistical disposition, sensitive to the 

point of morbidity” and “[h]e was also […], intensely possessive, suspicious of and hostile to 

people who did not yield to his spell.”24 He wrote polemical pamphlets against fellow Christians, 

most notably Against Helvidius (383), Against Jovinian (393), Against Rufinus (401), and Against 

Vigilantius (406). For no reason at all, he even got into a fight with Augustine.25 Anyone who is 

the least bit familiar with Augustine’s gentle disposition can see how petulant and utterly 

ridiculous Jerome’s conduct in this matter really was. Even Jen Ebbeler, who has given a most 

sympathetic reading of Jerome’s role in this correspondence, had to acknowledge Jerome’s 

inability to cope with criticism in a courteous way: “For Jerome, a letter was either friendly or 

hostile. The very presence of rebuke, even if charitable and well intentioned, made a letter 

hostile and allowed for a hostile response.”26 

 Jerome is well-known for his fanatical intolerance.27 If he could not even agree with his 

fellow Christians, it hardly comes as a surprise that his attitude towards paganism was negative 

in the extreme. Let me just cite two examples of his deep-seated hatred of pagans. In Ep. 23, 

                                                           
23 See Cain 2009, 45. 
24 Kelly 1975, 195–196. 
25 See Kelly 1975, 263–268. 
26 Ebbeler 2013, 131. 
27 See Kelly 1975, 331. 
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written towards the end of 384, Jerome is gloating about the death of Rome’s consul designate, 

Vettius Agorius Praetextatus:28 

 

O what a great change of circumstances! A few days ago, the highest dignitaries walked before him 

as he climbed the citadel of the Capitol, as if he was triumphing over conquered enemies; the Roman 

people welcomed him with jumping and applause, and at the news of his death the whole city was 

moved. Now he is completely alone and naked, trapped in squalid darkness; not in the palace of the 

Milky Way, as his unfortunate wife falsely proclaims. 

 

And in Ep. 107, written in 403, he tells the following story about the destruction of a 

Mithraeum:29  

 

And to pass over old stories, which might seem too fabulous to the incredulous, didn’t your relative, 

Gracchus, who pours forth patrician nobility with his name, a few years back when he held the urban 

prefecture turn upside down, break to pieces, shake down the cave of Mithras and all its hideous 

images, by which they are initiated as Raven, Bridegroom, Soldier, Lion, Persian, Sun-Runner, Father, 

and, having sent these things before him like hostages, obtain the baptism of Christ? 

 

According to Jerome, therefore, the only good pagan is a dead pagan, whose proper place is the 

squalid darkness of Tartarus; and the only fitting response to pagan images is to break them to 

pieces and parade them through the streets in triumph. 

                                                           
28 Hier. Ep. 23.3. 
29 Hier. Ep. 107.2. 
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 Whereas Jerome enjoyed the patronage of pope Damasus, who apparently admired him 

for his erudition, most Christians in Rome viewed him as a divisive troublemaker.30 Within a 

year after the death of Damasus, they expelled Jerome from the City. Rather than taking this 

episode as a cause for introspection, Jerome lashed out at the Roman clergy, branding them “the 

senate of the Pharisees” and referring to Rome as “Babylon, the scarlet-clad whore”.31  

 After his expulsion from Rome, Jerome found a new patron in the violent and radical 

bishop of Alexandria, Theophilus, who was responsible for the destruction of the Serapeum and 

other major temples in that city.32 One particularly infamous story concerning this bishop is that 

when workmen discovered a Mithraeum, Theophilus triumphantly paraded the Mithraic 

monuments through the middle of the Agora (ca. 391).33 This incident may very well have 

inspired Jerome’s fanciful story, which we just read, about the destruction of a Mithraeum in 

Rome (purportedly in 382).34 The destruction of the Mithraeum in Alexandria sparked a whole 

episode of inter-religious violence there, culminating in the destruction of the Serapeum. By 

recounting the story of the urban prefect Gracchus as the destroyer of a Mithraic cave, Jerome 

is at the very least planting a notion in the minds of his Roman audience, that the destruction 

of pagan sanctuaries is a good thing, and that, if it had not actually occurred in Rome already, it 

could and should, just as in the Eastern part of the empire. 

Whereas Damasus had been concerned with protecting his position of power against 

schismatics, Jerome was obsessed with maintaining purity of religious doctrine against heretics 

                                                           
30 See Cain 2009, 105. 
31Didym. spir. sanct. praef.; cf. also Ep. 45.6 (“Babylon”). 
32 See Haas 1997, 160–163; Watts 2010, 192–198. 
33 Soc. HE 5.16. 
34 Jerome’s Mithraeum does not fit the chronological pattern of archaeologically dated destructions of 

Mithraea in Rome, which all belong to the first half of the fifth century; see Schuddeboom 2016. 
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and pagans.35 This partly explains why his attitude towards pagans is much more 

confrontational than that of the pope. Damasus had no occasion to feel threatened or offended 

by pagans. Jerome obviously did.  

 

CARMEN CONTRA PAGANOS 

The so-called Carmen Contra Paganos (hereinafter: CCP) is an anonymous anti-pagan pamphlet 

of 122 hexameters, inserted into a single codex of the poet Prudentius: Parisinus latinus 8084.36 

It begins with a tirade about the ridiculous pagan gods (lines 1–24). Next, an unnamed recently 

deceased pagan prefect is extensively ridiculed (lines 25–end). In the last seven lines of the 

poem, even his widow is derided for praying in vain to the pagan gods. As for the identity of the 

unnamed prefect, Alan Cameron has argued convincingly that he was in fact none other than 

Vettius Agorius Praetextatus.37 

 As a piece of poetry, the CCP has no redeeming features whatsoever. Its versification is 

poor, with many false quantities. Its wording is uninspired, abounding in trite platitudes. There 

is nothing clever or sophisticated about its argument. Even the basic choice of using the classical 

form of Vergilian metre, which was conceivably intended to defeat the pagans at their own 

game, as it were, fails to impress because the poem is of such inferior quality. If Damasus’ 

attitude towards pagans could be regarded as good, and Jerome’s as bad, the most accurate way 

to describe the attitude of the CCP is plain ugly. 

                                                           
35 Cf. also Chenault 2016, 55. 
36 For a recent critical edition, see Bartalucci 1998; cf. also Cameron 2011, 802–808 who provides his own Latin 

text and English translation. 
37 See Cameron 2011, 273–309; see also Cracco Ruggini 1979; 1998. Cameron’s identification of the prefect is 

now widely accepted, see. e.g. Chenault 2016, 60; Burgersdijk, forthcoming. 



122 CHAPTER FOUR  
 

Ever since its discovery, the authorship of the CCP has been a matter of debate. Despite 

the fact that it was found in a manuscript of the Christian poet Prudentius, who was clearly no 

fan of pagans, the stylistic traits of the poem are such that it cannot possibly be attributed to 

him. On the tenuous basis of an entry in a high medieval library catalogue of Lobbes abbey, 

mentioning “verses by bishop Damasus on the urban prefect Praetextatus”38, some scholars, 

including Alan Cameron, have proposed that the CCP was written by pope Damasus.39 

As persuasive as his identification of the prefect, Praetextatus, was, so unconvincing is 

Alan Cameron’s attempt to attribute authorship of the CCP to Damasus. First of all, even 

Cameron had to concede that the CCP is “undeniably a poor piece of work.”40 This fact alone 

makes it exceedingly unlikely that the poem could have been written by an experienced 

versifier such as Damasus, even if scribbled hastily at his death bed. Furthermore, Dennis Trout 

has demonstrated that each of Cameron’s stylistic arguments for attributing the CCP to 

Damasus is inconclusive.41 What is more, as a coarse and unsophisticated piece of anti-pagan 

invective, ridiculing the deceased prefect Vettius Agorius Praetextatus, the CCP does not fit at 

all with what we know about the savvy and diplomatic Damasus, who maintained a cordial 

working relationship with the civil authorities in general and with Praetextatus in particular. 

These fundamental problems with attributing the CCP to Damasus call for a critical re-

evaluation of the authorship of the CCP. 

Previous attempts to identify the author of the CCP have focused largely on the 

particular words used, quantity of syllables, and metrical patterns. Based on his extensive 

                                                           
38 Damasi episcopi versus de Praetextato praefecto urbis. 
39 First advanced by Dolbeau 1981; vigorously defended by Cameron 2011. 
40 Cameron 2011, 275; older criticism of the poem, almost invariably negative, is collected in Trout 2015, 27 n. 

110. 
41 See Trout 2015, 26–38. 
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stylistic analysis of the CCP, Alan Cameron identified two individuals who might have had a 

hand in the composition of the CCP. He believed that the old pope, Damasus, did the actual 

writing, while his young secretary, Jerome, egged him on.42 As we have seen, however, this 

scenario fails to convince, and I therefore suggest taking a different approach. Rather than 

confine ourselves to studying the language of the CCP, I propose to take a close look at sections 

of the CCP where the author’s personality shines through, and then examine how the emerging 

personality traits relate to what we know about the two individuals identified by Cameron.  

The CCP consists largely of anti-pagan stock material. Hidden in between, however, 

there are some elements that might betray the identity of its author. The first of these is found 

at the beginning of the poem. The CCP starts by addressing pagan senators in an increasingly 

confrontational tone:43  

 

You who worship the Sibyl’s groves and the forest of Ida; the lofty Capitol of Jupiter the thunderer, 

the Palladium and the Lares of Priam; the shrine of Vesta, and incestuous gods, a sister married to 

her brother, a cruel boy [Cupid], the statues of wicked Venus, you whom only the purple toga 

consecrates, you to whom the oracle of Phoebus has never spoken true, you whom the quack 

Etruscan diviner forever mocks. 

 

This passage bolsters the identification of the subject of the poem as Vettius Agorius 

Praetextatus, whose name appears to be alluded to in the phrase: “purpurea quos sola facit 

praetexta sacratos”.44 By this, the poet really seems to be saying: “you who would be worth 

                                                           
42 See Cameron 2011, 316–317. 
43 CCP 1–8, tr. Cameron. 
44 CCP 6. 
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nothing if it weren’t for your fancy toga’s (you Praetextatuses)!” Aside from this single obscure 

reference, the name Praetextatus does not occur anywhere in the poem. Apparently, the poet’s 

game was to let the readers figure out for themselves who the object of ridicule was, which 

would, of course, have been infinitely more apparent to a contemporary audience than it is to a 

modern readership. To our knowledge, Damasus did not make fun of names at all. Occasionally, 

he made a good-natured pun on a name (e.g. someone named Felix is truly fortunate)45, but 

never in a disparaging way. Jerome, on the other hand, really liked to make fun of people’s 

names. For example, according to Jerome, Vigilantius should properly be called Dormitantius 

(“Sleepyhead”)46, and in his diatribe against Jovinian, Jerome advises his readers: “Beware the 

name Jovinian, which is derived from an idol (sc. Jove). The Capitol is in tatters; the temples of 

Jupiter and his ceremonies have tumbled.”47 The specific type of name play in the CCP finds a 

perfect parallel in a letter by Jerome, where he refers to Rufinus’ friend Melania, whose name in 

Greek literally translates as “blackness”, by means of the convoluted phrase “eam, cuius nomen 

nigredinis testatur perfidiae tenebras”.48 This corresponds closely to the pun in the CCP. Just 

compare: 

 

 – You whom only the purple-bordered toga (praetexta) consecrates.49 

 – She whose name of blackness (sc. melania) attests the shades of faithlessness.50 

 

The first phrase is from the CCP, the second is from Jerome. 

                                                           
45 ED 7, 59. 
46 Hier. C. Vigil. 1. 
47 Hier. Adv. Iovin. 2.38. 
48 Hier. Ep. 133.3. 
49 CCP 6. 
50 Hier. Ep. 133.3. 
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A second striking feature of the CCP is that the deceased prefect is referred to as an 

animal: luridus anguis, a ghastly snake, which is a variant on the commonplace lubricus anguis.51 

The image of the snake is self-evident. Clearly the prefect had tried to infect Christians with his 

pagan poison. Damasus never speaks of people as animals. Jerome, on the contrary, frequently 

dehumanizes his victims by referring to them as animals. Ambrose, the bishop of Milan, is 

rudely called informis cornicula (“the deformed little crow”).52 Rufinus, Jerome’s boyhood friend 

with whom he had had a falling out, became Grunnius (“Oinky the pig”) 53, as well as “scorpion” 

and “hydra”.54 Writing against Jovinian, Jerome accuses his adversary of speaking the words of 

“the old serpent”, i.e. the Devil: “These are the words of the old serpent; by counsel such as this 

the dragon expelled man from Paradise.” The effect of Jerome’s words is even stronger in Latin, 

because of the hissing alliteration: “Haec sunt sibila serpentis antiqui, his consiliis draco de 

paradiso hominem expulit.”55 In his treatise against Helvidius, Jerome paints an image of his 

opponent as a slippery serpent (lubricus anguis), here using the Vergilian cliché verbatim for 

maximum effect. Is it purely by coincidence that Jerome refers to his enemies, Rufinus, Jovinian, 

and Helvidius, as snakes (hydra, serpens, anguis) and Praetextatus is likewise called a snake 

(anguis) in the CCP? 

 A third salient detail of the CCP is that it mocks the deceased prefect, who lies dead in a 

small tomb. Damasus never speaks ill of the dead. On the contrary, he spent the greater part of 

his career beautifying graves. Conversely, Jerome is known to have rejoiced over the death of 

                                                           
51 luridus anguis, CCP 53; lubricus anguis, see e.g. Verg. Aen. 5.84; Sen. Thy. 844; anguis lubricus, see e.g. Arnob. 

Serap. 2.4; Rufinus, HE 10.3. 
52 Hier. Praef. De spiritu suo.  
53 Hier. Ep. 125.18; In Hieremiam prophetam 4 (passim). 
54 Hier. Comm. in Ezech. praef.; more examples in Cavallera 1922, vol. 2, 131–135 (“note S”). 
55 Hier. Adv. Iovin. 1.4. Cf. 1.1, where Jovinian is likened to an injured snake (debilitatus coluber), rising up only 

to collapse again.  
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his one-time friend, Rufinus. So it does not come as a surprise that he had no compunction at 

all about ridiculing the recently departed prefect, Vettius Agorius Praetextatus, whom he hated 

with a vengeance. Just compare the three following phrases: 

 

– Thus you lie, you miserable wretch, having been given a small tomb.56 

– Now the scorpion lies buried between Enceladus and Porphyrion in the soil of Sicily.57 

– Now he is completely alone and naked, trapped in squalid darkness.58 

 

The first sentence is from the CCP, concerning Praetextatus. The second and third are taken 

from Jerome, about Rufinus and Praetextatus respectively. According to each of these texts, an 

unpleasant fate after death is what is in store for those who do not adhere to the one true 

religion. 

 A fourth prominent aspect of the CCP is that it ends with a mocking description of the 

deceased prefect’s grieving widow:59 

 

Your suppliant wife with her hands heaps up the altars with grain and gifts and prepares to fulfil her 

vows to the gods and goddesses on the threshold of the temple, threatening the deities. Yet while 

hoping to sway Acheron with her magic incantations, instead she sent the wretch headlong down to 

Tartarus. 

 

                                                           
56 CCP 111. 
57 Hier. Comm. in Ezech. praef.; Enceladus and Porphyrion were mindless giants and Sicily was generally 

regarded as a provincial backwater. 
58 Hier. Ep. 23.3. 
59 CCP 116–120, tr. Cameron. 
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Here the author makes fun of the devout wife, who prays that her deceased husband may have 

a good afterlife, but he is plunged into Tartarus instead. Damasus, the matrons’ ear-tickler, must 

have known better than to mock wealthy widows. But in one of Jerome’s letters we find the very 

same motif in his announcement of the fate of Praetextatus. Exactly as described in the CCP, 

Praetextatus’ poor wife completely failed to understand that her husband is not in the heavens 

but in Tartarus:60 

 

At the news of his death the whole city was moved. Now he is completely alone and naked, trapped 

in squalid darkness; not in the palace of the Milky Way, as his unfortunate wife falsely proclaims. 

 

The similarity is striking. In each of these two passages the author makes fun of the widow, 

because in spite of what she thinks or does, her husband has gone to hell, not heaven. 

 A fifth conspicuous element of the CCP is the ironic use of the word sacratus.61 This 

particular idiosyncrasy formed an essential part of Cameron’s argument for identifying the 

prefect as Vettius Agorius Praetextatus.62 Now, Damasus occasionally uses the word sacratus, 

but not once in an ironic sense.63 Jerome, on the other hand, emphatically describes 

Praetextatus as “non palmatam consulem, sed sacratum.”64 Before talking himself out of what 

would appear to be the most straightforward solution, Cameron accurately observed that it may 

be more than coincidence that Jerome and the CCP make the same pun.65 

                                                           
60 Hier. Ep. 23.3. Cf. Ep. 39.3: illa infidelem maritum translatum fingit in caelum: “She professes that her faithless 

husband has gone to heaven.” 
61 CCP 6, †13†, 24, 34, 46, 76, 88, 95. 
62 See Cameron 2011, 305. 
63 ED 11, 19. 
64 Hier. Ep. 23.3. 
65 See Cameron 2011, 306. 
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 A sixth important trait of the CCP as a whole is that it is clearly a satire.66 Damasus is not 

known to have produced anything satirical. Jerome, by contrast, is well known to have used 

satire in his prose works.67 With reference to the passage in Ep. 23, discussed above, where 

Praetextatus ascends the Capitol, Lucy Grig has observed that Jerome appears to be playing up 

the triumphal connections of the procession for satirical effect.68 As to the origin of Jerome’s 

taste for satire, Neil Adkin has determined that Jerome first read Juvenal in Rome between 382 

and 385, and imitations of the Satires begin to appear in Jerome’s works in 384.69 That is precisely 

the time when the CCP was composed, containing clear echoes of Juvenal’s Satires.70 

 How remarkably consistent all this evidence is, becomes clear when we present these 

data in tabular form: 

 

     Damasus Jerome  CCP    

Polemic     –  +  + 

Fiercely anti-pagan   –  +  + 

Unpractised in verse composition  –  +  + 

Mocking names    –  +  + 

Referring to people as animals  –  +  + 

Mocking the dead   –  +  + 

Mocking a widow   –  +  + 

Using “sacratus” ironically  –  +  + 

Using satire    –  +  + 

 

                                                           
66 See e.g. Chenault 2016, 60; Burgersdijk, forthcoming. 
67 See Wiesen 1964. 
68 See Grig 2009, 286. 
69 See Adkin 2000, 126. 
70 See Burgersdijk, forthcoming. 
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On the basis of the evidence presented here, it becomes virtually impossible to argue that 

Damasus authored the CCP. But if the author of the CCP was not Damasus, then who? It must 

have been a Christian, fluent in Latin, but not particularly adept at verse composition; someone 

with a taste for satire; a divisive figure, moreover, who truly despised pagans and did not shrink 

back from speaking ill of the dead. Who better fits the bill than the pope’s turbulent secretary, 

Jerome? Alan Cameron already suspected his involvement in the composition of the CCP.71 I 

would like to take the argument one step further, and firmly attribute authorship of the CCP to 

Jerome. While it remains conceivable, of course, that an unknown third author shared Jerome’s 

penchant for polemic, mocking names, dehumanizing enemies, and disrespecting the departed, 

there is no good reason to construe the existence of such a third party, especially since none of 

these traits can be considered a common characteristic among the other contemporary 

Christians of Rome. Moreover, not only do we have the noted similarities between the CCP and 

Jerome’s polemic rantings, but we know for a fact that Jerome was in Rome at the time, that he 

was fiercely anti-pagan, that he hated Vettius Agorius Praetextatus enough to gloat over his 

death, and that he was familiar with hexametrical poetry but was by no means an accomplished 

poet himself.72 All this together makes Jerome by far the most likely candidate to have been 

author of the CCP. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In the introduction to this chapter, I briefly discussed two opposing perspectives on the 

relationship between pagans and Christians in Late Antiquity. According to the revisionist 

                                                           
71 See Cameron 2011, 316. 
72 See Cameron 2011, 316, who reprints two short hexametrical poems by Jerome. 
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school of history, this relationship was basically good, and the transition from paganism to 

Christianity was essentially peaceful. Other historians, however, have maintained the position 

that revisionists cannot simply brush away the many documented examples of conflict, 

intimidation, and violence against pagans and pagan monuments. 

Over the course of this chapter, it has become abundantly clear that as the city of Rome 

was gradually being Christianized in the fourth century, there was no such thing as a single, or 

even predominant, Christian attitude towards paganism. In this period, Christians did not yet 

form a unified block, but there were various Christian groups with diverging Christian identities. 

In the two main subjects of our limited case study, we recognized two very dissimilar brands of 

Christian, with two diametrically opposed attitudes towards paganism. Regarding attitudes 

towards the formal characteristics of pagan literature, Damasus consciously appropriated 

Vergilian metre to embellish martyrs’ graves. Jerome, conversely, tells us that he literally had 

nightmares about being considered a Ciceronian instead of a Christian, as if the two were 

somehow mutually exclusive.73 As for their preparedness to associate with pagans, Damasus was 

a pragmatic leader, keen to work with the pagan aristocracy while gently coaxing them to 

become Christian. Jerome, on the other hand, was a fundamentalist monk, completely unable 

to have a dialogue with anyone who did not share his narrowly defined religious views. 

On the basis of the evidence, we can only conclude that both the Christian discourse and 

the historical reality of Christian-pagan relations in the fourth century were far more complex 

than Cameron and fellow proponents of the revisionist peace-and-harmony model would have 

us believe. We must look, therefore, for an alternative explanation that accommodates all the 

                                                           
73 Hier. Ep. 22.30. 
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available evidence. I believe this can be done if we look at the unfolding of events from a 

chronological perspective.  

During the papacy of Damasus, there does not appear to have been any large-scale 

conflict between pagans and Christians in Rome. On the contrary, the peaceful coexistence of 

pagans and Christians in this period allowed the Christian and pagan communities of Rome to 

flourish simultaneously. At this stage, before Rome became a Christian city, Christians appear 

to have been much more preoccupied with defining their own identity than with attacking 

intransigent pagans. The last pagans of Rome, meanwhile, appear to have been undisturbed by 

what they might well have considered to be a passing trend. At any rate, they never mobilized 

to form organized resistance of any kind against the Christianization of their city. Instead, 

pagans such as Vettius Agorius Praetextatus relished in their pagan identity, e.g. by holding 

multiple priesthoods, until these were finally outlawed.74 

The policies of Damasus had two major effects. First, the bishop was able to unite 

Christians behind him by refocusing their attention to the cult of the martyrs. Second, arguably 

most importantly, he accelerated the Christianization of the Roman aristocracy by engaging the 

senatorial aristocracy in a non-threatening manner and in language that they could understand 

and appreciate.75 In doing so, he managed at the same time to Romanize Christianity, making it 

salonfähig. 

Soon after the deaths of Damasus and Praetextatus in late 384, the voices of moderation 

died out, and, as Rome became a Christian capital, a new, intolerant breed of Christianity got 

the upper hand. This is evident among other things from the wilful destruction of pagan 

                                                           
74 On the poly-initiations of pagan senators in this period, see e.g. Soler 2011. On the senatorial aristocracy 

and the question of individual religiosity, see Iara 2015. 
75 On the Christianization of the senatorial aristocracy, see Salzman 2002. 
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sanctuaries, increasingly stringent anti-pagan legislation, and fulminations of hate-mongering 

monks such as Jerome. Although anti-paganism never quite reached the same heights in the 

conservative city of Rome as it did in the East, it is fair to say that without moderate bishops and 

strong pagan leaders to keep them in check, the general attitude of Christians towards pagans 

hardened significantly. Disseminated by monks, bishops, and Christian emperors, anti-pagan 

sentiment acquired its own powerful dynamic, with news of temples destructions in Alexandria 

and other cities spreading across the empire like wildfire. Jerome’s celebration of the 

destruction of a Mithraeum is mirrored by the actual destruction of as many as half of the 

Mithraea of Rome in the first half of the fifth century.76  

All this leads to the inevitable conclusion that, whereas the Christianization of Rome 

may have started out as a predominantly peaceful process, in the last quarter of the fourth 

century it reached a tipping point where the demand for one religion for all began to drown any 

pleas for religious tolerance. After that, it would be many centuries before a Christian society 

could once again accept non-Christians as their equals.

                                                           
76 See Schuddeboom 2016. 



  

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

VIOLENCE AND RECRUITMENT 

 

Abstract 

The early Christian notion of pagans as persecutors played a central role in the ideologies employed 

by Christians to forge their identity in opposition to other religions. From the moment that the 

political power of Christianity was consolidated under Theodosius I, the rhetorical violence that 

ensued from these ideologies began to spill over into the real world, because the identification of 

pagans with the demonic was believed to legitimize actual violence against pagans and pagan 

property. In order to properly investigate the violent aspect of religion and recruiting power, this 

chapter focuses on early Christianity as a social movement that, for ideological reasons, was bent 

on eliminating its perceived competitors. The fate of the Mithraea of Rome shows that early 

Christian religious violence cannot be explained away as either a history of incidents or a purely 

rhetorical phenomenon, but actually formed an essential part of the ideological foundation and 

recruiting power of Christianity. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The exhibition in the Nieuwe Kerk in Amsterdam presented a wide-ranging selection of art 

works, focusing on the multi-religious tapestry that was fourth-century Rome.1 For example, it 

featured a full-sized replica of the colossal head of Rome’s first Christian emperor, Constantine2; 

                                                           
1 See the exhibition catalogue (in Dutch): De Blaauw and Moormann 2015. 
2 De Blaauw and Moormann 2015, 40–43 no. 2. 



134 CHAPTER FIVE  
 

a Christian sarcophagus with a depiction of Orpheus, the mythical Greek singer who could 

charm all creatures with his music3; a sarcophagus lid, decorated with theatre masks, with a 

Greek inscription for a woman by the Roman name of Faustina, followed by three Jewish 

religious symbols (shofar, menorah, lulav) and the Hebrew word for peace (shalom)4; and a 

tombstone with a traditional heading, D(is) M(anibus) (“for the divine spirits”), a Christian 

phrase in Greek: ἰχθῦς ζώντων (“fish of the living”), a depiction of two fish swimming toward an 

anchor (Christian symbols), and a conventional Latin inscription: Liciniae Amiati bene merenti, 

vixit ... (“for Licinia Amias, well deserving; she lived ...”).5 Also on display was a pristinely 

preserved sculpture in the round of the Roman god Mithras killing a bull, found just a few metres 

south of the Scala Santa in Rome.6 The exhibition thus paints a vivid picture of different religious 

and cultural expressions existing side by side, basically an image of harmonious interaction 

between Christians, Jews, and traditional polytheists (or, as Christians would call them, pagans).  

 The recruiting power of Christianity, however, also had a more sinister side, which the 

exhibition did not address. This chapter tells a dark story of how the early Christian notion of 

pagans as persecutors played a crucial role in the ideologies that forged early Christian identity 

in opposition to other religions, and how, as soon as Christians had achieved a position of 

political power, rhetorical violence, resulting from these ideologies, spilled over into the real 

world to become actual violence. The ‘persecuted’ became persecutors, and the violence that 

was ingrained in their ideologies precipitated real violence against pagans and their property. 

In this chapter, we will zero in, therefore, on this one particular role of early Christianity, not as 

                                                           
3 De Blaauw and Moormann 2015, 46–47 no. 4. 
4 De Blaauw and Moormann 2015, 54–55 no. 8. 
5 De Blaauw and Moormann 2015, 56–57 no. 9. 
6 De Blaauw and Moormann 2015, 50–51 no. 6 (= CIMRM I, 164 no. 370). 
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faith or religion or positive source of inspiration, but as a social movement that, for reasons of 

ideology, was bent on eliminating its perceived competitors. The fact that Christian violence 

continued long after the abolition of paganism, shows, moreover, that its primary objective was 

not to counter an actual threat of pagan competition, but to garner additional support by using 

violence as a recruitment tool.7 I do not wish to claim here that this violent tendency is the sole 

defining aspect of early Christianity, nor do I believe, as nineteenth-century scholars did8, that 

the fourth century was the scene of an epic struggle between paganism and Christianity. Surely 

that was not the case. But I would argue, against what seems to be a fashionable current in 

scholarship9, not only that the occurrence of early Christian religious violence cannot be 

explained away as either a history of incidents or a purely rhetorical phenomenon, but that it 

formed an essential part of the ideological foundation and recruiting power of Christianity. 

 In what follows, I propose to investigate the fate of the last Mithraists of Rome through 

the combined prisms of archaeology, epigraphy, legislation, literature, and history.10 We will 

consider the end of the Mithraea in Rome, using the Mithraeum at the church of Santo Stefano 

Rotondo as a case in point. Then, we will trace the end of Mithraic inscriptions by prominent 

members of the senatorial aristocracy in fourth-century Rome, focusing on Vettius Agorius 

Praetextatus as the epitome of late antique poly-initiate priests. This is followed by a probe into 

the dates and rhetoric of the anti-pagan laws of Christian emperors. Next, we will review what 

the biblical scholar Jerome teaches us about the correct Christian attitude towards Mithraic 

priests and their cult rooms. And finally, the whole of Christian violence against pagans is 

                                                           
7 It is a well-established fact that social movements will often turn to violence in order to garner attention 

and support; see Gregg 2016, 343. 
8 See e.g. Boissier 1891. 
9 See e.g. Salzman 2006 and Cameron 2011, who play down the role of religious violence in Late Antiquity. 
10 For an extensive treatment of the fate of all the Mithraea in Rome, see Schuddeboom 2016. 
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explained from the ubiquitous image of pagans as persecutors that can be traced back to 

Christian myths of martyrdom, which in turn formed an essential part of early Christian identity 

formation and religious ideology. The chapter closes with an excursus into the Nachleben of 

Mithras Tauroctonus in medieval Rome. 

 

SANTO STEFANO ROTONDO 

The basilica of Santo Stefano Rotondo, well-known for its grand, circular plan, was built on the 

Caelian hill in the fifth century.11 The church is dedicated to the first Christian martyr, Saint 

Stephen, who, according to the Acts of the Apostles, was stoned to death.12 Stephen’s violent end 

is echoed on the walls inside his church, where we see gruesome images of martyrdom, 

depicting every imaginable way of putting a devout Christian to death, for example: boiling 

them, burying them, crucifying them upside down, throwing them into a snake pit, stabbing 

them with a sword, or crushing them under a heavy stone. Charles Dickens, who visited the 

church in 1845, expressed his profound sense of revulsion at these scenes: 

 

To single out details from the great dream of Roman Churches, would be the wildest occupation in 

the world. But St. Stefano Rotondo, a damp, mildewed vault of an old church in the outskirts of 

Rome, will always struggle uppermost in my mind, by reason of the hideous paintings with which its 

walls are covered. These represent the martyrdoms of saints and early Christians; and such a 

panorama of horror and butchery no man could imagine in his sleep, though he were to eat a whole 

pig raw, for supper. Grey-bearded men being boiled, fried, grilled, crimped, singed, eaten by wild 

beasts, worried by dogs, buried alive, torn asunder by horses, chopped up small with hatchets: 

                                                           
11 On the church, see CBCR 4: 199–240; HKR 3: 1974, 943–979; Brandenburg 1998; 1999, 373–377; Webb 2001, 

96–97; Brandenburg 2004, 200–214; Pavolini 2006, 55–65; Pensabene 2015, 273–282. 
12 Acts 7:54–60. 
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women having their breasts torn with iron pinchers, their tongues cut out, their ears screwed off, 

their jaws broken, their bodies stretched upon the rack, or skinned upon the stake, or crackled up 

and melted in the fire: these are among the mildest subjects. So insisted on, and laboured at, besides, 

that every sufferer gives you the same occasion for wonder as poor old Duncan awoke, in Lady 

Macbeth, when she marvelled at his having so much blood in him.13 

 

The frescoes were commissioned in the early 1580s by pope Gregory XIII (1572–1585) and were 

painted by Niccolò Circignani, also known as Pomarancio, and Antonio Tempesta. As of 1579, 

Santo Stefano Rotondo was in the hands of the Jesuit order, and the frescoes were perhaps 

intended to inspire young Jesuits to endure any kind of hardship that might befall them in the 

course of their missionary exploits – Gregory was a strong supporter of the Jesuits. So the 

paintings are modern, but their stories are ancient, and they provide a powerful narrative of 

triumph through hardship. This is recruiting power par excellence, or, as one eminent scholar 

has put it: “The ideology of martyrdom – of believers willing to give up everything for their god 

– was a most powerful formulator of religious zeal.”14 Meanwhile, the non-Christian Romans 

that appear in these stories are reduced to the role of cruel and mindless persecutors. In this 

way, Christian identity is artificially created through opposition with the other. Any clues that 

Roman religious experience might have offered a viable alternative to Christianity are notably 

absent. 

 An interesting feature that is little known outside our small circle of specialists, is that 

the church of Santo Stefano Rotondo stands on top of a Mithraeum.15 Once part of the army 

                                                           
13 Dickens 1846, 46–47. 
14 Elsner 1998, 211. 
15 On the Mithraeum, see: Lissi Caronna 1986; 1993; Pavolini 2006, 55–65; Bjørnebye 2007, 29–31; Claridge 

2010, 345–347; Schuddeboom 2016, 228–229; 235–236. 
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barracks of the Castra Peregrina, which housed Roman soldiers detached from the provincial 

armies for special service, the Mithraeum was vigorously destroyed and filled in with rubble, 

and the church was built over it, thereby completely erasing this ancient place of worship until 

it was rediscovered in 1969.16 The Mithraeum has been excavated and its contents have been 

removed to the Museo Nazionale Romano. In situ we can still find the two podia where the 

worshippers used to recline, and a beautifully preserved wall painting of Luna.17 A large 

tauroctony relief, made of stucco, was found smashed into pieces. All that remained were 

scattered fragments and the miraculously preserved gilded head of Mithras.18 A second large 

tauroctony relief, made of marble, is on display in the Baths of Diocletian.19 At first sight, there 

appears to be nothing out of the ordinary. We instantly recognize the familiar scene of Mithras 

killing the bull. The dog, serpent, scorpion, and raven are present, and so are Cautes and 

Cautopates, the Sun and the Moon, and, somewhat less familiar, Hesperos (Evening). Much of 

the original paint and gilding has been preserved. Closer inspection reveals, however, that the 

relief was broken into pieces in Late Antiquity. The slab measures about 1 by 1.5 metres and is 6 

cm thick – a solid marble slab – and it must have taken considerable force to break it. In fact, 

the fracture pattern is entirely consistent with a heavy blow from a sledgehammer. A third, 

smaller relief was smashed to smithereens.20 In this particular case, the figures of Mithras and 

the bull were completely obliterated. A fourth tauroctony relief was the only one to be found in 

                                                           
16 On the significance of the destruction and erasure of this and other Mithraea in Rome, see Schuddeboom 

2016; 2017. 
17 Lissi Caronna 1986, 24, pl. III, IV; in situ. 
18 Lissi Caronna 1986, 12–13, pl. I; Borgognoni 2012, 655 no. IX 58; Heyner 2013, 251 no. 159; Museo Nazionale 

Romano, Terme di Diocleziano, inv. no. 205826. 
19 Lissi Caronna 1986, 31–35, pl. VIII–XIV; Borgognoni 2012, 647–648 no. IX 54; Heyner 2013, 250 no. 158; Museo 

Nazionale Romano, Terme di Diocleziano, inv. no. 205837. 
20 Lissi Caronna 1986, 36, pl. XVI; Museo Nazionale Romano, Terme di Diocleziano, inv. no. 205839 (not 

currently on display). 
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pristine condition.21 In case one wonders how it could have escaped destruction, it is a very small 

piece, only 16.5 cm wide, and it was simply tossed onto the floor. When the Mithraeum was 

destroyed, its objects were scattered all over the place and the site was filled in with rubble.22 

Finally, the church was built over it. The Mithraeum had probably been in use at least until ca. 

380, when the emperor Theodosius began to clamp down on pagan religions.23 Its final 

destruction is to be dated to the first half of the fifth century, when the church was built. On the 

basis of dendrochronological evidence, we can tell that building of the church was definitely 

underway in the 450s.24 Most recently, Patrizio Pensabene has suggested that the building 

probably started already around 430.25 This provides us with a tentative destruction date of the 

Mithraeum of ca. 430. 

 It is important to observe at this point that the destruction of the Mithraeum at Santo 

Stefano Rotondo was by no means an isolated event. Of the eight extant Mithraea in Rome, as 

many as five were destroyed by Christians.26 These were located at Santo Stefano Rotondo, San 

Clemente, Santa Prisca, the Crypta Balbi, and the Baths of Caracalla. In each case, the Mithraic 

reliefs were targeted for destruction, and religious objects were scattered across the site. And 

just like the Mithraeum at Santo Stefano Rotondo, the Mithraea at Santa Prisca (ca. 400) and 

San Clemente (ca. 410) were violently destroyed, filled with rubble, and built over by a church.  

                                                           
21 Lissi Caronna 1986, 35, pl. XV; Borgognoni 2012, 656 no. IX 59; Museo Nazionale Romano, Terme di 

Diocleziano, inv. no. 205838. 
22 For the scattering of objects, see Lissi Caronna 1986, 30 fig. 9. 
23 See Lissi Caronna 1986, 46. 
24 A chestnut tree felled in 451 was used for the architraves, see Valeriani 2003, 2032 n.11. Cf. Brandenburg 

2004, 204, who dates the building to the early 460s. 
25 See Pensabene 2015, 273. 
26 See Schuddeboom 2016.  
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 On the other hand, there are also three extant Mithraea in Rome that were not 

destroyed, but were simply decommissioned. In the Mithraeum at the Circus Maximus, the 

great tauroctony relief was taken down and moved to the side, face down, where it could no 

longer be viewed, let alone worshipped. In the Mithraeum at Palazzo Barberini, all moveable 

objects were removed from the room, leaving only the two podia and the wall paintings. The 

small, makeshift Mithraeum at Via Giovanni Lanza, finally, was apparently walled up in Late 

Antiquity.27  

 So, in studying the end of the Mithraea of Rome, we find that there were evidently two 

possible fates in store for them. They could either be peacefully decommissioned by the 

occupants themselves, or they were violently destroyed by Christians. In this context, it stands 

to reason that the pristinely preserved sculpture of Mithras that was exhibited in the Nieuwe 

Kerk28 would have come from a decommissioned Mithraeum. Without a proper find context, 

we can never be certain, but given its excellent state of preservation, it is very likely that the 

sculpture was intentionally buried.29 Another example of this practice is found at Piazza Dante, 

where Mithraic monuments had been carefully buried below a tiled floor.30 

 

                                                           
27 See Anghel 2016, 373, who astutely observed that the good preservation of the statues and other inventory, 

such as the torches found in the Mithraeum, suggests that it was sealed off in Antiquity. His notion that this 

may have happened already in the third century, i.e. before the Constantinian domus was built, is perhaps 

less plausible. 
28 De Blaauw and Moormann 2015, 50–51 no. 6 (= CIMRM I, 164 no. 370). 
29 For the sparse available information on the find context and its possible topographical significance, see 

Liverani 2004a; 2004b, 30–33. 
30 CIMRM I, 159–160 nos. 349–355. 
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VETTIUS AGORIUS PRAETEXTATUS 

Throughout the third quarter of the fourth century, the cult of Mithras in Rome had thrived in 

no small part thanks to the support of powerful senators. One of them was the illustrious Vettius 

Agorius Praetextatus, who also appears as the host of the dinner party in Macrobius’ 

Saturnalia.31 According to his epitaph, Praetextatus had held many priesthoods, both state 

offices and in a private capacity.32 He had been augur, priest of Vesta, priest of Sol, quindecimvir 

(in charge of the Sibylline Books and cults of foreign gods), curial priest of Hercules, consecrated 

to Liber and the Eleusinian goddesses (Demeter and Persephone), hierophant (presumably of 

Hecate), neocorus (of Sarapis), tauroboliate (of Cybele), and pater patrum (of Mithras). As we 

can see, the last and presumably most important priesthood was that of Mithras: pater patrum 

(“Father of Fathers”). Furthermore, the inscription continues, Praetextatus had had a 

distinguished political career. He had been quaestor candidatus (nominated by the emperor), 

urban praetor, governor of Tuscia and Umbria (in Italy), governor of Lusitania (in 

Portugal/Spain), governor of Achaia (in Greece), urban prefect of Rome, ambassador for the 

senate on five missions, praetorian prefect of Italy and Illyricum twice; and consul designate, so 

he would have been Roman consul in 385, if his death had not prevented it. This, then, was the 

type of man who had supported Mithraism in the fourth century. And Praetextatus was by no 

means alone. Elsewhere, I have published a full list of known Mithraic senators in fourth-

century Rome.33 They are easily identified by means of inscriptions in which they present 

themselves quite ostentatiously as priests of Mithras and other mystery gods.34  

                                                           
31 Praetextatus: see PLRE I, Praetextatus 1; FS, no. 3468; see also Kahlos 2002. Macrobius: see Kaster 2011. 
32 CIL VI 1779. 
33 See Schuddeboom 2016, 233 table 3. 
34 These Mithraic senators tended to be poly-initiate priests, i.e. initiated in many different cults. On this 

phenomenon, see Soler 2011. 
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 In his hefty volume on the last pagans of Rome, Alan Cameron has painstakingly 

deconstructed the notion of an organized pagan resistance against Christianity.35 If Cameron is 

correct, it means that the inscriptions of the last pagan senators of Rome were not a sign of some 

plucky resistance movement. We might rather regard them, in psychological terms, as a 

prolonged extinction burst, the equivalent of one last carton of cigarettes before kicking the 

habit. The real question, though, is what prompted these pagan senators to start displaying their 

support of polytheism in an almost obsessive way from 357 onwards, only to give it up altogether 

in the early 380s. 

 

CONSTANTIUS AND THEODOSIUS 

When we examine closely the dates of the anti-pagan laws contained in the Theodosian Code, 

we find that these laws were not issued all at once, but in two main waves.36 From 341 to 356, 

Constantius II issued five anti-pagan laws.37 Theodosius, in turn, issued six anti-pagan laws 

between 381 and 392.38 There are no anti-pagan laws from the period between these two 

emperors. The first group of inscriptions from Mithraic senators dates from 357–362.39 After 

that, there is a clearly noticeable surge in dedications of Mithraic inscriptions in the 370s.40 The 

very last inscriptions, dating from the period of Theodosius’ anti-pagan legislation, record 

careers of two deceased poly-initiate senators.41 Apart from these posthumous inscriptions, all 

                                                           
35 See Cameron 2011. 
36 On the Code, see Pharr 1952; Matthews 2000; Sirks 2007. For the texts and dates of the anti-pagan laws in 

Book 16 of the Code, see Code Théodosien XVI.  
37 CTh 16.10.2–6 (341–356 AD). 
38 CTh 16.10.7–12 (381–392 AD). 
39 CIL VI 749–752. 
40 CIL VI 500, 504, 509, 510, 511, 753, 1675, 31118, 31940; AE 1953, 237–238; AE 1971, 35. 
41 CIL VI 1778 (387 AD) and 1779 (384 AD) for Vettius Agorius Praetextatus; ILS 1264 (385 AD) for Alfenius 

Ceionius Iulianus Kamenius. 
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the Mithraic inscriptions are neatly squeezed in between the two waves of anti-pagan 

legislation. The most logical explanation for this is that the practice of ostentatiously styling 

oneself as a pagan senator first arose as a reaction to the anti-pagan laws of Constantius (who 

prohibited public worship), and that the end of this practice was the effect of the anti-pagan 

legislation of Theodosius (who also prohibited private worship). After Theodosius’ death, his 

son, Honorius, issued eleven more anti-pagan laws in the period from 395 to 423.42 These later 

laws were largely reiterations and further clarifications of existing legal norms, and were 

apparently intended to preclude any chance of a return to pagan worship. In 423, Honorius 

remarked contentedly that he believed that there were not any pagans left.43 His last law 

concerning the regulation of pagans is not an anti-pagan law, but a law that prohibits attacking 

law-abiding pagans and Jews.44 Evidently, there had been attacks on law-abiding pagans and 

Jews in the preceding period. In this context, law-abiding pagans can hardly mean anything else 

than people who might believe in pagan gods, but obediently refrained from sacrifice and other 

forms of pagan worship. 

 Another aspect of the anti-pagan legislation that is noteworthy, is its rhetoric. In his very 

first anti-pagan law, Constantius wrote: Cesset superstitio, sacrificiorum aboleatur insania: “Let 

superstition cease, let the insanity of sacrifices be abolished.”45 In other words, according to the 

highest authority of the Roman Empire, anyone who offered sacrifice to the gods was not only 

breaking the law, but was superstitious and insane. It should be noted that the Latin word 

                                                           
42 CTh 16.10.13–23 (395–423 AD). 
43 CTh 16.10.22 (423 AD): quamquam iam nullos esse credamus.  
44 CTh 16.10.24 (423 AD). 
45 CTh 16.10.2 (341 AD). 
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superstitio had strong connotations of unmanliness and mental weakness, much more so than 

the modern word ‘superstition’.46  

 One aspect of the anti-pagan legislation that is generally overlooked by historians, is that 

laws are by their very nature authoritative. When your neighbour or a monk or a priest says that 

you are a criminal and a lunatic, it might be hurtful and might even have social consequences, 

but it clearly does not affect your legal status. To the contrary, when the law says that you are a 

criminal, you are indeed a criminal, and when it says that you are a lunatic, however unjust and 

inappropriate this may seem, you are, in fact, officially a lunatic. And no self-respecting person, 

let alone someone of senatorial rank, wants to be a lunatic.47  

 As it turns out, this legislation would eventually prove a highly effective instrument for 

abolishing paganism and for Christianizing the senatorial aristocracy of Rome.48 After 391, there 

is not a single dated Mithraic monument or a single Mithraic priest recorded anywhere in the 

Roman Empire. The anti-pagan legislation had two more, perhaps unintended, effects. In the 

decades following Theodosius’ wave of anti-pagan legislation (381–392), we see a surge of 

destructions of Mithraea, not only in Rome, but throughout the Empire. And the anti-pagan 

laws also opened the door for something that would have been inconceivable before: verbal 

attacks on the most prominent pagans, such as Vettius Agorius Praetextatus, by Christians of 

significantly lower social status, for example Jerome. 

 

                                                           
46 See Gordon 2008. 
47 Cf. also Theodosius’ cunctos populos decree, judging everyone who did not embrace the Nicene creed to be 

demented lunatics (dementes vesanosque). CTh 16.1.2 (380 AD). 
48 See Chapter Three. On the Christianization of the senatorial aristocracy, see Salzman 2002. 
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EUSEBIUS HIERONYMUS STRIDONENSIS 

Jerome was neither a senator nor a bishop. He was a biblical scholar, who used his considerable 

intellectual talents to translate and write commentaries on the Bible.49 He also wrote moralizing 

letters on a variety of subjects. When Praetextatus died, all of Rome was in mourning.50 Or 

perhaps not quite all of Rome; it will be interesting to look at the reaction from the Christian 

side. Jerome wasted no time in writing about the deceased Praetextatus: 

 

[I am writing this] to teach you that the consul elect, that detractor of his age, is now in Tartarus. [...] 

O what a great change of circumstances! A few days ago, the highest dignitaries walked before him 

as he climbed the citadel of the Capitol, as if he was triumphing over conquered enemies; the Roman 

people welcomed him with jumping and applause, and at the news of his death the whole city was 

moved. Now he is completely alone and naked, trapped in the squalid darkness; not in the palace of 

the Milky Way, as his unfortunate wife falsely proclaims.51 

 

This is a most curious way of paying respect to one of Rome’s leading priests and politicians! 

The same theme is picked up in a more elaborate way in the so-called Carmen Contra Paganos.52 

As Alan Cameron has demonstrated, that long satire against paganism is about the death of 

none other than Praetextatus.53 The end of the poem ridicules Praetextatus’ wife, herself a pagan 

priestess, who had prayed to the gods for her deceased husband: 

 

                                                           
49 On Jerome, see Kelly 1975; Rebenich 2002; Cain 2009; Cain and Lössl 2009.  
50 Hier., Ep. 23.3: ad cuius interitum urbs universa commota est. 
51 Hier., Ep. 23.3 (384 AD). 
52 See Bartalucci 1998; cf. Cameron 2011, 802–808. 
53 See Cameron 2011, 273–309. 
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Your suppliant wife with her hands heaps up the altars with grain and gifts and prepares to fulfil her 

vows to the gods and goddesses on the threshold of the temple, threatening the deities. Yet while 

hoping to sway Acheron with her magic incantations, instead she sent the wretch headlong down to 

Tartarus. Stop weeping for such a bloated husband, who looked to Latian Jupiter for salvation!54 

 

Exactly as in Jerome’s letter, we see the mocking of the widow, who thought that her husband 

might go to heaven, but every Christian should know that he went straight to Tartarus instead. 

Cameron attributed the poem to pope Damasus, but, as I have argued elsewhere, Jerome is a far 

more plausible candidate to have authored the Carmen Contra Paganos.55 In any case, the poem 

reveals that some Christians, at least, did not mourn the death of the great statesman, Vettius 

Agorius Praetextatus, for the simple reason that he was a pagan. 

 In another letter, some twenty years later, Jerome reminisced about the destruction of a 

Mithraeum:  

 

And to pass over old stories, which might seem too fabulous to the incredulous, didn’t your relative, 

Gracchus, who pours forth patrician nobility with his name, a few years back when he held the urban 

prefecture turn upside down, break to pieces, shake down the cave of Mithras and all its hideous 

images, by which they are initiated as Raven, Bridegroom, Soldier, Lion, Persian, Sun-Runner, Father, 

and, having sent these things before him like hostages, obtain the baptism of Christ?56 

 

This letter is noteworthy for several reasons. First of all, Jerome appears to emphasize the 

importance of the aristocracy, in this case an urban prefect, joining in the destruction of 

                                                           
54 CCP 115–122, based on the translation by Cameron (but I prefer “bloated” to “After the dropsy”). 
55 See Chapter Four. 
56 Hier., Ep. 107.2 (403 AD). 
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Mithraea. Jerome also displays a very intimate knowledge of the Mithraic cave and its images; 

he even names the seven grades of Mithras in correct order. His verdict is that the Mithraic 

images are portentuosa simulacra, hideous images, that ought to be broken to pieces.  

 The letter itself is addressed to an aristocratic young lady and emphasizes the important 

role that Christian women can play in the recruitment of their male relatives for Christianity. 

The young lady in question is Laeta, daughter of Caecina Albinus, who had been one of the most 

powerful pagans in Rome. Caecina Albinus was one of the distinguished guests at the dinner 

party hosted by Vettius Agorius Praetextatus in Macrobius’ Saturnalia, and as governor of 

Numidia he had built or restored a Mithraic cave.57 But, unlike her father, Laeta is Christian, and 

Jerome urges her to keep trying to convert her old father.  

 What is most interesting about this letter is that it exists in the first place. It shows how 

much the world had changed since the middle of the fourth century. Just imagine if someone 

had written an impertinent letter like this to a senator’s daughter fifty years before, surely he 

would have found himself in a world of trouble! But the year is 403, and Jerome is fully aware of 

how the world has changed, and he knows that he can get away with anything he chooses to 

write against pagans. Imperial support had made Christians virtually untouchable. Within the 

context of recruiting power, it is essential to note that Jerome’s letters were not merely personal 

messages, but they were obviously meant for publication. By publishing this particular letter, 

Jerome was not only taunting Albinus; he was showing off, to whoever cared to read it, what he 

had written to the daughter of an old Mithraic priest, in the knowledge that the old senator 

could do nothing about it, because Christians were now in command. In other words, Jerome 

                                                           
57 PLRE I, Albinus 8; FS, no. 2857; CIL VIII 6975. 
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was deliberately using rhetorical violence as a recruitment tool to garner support for his own 

narrowly defined form of orthodox Christianity. 

 Jerome’s nasty comments on the death of Praetextatus and on the destruction of a 

Mithraic cave appear to be symptoms of the same virulent strain of anti-paganism that caused 

the destruction of the Mithraea in Rome. It seems unlikely, though, that Jerome was responsible 

for those attacks. First of all, however one might judge Jerome’s character, his instrument was 

clearly the pen, not the sword. Moreover, the audience of his letters appears to have been 

literate, well-to-do Christians, hardly the type of crowd that one might expect to wield 

sledgehammers at Mithraic monuments. Jerome’s views should therefore be taken as indicator 

rather than cause of widespread anti-pagan sentiments. What, then, was the root cause of these 

sentiments?  

 

 

Fig. 1. Jean-Léon Gérôme, The Christian Martyrs’ Last Prayer (1863–1883). Walters Art Museum.  
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THE MYTH OF MARTYRDOM 

We began our journey at Santo Stefano Rotondo, marvelling at the gruesome images of 

martyrdom depicted there on the walls. Martyrdom and persecution have always been an 

essential part of Christian ideology. The stories of Jesus and his disciples are stories of 

persecution, often ending in torture and execution. With time, the methods of killing become 

more and more extravagant, from simple crucifixion (an age-old punishment for the lowest of 

criminals) and crucifying upside-down (Peter) to the plethora of horrors described in late 

antique martyria. 

 Until quite recently, stories of early Christian martyrdom used to be taken at face value 

as historical evidence of widespread religious persecution (fig. 1). Ground-breaking research, 

however, by a new generation of scholars, represented in particular by Lucy Grig and Candida 

Moss58, has shown that invented traditions played a major role in the way in which martyr 

stories were constructed and represented.59 This may come as a surprise, but stories of 

martyrdom and persecution were actually concocted and embellished in order to provide 

Christians with a common identity as a ‘persecuted’ group.60 Recognizing the nature and social 

effects of this Christian persecution complex is vital to understanding the dynamics of early 

Christian recruiting power. In this regard, three major conclusions in the works of Grig and Moss 

appear to be especially pertinent to our investigation. First, the construction of martyrdom 

stories occurred for the most part not at times when Christians might have had occasion to feel 

oppressed, but in the period of Christian empowerment under Constantine and his successors.61 

                                                           
58 See Grig 2004; Moss 2013. 
59 On the concept of invented traditions and their role in identity formation, see Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983. 
60 See esp. Moss 2013.  
61 See Grig 2004; Moss 2013. 
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Second, the invention of martyrdom stories can be shown to have played a crucial role in the 

process of Christianization in the post-Constantinian period.62 And third, it is precisely in the 

post-Constantinian period that the discourse of martyrdom stories becomes more polemical 

than ever before, and pagans in these stories begin to be demonized as the instruments of 

ultimate evil, Satan.63  

 The problem with stories of persecution and martyrdom is that they leave no room for 

moderation. Not only do they create a black and white world, of good and evil, of “us” and 

“them”, thus polarizing the debate; but the very notion of being under constant attack also tends 

to stimulate and legitimize counter-attacks against perceived persecutors. Candida Moss 

elucidates: 

 

Claims of being persecuted are used in order to exclude and suppress other groups, to identify them 

with demonic forces, and to legitimize rhetorical and perhaps also literal violence against them.64 

 

If the Devil is real, he must be fought. But how does the myth of martyrdom relate to the 

situation in late antique Rome? 

 Before we can answer this intriguing question, we must first take on board some 

sociological observations on the nexus between religion and violence that may help us to shed 

light on historical patterns of religious violence. The prevailing view on the relationship 

between religion and social conflict, based on a profusion of empirical evidence, is that, whereas 

religion tends to promote social cohesion and tolerance within social groups, it tends to 

                                                           
62 See Grig 2004. 
63 See Moss 2013, 240–244. 
64 Moss 2013, 246. 
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promote hostility and intolerance between different social groups.65 It follows that there is a 

direct correlation between in-group cohesion and out-group hostility in religious groups. 

Hostility, however, does not yet equate violence, and not all fundamentalists become violent 

extremists. But when the ideology that is used to bind the members of a social group involves a 

narrative of being persecuted, there are factors at play that tend to contribute to individual 

group members turning to violence. When a social group perceives itself to be persecuted, group 

members tend to view the use of violence as an appropriate and legitimate means of defending 

the group. Moreover, the myth of martyrdom offers the prospect that violence against the 

persecutor will always lead to glory. Whether one manages to defeat the forces of persecution 

or is defeated by them, one is regarded by one’s own group as a hero, fighting against oppression. 

This in itself can make group members feel sufficiently strong to overcome the natural barrier 

of confrontational tension and fear that normally prevents people from becoming violent.66 In 

light of these observations, it is remarkable that no-one has thought to investigate whether the 

cult of the martyrs in Rome could have been a factor in the subsequent eruption of anti-pagan 

violence in Rome, which is exactly what I propose to do now. 

 It is well-known that Damasus, bishop of Rome from 366 to 384 AD spared no effort 

embellishing the reputed graves of Roman martyrs with hexametrical poems of his own making, 

in order to galvanize Christians around a newly invigorated martyr cult.67 Damasus’ policy 

worked like a charm and the cult of the martyrs became more popular than ever before. Given 

the fact of Damasus’ successful founding of a common Christian identity on the notion that 

                                                           
65 See Clarke et al. 2013. 
66 On this barrier of confrontational anxiety, see Collins 2008. 
67 See esp. Sághy 2000. On the renovatio memoriae, or the ‘rediscovery’ of ‘forgotten’ martyrs by Damasus, see 

e.g. Sághy 2012. 
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Christians had been persecuted and killed by non-Christians, it is well worth investigating 

whether the newly invigorated cult of the martyrs brought about an increase in violence against 

non-Christians in Rome, especially in light of the general observation that ideologies of 

martyrdom tend to cause out-group hostility and violence. And an increase in violence there 

certainly was. We need only recall the fact that in the period between 390–450 as many of half 

of the Mithraea of Rome were violently destroyed by Christians. Even though it is, of course, 

impossible to establish a hard, causal connection between Damasus’ active propagation of 

martyrdom stories and the surge in anti-paganism that ensued, the empirically founded 

observation that persecution myths generally tend to lead to out-group violence is, in my 

opinion, sufficient reason to postulate that it must have been a factor of major contributing 

importance. I would suggest, therefore, that the rhetorical violence of Jerome’s letters, the 

institutional violence of Theodosius’ anti-pagan legislation, and the physical violence against 

the last remaining Mithraea of Rome are all ultimately connected to the reinvigoration and, in 

fact, reinvention, of an ideology of martyrdom, which played such a crucial role in Christian 

identity formation in the late fourth century. Not all Christians were hardliners, but the 

invented tradition of martyrdom with its dichotomy between good and evil must have made it 

difficult for moderates to stand up to the likes of Jerome. If people were seen to be supporting 

pagans, they could henceforth easily be regarded as enemies of the church. The same is true for 

the Christian emperors, whose role was made even trickier by the fact that in the stories of 

martyrdom, the imperial office was inextricably linked with the role of the persecutor.68 Any 

attempt to curtail Christian privilege would have been seen as an act of persecution. Once the 

process had been set in motion, there was no realistic possibility for an emperor to reverse the 

                                                           
68 See Sizgorich 2009, 102; Drake 2011, 204; Gaddis 2005, 100. 
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anti-pagan legislation, without being branded an apostate and a persecutor, as emperor Julian 

found out. 

 A final problem associated with the myth of martyrdom is that, as long as claims of being 

persecuted continue to be believed, the ensuing violence never ceases to be. Long after 

Christianity had become the centrally prescribed religion and traditional pagan worship had 

been abolished, Christians would continue to take delight in martyr stories, resorting to the 

strategy of inventing a narrative about a new type of pagan, namely barbarians on the fringes of 

the empire, who slaughtered any Christian who would try to convert them.69 

 

CONCLUSION 

The early Christian myth of persecution played an essential role in Christian recruitment power 

and identity formation. Tertullian already remarked: “We multiply whenever we are mown 

down by you; the blood of Christians is seed.”70 From the first onset, this notion of persecution 

has fed into the ideologies of the early Church. And when the political power of Christianity was 

consolidated under Theodosius, the rhetorical violence that ensued from these ideologies began 

to spill over into the real world, because the identification of pagans with demonic persecutors 

led to a blurring of boundaries, where perceived persecution was believed to legitimize actual 

violence against pagans and pagan property. The destruction of the Mithraea of Rome, the anti-

pagan legislation of Constantius and Theodosius, the wholesale Christianization of the 

senatorial aristocracy, and Jerome’s rejoicing over the death of Praetextatus, all this together 

leads to the well-nigh inescapable conclusion that in the course of the fourth century, 

                                                           
69 See e.g. Mostert 2005. 
70 Tert., Apol. 50: Plures efficimur, quotiens metimur a vobis; semen est sanguis christianorum. 
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Christianity had become much more than just another Roman religion. It had developed into a 

social ideology and monopolist movement, bent on eliminating its perceived competitors. The 

fact that this movement had come to be endorsed not only by the emperors but by the 

overwhelming majority of the senatorial elite meant that at the dawn of the fifth century, there 

were really only two options left for non-Christian senators: to live in isolation, risking life and 

property, and suffer the jibes of fundamentalist Christians; or to succumb at last to the vast 

recruiting power of Christianity.71  

 By focusing on this one sinister aspect of early Christian recruiting power, I certainly do 

not wish to create the impression that I am blind to the positive features of early Christianity.72 

But, in my view, such “pull” factors alone do not add up to the whole story, and by concentrating 

only on the good, one runs the risk of creating a picture of Late Antiquity that is, frankly, too 

one-sided. While positive aspects of the Christian religion might account for its growing 

popularity in the fourth century, they simply cannot explain why, under Christian rule, anti-

pagan rhetoric grew ever more polemical, why pagan worship became criminalized, or why 

Mithraea were being destroyed. In order to understand these complex historical phenomena, 

we must also take account of the violent aspects of Christian recruiting power. 

 

  

                                                           
71 In terms of political theory, the three basic responses to decline are Exit, Voice, and Loyalty; see Hirschman 

1970. Under the new political constellation of the early fifth century in Rome, with a Christian senate and 

Christian emperors, the use of the second option, Voice, would have been ill advised, since it might lead to 

social annihilation and persecution. 
72 These positive features receive ample attention in De Blaauw et al. forthcoming. 
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EXCURSUS: A MEDIEVAL MITHRAS IN ROME? 

If it were not for the archaeological evidence for the destruction of the Mithraea, one might be 

tempted to dismiss the anti-pagan sentiments expressed in imperial legislation and by Jerome 

as rather obnoxious but essentially innocent rhetoric. But words of violence tend to have 

consequences in the real world. In the very same period when Theodosius and his sons were 

legislating against heretics, Jews, and pagans, and Jerome was fulminating against the same, 

their laws and words were echoed by real violence against heretics, Jews, and pagans throughout 

the Roman Empire.73 The violence against heretics was the worst, because they were the closest 

relatives of catholic Christians, and were therefore perceived to be the greatest affront to 

Christian orthodoxy.74 Next came Jews, whose common religious ancestry made them the 

logical next target.75 Finally, if resemblance was a reason for religious hatred, it makes perfect 

sense why, of all pagan religions, Mithraism was the most prone to being attacked by 

Christians.76 After all, the Mithras cult was viewed to be similar to Christianity in so many 

respects that it had to be the work of the Devil.77 

  So, what happened to the knowledge of Mithraic imagery after the Mithraic cult rooms 

of Rome had all been decommissioned or destroyed? Did people in the Middle Ages still 

remember who Mithras was and what he looked like? The answer is found at a stone’s throw 

from Santo Stefano Rotondo, at the church of Santi Quattro Coronati on the northern edge of 

                                                           
73 For a general study of Christian violence in this period, see Gaddis 2005. 
74 On sectarian violence among Christians, see Shaw 2011. 
75 On the intense sibling rivalry – from a Christian perspective, at least – between Christians and Jews, see 

Rutgers 2009. 
76 See Clauss 2013, 249: “Die Erinnerung an Mithras wurde in der Antike weitaus gründlicher getilgt als bei 

anderen Kulten.” 
77 See Justin, Apol. 66; Tert., De cor. mil. 15.4. 
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the Caelian hill.78 This titular church was probably founded in the fifth century and was soon 

after dedicated to four anonymous martyrs (“four holy crowned ones”). It was burned to the 

ground in the Norman Sack of Rome in 1084. Pope Paschal II (1099–1118) rebuilt the church on 

a significantly smaller scale, inserting a Benedictine monastery in the south wing and a 

cardinal’s palace in the north wing of the new complex. In 1235–1247, the cardinal’s palace was 

enlarged and renovated by cardinal Stefano Conti, who commissioned the painting of the 

Sylvester chapel, with the famous depiction of the Donatio Constantini, on the ground floor, and 

of the recently rediscovered Aula gotica, on the floor above.79 

 

 

Fig. 2. Allegorical bull-killing scene. Aula gotica, Santi Quattro Coronati (ca. 1246). 

                                                           
78 On this church, see CBCR 4: 1–36; HKR 3: 1974, 677–706; Webb 2001, 93–95; Brandenburg 2004, 195–196. 
79 On the Sylvester chapel, see Noll 2011. On the Aula gotica, see Draghi 2006; 2013. 
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 It is there, in the Aula gotica of the cardinal’s palace, that we find a fresco of a young man 

with an unusual hat, kneeling on a bull, grabbing the bull by the ear with his left hand, and 

thrusting a dagger into its head with his right hand (fig. 2).80 The scene resembles the familiar 

image of Mithras Tauroctonus, but there are no dog, no serpent, no scorpion, no raven, no torch-

bearers. How are we to understand this bull-killing image, or rather, how would a medieval 

onlooker have understood it? In order to determine its meaning, we must look at it in the 

context of the other paintings in the room. The Aula gotica consist of two parts, more or less 

equal in size, separated by an arch. Each part has two horizontal registers of paintings along 

three of its wall. If we first look at the southern part, the lower register shows scenes associated 

with the months of the year, and the upper register shows the liberal arts. In the northern part, 

the lower register shows allegorical vices (such as discord), as well as some evil persons (such as 

Judas), being trampled by allegorical virtues. The upper register shows the Sun and the Moon 

(east wall), two river gods (north wall), and the bull-killer (west wall). Contrary to what the 

discoverer, Andreina Draghi, has suggested, we cannot assume that the painters intended to 

represent Mithras. Draghi confidently interprets the image of the bull-killer as the Roman sun, 

Mithras, in contrast with the Christian sun on the opposite wall. This interpretation is 

problematic for several reasons. First of all, even though the artists were obviously familiar with 

the iconography of the bull-slayer, and they might even have been familiar with ancient stories 

about Mithras (though this is rather unlikely), it is highly implausible that they would have been 

able to connect the two. With regard to the figure of the bull-killer on one of the cloister capitals 

at Monreale (fig. 3), the father of iconology, Erwin Panofsky, already wrote: 

  

                                                           
80 See Draghi 2006, 320–321; 35 fig. 27; 88 fig. 134; 324 fig. 246; 386 fig. 36; Rapino 2014, 53–55. 
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That this capital is rather faithfully copied after a Roman relief showing Mithras killing the bull 

cannot be questioned. What can be questioned is whether it was intended, and understood, to 

represent Mithras killing the bull. And that this question must be answered in the negative can be 

demonstrated by the simple fact that even the Renaissance had no idea of the true significance of 

those Roman reliefs, which we have learned to recognize as representations of Mithras.81 

 

 

Fig. 3. The bull-killer on a cloister capital at Monreale (ca. 1189). 

  

                                                           
81 Panofsky 1960. 
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One must not forget that the Middle Ages were an age when artists did not even know what the 

first Christian emperor, Constantine, looked like. They were familiar, of course, with the stories 

of Constantine. They also knew the bearded man of the equestrian statue in the Lateran, now 

on display in the Capitoline Museums with a copy outside on the Piazza del Campidoglio. 

Somehow, they concluded, that this bearded man, whom we instantly recognize as Marcus 

Aurelius, must be Constantine. Meanwhile, the colossal head of Constantine that stands in the 

courtyard of the same museums, was not recognized by anyone until the late nineteenth 

century.82 It is therefore highly implausible that anyone in the thirteenth century would have 

been able to interpret the bull-killing scene correctly. 

 Second, it is hardly self-evident that the bull-killing scene on the west wall was meant to 

contrast with the Sun on the opposite wall. None of the other images in the Aula gotica are 

contrasted with images on opposite walls. What we do find, aside from allegorical virtues, is 

evidence of a Christian takeover of the Roman calendar, with months named after Roman gods; 

of the Roman liberal arts; and of Roman images associated with fecundity: the sun, moon, rivers, 

and bull-killing. There is simply no indication for an antagonistic programme in the Aula gotica. 

It would appear, therefore, that the image of the bull-killer at Quattro Coronati has nothing to 

do with religious competition, but is just another allegorical image of agricultural fecundity, 

together with the sun, moon, and rivers. The reason we can find depictions of the bull-killer in 

the Middle Ages, is that he was no longer worshipped, or even recognized, as the Roman sun 

god Mithras.

                                                           
82 See De Blaauw and Moormann 2015, 43. 



  

 



  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In the introduction to this volume, we discussed how the historical relationship between 

pagans and Christians in Late Antiquity was traditionally framed in oppositional terms, until, 

in the second half of the twentieth century, a group of revisionist historians sought to correct 

this image of a clash of cultures, replacing it with an idealizing model of natural and peaceful 

transition from classical civilization to Christian creed. The purpose of the case studies in this 

dissertation has been to put these two frameworks, of violent and non-violent transformation, 

to the test by analysing different types of sources. This multi-disciplinary approach has 

enabled us to formulate a more refined narrative about the causes and dynamics of Christian 

violence in Late Antiquity, accommodating and explaining a diversity of primary evidence, 

ranging from Mithraea, and public temples, to legislation, polemic rantings, and the image of 

pagans as ministers of Satan. The results of this approach have also confirmed that these 

different types of data all need to be taken into account if we are to obtain a more 

comprehensive and, therefore, more balanced understanding of Christian attitudes towards 

different manifestations and reminders of pagan religion in late antique Rome. The approach 

that I have adopted here has revealed the existence of not one but several Christian attitudes 

towards paganism. These, moreover, can be shown to have evolved and changed over time, 

diverging from peaceful coexistence to a deep-rooted, ideologically fuelled hatred, leading to 

the destruction of pagan cult rooms.  

A rigorous investigation of the Mithraea in Rome as a group has unveiled a clear 

pattern that is all too easily overlooked when examining individual Mithraea, namely that half 

of these pagan cult rooms were peacefully decommissioned by the occupants themselves, and 
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half of them were violently destroyed by Christians. When we take into consideration that the 

funding and organization of Mithraic cults rooms in the fourth century tended to be the 

prerogative of poly-initiate senators, the pattern, described above, is best explained by 

acknowledging the fact that the wholesale Christianization of the senatorial aristocracy in the 

last two decades of the fourth century resulted in severely mounting social pressures on 

individual senatorial priests to either convert to Christianity or at the very least dismantle 

their cult rooms and give up their support of pagan religion. These pressures to renounce 

pagan cult practice were intensified further by the weight of the authority of Theodosius’ 

legislation, which prohibited sacrifice, access to temples, and the worship of idols. As I have 

argued, the fact that this legislation specifically included penalties for judges and governors 

must be presumed to have enhanced its effectiveness, since judges, governors, and pagan 

priests in Late Antiquity all belonged to one and the same social circle, precisely that of 

Rome’s senatorial aristocracy. This warrants the conclusion that pagan cult practice in Rome 

was abolished not from the bottom up by a revolution of the mob, but from the top down by 

specifically subjecting pagan members of the senatorial aristocracy to a combination of peer 

pressure and imperial policy. Another point that needs to be emphasized, in addition, is that 

pagan religions were by no means the exception in being targeted by the new Christian policy. 

To the contrary, the manner in which imperial legislation curbed pagan cult practice was part 

of a much wider move towards religious uniformity, envisioning a society in which 

Christianity was the centrally prescribed norm and any deviating practices were no longer 

considered acceptable. This panoramic view of the violent destruction of Rome’s Mithraea, 

the pervasive depaganization of its senatorial aristocracy, and the forceful abolition of its 

pagan cult practices can lead to only one conclusion, namely the necessity of having to correct 
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the idealizing, revisionist image of Christianity’s rise to power as an essentially peaceful 

transition.  

Our investigation of temple conversions in Rome, on the other hand, has led to a 

second, equally important, discovery, namely that the public temples of Rome certainly did 

not share the fate of the Mithraea, and that this was most likely due to the fact that temple 

sites continued to legally enjoy imperial protection throughout Late Antiquity. In addition to 

the significant implication that late antique Rome was apparently not the lawless and 

disorderly place that it is sometimes made out to be, this particular discovery has prompted 

two important general observations. In the first place, our examination of the conversion of 

temples has, once again, revealed a pattern that is more complex than a study of literary 

sources alone would seem to suggest, namely that the temples of the ancient Roman gods, 

which were so detested by early Christian writers, can be shown to have been treated in more 

nuanced ways than what one would expect on the basis of early Christian rhetoric alone. 

Secondly, the fact that the temples were not attacked demonstrates a general ability of early 

Christians in Rome to distinguish between form and function on a conceptual level. On the 

one hand, functioning temples as centres of pagan worship were, of course, not to be 

tolerated. Temple buildings, on the other hand, were harmless monuments, provided that 

there be no acts of worship and all images of the gods were removed from them. And to give 

another example of the same Christian ability to differentiate between form and function, our 

examination of Christian literature has revealed that the bishop of Rome, Damasus, made a 

consistent choice to use the most classical of literary forms, heroic metre, for composing his 

elogia for the Roman martyrs, thus adopting a classical form for an exclusively Christian 

purpose. Also on the topic of literary form and function, the so-called Carmen Contra Paganos 

occupies the fascinating middle ground between preservation and violent transformation, in 
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that it is obviously an attempt at using – and thus preserving and perpetuating – the classical 

form of Juvenalian satire, but its function is to vehemently attack and ridicule pagans. By 

conducting a thorough examination of two very diverse types of evidence side by side, temple 

buildings and Christian literature, this dissertation has shown that the official Christian policy 

against pagan religion did not involve a policy against classical culture or heritage.  

 To sum up, the multi-disciplinary approach pursued in this dissertation has revealed 

strong, converging lines of evidence that, taken together, allow us to reach the following 

overarching conclusions with regard to the transformation of Roman society. The first set of 

conclusions concern the question of whether the transformation of Rome from pagan to 

Christian was predominantly peaceful or violent. Our research has shown that the 

Christianization of the Roman empire was a gradual process that remained relatively peaceful 

up to the point when Christianity became the dominant force in society by virtue of the fact 

that the emperor Theodosius ordained that the Christian religion, as defined by the Council 

of Nicaea, would henceforth be the universal norm for the whole empire. From that moment 

on, however, the rhetorical violence that was ingrained in early Christian ideologies appears 

to have had an increasing tendency to spill over into the real world, precipitating real violence 

against anyone who did not conform to the new religious norm. In chronological terms, this 

conclusion is supported by the archaeological fact that, as far as we can tell, the destruction 

of Mithraea in Rome occurred not in the period from Constantine up to Theodosius, that is to 

say the period when, according to the traditional framework, the religious competition 

between pagans and Christian was supposed to be at its zenith, but, instead, in the period 

immediately following Theodosius’ ban on pagan cult practice in Rome in 391. The fact that 

from that year on, the public and private priesthoods of Rome rapidly and completely 

disappear from the scene indicates that, whereas the gradual Christianization of Rome was a 
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relatively peaceful process, the final depaganization of the city in the period of 390–450 AD 

went hand in hand with an unmistakable pattern of recurring religious violence.  

 A second set of conclusions concern the significance of the Christian revolution for 

Roman society at large. The fact that religion in the ancient world was embedded in the 

institutions of society meant that the fundamental religious change from pagan to Christian 

necessitated a recalibration, not merely of religion, but of all the main institutions and 

activities of society. Ever since the birth of the notions of politeia and civitas, ancient society, 

whether it be the Greek polis or the Roman res publica, had been conceived of as a covenant 

between men and gods.1 The Christianization of the empire meant that this age-old covenant 

was torn up and replaced by a new one, between men and only one sole god. Naturally, the 

fact that every citizen was expected to participate in the worship of this one god also entailed 

a narrowing of the conceptions of individual identity and individual choice. Under the new 

regime, Christianity, not ancestry or citizenship became the principal marker of identity. 2 

Moreover, as one might expect with a centrally prescribed form of monotheist orthodoxy, this 

shift in the perception of identity went hand in hand with ever closer restrictions of individual 

choice. In fact, the very notion of individual choice, αἵρεσις (hairesis) in Greek, became 

tantamount to illegal heresy, which is just one way of demonstrating how constrictive the new 

ideological framework really was. The fact that this centrally dictated ideology gradually came 

to govern all institutions and activities of society throughout the empire inevitably meant that 

it impacted all of society and not only those unfortunate citizens who had to suffer religious 

violence. 

                                                           
1 The term ‘covenant’ is borrowed from Blok 2014. 
2 See Noethlichs 2015. 
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The third and last set includes conclusions of an entirely different nature, in that they 

explain from a sociological perspective the relationship between the new role of Christianity 

as the new primary identity marker on the one hand and the aforementioned Christian 

violence against non-Christians on the other. With regard to the question of why violence 

came to play such a prominent role from the moment that the political power of Christianity 

was consolidated by the emperor Theodosius, the last chapter of this dissertation has shown 

how sociological observations can help to explain such a historical phenomenon. One of these 

observations is the general inference, that, whereas religion tends to promote social cohesion 

and tolerance within social groups, it tends to promote hostility and intolerance toward out -

groups. This explains why the promotion of Nicene orthodoxy not only created a strong social 

bond between its adherents, but also, simultaneously, led to an increase in violence against 

pagans, Jews, and heretics. Another observation, which I borrowed from Candida Moss 3, is 

that persecution narratives tend to lead to the exclusion and suppression of out-groups, and 

the legitimization of violence against them. This observation was used to explain how the 

proliferation of martyrdom stories, portraying pagans as demonic persecutors could give rise 

to Christian violence against pagans and pagan property. At micro-level, the use of such 

violence can be stated to have had a trifold objective: to speed up and finalize the process of 

Christianization, to be seen affirming one’s Christian identity, and to garner additional 

attention and support for the Christian cause in the wake of the Theodosian revolution. Since 

the conclusions of this dissertation have to some degree been informed and inspired by this 

type of sociological observations, it is only fitting that now I conclude by discussing the 

possible relevance of three sociological theories in some more detail.  

                                                           
3 Moss 2013, 246. 
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Having arrived at the end of this dissertation on the nature of anti-pagan violence in 

late antique Rome, I would like to conclude my research with some final thoughts that aim at  

placing my results into a larger conceptual framework, using a select number of insights and 

theories generated by sociologists working on violence in modern societies. Of course we 

cannot apply sociological methods directly – we are no longer in a position where we can 

interview early Christians to find out why they destroyed a Mithraeum or why they cheered 

at the death of the pagan senator Vettius Agorius Praetextatus. We can and should, however, 

use the empirically founded observations of sociological research to acquire a sense of some 

of the mechanisms at play in the processes that we have studied. It is expected that, in 

addition to the use of traditional philological and historical methods, employed throughout 

this dissertation, a cursory laterigrade digression into the field of contemporary social theories 

may help us to gain a deeper understanding of underlying social structures and dynamics by 

considering the rationale behind patterns of religious violence. 

 Three sociological theories appear to be especially pertinent to the evidence that we 

have uncovered in our case studies: a micro-sociological theory of violence; the social identity 

perspective; and social movement theory. For a full description and explanation of these 

theories, the reader is referred to the literature cited in the notes. Our purpose here is merely 

to see in what ways such sociological theories can provide additional explanation and external 

validation for the findings and conclusions of our case studies on religious violence in Late 

Antiquity. 

 Randall Collins’ micro-sociological theory of violence holds that, at micro-level, 

violent confrontation goes against human physiological hardwiring.4 In order to successfully 

become violent, therefore, a person must find a pathway around the barrier of confrontational 

                                                           
4 See Collins 2008. 
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tension and fear. This theory is highly significant for our study in two respects. First of all, it 

explains why, against a background of deep seated religious hatred and the systemic 

oppression and abolition of paganism, we find relatively few cases of actual physical violence 

against pagans and pagan property. Christians, even those of fundamentalist ilk, were 

physiologically hardwired against committing violent acts. Secondly, it explains under what 

circumstances cases of actual physical violence could and did occur. Collins explains that 

emotional tension is released into violent attack only when one side feels much stronger than 

the other, or when there is a highly interested audience, setting the stage for a fight. The 

empowerment of Christians, the Christianization of the Roman Empire, and the development 

of the ideology of martyrdom in the fourth century ultimately led to a state of affairs where 

both these conditions, feeling much stronger than the other side and having an interested 

audience, were met much more frequently than before. 

 The social identity perspective studies relationships between groups of people as 

psychologically meaningful.5 According to this theory, “[w]e do not need to posit sick or 

defective personality types, individual-level psychological processes operating in a social 

vacuum, or intergroup perceptions as inherently distorting of social reality to explain 

stereotypes, prejudice, and social conflict.”6 Instead, social antagonism is considered a 

“rational reaction to people’s collective understanding of themselves in interaction with their 

theories of the social word and social structural realities.”7 The automatic preference for the 

common values of one’s own group (in-group favouritism) inevitably engenders bias against 

conflicting values of other groups (out-group bias). When we now reconsider the widespread, 

deep-rooted anti-pagan sentiments in Late Antiquity, it becomes immediately clear that such 

                                                           
5 See Turner and Reynolds 2001. 
6 Turner and Reynolds 2001, 148 (internal quotation marks omitted). 
7 Ibid. 
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sentiments should not be attributed to the psychological make-up of individuals, but instead 

to an out-group bias existing within and continually reinforced by the new dominant religious 

group as a whole. 

 Social movement theory advances “the conditions under which grievances, which are 

plentiful, transform into mass movements aimed at social or political change, which are 

rarer.”8 The conditions necessary for the emergence of social movements are: political 

opportunities, mobilizing structures, and cultural framings.9 One of the big questions of Late 

Antiquity is how Christianity could have succeeded in replacing paganism throughout the 

empire. If we regard early Christianity as a social movement rather than merely a religious 

group, it soon becomes evident that it meets the three requirements of social movement 

theory. By granting special privileges to the Christian movement, the emperor Constantine 

and his successors provided the required political opportunities. This new religious policy 

therefore appears to have paved the way for the rapid rise of political Christianity in the fourth 

century. But this in itself was not sufficient to explain the success of the movement, which 

also required mobilizing structures, i.e. the ability to mobilize people and resources. Aside 

from any informal structures, the empire-wide network structure of the Church hierarchy 

provided an ideal vehicle for engaging a maximum number participants and attracting the 

maximum number of resources. As to the third condition, the Christian faith, with its promise 

of a better afterlife and its framing of martyrs as heroes, presented a uniquely powerful 

collective framing tool, which explains the attractiveness of Christianity from a social point 

of view. As Heather Gregg describes: “If done correctly, framing creates a form of collective 

peer pressure, where individuals feel compelled to join up to be part of the experience.” 10 As 

                                                           
8 Gregg 2016, 342. 
9 McAdam et al. 1996. 
10 Gregg 2016, 343. 
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we have seen, this is exactly what happened with the senatorial aristocracy of Rome towards 

the end of the fourth century. And last but not least, social movement theory teaches us that 

social movements will often turn to violence in order to garner attention and support. 11 In this 

context, denouncing pagans and destroying pagan property should be understood not as 

random violent acts, but as ways to draw attention to the Christian cause and win new 

recruits. To illustrate this notion with a modern example, the destruction of the monumental 

sixth-century Buddha statues in the Bamiyan Valley, March 2001, by the Taliban was evidently 

not designed to install fear in Buddhists – there are none in Afghanistan – but to get the 

attention and win the support of other Muslims. 

 To sum up, modern sociological theories contribute a number of relevant insights into 

the workings of out-group violence. First, at micro-level, individual actors must feel 

sufficiently empowered and supported in order to overcome their innate sense of 

confrontational anxiety. Second, at group level, the automatic preference for the common 

values of one’s own group, means that the stronger the social identity of a group is, the 

stronger the bias against members of the out-group becomes. And third, we should not be 

surprised that a social movement, once it enjoys the necessary political support, mobilizing 

structures, and ideological framing tools, can and will use violence to garner additional 

attention and support. Not only have these observations already informed some of the 

conclusions in this dissertation, especially in the fifth chapter, but they also open up 

interesting new avenues for future research.

                                                           
11 Ibid. 
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SAMENVATTING 
 

Dit proefschrift onderzoekt verschillende christelijke attitudes, in het bijzonder gewelddadige, ten aanzien 

van Grieks-Romeinse religies (of ‘heidense’ religies, om de christelijke term te gebruiken) in laatantiek Rome. 

Het bestaat uit een algemene inleiding en vijf case studies. 

 De inleiding gaat in op het standpunt van sommige historici, gebaseerd op tekstuele bronnen uit de late 

oudheid, dat de christelijke houding ten aanzien van heidenen en heidendom in essentie vreedzaam was. 

Deze idealiserende opvatting is strijdig met de algemene observatie van sociologen van religie, gebaseerd op 

een overvloed aan empirisch bewijs, dat, waar religie de sociale cohesie en tolerantie bevordert binnen de 

eigen sociale groep, zij tegenover outgroups juist vijandigheid en onverdraagzaamheid bevordert. De case 

studies in dit proefschrift stellen deze twee denkkaders op de proef door het analyseren van verschillende 

soorten bronnen. 

 Het eerste hoofdstuk is een archeologisch onderzoek omtrent het fysieke einde van de Mithraea van 

Rome. In het bijzonder wordt onderzocht wanneer en waardoor deze Mithraea ophielden te bestaan. Speciale 

aandacht wordt besteed aan de rol van Romeinse senatoren als oprichters en beschermheren van Mithraea 

in de periode van 357-384, een rol die ruimschoots wordt bevestigd door epigrafisch bewijs. Het einde van de 

Mithraea wordt vervolgens gecontextualiseerd door middel van een subtiel historisch verhaal, waarin wordt 

betoogd dat, waar heidenen en christenen aanvankelijk het grootste deel van de vierde eeuw naast elkaar 

bestonden, de grootschalige kerstening van de senatoriale aristocratie van Rome in de laatste twee decennia 

van de eeuw de Mithraea kwetsbaar maakte voor aanvallen van de kant van christenen. Dit historische relaas 

wordt stevig geschraagd door het archeologische gegeven dat in de periode van 390-450 maar liefst de helft 

van alle bekende Mithraea van Rome met geweld door christenen blijkt te zijn vernietigd. 

 Het tweede hoofdstuk gaat in op de conversie tot kerken van tempels in Rome. Het toont aan dat, in 

tegenstelling tot wat vaak wordt gedacht, deze tempelconversies sporadisch en laat zijn: er zijn slechts elf 

bekende voorbeelden over een periode van vijf eeuwen, het eerste voorbeeld daterend uit 609. Bovendien 

werden door deze conversies, in schril contrast met de vernietiging van Mithraea, niet alleen belangrijke 

topografische plaatsen, maar ook, voor zover mogelijk, de architectonische overblijfselen van oude 

tempelgebouwen zichtbaar bewaard, in plaats van ze te vernietigen. Voor onderzoekers van hergebruik van 

tempelgebouwen ligt het voornaamste belang van dit hoofdstuk wellicht in de onthulling dat het 

archeologisch vastgestelde verschil tussen de behandeling van de openbare tempels en die van de particuliere 

Mithraea kan worden verklaard uit het juridische feit dat tempels als res sacrae de bescherming van de keizer 

bleven genieten tot aan het ontstaan van de Kerkelijke Staat. Voor onderzoekers van religieus geweld, 

anderzijds, is de grote betekenis van dit hoofdstuk gelegen in een negatief resultaat, namelijk dat de 

tempelconversies van Rome zeker niet kunnen worden beschouwd als voorbeelden van anti-heidens 

triomfalisme. 

 Het derde hoofdstuk onderzoekt de effectiviteit van de anti-heidense wetgeving, vervat in Boek 16 van 

de Codex Theodosianus. Door het analyseren van de relevante wetten vanuit een algemeen juridisch 

perspectief, toont het aan dat de anti-heidense wetten in principe zeer effectief waren, aangezien ze 

glasheldere rechtsnormen bevatten die, indien gerespecteerd, zeker in staat waren het gewenste resultaat 

van de beëindiging van het heidendom te bereiken. Aangezien traditionele heidense religies afhankelijk 

waren van het uitvoeren van bepaalde religieuze rituelen, leverde het verbod op deze rituelen, alsook de 

sluiting van de plaatsen waar de rituelen plaatsvonden, een doeltreffend middel voor het beëindigen van de 

praktijk van de heidense cultus, waardoor heidendom werd beperkt tot het domein van gedachte, 

meningsuiting en filosofisch onderwijs. Verder wordt gesteld dat door bepaalde anti-heidense rechtsnormen 

specifiek tot rechters en gouverneurs te richten, deze wetgeving kon leiden tot de grootschalige kerstening 

van de senatoriale aristocratie in Rome, uit wier gelederen rechters en gouverneurs werden betrokken. En tot 

slot, door zich te concentreren op de keizerlijke wetgeving, in plaats van, bijvoorbeeld, kerkelijke bronnen, 

erkent dit hoofdstuk de unieke rol van christelijke keizers, die door de autoriteit van hun wetten erin slaagden 

te bereiken wat geen bisschop op een zo doordringende en effectieve manier had kunnen bereikt: de ordelijke 

afschaffing van de heidense cultus. 
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 Het vierde hoofdstuk verdiept zich in de kwestie van christelijke houdingen ten aanzien van heidenen 

door het vergelijken van de persoonlijkheden en de geschriften van twee bijzonder belangrijke christenen: 

Damasus en Hiëronymus. Door het contrasteren van de uiteenlopende karakters van deze twee mannen, 

kunnen we een evenwichtig beeld verkrijgen van de christelijke houding ten aanzien van heidenen. Als 

bisschop van Rome lijkt Damasus een hartelijke werkrelatie met de heidense leiders van Rome te hebben 

onderhouden, terwijl hij een ambitieus project ondernam: de verfraaiing van de graven van Romeinse 

martelaren met heroïsche epigrammen. Op deze wijze maakte hij het christendom salonfähig, waardoor hij 

de uiteindelijke kerstening van de senatoriale aristocratie faciliteerde. Hiëronymus, anderzijds, wanneer hij 

niet in felle polemiek met minder orthodoxe medechristenen was verwikkeld, riep op tot de bekering van alle 

overgebleven heidenen, verheugde zich vurig over de dood van de heidense consul designatus, en juichte 

hartstochtelijk de vernietiging van heidense eigendommen toe. Op die wijze droeg hij bij tot anti-heidense 

sentimenten door het planten van de gedachte dat men, om een goede christen te zijn, per definitie vijandig 

moest staan tegenover alles wat niet in overeenstemming was met een eng gedefinieerde vorm van 

christelijke orthodoxie. 

 Het vijfde hoofdstuk, ten slotte, verenigt de inzichten uit de voorgaande hoofdstukken in een 

geïntegreerd perspectief, waarbij de vernietiging van Mithras monumenten in Rome opnieuw aan de orde 

komt en onderliggende anti-heidense sentimenten worden verklaard vanuit het religieuze conflict dat 

kunstmatig werd gegenereerd door de vroegchristelijke ideologie van martelaarschap. In de periode na 

Constantijn begonnen verhalen van martelaarschap het beeld te verspreiden van heidenen als demonische 

vervolgers, en dit werd beschouwd als legitimering voor het gebruik van geweld tegen heidenen en heidense 

eigendommen. Waar de eerste vier hoofdstukken verklaarden hoe christenen ongestraft Mithraea konden 

vernietigen en hun vernietiging konden verheerlijken, verklaart dit laatste hoofdstuk waarom gewone 

christenen daadwerkelijk zouden overgaan tot het vernietigen van een Mithraeum. 

 Uit het grondig onderzoeken van verschillende soorten bronmateriaal komt dus een patroon naar voren 

dat veel complexer en veel minder uniform is dan de door enkele historici voorgestelde luchtspiegeling van 

vrede en harmonie deed voorkomen. Een diepgravend onderzoek naar anti-heidens geweld in laatantiek 

Rome heeft aangetoond dat, waar de relatie tussen christenen en heidenen in de vierde eeuw nog kon worden 

omschreven als een van co-existentie en zelfs samenwerking, het feit dat het christelijke geloof een overmatig 

grote rol ging spelen in de samenleving leidde tot een radicaal andere verstandhouding tussen christenen en 

heidenen in de vijfde eeuw. Onder Theodosius werd het christendom de centraal voorgeschreven religie van 

het Romeinse rijk. Aangezien de triomf van dit orthodoxe christendom werd gedefinieerd als een zero-sum 

game, moest het rijk vervolgens systematisch op elk niveau worden ontdaan van heidense cultus. De 

christelijke eis van exclusivisme liet eenvoudigweg geen ruimte voor positive-sum engagements. Co-existentie 

en samenwerking maakten daarom plaats voor conflict en dwang. 

 



  

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 
 

Diese Dissertation untersucht verschiedene christliche Einstellungen, insbesondere gewalttätige, gegenüber 

griechisch-römischen Religionen (oder ‚heidnischen’ Religionen, um den christlichen Begriff zu nutzen) in 

spätantiken Rom. Sie besteht aus einer allgemeinen Einführung und fünf Fallstudien. 

 Die Einführung diskutiert die Ansicht einiger Historiker, auf der Grundlage von Textquellen von der 

Spätantike, dass die christliche Haltung gegenüber Heiden und Heidentum im Wesentlichen friedlich war. 

Diese idealisierende Ansicht steht im Widerspruch zur allgemeinen Beobachtung von Religionssoziologen, 

die auf einer Fülle von empirischen Beweisen beruht, dass die Religion in der Regel dazu beiträgt, den 

sozialen Zusammenhalt und die Toleranz innerhalb sozialen Gruppen zu fördern, aber auch dazu neigt, 

Feindschaft und Intoleranz gegenüber Outgroups zu fördern. Die Fallstudien in dieser Dissertation setzen 

diese beiden Frameworks auf die Probe, indem sie verschiedene Arten von Quellen analysieren. 

 Das erste Kapitel ist eine archäologische Forschung, die sich mit dem physischen Ende der Mithräen 

von Rom beschäftigt. Genauer gesagt, es untersucht, wie, wann und warum diese Mithräen aufhörten zu 

existieren. Besonderes Augenmerk wird auf die Rolle der römischen Senatoren als Gründer und Mäzene von 

Mithräen in der Zeit von 357-384 gelegt, eine Rolle, die durch epigraphische Zeugnisse deutlich bestätigt wird. 

Das Ende der Mithräen wird dann durch eine subtile historische Erzählung kontextualisiert, die 

argumentiert, dass, während Heiden und Christen anfangs für den längeren Teil des vierten Jahrhunderts 

nebeneinander lebten, die massive Christianisierung der senatorischenen Aristokratie von Rom in den 

letzten zwei Jahrzehnten des Jahrhunderts Mithräen anfällig für Angriffe von Christen gemacht hat. Diese 

historische Erzählung wird von der archäologischen Tatsache unterstützt, dass in der Zeit von 390-450 so 

viele wie die Hälfte aller bekannten Mithräen in Rom scheinbar von Christen heftig zerstört worden sind. 

 Das zweite Kapitel untersucht die Umwandlung von Tempeln zu Kirchen in Rom. Es zeigt sich, dass 

diese Tempelumwandlungen entgegen der landläufigen Meinung sporadisch und spät sind: es gibt nur elf 

bekannte Beispiele über eine Strecke von fünf Jahrhunderten, das erste Beispiel stammt aus dem Jahr 609. 

Im Gegensatz zu der Zerstörung von Mithräen bewahrten diese Umwandlungen deutlich nicht nur wichtige 

topographische Orte, sondern auch, soweit möglich, die architektonischen Überreste alter Tempelgebäude, 

anstatt sie zu zerstören. Für Forscher der Wiederverwendung von Tempelgebäuden liegt das Hauptinteresse 

dieses Kapitels vielleicht in der Erkenntnis, dass der archäologisch begründete Unterschied zwischen der 

Behandlung der öffentlichen Tempel und der privaten Mithräen aus der rechtlichen Tatsache erklärt werden 

kann, dass die Tempel als res sacrae von dem Kaiser geschützt wurden bis zur Entstehung des Kirchenstaates. 

Für Forscher der religiösen Gewalt dagegen ist die Hauptbedeutung dieses Kapitels ein negatives Ergebnis, 

nämlich dass die Tempelumwandlungen von Rom definitiv nicht als Beispiele des anti-heidnischen 

Triumphs angesehen werden können. 

 Das dritte Kapitel untersucht die Wirksamkeit der anti-heidnischen Gesetze, die in Buch 16 des Codex 

Theodosianus enthalten sind. Durch die Analyse der relevanten Gesetze aus einer allgemeinen legislativen 

Perspektive zeigt sich, dass die antiheidnischen Gesetze grundsätzlich hochwirksam waren, weil sie 

kristallklare Rechtsnormen enthalten, die bei der Beobachtung definitiv das gewünschte Ergebnis der 

Beendigung des Heidentums erreichen könnten. Da die traditionellen heidnischen Religionen von der 

Erfüllung gewisser religiöser Rituale abhängig waren, bildeten das Verbot dieser Rituale sowie die Schließung 

der Orte, an denen die Rituale stattfanden, ein wirksames Mittel um die Praxis der heidnischen Kulte zu 

beenden und damit das Heidentum zu beschränken in den Bereich des Denkens, der Sprache und der 

philosophischen Bildung. Darüber hinaus wird argumentiert, dass durch die spezifische Ansprache von 

antiheidnischen Rechtsnormen an Richter und Gouverneure diese Gesetzgebung die massive 

Christianisierung auslöste der senatorischen Aristokratie in Rom, aus deren Reihe Richter und Gouverneure 

gezogen wurden. Und schließlich, indem es sich auf die kaiserliche Gesetzgebung konzentriert, statt zum 

Beispiel der kirchlichen Quellen, erkennt dieses Kapitel die singuläre Rolle der christlichen Kaiser, die durch 

die Autorität ihrer Gesetze das erreichen konnte, was kein Bischof in einer so allgegenwärtigen und effektiven 

Weise hätte erreichen können: die ordnungsgemäße Beseitigung der heidnischen Kulte. 
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 Das vierte Kapitel befasst sich mit der Frage der christlichen Haltung gegenüber den Heiden, indem man 

die Figuren und Schriften zweier besonders wichtiger Christen vergleicht: Damasus und Hieronymus. Indem 

wir die unähnlichen Dispositionen dieser beiden Männer gegenüberstellen, können wir eine ausgewogenes 

Bild der christlichen Haltung gegenüber Heiden erhalten. Als Bischof von Rom scheint Damasus eine 

herzliche Arbeitsbeziehung mit den heidnischen Führern von Rom erhalten zu haben, während er ein 

ehrgeiziges Projekt unternahm: die Verschönerung der Gräber der römischen Märtyrergräber mit heroischen 

Epigrammen. Auf diese Weise machte er das Christentum salonfähig und erleichterte damit die endgültige 

Christianisierung der senatorischen Aristokratie. Hieronymus, auf der anderen Seite, als er sich nicht in 

heftige Polemik mit weniger orthodoxen Mitchristen verwickelt hatte, forderte die Umwandlung aller 

verbleibenden Heiden, freute sich sehr über den Tod des heidnischen Consul designatus, und applaudierte 

leidenschaftlich über die Zerstörung heidnischen Eigentums. Auf diese Weise trug er zu antiheidnischen 

Gefühlen, indem er die Vorstellung pflanzte, dass man, um ein guter Christ zu sein, unbedingt hassen muss 

was nicht mit einer eng definierten christlichen Orthodoxie einverstanden ist. 

 Das fünfte Kapitel schließlich vereint die Erkenntnisse aus den vorangegangenen Kapiteln in einer 

integrierten Perspektive, die die Zerstörung der Mithrasdenkmäler in Rom wieder bespricht und die 

zugrundeliegenden anti-heidnischen Gefühle erklärt aus dem religiösen Konflikt der von der frühchristlichen 

Ideologie des Märtyrertums künstlich erzeugt wurde. In der post-konstantinischen Zeit fingen Geschichten 

des Märtyrertums an den Begriff der Heiden als dämonische Verfolger zu verbreiten, und dies wurde gedacht 

die Anwendung von Gewalt gegen Heiden und heidnisches Eigentum zu legitimieren. Während die ersten 

vier Kapitel erklärten, weshalb die Christen ungestraft Mithräen zerstören und ihre Zerstörung verherrlichen 

konnten, erklärt dieses letzte Kapitel, wieso gewöhnliche Christen tatsächlich ein Mithraeum zerstören 

möchten. 

 Die genaue Betrachtung verschiedener Arten von Quellenmaterial zeigt also ein viel komplexeres, viel 

weniger einheitliches Muster, als es die von einigen Historikern vorgeschlagene Fata Morgana des Friedens 

und der Harmonie suggerierte. Eine rigorose Untersuchung der antiheidnischen Gewalt in der Spätantike 

Rom hat gezeigt, dass die Beziehung zwischen Christen und Heiden im vierten Jahrhundert als eine 

Koexistenz und sogar Zusammenarbeit betrachtet werden könnte; aber die Tatsache, dass der christliche 

Glaube anfing eine übermäßig große Rolle in der Gesellschaft zu spielen, führte zu einer radikal 

unterschiedlichen Beziehung zwischen Christen und Heiden im fünften Jahrhundert. Unter Theodosius 

wurde das katholische Christentum zu einer zentral vorgeschriebenen Religion des Reiches, und weil der 

Triumph dieses orthodoxen Christentums als Nullsummenspiel definiert wurde, erforderte dies die 

systematische Auseinandersetzung des Reiches auf allen Ebenen. Die christliche Anspruch der Exklusivität 

ließ einfach keinen Raum für Positivsummen. Koexistenz und Kooperation machten deshalb Platz für 

Konflikt und Gewalt. 
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Cette thèse étudie différentes attitudes chrétiennes, en particulier les attitudes violentes, envers les religions 

gréco-romaines (ou religions «païennes», pour utiliser le terme chrétien) à Rome dans l’Antiquité tardive. La 

thèse se compose d’une introduction générale et de cinq études de cas. 

 L’introduction discute la position de certains historiens, basée sur des sources textuelles de l’Antiquité 

tardive, que les attitudes chrétiennes envers les païens et le paganisme étaient essentiellement pacifiques. 

Cette image idéalisée est en contradiction avec l’observation générale des sociologues de la religion, fondée 

sur une profusion de preuves empiriques, que lorsque la religion tend à favoriser la cohésion sociale et la 

tolérance au sein des groupes sociaux, elle tend à favoriser l’hostilité et l’intolérance envers les autres 

groupes. Les études de cas de cette dissertation mettent ces deux cadres à l’épreuve en analysant différents 

types de sources. 

 Le premier chapitre est une étude archéologique, concernant la fin physique des mithraea de Rome. 

Plus précisément, il étudie comment, quand et pourquoi ces mithraea ont cessé d’exister. Une attention 

particulière est accordée au rôle joué par les sénateurs romains en tant que fondateurs et mécènes de 

mithraea pendant la période 357-384, un rôle largement attesté par des preuves épigraphiques. La fin des 

mithraea est alors contextualisée par un subtil récit historique, soutenant que, tandis que les païens et les 

chrétiens avaient d’abord vécu côte à côte pendant la plus grande partie du quatrième siècle, la 

christianisation en gros de l’aristocratie sénatoriale de Rome dans les deux dernières décennies du siècle a 

laissé les mithraea vulnérables à l’attaque par des chrétiens. Ce récit historique est fermement soutenu par 

le fait archéologique que, dans la période de 390-450, autant que la moitié de tous connus mithraea de Rome 

semblent avoir été violemment détruits par les chrétiens. 

 Le second chapitre examine la conversion en églises de temples à Rome. Il montre que, contrairement 

à la croyance populaire, ces conversions de temples sont sporadiques et tardives: il n’y a que onze exemples 

connus sur une période de cinq siècles, la première instance datant de 609. Par ailleurs, contrairement à la 

destruction des mithraea, ces conversions ont visiblement préservé non seulement des importants points 

focaux topographiques, mais aussi, dans la mesure du possible, les restes d’architecture des anciens 

bâtiments des temples, plutôt que de tenter de les détruire. Pour les étudiants de la réutilisation des édifices 

des temples, l’intérêt principal de ce chapitre réside peut-être dans la révélation que la différence établie 

archéologiquement entre le traitement des temples publics et celui des mithraea privés peut s’expliquer du 

fait juridique que les sites des temples ont continué à être protégés comme res sacrae jusqu’à la naissance de 

l’Etat pontifical. Pour les étudiants de la violence religieuse, d’autre part, la signification majeure de ce 

chapitre est un résultat négatif, à savoir que les conversions des temples de Rome ne peuvent certainement 

pas être considérés comme des exemples de triomphalisme antipaïen. 

 Le troisième chapitre explore l’efficacité de la législation antipaïenne contenue dans le Livre XVI du 

Code Théodosien. En analysant les lois pertinentes d’un point de vue législatif général, il démontre que les 

lois antipaïennes étaient en principe très efficaces, parce qu’elles contiennent des normes juridiques 

cristallines qui, lorsqu’elles ont été respectées, pourraient certainement atteindre le résultat souhaité de la 

fin du paganisme. Puisque les religions païennes traditionnelles étaient dépendantes de la réalisation de 

certains rituels religieux, la proscription de ces rituels, ainsi que la fermeture des lieux où les rituels ont eu 

lieu, a fourni un moyen efficace de mettre fin à la pratique du culte païen, contraignant ainsi le paganisme 

au domaine de la pensée, de la parole et de l’éducation philosophique. En outre, il est soutenu qu’en 

adressant les normes juridiques antipaïennes spécifiquement aux juges et gouverneurs, cette législation a 

déclenché la christianisation en gros de l’aristocratie sénatoriale à Rome, dont les juges et les gouverneurs 

étaient choisis. Enfin, en se concentrant sur la législation impériale plutôt que sur les sources ecclésiastiques, 

ce chapitre reconnaît le rôle singulier des empereurs chrétiens qui, par l’autorité de leurs lois, ont réussi à 

faire ce qu’aucun évêque n’aurait pu faire d’une manière si omniprésente et si efficace: l’abolition ordonnée 

du culte païen. 
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 Le quatrième chapitre se penche sur la question des attitudes chrétiennes envers les païens en 

comparant les caractères et les écrits de deux chrétiens particulièrement importants: Damase et Jérôme. En 

juxtaposant les dispositions dissemblables de ces deux hommes, nous pouvons obtenir une vision équilibrée 

des attitudes chrétiennes envers les païens. En tant qu’évêque de Rome, Damase semble avoir entretenu une 

relation de travail cordiale avec les dirigeants païens de Rome, tout en s’engageant dans un projet ambitieux, 

embellissant les sépultures des martyrs romains avec des épigrammes héroïques. De cette façon, il a fait le 

christianisme salonfähig, facilitant ainsi la christianisation ultime de l’aristocratie sénatoriale. Jérôme, 

d’autre part, lorsqu’il n’était pas impliqué dans une polémique féroce avec des chrétiens moins orthodoxes, 

appelait à la conversion de tous les païens restants, se réjouissant ardemment de la mort du consul désigné 

païen et applaudissant avec passion la destruction de la propriété païenne, contribuant ainsi aux sentiments 

antipaïens en proposant la notion selon laquelle, pour être un bon chrétien, il faut nécessairement être 

hostile à tout ce qui n’est pas en accord avec une orthodoxie chrétienne étroitement définie. 

 Enfin, le cinquième chapitre intègre les points de vue des chapitres précédents dans une perspective 

intégrée, en revoyant la destruction des monuments mithriaques à Rome et en expliquant les sentiments 

antipaïens sous-jacents du conflit religieux, engendré artificiellement par l’idéologie chrétienne primitive du 

martyre. Dans la période post-Constantinienne, les histoires de martyre ont commencé à répandre la notion 

de païens comme des persécuteurs démoniaques, et cela a été perçu comme légitime l’utilisation de la 

violence contre les païens et la propriété païenne. Alors que les quatre premiers chapitres expliquaient 

pourquoi les chrétiens pouvaient détruire les mithraea et glorifier leur destruction en toute impunité, ce 

dernier chapitre explique la raison pour laquelle des chrétiens ordinaires voudraient effectivement détruire 

un mithraeum. 

 L’examen attentif des différents types de sources révèle ainsi un schéma beaucoup plus complexe et 

beaucoup moins uniforme que celui suggéré par le mirage de paix et d’harmonie proposé par certains 

historiens. Une enquête rigoureuse sur la violence antipaïenne dans la Rome antique tardive a montré que, 

alors que la relation entre les chrétiens et les païens au quatrième siècle pouvait être décrite comme étant 

de coexistence et même de coopération, le fait que le christianisme a commencé à jouer un rôle démesuré 

dans la société a conduit à une relation radicalement différente entre chrétiens et païens au cinquième siècle. 

Sous Théodose le christianisme est devenu la religion centralement prescrite de l’empire. Depuis le triomphe 

du christianisme orthodoxe a été défini comme un jeu à somme nulle, cela exigeait la dépaganisation 

systématique de l’empire à tous les niveaux. La demande chrétienne pour l’exclusivisme simplement n’a pas 

laissé aucune place pour des engagements à somme positive. La coexistence et la coopération ont donc fait 

place au conflit et à la coercition.  
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