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The Roman cult of Mithras has left us one of the richest groups of material sources from the Ist to the 5th
century AD. The cult, emerging in the Roman Period, presumably in Rome, has almost two hundred archae-
ologically investigated sanctuaries and three thousand known reliefs and statues, with a significant concen-
tration in the Danubian provinces, an area spanning from the Alps to the Black Sea. The study discusses the
research history of some of the best-known Mithras sanctuaries in the region, the religious-historical and
iconographic characteristics of the cult, as well as the archaeological and touristic potential of sanctuaries
made accessible to visitors, particularly the ones in Poetovio and Aquincum.
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INTRODUCTION

In the 1st century AD, the Roman Empire underwent significant religious changes, the effects of which are
still perceptible today. This period saw the emergence of the Jesus-followers’ movement, which became the
base of the first Christian groups (Durr 2017; FRepRIKSEN 2018). The destruction of the Second Temple in
Jerusalem also occurred at that time, leading to the formation of a Jewish diaspora, and it was during this era
that a new religious movement, known in ancient sources as the Mysteries of Mithras, appeared. For nearly
four centuries, the cult of Mithras remained a notable component of Roman polytheism. The development
and origins of Mithras’ cult in Rome remain some of the most debated topics in research history. The scar-
city of written sources, the sudden appearance of material evidence related to the cult, and the high degree
of similarity between them complicate the interpretation of the cult’s origins (CHaLupa 2016). Among the
various hypotheses, current research considers the Anatolian (Commagene, Cilicia) origin the most proba-
ble (Beck 1998). According to this view, in the second half of the 1st century AD—after Asia Minor and the
Near East were organised into Roman provinces—groups practising the Persian-Hellenistic cult of Mithra
arrived in Rome and Ostia, where, sometime between the reigns of Nero and Nerva (AD 60-90), they
developed a new Roman mystery cult that, while had a fundamentally Persian character (Gorpon 2017),
incorporated Hellenistic, Middle-Platonist, and Orphic elements in its iconography, soteriological message,
and initiation rites (LAszLO, NAGY & SzaBo 2005/1, 20-95; Beck 2006; GorpoN 2007). The unprecedented
emergence and uniformity of the cult’s iconographic programme suggest that the so-called Mithras myth
and its visual representation can be attributed to a founder or founding group. Consequently, by the end of
Nerva’s reign and during the rule of Trajan, the cult spread rapidly from Rome to major commercial and
military centres of the Empire, such as Novae (Svishtov, Bulgaria), Carnuntum (Petronell, Austria), and
Poetovio (Ptuj, Slovenia) (TotH 2015, 170).

As a result of the extensive military relocations during Emperor Trajan’s two Dacian Wars and the
establishment of the new province, migration in the Danubian provinces intensified, stimulating the wider
spread of some cults emerging in the 1st century AD in the early 2nd century AD. It is no coincidence that
the earliest mentions of Christian groups and the Roman cult of Mithras, along with the first sources from
the provinces, can be traced back to the Nerva or the Trajan era. From the 2nd century AD onward, the Dan-
ubian provinces played a significant role in the spread of the Roman cult of Mithras and the development
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of its distinctive local forms, resulting in the accumulation of a rich Mithraic archaeological heritage in the
region (VAN ALTEN 2017; SzaBo 2022).

The material evidence of the Mithras cult has been collected on an imperial scale twice: catalogues of
inscriptions and figurative monuments published by Belgian historian of religion Franz V. Cumont and
Dutch ancient historian Maarten J. Vermaseren remain indispensable for research to this day. However,
these works do not detail the small finds and archaeological finds of the sanctuaries known before 1960
(Cumont 1894-99; CIMRM). Although no comprehensive catalogue is available in Hungarian yet, the
most complete Hungarian-language two-volume summary of the cult to date was compiled and written
by Levente Laszl6, Levente Nagy, and Adam Szabé (LiszLo, NaGy & SzaBo 2005). Research over the
past half-century has uncovered numerous new sanctuaries, inscriptions, and abundant archaeological find
material, making timely the preparation of a new digital Mithras catalogue, which would also provide fresh
momentum to international research on the topic (SzaB6 2018). The current online catalogues that present
inscribed and figurative monuments (Epigraphic Database Heidelberg [EDH], Epigraphy Database Clauss-
Slaby [EDCS], Ubi Erat Lupa — Image Database of Ancient Stone Monuments and the Catalogue of monu-
ments and images of Mithras) do not substitute for a specialised catalogue focused on the cult.

MITHRAS SANCTUARIES IN THE DANUBIAN PROVINCES

In the following, I enumerate the Mithras sanctuaries established and archaeologically identified in the ter-
ritory of the former Danubian provinces (Raetia, Noricum, Pannonia Superior, Pannonia Inferior, Moesia
Superior, Moesia Inferior, and Dacia; see Fig. 1), with particular attention to the cult sites of Poetovio and
Aquincum. I also discuss their cultural and heritage conservation significance.

The Danubian provinces represented one of the most significant military, geopolitical, and economic
regions of the Roman Empire, though they had no unified designation in antiquity. Instead of the frequently
used modern term, the customs system known as Publicum Portorium Illyrici encompassed the provinces
established north of the Alps during the Roman Period. From a history of religions perspective, these prov-
inces were characterised primarily by local religious practices that rarely incorporated imperial norms or

Fig. 1. Identified Mithras sanctuaries open to visitors in Carnuntum, Poetovio, Fertorakos, Aquincum, and Jajce
(after Sz480 2022, 136, fig. 3.17)


https://edh.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/
https://www.tertullian.org/rpearse/mithras/display.php?page=selected_monuments
https://www.tertullian.org/rpearse/mithras/display.php?page=selected_monuments
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only did so by blending them with local features (ALrOLDY 2004; SzaBo 2020). The Roman mysteries of
Mithras did not belong to the open, official practices of Roman religion, thus forming a discrete part of reli-
gious life in the period. Local traditions played a crucial role in the spread of the cult and in shaping its local
features. Currently, within the seven provinces, 43 Mithras sanctuaries from the 1st to the 5th centuries AD,
known in modern times as Mithraea and in ancient times as templum, aedes, spelaeum, crypta, anthrum, or
sacrarium, have been identified using archaeological methods, including a partial or full excavation (SzaBo
2022, 209-225: Konigsbrunn, Pfaffenhofen am Inn, Kiinzing, Wachstein, Gradisce liber St. Egyden, Moos-
ham-Lungau, Salzburg, Linz, Zgornja Pohanca, Schachadorf, St. Urban, Aquincum I-VI, Brigetio, Cam-
pona, Carnuntum I-III, Fertérakos, Modri¢, Poetovio I-IV, Rozanec-Crnomelj, Ruse, Savaria, Sarkeszi,
Stixneusiedl, Kumanovo, Pojejena, Acbunar, Kreta-Nicopol, Novae, Targusor, Gyulafehérvar, Marosdécse,
Slaveni, and Varhely). Additionally, the area in the the former Dalmatia province (now Croatia and Bos-
nia-Herzegovina) contains several Mithras sanctuaries in a condition good enough to make them visitable,
such as the one at Jajce (Sitnovi¢ 2022). The actual number of ancient sanctuaries was undoubtedly much
higher: epigraphic and figurative sources (especially large reliefs) suggest at least twenty Mithras sanctuar-
ies in Dacia province alone (SzaBo 2021).

Most sanctuaries were constructed during the 2nd century AD, but only a few remained certainly in use
after the late 3rd century AD (WaLsu 2018). They generally served as gathering places for groups of 20-30
people, likely associated with 2—3 generations (Piccottint 1994; Beck 1996). Since the publication of the
second volume of Vermaseren’s Corpus Inscriptionum et Monumentorum Religionis Mithriacae (CIMRM),
newly excavated Mithras sanctuaries in the region have been relatively rare. Notable discoveries include
the sanctuaries at Gyulafehérvar, Kiinzing, Konigsbrunn, and Pfaffenhofen am Inn, as well as recent finds
in Hungary, especially the Mithraeum in the house of the tribunus laticlavius in Aquincum (Budapest) (Ko-
csis 1991; TiMAR 2021), the Savaria (Szombathely) Mithracum (Kiss 2011), and the newly discovered sixth
Mithraeum in Aquincum, which is the first known Mithras sanctuary in the military town (KovAcs 2023).
A detailed interpretation of many sanctuaries unearthed before the latter half of the 20th century, as well as
of the newer finds, often remains incomplete. However, several well-documented cases demonstrate that
Mithras sanctuaries and the related religious activities are best analysed in a local context (McCARTY & EGRrI
2020). A significant part of the Mithras sanctuaries in the Danubian provinces was excavated in the 19th
or early 20th century, and their documentation often prevents a comprehensive presentation of the sanctu-
aries, an analysis of the archaeological material related to their religious practices, or assessments of their
potential for heritage conservation. Nonetheless, there are exceptional cases, such as the archaeological
material from the Mithras sanctuaries at Carnuntum, displayed in the archaeological park’s exhibition hall,
established in the past century. This setting emphasises the polychrome presentation of Mithraic artefacts
(reliefs, statues) (KREMER ef al. 2024, 102). Another example is the mithraeum at Fertérakos (TotH 2007).

THE MITHRAS SANCTUARIES OF POETOVIO

Among the sanctuaries known before the publication of Vermaseren’s catalogues, the Mithras sanctuaries
in Poetovio (Ptuj) are particularly interesting; especially the first and the third worth a more detailed dis-
cussion.

Poetovio (modern-day Ptuj, Slovenia) was one of the most important commercial and cultural centres
in the Danubian provinces. Situated as a major stop on the Amber Road, it served as a midpoint linking
northern Italy (Aquileia) with settlements along the Danube (Carnuntum, Petronell, Austria). Several new
iconographic and religious innovations emerged there, influencing other provinces as well, such as the
regional spread of the Nutrices cult (SASeL Kos 2016).

Poetovio became a significant cult centre for Mithras communities, with their earliest sanctuary (the
First Mithraeum) built in the early 2nd century AD (Figs. 2-3). Discovered in 1898—1899 at Spodnja
Hajdina, on the outskirts of the ancient city, this square sanctuary (5.7 x 5.5 m) is remarkably small even for
a relatively small community. The sanctuary is now protected by a modern building that mimics the origi-
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Fig. 2. The First Mithraeum and its protective building Fig. 3. The First Mithraeum and its protective building
in Poetovio (Ptuj, Slovenia) (photo by the author) in Poetovio (Ptuj, Slovenia) (photo by the author)

nal lighting conditions of Mithraea, creating a relatively dim atmosphere (CIMRM 1487—1508; LoveENJAK
et al. 2021). The interior of the sanctuary accommodated up to fifteen people on two podia for communal
feasting. Its small space was densely packed with altars and statues in the main room and the anteroom
(pronaos), making it cramped and uncomfortable, suitable only for occasional use during initiation rites
(Totn 1977). Despite the absence of a central relief depicting the tauroctony (the bull-slaying scene), the
sanctuary’s inscribed and figurative materials have
been exceptionally well preserved. The protective
structure, restored multiple times in the 20th cen-
tury (PRELOZNIK-NESTOROVIC 2018), only shields the
archaeological site and is difficult to access, offer-
ing minimal information on the Mithras cult for vis-
itors with limited knowledge. Modern approaches,
such as sensory museology and public archaeology,
have yet to be implemented at the site (MOSHENSKA
2017). Like the Walbrook Mithraeum in London,
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Fig. 4. The Third Mithraeum and its protective building Fig. 5. The Fifth Mithraeum and its protective building
in Poetovio (Ptuj, Slovenia) (photo by the author) in Poetovio (Ptuj, Slovenia) (photo by the author)



HUNGARIAN ARCHAEOLOGY E-JOURNAL ¢ 2024 Autumn 5

Csaba T. Szabo * Mithras sanctuaries in the Danubian provinces and their potential for tourism

Poetovio’s sanctuaries and the Mithras cult could benefit from a detailed, immersive presentation utilising
sensory museology and public archaeology in a possible new visitor centre adjacent to the sanctuary. This
centre could not only encompass the sanctuary itself but surround it with a space dedicated to the mysteries
of light and shadow, allowing for an engaging presentation of the cult’s history, Poetovio’s religious life,
and the local characteristics and sources of the Mithras cult.

The Third Mithraecum, discovered in 1913 on the Zgornji Breg Hill, is considerably larger than the First
Sanctuary, measuring 11.2 x 6.8 m (PRELOZNIK-NEsTOROVIC 2018, Fig. 4). Established in the latter half of the
3rd century AD, it was constructed with materials from the two earlier sanctuaries and with the active partic-
ipation of their communities. Religious offerings from officers of two legions visiting from Dacia (V Mace-
donica and XIII Gemina) also contributed to its development. As with the First Mithraeum, the inventory of
the Third Mithraeum is incomplete (the central relief or fresco depicting the tauroctony is missing); however,
its size allowed for the installation of a modern protective structure in the 20th century, enabling the display
of numerous small artefacts and sculptures. Unfortunately, the presentation within this building is not tour-
ist-friendly: the unusually bright interior does not reflect the dim, shadowy ambience typical of Mithraea.
Moreover, the facility lacks informational displays, audio-visual resources, or interactive features for visitors
(SzaBo et al. 2023, 747-749). Given the spaciousness of the Mithraecum, it presents an opportunity to estab-
lish an exhibition area showcasing objects associated with the sanctuary in their original contexts. Surround-
ing the protective building, a museum utilising interactive methods to engage a broad audience and dedicated
to illustrating Poetovio’s importance in the history of the Mithras cult would be desirable. The introduction of
short videos, audio features, 3D reconstructions designed by experts, Al-generated animations, scale models,
and detailed object biographies, enhanced by pedagogical approaches inspired by Moshenska, would create
an engaging archaeological exhibit on-site (CARAMIAUX 2023).

The Second Mithraeum, adjacent to the First and in operation in the latter half of the 2nd century
AD, has not been accessible for years, thus lacking any current educational application. Only a debated
relief indicates the existence of the so-called Fourth Mithraeum, which is now rejected by several schol-
ars (PRELOZNIK-NESTOROVIC 2018, 283; TotH 2015, 189—-190). The archaeological materials from the Fifth
Mithraeum, partially displayed in a hotel lobby, have limited potential for educational engagement in their
current form (PReLOZNIK-NEsTOROVIC 2018, 282-283, Fig. 5).

MITHRAS SANCTUARIES IN AQUINCUM

Aquincum (in modern-day Budapest, Hungary) hosts a remarkable concentration of Mithras sanctuaries,
spanning the military town, the civil town, and the surrounding territory. With the discovery of the sixth
e s Mithraeum in 2023, Aquincum has become the third
richest city in Europe in terms of identified Mith-
raea, following only Rome and Ostia. Currently, two
Mithras sanctuaries in Aquincum’s civil town area
are accessible: the so-called Second Mithraeum,
built by Marcus Antonius Victorinus (CIMRM
1750-57; Tir. AqQ. I. 231237, MrRAV & SzaBO
2012), and the Fourth or Symphorus Mithraeum
(CIMRM 1768-1772; Tir. AqQ. 1. 246-248) (Fig.
6—8). The First and Third Mithraea are known only
from epigraphic records (CIMRM 1742 and 1758).
The Victorinus Mithraeum, situated in Aquin-
cum’s archaeological park, has a partial reconstruc-
tion, offering basic insight with limited information
for visitors. In contrast, the Symphorus Mithraeum
is presented in a modern protective structure incor-

Fig. 6. The Mithraeum founded by Marcus Antonius
Victorinus in Aquincum (Obuda, Budapest, Hungary)
(photo by the author)
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Fig. 8. The protective building of the Symphorus Mithraeum
in Aquincum (Obuda, Budapest, Hungary)
(photo by the author)

porating contemporary museum pedagogy and sen-
sory museology techniques to effectively narrate the
history of the sanctuary and the Mithras cult (Zsip1
2018). The exhibit places particular emphasis on
; smaller artefacts from the sanctuary, though a com-
Fig. 7. Interior of the Symphorus Mithraeum in Aquincum prehensive analysis and publication of these items

(Obuda, Budapest, Hungary) (photo by the author) are still pending (Zsip1 2014).
The sanctuary within the House of the tribunus

laticlavius (Fifth Mithraeum; see Kocsis 1991, Tit. AQ. 1. 249-256; TimMAR 2021) and the recently uncovered
Sixth Mithraeum in the military town reveal unique local aspects of the Mithras cult. One of Aquincum’s
most celebrated finds is the colourful fresco preserved in the sanctuary of the tribunus laticlavius, a rare
example in the region, now on display in the Aquincum Museum’s new permanent exhibition, while its
analysis is presented at the entrance of the Symphorus Mithraeum (Maparassy 1991). The painted altar
from the newly discovered Sixth Mithraeum is on display in this year’s exhibition on the museum’s history
(entitled Aquincum 130—The very best! A selection of the finest finds from the past 130 years of excavation
in Aquincum), enhancing the portrayal of Mithraic worship in Aquincum.

CONCLUSIONS

The Roman cult of Mithras, as one of the many mystery religions of the period, demonstrates the religious
diversity at the end of the 1st and the beginning of the 2nd century AD (Gorbon 1988, 60; FaArRaONE 2013,
111). At its peak, in the 2nd—4th centuries AD, the cult and its small sanctuaries for 15-30 people could
be found in nearly every corner of the empire, particularly in urban and military communities. Even in its
heyday, the cult attracted no more than 10,000—-15,000 followers across the empire. This number is small
when compared to contemporary Jewish, Christian, and other minor religious groups, yet the memory of
the cult and its later reception proved to be enduring and influential (SzaB6 2024). The Mithras sanctuaries
briefly discussed in this study are significant examples of the abundant archaeological heritage related to
Mithras in Central and Eastern Europe from the perspectives of both archaeology and heritage preservation.
With the application of new methods, the systematic analysis and interpretation of this record could breathe
new life into research on ancient religions and European heritage conservation. The Mithras sanctuaries in
Poetovio and Aquincum represent unique and exceptionally rich sources, and presenting them using mod-
ern museum pedagogical methods could open new perspectives both in the contemporary understanding
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of the cult and the possibilities of presenting archaeological heritage (see the methods used for the London
Walbrook Mithraeum or the Mariemont Mithras exhibition in BricauLT, VEYMIERS & AMOR0OSO 2021; SzZABO
et al. 2023, 747).
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