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Serapis in the Mithraic Circle

Though plenty of studies have spanned Serapis and his
cult in detail and depth owing to the significant role he
played'm the mythology and the art of the Graeco - Roman
world, the scope of the research is still ample and apt to

discussion .

Among the vast and diverse representations of Ser&pié
a few examples have atiracted my attention to a certain
conpection with the Mithraic circle. This connection is
difinitely demonstrated by two figures . | -

The first (fig. 1) is a statue of the god depicied in an
irregniar form. He had been desciibed as Jupiter - Sol -
Serapis.- 4 “‘The god is- representad bearded and wearing the

"calaﬂ’os on his head from which six ra.yq are pretrudmg H@ RO

. s bare footed a.nd clad Il‘l.a—_lﬁﬂg maﬂﬂ@ A snake encircles. - . s



bull’s nostrils . The mouth of the bull is open and his tongue
projects suspending from the right corner . The body of the
bull is encircled by a decorated sacrificiat band and his tail
is raised . The god is stabbing the bull with a dagger in his
right hand . He kneels with his left leg on the bull . The
violent movement of the god is best illustrated through his
flying mantle . Three of the attributes of Mithra are shown
beside the bull, the dog, the snake and the scorpion . The
dog licks the blood of the bull and the scorpion catches his
genitals with its pincers . To the left Cautopates 15 standing
with his torch lowered . Between Cautopates and the raised
tail of the bull is a tree with a scorpion. To the right Cautes
is standing with his torch pointing upwards and there is a
tree with a skull of a bull in front of him. The
aforementioned representation is surmounted by a curved
 brint’ symbohszr ‘the sky with the seven figures of the

| _-'p];anets_ In the-_ 1eft extreme SOI appears Wlth the raven. and_ m______. .




form has been of rare ﬁccm‘mme As far as I know, there is

another similar exampie * which is lost.

In an exampie with which this statue is identical, Aion
is figured wearing a mantle with slesves, * ) His head and
feet are lost. The siatue is thought 1o have been

leentocephalic. The body is encircled with a snake in three

Lt

ails. Belween the spiral coils, the signs of the zodiag ave

arved. There are nine signs, three in every space. They

3

hegin from up to down in their normal arrangement | Aries,
Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio and
Sagittaurus, The other three signs of the zodiac i e
Capricorn, Aquarios and Pisces must have been on the lost
part downwards,

The Graeco - Roman Alon, who is of Greek origin is
different in some features from Mithraic Ajon who is called
Alon. - Chmms of Maé, hraic %aﬁ,v*p ©) He ;s sh@wn m

.,?_""':vaﬁous f@:fms -which szgmiles hzs ;rait:, '- '--He is usuall}f ST




So his images reflect the mmltiplicity of his conceptions
which he svmbohized from the Hellenistic period until the
end of antquity. His original concept was “the Lie” which
evolved to become * the boundless hife and eternity 7. He
was considered as the great cosmic deity and the etornal
spirit of the world in contrast to Chronos the relative and

: (133
actual e

From the end of the Republic and the beginuning of the
Empire Alon was conceived and depicted as the governer of
the world and the creator of the natural phenomena. From
Angustus t¢ Philip the god and his Latin eguivalents
Sacculum and Aeternitas occupied a very important place in

the imperial propaganda and religion, Y
the nnpenial propaganda and religion.

His representations i the second centwy AD. as a
youth -accompasied by the zodiac,-the seasons or the

phﬁf-nm St essed the idea of ti’ie U{BlVCYSdhL}’ oi the empzm

--_faﬂd __»x.pzessed _!;he_ eteinal ume whlc:h was. mnovated o




In respect of the second monument (fig. 2), the bull -
slaying or the tauroctonia is one of the commonest and most
important figures of Mithra.

Mithra was originally an Indo - Iranian deity who
symbolized truth, justice, light and fertility. When his culi
had heen transplanted to the Graeco - Roman world, it
ceased tobe fully Persian in essence and lost much of its
originality. Nevertheless, it retained some aspects of the
Persian and Chaldean astrology. In the first century B.C,
Mithra was venerated in Commagene as a sun god and

assimilated to Helios. (18)

From the end of the first century A.D, his cult spread
throughout the Roman Empire and became one of the
principal mystery religions. %) The deluge of slaves,
memhams “-and - soldiers  in--addition ‘to “the ~ease:of

transportatlon mcreased the mlnghng of various races. .:md |




part, have astronomical significance. The two genii flanking
the bull - slaving i. ¢. Cantes and Cautopates have a clear
allegoric value. Cautes, with the raised torch, is the
personification of the morning sun or the vernal equinox
and ipso facto fecundity. Cautopates, with the lowered
torch, is the personification of the setting sun or the autumn

equinox and ipso facto sterility. @)

The seven figures that appear in the vaulted ceiling
which symbotizes the sky are the seven planets : Mercury,
Venus, Mars, Jupiter (Serapis), Luna, Sol and Saturn who
are shown hear in a different order. The number seven has a
mystical significance in the mysteries of Mithra, In the
Mithraecum of Felicissimus the seven grades which the
prosolyte must pass in his initiation to the mysieries are

connected with the seven planets in the next ascending order
: Corax. (the Raven), Cryphius (the Occult), Miles (the
_._;_'Soldler) Leo (the Lmn) Perses (the Persmn) Hehodromus__ o




identical with that of Aion who is a member of the Mithraic
pantheon and whose MONUTHENts were largely found in the
Mithraea scattered in the Roman world. T is not surprising
in my view. - to find Serapis in such formn and atifude
because hus identification with Aion has been attested by the
archaecological evidence. In scveral monuments the image of
Scrapis 18 accompanied by the inscription “AIWNT or

“COPA HTCAYWNT. Y7 Besides, in some literary sources,

(26

Serapis 15 identfied with Aion Plutonins.

sSerapis was a cosmocrator and had a pantheistic
nature, ' therefore his assimilation to Aion and his
connection with Miuthra were justifiable. This nanwre was
proved and recommended by tis identification with other
majr deities mside and ouwtside Bgynt In his course of
universality, if was not extracrdinary {or hiny to be ideatified

with the other gods with universal and comprehensive

ces.ike Moritasgus: of Gallia. |

_.;fﬁ&i-’r‘ﬁrﬁ_”ﬁk@:ini}}é?@_?-i’ﬁ%}. and 1o indigenous godsof the Roman -




A considerable number of the monuments of Serapis
were uncarthed in the various provinces of the Koman
Empire. Y Gaveral of his statues that came from
provenances ﬂus‘sida Egy‘p* had becn ;a"f{mﬁé wit}lin Mithraca
situated in _,mcion 3 {(England), Merl&i (Spa‘%jj};}, {Ostia
“7 and Rome ™™ ¢ Italy ). Many others were found in the

{3%)

vicinity  of Mithraea  located  in Haddern-heiin
(Germany). Lambasis @@ ¢ Algeria 3 and Ostia “Y (Traly) Tn
addition to the second example ( fig: 2 ), This evidence 18 a
matter of great significance and points out to a direct link

i)

hetween Herapis and Mitioa .

The incorporation of Serapis into  the Mithraic
pantheon might be atiribuied to a common factor which led
to their ._§ai_'x§.apa}giii(};n; This factor is the practice of mystcal
rituals. -We have mo evidence that the cult of -Sem“piq
included mysiical traditions tn the Piolemaic per iod. P The

o --.=_3'papyn uf the Rs:}m'm pcﬁnod h&we pmwded us v% ith

L ._;._r_eferemes to some riles, € 1'-'.emesziia_l_'-'meals_;?:wem- held in the



periods. “9 Nevertheless, it seems that serapis reversed the
situation and made his way into the Mithraic pantheon. The
cults of Serapis and Isis had already consolidated their
positions and practised gr@ai inﬂuemes on the Roman
peonle and the rulers as well *) petore the remarkable
diffusion of the Mithraic cult with the beginning of the
second century ADD. of the Imperial period. As a result, the
1% oduction of Serapis to the Mithraic panthesn - [ suppose

i gravitale his devolees or of least a large segment of
them to the Mithraic cult and hence gave an impetus to 1t and
contributed to iis dissemination,

2o

Fimally, we may ask, in view of the relationship
between Serspis snd  Mithra, about the presence of

Mithraism in Egypt proper.

o The evidence which  indicates “the existence ‘of

Muéi wraisin in Bgypt bef tore mc Rorman era 1s extremely 1are.

a}]iugmn w a Mit}u ae‘um ;m F&yy@um came ﬁ‘i 'thg pa}i‘yrs S




There are a few unclear and brief allusions to Mithraea
of the Roman period. We have an account of an abandoned
Mithraeum which bad hsen delapidated and replaced by a
church at the hand of George of Cappadocia, the pairiarch
of Alexandria, about 360 A.D. “ During the compaign of
the destuciion of the pagan temples which occured in 391
A.D., Theophilus, the patriach of Alexandria, destroyed a
Mithragum before advancing towards the Serapeum for the

.
same purpose.C™

Besiges, the Mithraic monwmenis vielded by the
Egyptian soil are few and numbered. They include some
repesentations on the magical gems and individual instances

of reliefs and works Qf sculptare, ¢

o A . 57 : . "
B the view point of Bonner, ©2) the magical tradition
cormanonly “accepted ~the obscure - and - foreign names of
deities and demons to give power o the incantations and

-sp@ﬂs. En ihls r@g‘}rd ih@ r@pesezntaﬁm_&nd :na.ms_a}f Mlthra-"__:'_f;_’_-_ o




.“.'}'_-"'_f':'wh1ch stands on 110 sohd basw These_._passages

The torso of Aion can not be taken safely as a
conclusive evidence for the presence of a Mithracum
incorporated into the Serapeum area. It is an individual
Mithraic monument which does not necessarily mean that
there had been a Mithracum where it was discovered,

The significance of its presence in the site can be
explained in the light of the existence of several other
monurmenis ©°) which belong to different ages of the
Pharaonic period which were moved to the spot from other
places for some reason or another. It is probable that the
image of Aion was transported to the Serapeum when the
Mithrasum faced the danger of destruction duriﬁfg? the
compaigns of George of Cappadocia or Theophllus |

0o that the

subterranean passages. in the vicinty of the Serapeum acted
as a Mithraic grotto, I think that tins is a remote assumptmn

Regarding the suggestion of Rowe




opinion.

The temple of Mithra might have been somewhere near
the area of the Serapeum, for we know that the only tempies
that existed in the precincts of the Serapeum were confined
to the members of the triad. ©° Mithra had never been
connected with the members of the triad whether in group or
jugate fgures in the artistic works nor had he occurred in the
literary sources associated with them. Therefore, there is no
reason for Mithra to have a ternple in this particular area.

As a sun god, Mithra had never attained a foothold
parallel to that of the Hgyptian sun deities who were
powerful enough to prevent him from gaining a
considerable approach throughout Egypt, in Alexandria or
the chora. He could not even penetrate the local cults of the
country and the Tole he played remamed very limited. ©*

ﬂgaapwﬂf@m



assumed in the Roman period might cause a certain fusion
between his cult and the cult of Mithra. Since the cult of
Serapis had already been consolidated and favoured even by
the emperors, it is probable thai the association of the two
derties brought the devotees of Serapis to the Mithraic
religion and so tock part in s exiention. Un the other band,
in Hgypt. the stronghold of Serapls, Mithraisi was himited
and couvld not achieve a considerable progress among the

indigerious cults.

@

Figuras
i- Ssrapis-Aion, found in Arlesg in south France
now lost. Roman Imperial peyiod.

9. Mithra Taurocione. found in Bologne in 1taly.

... .Bologne, Musso Civico, Roman Imperial perlod. o
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