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A new interpretation of a mithraic sculpture 
in Augusta Emerita, Hispania

Claudina Romero Mayorga

Resumen: En el presente trabajo nos proponemos estudiar la iconografía de la escultura conservada en el Museo 
Nacional de Arte Romano en Mérida, España (inv. no. CE00651), así como también revisar las distintas teorías que se 
han propuesto desde su descubrimiento a principios del siglo XX. Se intentará aportar nuevos datos e ilustrar las diver-
sas hipótesis de los posibles modelos iconográficos estableciendo paralelismos con otras figuras similares halladas en 
contexto mitraico en el Imperio romano. 

The excavations carried out in Mérida in 1903–19131, in San Albin, proved to be extremely important to 
rebuild the religious life of the Colonia Iulia Augusta Emerita. Led by one of the first Spanish archaeologists, José 
Ramón Mélida, the recovered pieces still convey more questions than answers. Because of the iconography of 
the findings, scholars began to theorize over the possible presence of a big mithraeum or temple dedicated to 
oriental divinities in the provincial capital. We are going to centre our attention on one of the sculptures re-
covered in 1913 which has been catalogued by the Museo Nacional de Arte Romano in Mérida as “Cautopates” 
or “mithraic figure” (inv. no. CE00651) and it is believed to date back from the end of the second century A.D. 
The marble sculpture depicts a young man, almost an ephebe, of 120 cm tall with a 8 cm plinth (fig. 1). It 
stands in a soft contrapposto, resting on his right leg while his left is slightly bent, “in the posture similar to 
Polyclitus’s works”2. He is semi-naked, only wears a chlamys fastened by a circular fibula on his right shoulder. 
He has a beautiful, almost Apollonian face, and his slightly curly hair seems to be prepared for the insertion 
of a rayed crown3. His right leg is supported by the trunk of a tree and a sitting lion. There might have been 
another point of support on the left flank of the sculpture, but its base has not been entirely preserved4. The 
piece has also lost the upper extremities and part of the right leg. Given the fragmentary state of the sculpture, 
there have been several attempts to establish the identity of the figure and understand the role that it would 
have played in the mithraic context. Some scholars have tried to identify him as one of the dadophors, Helios, 
an initiated in the cult and as Mithras himself. While Mélida dare not to label it as a mithraic character, he 
recognizes Cumont’s authority when considering the lion as an attribute of those initiated in the mysteries5. 
García y Bellido associates the feline with the destructive power of the divinities that embody the eternal 
Time6, while others think of it as a solar symbol that belongs to those initiated in the grade of Leo7.

Although it is based on the iconography of Bacchus and his panther, the short curly hair has centered 
the researcher’s analysis: Mélida notes that it is reminiscent of Apollo8, detail that will also be highlighted by 
García y Bellido9. Subsequent studies emphasize the wavy hair as an attribute of the gods of light, particularly, 
of Helios10. This divinity embodied the sun and its qualities, such as its brightness and warmth, with its nutri-
tious effects. The Titan’s iconography was set at a very early date, as the island of Rhodes11 produced coins 
with the God’s effigy from the fifth century B.C. The deity is depicted as a young man, with rounded face, full 
cheeks and his hair resembling fire or the sunrays (British Museum, inv. no. GC18p248.201), since the rayed 
crown is not common in his iconography until the third century B.C.12. From the sixth century B.C. he is usu-

1 Mélida 1914, 439–456.
2 Mélida 1914, 452.
3 Becatti 1954, 56–91; Caccioti 2008, 172.
4 Caccioti 2008, 172.
5 Mélida 1914, 452. 
6 García y Bellido 1967, 31.
7 Muñoz García Vaso 1989, 812–813.
8 Mélida 1914, 452.
9 García y Bellido 1967, 31.
10 Francisco de Casado 1989, 41; Caccioti 2008, 172.
11 Pind. O., 7, 54.
12 Pind. O. 7, 54; Plin. nat. 39.7.17.
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ally represented in Attic pottery13 driving a chariot with white horses14, clothed as a charioteer or auriga with 
a golden nimbus that substituted the golden helmet that literary sources describe15. In the fourth century B.C. 
the god loses his long charioteer robe16 and his clothing is reduced to a chlamys covering part of his torso.

Fig. 1 MNAR, inv. no. CE00651.

It is in the Latin literature where the god is assimilated to Apollo and, later, to Sol Invictus, appear-
ing also under the name of Phoebus17. This syncretism is also perceived in its iconography: Apollo takes the 
Helios’ chariot, whose nimbus is replaced by the solar rays18. Although the Roman cult of Sol is usually associ-
ated with the oriental cults that became popular in first century A.D.19, Sol had already some properly Roman 
roots20. He was considered the creator of the chariot21 and had a temple near the Circus Maximus22. On the 
other hand, philosophical ideas from the first century A.D. tended to highlight the primacy of just one god 
above the others: the Sun god became the divine demiurge and creator par excellence. In Orphic context, the 
god is assimilated to Apollo23, since both govern over the Hours and have similar attributes (horses, bow and 
arrow). The God is, therefore, the ruler of the seasons24. We must remember that Helios not only personified 
the sunlight but also embodied the passing of time. In his daily journey across the face of the earth25, Helios 
transited through different celestial points during the year, making his way through the constellations, which 
represented the annual cycle in constant regeneration26. In Rome, Helios continued the Hellenistic tradition 
in his iconography: naked, with or without chlamys, a crown with the sun rays and holding a torch, a whip, a 
sceptre or the celestial sphere27. 
13 Shear 1916, 289.
14 Hom. Il, 16.779.
15 H. hom 31, 9; Kerényi 1951, 192; CVA Hannover, Kestner-Museum 1, 33,4–5, pl. 22.
16 Elvira Barba 2008, 162.
17 Especially in Virgil, Ovid and Seneca: Ov. met. 2.118; 4.627; 6.480; 7.323; fast. 2.73; 3.415; Verg. georg. 1.246; 3. 349; 
Sen. Herc. f. 37; 125; Oed. 1; 120; Stat. Theb. 1.156; Val. Fl. 4.90; 5.408.
18 Schauenburg 1955–1957, 310–316.
19 For a better understanding of the process of “solarization” of the Roman Pantheon: Halsberghe 1972, 62; 138–148; 
Clauss 2000, 12–25.
20 Aug. civ. 4.23; Varro. rust. 1.1.5; Cic. nat. deor. 2.27; Macr. sat. 1.9.
21 Hyg. astr. 2.13.
22 Tac. ann. 15.74; Cassiod. var. 3, 51, 6; Tert. spect. 8.1.
23 Orph. H. 34. 49.
24 Orph. H. 7.5.
25 Hom. Il. 7.422; 8.485; Od. 3.1; 12.1; 10.80; 24.12; h. Hom. 31; Ov. met. 2.118; 4.627; 6.480; 7.323; fast. 2.73; 3.415; Verg. 
georg. 1.246; 3.349; Sen. Herc. f. 37 and 125; Sen. Oed. 1.120; Stat. Theb. 1.156; Val. Fl. 4.90; 5.408.
26 Orph. h. 8.11.
27 Elvira Barba 2008, 163.
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Fig. 2 Sculpture as the god Sol. Drawing 

by Cristina Ramírez Bueno. 
Fig. 3 Sculpture as an initiated in Mithras cult. 

Drawing by Cristina Ramírez Bueno. 

Since its discovery and due to the formal characteristics of the piece from Mérida, scholars have 
related it with the iconography of Helios/Sol in mithraic context28. Beyond the numerous epigraphic re-
cords we have of the association of Mithras-Sol29, this divinity is usually present in the most important 
icons of the cult: the tauroctony and the ritual feast. In the first ones, it is usual to find Helios or Sun within 
a roundel, in the upper left corner, opposite Moon. He appears with wavy hair, nimbus or solar-rayed 
crown and with the chlamys fastened to his shoulder with a round fibula. Sometimes he may also be de-
picted driving his chariot, although some authors believe him to be his son, Phaeton. The so-called “pan-
elled tauroctonies”30 from Rome and the Danubian provinces, include scenes with a figure that resembles 
Helios: it is a naked male with chlamys fastened by a fibula, crowned with solar rays and sometimes holds 
a globe or a scourge31. 

The frescoes that decorate Marino32 and Barberini33 mithraic temples show Helios naked, with 
chlamys and a crown. One of the side scenes is the “Sol submission to Mithras”, which is a depiction difficult 
to interpret. Sol/Helios appears naked with a nimbus, kneeling before Mithras, easily spotted by his oriental 
clothing34. Another panel highlights the “pact of friendship” or dextrarum iunctio between Sol/Helios and 
Mithras that seems to follow the episode described above. This would culminate with the “ritual feast”35 and 
the “apotheosis” represented with Mithras commanding Helios’ chariot36, who accompanies him with the 
solar-rayed crown and a whip in his right hand, continuing the iconographical tradition of Helios as an auriga. 
However, if we accept as a valid hypothesis the fact the figure from Mérida is actually a representation of the 
god Helios/Sun, its presence in mithraic environment constitutes a novelty since it is in round form (fig. 2). In 
many mithraic sites, altars dedicated to Sol/Helios have been found with the usual iconography and, possibly, 
the work from Augusta Emerita could resemble the sculptures found in the Mithraeum of Palazzo Imperiale 
and the Mithraeum of Animals, in Ostia Antica, although both are reduced to the bust type37. These would 
have the same chronology as the sculpture that centres our attention (end of second century A.D.) and also 

28 Becatti 1954, 56.91; Caccioti 2008, 172.
29 More than 300 inscriptions found in all the Empire <http://db.edcs.eu:8888/epigr/epiergebnis_de> (21.02.2013).
30 Kirichenko 2005, 7–9; Clauss 2000, 54–57; Gordon 1980, 200–227; Lavagne 1974, 493–496.
31 Gordon 1980, 208 and 223. We will centre our analysis on the monuments from Rome, as they are also from the end 
of the second century A.D.
32 Vermaseren 1982, fig. VIII–IX.
33 CIMRM 389.
34 Some scholars believe that this scene represents the acknowledgment of Mithra’s superiority by the Sun god, while 
others state that it might be an initiation ritual: Clauss 2000, 150–151; Merkelbach 1984, 378–379.
35 Except for the relief in Lopodunum-Ladenburg, today in Kurpfälzisches Museum, Heidelberg (130 A.D.) where Helios 
is completely naked.
36 CIMRM 2052 (Sarmizegetusa); CIRMR 1283 (Neuenheim); CIMRM 1740 (Alcsut); CIMRM 2171 (Romula).
37 Becatti 1954, 56; 91; Caccioti 2008, 172. Mithraeum of the Animals, Reg. IV, Insula II, 11; Mithraeum of the Palazzo 
Imperiale, Reg. I.
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reminds of the iconography of the light/sun divinities: male young face, wavy hair, half- open lips and pierced 
eye pupils38. 

Additionally, the presence of the lion on the right flank has raised the lack of unanimity among 
experts in identifying the sculpture as a solar deity. The feline was considered a sacred animal in ancient 
Mediterranean cultures, since its aggressiveness was seen as a manifestation of its power but, at the same 
time, it could be channelled to develop a protective function. In the Roman world the lion often appears in 
funerary context, assimilating the brutality of the beast with the unbeaten death39. Due to the great influence 
of Egyptian culture in Rome from the first century A.D., the lion became a symbol of solar power, which he 
resembles in his golden mane and ferocity40. We should also remember that in the Hellenistic world, the feline 
is the representation of the zodiac sign of Leo: it is called in astronomy “the house of sun”, as it is the moment 
when the star shines at its hottest41. Therefore, we could understand the presence of the lion as a mere attri-
bute that emphasizes the solar nature of the divinity found in Mérida. However, we have just a few previous 
models to consider for this iconographic prototype. Several coins were minted under Antoninus Pius rule in 
144–148 A.D. where a lion is depicted along with a star (the sun) and the bust of the god Helios. This pattern 
is not new, as it follows the same iconography used in Miletos since the sixth century B.C. in honour of Apollo 
Didymeus42. 

 
Fig. 4 Sculpture as a dadophor. Drawing 

by Cristina Ramírez Bueno. 
Fig. 5 Sculpture as Mithras. Drawing 

by Cristina Ramírez Bueno. 

Some scholars have interpreted that the sculpture might represent an initiate in the grade of Leo43 
or Heliodromus44. Even though the traditional historiography on the mysteries of Mithras has accepted the 
existence of seven grades of initiation into the cult that Saint Hieronymus45 describes, there is currently a 
critical view about the viability of this type of structure in the cult, as well as an analytical look at the archaeo-
logical findings. Out of the thousand inscriptions dedicated by Mithra’s followers, only 15% indicate the grade 
of the initiated46. That is why some authors consider that this hierarchy should be applied only to a priestly 

38 Squarciapino 1962, 45–49.
39 Koortbojian 1995, note 45; Toynbee 1971, 264; 279; Walker 1985, 30–31; Claveira Nadal 2001, 22.
40 Wit 1951, 20 f.
41 Ael. NA 12.7; Macr. sat, 1.21.15.
42 Fontenrose 1988, 113.
43 Cacciotti 2008, 172; Merkelbach 1984, 102; Bendala Galán 1982, 100–101; CIMRM 775.
44 Cacciotti 2008, 172; Merkelbach 1984, 139.
45 For a global view of the mithraic hierarchy see Bianchi 1979, 31–47; Sfameni Gasparro 1979, 365–369.
46 Clauss 2000, 131.
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ordo and not to all the followers47. Others, however, argue that the absence of evidence does not imply the 
lack of grades in certain mithraic communities, just that it was not a standard practice to inform of the initi-
ated details48. The epigraphic record indicates that the grades of Pater and Leo are the most frequent to be 
found in votive inscriptions49. Thanks to the dipinti preserved in Santa Prisca mithraeum50, we know that the 
grade of Leo was under the protection of Jupiter, although it is in the literary sources where we perceive the 
strong relationship between this grade and fire. The absence of water in rituals, replaced by honey51, as well 
as the description of the fiery breath52, seems to allude to the ferocity of the animal that gives the name to the 
grade. That is why several scholars have considered the lion-headed figure to be this grade protective god53. 
The mosaic floor of the mithraeum of Felicissimus54 in Ostia Antica, shows the whole mithraic hierarchy with 
panels that contain certain symbols that would allude to each grade. The one corresponding to Leo has a fire 
shovel, a sistrum and Jupiter’s rays, elements that evoke the fire. Nevertheless, in our opinion, associating the 
sculpture from Augusta Emerita with the representation of an initiated in the grade of Leo is imprecise, as 
the depictions of Mithra’s followers are not only scarce, but those preserved have not resemblance with the 
sculpture analyzed as well. In Santa Prisca we observe two processions of figures making offerings to a Pater, 
while in the ritual feast in Konjic, Mithras and Sol are accompanied by a figure with a lion mask wearing a 
short tunic55, a detail that also appears in a vase’s fragment found in Biesheim mithraeum56. 

On the other hand, the grade of Heliodromus is protected by Helios, as its name indicates. In astronomy, 
dromos is the distance travelled by a celestial body in a certain period; hence the hierarchy would symbolize 
the Sun’s annual journey57. In the mithraeum of Felicissimus, the mosaic contains the god’s attributes: the 
torch, the crown with solar rays and the scourge58, elements repeated on the altars of Burginatium59, Trier60 
and Köln61. The torch has been interpreted as an element of bonding/union with the dadophors, especially 
with Cautes, that also holds the torch upwards. On the Mainz vessel studied in depth by Beck62, it is believed 
that the triad Cautes-Heliodromus-Cautopates is symbolising the annual solar course, since the dadophors 
could represent the spring/fall equinoxes. Porphyry refers to the place of Mithras with these words63:

“To Mithras they assigned his proper seat on the equinoxes. That is why he bears the sword of Aries, 
the sign of Mars, and why he also straddles the bull of Venus. Like the bull a demiurge and lord of genesis, he 
is placed on the equator, the north to his right, and the south to his left…”

According to Beck, the initiated in the grade of Heliodromus is easily recognizable by his headdress (despite 
not being a rayed crown, but a strange cap) and the whip holding upwards in his right hand64. The sculpture of 
Augusta Emerita could have held a whip, but unfortunately, the upper extremities have not been preserved (fig. 3). 
Anyway, the representation of Heliodromus grade on the vessel wears a long robe and lacks the presence of the lion. 

In the so-called “panelled tauroctonies”, the lion appears near Cautes in the reliefs of Sarrebourg, 
Neuenheim65 and from Dacia66. It is also next to Cautes in the dadophor from Rusicade67, while others claim 
that it would be actually an owl68. Furthermore, several depictions from the Dacian province show the lion 
next to Cautes. The reconstruction of the mithraeum II in Nida/Heddernheim follows the same pattern69, 
although in the mithraeum III it appears below Cautopates70. The presence of the feline next to the dado-
47 Clauss 1990, 183–194.
48 Gordon 1994, 465–467; Gordon 1980, 19–99; Beck 2004, 82.
49 See below the notes 46 and 47.
50 CIMRM 476; Vermaseren 1965, 148–180.
51 Porph. antr. 7. 
52 Tert. adv. Marc. 1.13–14.
53 Aloe Spada 1979, 645.
54 CIMRM 299; Laeuchli 1967; Laeuchli 1968, 73–99. The mithraeum of Felicissimus is situated in the Regio V, Insula IX, 
1 and dates back to the second half of the third century A.D.
55 CIMRM 1896.3, fig. 491.
56 Clauss 2000, 117.
57 Beck 2004, 67.
58 CIMRM 299; Laeuchli 1967; Laeuchli 1968, 73–99; Clauss 2000, 137
59 Gordon 1998, 233–237; Horn 1985, 151–155.
60 CIMRM 986–987; Schwertheim 1974, 190; Gordon 1998, 232.
61 Schwertheim 1974, 17–18; Gordon 1998, 234.
62 Beck 2004, 55–74; Gordon 1998, 244–245; Horn 1994, 21–66.
63 Porph. antr. 24.
64 Beck 2000, 156–157. 
65 CIMRM 966; 1283; Gordon 1980, 213–214.
66 CIMRM 1935; 1972.
67 CIMRM 124, Cacciotti 2008, 172.
68 Lissi Carona 1986, 33.
69 Clauss 2000, 50.
70 Clauss 2000, 53; CIMRM 1128.
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phor could be understood as symbol of fire, heat, since Cautes is represented with the torch upwards and, 
according to ancient sources, he favoured the ascent of the souls to immortality through his warmth71. Some 
authors claim that the fragment also found in the Cerro de San Albin could belong to our sculpture: it is a left 
arm whose hand holds a cylindrical element, possibly a torch72. Nonetheless, if we analyse the data provided 
by John R. Hinnells in his work73, we would find that there is not a single attribute that is specific to one or 
the other dadophor: both share the same iconography. Elements such as pedum, cock, tree, bow, bull, ear of 
wheat, krater, pelta and others are almost interchangeable between them. Besides, very few examples of 
naked74 dadophors are known, as the most frequent iconographic attribute for Cautes and Cautopates is the 
Phrygian clothing75 (fig. 4). Dadophors from the Mithras temple at Güglingen (Römermuseum) are wearing 
Phrygian cap and torches, and their legs are crossed: nudity in this case is an anecdotal detail that does not 
prevent the identification of the icon76. Also, the dadophors present in the tauroctony of Güglingen follow the 
iconographical tradition and wear the Eastern outfit.

Fig. 6 MNAR, inv. no. CE00086.

Other scholars consider that the sculpture could represent Mithras himself77. 
The Phrygian clothing not only is an attribute present in cult monuments, but 
it is also mentioned in ancient literary sources. The Magical Papyrus of Paris 
refers to the white robe, the red chlamys and the trousers, being the latter a 
garment reserved for the barbarians and eastern divinities. Moreover, the pa-
pyrus also mentions the god’s “locks of fire”, an allusion to the golden and 
wavy hair present in the light divinities78. On the other hand, Saint Augustin 
alludes to the pileus79, the Phrygian cap that is usually present among divini-
ties of Eastern origin. Although nudity is not a common feature in the iconog-
raphy of the god80, except in the petra genetrix icon, there are some isolated 
cases where it is possible to observe Mithra’s without the oriental attire. In 
the tauroctonies from the Lower Danube81, from Gaganica (Thrace)82, from 
Santa Prisca83, from Italy84 and from Lopodunum (Germania)85, Mithras is de-
picted nearly naked, covered with a small kilt but maintains the chlamys, per-
haps in order to emphasize the fact that he is performing a heroic act while 
killing the bull86. However, we ignore the existence of a sculpture of the same 
size as the Augusta Emerita one that represents Mithras totally naked, without 
taking part of the sacrifice or with a lion at his feet (fig. 5).

Perhaps the only parallel we can find with the same characteris-
tics as the one that centre our analysis is the Chronos – Aion in MNAR (inv. 
no. CE00086) that, according to Bendala Galán, represents the triumph and 
birth of Mithras87 (fig. 6). It depicts a young man with wavy hair and the mask 
of a lion on his chest, surrounded by other attributes that often appear in the 
divinities present in the mithraic cycle. Yet, nudity is only common in mithraic 
iconography when it comes to the subject of his birth, the petra genetrix, 
where the god appears naked, wearing the Phrygian cap rising from a rock 
and holding a torch or a knife. Nevertheless, some researchers believe that 

the lion might be the “symbol” of Mithras himself. Beck leads this theory by accepting the tauroctony is, in 
fact, a star map that describes the position of the constellations recorded a long time ago. The author explains 

71 Beck 2000, 157–165; Beck 1976, 95–98. 
72 Mélida 1914, no. 10; Mélida 1925, no. 1087; García y Bellido 1948, no. 4; García y Bellido 1949, 122; García y Bellido 
1967, no. 11; CIMRM 775; Francisco de Casado 1989, 41–43; Caccioti 2008, 172.
73 Hinnells 1976, 45 f.
74 CIMRM 951; CIMRM 337.
75 Mélida 1914, 452. He admits that in most of the representations, dadophors are not naked, but wear Phrygian clothing, 
just like Mithras. Hinnells 1976, 50.
76 Kortüm – Nath 2002, 116–121.
77 Paris 1914, 5–6; Cacciotti 2008, 172.
78 PGM IV. 635; 700–705.
79 Aug. in Joh. tract. 7.6.
80 Bendala Galán 1982, 100.
81 CIMRM 2196.
82 CIMRM 2327.
83 CIMRM 476.
84 CIMRM 201. Its origin is unknown.
85 CIMRM 1275.
86 Clauss 2000, 95.
87 Bendala Galán 1982, 104.
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that Cautes and Cautopates are the designated boundary markers to west and east, representing the signs/
constellations of Taurus and Scorpion. Based on Porphyry, who assigns “his proper seat on the equinoxes”, 
Beck establishes Mithras’ place in the middle, representing Leo88. 

The comprehensive analysis of the possible attributes of this sculpture has allowed us to establish cer-
tain comparisons with other figures of similar characteristics, both in the rest of the Empire as in Lusitania. Even 
if it is not possible to reach a conclusive result given its fragmentary state, we need to emphasize that its attri-
butes are shared by the deities that embody the powers and benefits of the Sun: nudity, wavy hair and chlamys 
are elements present in the iconography of Helios, Apollo, Sol and Mithras. Although the hypothesis that postu-
lates that we are in the presence of a representation of an initiate in the Leo grade offers a logical explanation for 
the iconography of the piece, we cannot ignore that it would constitute an exceptional finding in the mithraic ar-
chaeological record in the whole Empire. Besides, if we accept the possibility of the Hispanic findings in Cerro de 
San Albin actually being a whole mithraic iconographic programme, we must not disregard the recurrence of the 
lion. The feline is also present in the Lion-headed god and the Chronos-Aion figure, a symbol that suggests a spe-
cial relation among the works mentioned. There is at least one iconographic prototype in the Mithraic mysteries 
that shows the connection between one god and the lion: it is the bas-relief from Villa Altieri89, in Rome, where 
Mithras is shown in triumph. He is standing on the dead bull holding a knife and the globe, as depicted in several 
petra genetrix. In the superior angles we can find the busts of Sol (left) and Luna (right) accompanied by a lion 
and a bird, possibly a rooster. Therefore, after this study, we have to take into consideration that the only deity 
that follows the same iconographic pattern in the mithraic art in the whole empire is, in fact, the sun god, Sol. 

Abbreviation used
MNAR Museo Nacional de Arte Romano, Mérida.
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