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| INTRODUCTION 

The Mithraic thought-world presents the historian with a hermeneutic challenge that is 

virtually unique among ancient religions. In the absence of a substantial corpus of, texrual 

evidence, any interpretation of the cult’s complex and polysemous iconographic] system 

requires a speculauve “reading” that depends a priori upon the relation one accords the 

material remains of the mysteries) with one or another better- attested domain of ancient 

knowledge. The resultant vicissitudes in the history of Mithraic studies are well known to 

scholars currently working in the Field. Vortunately, we now have a substantial and 

relatively stable foundation of brilliant scholarship upon which to build, scholarship 

whose most Fruitful inv estigations involve astrological interpretations of the tauroctony.! 

Here, however, 1 would like to offer a new reading of another stratum of iconographic 

discourse, one that is superimposed over both the litera) denotation of the bull- slaying 

and the second-order astro logical symbolism: specifically, the structural and geometrical 

relationships among the elements of the typical Mithraic tauroctony. The purpose of this 

paper is to suggest that (1) these structural relationships comprise a semantic: stratum 

that derives from contemporancaus Neopythagorean thought and consequently can be 

“read” according lo what might be considered a contemporaneous Neopythagorean 

symbological “lexicon” that (2) these features may have been deliberately encrypted in 

order to symbolize the Pythagorean notion of the harmo-nization and reconciliation of 

metaphysical opposites; and finally that (3) Mithras’ central position amidst these 

symbols indicates his role involved cosmogonic mediation. This thesis has implications 
| 

for our understanding of the milieu in which the cult developed, and also suggests, a 
| io on | 

ris now virtually inconreevertible rhat the central vulr-icon of the bull-slayıng scene with its 

attendant animals represents (at least at vee interpretanive stratum) the so- called poraratellonta clase to 

the zodincal constellations berween Taurus and Scorpias, themselves respectively represented byithe bull 

aad the scorpion; it has further been prapescs thar this serves as a celestial map for the salv ifit ascdat 

and eventual drevades of the soul, See cure ala, Beek 1984, 1994: 19928, 2006; Gorden 1976; 1988. | 

2 Such a reading of Mithraic iconogtaphy dees not compete with the as teological interpretation, singe 

the superimposition of semantic stfati— already evident from the multiplicity of meanings at the 

astrological level alone— suggests thar multiple readings may coexist in harmony. Three very interesting 

arricles by Gorden (1980b, 1988; | 1994) illustrate rhe remarkably polyvalent nature af Mirthsaic 

symbolism, 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Mithra ic thought-wor ld  presents  the histor ian with a  hermeneut ic  cha l lenge that  is  
vir tua l ly  unique among ancient  re l igions.  In the absence of a  substant ia l  corpus of textua l 
evidence,  any interpreta t ion of the cult ’s  complex and polysemous iconographic system 
requires a  specula t ive “read ing” that  depends  a  pr i o r i  upon the re la t ion one accords the 
mater ia l  remains of the myster ies  w ith one or  another  better -a t tested  domain of ancient  
knowledge.  The resultant  vic iss itudes in the history of Mithra ic stud ies  are wel l  known to 
scholars  current ly  working in the f ie ld .  Fortunate ly ,  we now have a  substant ia l  and 
re la t ively stable foundat ion of br i l l iant  scholarship upon which to bui ld ,  scholarship 
whose most  fruitful  invest iga t ions involve astrologica l  interpreta t ions of the tauroctony.1 
Here,  however ,  I  would  l ike to offer  a  new read ing of another  stra tum of iconographic 
d iscourse ,  one that  is  super imposed over  both the l i tera l  denotat ion of the bul l-s lay ing 
and the second-order  astrologica l  symbolism:  specif ica l ly ,  the structura l  and geometr ica l  
re la t ionships among the e lements of the typica l  Mithra ic tauroctony.  The purpose of this  
paper  is  to suggest  that  (1)  these structura l  re la t ionships compr ise a  semant ic s tra tum 
that  der ives from contemporaneous Neopythagorean thought and consequent ly can be 
“read” accord ing to what  might be considered  a  contemporaneous Neopythagorean 
symbologica l  “lexicon”;2 that  (2)  these features may have been del ibera te ly  encrypted  in 
order  to symbolize the Pythagorean not ion of the harmo-nizat ion and reconci l ia t ion of 
metaphysica l  opposites ;  and f ina l ly  that  (3)  Mithras ’  centra l  posit ion amidst  these 
symbols  ind icates  his  role involved cosmogonic media t ion.  This  thes is  has implica t ions 
for  our  understand ing of the mil ieu in which the cult  developed ,  and a lso suggests  a  
                                                             
1 I t  i s  now v i r t ua l l y  i ncont rov e r t i b l e  t ha t  t he  c en t ra l  cu l t - i con  o f  t he  bu l l - s l a y i ng  scene  wi t h  i t s  
a t t end a n t  a n i m a l s  r epre sen t s  ( a t  l e a s t  a t  one  i n t e rp re t a t i v e  s t r a t um )  t he  so -ca l l ed  p a r a n a t e l l o n t a  c l o se  t o  
t he  zod i a ca l  cons t e l l a t i ons  be t ween  T a urus  a nd  Scorp i us ,  t hemse l v e s  r e spec t i v e l y  r ep re sen t ed  by  t he  bu l l  
a nd  t he  s corp i on ;  i t  ha s  f ur t he r  been  p roposed  t ha t  t h i s  s e rv es  a s  a  ce l e s t i a l  ma p  fo r  t he  s a l v i f i c  a scen t  
a nd  ev en t ua l  d i e x o d o s  o f  t he  sou l .  S ee ,  i n t e r  a l i a ,  B eck  1 9 8 4 ;  1 9 9 4 ;  1 9 9 8 ;  2 0 0 6 ;  G ord on  1 9 7 6 ;  1 9 8 8 .  
2 Such  a  r ea d i ng  o f  Mi t h ra i c  i conogra phy  d oes  no t  compet e  wi t h  t he  a s t ro l og i c a l  i n t e rp re t a t i on ,  s i nce  
t he  supe r i mpos i t i on  o f  sema nt i c  s t r a t a —  a l r e a d y  ev i d en t  f rom t he  mul t i p l i c i t y  o f  mea n i ngs  a t  t he  
a s t ro l og i c a l  l ev e l  a l one—  sugges t s  t ha t  mul t i p l e  r e a d i ngs  ma y  coex i s t  i n  ha rmony .  T hree  v e ry  i n t e re s t i ng  
a r t i c l e s  by  G ord on  ( 1 9 8 0 b ;  1 9 8 8 ;  1 9 9 4 )  i l l us t r a t e  t he  r em a rk a b l y  po l yv a l en t  na t ure  o f  Mi t h ra i c  
symbo l i sm .  
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c loser  re la t ionship than is  genera l ly  apprecia ted  between philosophica l  specula t ion and 
cult ic  prax is  in the Roman wor ld .  
 

1 .  POLARITY AND OPPOSITION IN THE MITHRAIC TAUROCTONY  
AND THE ENIGMA OF MITHRAS’  POSTURE 

 
1 .1 .  The emphasis  on polar ity  and binary opposit ion that  has been observed in many 
d iverse systems of ancient  thought is  par t icular ly  evident ,  even centra l ,  in  the Roman 
myster ies  of Mithras .3 In the composit ion of the pr incipa l  cult - icon,  the theme of 
opposit ion is  immediate ly ,  v i s c e ra l l y ,  evoked by the dua l i t ies  of Mithras  and the bull ,  Sol 
and Luna ,  and the torchbearers  Cautes and Cautopates :  dua l i t ies  which respect ively  
represent  the d iffer ing re la t ionships between dominator  and dominated ,  agent  and 
pat ient ,  and complementary but  equa l pr inciples .4 Yet  there is  an add it iona l opposit ion,  
so obvious as  to be a lmost  impercept ible ,  which has hither to apparent ly  escaped 
scholar ly  scrut iny :  that  between Mithras ’  r ight  and left  leg.  The god ’s  r ight  leg,  appear ing 
on the left  as  one faces the tauroctony,  is  near ly  a lways stra ight  as  i t  p ins the bull ’ s  hoof 
to the ground,  while  his  left  leg,  which is  usua l ly  rest ing on the back or  f lank of the bull ,  
is  bent  a t  the knee with his  foot  often par t ia l ly  obscured beneath the folds of his  tunic .5 
                                                             
3 R .  B eck  ha s  sugge s t ed  t ha t  a  pa s sa ge  o f  Porphy ry ,  De  a n t r .  n ymp h .  2 9 .1 2 -2 1 —  whi ch  conc l ud es  wi t h  t he  
s t a t ement  t ha t  ( a ccord i ng  t o  h i s  t r a ns l a t i on )  “ t he re  i s  a  t ens i on  o f  ha rmony  i n  oppos i t i on ,  a nd  i t  shoot s  
f rom t he  bows t r i ng  t h rough  oppos i t e s”  ( i t s e l f  u l t i ma t e l y  d e r i v ed  f rom H era c l e i t us ,  f r .  5 1  D– K)  —  re f e r s  
t o  Mi t h ra i c  d oc t r i ne  a nd  r ev ea l s  a  p r i nc i pa l  t heme  o f  t he  mys t e r i e s :  t ha t  o f  t he  “ha rmony  o f  t ens i on  i n  
oppos i t i on .”  T h i s  i s  a  ma j o r  t hes i s  o f  B eck ’ s  mos t  r ecen t  work  ( 2 0 0 6 ) ;  but  se e  a l so  B eck  1 9 8 8 ;  2 0 0 0 .  On 
t he  l e f t - r i gh t  oppos i t i on  i n  t he  t a uroc t ony  a nd  i n  Mi t h ra i c  i conogra phy  i n  gene ra l ,  s ee  a l so ,  i n t e r  a l i a ,  
G ord on  1 9 7 6 ;  H i nne l l s  1 9 7 6 ;  B eck  1 9 8 0  ( e sp .  1 0 4  a nd  n .  6 5 ) ;  1 9 9 8 ;  V e rma se ren  1 9 8 2 ,  4 9 -5 0 .  On po l a r i t y  
a s  a  f und a m ent a l  c l a s s i f i c a t o ry  sy s t em i n  a nc i en t  t hought ,  s e e  L l oyd  1 9 6 6 .   
4 One  ca n  a l so  d i s ce rn  a n  oppos i t i on  i n  a  number  o f  i mp l i c i t  a s t ro l og i c a l  d ua l i t i e s  a t  a  s econd a ry  
i n t e rp re t a t i v e  s t r a t um benea t h  t he  mos t  l i t e r a l  mea n i ng  o f  t he  bu l l - s l a y i ng  scene :  fo r  exa mp l e ,  t ha t  
be t ween  t he  t o rchbea re r s  r ep re sen t i ng  t he  sp r i ng  a nd  a ut umn equ i noxes  ( o r  s i mp l y  d a y  a nd  n i gh t ) ;  t he  
d i a met r i c a l l y  oppos i ng  s ymbo l s  o f  t he  zod i a ca l  cons t e l l a t i ons  T a urus  ( t he  bu l l )  a nd  Scorp i us  ( t he  
s corp i on  i nv a r i a b l y  d ep i c t ed  p i nch i ng  t he  ha p l e s s  bu l l ’ s  t e s t i c l e s ) ;  o r  ev en  t ha t  be t ween  t he  
t a uroc t onous  Mi t h ra s  a s  t he  Sun  a nd  t he  bu l l  i n  i t s  c a pa c i t y  a s  l una r  s ymbo l .  
5 Of  t he  1 9 2  t a uroc t ony  phot ogra phs  i n  V e rma se ren  1 9 5 6 -1 9 6 0  [=CI MRM ]  i n  wh i ch  Mi t h ra s ’  l e g s  a re  
v i s i b l e ,  1 8 8  c a se s ,  o r  9 8 % ,  unequ i v oca l l y  por t r a y  t he  pa t t e rn  i n  wh i ch  t he  r i gh t  l e g  i s  s t r a i gh t  a nd  t he  
l e f t  l e g  i s  ben t ,  l e a v i ng  four  poss i b l e  count e rexa mpl e s  t o  Mi t h ra s ’  usua l  t a uroc t onous  pos t ure  
( V e rma se ren  d oes  no t  no t e  t he i r  i r r egu l a r i t y ) ,  a s  fo l l ows .  ( 1 )  A  s t e l e  f rom Preg ra d e ,  Croa t i a ,  (CI MRM  
i t em  num ber  1 4 6 8 ) ,  wh i ch  V erma se ren  c a l l s  “pr i m i t i v e ,”  shows  a  rough  Mi t h ra s  w i t h  bo t h  l eg s  
a ppa ren t l y  ben t .  ( 2 )  A  c rud e  t a uroc t ony  f rom A rsha -wa -Q i ba r  i n  Sy r i a  ( no .  7 1 )  shows  a  “mons t rous l y  
sma l l ”  Mi t h ra s  ( o p .  c i t .  v o l .  1  p .  7 2 ) ,  s t a nd i ng  a t op  t he  bu l l ,  a l so  wi t h  bo t h  o f  h i s  l e g s  ben t .  ( 3 )  A  brok en  
t a uroc t ony  ( 6 0 7 ) ,  o s t ens i b l y  f rom Rom e ,  a nonymous l y  d ona t ed  t o  t he  Museum of  F i ne  A r t s  i n  B os t on  
( i nv .  no .  9 2 .2 6 9 2 :  a ppa ren t l y  t he  on l y  a nonymous  g i f t  i n  t he  Gra eco-Roma n  co l l e c t i on ! )  shows  Mi t h ra s  
uncha ra c t e r i s t i c a l l y  a s t r i d e  t he  bu l l  a nd  f a c i ng  i t s  hea d ;  consequent l y  h i s  l e f t  l e g ,  s t i l l  v i s i b l e  on  t he  f a r  
s i d e  o f  t he  bu l l ,  i s  s t r a i gh t ,  wh i l e  h i s  r i gh t  l e g ,  i n  t he  f o reg round ,  i s  ben t .  B eca use  Mi t h ra s ’  pe l v i s  i s  i n  a  
nons t a nd a rd  o r i en t a t i on ,  t he  pos i t i on  o f  t he  s t r a i gh t  a nd  ben t  l e g  wi t h  r e spec t  t o  t he  obse rv e r  ha s  been  
p re se rv ed  wh i l e  t he  l e f t - r i gh t  po l a r i t y  o f  t he  l e g s  wi t h  r e spec t  t o  t he  god ’ s  bod y  ha s  been  rev e r sed  ( l e f t  
s t r a i gh t ,  r i gh t  ben t ) .  I f  i t  i s  i na ut hen t i c  o r  a  l a t e  copy  one  m i gh t  a s sume  t ha t  a  scu l p t o r  unf a m i l i a r  w i t h  
t he  und e r l y i ng  s chema  r a t i ona l i zed  t he  unna t ura l  but  conv en t i ona l  pos i t i on  o f  t he  god  i n t o  one  more  
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Anyone famil ia r  w ith the cult ’ s  iconography wi l l  immediately recognize this  awkward and 
poss ibly  unnatura l  posture as  a  typica l  or  even essent ia l  aspect  of the tauroctony.  The 
remarkable consistency of this  par t icular  fea ture is  underscored by compar ison with the 
subt le  var iabi l i ty  of others .  For  example,  the exact  configurat ions of the animals  
surrounding the bull  vary between tauroctonies  and between regions,  while  even the 
respect ive posit ion of the torchbearers ,  Cautes ( torch upwards)  and Cautopates ( torch 
downwards) ,  is  occas iona l ly  reversed .6 Moreover ,  in  contrast  w ith the invar iabi l i ty  of his  
s tance,  other  aspects  of Mithras ’  posture are not  ent ire ly  consistent  between examples .  
Thus,  for  instance,  among a l l  tauroctonies  represented  by photographs in M. J .  
Vermaseren’s  Corpus  Ins c r ip t i onum e t  Monumentorum Re l i g i on i s  Mi th r ia cae  (CIMRM )  in  which 
the god ’s  head and legs  are c lear ly  v is ible ,  Mithras is  portrayed fronta l ly  in roughly ha lf  
of a l l  cases ,  while  in more than one third  of the examples he is  fac ing some degrees 
towards the ta i l  of the bull ,  in  the d irect ion of Sol ( i .e  away from, ra ther  than towards ,  
the sacr if ic ia l  act ) .  The re la t ive invar iabi l i ty  of the posit ions of the god ’s  legs  suggests  
that  this  fea ture of the tauroctony was accorded some kind of specia l  importance.7 
1 .2 .  Given the preva lence of this  fea ture of Mithras ’  posture,  i t  is  surpr is ing that  (a t  least  
to my knowledge)  no rea l  a t tempt has yet  been made to ana lyze it ,  a lthough scholars  have 
occas iona l ly  offered  var ious ar t-histor ica l  hypotheses for  the or igin of the bull-s lay ing 
scene as  a  whole .  Thus,  for  instance,  i t  has been suggested  that  i t  is  based  upon typica l  
Hellenist ic  hunt ing motifs  and the famil ia r  images of centaur ic ida l  Lapiths .8 Yet  even if  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
a na t omi ca l l y  f e a s i b l e  wh i l e  l e a v i ng  t he  ba s i c  compos i t i ona l  r e l a t i onsh i p  o f  t he  p i ece  i n t a c t .  On  t h i s  s t e l e  
se e  a l so  Sa x l  1 9 3 1 ,  1 2  a nd  p l .  3 5 .  ( 4 )  F i na l l y ,  t he  h i gh l y  r e a l i s t i c  m a rb l e  g roup  t a uroc t ony  o f  t he  B a t hs  
o f  Mi t h ra s  i n  Ost i a  ( 2 3 0 )  shows  a not he r  uncha ra c t e r i s t i c  M i t h ra s ,  P hryg i a n -ca p l e s s  a nd  i n  Rom a n  a t t i r e ,  
c rouch i ng  ov e r  t he  bu l l  w i t h  h i s  d a gge r  r a i sed .  T he  r i gh t  l e g  i s  v e ry  s l i gh t l y  ben t ,  but  a s  i f  t o  empha s i ze  
t he  d i f f e rence ,  t he  l e f t  l e g  i s  ben t  ba ck  r a d i c a l l y  so  t ha t  on l y  t he  k neeca p  t ouches  t he  bu l l .  T he  s t r a i gh t -
ben t  oppos i t i on  t he re fo re  a ppea r s  t o  be  r e t a i ned  d e l i be r a t e l y  t o  t he  bes t  o f  t he  a b i l i t y  o f  t he  a c t ua l  
huma n  who  und oubt ed l y  mod e l ed  ( i n  Roma n  d re ss )  f o r  t h i s  uncha ra c t e r i s t i c a l l y  l i f e l i k e  scu l p t ure .  H ere  
t he  excep t i on  p rov es  t he  ru l e ,  d emons t ra t i ng  no t  on l y  t he  unna t ura l nes s  o f  t he  pos t ure  i t s e l f  but  a l so  
t he  l eng t hs  t o  wh i ch  t he  cu l t i s t s  wen t  i n  o rd e r  t o  p re se rv e  i t  a t  t he  expense  o f  a r t i s t i c  g ra ce .  In  a l l  but  
f our  a noma l ous  exa mpl e s ,  t he re fo re—  one  o f  wh i ch  i s  poss i b l y  i na ut hen t i c—  Mi t hra s ’  r i gh t  l e g  i s  
s t r a i gh t  wh i l e  h i s  l e f t  i s  ben t .   
6 See  Ca m pbe l l  1 9 5 4 ;  B eck  1 9 8 2 ;  Schof i e l d  1 9 9 5 .  
7 Of  t he1 4 5  CI MRM  t a uroc t ony  phot ogra phs  i n  wh i ch  Mi t h ra s ’  hea d  i s  v i s i b l e ,  he  f a ce s  a t  l e a s t  a  f ew 
d eg ree s  t o  t he  r i gh t  o f  c en t e r ,  t hus  t owa rd s  t he  t a i l  o f  t he  bu l l ,  i n  5 7  c a se s ,  3 9 %  of  t he  t i m e ;  h i s  g a ze  i s  
pe rpend i cu l a r  t o  t he  a x i s  o f  t he  sp i ne  o f  t he  bu l l  i n  7 7  c a se s ,  5 3 %  of  t he  t i me ;  a nd  fo rwa rd  i n  on l y  1 1  
c a se s ,  8 %  o f  t he  t i me .  For t y -sev en  exa mp l e s  i n  CI MRM  a r e  e i t he r  t oo  ba d l y  d a ma ged  o r  no t  suf f i c i en t l y  
c l e a r  t o  d e t e rm i ne .  M i t h ra s ’  a v e r t ed  ga ze  m i gh t  r e f l e c t  t he  so l a r  o r i en t a t i on  o f  t he  cu l t ,  s i nce  i n  t he  v a s t  
ma j o r i t y  o f  c a se s  i n  wh i ch  t he  t wo  l um i na r i e s  a re  v i s i b l e ,  So l  a ppea r s  i n  t he  upper  r i gh t -ha nd  r eg i s t e r  o f  
t he  s cene ,  a bov e  t he  t a i l  o f  t he  bu l l ,  wh i l e  Luna  occup i e s  t he  oppos i t e  co rne r  a bov e  t he  bu l l ’ s  hea d ;  t he  
god  seems  t o  be  t r y i ng  t o  ga ze  ba ck wa rd  a t  t he  Sun .  Of  7 6  p l a t e s  i n  CI MRM  i n  wh i ch  e i t he r  l um i na ry  i s  
v i s i b l e ,  So l  occur s  on  t he  r i gh t  a nd  Luna  on  t he  l e f t  ( f rom Mi t h ra s ’  pe r spec t i v e )  7 2  t i mes ,  o r  9 5 %  of  t he  
t i me ;  t h i s  pa t t e rn  i s  r ev e r sed  i n  on l y  4  ca se s ,  o r  5 %  of  t he  t i me ;  o f  t hese  a noma l ous  ca se s  i n  wh i ch  So l  i s  
t o  Mi t h ra s ’  l e f t ,  t he  l a t t e r  f a ce s  pe rpend i cu l a r  t o  t he  bu l l  i n  3  c a se s  a nd  once  t owa rd s  t he  t a i l ,  i n  t he  
d i r ec t i on  o f  Luna .   
8 A t  t he  t urn  o f  t he  l a s t  c en t ury ,  Cum ont  ( 1 8 9 6 -1 8 9 8 :  1 8 1 ,  2 1 4 -2 1 9 )  sugge s t ed  t ha t  t he  t a uroc t ony  ha d  
been  i n sp i r ed  by  Pe rga mene  re l i e f s  o f  t he  god d ess  N i k e  s l a y i ng  a  bu l l ;  t h i s  hypot hes i s  wa s  f o l l owed ,  



M A Z U R :  H A RMONIOU S OPPOSIT ION ( PA RT  I ) :  PYT H A GOREA N T H EMES 
 
 

 2 0 6

the posture der ives  from these ar t is t ic  prototypes ,  one st i l l  might  wonder  why the cult ’ s  
founders  should  have selected  this  par t icular  model in the f ir s t  p lace,  and if  they d id  
adopt such a  model ,  why they exaggerated  cer ta in aspects  while  revers ing others ;  and 
fur ther ,  why this  specif ic  s tructura l  re la t ionship was crysta l l ized  and repeated  more or  
less  una ltered  throughout the three centur ies  (or  so)  of  the Roman cult ’s  f lorescence.9 
For  we may be confident  that  the tauroctony is  a t  least  in par t  based upon a  complex and 
polyva lent  astra l  symbolism,  and it  therefore cannot have been sole ly  dependent upon 
the mere repet it ion of trad it iona l forms or  upon str ict ly  aesthet ic  cr iter ia .  Furthermore,  
the widespread and near ly  s imultaneous emergence of an extremely consistent  
iconographic system suggests  that  Mithra ism had been conceived more or  less  a t  once,  in 
i ts  ent irety ,  accord ing to a  careful ly  e laborated  system of thought ( i t  is  thus d iss imilar  to 
most  other  Graeco-Roman mystery-cults  to which it  is  often compared) .  Indeed ,  the 
complex interre la t ionship between the var ious mult iva lent  e lements of the tauroctony 
seem to have been guided by an under ly ing ra t iona le ,  a  l o g o s ,  whose or igin was probably 
less  a  result  of d iachronic evolut ion than of careful ,  del ibera te des ign a t  one point  in 
t ime by an ind ividua l or  perhaps a  small  group of col laborators .10 So if  in  fact  the 
re la t ive configurat ion of Mithras ’  legs— r ight  leg stra ight ,  left  leg bent  sharply  a t  the 
knee— remains one of the most  constant  iconographic fea tures of the tauroctony,  what ,  
then,  accounts for  i ts  invar iance? And wherefore this  par t icular  opposit ion? 
 

2.  THE TAUROCTONY AND THE PYTHAGOREAN TABLE OF OPPOSITES 
 
2.1 .  Here I  would  l ike to suggest  that  th is  apparent ly  ins ignif icant  fea ture of Mithras ’  
posture,  remarkable for  i ts  pecul ia r  awkwardness as  much as  i ts  re lent less  consistency,  
might  hold  a  key not only to the composit ion of the tauroctony but  a lso to an essent ia l  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
w i t h  qua l i f i c a t i ons ,  by  o t he r  scho l a r s ;  t hus  F .  Sa x l  ( 1 9 3 1 :  4 -1 3  & p l .  3 2 )  concur red  t ha t  t he  P e rga m ene  
N i k e  ha d  f i gured  i n  t he  c r ea t i on  o f  t he  t a uroc t ony  but  a l so  t hought  t he  mot i f  t o  ha v e  d e r i v ed  i n  pa r t  
f rom ea r l i e r  Greek  r epre sen t a t i ons  o f  H era k l e s  a s  we l l  a s  f rom o t he r  non-Greek  source s .  Ye t  t he re  a re  
s i gn i f i c a n t  d i f f e rence s  be t ween  t he  t a uroc t ony  a nd  t he  H e l l en i s t i c  r e l i e f s  p ro f f e red  a s  p ro t o t ypes :  f o r  
exa mp l e ,  N i k e  i nv a r i a b l y  l ook s  t owa rd s  t he  bu l l  wh i l e  Mi t h ra s  usua l l y  f a ce s  a wa y  f rom t he  d eed ;  a l so ,  
t he  N i k e  r e l i e f s  a nd  t he  Mi t h ra i c  t a uroc t ony  f r equen t l y  m i r ro r  e a ch  o t he r ,  w i t h  t he  bu l l  a nd  t he  god d ess  
f a c i ng  t o  t he  l e f t  a s  one  obse rv e s  t he  s cene .  F i na l l y ,  N i k e ’ s  ex t end ed  l eg  i s  o f t en  no t  compl e t e l y  
s t r a i gh t .  See  a l so  W i l l  1 9 5 5 ,  1 6 9  f f .  ( w i t h  t he  ob j ec t i ons  o f  T urca n  1 9 9 3 ,  4 8 f f . ) .   
9 Seek i ng  t o  d e sc r i be  t he  h i s t o r i c a l  ev o l ut i on  o f  Mi t h ra i c  i d eo l ogy  t h rough  t i me  a nd  spa ce ,  s cho l a r s  
ope ra t i ng  wi t h i n  a  d ev e l opment a l  pa ra d i gm ( e .g .  Ca m pbe l l  1 9 5 4 ;  H i nne l l s  1 9 7 6 )  exa m i ned  t he  r eg i ona l  
t ypo l og i c a l  v a r i a t i ons  i n  t he  subs i d i a r y  my t h i c a l  s cenes  por t r a yed  i n  pa ne l s  sur round i ng  t he  t a uroc t ony  
o r  upon  t he  sub t l y  cha ng i ng  pos i t i ons  o f  t he  t o rchbea re r s  a nd  a n i ma l s ,  ( i . e .  p rec i s e l y  t hose  a spec t s  
wh i ch  d o  v a ry  cons i d e ra b l y ) ,  wh i l e  l e s s  a t t en t i on  wa s  a ccord ed  Mi t h ra s  h i mse l f .  Ye t  t he  god ’ s  pos t ure  
a ppea r s  no t  t o  ha v e  cha nged  consp i cuous l y  ov e r  t i me  a nd  t hus  s eems  t o  ha v e  been  s t a nd a rd i zed  a t  t he  
o r i g i n  o f  t he  Roma n  mys t e r i e s ,  pe rha ps  i n  a cco rd  wi t h  some  spec i f i c  a spec t  o f  d oc t r i ne .  More  r e cen t  
s cho l a r s  ha v e  t end ed  t o  m i n i m i ze  t he  cor re l a t i on  be t ween  i conogra phy  a nd  d oc t r i ne ;  t hus  Schwer t he i m  
1 9 7 4 ;  B e rc i u  a nd  P e t o l e scu  1 9 7 6 ;  Schof i e l d  1 9 9 5 ;  but  c f .  G ord on  1 9 8 0 a ,  who  a s se r t s  conv e r se l y  t ha t  t he  
fo rm o f  Mi t h ra i c  a r t ,  f a r  f rom concea l i ng  o r  encod i ng  mea n i ng ,  i s  t he  mea n i ng  i t s e l f .   
10 T h i s  po i n t  i s  ma de  by  H i nne l l s  1978 ,  B oyce  a nd  Grene t  1991 ,  470 ;  s e e  a l so  t he  me thod o l og i c a l  
d i scuss i on  i n  B eck  1 9 8 4 ,  e sp .  2 0 7 4  f f .  a nd  n .  1 0 8 .  
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and overarching aspect  of  Mithra ic doctr ine as  a  whole .  The contrast  between “stra ight” 
and “bent” occurs  most  notably in Ar istot le ’s  descr ipt ion of the Pythagorean table  of 
opposite  pr inciples  (archa i )  compr is ing the pr imord ia l  or igin of a l l  th ings (Metaphys i c s  
986a23-26) .  In this  passage,  the opposit ion of  “stra ight”  ( eu thu )  w ith “bent” (kampul on )— 
in that  order— may be found among a  l is t  of ten opposing pa irs ,  a long with l imit–
unlimited ,  odd–even,  one–many,  r ight– left ,  male–female ,  rest–motion,  l ight–darkness ,  
good–evil ,  and square–oblong.11 The correspondence between,  on the one hand,  the 
Pythagorean doctr ine associa t ing r ight  w ith stra ight  and left  w ith bent ,  and ,  on the other  
hand ,  the iconographic configurat ion of Mithras ’  legs— a lso,  c lear ly ,  r ight–stra ight  and 
left–bent— might a t  f ir s t  seem to be merely coincidenta l  or  tr ivia l ,  yet  upon c loser  
examinat ion it  becomes evident that  cer ta in complementary e lements in the respect ive 
zones of the tauroctony correspond to add it iona l opposit ions of the Pythagorean table .  
As is  evident  from a  perusa l  of CIMRM ,  the typica l  tauroctony shows a  pronounced 
visua l  d ivis ion created  by the implic it  d iagona l l ine ascending from the lower  left  to the 
upper  r ight ,  formed roughly by the l ine of contact  between Mithras ’  s tra ight  r ight  leg and 
the hind leg of  the bull ,  proceed ing upwards between his  legs  (where i t  is  sometimes 
made vis ible  by a  crease in his  tunic)  and then f ina l ly  fol lowing e ither  his  chest  or  the 
angle  of his  r ight  arm upwards to the top of the bull ’ s  head ,  where his  hand usua l ly  
grasps the animal by its  nostr i ls .  This  implic it  l ine d ivides the scene into upper  r ight-
hand and lower  left -hand zones (r ight  and left ,  that  is ,  from Mithras ’  perspect ive) ,  w ith 
terrestr ia l  animals  (dog,  serpent ,  scorpion)  in the lower- left  zone and the aer ia l  animal 
( raven)  in the upper-r ight  zone.  With this  la tera l  d ivis ion in mind ,  bes ides (a )  the in it ia l  
s tra ight-bent  polar ity  w ith which we began,  one may observe (b)  the l ight-dark 
opposit ion implied  by the dayl ight  accompanying Sol and nocturna l darkness 
concomitant  w ith Luna ,12 and (c)  the male-female dua l ity  c lear ly  represented  by the two 
luminar ies ,  w ith Sol to Mithras ’  r ight  and Luna to his  left .13 That  this  correspondence is  

                                                             
11 T he  source s  fo r  e a r l y  Py t ha gorea n i sm  a re  p rob l ema t i c ,  a nd  A r i s t o t l e ’ s  a ccount s  o f  t he  Py t ha gorea ns  
mus t  be  t r ea t ed  wi t h  pa r t i cu l a r  c a ut i on .  Nev e r t he l e s s ,  s cho l a r s  ha v e  gene ra l l y  he l d  t he  t a b l e  o f  oppos i t e s  
t o  r e f l e c t  g enu i ne  Py t ha gorea n  d oc t r i ne .  A s  e a r l y  a s  t he  5 t h  c en t ury  B CE t he  P y t ha gorea ns  we re  r eput ed  
t o  ha v e  t a ugh t  t ha t  t he  phenomena l  wor l d  a r i s e s  f rom a  s e r i e s  o f  pa i r s  o f  me t a phys i ca l  oppos i t i ons ,  t he  
m os t  f und a m ent a l  usua l l y  be i ng  t ha t  be t ween  L i m i t  ( p e r a s )  a nd  U n l i m i t ed  ( a p e i r o n ) ;  t h i s  p re suma b l y  r e f e r s  
t o  t he  mut ua l l y  exc l us i v e  se t s  o f  t hose  t h i ngs  wh i ch  a d mi t  d eg ree s  o f  d i f f e rence  a nd  t hose  t ha t  d o  no t .  
P l a t o  a l l ud e s  t o  Py t ha gora s  a s  ha v i ng  i n t rod uced  t h i s  d oc t r i ne  a t  Ph l b .  1 6 c -d ;  a l so  1 8 b-c ,  2 3 c -2 8 b .  T ha t  
t h i s  pa ssa ge  i s  i n  f a c t  a n  i n t end ed  a l l us i on  t o  P y t ha gora s  i s  d e f end ed  by  B urk e r t  ( 1 9 7 2 :  8 5 -9 2 )  but  se e  
i b i d .  5 1  f f . ,  where  he  cons i d e r s  t he  oppos i t e s  t o  be  genu i ne  Py t ha gorea n  d oc t r i ne  a l t hough  no t  
nece ssa r i l y  a nc i en t ;  c f .  howev e r  G ut hr i e  ( 1 9 9 5 :  2 3 2 ,  2 4 5 -2 5 1 ) ,  who  cons i d e r s  t h i s  t o  be  e a r l y ;  t hus  a l so  
K a hn  1 9 7 4 .  I  sha l l  d e f e r  t he  ques t i on  o f  t he  p rec i se  r e l a t i on  be t ween  P y t ha gorea n  a nd  P l a t on i c  t hought ;  
f o r  t he  purposes  o f  t he  p re sen t  s t ud y ,  l e t  us  a s sume  no  a bso l ut e  h i s t o r i c a l  d ema rca t i on  ca n  be  ma d e  
be t ween  t he se  i n t e l l e c t ua l  m ov em ent s  i n  l a t e  a n t i qu i t y .  
12 T h i s  f e a t ure  i s  a l so  ma d e  exp l i c i t  by  co l o r  sha d i ng  on  t he  pa i n t ed  f r e scoes  a t  Ma r i no ,  t he  Pa l a zzo  
B a rbe r i n i  ( CI MRM  3 8 9 )  a nd  Sa n t a  Ma r i a  Ca pua  V e t e re  ( 1 8 1 ) .  
13 One  a l so  m i gh t  expec t  t o  f i nd  a n  od d  ( r i gh t ) — ev en  ( l e f t )  oppos i t i on ,  but  i f  t h i s  occur s  i t  i s  l i m i t ed  t o  
a  f ew a t yp i c a l  t a uroc t on i e s :  CI MRM  1 1 3 7 ,  1 9 2 0 ,  1 9 5 8 ,  1 9 7 2 ,  2 0 3 6 ,  2 0 8 5 ,  2 1 5 4 ,  2 2 1 4  a nd  2 3 3 8 ,  f o r  
exa m pl e ,  por t r a y  Ca ut e s ,  t o  Mi t h ra s ’  l e f t ,  w i t h  t wo  ra i sed  t o rches ,  a nd  Ca ut opa t e s ,  t o  Mi t h ra s ’  r i gh t ,  
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noncoincidenta l  and that  the structura l  opposit ion of the tauroctony might indeed have 
been del ibera te ly  des igned accord ing to the Pythagorean table of  archa i  is  fur ther  
supported  by a  cur ious trad it ion,  more or  less  contemporaneous with Roman Mithra ism,  
that  Pythagoras himself  had learned the doctr ine of opposing archa i  from “Zaratas” ( i .e .  
Zoroaster ) ,  who was a lso reputed  (fa lse ly ,  one presumes)  to have establ ished the 
Mithra ic myster ies  (e .g.  by Porphyry,  De ant ro  nympharum 6) .14 
 

3 .  PYTHAGOREAN GEOMETRICAL SYMBOLISM IN THE TAUROCTONY 
 
3.1 .  I t  therefore appears  that  beneath both the l i tera l ,  f ir s t -order  imagery of the bull-
s lay ing and a lso the second-order  representat ion of an astrologica l  map,  the tauroctony 
is  governed by a  more abstract  s tra tum, a  third-order  symbolism involving a  ser ies  of 
s tructura l  opposit ions re la ted  to Pythagorean thought .  This  in it ia l  hypothes is  appears  to 
be fur ther  supported  by the fact  that  add it iona l Pythagorean e lements may be d iscovered 
lurking beneath the surface of Mithra ic iconography.  In severa l  important  stud ies ,  Prof.  
I s tván Tóth— in whose memory this  paper  is  offered— has noted  that  both an 
equila tera l  t r iangle and a  pentagram— two geometr ic  f igures which,  as  he suggests ,  had  
marked symbolic  va lue for  the Pythagoreans— are encrypted  in the re l ief  from Intercisa  
(Dunaújváros)  in Pannonia .  As an explanat ion for  these f igures ,  Tóth proposed that  the 
sectar ies  who commiss ioned this  par t icular  re l ief were wel l-versed  in contemporaneous 
Neopythagorean thought .15 Yet  these two geometr ic  f igures occur  more widely in 
Mithra ic ar t  than Tóth apparent ly  rea l ized ,  and aspects  of his  suggest ions concerning 
Intercisa  may be extrapola ted  to the tauroctony in genera l .16  
                                                                                                                                                                                   
w i t h  on l y  one  l owered  t o rch .  T he re  a re  no  ca se s  where  t h i s  a noma l y  i s  r ev e r sed .  T he  i n f requency  o f  t h i s  
pa t t e rn  a l l ows  no  f i rm  conc l us i on  t o  be  d ra wn .  
14 H i ppo l .  H a e r .  1 .2 .1 2  wi t h  Spoe r r i  1 9 5 5 ;  K i ngs l e y  1 9 9 0 ;  a l so  P l u t . ,  De  a n .  p r o c .  i n  T i m  1 0 1 2 e .  A l t hough  
H i ppo l y t us  ma k es  no  ment i on  o f  t he  s t r a i gh t – ben t  d i cho t omy  so  c ruc i a l  f o r  t he  compos i t i on  o f  t he  
t a uroc t ony ,  t h i s  pa s sa ge  nev e r t he l e s s  p rov i d es  ev i d ence  fo r  t wo  common not i ons :  f i r s t ,  t ha t  t he  
Py t ha gorea n  d oc t r i ne  o f  oppos i ng  a r c h a i  wa s  a s soc i a t ed  wi t h  ( a nd  i nd eed  ev en  purpor t ed  t o  ha v e  d e r i v e d  
f rom)  Pe r s i a n  d ua l i sm ,  a nd  second ,  t ha t  t h i s  en t i r e  scheme  wa s  i n  some  wa y  a s soc i a t ed  wi t h  t he  c yc l e  o f  
t he  sun  ( t h i s  l a t t e r  no t i on  so  t a n t a l i z i ng l y  r em i n i scen t  o f  Mi t h ra s ’  so l a r  ro l e ) .  W ha t ev e r  i t s  a c t ua l  
p rov ena nce  o r  a n t i qu i t y ,  i n  t he  f i r s t  f ew cen t ur i e s  CE t he re  c i r cu l a t ed  a  number  o f  d i f f e ren t  a ccount s  o f  
t he  Py t ha gorea n  t a b l e  o f  oppos i t e s ,  a l l  o f  wh i ch  p re se rv ed  t he  gene ra l  no t i on  o f  a  p r i mord i a l ,  
cosmogon i c  oppos i t i on :  e .g .  P l u t .  De  I s .  e t  O s .  4 8 ;  P orph .  V .  Py t h .  3 8 ;  V a r ro  L i n g .  5 .1 1 .  T hese  a ccount s  
d e sc r i be  more  or  l e s s  t he  s a me  scheme ,  a l t hough  somet i mes  wi t h  empha s i s  on  o t he r  e l ement s  o r  t he  
omi s s i on  o r  a d d i t i on  o f  d e t a i l s .  T hus ,  f o r  i n s t a nce ,  Porphyry  i nc l ud es  “ s t a b l e”  a nd  “uns t a b l e”  und e r  
r i gh t  a nd  l e f t  r e spec t i v e l y ,  wh i ch  i s  sugges t i v e  o f  t he  oppos i t i on  be t ween  t he  s t a b i l i t y  o f  Mi t h ra s ’  f i xed  
r i gh t  f oo t ,  p l a n t ed  f i rm l y  on  t he  bu l l ’ s  h i nd  hoof ,  a nd  t he  p reca r i ousnes s  o f  h i s  ben t  l e f t  k nee  a s  he  
a t t em pt s  t o  f o rce  d own t he  unf or t una t e  a n i m a l .  
15 T ót h  1 9 9 9 ;  2 0 0 3 .  I  a l so  ha d  t he  oppor t un i t y  t o  s ee  a n  ea r l i e r  unpub l i shed  ma nusc r i p t  v e r s i on  o f  “A z 
In t e rc i s a i  Mi t h ra eum na gy  k u l t uszk épe .”  P ro f .  T ót h  wa s ,  i nc i d en t a l l y ,  one  o f  v e ry  f ew a ut hor s  ( a l ong  
wi t h  Ca rcop i no  a nd  T urca n ,  on  whom,  s een  n .  2 3  i n f r a )  t o  sugge s t  m ore  t ha n  a  c i r cumst a n t i a l  l i nk  
be t ween  Mi t h ra i sm a nd  Py t ha gorea n i sm .  
16 T ót h  d oes  no t  ex t end  t h i s  hypot hes i s  t o  t he  cu l t  a s  a  who l e ,  p re suma b l y  beca use  no t  a l l  t a uroc t on i e s  
d i sp l a y  t he  p rec i se  pen t a g ra m o f  t he  so r t  he  see s  a t  In t e rc i s a .  In  t he  In t e rc i s a  r e l i e f  t he  bu l l ’ s  nos t r i l s  
a nd  t a i l  a r e  exep t i ona l l y  on  t he  sa me  a pprox i ma t e  hor i zon t a l  l i ne  wi t h  r e spec t  t o  t he  ba se  o f  t he  scene ;  
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3.2 . First ,  one should  note that  vir tua l ly  e v e r y  tauroctony— not only that  of Intercisa— 
conta ins an implic it  t r iangle ,  a  f igure to which the Pythagoreans accorded enormous 
mathemat ica l ,  cosmologica l ,  and even theologica l  s ignif icance.17 To be precise ,  in  most  
of the tauroctonies  represented  in CIMRM ,  Mithras ’  s tra ight  r ight  leg extends to the base 
of the re l ief  a t  an angle more or  less  mirrored  by a  corresponding angle on the opposite  
s ide of the scene,  formed by e ither  the dog or  the bent  foreleg of the bul l .  This  l ine is  
often cont inued by the subt le  r idge of the bull ’ s  shoulder ,  thereby tac it ly  del ineat ing an 
isosceles  or  occas iona l ly  equila tera l  t r iangle whose apex converges a t  Mithras ’  chest  or  
on his  head .18 That  this  f igure was intended to be “read” as  a  geometr ic  symbol ra ther  
than as  a  purely natura l is t ic  fea ture is  implied  by the fact  that  on typica l  tauroctony-

                                                                                                                                                                                   
T ót h  t a k e s  t hese  t wo  po i n t s  a s  t he  l e f t -  a nd  r i gh t -mos t  po i n t s  o f  t he  pen t a g ra m .  Ye t  i n  mos t  o t he r  
exa mp l e s  o f  t he  t a uroc t ony—  t hose  exa mp l e s  wh i ch ,  i n  my  op i n i on ,  c l e a r l y  d i sp l a y  a n  enc ryp t ed  
pen t a g ra m—  t hese  t wo  po i n t s ,  a r e  a ppa ren t l y  s i t ua t ed  on  o t h e r  l a t e r a l l y - symmet r i c a l  f e a t ure s  o f  t he  
scene ,  such  a s  t he  t o rchbea re r s ’  hea d s ,  a nd  no t ,  a s  a t  In t e rc i s a ,  on  t he  hea d  a nd  t a i l  o f  t he  bu l l .  
U nd e r s t ood  i n  t h i s  wa y ,  t he  pen t a g ra m i s  a  common f e a t ure  o f  ma ny  o t he r  t a uroc t on i e s  a s  we l l .   
17 Ph i l o l a us  a nd  o t he r  e a r l y  Py t ha gorea ns  a re  sa i d  t o  ha v e  cons i d e red  t he  a ng l e s  o f  t r i a ng l e s  s a c red  t o  
spec i f i c  god s ;  P roc l .  I n  Eu c l .  1 3 0 ,  1 6 6 -9 ,  1 7 3 -4 ;  i d em ,  T h e o l .  P l a t .  1 .4 ,  ;  P l u t .  De  I s .  e t  O s .  3 0 ;  Da m.  De  
p r i n c .  2 .1 2 7 .7 .  H uf f m a n  ( 1 9 9 3 ,  3 8 1 -3 9 1 )  cons i d e r s  t he se  f r a gm ent s  spur i ous  a nd  a t t r i but e s  t hem t o  t he  
e a r l y  A ca d emy  i ns t e a d ;  he  see s  t he se  a s  pe r t a i n i ng  t o  t he  Gra eco -Roma n  a s t ro l og i c a l  concep t  o f  
t r i gonon  a nd  t e t r a gonon  ( e .g .  i n  Ma n i l i us ,  As t r o n .  2 .2 7 0  f f . :  t he  t r i a ng l e s  a nd  squa re s  i n sc r i bed  i n  t he  
c i r c l e  o f  t he  zod i a c  l i nk i ng  t h ree  a nd  four  s i gns  r e spec t i v e l y )  but  cons i d e r s  t he  1 2 -s i gn  zod i a c  t o  ha v e  
d ev e l oped  t oo  l a t e  f o r  t he se  t o  be  genu i ne  f r a gm ent s  o f  P h i l o l a us .  See  howev e r  K i ngs l e y ’ s  ( 1 9 9 4 )  
a rgument  fo r  t he  a ut hen t i c i t y  o f  t he se  f r a gment s  a nd  a n  e a r l y  d a t e  fo r  t he  1 2 -s i gn  zod i a c  a nd  
consequent l y  t he  genu i ne l y  P y t ha gorea n  na t ure  o f  a ngu l a r  t heo l ogy .  Rema rk a b l y ,  G ord on  ( 1 9 7 6 :  1 3 4 -
137 )  compl e t e s  t he  c y c l e  o f  a s soc i a t i ons  by  r e l a t i ng  the  t r i gonon  a nd  t e t r a gonon  t o  Mi t h ra i sm .  La t e r  
t h i nk e r s  i n f l uenced  by  Py t ha gorea n i sm  a ssoc i a t ed  t r i a ng l e s  w i t h  v a r i ous  en t i t i e s :  a cco rd i ng  t o  P l u t a rch  
( De  d e f .  o r .  4 1 6 d )  t he  P y t ha gorea n i z i ng  P l a t on i c  scho l a rch  Xenoc ra t e s  equa t ed  equ i l a t e ra l  t r i a ng l e s  w i t h  
god s ,  i sosce l e s  t r i a ng l e s  w i t h  d a emones  a nd  sca l ene  t r i a ng l e s  w i t h  men .  Py t ha gora s  h i mse l f ,  o f  course ,  
wa s  r eput ed  t o  ha v e  d i scov e red  t he  so -ca l l ed  P y t ha gorea n  t heorem —  t ha t  t he  sum s  o f  t he  squa re s  o f  t he  
t wo  ca t he t i  o f  a  r i gh t  t r i a ng l e  a re  equa l  t o  t he  squa re  o f  t he  hypo t enuse—  a t  wh i ch  po i n t ,  a ccord i ng  t o  
a n  a necd o t e  p re se rv ed  by  P l ut a rch  ( N o n  p o s .  s u a v .  1 0 9 4 b)  a nd  P roc l us  ( I n  Eu c l .  4 2 6 ) ,  he  sa c r i f i c ed  a n  ox ,  
a n  i ma ge  i t s e l f  cur i ous l y  r emi n i scen t  o f  t he  Mi t h ra i c  t a uroc t ony .  See  a l so  D i og .  La e r t .  8 .1 2  a nd  8 .2 2 ,  i n  
wh i ch  t he  one  ox  ha s  been  expa nd ed  t o  one  hund red ;  t h i s  l e s t  one  i ma g i ne  t ha t  t he  v ege t a r i a n i sm  l a t e r  
a s soc i a t ed  wi t h  Py t ha gora s  p rec l ud es  t he  poss i b i l i t y  o f  a  Py t ha gorea n  o r i g i n  o f  t he  t a uroc t ony .  Porphy ry  
( V .  Py t h .  3 6 )  so l v e s  t h i s  a ppa ren t  p rob l em by  c l a i m i ng  t he  ox  wa s  ma d e  o f  f l our ,  wh i ch ,  i n t e r e s t i ng l y  
enough ,  i s  r em i n i s cen t  o f  t he  ea r s  o f  whea t  occa s i ona l l y  sp rout i ng  f rom t he  t a i l  o r  wound  o f  t he  bu l l  
wh i ch  Mi t h ra s  s l a ugh t e r s .  
18 A n  i n forma l  pe rusa l  o f  CI MRM  pho t ogra phs  r ev ea l ed  9 3  t a uroc t on i e s  wh i ch  a ppea red  t o  con t a i n  a n  
i mp l i c i t  i sosce l e s  o r  equ i l a t e ra l  t r i a ng l e  w i t h  bo t h  a ng l e s  a t  t he  ba se  a pprox i ma t e l y  equa l  ( a mong  t he se  
exa mpl e s  t he  a ng l e  o f  Mi t h ra s ’  l e g  v a r i e s  s i gn i f i c a n t l y ,  a nd  i n  e a ch  ca se  t he  a ng l e  oppos i t e  cha nges  
co r re spond i ng l y ,  sugges t i ng  a  h i gh l y  d e l i be r a t e  s cheme) ;  3 0  d i sp l a yed  a ng l e s  a t  t he  ba se s  wh i ch  we re  
c l e a r l y  unequa l ,  wh i l e  6 1  we re  i n suf f i c i en t l y  c l e a r  t o  d e t e rm i ne  one  wa y  o r  t he  o t he r .  A not he r  t r i a ng l e  
ma y  a l so  be  i mp l i ed  by  Mi t h ra s ’  l e g s ,  whose  a wk wa rd  pos i t i on  v e ry  o f t en  i nv o l v es  a  r i gh t  a ng l e .  T h i s  i s  
no t  i mmed i a t e l y  ev i d en t ,  s i nce  i n  mos t  c a se s  ne i t he r  t he  t op  o f  h i s  t h i gh  nor  t he  a ng l e  o f  h i s  sh i n  i s  
p rec i se l y  9 0  d eg ree s  f rom h i s  s t r a i gh t  r i gh t  l e g .  Ra t he r ,  i n  t he se  i n s t a nce s  t he  r i gh t  a ng l e  t end s  t o  be  
fo rmed  by  a  shor t  l i ne  r ep re sen t i ng  t he  mee t i ng  po i n t  o f  t he  bo t t om of  h i s  l e f t  c a l f  a nd  h i s  t h i gh .  In  
a l mos t  ha l f  o f  t he  v i s i b l e  exa mpl e s  i n  CI MRM ,  t h i s  a ng l e  wa s  rough l y  9 0  d eg ree s ;  i n  a  l a rge  ma j o r i t y  o f  
t he  r e s t  o f  t he  exa mp l e s ,  e i t he r  h i s  l e f t  t h i gh  i t s e l f  o r  t he  l i ne  o f  h i s  c a l f  fo rmed  a  r i gh t  a ng l e .  
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rel iefs ,  the animals  and Mithras ’  legs— the f igurat ive e lements compr is ing the tr iangle— 
are a lmost  invar iably depicted  on the same two-d imensiona l plane in an otherwise three-
d imensiona l scene,  which in rea l  l i fe  would  imply a  c lumsy and unstable ,  i f  not  phys ica l ly  
impossible ,  posit ion astr ide the bull .  Moreover ,  emphasiz ing the importance of the 
symbol to Mithra ism,  undisguised  representat ions of tr iangles  occur  in severa l  Mithraea ,  
usua l ly  on centra l ly- located  a ltars  separate from the main cult - icon.19 
3.3 .  The second f igure that  Tóth perceives in the Intercisa  re l ief— the pentagram— is  
s imilar ly  associa ted  with Pythagoreanism and even thought to have been a  s ymbo l on  by 
which Pythagoreans could  secret ly  recognize one another .20 Yet  I  would  suggest  that  the 
pentagram is  a lso embedded in many other  re l iefs ,  not  just  that  of Intercisa ,  a lthough the 
exact  composit ion of the f igure var ies  between examples .  L ike the tr iangle w ith which it  
is  often cont iguous,  the pentagram is  not  depicted  explic it ly  but  ra ther  is  suggested  by a  
number  of subt le  fea tures .  In the typica l  tauroctony,  a  pla inly  vis ible  segment or iginates  
in Mithras ’  r ight  foot  (point  A) ,  appears  to fol low Mithras ’  r ight  leg and back,  and 
culminates  a t  h is  head (B) ;  th is  point  B often a lso coincides with the cei l ing of the 
grotto.  A corresponding segment then redescends from point  B,  fol lows the dog’s  back,  
and ends a t  (C)  the dog’s  hind legs ,  or  occas iona l ly ,  when the dog is  in a  nonstandard  
posit ion,  a t  the bull ’ s  forelegs or  Cautopates ’  feet .  The segment BC is  often a lso 
suggested  to some extent  by a  number  of  coincident deta i ls ,  such as  the bull ’ s  eye ,  the 
top of the handle of the dagger ,  the l ine of bul l ’ s  shoulder ,  the head of Cautopates ’  
downward-point ing torch,  the dog’s  back or  the bull ’ s  bent  foreleg,  and other  more 
var iable fea tures as  wel l  such as  inconspicuous and seemingly inconsequent ia l  creases in 
the neck of the bull .  From the terminat ion of this  segment a t  point  C,  an ascending 
d iagona l ( the mirror  image of AB) fol lows a  path usua l ly  del ineated  by the dog’s  forelegs 
                                                             
19 T hese  i nc l ud e  a  y e l l ow sa nd s t one  i so sce l e s  t r i a ng l e  a d orned  wi t h  a  c re scen t  symbo l ,  found  a t  
H ed d e rnhe i m ,  C I MRM  1 1 2 0 ,  a nd  a n  equ i l a t e ra l  t r i a ng l e  w i t h  a  hem i sphe r i c a l  p ro t ube ra nce  ( 4 8 7 )  
unea r t hed  a t  Sa n t a  P r i sc a  i n  Rom e ,  on  wh i ch  see  V e rma se ren  a nd  v a n  Essen  1 9 6 5 ,  3 4 2  a nd  p l .  LXXIX.3 ;  
a l so  t he  v a gue l y  l eon i ne  f a ce  emerg i ng  f rom a n  “ups i d e -d own”  equ i l a t e ra l  t r i a ng l e ,  p .  3 4 3  a nd  p l .  
LXXV II I .6 . .  Monument s  wi th  os t ens i b l y  a rch i t e c tura l  t r i a ngu l a r  e l ement s  o r  o t he r  sub t l e  decora t i on  
i nc l ud e  CI MRM  9 8 7 b i s ,  1 1 2  7 ,  1 2 0 6 ,  1 2 4 7  f ron t  a nd  ba ck ,  1 3 4 7 ,  1 4 0 0 ,  1 9 0 2 ,  1 9 1 9 ,  1 9 4 4 ,  2 0 3 7 ,  2 2 4 4 ,  
2 3 0 5 .  Ot he r  t ype s  o f  t r i a ng l e  sym bo l s  i nc l ud e  CI MRM  1 1 ,  2 2 9 ,  2 3 4 ,  3 6 9 ,  3 9 0 ,  4 1 1 ,  4 3 4 ,  4 5 7 ,  4 8 7 ,  5 0 8 ,  
6 7 6 ,  8 2 9  ( a n  i sosce l e s  t r i a ng l e  hewn out  o f  t he  wa l l  nea r  t he  a l t a r ) ,  1 0 0 4 ,  1 1 2 0 ,  1 1 5 2 ,  1 2 0 0 ,  1 2 0 6 ,  1 3 0 6 ,  
1 3 9 4 ,  1 6 6 0 ,  1 9 4 4 ,  2 0 2 8 ,  2 1 6 4 ,  a nd  2 3 5 1 .  U nusua l  t r i a ngu l a r  a l t a r -ba se s  a l so  occur  i n  t he  Mi t h ra eum  a t  
Spo l e t o  ( 6 7 6 ) ;  a t  Rom e  i n  t he  Mi t h ra ea  o f  t he  B a t hs  o f  Ca ra cca l l a  ( 4 5 7 )  a nd  t he  P a l a zzo  d e i  Muse i  ( 4 3 4 ) ,  
( on  wh i ch  see  P i e t r a nge l i  1 9 4 0 ,  1 4 3 -1 7 3 ) ,  a nd  a t  Os t i a  i n  t hose  o f  t he  P a re t i  D i p i n t i  ( 2 6 4 )  a nd  t he  B a t hs  
o f  Mi t h ra s  ( 2 2 9 ) .  Ea ch  exa m pl e  occurs  i n  a  v e ry  c en t ra l  pos i t i on  on  o r  nea r  t he  a x i s  o f  t he  c e l l a  a nd  a l so  
qu i t e  nea r  t he  p r i nc i pa l  t a uroc t ony ,  sugges t i ng  t ha t  t h i s  f e a t ure  posse s sed  a  spec i a l  i mpor t a nce  i n  t he  
cu l t ;  spa t i a l  a r r a ngement s  wi t h i n  Mi t h ra ea  we re  sym bo l i c a l l y  s i gn i f i c a n t ;  s e e  G ord on  1 9 7 6 .  I n  t he  
sum m er  o f  1 9 9 8  I  wa s  a b l e  t o  phot ogra ph  t r i a ngu l a r  a l t a r s  a t  t he  Mi t h ra ea  o f  t he  Pa l a zzo  d e i  Muse i  i n  
Rom e  a nd  t he  B a t hs  o f  Mi t h ra s  a nd  t he  P a re t i  D i p i n t i  a t  Os t i a .  L i k e  t he  t r i a ng l e s  enc ryp t ed  i n  t he  
t a uroc t ony ,  t he  a ng l e s  o f  t he  t r i a ng l e s  d ep i c t ed  on  t hese  a l t a r s  v a ry :  t hose  o f  t he  B a t hs  o f  Mi t h ra s  a nd  
t he  Pa l a zzo  a re  d i s t i nc t l y  i sosce l e s  t r i a ng l e s ,  wh i l e  t ha t  o f  t he  Pa re t i  D i p i n t i  s e ems  equ i l a t e ra l ;  o t he r  
t ha n  t he  comp l e t e  a bsence  o f  sc a l ene  t r i a ng l e s  t he re  i s  no  ev i d en t  cons i s t ency  i n  t he  p rec i se  symbo l i sm .  
On t r i a ng l e s  i n  Mi t h ra i sm  i n  gene ra l  s e e  W or t m a nn  1 9 6 9 ,  4 1 0 -4 2 3  a nd  Len t z  1 9 7 5 .  
20 Luc i a n ,  L a p s .  5 ,  w i t h  scho l i um ( S ch o l .  L u c .  2 3 4 .2 1  Ra be ) ,  B urk e r t  1 9 6 1 ,  2 3 0  n .  4 ;  1 9 7 2 ,  1 7 6  n .  8 1 ;  d e  
V oge l  1 9 6 6 ,  2 4 7 -2 9 1 .  
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and /  or  those of the bull ,  the angle of Mithras ’  bent  left  shin or  the crease between his  
th igh and shin,  and occas iona l ly  the furrows of his  garment ;  th is  segment culminates  in 
(D) the cap or  forehead of the torchbearer  to Mithras ’  r ight  (our  left ) .  In add it ion,  the 
implic it  ascending d iagona l l ine descr ibed by Mithras ’  r ight  foot  (A) and the point  of his  
bent  left  knee a lmost  invar iably a l l igns with the torchbearer  to his  left  (usua l ly  
Cautopates ,  w ith downward-point ing torch) ,  genera l ly  meet ing (E) the crest  of his  
Phrygian cap,  his  eyes ,  h is  forehead ,  or ,  less  frequent ly ,  other  marked points  on his  body,  
in each case a t  or  near  the wal l  of the grotto.  This  re la t ionship is  typica l ly  mainta ined 
whatever  the angle of  this  imaginary d iagona l l ine with respect  to the base of the scene. 21 
In each case this  l ine AE a lso intersects  other  s ignif icant  points  of  the scene,  such as  the 
entrance wound of the knife (e .g.  CIMRM  nos .  181,  368,  and 588)  or  the snout  of the dog 
(e .g.  390,  588,  650,  and Mar ino) .  The pentagram is  completed  by the hor izonta l  segment 
DE, extending between Cautes and Cautopates and often intersect ing the top or  the hi l t  
of the dagger  or  some other  more conspicuous point  on Mithras ’  r ight  hand ,  often 
fol lowing the l ine of  e ither  of  the god ’s  forearms,  and occas iona l ly  a lso intersect ing the 
f lame of Cautes ’  torch or  the tuft  (or  ear  of wheat)  a t  the end of the bull ’ s  upturned ta i l  
to Mithras ’  r ight .  To reitera te ,  the f ive angles  of the tac it  pentagram thus usua l ly  occur  a t  
the fol lowing points ,  now descr ibing a  pentagon in c lockwise order :  (D) the head of the 
torchbearer  (e ither  Cautes or  Cautopates)  to Mithras ’  r ight ;  (B)  Mithras ’  head or  the top 
of his  cap;  (E) the head of the other  torchbearer  to Mithras ’  left ;  (C)  the dog’s  hind legs ,  
the bent knee of the bull ,  or ,  occas iona l ly ,  the left -hand torchbearer ’s  feet ;  and f ina l ly  
(A) Mithras ’  r ight  foot  planted  on the bull ’ s  hoof.  Although the pentagram is  rare ly  
precise ly  equila tera l ,  there is  a t  least  a  genera l  la tera l  symmetry,  which means that  the 
angle  a t  Mithras ’  r ight  foot  w ith respect  to the base of the scene (BAC) is  rare ly  more 
than 5 degrees (and never  more than 10 degrees)  d ifferent  from that  a t  the dog’s  hind 
feet  (BCA).22 The var iabi l i ty  of the composit ion suggests  that  the pentagram’s  presence is  
due not to the mere repl ica t ion of a  f ixed  model but  ra ther  to a  conscious and del ibera te 
encrypt ion of this  par t icular  f igure,  perhaps through the use of a  geometr ica l  template by 
the sculptor .  
 

4 .  A PYTHAGOREAN “READING” 
OF THE GEOMETRIC SYMBOLISM OF THE TAUROCTONY 

 
4.1 .  I f  th is  read ing is  correct ,  Mithra ic iconography may involve (a t  least  in par t )  a  
del ibera te encrypt ion of cer ta in Pythagorean sumbo la .  At  present  I  sha l l  leave as ide the 
histor ica l  quest ion of how exact ly  Neopythagorean ideas might have permeated  
Mithra ism at  what  must  have been a  germina l s tage of  the Roman cult ’s  development ,  

                                                             
21 T hus ,  fo r  i n s t a nce ,  a t  Ca pua ,  t he  a ng l e  i s  2 5  d eg ree s  t o  t he  c re s t  o f  Ca ut opa t e s ’  c a p ,  a t  Ma r i no ,  2 6  
d eg ree s  s i m i l a r l y  a t t a i n i ng  h i s  c a p ,  a t  B a rbe r i n i  ( CI MRM  3 9 0 )  2 2  d eg ree s  t o  t he  bend  o f  h i s  l e f t  e l bow;  i n  
t he  V i l l a  B orghese  s t e l e  ( 5 8 8 ) ,  2 3  d eg ree s  t o  h i s  f o rehea d ;  i n  t he  s t e l e  f ound  on  t he  Esqu i l i ne  i n  Rom e  
( 3 6 8 )  3 2  d eg ree s  t o  t he  po i n t  o f  h i s  c a p .  
22 For  exa mp l e ,  t he  r e l a t i v e  a ng l e s  B A C a nd  B CA  a t  Ma r i no  a re  3 5  a nd  4 0  d eg ree s ,  r e spec t i v e l y ,  a t  
CI MRM  5 8 8 ,  3 6  a nd  4 0 ;  a t  3 9 0 ,  4 0  a nd  3 5 ;  a t  3 6 8 ,  3 4  a nd  2 9 ;  a t  6 5 0 ,  4 1  a nd  3 7 ;  a nd  a t  1 8 1 ,  3 0  a nd  4 0 .  
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a lthough I  do bel ieve there is  a  s trong case to be made that  they d id .23 What  is  important  
for  our  immediate purposes is  s imply to note that  the embedding of geometr ica l  
symbolism itse lf  seems to be consistent  w ith a  long trad it ion of Pythagorean praxis .  The 
anecdota l  evidence for  ear ly  Pythagoreanism a lready suggests  a  concern with both the 
graphic express ion of abstract  ideas and the symbolic  encrypt ion of doctr ine.24 Yet  there 
is  a lso explic it  evidence from la te ant iquity  that  symbols in the form of geometr ica l  
shapes and bodily  postures were del ibera te ly  encrypted  in f igurat ive cult - icons and 
theurgica l  s ta tuettes .25 I t  is  therefore plaus ible  that  the third-order ,  symbolic  subtext  of 

                                                             
23 So  numerous  a re  t he  c i r cums t a n t i a l  co r r e spond ences  be t ween  Mi t h ra i sm  a nd  Py t ha gorea n i sm  t ha t  one  
m i gh t  r ea sona b l y  suppose  t he  cu l t ’ s  f ound e r s  t o  ha v e  been  Neopy t ha gorea ns  o r  a t  l e a s t  we l l -v e r sed  i n  
P y t ha gorea n  l o re ;  t h i s  d e se rv e s  a  sepa ra t e  s t ud y  i n  t he  f u t ure .  F or  a  t i ny  g l i m pse  o f  som e  such  
cor re spond ences ,  one  m i gh t  s i mp l y  cons i d e r  t wo  b i og ra ph i ca l  my t ho l ogoumena  a bout  Py t ha gora s :  f i r s t ,  
t ha t  o f  h i s  v i s i t s  t o  a nd  pe r s i s t en t  l i nk s  wi t h  Pe r s i a n  Ma g i  ( e .g .  D i og .  La e r t .  8 .2 ;  Porph .  V .  Py t h .  1 2 ;  
I a mb l .  V P  4 ) ,  a nd  second ,  h i s  cons t ruc t i on  o f  a n  a r t i f i c i a l  sub t e r r a nea n  cha mber ,  r em i n i s cen t  o f  a  
M i t h ra i c  s p e l a e um ,  t o  se rv e  a s  a  r e t r e a t  ( D i og .  La e r t .  8 .4 1 ;  P orph .  V .  Py t h  9 ;  I a m b l .  V P  5 ;  B urk e r t  1 9 7 2 ,  
1 5 6 -1 6 1 ) .  Ca rcop i no  ( 1 9 2 7 :  2 1 1 -2 1 6 )  sugge s t s  t ha t  t h i s  l e gend  i n sp i r ed  a  N eopy t ha gorea n  conv ent i c l e  i n  
Rome  t o  cons t ruc t  a nd  d ecora t e  a  sub t e r r a nea n  ba s i l i c a  a nd  no t e s  a n  a ppa ren t  s i m i l a r i t y  w i t h  Mi t h ra i sm ;  
i n t r i gu i ng l y ,  t he  m i d -1 s t  c en t .  CE d a t e  p roposed  fo r  t h i s  monument  woul d  s i t ua t e  i t  j us t  p r i o r  t o  t he  
emergence  o f  t he  f i r s t  M i t h ra i c  s p e l a e um .  T he  connec t i on  be t ween  Mi t h ra i sm  a nd  Py t ha gorea n i sm  ha s  
been  l a rge l y  neg l ec t ed  but  fo r  a  f ew scho l a r s ;  t hus  T ót h ,  a s  a bov e ,  but  a l so  Ca rcop i no  ( o p .  c i t .  2 1 3 ,  n .  7 ) :  
“La  r e s semb l a nce  en t re s  l e s  r i t e s  py t ha gor i c i ens  e t  m i t h r i a ques  peut  ê t r e  fo r t u i t e .  Ce l l e  en t re  l e s  
exp l i c a t i ons  t héo l og i ques  d e  ce s  r i t e s  peut  l ’ ê t r e  a uss i .  Ma i s  s i  c e s  a na l og i e s  p rocèd en t  d ’une  i n f l uence ,  
i l  e s t  b i en  ma l a i sé  d e  d ev i ne r  en  que l  s ens  e l l e  s ’ exe rça .  Es t -ce  l e  ma zd é i sme  qu i ,  à  l ’o r i g i ne ,  péné t r a  l e  
py t ha gor i sm e?  Es t -c e  l e  py t ha gor i sm e  qu i ,  p l us  t a rd ,  a  d é t e i n t  sur  l e  m i t h r i a c i sm e  rom a n i sé ?  Le s  d eux  
r éponses  ne  s ’ exc l uen t  pa s ,  e t  c ’ e s t  un  f a i t  qu ’a ux  env i rons  d e  no t r e  è r e ,  on  ne  d i s t i ngue  pa s  en t re  l e s  
m a ges  e t  l e s  py t ha gor i c i ens .”  T urca n  ( 1 9 7 5 )  m a k es  a  s i m i l a r  connec t i on  be t ween  Py t ha gorea n i sm  a nd  t he  
wes t e rn  source s  ( e .g .  i b i d .  5 9 :  “… l es  s eu l s  a ut eur s  g recs  connus  pour  s ’ ê t r e  i n t é re s sé s  spéc i a l ement e t  
t echn i quement ,  s i  j ’o se  d i r e ,  a u  m i t h r i a c i sme  py t ha gor i sa i en t  d e  f a çon  p re sque  sy s t éma t i que” )  but  r e j e c t s  
t he  wes t e rn  ev i d ence  a s  co r rup t ed  wi t h  Neopy t ha gorea n  a nd  P l a t on i c  i d ea s  t ha t  he  d en i e s  t he  mys t e r i e s  
t hemse l v es .  T he  sugges t i on  o f  a  Neopy t ha gorea n  o r i g i n  fo r  Mi t h ra i sm  i s  no t  i n  conf l i c t  w i t h  B eck ’ s  
r e c en t  ( 1998 ;  2001 )  sugge s t i on  tha t  t he  cu l t  wa s  deve loped  i n  t he  m i l i eu  o f  t he  Comma genea n  roy a l  
d yna s t y ,  pe rha ps  by  t he  a s t ro l oge r  T .  C l a ud i us  B a l b i l l us ,  son  o f  t he  f a mous  P l a t on i s t  ( a nd  reput ed  
N eopy t ha gorea n )  T .  C l a ud i us  T hra sy l l us ;  on  t he  l a t t e r ’ s  N eopy t ha gorea n i sm ,  se e  T a r ra n t  1 9 9 3 .   
24 E .g .  t he  c l a i m  of  A r i s t o t l e  ( Me t a p h .  1 0 9 2 b8 )  t ha t  t he  P y t ha gorea n  Eury t us  o f  T a ren t um a ssoc i a t ed  
en t i t i e s  such  a s  “ma n”  a nd  “hor se”  wi t h  t he  l owes t  number  o f  pebb l e s  wh i ch  cou l d  be  a r r a nged  t o  
r epre sen t  i t .  S t ruck  2 0 0 4  ha s  p roposed  a  Py t ha gorea n  o r i g i n  fo r  t he  concep t  o f  t he  “ symbo l ”  ( s umb o l o n )  
used  t o  d enot e  a  t ok en  conv ey i ng  h i d d en  mea n i ng .  T here  a re  a l so  v a r i ous  l e gend s  t ha t  t he  Py t ha gorea ns  
k ep t  c e r t a i n  e so t e r i c  a spec t s  o f  geomet ry  r i go rous l y  sec re t  a nd  sev e re l y  pun i shed  t hose  who  rev ea l ed  
t hem ;  t hus ,  i n t e r  a l i a ,  P l u t .  N u m.  2 2 ;  B urk e r t  1 9 7 2 ,  4 5 7  f f . .  T he  P y t ha gorea n  conce rn  wi t h  e so t e r i c  
s ymbo l i sm  ha d  a  p ra c t i c a l  s i d e  a s  we l l :  und e r  t he  t h rea t  o f  t o t a l  a nn i h i l a t i on  f rom ongo i ng  pe r secut i ons ,  
t he  e a r l y  Py t ha gorea ns  we re  sa i d  t o  ha v e  p re se rv ed  t he i r  d oc t r i ne  i n  symbo l s  wh i ch  we re  t hen  pa ssed  
d own c l a nd es t i ne l y  w i t h i n  f a m i l i e s ;  t hus  I a mbl .  V P  2 3 ;  D i og .  La e r t .  7 .4 2 .   
25 T hus  P roc l .  I n  Eu c l .  1 3 8 ;  I a m b l .  Mys t .  1 8 4 .2 -1 4 .  Le s t  one  i m a g i ne  a  f e a t ure  so  a ppa ren t l y  
i nconsequen t i a l  a s  t he  pos i t i on  o f  t he  god ’ s  l e g s  t o  be  t oo  pe r i phe ra l  a  f e a t ure  fo r  genu i ne  Py t ha gorea n  
conce rn ,  a n  o f fha nd  rema rk  o f  P l u t a rch  i s  t o  t he  e f f e c t  t ha t  t he  Py t ha gorea ns  nev e r  c ro ssed  t he i r  l e f t  l e g  
ov e r  t he i r  r i gh t  one  ( De  v i t .  p u d .  5 3 2 c ) .  W ha t  p rec i se l y  t h i s  m ea ns  i n  t he  c a se  o f  Mi t h ra i sm  i s  unce r t a i n ,  
s i nce  Ca ut e s  o r  Ca ut opa t e s  i s  o f t en  d o i ng  j us t  t ha t ;  but  i t  ma k es  c l e a r  t ha t  a s  a  symbo l i c  e l ement  t he  
l e g s  i n  pa r t i cu l a r  we re  no t  t hought  t o  be  benea t h  Py t ha gorea n  sc rut i ny .  
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the tauroctony was s imilar ly  des igned ,  and that  i t  represented  an especia l ly  esoter ic  
aspect  of Mithra ic d iscourse ,  a  d iscourse encrypted  a t  an iconographic level  wel l  beneath 
the f ir s t  symbolic  s tra tum (the l i tera l  denotat ion of the mythica l  bul l-s lay ing)  or  the 
second stra tum (the astrologica l  schema) .  I t  is ,  of course ,  impossible  to know whether  
the Mithra ic rank-and-f i le  were themselves aware of this  th ird-order  symbolic  s tra tum, 
but  one might reasonably conjecture that  the geometr ica l  re la t ionships under ly ing the 
tauroctony and their  symbolic  connotat ions were known to the cult ’s  founders  as  wel l  as  
the spir itua l  leaders  ( i .e . ,  the Fathers)  of  each congregat ion,  and thus presumably a lso to 
the ar t is ts  and craftsmen under  the Fathers ’  patronage.  One may a lso specula te  that  the 
super imposit ion of severa l  symbolic  s tra ta  would  have lent  i tse lf  convenient ly  to the 
hierarchica l  grade structure of  the cult  in which increas ingly esoter ic  or  abstract  
interpreta t ions could  have been revea led  progress ively to the in it ia tes .   
4.2 .  At  this  point ,  if  I  am correct  thus far ,  one may ask why the founders  of  the 
myster ies  chose to embed these par t icular  Pythagorean symbols  so centra l ly  in the 
pr incipa l  cult - icon.  An answer  might be suggested  by the convergence of “meanings”— I  
use the term advised ly26— that  the Pythagoreans were thought to have accorded the two 
f igures .  Although the tr iangle was c losely  associa ted  with cosmogony in Pythagorean 
thought27— a s ignif icance which would  correspond well  w ith Mithras ’  ostensibly 
demiurgic role as  de spo t ê s  g ene s e ô s ,  i f  we are to trust  Porphyry (De ant ro  6)— the f igure a lso 
seems to have represented  the  harmonizat ion of opposites .  The Pythagoreans ass imila ted  
the tr iangle to the not ion of the “tr iad ,” which apparent ly  represented  the abstract  
not ion of media t ion between extremes and the harmonizat ion and unif ica t ion of opposite  
pr inciples .28 Accord ing to a  passage of  Nicomachus of Gerasa  preserved in the  
Th e o l ogoumena Ari thme t i c ae  (an anonymous Neopythagorean compendium transmitted  in the 
corpus of  Iamblichus) ,  the tr iad  represents  the symmetry of  the “mean” term between 
extremes,  as  wel l  as  a  number  of abstract  qua l i t ies— such as  “fr iendship” (ph i l ia ) ,  

                                                             
26 B eck  ( 2 0 0 6 ) —  f o l l owi ng  a n  e a r l y  a n t i - s t ruc t ura l i s t  cur ren t  i n  a n t hropo l ogy  ( e spec i a l l y  t he  work  o f  D .  
Spe rbe r ) —  ha s  a rgued  fo r  ex t reme  ca ut i on  i n  t he  i n t e rp re t a t i on  o f  Mi t h ra i c  symbo l s ,  wh i ch  a re  
po l yv a l en t  a nd  o f t en  se l f - r e f e ren t i a l .  W h i l e  I  a g ree  i n  p r i nc i p l e ,  I  t a k e  excep t i on  i n  t h i s  c a se ,  s i nce  t he  
Py t ha gorea n  symbo l i sm  I  ha v e  p roposed  ( 1 )  ha s  a n  ex t reme l y  we l l -d e f i ned  con t ext  f o r  i n t e rp re t a t i on  i n  
t he  Neopy t ha gorea n  a r i t hmol og i c a l  a nd  symbo l og i c a l  “ l ex i con”  a nd  ( 2 )  ha s  been ,  i n  t ha t  s a me  con t ext ,  
s e l f -consc i ous l y  t heor i zed  ( e .g .  nn .  2 4  a nd  2 5  s u p r a )  a s  a  symbo l i c  l a ngua ge  wi t h  a  spec i f i c  mea n i ng .  
T he re fo re ,  i f  my  t he s i s  i s  co r rec t ,  t hen  t he  he rmeneut i c  e r ro r—  i f  i t  i s  a n  “e r ro r”—  i s  a l r e a d y  p re sen t  i n  
t he  Neopy t ha gorea n  source  fo r  t he  s ymbo l i sm  wh i ch  wa s  l a t e r  a d opt ed  by  t he  found e r s  o f  t he  mys t e r i e s .  
27 E .g .  P roc l .  I n  Eu c l .  1 6 6 .  T he  P y t ha gorea ns  we re  r eput ed  t o  ha v e  cons i d e red  t he  t e t r a k t y s—  a n  
equ i l a t e ra l  t r i a ng l e  f o rmed  f rom t he  g ra ph i c  a r r a ngement  o f  t he  f i r s t  f our  i n t ege r s  whose  sum  i s  t en  
( i . e . ,  1 +2 +3 +4 =1 0 ) —  t o  be  t he  source  o f  t he  na t ura l  wor l d ;  T heon  o f  Smyrna ,  Exp o s .  3 8 ;  Sext .  Emp.  
Ma t h .  7 .9 4 -9 5 ;  A ë t .  1 .3  i n  D i e l s ,  Do x .  G ra e c .  2 8 0 ;  I r ena eus ,  H a e r .  1 .1 .1 ;  B urk e r t  1 9 7 2 ,  7 2 -7 3 ,  1 8 7 -1 8 8 ;  
D e l a t t e  1 9 1 5 ,  2 4 9 -2 6 8 .  I n  t he  T i ma e u s ,  a  d oc t r i ne  os t ens i b l y  ba sed  on  a  Py t ha gorea n  source ,  P l a t o  
a t t r i but e s  t he  o r i g i n  o f  a l l  bod i e s  t o  i sosce l e s  a nd  sca l ene  r i gh t  t r i a ng l e s  ( 5 3 c -5 5 c ) ,  a nd  t he  no t i on  o f  
t he  c r ea t i on  o f  t he  phys i c a l  wor l d  f rom v a r i ous  t ypes  o f  t r i a ng l e s  wa s  f r equen t l y  r epea t ed  i n  t he  
H e l l en i s t i c  p seud opy t ha gor i c a .  
28 On t he  Py t ha gorea ns  a s soc i a t i on  o f  t r i a ng l e  w i t h  t r i a d ,  s e e  N i coma chus ,  I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  Ar i t h m e t i c  2 .8 .1 ;  
A non .  [ I a mb l . ]  T h e o l .  Ar i t h .  1 7  f .  d e  Fa l co ;  on  t he  sources  fo r  t h i s  k i nd  o f  t hought  more  gene ra l l y ,  s ee  
O’Mea ra  1 9 8 9 ,  1 4 -2 5 .  



M A Z U R :  H A RMONIOU S OPPOSIT ION ( PA RT  I ) :  PYT H A GOREA N T H EMES 
 
 

 2 1 4

“peace” ( e i r ê nê ) ,  “harmony” (harmonia ) ,  “unanimity” (homono ia )  and “marr iage” ( gamos )— 
a l l  associa ted  with the unif ica t ion of opposites .29 Moreover ,  a  s imilar  s ignif icance seems 
to have been accorded the pentagram. A passage of  Lucian a ttests  that  the Pythagoreans 
associa ted  this  f igure with “hea lth” (hug e ia ) .30 Accord ing to Pythagorean medica l  
doctr ine,  hea lth enta i ls  the harmonious ba lance between opposing qua l it ies ,  such as  hot  
and cold ,  moisture and dryness ,  and so on,  while  d isease results  from the preponderance 
of one such qua l ity  over  another .31 The pentagram would  therefore have had the d ist inct  
connotat ion of the harmony of opposites .  Yet  perhaps more important ly ,  by the same 
logic  that  the tr iangle was re la ted  to the tr iad ,  the pentagram could  be ass imila ted  to the 
“pentad ,” or  the set  of f ive (often arranged graphica l ly  as  a  pentagon) ,  which,  as  Plutarch 
a ttests ,  the Pythagoreans ca l led  “marr iage” ( gamos )  in  that  i t  is  the sum of the f ir s t  male 
“male” number  ( i .e .  3)  and the f ir s t  “female” one ( i .e .  2) .32 The Theo l ogoumena  accords the 
Pentad  the role of media t ion par  exc e l l e n c e  (meso t ê t o s  t ê s  ar i s t ê s  kai  phus ikô ta t ê s :  31.16 de 
Fa lco) ;  the f igure is  fur ther  repeated ly re la ted  to a  famil ia r  constel la t ion of media tory 
concepts ,  such as  “marr iage” (gamos ) ,  “just ice” (d ikaio sunê )  the “midpoint” (kent ron ) ,  the 
“absence of str ife” (ane ik ia ) ,  and ,  more genera l ly ,  to the harmonious reconci l ia t ion of 
opposites .  The treat ise a lso a t tr ibutes to a  Pythagorean named Megi l lus the associa t ion 
of the Pentad ’s  media tory funct ion and i ts  abi l i ty to unite opposites  w ith the 
character is t ics  of luminosity and planetary motion.33 
4.3 .  I t  therefore appears  that  the two embedded geometr ic  f igures ,  the tr iangle and the 
pentagram, may have been intended to represent  the reconci l ia t ion and harmonizat ion of 
cosmologica l  and metaphysica l  opposites  of the sor t  we have a lready seen to be 
encrypted  by the reciproca l zones of  the tauroctony.  Accord ing to this  “read ing,” then,  
the tauroctony represents  both (1)  symbols  of pr imord ia l  oppos i t i on  ( i .e .  the dua l it ies  
r ight—left ,  male—female ,  l ight— dark,  s tra ight—bent ,  etc . ) ,  and (2)  symbols  of the 
harmoniza t i on  of opposites  ( i .e .  t r iangle ,  pentagram).  That  this  th ird-order  symbolic  
stra tum concerns the funct ion of the tauroctonous Mithras himself  is  suggested  by the 
fact  that  the god ’s  body is  both centra l  and structura l ly  essent ia l  to both geometr ica l  
f igures as  wel l  as  to the la tera l  d ivis ion between the two opposing zones ,  zones that  he 
s imultaneously separates  and unites  while  a lso governing the subt ly  unequa l34 

                                                             
29 A non .  [ I a mb l . ]  T h e o l .  Ar i t h .  2 6  d e  Fa l co ;  c f .  Porph .  V .  Py t h .  5 1 .  I n  l a t e r  P l a t on i sm ,  t he  t wo  
Py t ha gorea n  connot a t i ons  o f  t he  t r i a ng l e—  bot h  d emi urg i c  a nd  ha rmon i z i ng—  seem t o  ha v e  conv erged ;  
t hus  P roc l us  ( I n  Eu c l .  1 3 0 )  a t t r i but e s  t o  T heod orus  o f  A s i ne  ( a  s t ud en t  o f  I a m bl i chus )  t he  pecu l i a r  
no t i on  t ha t  v a r i ous  god s  a re  a s soc i a t ed  wi t h  t he  d i f f e r en t  a ng l e s  o f  a  t r i a ng l e ,  some  pre s i d i ng  ov e r  t he  
c r ea t i v e  o r  cosmogon i c  p roces s  o f  ema na t i on ,  o t he r s  ov e r  t he  r eun i f i c a t i on  o f  d i spa ra t e  e l ement s .  
30 Luc i a n ,  L a p s .  5 .  T he  a s soc i a t i on  seems  t o  be  conf i rmed  by  a rcha eo l og i c a l  ev i d ence ;  S t a p l e t on  1958, 35 n. 
43. 
31 Ps . -T i ma eus  o f  Loc r i i ,  O n  t h e  Co s mo s  1 0 -1 1 ;  B urk e r t  1 9 7 2 ,  2 7 2 .  
32 P l ut .  De  E  a p .  De l p h .  3 3 7 f  f f . ;  Anon .  [  I a mb l . ]  T h e o l .  Ar i t h .  3 0  d e  F a l co .  
33 A non .  [ I a mb l . ]  T h e o l .  Ar i t h .  3 5 .1 -6  d e  Fa l co .  T hese  cha ra c t e r i s t i c s  a re ,  o f  course ,  r emi n i scen t  o f  bo t h  
Mi t h ra s ’  so l a r  ro l e  a nd  t he  a s t ro l og i c a l  con t ext  o f  t he  t a uroc t ony .  
34 T he  god ’ s  g a ze  i s  o f t en  s t r a nge l y  a v e r t ed  f rom t he  sa c r i f i c i a l  a c t ,  e i t he r  s t a r i ng  out  f ron t a l l y  f rom t he  
s cene  o r  t urn i ng  ba ck  ov e r  h i s  r i gh t  shoul d e r  t owa rd s  So l .  T h i s  sugges t s  t ha t  wh i l e  un i t i ng  oppos i t e s  
w i t h  h i s  l e g s ,  he  nev e r t he l e s s  usua l l y  f a v or s  t he  b r i gh t ,  so l a r ,  r i gh t  s i d e  ov e r  t he  t enebrous  a nd  l una r  l e f t  
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rela t ionship between them.35 We may fur ther  juxtapose this  graphic schema with a  
cer ta in amount of independent textua l evidence to the effect  that  Mithras served as  
media tor :  evidence whose re levance to the myster ies  themselves has often been 
quest ioned .36 There is ,  for  instance,  Plutarch’s  oft-c ited  excursus on ostensibly “Pers ian” 
re l igion a t  De I s ide  e t  Os i r id e  39,  in which he refers  to Mithras  as  “media tor” (mes i t ê s ) ,  
midway between the opposing pr inciples  of l ight  (Oromazes)  and darkness (Areimanius) .  
More important ,  perhaps,  is  the extensive test imony of the Emperor  Jul ian,  who was 
himself ,  a rguably ,  a  Mithra ic in it ia te .  In his  Hymn t o  K ing  He l i o s ,  Jul ian repeated ly 
emphasizes the sun-god’s  cosmica l ly-centra l  posit ion,  and a t tr ibutes  to him the role of 
“some kind of media t ion” ( t inôn  me s o t ê t ôn )  between opposing metaphysica l  pr inciples ,  as  
wel l  as  the power  to unite  them.37 Fina l ly ,  one might a lso consider  the aforementioned 
(n .  3,  supra )  passage of Porphyry’s  De ant ro  nympharum  29,  which enumerates a  ser ies  of  
cosmic opposit ions and concludes with the sta tement ,  a t  l ines 20-21,  “from this  tens ion 
of opposit ion there is  harmony,  and it  shoots  through the opposites”  (dia  t ou to  pa l in t onos  
h ê  harmonia  kai  t oxeue i  d ia  t ôn  enant i ôn ) .  Beck has shown this  passage to be of Mithra ic 
provenance,  but  i t  may al s o— and indeed may s imul tane ous l y— refer  to the Pythagorean 
archa i . 38 The cumulat ive weight  of this  evidence suggests  that  a t  least  one s ignif icant  
                                                                                                                                                                                   
s i d e .  T h i s  i s  a l so  congruen t  wi t h  Py t ha gorea n  d ua l i sm ,  fo r ,  a l t hough  t he  oppos i t e s  a re  a t t uned  i n  some  
wa y ,  t hey  a re  no t  e t h i c a l l y  equ i v a l en t ,  A r i s t o t l e  i nd i c a t e s  a t  Me t a p h .  9 8 6 a  a nd  Et h .  N i c .  1 1 0 6 b2 9 .  
35 T h i s ,  t oo ,  i s  cons i s t en t  w i t h  Py t ha gorea n  conce rns ,  fo r  we  ma y  reca l l  t ha t  t he  concep t  o f  h a rmo n i a —  
bot h  t ha t  o f  t he  e l ement s  a nd  r eg i ons  o f  t he  cosmos  a s  we l l  a s  t ha t  a r i s i ng  be t ween  p ro t o l og i c a l  
oppos i t e s—  wa s  v e ry  i mpor t a n t  t o  t he  Py t ha goreans ,  who  cons i d e red  t he  oppos i ng  p r i nc i p l e s  no t  
mut ua l l y  hos t i l e  but  r a t he r  con j o i ned  i n  a  ha rmon i ous  t ens i on .  On t he  ea r l y  Py t ha gorea n  no t i on  o f  
ha rmony ,  Ph i l o l a us  f r .  6  D– K [=St ob .  Ec l .  1 .2 1 .7 d ]  a nd  D i og .  La e r t .  8 .8 5  wi t h  H uf f m a n  1 9 9 3 ,  3 7 -5 3 ;  on  
t he  l i k e l y  a ut hen t i c i t y  o f  f r .  6 ,  s e e  i b i d .  9 3 -1 0 1 ;  T hes l e f f  1 9 6 1 ,  4 1 -4 5 ;  B urk e r t  1 9 7 2 ,  3 5 0 -3 5 7 ;  d e  V oge l  
1 9 6 6 ,  1 0 3  f f . .  T he  no t i on  wa s  com m on i n  N eopy t ha gorea n  a ccount s ;  t hus ,  f o r  exa m pl e ,  I a m b l .  V P 9 .  
36 I  a m  not  t he  f i r s t  t o  p ropose  a  med i a t o ry  ro l e  f o r  Mi t h ra s ;  t h i s  i d ea  ha s  a l r e a d y  a  l ong  a nd  t roub l ed  
h i s t o ry .  I n  1 8 9 9  F .  Cum ont  ha d  m a d e  t h i s  sugge s t i on  on  t he  ba s i s  o f  a n  a s sum ed  a na l ogy  wi t h  I r a n i a n  
d ua l i sm  a nd  o f  course  a l so  t he  we l l -k nown t i d b i t s  o f  t ex t ua l  ev i d ence .  Cumont ’ s  t hes i s  ha s  no t  been  
una n i mous l y  a c cep t ed ;  t hus ,  fo r  exa mpl e ,  i n  a n  i n f l uen t i a l  1975  a r t i c l e ,  R .  Gord on—  who wa s  bo t h  
sk ep t i c a l  o f  Cumont ’ s  exp l a na t i on  o f  Roma n  Mi t h ra i sm  so l e l y  w i t h  r e f e r ence  t o  Zoroa s t r i a n  d oc t r i ne  
a nd  d ub i ous  a bout  t he  r e l ev a nce  o f  t he  t ex t ua l  ev i d ence  t o  t he  cu l t —  a t t a ck ed  Cumont ’ s  c l a i m  a s  
en t i r e l y  un j us t i f i ed ,  a s se r t i ng  t ha t  “ a l t hough  t he re  i s  W es t e rn  ev i d ence  t ha t  M i t h ra s  he l d  a n  
a s t ronomi ca l l y  c e r t i f i ed  m i d d l e  pos i t i on  on  t he  cosm i c  sphe re ,  t he re  i s  no  ev i d ence  t o  pe rm i t  t he  be l i e f  
t ha t  he  wa s  supposed  t o  be  a  me s i t ê s  be t ween  t wo  oppos i ng  d omi n i ons .”  S i mul t a neous l y ,  but  f o r  qu i t e  
d i f f e ren t  r e a sons ,  T urca n  ( 1 9 7 5 :  1 5 -2 2 )  r e j e c t ed  t he  a t t r i but i on  o f  m ed i a t i on  t o  Mi t h ra s  a s  a  
ph i l o soph i ca l  g l o s s .  H owev e r ,  some  subsequen t  s cho l a r sh i p  ha s  t end ed  g i v e  t he  t ex t ua l  ev i d ence  g rea t e r  
we i gh t  a nd  t he re fo re  t o  r e -a t t r i but e  t he  god  som et h i ng  o f  a  m ed i a t o ry  ro l e .  I n  1 9 7 7 ,  P .  A t ha na ss i a d i  
r e j e c t ed  Gord on ’ s  c r i t i c i sm o f  Cumont  on  t he  i s sue  o f  med i a t i on  a nd  sugges t ed  i n s t e a d  a  c l o se  
connec t i on  be t ween  Ju l i a n ’ s  t ex t —  spec i f i c a l l y  t he  Emperor ’ s  a t t r i but i on  o f  t he  ro l e  o f  me t a phys i c a l  
med i a t i on  to  t he  sun—  a nd  the  i d eo l ogy  o f  t he  a c tua l  mys t e r i e s .  More  r e c en t l y  B eck  ( 1988 ;  2000 ;  2006 )  
ha s  a d d uced  a s t ro l og i c a l  ev i d ence  fo r  Mi t h ra s ’  cosm i ca l l y -cen t ra l  pos i t i on .   
37 Ju l i a n ,  O r .  4 ,  1 3 2 d ,  1 3 5 c ,  1 3 8 c -d ,  1 3 9 b-d ,  1 4 0 b-c ,  1 4 2 a ,  1 4 3 c -d ,  1 4 6 c ,  1 4 8 b-c ,  1 5 6 c .  One  shoul d  no t e  
t ha t  t he  v a l ue  o f  Ju l i a n ’ s  t e s t i m ony  f o r  Mi t h ra i sm  i s  com prom i sed  som ewha t  by  t he  f a c t  t ha t  t he  
Emperor  r e f e r s  t o  Mi t h ra s  by  na m e  on l y  once ,  a t  1 5 5 b ,  but  se e  A t ha na ss i a d i  1 9 7 7 ;  B eck  1 9 8 4 ,  2 0 5 3 .  
38 See  B eck  2 0 0 0 ;  2 0 0 6 ,  8 1 -8 5 .  A l t hough  B eck  i s  und oubt ed l y  cor rec t  a bout  t he  Mi t h ra i c  a s soc i a t i ons  o f  
De  a n t r .  n ymp h .  2 9 .1 2 -2 1 ,  i t  i s  cur i ous  t ha t  Porphyry  d oes  no t  a t t r i but e  t h i s  pa s sa ge  e i t he r  t o  h i s  usua l  
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aspect  of Mithras ’  funct ion— ingeniously  represented  beneath the more obvious 
iconographic layers  of mythica l  and astrologica l  symbolism— was that  of an overarching 
pr inciple  capable of media t ing and harmoniz ing otherwise incommensurable opposites ,  
the pr imord ia l  Pythagorean opposit ions upon whose harmonious coexistence the cosmos 
depends.  
 

5 .  CONCLUSION: WHEREFORE MITHRAS IN ROMAN NEOPYTHAGOREANISM? 
 
5.1 .  Fina l ly ,  i f  i t  is  in  fact  the case that  c landest ine Pythagorean ideas l ie  a t  the hear t  of 
the myster ies ,  one might wonder  why the cult ’s  founders  might have chosen this  
par t icular  I ranian deity ,  reconceptua l ized  as  a  personif ica t ion of an abstract  metaphysica l  
pr inciple ,  to compete with the profusion of other  opt ions for  persona l sa lvat ion in the 
ear ly  Empire .39 I t  is  important  to recognize that  however  humble many of the cult ’s  
eventua l adherents  were,  the or igina l  founders  were a lmost  cer ta inly members of  the 
Hellenized  Roman inte l lectua l  e l i te ,  perhaps even— as has often been suggested  in one 
way or  another— specia l is ts  a t  the forefront of contemporaneous re l igious and 
cosmologica l  thought .  I t  therefore seems reasonable to suppose that  the hypothet ica l  
founders  of the myster ies  were well-schooled  not only in the sc ience of astrology but  
a lso in contemporaneous Neopythagorean thought ( i tse lf  by no means exclus ive of 
astrologica l  concerns) ,  and that  they adopted the deity  a t  least  par t ia l ly  in response to 
the philosophica l  need for  a  supreme,  ungenerated  pr inciple  which could  media te 
harmoniously  between pr imord ia l  opposites .40 Here we may have yet  another  example of 
the intr ica te and often underapprecia ted  interre la t ion of philosophica l  and re l igious 
concerns in Graeco-Roman ant iquity .   
5.2 . To be absolute ly c lear ,  I  do not mean to suggest  that  this  par t icular  philosophica l  
ex igency was the on l y  factor  involved in the creat ion of the cult  ( for  the astrologica l  
component was cer ta inly as  important) ;  but  that  i t  was a t  least  one s ignif icant  motivat ion 
is  rendered plausible  by the fol lowing considerat ion.  The Pythagorean doctr ine of archa i  
had  long been a  source of sectar ian controversy .  While some ear ly  Pythagoreans seem to 
have bel ieved that  the f ir s t  pr inciple  was a  dua l i ty  of opposites ,  others  posited  a  pr ior ,  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
source  f o r  Mi t h ra i c  l o re ,  Eubul us  ( t he  susp i c i ous l y  Py t ha gorea n-seem i ng  a ut hor  o f  a  l o s t  mul t i -v o l umed  
work ,  Pe r i  t o u  Mi t h r a ,  on  whom see  T urca n  1 9 7 5 ,  2 3 -4 3 ) ,  o r  t o  t he  Mi t h ra i z i ng  N eopy t ha gorea ns  
Numen i us  a nd  Cron i us ;  r a t he r ,  r i gh t  be fore  t h i s  pa s sa ge ,  t he  l a s t  source  Porphy ry  c i t e s  by  na me ,  a t  
2 8 .1 6 ,  i s  a c t ua l l y  Py t ha gora s  h i mse l f  ( but  f rom wha t  source? ) ;  t hus  t he  enumera t i on  o f  oppos i t e s  he re  
ma y  s i mp l y  be  a  summa ry  o f  t he  Py t ha gorea n  d oc t r i ne  o f  a r c h a i .  T h i s  d oes  no t ,  howev e r ,  p rec l ud e  t ha t  i t  
i s  a l s o  M i t h ra i c ;  i nd eed ,  t h i s  v e ry  a mb i gu i t y  i s  f und a ment a l  t o  my  t he s i s .  
39 T ha t  i s ,  i f  t he  cu l t ’ s  f ound e rs  we re  no t  a l r e a d y  M i t h ra -worsh i ppe r s ,  a s  B eck  ha s  r ecen t l y  sugges t ed  
( 1 9 9 8 ;  2 0 0 1 ) .  Of  course ,  N eopy t ha gorea n i sm  a nd  Mi t h ro l a t r y  a re  no t  m ut ua l l y  exc l us i v e :  i f  B eck  i s  i n  
f a c t  r i gh t —  i . e .  t ha t  t he  mys t e r i e s  we re  f ound ed  by  Comma genea n  Mi t h ra -worsh i pp i ng  nob i l i t y  i n  
connec t i on  wi t h  T .  C l a ud i us  B a l b i l l us ,  son  o f  t he  Neopy t ha gorea n  T hra sy l l us—  t hen  t he  t wo  
hypot he t i c a l  o r i g i ns  co i nc i d e .  
40 De i t i e s  we re  occa s i ona l l y  i nv ok ed  by  ph i l o sopher s  t o  f u l f i l l  a n  a bs t r a c t  med i a t o ry  ro l e ;  one  i s  
r em i nd ed  o f  t he  Cha l d a ea n  t heurg i s t s ’  somewha t  a noma l ous  a d opt i on  o f  t he  god d es s  H eca t e  t o  s e rv e  a s  
a  med i a t o r  be t ween  t he  sens i b l e  a nd  i n t e l l i g i b l e  wor l d s ;  s e e  Johns t on  1 9 9 0 .  
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a l l-embracing unity— a transcendenta l  Monad— which would  generate the f ir s t  monad—
dyad pa ir  a t  the subjacent  ontologica l  level  and ensure the harmonious cooperat ion of 
complementary pr inciples .41 The ancient  controversy about the nature of  the f ir s t  
pr inciple— i .e .  whether  i t  was a  unitary pr inciple or  a  dyad ic pa ir— cont inued well  into 
la te  ant iquity ;  thus ,  for  example ,  we know that  d isagreement on this  issue gave r ise  to 
one of many sectar ian schisms among the Neopythagoreaniz ing Valent inians of the 2nd 
century CE.42 Moreover ,  i t  was specif ica l ly  dur ing the per iod contemporaneous with the 
emergence of Mithra ism that  the not ion of a  transcendent unitary pr inciple  became 
common within Neopythagorean c irc les .43  
5.3 .  My suggest ion,  then,  is  that  the founders  of the Roman myster ies— perhaps a  
schismat ic offshoot of some Neopythagorean school of the sor t  that  began to emerge in 
Rome of the 1s t  century CE44— sought an ostensibly t rad it iona l deity  to fulf i l l  what  was 
in effect  a  new role ,  namely ,  that  of a  high god who could  a lso serve as  a  super incumbent 
media tory pr inciple capable of t ranscending and thus reconci l ing the pr imord ia l  
opposites ,  and yet  one who would  be better  suited  to the add it iona l task of persona l 
sa lvat ion than the ra ther  a loof-seeming,  impersona l Monad.  To f ind  such a  deity ,  a  group 
of Pythagoreaniz ing inte l lectua ls  might have turned to Pers ia ,  a  country with which 
Pythagoras was reputed  to have c lose connect ions,  and which,  despite  a  long history of 
polit ica l  antagonism with the West ,  t rad it iona l ly  had been admired  by Greek 
philosophers  for  i ts  exot ic  w isdom;45 there they would  have encountered  the 
authent ica l ly  Pers ian Mithra ,  a  god of just ice ,  contracts ,  and fr iendship,  who,  i t  would  
seem, had long been ready to fulf i l l  th is  role .  Indeed ,  whi le much of the recent  
scholarship has sought to d istance the Roman cult  from its  puta t ive I ranian or igin ,  
scholars  of comparat ive mythology have a lso noted  the surpr is ing cont inuity  of Mithras ’  
Indo-Iranian and Roman incarnat ions.  The adopt ion of this  Pers ian deity  would  not have 
been mere “Orienta l iz ing”;  ra ther ,  i t  would  have been an eminent ly  reasonable decis ion 
for  these sectar ies  to venerate a  solar  deity  who ensured the harmony of “good unions”:  

                                                             
41 T he  pos t u l a t e  o f  a  p r i mord i a l  Mona d  superced i ng  t he  f i r s t  d ua l i t y  o f  m ona d  a nd  d ya d  seems  t o  ha v e  
been  common t o  one  s t r a nd  o f  A ca d emi c  t hought  a mong  Py t ha gorea n i z i ng  P l a t on i s t s  such  a s  Eud orus  
a nd  Mod era t us ,  pe rha ps  fo l l owi ng  a  d oc t r i ne  o f  Speus i ppus  o r  ev en  P l a t o ’ s  own so -ca l l ed  “unwr i t t en  
d oc t r i ne s” ;  s e e  W hi t t a k e r  1 9 7 3 .  A  pa ssa ge  o f  Sy r i a nus  ( I n  Me t a p h .  1 6 5 .3 3 )  a t t e s t s  t ha t  t he  e a r l y  
Py t ha gorea ns  Ph i l o l a us  a nd  A rchy t us  pos i t ed  a  supreme  p r i nc i p l e  ov e ra rch i ng  bo t h  l i m i t  a nd  un l i m i t ed .  
H uf f m a n  ( 1 9 9 3 )  cons i d e r s  t he  P h i l o l a us  f r a gm ent  spur i ous ,  but  c e r t a i n  pa ssa ge s  i n  P l a t o  d e sc r i b i ng  a  
t h i rd  p r i nc i p l e  ov e ra rch i ng  bo t h  t he  L i m i t ed  a nd  t he  U n l i m i t ed  a nd  ca pa b l e  o f  c a us i ng  t he i r  m i x t ure  
woul d  s eem i nd i ca t e  t h i s  i d ea  ha d  occur red  d ur i ng  h i s  t i me  i f  no t  be fore ;  t hus  P l .  Ph l b .  2 5 c -d  a nd  e sp .  
2 7 b-c .  
42 H i ppo l .  H a e r .  7 .2 9 .  
43 K rä m er  1 9 6 4 ,  2 3 8 -2 5 4 .  
44 E .g . ,  t he  N eopy t ha gorea n  rev i v a l  a t t em pt ed  i n  t he  1 s t  c en t .  B CE by  N i g i d i us  F i gu l us  ( C i c .  F a m .  4 .1 3 ;  
T i m .  1 ) ;  on  Eud orus ’  ro l e  i n  t h i s  r ev i v a l ,  a nd  e sp .  h i s  no t i on  o f  a  s i ngu l a r  Mona d  t r a nscend i ng  t he  f i r s t  
d ua l i t y  o f  oppos i t e s ,  D i l l on  1 9 7 7 ,  1 1 7 -1 2 1 ;  on  s i m i l a r  d oc t r i ne s  c h e z  T hra sy l l us ,  s e e  T a r ra n t  1 9 9 3 ,  2 1 0 -
2 1 1 .  
45 On t he  pe r s i s t en t  i n f a t ua t i on  o f  P l a t on i s t s  a nd  P y t ha gorea ns  wi t h  Zoroa s t e r ,  s e e  K i ngs l e y  1 9 9 0 ;  
1 9 9 5 b .  
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unions between fr iends and nat ions,  but  a lso perhaps between opposites  on whose 
harmonious reconci l ia t ion the cosmos itse lf ,  and our  sa lvat ion therefrom, depends.46 
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