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(Anth. Pal., IX, 51)

When the last campaign of the excavations carried out in Antioch-on-the-Orontes
under the direction of Princeton University in the summer of 1939 was approaching

Fig. 1. The Excavation of the House of Aion at Antioch, on the Right the Mosaic of Aion
and the Chronoi

its end, the ruins of a building came to light during the cutting of a long trench in
the area within the Justinian walls in an effort to locate the main east-west street in
the sector designated by 15-M (Fig. 1). The topographical purpose of this trial
digging was not realized; but the corner of the house uncovered by it made known
some mosaics of noteworthy importance. The ruins laid bare consist essentially of a
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long colonnade, to a side of which a spacious semicircular exedra was annexed, both
decorated with floor-mosaics. Some rooms were set in a line with the colonnade on the
sides of the exedra. Two rooms were on the northeast side, and their mosaic pavements had been torn away. Trials executed beneath the level of the pavements of the
latest building existing on this place revealed remains of the. mosaics belonging to an

Fig. 2. Excavation View of the Pavement with the Mosaic of Aion and the Chronoi

earlier house, which had been cut by the walls of the later construction. These mosaics
were left in situ and covered again when the exploration had to be suspended at the
closing of the campaign.1
The whole figured panel of the mosaic belonging to the room next to the exedra
was brought to light during these works, and only a part of its border remained concealed under the walls of the later structure (Fig. 2). The evmblerna(Fig. 3) was in
fact flanked by two panels with diaper-pattern; beneath these three panels, and probably above them as well, was a series of five small geometric panels, two square ones
between three rectangular ones, containing circles, rhombs, and dotted crosses.
Antioch-on-the-Orontes, III (Princeton, 1941), pp. 11 f., fig. 10; Plan IV on p. 257;
pp. 176 f., nos. 110-111, pls. 50-51.
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Beyond a narrow cornice of small light diamonds on dark background, a second
border, consisting of circles containing curvilinear rhombs with white squares in the
center alternated with dotted crosses, reached the edge of the pavement. On stylistic
grounds together with the character of this geometric decoration we assign the mosaic
roughly to the middle of the third century after Christ.

Fig. 3. The Em:blemaof the Mosaic of Aion and the Chronoi

In the embleimafour men are sitting at table, three forming a close group on the
right, the fourth apart from the others on the left. The kline on the right seems to
come to an end beyond the third figure, where a vertical line of red squares shows
apparentlythe border of the reddish blanket falling from the solid corner of the couch
downwards, in the same way as a similar horizontal line shows the lower hem of the
stuff. At the same solid corner begins also one of the three series of folds, represented
by concentric arched strokes, which depict the falling of the stuff on the front of the
kline. Ordinarily, indeed, one couch would not hold more than three guests. Along
the front-edge of the top of the klitne a padded ring, in a darker red and with black
shadows, has replaced, as was often the case, the single pulvini. The bodies of the
guests are partly concealed because of this ring and because of the evident inclination
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of the couch-according to the older fashion-away from the table.2 The two first
figures on the right appear almost in a sitting position, the third evidently has his legs
stretched on the couch, holding however his torso erect like his companions. The man
on the right corner is adult, bearded, and wrapped up in a violet-gray mantle which
covers most of his arms. A broad white-yellowish fillet adorning his forehead holds
tightly to his temples some tufts of leaves and blades of grass, while a garland of
yellow, red, and brown flowers encircles his neck. The left forearm rests horizontally
on the couch, and the fingers hold a banquet-wreath. The elbow of the right arm
rests on the couch, and the hand holds the bottom of a cup full of wine. The man's
head is slightly tilted toward the left, and his eyes gaze downwards with a melancholy
expression. The second figure is a young man with energetic features, whose black
hair is adorned with a rich wreath of slender sprigs. His head is bending slightly to
the right as he gazes intently forward. I-e wears a white-gray tunic with thin red
clavi and with a red border on the neck. His left arm rests on the couch just as that
of his fellow, but with his hand concealed under the garment; his right arm, on the
contrary, is bare to the elbow and is stretched obliquely across the couch and its padded
ring. The third figure is a robust adolescent, showing his body in full nudity except
for the left shoulder and arm, around which a greenish-gray cloth is wrapped. The
black hair is kept tight on the forehead by a red-pinkish fillet, and falls in waving curls
on the nape of the neck. The youth gazes boldly, almost enquiringly before him, his
head being slightly turned toward the man on his left. His left hand plays with another
banquet-wreathwhich he presses between his open fingers, his right arm is stretched
sidewards, and the hand holds a cup on the palm. Of the fourth figure, unfortunately,
only the head with a part of a shoulder is preserved: the rest of his body and the
remainder of the representation were destroyed in antiquity, and have been then replaced by slabs of limestone and marble. The face depicts a man of advanced age, with
grayish moustache and flowing beard. The thick curls of hair are adorned here too
by a luxuriant garland of leaves and blades of grass. His look is directed to the other
figures. Beneath his reddish shoulder the remains of a cushion are visible, where the
man evidently rested the elbow of his left arm. On the left upper corner of the panel
the man's hand holds an arched object which we shall discuss below. An object with
a three-legged base stands on the ground before the central of the three figures on

the right. Its body shows vertical grooves, expanding toward the three feet of the
base and proving it a metal object. The top is a round plane adorned with an egg
or tongue pattern on the edge and with two rings falling from it. It is undoubtedly
an incense-burner (Ovitarnptov, or

o-rXptov)3 of a shape used in Hellenistic

and

Roman times, and well known to us both through a large number of representations
2 See

J. Marquardt and A. Mau, Das Privatleben der Roimier(in Marquardt and Mommsen,
Handb. der rim. Alterthiimer2, Leipzig, 1886), p. 302.
3 Pollux, OltomI'.,X, 65: OvjuarrptLov alv rTt aol 7rpoO-KOtlUoUO TO O' avro KaL EoUxapLov, ol/atL, KaXdErat.
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with many varieties in details, as well as through some preserved specimens.4 Most
seem to vary from eight to sixteen inches in height; some are even lower, such as,
for instance, the tiny incense-burnerin the famous Dioscurides mosaic from Pompeii5
which presents a shape very similar to that on our mosaic, but others seem to have
been much bigger. Two original specimens,6probably from Egypt, have preserved
to us even their calotte-shapedlids, decorated with open-work or with delicate reliefs.
One of them shows in the center of the top a strongly projecting ring around which
the lid rested, and thus explains the black circular mark on our mosaic. The same
ring, only narrower and higher, appears also on the incense-burner represented on a
coin from Smyrne,7 the age of which is better determined than that of the aforementioned monuments because it is certainly later than A.D. 190; in this, flames are
rising from the mouth of the basin of the incense-burner, produced by the burning
incense. The shape of the stand shows a very common variation, according to which
both the base and the top flair out from a narrow central part. The three feet do not
reveal clearly the usual shape of horse-hoofs or lion-paws. A ring decorates the
narrowest part of the stand, and two rings hang from the edge of the top as in our
mosaic. The same variety of incense-burner appears, especially, in the painting of
the Aldobrandini Wedding, where the central ring has an egg or bead decoration,
and a similar decoration appears along the edge of the top, as in our mosaic. In the
painting not two rings but two little chains hang from the edge; on each side, to be
precise, two vertical elements of the chains, ending with small beads at the bottom,
are connected in the middle by a curved element. Here a woman brings to the basin
of the tripod an object which has given rise to several hypotheses, but which is not
yet definitely explained.8 It cannot be the lid, because it is smaller than the basin of
the incense-burner. It has been interpreted as a cup. It is held, however, obliquely by
the woman, in a strange way, as if she had already poured its content of incense. But
it might be, on the contrary, a cake of incense itself; and indeed, the figure on our
mosaic, with the fingers of the hand protruding beyond the border of the couch, seems
to push and to arrange within the mouth of the incense-burnera whitish mass with a
round outline, which might well be a similar cake of incense. Above the heads of our
7xr/vo, 'Eveo-rrg, ME'XXc),Ahtv. Underfigures are inscribed their names: IIapco(L)x
Wigand, " Thymiateria,"in Bonner Jahrbiicher,CXXII, 1912, pp. 72 ff., class e.
G. E. Rizzo, La pittura ellenistico-ronlana(Milan, 1929), pl. CXLV; E. Pernice, Die

4K.

hellenistische Kunst in Pompeji, VI, Pavimente u. figiirliche Mosaiken (Berlin, 1938), color-plate 70.
o C. C. Edgar in G. Maspero, Le Inuseelgyptien, II (Cairo, 1907), pp. 57 ff., pl. XXIV;
Wigand, loc. cit., pl. V, 4-5.
7 This is also the shape of the OvrptLovin the Carolingian Germanicus manuscript at Leiden:
see G. Thiele, Antike Himmelsbilder (Berlin, 1898), p. 127, fig. 52.
8 F6rster in Arch. Zeit., XXXII, 1875, p. 85, note 25; Robert in Hermes, XXXV, 1900, p. 659;
B. Nogara, Le Nozze Aldobrandine (Milan, 1907), p. 18. See on this picture also E. Pfuhl, Malerei
u. Zeichnung der Griechen, II (Munich, 1923), pp. 873 ff., and fig. 709.
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neath, at the bottom of the couch in the middle of the panel, there is another inscription: Xp6vot.

We have, consequently, in this mosaic of Antioch a unique case in which we find
not only a series of personifications, but also a kind of title helping us to grasp the
general meaning of the allegory; undoubtedly the three figures seated on the same
couch are included in the comprehensiveconception of the " Chronoi."
Aion (Aevum, Saeculum) is time in an absolute sense, in opposition to Chronos,
that is, time in relation to something, and especially to human life.9 The epigram
attributedto Plato, which we have quoted at the beginning of this paper, well expresses
the difference between the two: " Aion brings everything; the long Time knows how
to change name and shape and nature and fate as well." In a passage of the Timaeus
(37 D) Plato outlines also the philosophical definition of Aion, which will long have
currency-although not obtaining a universal acceptance-as the conception of ideal
eternity, in contrast with Chronos, empirical time. Even before Plato, however, Greek
philosophy in its earliest stages was speculating about the concept of time. We can
trace these speculations from Pherekydes of Samos, and they were bound of course
to rise to the first rank of importance in the thought of the Pythagoreans. The personification of the conception would also occur naturally in the images of poetry, as
is examplified in numerous passages: for example, time is "a benevolent god" (evfor Sophocles (El. 179). In much later times, Chronos is considered as
a divine being, a 8aivbwvruling over human destinies, in the interesting epigram which
alludes to the battle of Chaironeia: 'l Xpove, TravrowovOvrqros^7T'aveErtoKOTresa4ov. ...

Fcap$

Oeo<S)

From very old times the personification of Chronos enters into Hellenic mythology
and cosmogony as well, because of the equation of Chronos with Kronos. Genealogies
and assimilations are multiplied hereafter because, from the speculations of the
Pythagoreans, Chronos enters as a cosmic principle into the Orphic doctrine, participates in the mysteries, is invoked in magic formulas together with the other primordial
principles and with the other abstractions with which it is related. According to the
Orphics, in fact, Chronos, identified with Herakles, husband to 'AvayK/yor to 'ASpaorreta, " Time that does not grow old," is imagined in the shape of a snake with the
9 For recent and comprehensive bibliographies on Aion see: Wernicke in Pauly-Wissowa,
Real-Encyclopddie, s. v. Aion, I, cols. 1042 f.; Cumont, ibid., s. v. Aion, Suppl. I, col. 38; C. Lackeit,
Aion, Zeit u. Ewigkeit in Sprache u. Religion der Griechen, I, Sprache (Diss. Konigsberg, 1916);
eunde'min Pauly-Wissowa, s. v. Aion, Suppl. III, cols. 64 ff.; R. Reitzenstein, Das iranische Ertbsungsmysterium (Bonn, 1921), pp. 188 ff. (? 3, Der alexandrinische Aion); Max Zepf, " Der Gott Al4v
in der hellenistischen Theologie," Archiv fiir Religionszwissenschaft,XXV, 1927, pp. 225 ff.; Cumont,
"
Comptes Rendus de l'Acad. des Inscr. et Belles-Lettres, 1928, p. 278, note 2; A. D. Nock, A Vision
53
XXVII,
Harvard
ff.,
1934,
Review,
especially pp. 78 ff.;
pp.
of Mandulis Aion,"
Theological
30
ff.
Campbell Bonner, supra, pp.
10See on this epigram P. Friedlander, Studi italiani di Filosofia 6lassica, N. S., XV, 1938,

pp. 117 ff.
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heads of a lion and of a bull.11In the Orphic Hymns Chronos is called Herakles' son,
or son of Mene= Selene, or father of Eros and of the Pneumata, father of Dike and

Fig. 4. Marble Statue from the
Mithreum of Ostia in the
Vatican Library

Fig. 5. Relief from Oxyrhynchus

of the Horae. In view of all this, a monstrous image, of which numerous monuments
are preserved to us (Figs. 4 and 5), is generally considered nowadays to be a repre1 Damascius Diad., Dubit. et solutiones de primis principiis, P. 381, F. 205 r, ed. Ruelle (Paris,
1889), I, p. 318. Cf. U. von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Euripides' Herakles2, II (Berlin, 1895),
pp. 154 ff.
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sentation of Chronos and an expression of Orphic conceptions. It has usually a
leonine head and a human body encircled by a serpent's coils, on its shoulders are four
wings adorned with the symbols of the four seasons, and it holds two keys in its
hands.12We shall see, however, that not at all to be rejected is the old theory of Zoega
according to which this would be the divine being called, in the sacred books of the
mysteries, Aion:

Alwv rroitKtLXooppo9 E'xcOVKXkrl'a yevE'OXrl, as he is described by

Nonnus.'1 Aion is called the son of Zeus as early as Euripides (Heraclid., 899 f.),
and is named in association with the Motpa

TEXEo-o-Scoretpa,

the " Destiny

which pro-

cures the fulfilment." In much later times the name appears in the proem to the Orphic
Hymns, known by the title of EViX77irp76Movo-raov (line 28).

In a gold lamina pub-

lished by Father Secchi 14 he is identified with Sarapis and invoked with the words
Alwv

Ep'rera

KVp&e a$pa7LT:

because of this appellative it would seem that with the name

Aion was invoked an image of Sarapis with its body encircled by serpents, or a
divine symbol in the shape of a serpent. This assimilation of Aion to Sarapis, the
god of the dead, explains his association in a cult of Alexandria with a female divinity
whom the Greeks called Kore. It was a nocturnal rite, described by St. Epiphanius
(Panarion, LI, 22, 9 f.; ed. Holl, II, Ieipzig, 1922, p. 285), which was performed
in Kore's sanctuary by carrying in procession an image of Aion by the light of torches
and to the sound of flutes and tambourines, to celebrate his birth from Kore, that is,
from " the Virgin," considered here as the mother and not, as in the Hellenic myth,
the bride of the god of Hades. Aion was represented in his wooden idol as seated,
naked, with a gold cross on his forehead, two similar crosses on his hands and two
on his knees.15 In the Alexander legend of Pseudo-Callisthenes (about A.D. 300) '3
there is reference probably to the same idol in the "indescribable xoanon " representing Sarapis-Aion, or Aion Plutonius, identified also with Agathos Daemon, who
is called the patron deity of Alexandria. In this passage a colossal image of Kore is
12G.
Zoega, Bassorilievi antichi di Roma, II (Rome, 1808), pp. 32 ff., pl. LIX; F. Cumont,
Textes et monuments figures relatifs aux Mysteres de Mithra, I (Bruxelles, 1899), pp. 74 iff.;
II (1896), pp. 238 f., figs. 68-69; idem, Les Mysteres de Mithra3 (Bruxelles, 1913), p. 235, figs.
26-27, p. 240 (statue of the Mithreum at Sidon: see on this also A. de Ridder, Catal. de la Coll.
de Clercq, IV, Les Marbles [Paris, 1906], no. 49, pp. 61 f., pls. XXII-XXIII).
13 " But Time the maniform,
holding the key of generation, spread his white shock of hair
over the knees of Zeus, let fall the flowing mass of his beard in supplication," etc. (Dionys., VII,
22 iff., transl. of Loeb Class. Libr.). Lackeit, op. cit., p. 90, note 2, denies, on the contrary, any
connection between the image by Nonnus, which would be purely poetical and symbolic, and the
Mithriac monuments.
14Bull. Inst., XXIV, 1852, pp. 151 f.; R. Wuiinsch, Sethianische Verfluchungstafeln (Leipzig,
1898), p. 101; Campbell Bonner, loc. cit. See also another inscription in which Aion is identified
with Helios Sarapis, Bonner, supra, p. 34.
15 See the bibliography on this festival and on the image of Aion by Cumont, Comptes Rendus
de l'Acad. des Inscr. et Belles-Lettres, 1928, p. 278, note 2; Nock, loc. cit., pp. 90 ff.
16 I, 33 (ed. Kroll, Berlin, 1926, pp. 33 f.) : eoavov 8e 'ov Ka!
oK
o&V EVpEV
pevov,
OvX4 4voa7rayyEAXar

7TrapEUrY)Kel8E ro) adpaurq

eoavL) KOpS

acyaXpAa EeyiTrov.
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mentioned as well. These are indeed, in all probability, the two divinities represented
on a relief from Rome or the Roman Campagna (Fig. 6), dating from the second or
third century after Christ, and which from the Primoli Collection passed into the
possession of Franz Cumont. Both divinities unfortunately are headless. Aion, with
a bare torso and a kilt around his waist,
had certainly the klaft on his head, the anmkh
in his right hand, and a two-headed serpent
winding around his legs and looping its two
heads over his shoulders." Elsewhere our
god is identified with Osiris and Adonis."
The identificationwith the Sun appears also
directly, beside its being implicit in Aion's
identificationwith Agathos Daemon, which
is but another name often applied in magic
so, for
papyri to the Sun-God'" instance,
in the great magic p apyrus
of Paris there
is an invocation to him identified with Ra:
'
Awv rov. A
o.v
1 Koc.PreKpd anap, PaP, volv.20
same
the
In

TrwV
6awov
OocrE0-vora Ka

EL

way he is identified with the Sun one of
the hymns attributed to the Cretan poet of
the Antonine period, MDesomedes:
IV 3' (0 Xajrrpais aKr^toyaaiav

I

FIig.
cv rr7vpo'rEVLwv

~Aicw
o0 46X~O-LC~.2'

in

6. The Primoli Relief with Aion and

Kore in the Cumont Collection

At Talmis in Nubia, at a short distance from the Nile's Little Cataracts, Aion is
identified with another solar deity, Merul or Melul, Mandulis in Greek, whose cult,
generally associated with that of Isis, had its center in that locality." By other authors,
p 7Cumont, loc. cit., figs. 1-2.
18
Suidas, s ,v. 'Hpa'tr'Ko,: rT dppirov dlyatkcaroi Al0i'o0 ,r0 roT3 OEVo KaTrEXOIEvov' 'iv 'AXE$av8pel'
w s.io. o bSee'Ervonoft
als
cols. 871 f.;
(ed. Bernhardy, 11852t
r 22,3av
tol
Ka "A&ovv
Avra
"opv
2,
col. 481; ed. Ada Adler, II, Leipzig, 1931, pp. 579 f., pp. 391 f.).
19K. Preisendanz,
Papyri Graecae Magicae, IV, 3170 (Pap. Par., vol. I, p. 176): Ai,v, 1EpE
'AyaOEAaZMov,rTXe rra'raa'Xaptra~

Kal MgForA3 EvGEag 0,lAa

(Cf. R. Reitzenstein,

Poimandres

[Leipzig,

1904], p. 30).
20
Pap. Gr. Mag., IV, 2197 ff. (vol. I, p. 140).
21See Delatte, "Orphica," Mus'e Belge, XVII, 1913, pp. 135 if., especially pp. 138f.;
Wilamowitz, Griechische Verskunst (Berlin, 1921), pp. 595 if.; K. Horna, "Die Hymnen des
Mesomedes," Sitzungsber. d. Akad. d. Wissenschaften in WIien, Phil.-hist. KI., CCVII, 1928,
pp. 7 if.; Nock, loc. cit., p. 97.
22 A chapel erected to this god by one of the Ptolemies was
enlarged at the time of Augustus
into a big temple, conspicuous ruins of which still exist. During the third century after Christ the
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on the contrary, Aion is declared a mortal: so according to the Phoenician Philo of
Byblos he would be the son of the wind god Kolpias and of Baaut = Nyx, a brother
to Protogonos = Phanes, father of Geneos and Genea, the inventor of nourishment
with the fruit of trees. To him was even dedicateda feast-day, known to be the 5th of
January (Ioh. Lydus, De miens.,IV, 1).23 The mythological and cosmogonic elaborations around the divinized concept of Aion were bound in fact to receive a powerful
stimulus when the peculiar Abraxas religion was founded in Alexandria, in the second
century after Christ, by the genial Basileides. Here a deep Brahminical inspiration
was combinedwith pagan, Egyptian, Mithriac elements, and with creeds of the young
Christian religion. But in the last religious cycle where the conception of Aion found
its widest diffusion, in Gnosticism, we find it also deprived of all its former mythological and philosophical content: the Gnostics have created a special doctrine and an
elaborate nomenclature of the Aiones, who have multiplied by now and fill the world
like categories of demons, but are reduced to mere conceptions of species, both temporal and spatial.24
Alongside of these mythological and cosmogonic divagations, however, philosophy was evolving independentlyits own speculation on the concept of time, or rather,
since Aristotle, was trying to disentangle the rational element from the religious involvements, and was addressing the thought to new, daring considerations: As a
matter of fact, this word ' duration ' possessed a divine significance for the ancients,
for the fulfilment which includes the period of life of any creature outside of which
no natural development can fall, has been called its duration. On the same principle
the fulfilment of the whole heaven, the fulfilment which includes all time and infinity,
is ' duration '-a name based upon the fact that it is always-duration immortal and
divine."25 During the first centuries of our era the investigations on the time contown passed from Roman hands; later the temple became a church dedicated to St. Archelaus.
One among the many invocations (proskynemnata)inscribed on the pronaos and on the porticoes
around the temple's cella is especially interesting, and has been thoroughly studied by Nock in his
work quoted above. It was written by a worshipper who urges the god to make manifest to him
whether he is the Sun-God. Among the invocations to the god, we read: aKTrWO/0XEc
8fro'ra, MaovAol,
Tr
v rov 7ravevo7rTrrv8ecyrO
Ttrav, MaKapev. . . ; and finally: vEoa ore eyvov, MavovAXt, qAtoV
, arravrwv
in
last
words of
the
the
with
the
identification
Sun-God
Atvra
appears
Again
fl3ant,Xea,
7ravroKparopa.
the text: "0 happy folk, that dwell in the city beloved by the Sun Mandulis, even holy Talmis,
which is under the sceptre of fair-tressed Isis of the countless names."
23
The false etymology suggested in this passage, that is Av = lIanus, may have been inspired
by the identification ofIanus, represented as double-faced and with the keys in his hand, with the
lion-headed being we have described above, also holding the keys and also (see Cumont, Tex.tes et
Mon., I, p. 75, note 5) originally two-headed.
24 See on these C. W. King, The Gnostics (London, 1887), pp. 257 ff.; Bousset, s. vv. Gnosis
and Gnostiker in Pauly-Wissowa, R.E., VII, cols. 1503 ff., 1534 ff.; Lackeit, op. cit., pp. 45 ff.
[ac j]
25

r T
iOp
OV
Kaor
7-OS TO Trep
apXatvw -X o yap two~
8E
roaVros
KarTa To av roy
Tat.
v
awv EKarTOV KEKA\
Xyov Kat roTOV
?(
QevKarTa Tpvu,
TO roravra
xXpOVOV Kal rTlv aTe'ptav irEpiEXov
aro
TEAxovToaV
roV aEl dEvaL ?A?O)S
alwv ETLV,
/tTrOvVVcro
y

fedwz eeyC

Gcos (Aristotle,
from 'dt ,v.

Kat

rat 7rap' rTv

De caelo, I, 279a, trans. Stocks).

ov

po

1)

ovrpavov EAo KJa,I
auwvaTO'

At the end of this passage alov is derived
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ceptions are taken up again and with new vigor-alongside the blossoming of the
theosophical doctrines of the Gnostics--by the philosophical schools of the Neopythagoreans and the Neoplatonics. The idea of Aion, eternal Time, is now clearly distinguished from the subdivisions of Chronos into past, present, and future, of which
indeed the non-existence is pointed out. On the other hand, Chronos is distinguished
from Kalpo6, time in a generic sense, from time in relation to human activity, from
"opportune time." 26 Two passages by a thinker belonging to the Neopythagorean
circle, Plutarch, oppose in fact Chronos on the one hand and Aion on the other:
"And as for that on which we most rely to support our conceptionof time, as we utter the
words, 'it is here, 'it is at hand,' and 'now '-all this again reason, entering in,27demolishes
utterly. For 'now' is crowdedout into the future and the past, when we would look upon it as a
culmination;for of necessity it suffers division..
"But God is (if there be need to say so), and He exists for no fixed time, but for the everlasting
ages whichare immovable,timeless,and undeviating,in whichthere is no earliernor later, no future
nor past, no older nor younger. . ." 28

At the end of the 2nd cent. after Christ, we find similar speculations in Sextus Empiricus, who uses the exact terminology of our mosaic: aCitp'o-rog[6 Xpovo]
OVKEcTTVr 8LaLpeELra
1TapXKCora
yap e'S TEr7v evcrrrora Kat Et&Tov

Kat el TrovpEAAOov

(Pyrrhon. Hypotypos., III, 143: rrtEpXpOov; ed. Mutschmann, Leipzig, 1912, I, p.

172). Elsewhere even more explicitly:
rapPXWiEpvOv,

E eveorToS,rb

TO

v avTov
>v yap r
6 Xpovos Tptq.LpEs EcTTLV TrO
X, 197: e;eo'rt
8e .LEXXov (Adversus Mathematicos,

xpovog; ed. cit., II, p. 344).29 We do not need for our purposes, consequently,

further to follow the successive speculations about the conceptions of Aion and
26

See my papers on the conception of

Katpo6" in

the thought of the Greeks, Rendic. della R.

Accad. dei Lincei, Sc. mor. e filos., XXXII, 1923, pp. 260 ff.; XXXIII, 1924, pp. 93 ff.; Atene e

Roma, N.S., IV, 1923, pp. 18 ff.; Lamer, in Pauly-Wissowa, s.v. Kairos (X, 2, col. 1510 ff.);
A. B. Cook, Zeus, II, 2 (Cambridge, 1925), pp. 859ff.; III, 2 (Cambridge, 1940), p. 1161; R.
Hinks, Myth and Allegory in Ancient Art (London, 1939), pp. 117 ff.
27 The text here and in several other words is somewhat
corrupt.
28s
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'vvv'
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eAAov
TX rapxpevov
yofkeOa, TrovT avX raXtv aorav elovoblevos o Aoyos arOAAXvrtV.(KXkfET?at yap et
E
e
De
apud
Delphos, 19, Moralia,
(Plutarch,
/3ovAoXlAeVos
aKtv
woT7rEp
8ttarrTatevov
avayKE
ltv,
392 F). AXX'oaTtV o (OE t Xprxp Oal,vat. K aTt o'tKaT ovSeva XpOVOVaaXa Ka rTOV atova Tro aKivTrov Kal
aXpovov Kat aveyKXtrov

Kat OV7rpOTEpov ovoev EcsrT OVo VUTEpOVOVo {lAe ov ovoe
rapOX(rljpevov

ovoe Trpe-fpvrepov

ovE veorTEpov, etc. (ibid., 20. Text and translation by F. C. Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia,
V, pp. 242 ff.). The notion of tripartite time goes as far back as Homer in Greek literature. Vision
through time, through the past as well as through the present and the future, is the very quality
distinguishing the wise man from the fool. Calchas is a seer who knows the future through having
knowledge

of past and present

(A 70o: os

7

rT r

eorTa r

r' ero

eva

po r eovrT).

See on this

formula P. Friedlander, in his review of F. Jacoby, Hesiodi Carmina, in Gottingische gelehrte
Anzeigen, 1931, pp. 250 ff.
29 The same
terminology is generally used also by the grammarians for the tenses of the verb:
see e. g., Dionys. Thr. in I. Bekker, Anecdota, II (Berlin,

terms are:

Trov
7rape7XvXOoW';

8tEXOorTa xpovov;
rapovra and TOyV

1816), p. 638, 22. Variations
ErtorTa,

7rt\Xoorov,

etc.
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Chronos, which multipliedon a large scale in the later Neoplatonic doctrines, especially
in Plotinus and Proclus;30 the former's seventh book of the III Ennead bears indeed
the title retpl aitvos KaLXpovov. In this school the conception of Aion is opposed to
Chronos in the same relationship as that of vovs to qvXr': as against the running
Chronos, Aion stands immutable, constant, and eternally like himself.31 These qualities, emerging more and more in the late philosophical speculation, make him more
and more nearly identical to the divinity itself.
Although the wide diffusion of the concepts we are dealing with in Orphic doctrines and in popular religion may have inspired artistic representations of their
personifications, in our mosaic at least we do not find any trace of the fantastic and
confused images described for them in the mystic texts. But as pure speculation in
philosophy and literature has coexisted with its transformation into religious and
mystic conceptions, so allegories in montrous shapes have coexisted in art with personification in human shapes of the ideas referring to Time. These have left us a
testimony from very early times indeed, that is, the only other ancient monument,
beside our mosaic, indisputably representing Aion, whose name is determined by an
inscription: a very fragmentary red-figured Attic vase in Karlsruhe (Fig. 7)."32Here
Aion was introduced into a scene of the Underworld together with Orpheus and
Eurydice: only a part of his head remains, with a hand on his forehead in a thoughtful
and sorrowful attitude. The only representation of Chronos determined in the same
way by an inscription is the winged youth in Homer's Apotheosis; ;8 he stands behind
the poet, together with Oikoumene who lays a garland on his head, and holds a roll.
We do not need to deal here with the personificationsof the subdivisions of time, such
as the Horae and the months of the year, which had the widest diffusion because they
entered into the illustrations of the ancient calendars. We may only mention that a
personification of the Year himself, Eniautos, appeared wearing a tragic costume
in the famous Pompe of Ptolemy II; he was accompaniedby a rarer personification,
that of Penteteris, with the palm of Victory in her hand; she was followed by the
Horae.34 The existence, at least, of another allegory of Aion in human shape in late
30
H. Leisegang, Die Beyriffe der Zeit . Ewigkeit im spdteren Platonismus (Muinster, 1913);
Lackeit, op. cit., pp. 69 ff.
31
Also in Poimandres we find the same opposition exactly expressed: TOV 8e alwvos raTvTro0rrT
Tro 8E Ko'uLov - rTaI'- TOV 8E Xpovov/eTra/8oXA
(see Lackeit, op. cit., p. 78).
32 Jahrbuch, IV, 1889, pp. 227 f., pl. 7. Cf. however L. Sechan, Et. sur la trag. gr., pp. 275 ff.
33 Brunn-Bruckmann, Denkmiler, pl. 50.
34
Athenaeus, Deipnos. V, 198, a, b; cf. Fr. Studniczka, A1bh.Sichs. Gesell. d. Wissenschaften,
Phil.-hist. Kl., XXX Leipzig, 1914, 2nd fasc., p. 15. Miss J. L. Harrison proposed the identification
of the figure of a boy, who follows the three Horae in a famous relief of the Acropolis Museum,
as the image of young Eniautos: see Themis (Cambridge, 1912), p. 188, fig. 44; cf. also R. Hinks,
Myth and Allegory in Ancient Art (London, 1939), p. 45. Penteteris was probably the personification of the spring festival itself, rather than that of the period of five years. K. LehmannHartleben and E. C. Olsen, Dionysiac Sarcophagi in Baltimore (Baltimore, 1942), p. 26 and fig. 8,
suggest this interpretation of the admirable corner-figure of the sarcophagus with the triumph of
'
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antiquity is testified by John of Gaza's famous "EK4paro-S toV KOO-LLKOV TrwvaKoS, that is,
the description of a cycle of paintings existing at his time in the winter-bath of his
town.35 Among a number of allegorical figures in this painting Aion also appears
(lines 137 ff.) :
Kat

iroXvtv,lrcoV

ErEo'w

avroo'ropog AkOv

XP"OVOVEtl XpOVOVaXXov 'PEVYETat afo

EiPwITC.
pi

Fig. 7. Inscribed Figure of Aion from a Fragmentary Attic Vase in Karlsruhe

Before the discovery of the .Antioch mosaic the only possible comparison to this
description was offered by the illustration of Psalmn89 in the Carolingian Utrecht
Psalter (Fig. 8),"3 certainly inspired by an earlier work which possibly goes back
Dionysius in Baltimore. Two incense-burners were carried in the pompe with the group of the
Horae: Ov/Latar'pta. vo Klacrowa EK XPVCTOV
EarrT'Xrq.
35 A reconstruction of the painting has been attempted by Paul Friedlainder in his exhaustive
edition of this text: Johannes von Gaca iu.Paulus Silentiarius: Kunstbeschreibungen Justinianischer
Zeit, Leipzig and Berlin, 1912: on Aion see pp. 141 if., pp. 177 ff. (See the reconstruction also
in R. Hinks, op. cit., pl. 2). Cf. also Lackeit, op. cit., pp. 95 ff. In regard to this passage, nothing
substantial is added by G. Krahmer in his valuable essay, De tabula miundi ab Joanne descripta
(Halle Diss., Berlin, 1920), pp. 8 f.
36 H. Graeven,
fiir Kunstzissenschaft, XXI, 1898, p. 33. Different is the interRepertorLiXm
pretation by E. T. DeWald, The Illustrations of the Utrecht Psalter (Princeton, 1932), p. 41,
pl. LXXXIII.
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beyond the limits of the Middle-Ages.37 Here the Chronoi are really represented, on
the left margin of the miniature, as three naked figures, very schematically drawn and
consequentlynot necessarily as three children, as they have been generally interpreted;
on the right the figure of Aion follows, also naked, and holding in his hand a long
serpentine object; it is, in fact, in all probability, a misunderstood and rough sketch
of a snake, such as is held by the image of Saturnus-Saeculum in the description of a
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Fig. 8. Utrecht Psalter, Illustration to Psalm 89

medieval text, the Mythographus Vaticatuis III: 8 Tempora omnia in se recurrunt,
qua de causa draconem flammivomum in dextra tenere perhibetur. Another literary
source confirms the possibility of the detachment of the serpent from Aion's body:
it is a passage in the great magic papyrus of Paris, where for a magic ritual the usual
demonic being with leonine head is described, not with a snake twisted around the
body, but lifting with the right hand a staff around which one serpent is twined, while
another creeps around his left arm.39 On the relief of Aion and Kore, we have seen
the serpent surrounding only the legs of Aion, and rising from there, supported by
the god's left hand, above his shoulders. But a relief in the gardens of the Colonna
Cf. G. R. Benson and D. T. Tselos, in Art Bulletin, XIII, 1931, pp. 13 if.
Cumont, Textes et Mon., II, p. 53, ? 6.
39Pap. Gr. Mag., IV, 2113 if. (vol. I, p. 136); Cumont, Textes et Mon., II, p. 57, c: avptas
37

38 See
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Palace on the Quirinale in R.ome shows an image of the lion-headed Aion, wearing
breeches on the lower part of its body, and stretching both arms holding torches; here
the snakes are twisted around the four open wings.40 On another relief, from
Argentoratum in Upper Germany (Fig. 9), Aion is, on the contrary, a figure with

Fig. 10. Amulet in Black
Stone with the Figure of Aion
in the Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna
Fig. 9. Relief from Argentoratum in
Upper Germany

a human and bearded face, who stands, with four spread wings, before a lion. He
wears a kilt around the waist similar to that worn by the god in the relief of Aion
and Kore; his right hand holds a key and his left a torch. Here the serpent surrounds
a crater lying on the floor in the left corner of the relief.41 Finally, the serpent is held
in the right hand by another figure (Fig. 10) in which without doubt a variation of
40
41

Cumont, ibid., II, p. 197, no. 10 b, fig. 22.
Ibid., II, p. 340, no. 240, fig. 214. Also the headless statue from the Mithreum of Emerita,
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Chronos-Aion was recognized, although the cryptic text around it mentions specifically
neither Chronos nor Aion: here neither the usual lion-headed figure appears, nor the
human winged being we have described above, but a demon with a human upper part
and a leonine lower part of the body. The image is roughly carved on an amulet of
the Naturhistorisches Museum in Vienna,42in a black stone, the shape of which recalls
a prehistoric axe. It is well known, indeed, that these prehistoric implements were
considered in historical ages especially fit for magical purposes. The demon is here,
too, bearded, but shows a bald head 4 adorned with horns;44 his left hand rests on
his breast. The amulet seems too big to be hung around the neck like a Trepiacpta, and
more fit for a house

qbvXaKTrjptov.

But the figure of Aion on our mosaic, in spite of its fragmentary state, casts a
bright light upon a much discussed iconographic problem, and one destined perhaps
to remain unsolved without the discovery of new decisive arguments such as that
offered by the Antiochene monument. We have before us the figure of an old man
with long white hair and beard, such as Aion is usually depicted, for instance in the
Nonnus verses quoted above. But the curved object he holds with his out-stretched
right hand is not a veil, as has been claimed, nor a roll. If continued beyond the
fracture, it would describe a complete circle. It appears to be of solid material, not
fluctuating, and its edges, drawn in perspective, are imagined as running parallel:
it is in fact a wheel, probably of metal, thin, gray in color with brown edges. Consequently we have before us the first certain and indisputable artistic representation
of Aion such as he often appears to us in poetical descriptions, turning the wheel of
life, or of the human seasons. We may find a vague image of this conception as early
as Pindar (Isthm., VIII, 14 f.)
8oX0to yap atcv

Irr' avSpdotr Kp.pelarat,

Xoa(r(cwv/3ov Iropov.

But if we descend through many centuries, down beyond the age of our mosaic (but
to about the age to which the original of the Utrecht Psalter may be attributed),
in a passage by Nonnus-the poet who uses the image of Aion more often than any
surrounded by snakes, had originally in all probability a human head, since a leonine mask is represented on its breast: see Cumont, CowmptesReindus de l'Acad. des Inscr. et Belles-Lettres, 1905,
p. 149, fig.
42 R. Wiinsch, "Deisidaimoniaka," in Archiv
fiir Religionswissenschaft, XII, 1909, pp. 32 ff.,
fig. 4; Th. Hopfner, Griech.-dgyptischer Offenbarungszauber, II (Studien zur Palaeographie u.
Papyruskunde, ed. by G. Wessely, XXIII, Leipzig, 1924), p. 70, ? 136 f., p. 76, fig. 2.
43 A
peculiarity attributed to Kacpos, bald but with a tuft of hair on his forehead: see Phaedrus,
Fabulae Aesop., V, 8 (Tempus). Also the image by Lysippos was bald; see the interesting epigram
of the Anth. Plan. IV, 275. Cf. my paper quoted above in Rend. Lincei, XXXII, 1923, pp. 280 f.
44 Goat's horns are characteristic of the Sun-God Ammon-Ra.
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other 45-we read of Aion, stooped, turning the wheel of time (Diotys., XXXVI,
422 f.):
Kat
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A

Fig. 11. Mosaic in Black and White from a Tomb of the
Necropolis of the Isola Sacra near Ostia

What more enlightening artistic illustration of this passage could we produce than
the recently discovered black-and-white mosaic from a tomb of the Isola Sacra near
the mouth of the Tiber at Ostia (Fig. 11) ? 46 The nude old man seated on a rock and
45Lackeit, op. cit., pp. 86 ff.
46 G. Calza, La
Necropoli del porto di Roima nell'Isola Sacra (Rome, 1940), Tomb no. 101,
183
ff., fig. 92, pp. 312 f. The tomb seems to belong to the Hadrianic-Antonine period. A cloth
pp.
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turninga wheel,is undoubtedlyAion. He eternallyturns the wheel of time; but time
rolls, in regardto humanlife, in the fourfold aspectof the seasons: the allegoriesof

Fig. 12. Silver Patera from Parabiago in the Palazzo di Brera, Milan
is spread on the rock on which Aion is seated. lHe seems to have a wreath around his head. The
wreaths of the Seasons are respectively of flowers, ears of corn, vines and weeds.
Because he could not refer to figured representations, Tassilo von Scheffer, in his translation
of the passage by Nonnus quoted above (Munich, 1933), fails to grasp the real elements of the
poet's image. See the similar image by John of Gaza, where the months replace the seasons as
periods of the year (in.fra, p. 311).
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the four seasons indeed, each characterised by their usual attributes of different
wreaths, are ready to pass through the wheel, preceded by Spring who is already
treading over it with a dancing step. The link between eternal Aion and the earthly
aspect of Time is furthermore symbolized by the nude female figure lying on the
ground above the scene. It is evidently
the image of Tellus. It is as Aon that
we recognize now, consequently, another
figure that appears in a similar attitude
turning a wheel but now specified as the
wheel of the Zodiac. The figure appears,
to be precise, in a different aspect, not
as a bearded old man but as a vigorous,
youth, standing within the wheel or nearl-A
by on
, three well-known monuments :g
,
associated with other allegories or connected with other monuments clearly
relatedto mystic cults. These three monuments are: the silverlatanx from Parabiago (Figs. 12-13), and the two mosaics
from Sentinum, modern Sassoferrato
(Fig. 14) and Hippo Regius in Algeria
(Fig. 15)."7 The youth, half-draped on
the silver plate and on the African mosaic, in the former holds a scepter and
is supported within the wheel by Atlas
and flanked by a snake wound around a
bethel, in the latter holds the horn of
abundance; he is naked,his head crowned
Fig 13. Detailof Figure 12
with a rich wreath of flowers, on the
mosaic of Sentinum. On the lalx the figure faces the triumph of Cybele and Attis;
above are represented the divinities of Light, the quadriga of the rising sun preceded
by Phosphorus and the biga of the moon preceded by Hesperus; below are the allegories of Tellus and the Horae, of Ocean and Thetis, and of the nymphs of the fountains. The mosaic of Sentinum decorated the floor of an annex to a Mithreum in
47 Alda

Levi, La Patera d:argento di Parabiago, R. Istituto di Archeologia e Storia dell'Arte,
Opere d'Arte, fasc. V (Rome, 1935), pp. 8 f., notes 26-27, pls. I-IV; eadem, Critica d'Arte, II, 1937,
et de l'Afrique, III, Algerie, no. 41, plate.
pp. 218 if., figs. 5-6; Inventaire des Mosaiques de la GCaule
The mosaic of Hippo is still in situ; that from Sentinum is in the Room of Trajan in the Munich
Glyptothek. The silver patera is preserved in the Palazzo di Brera, Milan.
The interpretation as Aion of the youth on the Parabiago plate seems to be suggested also
by R. Hinks, Myth and Allegory, p. 41.
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which also a relief with M[ithrastauroktonos was discovered. In all three monuments,
furthermore, by the gesture of the hand of the god of the Zodiac resting on the sign
of the Bull, Aion seems clearly represented as Sol in Toro: a meaning that in the
Parabiago plate is an obvious allusion to the marriage of Cybele and Attis which took
place exactly in the spring equinox, from immemorial times fixed by the oriental

Fig. 14. Mosaic Floor from a Mithreum at Sentinum (Sassoferrato)
now in the Glyptothek at Munich

astronomers and astrologers at the entry of the sun into this constellation. The god
of the Zodiac has been variously interpretedas Dionysos, the solar Apollo, Sol, Annus,
Caelus, Phanes,48and finally as Mithras. But indeed we have already mentioned how
Aion in the Gnostic doctrines was identified with the solar divinities, and how he was
considered as a brother to Phanes. The equation with Mithras of all these solar
divinities such as Aion, Helios, Dionysos, has already suggested also the interpretation of Mithras for the theriomorphic being who is called generally, as we have seen
48Albizzati, " La Lanx di
Parabiago e i Testi orfici," in Athenaeum, XXV, 1937, pp. 187 ff.
According to Albizzati, p. 190, note 2, the position of the youth's hand on the sign of the Zodiac
would have a different meaning as well, and would refer, to be precise, to Phanes' birth.
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Fig. 15. Fragmentary Mosaic at Hippo Regius in Algeria
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before, Chronos or Aion;49 strictly analogous to this is another image, the relief of
Modena (to which we shall return below)50now generally interpretedas Phanes (Fig.
16). If the name of Aion does not appear in the Mithriac mysteries, this means only

Fig. 16. Relief in Modena

that in all probability it could not appear because it was not to be pronounced by the
profane; we shall repeatedly find an echo of this prohibition in magic texts, and we
noticed before the reticence in pronouncing his name in the passage of Suidas mentioning his cult-statue at Alexandria. On the other hand, the relationship between the
49

See A. Dieterich, Abraxas (Leipzig, 1891), pp. 53 f.

,0

Page 299.
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late Gnostic conception of Aion and the religion of Mithras is undeniable; Aion is
almost identical with the Mithriac personificationof Time, with the Mithriac SaturnusKronos. And no wonder. We have said that originally the Hellenic Aion was not at
all conceived as the supreme and eternal principle of the universe, but only as a period
of time renewing itself, a duration of time repeating itself (and especially that of the
year). In the cosmogonies preserved to us this subordinate position is made clear by
the denominationof Aion as the son of Kronos, or of a Virgin, or of Helios,51 Slowly,
however, the old conceptions of the astral mythology were transformed under the
influence of the speculations of the theologians. To the divinized Aion are applied the
definitions which philosophy had attributed to the cosmic principles of Time. This
last conceptionof Aion-Time approachesconsequently that abstraction of Time which
played an important role in the doctrines of the Chaldaic oracles, from which the
mysteries of Mithras were derived. Now can flow together into the conception of
Aion all qualities of endless Time, the primeval cause of all things, such as is the
character of the old Persian divinity Zervan Akarana whom a sect of magicians placed
indeed at the origin of the world as the king of the celestial hierarchies, and from
whom both the good god Ahura Mazda and the evil god Ahriman were born.52 Expressions, such as we have already found for the late god of the classical world, are
used for this divinity:

arravrrov vev

cTarrrot

a'lvoS

TEpLOi8otS

(Dio

Chrysostom,

Orat. XXXVI, 42; ed. G. Bude, II, Leipzig, 1919, p. 16). The image of the wheel,
finally, which we have seen suddenly appear in the artistic repertory of late antiquity
for Aion, goes back to him as well: the figure which we have met with before may
exactly fit the image as described by Proclus, "alwvaysturning an untiring wheel and
53
staying in it."
Again the poetical images of Hellenic classical literature agree exactly with the
religious content of the oriental doctrines. The deity who moves the beginnings of
things, and who stands immobile in the center of the wheel, recalls the statue of Aion,
51TV ['HAte]

et o Tra7rp rov wraXwryevoiv

AhWivos:Pap.

Gr. Mag., VII, 510 (London papyrus,

vol. II, p. 23).
52 Nock,
loc. cit., pp. 79 if. refuses to recognize the identity of Aion and Zervan. It is certain
that originally there was nothing in common between Aion and the Babylonian divinities (see
Cumont, in Comptes Rendus cit., 1928, p. 279). We may accept also Nock's affirmation (loc. cit.,
"
p. 82) that "so far as I know, Aion never renders Zervan," or rather that (p. 86) Aion is not
and
the
not
does
This
Zervan."
of
used
opinion that,
plausible
general
destroy, however,
actually
together with Semitic, Egyptian, and other elements, also elements characteristic of Zervan contributed through Mithraism in shaping the complex figure of Aion in the syncretistic religion and
thought of late antiquity.
53

Kst8&EtV aleETE

reV

WKV

(Proclus,
cr'rpoJdaXtyyt

In Tinaeum,

p. 242 D; ed. E. Diehl, III,

Leipzig, 1906, pp. 13 f.); cf. W. Kroll, De oraculis Chaldaicis (in Breslauer Philol. Abhandlungen,
VII, 1894), p. 27, and note 1. See also other similar passages, such as that by Proclus, In Parm.,
adE re livew
KatapXaS
Sweiv
aoKvtw
[rov altova]
a7roatvrerat
ra'a
rpo1161, 28: ra 8 X't
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who was adored at Eleusis, and whose dedication, belonging to the age of Augustus,
is preserved to us: " for the power of Rome and the perpetuity of the Mysteries." 5*
It is the eternal being, the ruler of the universe, without beginning and without end,
who was, is, and will be, the immutableand perpetualcreator
of the phenomenaof nature. The wheel, which signifies the
endless renewal of the phenomena of nature, is a symbol
entirely akin to the circle of the Zodiac, indissolubly associated with the cult of Mithras. Sometimes we see the whole
circle of the Zodiac surrounding the representation of the
tauroktonos deity. Elsewhere, especially on the large reliefs of Germany, the twelve signs of the Zodiac are carved
around the arched upper border of the cave where the bull
is immolated: this cave was considered as representing the
world, and its border was consequently a symbol of the
heavenly vault. We do not wonder, therefore, if the signs
of the Zodiac are introduced into the representation of the
lion-headed monster symbolizing the Mithriac god of Time,
to signify that the sun in its ecliptic successively passes
through the twelve constellations. On the fine fragmentary
statue at Arles (Fig. 17) all the twelve signs are visible between the coils of the serpent surrounding its body, and
probably hinting at the sinuous course of the sun through
the sky, while only four signs appear on the statue, also
mutilated, in the Vatican Library.56Another curious sculpture, found in the Mithreum of Housestead (Borcovicus)
Marble
Statue
F'Mg.
17.Fralgmeta
in Northern England "5 (Fig. 18) calls even more sharply
in Aries
to mind the monuments we are dealing with. Here within
the ring of the Zodiac the naked torso of Mithras, worked in the round, holding the
knife and the flaming torch, appears between the two halves of a sphere or of an egg,
one half beneath his waist and the other above his head. But in the confluenceof ideas
and symbols which characterizes the religious syncretism of late antiquity, the symbolism of Mithras passes to other religions and other mysteries as well. Other
54Dittenberger, Sylloge Inscr. Graec. (Leipzig, 1920), no. 1125; Cumont, loc. cit., p. 280;
Nock, loc. cit., p. 83, note 97.
55E. g., Cumont, Textes et Mon., II, no. 220, fig. 192; no. 267, p. 389, fig. 304, etc. See moreover the relief from Salona in Spalato, Bulic, Bullettino di Arch. e Storia Dalmata, XXXII, 1909,
pp. 50ff., pl. VII, 2. Cf. Fritz Saxl, Mithras (Berlin, 1931), p. 53, and fig. 141, pl. 27. Saxl,
ibid., pp. 95 f., believes that the circular representation of the Zodiac around the god is a Greek
invention.
56 Cumont,Textes et MoTn.,I, p. 80; II, no. 281, p. 403, fig. 325; no. 37, p. 213, figs. 43-44.
57
Ibid., II, no. 273, p. 395, fig. 315; Saxi, Mithras, fig. 159, pl. 29.
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deities 58 can now be representedin the Zodiacal ring as astral divinities. Similar representations not only express the eternity of their evolution and their rule over the sky,
but also-because of the wide expansion of the astrological doctrines, spread through-

Fig. 18. Stone Sculpture from the Mithreum of
Borcovicus (Housestead) in Northern England

out Egypt especially by the teachings of Hermes Trismegistus-their rule over all
nature submitted to the influence of the stars. So Helios on his quadriga may be
surroundedby the Zodiac, or some single signs of the Zodiac may be placed in an arc
behind his carriage or be represented on the shoulder-belt crossing the breast of a
58

See Cumont, s. v. Zodiacus, in Daremberg-Saglio, Dict. des Antiquites Gr. et Rom., V, 1919,

pp. 1056f.
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statue of the Sun.59 Elsewhere, on Alexandrian coins and gems, we may find in the
center of the Zodiac the bust of Sarapis, or the busts of Sarapis and Isis, or those of
Helios and Selene, and even the figure of Pan-risen to the rank of a panthean deity
in stoic philosophy thanks to a pun on his name-playing his flute, with a probable
allusion to the harmony of the spheres. The eternal renewal of the cycles of human
life is the obvious meaning of the famous coin struck at Alexandria in A.D. 138-139
by Antoninus Pius on the occasion of the beginning of a new Sothic cycle (Fig. 19 a):
the planets are depicted around the bust of Sarapis, and the ring of the Zodiac in an
outer circle.60In the same connection may be classified probably also another Alexandrian coin of the same Emperor (Fig. 19 b), where the inscription AIQINsurrounds
an image of the Phoenix, symbolically representing the renewal of human life.61 The
relations between the supreme and immortal divinity and the destinies of the mortal
beings appear even more clearly on the coin struck at Nicaea in Bithynia (Fig. 19 c),
where Zeus, seated on his throne within the ring of the Zodiac, is flanked by the
carriages of the Sun and the Moon, and dominates the figures of the Earth and the
Ocean lying at his feet: 62 a compendiousrepresentationwhich immediately recalls the
symbolism used for Cybele on the Parabiago lacx. Finally the youthful image of Aion
himself appears on another coin (Fig. 19 e), 3 this time standing within the wheel with
an aspect and an attitude practically identical to those of the god of the Parabiago
plate, the mantle falling from the shoulder behind the naked body, but holding in the
left hand, instead of the sceptre, a globe on which the Phoenix rests. The coin, which
has passed from the Montagu Collection to the British Museum, is an aureus struck
by Hadrian during his third consulate (A.D. 119-138), on which the Greek name of
the god is translated into one of its Latin equivalents, Saeculum: Saec(ulumt) aur(eum). But the artistic representation of the Zodiac, following the same process
59Thus on the famous Vatican torso, see Rapp, s. v. Helios, in Roscher's Lexikon, fig. on
col. 2002.
60
Head, Historia Numlorum2, 1911, p. 863; Cumont, in Daremberg-Saglio, loc. cit., p. 1049,

fig. 7588.

Brit. Mus., Cat. of Greek Coins, Alexandria, pl. XXVI, 1004; F. Imhoof-Blumer and 0.
iu. Gemlmen (Leipzig, 1889), pl. XII, 24; J. Vogt,
Keller, Tier- u. Pflanzenbilder auf AMLiinzen
Die Alexandrinischen Miinzen, I (Stuttgart, 1924), p. 115. As regards the meaning of the symbol
of the Phoenix and its most important representations, see the imposing mosaic from Antioch in
the center of which again the Phoenix stands on top of a rock, Antioch-on-the-Orontes, II (Princeton,
1938), pl. 43; J. Lassus, " La Mosaique du Phenix," in Mon. Piot, XXXVI, 1938, pp. 81 ff., pl. V.
62
Cumont, in Daremberg-Saglio, loc. cit., p. 1057, fig. 7597; see on other similar coins ibid.,
note 7; also A. B. Cook, Zeus, I (Cambridge, 1914), pp. 752 if., figs. 551 if.; and the Thracian
coin, Saxl, Mithras, fig. 196, pl. 35, our Fig. 19 d.
63 P. Strack,
Untersuchungen zur romischen Reichsprdgung des zwzJeitenJahrhunderts, II
(Stuttgart, 1933), pp. 100 ff., pl. I, 78; H. Mattingly, Coins of the Roman Empire in the Brit. Mus.,
III (London, 1936), pp. cxxxi f., p. 278, no. 312, pl. 52, 10; Albizzati, loc. cit., p. 190, note 2,
pl. 2, 2. On coins of Faustina, Aeternitas holds the Phoenix upon a globe: see Mattingly, op. cit.,
IV, 1940, p. lxxxiii.
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which we have noticed for the word Aion in the language, may finally, devoid of
practically all its philosophical and religious content, express by itself merely the
concept of Eternity: so in a bronze medallion struck by Hadrian for the apotheosis

a

b

d

c

e

Fig. 19. Coins: (a) AntoninusPius (Alexandria,A.D. 138-139), with ZodiacaroundBust
of Sarapis; (b) Antoninus Pius (Alexandria), with AIQN around Phoenix; (c) Nicaea
(Bithynia), with ZodiacaroundZeus; (d) Thracia,Type as c; (e) Aureus of Hadrian,with
Aion (SaeculumAureum) within the wheel, holding Globe Surmountedby Phoenix

of Trajan, where the latter Emperor is represented probably in the attitude of Zeus,
seated and surrounded by the Zodiac.4 In the same way, later, the two busts of the
dead couple appear within the Zodiac on the Barberini sarcophagus of the Bliss Col64
F. Gnecchi,I Medaglioniromnani,
III (Milan, 1912), no. 105, pl. 147, 3-4 (two specimens,
in Paduaand Copenhagen).
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lection at Dumbarton Oaks in Washington; 65 beneath are putti as vintagers, on the
sides are the personificationsof the four Seasons. The Seasons, the divisions of Time
in its relationship with human life, belong to Mithriac symbolism. Representations
of the Zodiac were often painted on the walls of Mithriac temples, while sometimes
the signs of the Zodiac, worked separately in bronze, were applied to the walls. These
in some cases were grouped three by three, according to the seasons. We have mentioned above a statue of the lion-headeddemon adorned with four signs of the Zodiac:
these are the signs of the months of the solstices and equinoxes, that is, of the beginnings of the seasons. The Seasons themselves are represented on a conspicuous number of Mithriac monuments.66'Withthe Seasons often the Winds are associated, each
of which was consideredto rule over a period of the year and to determine the climatic
conditions to which a season was submitted. We have mentioned before the tradition
of Philo according to which Aion himself was a son of the wind god Kolpias; Aion is
invoked, moreover, as god of the four winds in magical texts.67 This is the reason for
the conspicuous presence of the Seasons on all our three representations of the god
of the Zodiac: Summer and Spring are indeed, in all probability, the two preserved
figures in the mosaic from Hippo.68 In the mosaic from Sentinum the opposition
between human time and the god of astral eternity is stressed even more by grouping
at his feet the four putti of the seasons around the figure of the reclining Tellus.
m Parabiao we fin again the complete symbolism we have
Finally on thelan. from
noticed before on the coin of Nicaea, not in direct relation to Aion, but to the gods
and Ais,
of the mysteries, Cybgod
the
the
onele
coin. In
Cybele
Attis, as it is to
the mosaic of Hippo the god of the Zodiac, standing outside the ring he is moving
with his right hand, holds in his left a horn of abundance the mouth of which is full
of grapes; a vine branch with bunches of grapes spreads beyond the Zodiac along the
edge on the left of the scene, while colored flowers and twigs are in the field on the
right. This does not compel us necessarily to identify the divine youth with Dionysos,
E. Strong, Apotheosis and After Life (London, 1915), pl. XXXII; H. Kahler,ZzveiSockel
eines Triumphbogens im Boboligarten 2u Florenz, 96. Berlin. W[inckelmannsprogr., 1936, p. 31,
fig. 20; R. Hinks, Myth and Allegory in Ancient Art (Studies of the Warburg Institute, vol. VI),
London, 1939, pl. 6. A comprehensive study on this monument by G. Hanfmann is soon to appear.
66
Cumont, Textes et Mon., I, pp. 92 f.
67
Thus on the Leiden papyrus, Pap. Gr. Mag., XII, 238 (vol. II, p. 74). The winds may
refer to a quite different symbolism, both in Mithriac and in other mystic religions. See their
representation, e. g., in the Palermo mosaic of which I have recently tried to demonstrate the symbolic meaning referring to mystic doctrines, in Berytus, VII, 1942, pp. 47 f., pls. V and VI, 2-3.
On this quite different symbolism of the winds cf. Saxl, Mithras, p. 79.
68 The theatrical masks represented on this mosaic between the Seasons might be an allusion
to the masks used in the mysteries of Mithras and in other religious mysteries: see Cumont, Textes
et Mon., I, pp. 315 f. Elsewhere masks allude undoubtedly to the stars: so e.g., above the edge
of the great altar at Carnuntum around whlichthe Seasons and the Winds are represented, together
with Coelus supporting the vault of the firmament: see ibid., II, no. 228 bis, c, p. 496, figs. 432 ff.
65
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represented as a solar god, the dispenser of the fruit of the year: the same meaning
indeed is possessed also by the Mithriac deity of Time, who, while bringing the suctime
m the fecundating god-or on the
s
cession of the various seasons is at the same
contrary the destructive god-who brings to maturity the fruit of earth and devours
it, according to another passage of the Mythographus Vaticanus quoted before.6 To
this god is given the name Frugifer, which identifies him with the strange divinity of
Saeculum Frugifer worshiped especially at Hadrumetum in Africa and represented
on numerous imperial coins, a divinity which is nothing else but a not completely
disguised Romanization of the Punic Baal: another confirmation of the confluence
into the Mithriac religion of Mazdeian and Semitic elements, like the assimilation
of the Phoenician Baal Shamin by Aion in the cosmogony of Philo we have mentioned above.70
On the plate from Parabiago the fgure wihin
ithiacthe Zodiac holds the scepter, an
attribute which we have seen also in the hands of the lion-headeddemon. He is flanked
by a serpent winding around an obelisk: the bethel is in the Mithriac legend an obvious
allusion to the god's birth from a rock, eoE' EK Tre&pac. Such a rock, besides often
appearing associated with the god in his representations, was worshipped in the form
of a conical stele in his sanctuaries; some original specimens were found in the
Mithrea, and several of them are surroundedby the serpent.71We have seen, however,
that the serpent 72 became also the unfailing attribute of the demon of Time in
Mithriac mythology; as such we have seen it also completely detached from the
demon's body, and in one case winding about a crater, an object around which it
appears also on numerous Miithriacrepresentations. This represented in the Mithrea,
according to information by Porphyrius, the source springing from the cave originally
consecrated to the cult of Zoroaster.73On the Parabiago plate, finally, the god of the
Zodiac is supported by a naked torso of Atlas, the " faultless Titan," who in fact,
according to the Orphic doctrines, had not participated with his brothers in Zagreus'
slaughter (see Kern, Orphic. Fragmn.no. 215, pp. 235 f.). The Hellenic bearer of
the heavenly globe is a motif which was introducedin fact into the Mithriac symbolism
and into the oriental religions, where the figure of the Titan appears as an image of
the Mithriac deity of Caelus. Similarly in the Mithriac mythology is mentioned a
69Annuam fecunditatem atque proventum omnium devorat frugumn: Cumont, Textes et Mon.,

II, p. 53, line 11.
70
See Nock, loc. cit., pp. 86 f. Also this quality of Aion as the inventor of nourishment with
fruit recalls the mythology of Mithras, who immediately after his birth is said to have picked
leaves and fruit from a tree.
71
Cumont, Textes et Man., I, p. 160, note 1. Cf. also Saxl, Mitlras, figs. 155-161, pl. 29.
72 On the serpent in Mithriac iconography see Saxl, op. cit., pp. 60 ff. Cf. also E. Swoboda,
" Die Schlange im Mithraskult," Ost. Jahreshefte, XXX, 1936-7, pp. 1 ff.
73 IJapt rz Mipa
rcraKTct: De antro nympharum, 17, ed. Nauck (Leipzig,
Kpa /p avl TS T7ys
1886), p. 69. See Cumont, Textes et fMon., II, p. 40, c. On the snake around the crater, cf. G. W.
Elderkin, Kantharos (Princeton, 1924), pp. 9, 37; Saxl, op. cit., p. 64.
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gigantic angel who sustains the firmament on his shoulders ('Q,uoo0pog), while to
Atlas apparently even a cult was dedicated in the Syrian religion, since a statue to
him is mentioned in the temple at Hierapolis.74 The Titan's image does not appear
only on our Italic object dedicated to the mysteries of Cybele, but sometimes also in
the repertory of the usual Mithriac representations: he raises a large sphere on his
shoulders, for instance, on the big relief at Osterburken near the Roman limes of
Upper Germany, while, nude and bent forward, he supports only the cornice of the
altar of Carnuntum in Pannonia.75 Elsewhere, however, the classical iconography is
not acceptedby the oriental repertory in its integrity, but Atlas' image puts on oriental
garments: so, for instance, on the relief of Neuenheim,76where a figure in oriental
costume and wearing a Phrygian cap lifts with upstretched arms not the heavenly
sphere but a disc, that is, the disc of the Zodiac like that sustained by Atlas on the
sculptureat Villa Albani.77Atlas, finally, is describedas supporting a disc surrounding
the image of a child in the E'K4pao-tby John of Gaza. Friedlander correctly asserts 7
that nowhere else, either in literature or in art, does Atlas lift the disc of the sun.
But here too we do not gather from the poet's words 79 that it is a question of the solar
disc, but rather of the sphere of the universe, evidently represented as a ring-and
perhaps as the ring of the Zodiac-in order to leave free space in the center for the
divine being. And the child in the center does not necessarily represent the rising sun,
74Lucian, De Syria dea, 38: P/Era8eIv

o'avo'v earrut ArXavro9.
'A7roAXXwva

Cumont, Textes et Mon., I, pp. 90 f.; II, no. 246 e, 2, p. 349, pl. VI; no. 228 bis, c, 1, p. 497,
432.
See the first monument also in Saxi, Mithras, fig. 83, pl. 15.
fig.
76 Cumont, Textes et Mon., II, no. 245 d, 1, p. 346, pl. V.
77 G. Thiele, Antike Himmelsbilder (Berlin, 1898), p. 25, fig. 3; Helbig, Fiihrer, II, p. 458,
no. 1929.
78 Op. cit., pp. 175 f.
79That the reader may check this affirmation I give here the translation of the principal passages of this description, a translation in which I sometimes differ from Friedlander's interpretation.
75

96 ff.: In order to raise his fiery burden Atlas stands stooped, holding near his temples the life-prolonging
sparks, bending his head aside and with his hands uplifted, his neck turned sideways, stretching his tired
limbs, taking care thus to lighten his load. As though equipped for toil he is lightly-clad, covered only
by a kilt around his waist.
107 ff.: . . . the governing Word curved the sky as an endless sphere, and by the will of the same
Word the earth is suspended within it as the center of the sphere. From the north stands unshaken its
axis, equally balanced, rectilinear, supporting nature, piercing the sphere from pole to pole and affixed
to both poles. Upright, it pins the earth and holds it tight, and Atlas in his enduring and tireless eternal
strength stands as this steadfast axis. The tips of the axis are fixed in the fiery pole near the southern
end and in the dry frozen vault of the north. The starry pole of the North which is always visible in the
luminous rotations of the supernal sphere they call the right pole, and the fiery south pole near to the
ground bare of stars, which runs invisibly, the left pole. ....
126 ff.: But also the wanderer son of glowing Orient, Phaethon the bringer of light, established the
generation of Harmony; and giving heed to the center of the intellectually perceptiblewheel of the world,
with his generative spark he keeps everything flowing around. ....
134 ff.: . . . they fixed a disc to the axis so that Atlas rooted in the ground might the better attend constantly to lifting the prince of ether, himself driving the world's charioteer.
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but rather perhaps the cosmic deity, such as the child Mithras appearing in the center
of the zodiacal disc on the Mithriac relief of Trier 80 (Fig. 20).
We have thus cleared the way to consider another famous and much discussed
image of a god in the Zodiac, which differs from those examined before inasmuch

as he does not turn the wheel of the Zodiac, but only stands in a majestic attitude
within it; this is the relief in Modena (Fig. 16).81 The strange deity shows his
beautiful and youthful body in full nakedness, and an imperious and thoughtful head
certainly derived from a solar image, while only his bull or goat hoofs depart from
human nature. The body, provided with wings, is wrapped about with snake coils,
and the tips of a moon-crescent protrude from his shoulders. The god holds the

scepter and the thunderbolt; flames rise toward the sky from the two halves of a sphere
or a cone placed beneath his feet and over his head; the head of the serpent wound
around his body rests on the front of the upper hemisphere. A lion's mask is repre80 S.

Loeschke, Die Erforschung des Teinpelbezirkes imnAltbachtale zu Trier (Berlin, 1928),
p. 16, fig. 28; id., " Bedeutung u. Gefahrdung der grossen Tempelgrabung in Trier," from Trierer
Zeitschrift, IV, 1929, p. 16 and p. 36, pl. IV; Saxl, Mithras, p. 96, fig. 199, pl. 35; A. Levi, La
Patera di Parabiago, pi. V, 2. As regards the excavation of the sanctuary near Trier, see now the
first fascicule of the final publication, S. Loeschke, Der Tempelbezirk imnAltbachtale zu Trier, I
(Berlin, 1938). On this monument, contrary to the description of the painting in Gaza, only the
child's bust is represented, naked and wearing the Mithriac Phrygian cap, whose outstretched right
hand supports the ring of the Zodiac while the left holds the sphere of the world. A position of
the god in the Zodiac more resembling that of the Gaza painting appears on the Borcovicus sculpture
we mentioned above (Fig. 18), where the god stretches both arms sidewards so as to reach the
ring of the Zodiac. I-is hands, in fact, hold the divine attributes, which however are almost concealed against the edge of the Zodiac, and might have escaped the attention of the poet. A similar
position recurs elsewhere for the figure of Mithras being born: so, e. g., on the sculpture from the
Mithreum of Alt-Ofen near Budapest, Cumont, Textes et Mon., II, no. 213 d, p. 322, fig. 187;
Saxl, Mithras, fig. 161, pl. 29. We remark that, as a matter of fact, in John's text the name Helios
never does appear. To the divinity of the disc of the universe is often applied the epithet Phaethon,
which not only can be justified by the equation Mithras = Sun, but which is used indeed for Mithras
Dionys., XXI, 249 [or 251];
by Nonnus, the primary source of John's poetry (see 'Aora-vposc0aEOWv,
the same epithet can be used also for the Orphic primeval deity: llporoyovos
'aEO0v, Orph. fragm. 57,
Abel, Orphica, p. 175). The position and the attitude of the child within the Zodiac in the Trier
relief hint at the birth of the young Sun at the beginning of the year (see Saxl, Mithras, pp. 96 f.):
the relief contains, in other words, a symbolism very similar to that attributed by John (lines 56 if.)
to the childish figure supported by Atlas in the Gaza painting.
Also the terms used for the object lifted by Atlas do not fit better the image of the sun's disc
than that of the sphere of the universe. Sometimes (e. g., in line 66) the word disc is used. Else"the high-soaring cone." Its flame (pXo'e) is related,
where (line 53) it is called K(VOS aEprL7rnoT'rros,
in lines 69 f., to the 7ro'Xos,and a similar image is that in line 95, aiyXq ovpavt'ovXa!7rrT?pos.
81 See especially Cavedoni, in Atti e menorie della Deputazione di storia patria per Modena
e Parina, I, 1863, pp. 1 ff.; F. Cumont, Rev. Arch., XL, 1902, I, pp. 1 ff., pl. I; eundem, Les
Mysteres de Mithra3 (Bruxelles, 1913), p. 109, fig. 12; R. Eisler, Weltenmantel u. Himmelszelt,
II (Munich, 1910), p. 400, fig. 47; eundem, Orpheus-the-Fisher (London, 1921), pl. V; Deubner,
Rom. Mitt., XXVII, 1912, p. 18, note 5; Alda Levi, La Patera di Parabiago, p. 9, note 29, pl. V, 1;
F. Cumont, Revue de l'Histoire des Religions, CIX, 1934, pp. 63 ff.; Albizzati, loc. cit., pp. 192 ff.,
pl. 1; Doro Levi in Berytus, VII, 1942, p. 48. note 133.
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sented on the god's breast, and the heads of a ram and a goat project from his sides.
The old and ingenious interpretation by Cavedoni, who recognized in this image the
Orphic god Phanes born from the cosmic
egg,82 reinforced with new arguments by
Eisler and L. Deubner, still prevails. On
the other hand, the monuments we have
examined before, support also Cumont's
comparison of this image to the Mithriac
god of Time. The explanation was provided to Cumont himself by the recent discovery of three GreekMithriac inscriptions
under the slopes of the Aventine near the
Tiber. All three are dedications to "Zeus
Helios Mithras." In one of them the identification of divinities of different origins
proceeds further; this is dedicated "/AL
'IIHX4c
ML'pa Davr)L. . . ." Here for the
first time the introduction of Orphic doctrines into the mysteries of the Persian
god is explicitly and unmistakenlyattested.
Since Mithras and Phanes were confused
into one and the same supreme deity, and
since the religious exegesis was applied to
assimilate the qualities of the two gods and
to conciliate the differences of the two
sacred traditions, it is no wonder that we
often remain uncertain how to interpret
some artistic monuments. The youthful
image of the Modena relief is at the same
time Mithras and Phanes. Moreover, the
assimilation of elementsand attributes does
Birth
20.
The
of
Mithras
the
in
Zodiac,
Fig.
not stop here. The serpent surrounding
Relief from a Mithreumnear Trier
the body of the god does not belong to the
image of Phanes as describedin the Theogonia, by Hieronymos and Hellanikos (Kern,
OrphicorurnFragmelnta, no. 54, pp. 130 ff.), which contains the closest points of
resemblanceto our relief. It was obviously derived, as Cumont has noticed, from the
On the cosmic egg, and the recent studies on this subject, see I. M. Linforth, The Arts of
Orpheus, 1941, p. 226, note 25. On the assimilation of Mithras with Phanes, and the confusion
of the sphere or the rock of Mithras' birth with the cosmic egg (perhaps, e. g., on the Borcovicus
sculpture), see Saxl, Mithras, p. 73, p. 74, note 1.
82
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M\ithriacstatues of Aion we have examined before. In fact, in the same way as we
have previously seen the identification of Aion with the supreme Sun-God, in the
Orphic texts Phanes is described as having an aspect entirely similar to that of
Chronos, by whom he was begotten. The same contamination of different deities and
legends and confusion of heterogeneous elements appear also on other monuments.
We have seen the two halves of the cosmic egg or sphere above and beneath the bust
of Mithras-Phanes on the sculpture from the Mithreum of Borcovicus (Fig. 18),
and the lower hemisphere under other representations of the Mithriac " Chronos,"
especially under the bearded image on the ?fvXaKTrrptov of the Naturhistorisches

Museum in Vienna (Fig. 10) perfectly suitable for Aion-Chronos, but not at all
becoming to the figure of Phanes coming to life. We have seen the lion-headed demon
holding the attributes of the supreme command, and we have noticed on its body the
signs of the Zodiac symbolizing its rule over the seasons. In the same way, probably,
on our relief the leonine mask is the sign of the Zodiac dominating in midsummer,
the ram and the capricornthose presiding over the beginnings of spring and autumn.
We have said also that the heads of the winds in the four corners of the relief are
related to the conception of the four seasons. The animal hoofs of the god, finally,
call to mind, as well as the identification of Phanes with Pan, also the invocations to
Aion identified with this god, for the accentuation, we said before, of his character
of a panthean deity. A fortunate discovery of recent years, indeed, presents us with
one of the monstrous images of Chronos-Aion we have often mentioned before, but
this time standing on sheep's legs and hoofs (Fig. 5).83
The disc of the Zodiac, we were saying, replaces sometimes the sphere of the
universe on Atlas' shoulders. If indeed the disc of the Zodiac is the fittest image of
the wheel of Time, both as a representation of the rotation of the sky determined by
eternal laws and of the first Cause generating and renewing huan destinies, on
the other hand the heavenly sphere is another obvious attribute of that first Cause,
the globe which is the Empyrean where ititts
has
residence.84 Zervan-TvX,85 the

primeval Cause that rules over human destinies through the rotation of the planets
and the revolution of the Zodiac, as early as in the Avesta is usually associated in
83
This is a relief discovered during the last excavations at Oxyrhynchos in Egypt by the
Italian Society of Florence: see E. Breccia, " Un ' Cronos Mitriaco' ad Oxyrhynchos," Me'langes
Maspe'ro, II (Me0moiresde l'Inst. fran-ais d'Archeol. orientale du Caire, LXVII), Cairo, 1934-37,
pp. 257 ff., pl. The statue, similar in all other details to the other specimens of the Mithriac demon,
shows higher artistic qualities than usual. A rayed halo appears behind the lion's head; keys and
sceptre are held in its hands, from which, furthermore, two snakes creep down, one on each side,
to lick respectively a flaming altar and the usual Mithriac crater on the ground. The monstrous
tongue develops into another serpent reaching the small altar. Between the two wings of the right
side are represented a small lion and a star.
84
Cumont, Textes et Mon., I, pp. 85 ff.
85
According to Theodorus of Mopsuestia: Zopov6a, . . ov Kat Tv'Xv KaetX (Photius, Bibl. 81;
ed. Bekker, I, Berlin, 1824, p. 63).
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invocations with the sovereign Heaven: in Firdousi fate is still represented sometimes by the image of Heaven, sometimes by that of Time. Ahura-Mazda was
for ancient Persians "the eternal circle of Heaven ": consequent, therefore, is the
increasing identification, caused by astrological speculation, of this concept of the
eternal Heaven with that of Zervan, the infinite Time ruling over the upper spheres.
Thus Ahura-Mazda is invoked in Latin as Caelus aeternus Iupiter; and other allegorical representations of the Mithriac Caelus occur in the form of an eagle leaning
over the heavenly sphere, adorned with the signs of the planets or with the zodiacal
ring. The intermediate nature of Xpovogbetween the infinite time and the determination of time through the influence of the sky, is repeatedly the object of the Western
87
the
philosophical speculation.86We are not surprised, consequently, when we find
lion-headed demon (which we have seen associated with the signs of the Zodiac)
standing on the sphere of the globe, either smooth or adorned with the two crossing
bands of the Zodiac and the milky-way,88or otherwise on a hemisphere adorned with
a moon-crescent. But it is Aion who is described in this position in the magic papyrus
of Berlin:adKIvoKparcop, atovorToXoKpacrop, E' Tov ETrraiyEpov o-TaffEs.89 Elsewhere in

the same papyrus 90a figure, named Sol-Horus, is described as the decoration of an
amulet, and presents the form of the lion-headed demon we know well by now, its
body wound about by the coils of a serpent biting its own tail. He holds on his left
hand the world's sphere and in his right the whip of the Egyptian gods. Shortly after
this passage (line 164), the invocation again identifies the divinity with Aion: 8Evpo
Athva KaTEO-Tr7pLy, arepavTov, a&itavrov, ac^y71jrov,
pot, /3ao-aXEV, . . . Oeov OEWv
l(rXvpov
world's
find
the
to
.
.
.
Nor
we
be
should
globe held by the
surprised
again
[,]vov.

solar deity in his quality of Kosmokrator in Western representations, and not only
in a relief from the Esquiline belonging to the repertory of a Mithreum,91but also in
an earlier Pompeian fresco from the Casa di Apolline (Fig. 21).92 On both these
86
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Timaeum 38 b; ed. Diehl, III (Leipzig,

J0otoOvra:
ao
1906), p. 51.
87
Cumont, Textes et Mon., II, no. 10 a, p. 196, fig. 21; no. 35, p. 214, fig. 41; no. 39, p. 215,
fig. 46; no. 40, p. 216, fig. 47.
88 On the
meaning of the two Xoolt KVKXoL see Cumont, Textes et Mon., I, p. 89, note 5;

-ryetTat,

Rom. Mitt., LI, 1936, pp. 55 f.

89 Pap. Gr. Mag., I, 203 (vol. I, p. 12). In the great Paris magic papyrus (ibid., I, p. 147,
lines 2373 ff.) is described another effective amulet, " which Hermes created for the wandering
Isis," useful in magic operations for the benefit of the house or workshop: it is a waxen figurine
representing a pilgrim holding his stick and his bag, standing on a ball around which a snake winds;
another snake creeps along his stick. The figure must wear a 7reptoo/ya which calls to our mind the
garment of the god on the Roman relief of Aion and Kore, Fig. 6.

90

yXvoA'pEyvog Ebs rov XiOov'HAXpog av8p[tag]
E
. ..
KparT)V7rOXov K(a [LaorTLya, KVKgX9 avroV 3paKovra ovpo3opov.

Pap. Gr. Mag., I, p. 10, line 144:
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dap,TTepa Xept
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91 Cumont, Textes et Mon., II, no. 18 b, p. 202, fig. 29; Saxl, Mithras, fig. 88, pl. 17.

92 S.

Reinach, Rep. de peintures, p. 24, 9; A. Schlachter, Der Globus

1927), p. 99, fig. on p. 106; Rom. Mitt., LI, 1936, p. 57, fig. 8.
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monuments the solar god holds in his other hand also the second attribute described
for the magic amulet. This also occurs on the coins dedicatedto the cult of Sol Invictus

Fig. 21. Helios as Kosmokrator, Pompeian Fresco from the
Casa di Apolline

introduced into Rome from the East, and not before the third century after Christ,
to be precise first by Elagabalus and later again by Aurelian.93 This whip may be, as
93 Cf. M. Bernhart, Handbuch zur Miizkunde der rom. Kaiserzeit (Halle, 1926), p. 68, p. 235.
See also the Syrian bronze coin, or tessera, from Damascus in Berlin, Reitzenstein, Das iranische
Erlosungssysterium, p. 215, note 2: it is datable about A.D. 300, and represents on one side the
radiated bust of the sun holding the heavenly sphere in the right and the whip in the left, on the
other the bust of the moon with the torch and with a crescent on the forehead; the inscriptions
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generally interpreted, a mere abbreviation of an element belonging to the Western
iconography, peculiar to Sol as a charioteer. On the other hand, it may well be a
derivation from the image of the cosmic god of Egypt and of the East.94 As a matter
of fact, symbols and attributes becoming to the supreme deity of the Eastern religions
could not meet any difficulty in being applied to the representations of the eclectical
doctrines which spread throughout the late classical world. Similar symbols and
attributes were familiar indeed as early as the time of the pre-Socratic philosophers
to express the ideas referring to the divinity. To god, the primeval being, without a
beginning and without an end according to Thales' definition, was compared the
sphere, which presents the same peculiarities, and before which we see grouped the
seven wise men, meditating, on the two well-known mosaics from Torre Annunziata
in Naples and from Sarsina in the Villa Albani: "5
Haec aeterna manet divisque simillima forma,
Cui neque principium est usquam, nec finis in ipsa.
(Manilius, Astronomica, I, 211 f.)
Thus are especially defined the peculiarities of the heavenly globe in the exact formulation of Aristotle as against Plato's Timaeus (De caelo, I, 10, 280a). And, by
antithesis, according to Alcmaeon of Croton (see H. Diels, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker5,I [Berlin, 1934], p. 215, fr. 2), men are bound to die because they cannot
turn the straight line of life into a circle: ro aCvOppirrovs
rqo'tv 'A. 8t&rovro aro6X-Xvor-Oa, on ov 1vvavTat

rr3vapX7jv

T) reXEL
Erpo-raiat.

But the identical

expressions

and formulas pass from pure speculation to cosmogonic and religious doctrines,
to the world of magic and of mysteries. Thus in an Orphic hymn Uranus has taken
up all the qualities of the supremegod without beginning and without end, the primeval
being and creator of everything, which turns around the earth like a sphere.96Almost
with the identical words Isis-or rather perhaps Isis assimilated with Aion-is inread 'AvaroXrand Av'uc; (cf. A. v. Sallet in Zeitschr. f. Numismatik, V, 1878, pp. 108 f., p. 350,
pl. II, 8). Reitzenstein mentions this coin, in a passage in which he compares Aion to the conception of the two-headed Ianus; Orient and Occident would express here the whole extension
of the sky.
94
As a matter of fact, as regards the Sol from the Mithreum on the Esquiline, Saxl not only
suggests on stylistic grounds the oriental origin of the relief with Mithras tauroktonos from the
same find, but proves also that the image of Sol himself because of the gesture of his right hand
finds an exact parallel on similar fictile representations of Egyptian provenance, on which indeed
the sphere and the whip on the left are replaced by a crocodile: see Saxl, Mithras, pp. 30 f., figs.
88-89, pl. 17.
95 Schlachter, op. cit., passim; 0. Brendel, "
Symbolik der Kugel," Rim. Mitt., LI, 1936,
1
pp. ff.; pp. 28 ff.
96

Tr7avrTov rE TEX?Tvrr,KOO-yOOvpave 7rayyevErop, KOa-LfoviFLEpogS
aleV rctpeP | 7rpeoTvyeveO^' apXTILraVTV
KpaCTOp,acfaLpr?iov eXtcraro/EEVosrEpt yatav, I OIKE OC6wv
/aKapwv . . . (Orph. Hymn., IV; E. Abel, Orphica,

1885, p. 60).
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voked in another hymn as the beginning and the end of things, the only and eternal
ruler of the world.97Going back to the symbolism in the representationsof the sphere,
the globe on which the Phoenix is resting on some coins 98 may replace the inscription
AIQN which we have seen elsewhere associated with the bird symbolizing the renewal
of the ages. The evident meaning of the symbol has appeared to us in the aureus
of Hadrian (Fig. 19 e), in which the globe with the Phoenix is held by the youthful
image of Saeculum himself, surrounded by the turning wheel. But, in the same way
as we have already noticed for the ring of the Zodiac, little by little the symbol of
the sphere too becomes devoid of all its original philosophical and religious content;
it appears thus on innumerable Roman coins bearing the same meaning as the late
meaning of Aion, and merely signifying, like the symbol of Aeternitas, or rather of
Aevum, an omen of long life to the Emperor.99 Elsewhere in the later iconography
the sphere, sometimes crossed by the two bands of the Zodiac and the milky-way,
becomes the material image of the heavenly globe: so, for instance, in the image of
Urania and in the representations of the Parcae o the sarcophagi depicting the myth
of Prometheus.100Here the Parcae, standing before the heavenly sphere or before
the sundial, have preserved the mere function of reading the horoscope of the newly
born child; and to the sphere, of all its former content of thought, only the modest
part remains that was tenaciously assured to it, because of its connections with human
life, by the superstitious practices of the astrologers.101
In the Pompeian fresco from the Casa di Apolline we have seen the sphere of
the cosmic deity of the Gnostics held by a divine figure deriving from the classical
the same way the marble figure representing the ithriac god of
iconography. Inthearbl
Time in the Mithreum of Emerita 102 shows a blooming youthful body, surrounded
by serpents, and which probably had, as we said before, a human head. But we do
not need to adduce the attraction always exerted by the artistic images of the classical
world upon the representations of the later syncretistic and mystic religions-an example of which we have mentioned above when speaking of Atlas-in order to explain
the youthful aspect of Aion on the monuments where he appears as the god of the
{K o-Eo yap TravT'
97 Reitzenstein,Poimnandres, p. 270: apX,r Kaol TrcXO ?Td, ravrwV 8UEcv p/Jvr7a6vwafeLs
('can Kat el Aihva Treevra. According to Reitzenstein Isis is here identified with Aiwv; but see Nock,

loc. cit., p. 78, on the difficulty of deciding when on these magic formulas it is a question of a
personification and when of a common noun.
98 Schlachter,
op. cit., p. 74, p. 76, pp. 81 ff.
99 Ibid., pp. 80 f.; W. Koehler, Personifikationen abstrakter Begriffe auf rom. Miinzen (Diss.
Konigsberg, 1910), pp. 23 ff.
100
Brendel, loc. cit., pp. 89 ff.
101Cf. W. Gundel, Beitrdge zur Entwicklungsgeschichte der Begriffe Ananke u. Heimarmene
(Giessen, 1914), pp. 71 ff.
102 Comptes Rendus de l'Acad. des Inscr. et Belles-Lettres, 1905, fig. on p. 149; J. R. Melida,
Cat. Mon. de Espana, Provincia de Badajo., Madrid, 1925, no. 1084, pl. C, fig. 138; R. Menendez
Pidal, Historia de Espana, II, Espaia Romana, Madrid, 1935, p. 440, fig. 248.
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Zodiac. We may find the explanation from within the mystic religions and the magic
literature themselves. In fact, although Aion mostly appears in them in the form of
an old man,103we may read, in the Mythographus Vaticanus III we have mentioned
before, the following passage: Saturnus secundum fabulam cum sit senex posse fieri
puer fingitur, quod commentum ab hac re orturmfertur, quod corpus singulis annis
senescere in hieme et rivivescere in vere videtur.104And Nonnus says similarly 105
that Aion " changes the burden of old age like a snake who sloughs off the coils of
the useless old scales, rejuvenescing while washing in the swells of the laws [of time]."
The clearest formulation of the conceptionmay be quoted from a still later hymn (IX)
by Bishop Synesius of Cyrene:
aXX avroT aiyrpaos
Ai&ov 6 raXaLyyev)7
vEOg

cOv, aLta Kal yp.

. ..

And the contrast between the current poetical image of Time as a gray-headed old
man and his artistic representation is most strikingly confirmed in the E'KPpa(o-i of
John of Gaza, where Aion is indeed called by the stereotyped poetical formula TrpoTrarcop,but is described on the contrary in his picture as a youth in his full bloom, in
shining majesty, radiating light from his body as he sits on Olympus.106We have
thus found as well in literature as in art a convincing confirmation for the interpretation as Aion of the winged and naked youth who lifts on his wings to heaven
the imperial couple on the base of Antoninus Pius' column (Fig. 22).107 Around his

left arm winds the serpent which, together with his powerful wings, recalls the lionheaded demon and the images of the oriental religions; and he holds in his left hand
the globe, adorned with the Zodiacal ring, the moon, and the stars.
The monuments have thus reflected to us the multiplicity of the conceptions
expressed by Aion in thought and religion of late antiquity. On one hand the symbols
flowing over to the primeval and supreme god of Time from the religions of the East
as well as from the speculations of the West in the doctrines of magic and mysteries,
appear crystallized in the lion-headed demon; on the other hand, for the cosmogonic
divinity is forged an anthropomorphic image, by which already classical art had
visualized the concept of time of Hellenic philosophical speculation, and whose attitudes, attributes, and associations may be derived either from the philosophicalthought
103

Lackeit, Aion, pp. 89 ff.

104

Cumont, Textes et Mont.,II, p. 53, ? 8.

v I
o4tLs
Dionys., XLI, 180 ff.: . . . ynpaos aXOos adJEiOwv,
In this passage too Aion
epvTraXtv o-r(eleXEXov 0vo' o7'8lauLOa(jv.
line 136; aprtLaXs, line 146; with OaXepov 8Ea,s,
106 acLaXis,
is
also the image of Aion in his wheel, line 140:
Nonnus' poetry
105

<pvXaoa(Trv....

aSpavewv foXt8&ovorELtpfqra

tvasc

[

is associated with the Horae.

lines 145, etc. A derivation from
os voepj o-rpofaXLyy/ yovmv /3TroLO

W. Amelung, Skulpturen des Vatik. Mus., I, p. 883, no. 223, pl. 116; L. Deubner, Rom.
Mitt., XXVII, 1912, pp. 16 ff.; R. Hinks, Myth and Allegory, p. 42, pl. 20.
107
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or from the oriental religions. This may be introducedwith its own meaning, by now
universally understandable, into a representation of oriental mysteries. It is quite
true that in this age Aiori;is a fluid conception;108 and no wonder, since we have seen
converging to it from the most different sources a multitude of ideas and terms, often

Fig. 22. Aion on the Base of the Column of Antoninus Pius

disagreeing among themselves, from philosophicalspeculation and from religion, from
the East and from the West."09The name of Aion may well be used often as a mere
attribute, since its essence is nothing else than the first quality from immemorialtimes
assigned by philosophy to the primeval divine being; furthermore Aion is the quality
which religion and mysticism assign to the supreme deity, under whatever name he is
worshiped. As this first quality of the supreme being Aion himself becomes a god,
but he may still be distinguished from the supreme being, whose first born child he is,
108
This is the point on which Nock especially insists. We shall not entirely follow, however,
his most radical conclusions, such as " there was not under the Empire a well-known and influential
complex of ideas about Aion (loc. cit., p. 99) ; that "it was not a proper nomven-hardly an
individuality" (p. 84), etc.
109 " So ist auch die Gestalt des Gottes Aion ein typischer Vertreter der gnostisch-synkretistischen
Bewegung, in der sich orientalisch-religi6se Vorstellungen mit der Gedankenwelt der griechischen
Philosophie umkleiden und dadurch diese seltsam schillernden Gestalten hervorrufen, deren Wesen
uns so schwer fassbar ist": Zepf, loc. cit. in note 9, p. 274.
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a 8EvTEpog OEo0.110On the other hand it has appeared to us by all evidence that Aion is
not merely a name running from mouth to mouth, but that it has assumed itself by
now, in cosmogony as well as in the world of magic, the pantheistic meaning of the
supreme and primordial divinity of the mysteries, that Aion has become himself one
of the panthean deities of this late syncretistic religion. So much the less shall we be
surprised, consequently, when we find used for him adjectives and attributes which
occur endlessly also for other deities, which we may rather say are granted practically
to each divinity rising to the rank of supreme and panthean deity. If in the magic
invocations atwv may be used certainly as a mere attribute of the god invoked, it
appears certain, notwithstanding, that other times Ahtv is the name of one of the
divinites identified with the supreme god. Nay, sometimes, the position of his name
is specially emphatic, revealing both the great value attributed to its expression in
magic practices, and the first rank attributed to it among the denominations of the
supreme being, in the same way as the essence of Aion is his first quality.1' By Apollo
himself Aion is described as the supreme divine being in one of the oracles from
Claros: " a fire rising above the cavity of heaven, continuously in movement, infinite."
He is invisible even to heavenly powers if he does not want to reveal himself; and his
name is unspeakable.112The same terms occur everywhere in the magic papyri.11 In
the Berlin papyrus describing him standing on the sphere of the universe, he is invoked
and in the Leiden papyrus "
as the primordialbeing (rrporTarcop . . . atlwvact Alv),114
he is invoked as TravroKpaTrwp Oeos, the ruler of the generations, who nourishes and
makes everything to prosper, " who has a secret, unpronounceable name." And in
fact the identical invocations return in two other magic passages, where, however,
the name Aion is not pronounced.T1 We have seen before in the great magic papyrus
110 v el

o 7rar7p ro) 7rakXvyevofv Atlvog

(Pap.

Gr. Mag., VII,

510; vol. II, p. 23);

and in

Poimandres: o eo catlva
iroteZ, etc. See Lackeit, op. cit., p. 77; Nock, loc. cit., p. 84.
11 Thus, e. g., in the Leiden papyrus (Pap. Gr. lMag., XIII, 995; vol. II, p. 129), where this
final invocation follows a long series of cryptic formulas: o E'yas, p/eyas Atwv, Od, KvptOS Atwv; or in
the London papyrus, A. Dieterich, Abraxas (Leipzig, 1891), pp. 68 f.; cf. Pap. Gr. Mag., V, 460 ff.
,
,o,
(vol. I, p. 196):
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K. Buresch, Klaros (Leipzig, 1889), pp. 97 f.:
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114Pap. Gr. Mag., I, 201 (vol. I, p. 12).
113See Nock, loc. cit., pp. 97 f.
15
Pap. Gr. Mag., XII, 238 ff. (vol. II, p. 74); XII, 246 ff.: rt' S Atwv Atlva Trpecwv aoiiwtv
avaoaare; elts So\ dJaOvaro (" What Aion, nurturing Aion, rules the aiones [ages]? There is one
immortal god ": transl. by Nock).
116We have read before another testimony of the ineffability of his name in Suidas' gloss
dedicated to 'Hpato-Kos, when dealing with his cult-statue at Alexandria, as well as in the gloss
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and identified with Ra. We have
of Paris the appeal to Aion as the KoCOrlOKplarop,

mentioned before also other identifications with the supreme solar god of the Egyptians, and we have seen the mystic deity of Time assume his attributes. In the same
way we have noticed the identification of Aion with other pantheistic divinities. We
have seen him little by little usurp the place of Kronos-Chronos, and invested with
the same peculiarities. In the passage by Suidas where his statue at Alexandria is
mentioned, it is affirmedthat the Alexandrians identify him with Osiris and Adonis,
and in Philo of Byblos the name of Aion covers the image of another Semitic divinity,
Baal Shamin. Athenagoras tells us that Isis was considered as "the nature of
Aion." 11 In other magic texts we find indeed the equation of Isis to Aion and to
Iobia: it may be that the magic amulet we have mentioned before with a beggar
standing on a sphere "like Isis " hints at this identification."18The convergence of
religious ideas of East and West is noticeable in other identifications. Thus in a
passage by Ioh. Lydus (De "metsibus,'V, 64) Aphrodite's birth from the genitalia
of Kronos is explained as her birth from Aion, and in another passage (ibid., IV, 17)
one of the Dioscuri is called Aion, and the other Physis: the Twins, indeed, representing life and death, mortalit and eternity, have assumed also the significance of
the two heavenly hemispheres, and may appear consequently on both sides of our lionheaded demon.19 We have seen, finally, our pantheistic deity as an object of cult,
of magic practises and of mystic ceremonies. Beside the cult-statue at Alexandria,
we have mentioned the statue of Aion which stood, in the age of Augustus, on the
basis of Eleusis on which its dedication was preserved to us.l20 The qualities of bene-

factor attributed to Aion in the Eleusinian mysteries, are very similar to those extolled
in the invocations of the magic texts. Thus we read, for instance, in a prayer which
'Ert40avtosregarding the ceremonies of the god Aion. We should not wonder, consequently, since

we have seen his frequent identification with Chronos, to see this latter name used for the mystic
deity showing the characteristics of Zervan in the Orphic theogony of Hieronymus-Hellanicus
(0. Kern, Orphicorum Fragmenta [Berlin, 1922], p. 130, no. 54; Nock, loc. cit., p. 82, note 96).
Here also the appellative Herakles is used, that is, the name of another god also identified often in
Eastern-Hellenic mysticism with the solar deities (on this point see Pauly-Wissowa, R.E., s.v.
Herakles, Suppl. III, col. 1104; Saxl, Mithras, p. 78; and also in my paper, Antioch-on-the-Orontes,
III, 1941, p. 230).
117

Legatio, 22, 6 (ed. Ubaldi, p. 101) : "v (>v
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118 Reitzenstein, Poitandres, p. 156, note 1; p. 270; p. 31; id., Das iranische Erlisungsmysterium,
p. 174. See also Lackeit, op. cit., p. 79.
119Cumont, Textes et Mon., I, pp. 85 f. In this connection Aeternitas is flanked by the two
Dioscuri on coins of the third century after Christ.
120
Nothing can be said about the aspect of this image, but that it had perhaps the attribute of
a serpent, because the head of a serpent was found next to its base: see 'E+. 'ApX.,1887, cols. 112 if.,
no. 33. The presence of a serpent would exclude by itself Perdrizet's hypothesis,-very unlikely
on other grounds as well,-according to which the statue at Eleusis did not represent the Mithriac
and Orphic deity, but the Egyptian bird Bennou, the equivalent of the Greek Phoenix: see Mon.

Piot, XXXIV, 1934, p. 112.
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belongs to an interesting small group the purpose of which is to ensure good luck and
prosperity to a determined place by way of hiding in it a cult-image or an amulet:
7rXovroSroTa Alov, Lepe'AyaOC &alZLov'rTEXETrTrra

Kat

Xaptrag

'
rat cra-s EvOUeaS

La.121

Indeed the very divine child born in the Eleusinian mysteries is called, in a passage
by Saint Hippolytus, AlWva Acivcov.122 Damascius, in the aforementioned gloss of
Suidas on Epiphanius, specifically speaks of these cult ceremonies, when he tells us
that Epiphanius and Euprepius were two citizens of Alexandria experienced in different categories of rites, to be precise the latter in Persian ceremonies and the former
in those of Osiris as well as in those of the god " who is celebrated as Aion," whose
name the writer does not dare to utter. To this god the prayers of the mystes are
directed, that he may reveal himself to him in his real aspect.123The elected men have
in themselves the divine vov', which inspires in them the desire for a renewed union
with the divinity: when the initiate will enter into ecstasy, he will be identified with
Aion, and he will then achieve the knowledge of god.124The mystes indeed becomes
himself Aion, in the same way as he is transformed into Osiris in the mysteries of
Isis, when the initiation is accomplished:" Because today I-being born a mortal from
a mortal womb, risen by powerful strength and by an imperishableright hand-I shall
contemplate, with immortal eyes, with immortal spirit the immortal Aion, the ruler
of the fiery diadems. . . .

125

The god of the mystical vision, who, immobile, moves the celestial spheres, is the
same whose image we have recognized in the artistic representation of the ruler of
the Zodiac. It is after all the image of the old philosophical and poetical conceptions,
which we have already found in Pindar's description of Aion turning the wheel of
time, but which is imbued now with a richer religious content and with an astrological
meaning as well. The wheel of time moved by the cosmic god has assumed the aspect
of the ring of the Zodiac, the symbol of the heavenly spheres, and at the same time
the allusion to human destinies dictated by the supreme being and ruled by astral laws,
which astrological science can interpret. This is why Aion, the cosmic god, may be
identified with the E4tap/.te'V, in the same way as Zervan may be called TviXq,and why
Tellus and the seasons, the aspects of time in relationship to humanity, are his unfailing associations. But this artistic type was created only in the late age,126in which
121

Reitzenstein, Poimcandres,p. 30; Pap. Gr. Mag., IV, 3167.

122Ref utatio omniurn Haeresium, V, 8, 45, p. 97, line 19, ed. P. Wendland (Leipzig, 1916);

V, 8, 116, p. 166, ed. Duncker and Schneidewin (G6ttingen, 1859).
123Reitzenstein, Poimandres, p. 23, 4.
124 See Lackeit, op. cit., p. 81:
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A. Dieterich, Eine Mithrasliturgie3 (ed. by 0. Weinreich, 1923), pp. 4, 18 if.; Pap. Gr. Mag.,
IV, 517 ff.: ereEt L/EXk() KaTro7rrTeIeVcr(T?lpov
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Not one of the representations of the god of the Zodiac can be earlier than the second
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to the spreading of the oriental religions corresponds the revival of the old philosophical speculations in the schools of the Neopythagoreans and of the Neoplatonics.
This is made evident by the fact that the same figure may appear also, in the mosaic
of Antioch, devoid of any religious meaning, depicting with the very image provided
by the old poetical description a purely philosophical conception. A valuable commentary on this is offered by the mosaic's inscriptions. And if the god of the Zodiac

is representedas befits the solar and cosmogonic being, as a blooming and resplendent
youth, Aion on the Antioch mosaic, more suitably to the common philosophical and
literary image, has the aspect of an old man. But we have said that a youthful image
was not excluded even for the representation of the philosophical conception of Aion
elaborated by the Neoplatonics, and further that Aion appeared as a youth on the
painting described by John of Gaza. From the monuments we have previously examined we have gained much light for a correct interpretation of this poet's passage
referring to Aion (lines 137 ff.), of which we may venture now a new translation:
" And self-sown Aion was
represented in blooming splendor leaning toward another
running circle

127

of the much-whirled years, the forefather, surrounded by the ever-

running roads; he, who, preserving the generation in an intellectually perceptible rotation, and lifting the whirling helm of flarmony,

herds the year of twelve months

turning it around, and causes one year to discharge itself into another, then noiselessly
creeps away. ..

.

Aion, much as the figure on our mosaic, is sitting on Olympus,

century after Christ. The particular popularity of the concept of Aion in the age of the Antonines
is evidenced both by the monuments and by the literary tradition. To this age belongs the only
great monument exactly datable, that is, the base of the column of Antoninus Pius. We have seen
that in the year 138-139 the name of Aion was associated with the image of the Phoenix on the
coins of Antoninus Pius perhaps celebrating the inauguration of a new Sothic cycle. To this age
the hymns by Mesomedes belong. Also the creation of this new iconographic type of the god of
the Zodiac might seem, consequently, to confirm Nock's conclusion (loc. cit., pp. 95 ff.) that Aion's
cult at Alexandria must be an institution of this time as well, and probably due to the same occasion
of the coinage. But for this conclusion it is necessary to resort to the extrema ratio, of considering
as an interpolation the passage by Ioh. Lydus containing the reference to Aion's festival on the
5th of January which we have quoted before (JDe mens., IV, 1). If we accept this passage, we
must go at least as far back as the end of the Republican age for the celebration of the festival.
And, furthermore, the existence of a mystic cult dedicated to Aion already in the age of Augustus
seems to be confirmed by his statue at Eleusis belonging to this age.
In addition to the monuments dealt with above, see also the mention of an amethyst with an inscription probably reading Aion (AIQN), and the conjecture that on another amulet the inscription
tao/, is isopsephic for atojy, Nock, loc. cit., p. 84, note 103.
127 IOXoS is used not only for the heavenly vault, but also for a circle, such as the orbit of a
va xpovov, ev Z
star: see, e. g., Plato, Epin., IX, 986 C: rotZ 8E LTE T va poipav rarr.o./ev TE
--a
or a certain
certain
lot
either
let
us
them
of
none
to
"but
appoint
&EEpXETat rTov avrov 7roXov
time in which it travels through its particular orbit. . . "In an opposite way, a globe may represent
an orbis, like the orbis anni (cf. Livy, I, 19, 6: anno qui solstitiali circumagitur orbe) upon which
Tellus rests her right hand on some Hadrianic coins; see J. M. C. Toynbee, The Hadrianic School
(Cambridge, 1934), p. 142, pl. VI, 23.
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and probably turning the wheel of Time, but he appears in shining youthful aspect.128
He is again differentiated, however, from the supreme and primeval being, who, in
form of a solar deity appears as a child rising in the center of the universe, represented by the disc of heaven supported by Atlas' shoulders.
On the mosaic of Antioch we have perhaps an illustration of the arguments of
discussion in the intellectual classes of the Antiochene society: a subject of philosophical discussion fit to entertain the nobility of the luxurious town during the
sumptuous and everlasting banquets celebrated in the very halls and triclinia which
similar mosaics were destined to embellish. The inscriptions of the mosaic seem to
present to us the title of an argument for an evening's discussion, corresponding
almost exactly to the title of the book of Plotinus' Enneads we referred to before:
" IIEptAlCtvos Kai Xpovwv." Beginning from the age to which our mosaic belongs, in

fact, the mosaics representing at least single personification of philosophical conceptions, if not complex ideas as that with which we have dealt, multiply themselves in
Antioch.'29 All these may be an illustration of the philosophical movement in the
learned and religious metropolis. They may be also, however, a mere testimony of the
conceptions which were passing from mouth to mouth, of words which were much in
the air, which were used more or less by everybody, excerpta of philosophical specuhappen, into popular philosophy. In the same way, already much before the time of
our mosaic, philosophical doctrines of Orphism are transformed into formulas of
popular wisdom in the funeral epigram of Hecataeus in distant Panticapaeum in
Crimea.130But perhaps the mosaic of Antioch does not aim to be either exclusively a
speculation, or that of a current conception.
figured presentation of a philosohilosophcal
Opposite to eternal Time moving the everturning wheel are seated and intent on a
solemn religious function the three fugacious times, transient like man's life. For the
of the various
of the
arious
aspects of the conceptions of Time, the artist would
reprepresentation
be irresistibly lured to bestow upon the image of Aion, together with the characteristics befitting its content of thought, at least the most peculiar attribute it had
by now obtained in the artistic repertory. He must be satisfied, on the contrary, to
differentiate the other figures-which nowhere else appear to us in ancient art-only
128

Lines

145 f.:

ev yap 'OXvIcat) t^ap8pos IEeSpgffaoe.

.

.

.

The

action

of moving

the wheel

by

the uplifted hand may have been somewhat indistinct, as it is on many of the similar monuments
we are dealing with, especially because of the fact that this hand was holding a group of folds
of the mantle. John may easily have overlooked the most important feature in Aion's gesture,
concerned as he was with the symbolical interpretation of his apparel.
" Personifications of Abstract Ideas in the Antioch
129 See G. Downey,
Mosaics," Transactions
"
349
of Abstract Ideas
Amer.
the
LXIX,
1938,
if.;
Assoc.,
Representations
Philological
id.,
pp.
of
in the Antioch Mosaics," Journal of the History of Ideas, I, 1940, pp. 122 f.
130 See A. D. Nock,
"Orphism or Popular Philosophy?," Harvard Theological Review,
XXXIII, 1940, pp. 301 ff. Cf. also G. Downey, in Church History, X, 1941, p. 376.
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through the age and the expression most suitable to the conceptions expressed by each
of them. He groups these figures in a conventional banquet-scene, to which the
presence of the incense-burnergives the obvious meaning of one of the ritual banquets
particularly peculiar to the religious and mystic associations of his age. We may
perhaps point out a last element, which seems to be quite new and unique in ancient
art, in a detail used for the characterization of the conception represented by one of
these figures, precisely in the strange modelling of Mellon's body. His torso seems to
be painted with colors entirely different from those generally used for naked bodies,
with dark tawny tones, with shades of red and violet; they may be meant, consequently,
to signify the mist which is still enveloping the Future, before he acquires the clear
appearanceof present reality.13' Aion is displaying only the activity assigned him by
philosophy and poetry, he has not the aspect of a cosmogonic deity nor the character
and the attitude proper to a magic talisman. Our mosaic is neither a profession of
faith, a kind of a perpetual hymn renewed by a mystes to his divinity, as we have
interpreted another mosaic of Antioch in the House of the Isiac Mysteries; nor is it
a prophylactic means to avert bad luck, such as we have recognized in the mosaics
of the House of the Evil Eye.'32 It is the representation of a philosophical concept.
It is not improbable, however, that to the very artistic representation of Aion-a
philosophicalconcept, but indissolubly bound by now also to the name of a pantheistic
divinity-a supernatural power was attributed, similar to that exerted by the very
presence of the statuary image of a god within a house, even without the practice of
a cult devoted to him. In the artistic expression of the purely philosophicalconception
of Aion, to which in this age, however, so rich and lively religious content had been
conveyed both in scientific speculation and in popular wisdom, a kind of wish was
bound to be implicit. Its presence may have been almost an equivalent to one of those
which lower social classes and more superstitious people used to bury
?vXaKr4pLa
beneath the foundations of the house for its safeguard, and among which we believe
we have recognized one with the very image of Aion (Fig. 10). From the contemplaThe increasing importance of color and light in the painting of late antiquity appears, e. g.,
from the descriptions by John of Gaza. Flesh-color is accurately described, varying according to
the nature of the person represented: the complexion of Sophia is pale, that of laborious Virtue
is brown, the face of the personification of Summer is sunburnt. Attire, as well as lights and
shadows, may accentuate the color of the complexion (see Friedlander, op. cit., pp. 220 iff.). The
importance of color in painting is stressed again in a passage by Chorichius of Gaza, when he says
that he would represent the allegorical figures of 'ApEr and 'ApX, ELrexvVv *T7v ZeCVo80s CUK7OJ-aA,/v
6v (Els 'Apartov 0ovKa,6, ed. Foerster, Leipzig, 1929, p. 49).
Kat Kpa&rS xpwoljov
l!0o TO- mr!rJevpia
Much before the time of these writers, Lucian (Pisc., 16 [587]), in a rhetorical description of
several personifications, describes the color of Truth as gray and misty: 7 a'WvSpa 8e cTr Kat aTaa qs
131

CIM.
To XpColaf 'AX"Oeta,

132See my papers on these subjects in Berytus, VII, 1942, pp. 19 ff., and in Antioch-on-theOrontes,III, 1941, pp. 220 ff.
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tion of the mosaic may almost have risen an echo of the magic invocations, so frequent
by now, to the cosmogonic and mystic god in order to obtain a similar protection:
6O TTopov, 7TpafiV TovT)Tr
O
vat, KVpLEV,

EXaTtSo,

OLKp,

rXovro8ora Aiv.133
DORO LEVI
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Pap. Gr. Mag., IV, 3167 ff. (vol. I, p. 176).

